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To the Limit
What we can learn from extreme athletes

T

he Arctic ice is kilometers
thick. Endless expanse, endless cold. With balmy -30 °C
temperatures on good days. Thomas
and Alexander Huber stand in front
of rock pyramids that rise 750 meters
into the sky. Not that these are any obstacle for the Huberbuam, or “Huber
Boys,” who have set the standard for
056

what can be achieved in (free) climbing and extreme mountaineering. It is
no coincidence that a film about the
Hubers is entitled “To the Limit.”
But the concept that “the limit” is
merely an imaginary line does not only
apply to the vertical. Extreme athletes
begin at the point where others run up

against their limits. In no other realm
are the results of your efforts available
so soon, and all too often presented
in such a pitiless manner as in athletic
competition. Competition with others and with yourself. Tennis great
Maria Sharapova perceives this as she
follows a merciless road back to the
top, as do world-class surfer Robby
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Naish in a contest against seemingly
overpowering waves and pilot Matthias Dolderer in his racing plane in the
Formula One of the skies.
Sports can serve as a guide. They can
teach us how best to cope with extreme situations. Champions focus
on success factors equally applicable

to the working environment: consistency, discipline, control and continuous improvement, to name just a few.
And, of course, emotion. To enjoy
oneself, even when it hurts once in a
while. And even when Arctic temperatures are a rather chilly -50 °C.
f
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Passion

Huber: Climber
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N

othing seems to stop Thomas Huber. As a climber, he
scales the tallest peaks; as a
BASE jumper, he dives into the deepest depths. But not today. Just outside
of Stuttgart, the extreme athlete finds
himself stuck in a traffic jam. “Patience
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is also a virtue,” he says later that day
while being interviewed at the Stuttgart
Theatre Center.
You once quoted Shakespeare on one
of your advertising posters. “Though
this be madness, yet there is method in

it.” How much madness is there in your
tours, and how much method?
Perhaps I interpret madness differently
from you. I view it as another word for
“passion,” and there is endless meaning in this word. It is passion that is the
driving force behind our climbing. We

Except that madness is not life-threatening on the job.
And that is where method enters into
the picture of what we do. We have to
make calculations, we have to know
where dangers lurk, we have to be able
to estimate potential risks. We start
preparing for an expedition two to
three months in advance. Even drawing up a list of what baggage to take
calls for maximum concentration. For
instance, we sent 500 kilos ahead to
Islamabad. Just one item missing later
on can be fatal. There is absolutely no
room for carelessness, not even when
making preparations. My motto is:
When you’re on the road, you won’t
feel safe until you realize you could die.
Still, others believe that extreme athletes
like you are constantly risking their lives.
We aren’t lunatics; we are absolutely
normal. And who knows? Perhaps others
could learn something from us for use in
their own jobs. Because my actions are
really a metaphor for every aspect of our
lives: to take delight in what we do, to
believe in ourselves, never to quit.
Quitting is an alien concept to you?
Quitting means resigning. I’ll never
quit. But I can say no. And that is the
deciding factor. If, under certain circumstances, a route is too difficult,
then I say no and turn back—or follow a different path. But I never give
up, because at some point I will make
a new attempt. To me, turning around
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on a mountain spells life—and I will
always choose life.

That can’t be a problem for you.
Wrong. I am not as prepared to take
risks as you might expect. I know
what I am doing. I have a responsibility to my wife and three children. And
I know that neither walls nor adventures are worth risking my life.
f

So you are saying that even a Thomas
Huber knows the meaning of fear?
Of course, but from my perspective,
fear is something positive. As you climb
up a mountain, you are somewhere between life and death. And when you
experience fear, you are granted a moment in which you can make a choice.
Are you going to turn left? Turn right?
Just keep going further? Or are you going to turn around? All you need do is
to listen to your fear and to accept that
it will aid you in this situation.
Many managers fear the prospect of
having to make decisions.
That is because they have failed to
view fear in a positive light. They
have looked away and kept muddling
on—and find themselves sliding into
the second stage of fear: paralyzing
fear. But at that point, you are unable
to make any decisions at all. It is now
too late for restructuring or for alternative action. And so the company goes
broke. In our own case, we would fall
to our deaths—so perhaps that is why
we make certain that we listen to that
first fear. That, too, is something others
might learn from us.

MAX REICHEL/HUBERBUAM.DE

want to do something wild, something
crazy. And although my brother Alexander and I have grown out of the “little rascals” stage, we are still referred to
as the “Huber Boys.” And that is likely
because we have never outgrown this
madness, this passion. But the same is
true of any other job: You need this passion if you want to be successful.
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Thomas Huber ...
... and his younger brother Alexander (40)
have already sought out many paths to the
sky. Among other achievements, 42-yearold Thomas has been on Antarctica’s most
challenging peak, the Ulvetanna in Queen
Maud Land. The two brothers specializing
in speed, extreme, and free climbing also
made the headlines with their tours in

Numerous companies are doing this as
well. They go climbing with their staff
in an effort to build a stronger team.
It’s a great concept, because this type
of team building deals with important fears. And with trust. You have
one person hanging from a rope who
knows that he will fall if his partner
makes even one error. And hierarchies
fall by the wayside; everyone is equal
here. You have to look deep into yourself and trust others implicitly. And
you learn to take risks. Which in my
opinion is essential in any profession.

Yosemite (California), the Himalayas, and
in the Karakorum mountain range of Central Asia. A particularly spectacular event
was the three-summit climb-and-jump
project in the Dolomites. Over the course
of a single day, Thomas Huber followed
difficult routes to scale each summit, and
then hazarded rapid descents with a BASE
parachute. Documentary cinematographer
Pepe Danquart filmed the Hubers—natives
of Palling in Upper Bavaria—for his work
“Am Limit” (To the Limit).
www.huberbuam.de
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M

atthias Dolderer has the
finish line in his sights—
he just has to get there.
The only requirement is to fly for 90
seconds in a single-engine plane, creating spectacular slalom figures at up
to twenty meters off the ground. With
a choice of San Diego, Abu Dhabi, or
Budapest as a backdrop—sideways
060
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Discipline

Dolderer: Skyscraper
ELMAR BRÜMMER

rolls included. You have to know exactly what you are doing if you want
to perform well at a speed of 370 kilometers per hour. The term “aerobatics”
doesn’t do justice to the maneuvers
used for this type of flying. The skills
demonstrated by the world’s finest pilots in the Red Bull Air Race before
an audience of hundreds of thousands

of spectators is far more than that—it
is nothing less than an airplane race.
Though the propellers keep rotating,
spectators’ hearts seem to stop as the
plane changes direction on a dime. The
lone German pilot in this world-class
league describes his flight maneuvers
in a more vivid manner: “Imagine trying to park your car in the garage at a
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Dolderer’s sport is regarded as the Formula One of the air, which is properly
described as “precision flying.” Precision aptly describes Matthias Dolderer’s approach: “Each flight can be likened to a business process. Preparation
of work, implementation, and followup work.” However, the pressure here
is anything but routine: During certain
maneuvers, the pressure on the man at
the control stick can be up to twelve
times his weight. Eighty kilos can suddenly become 960; his spine is compressed, and his internal organs pulled
downwards. Dolderer has learned to
deal with this; he not only focuses on
the fuselage of the plane but on his
own as well—by means of extreme
muscle training.
Traction control is always essential
for consistency in flying. In his hangar, Dolderer meticulously prepares
his “Edge 540,” which has a 7.43-meter wingspan and 310-hp engine, and
is valued at nearly 500,000 euros. At
times, he reflects on the carefree attitude of motorists. Who goes to the
trouble of checking the oil and tire
pressure before driving off, or does a
visual inspection of the car? Perhaps
the difference is that you can always
stop the car on the street. Once a plane
is up in the air, it is not quite that
simple... .”
In the dimension where you are most
likely to find Matthias Dolderer, the air
is not only literally thinner. It is flying
at the limit. And yet his approach almost sounds bureaucratic: “Analysis,
analysis, analysis,” is what he preaches

to himself and to his team, whether
the subject is technical maintenance or
whether they are discussing their own
battle plan for the competition flight.
His discourse on “risk management”
acquires a significance of its own. In
this field, each hour spent in the air
requires days of preparation on the
ground. Perfection and discipline play
their parts in ensuring that the word
“danger” just rolls off his back.
Flying has been part of the 38-year-old’s
world for as long as he can remember.
To date, he has flown the equivalent of
approximately 800 working days. One
of his most memorable experiences
was to be in the air at the dawn of the
new millennium. “Flying gives you moments that will be with you for the rest
of your life. That is difficult to comprehend from the ground.” Unlimited
freedom? “More or less, even though
there are definite rules and laws to be
followed. But when you fly, all of that
is in the background; what remains is
your complete focus on what you have
to do. There is little margin for error.”
By now, Dolderer has not only flown
more than 100 different types of aircraft; on those occasions where he
happens to be earthbound, he also operates his own airport, in Tannheim.
There could be no finer place in his life
than the aviation field. He knows exactly what brings him back to the runway each time: “My drive, my will, my
dreams.”
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speed of 400 kilometers an hour,” says
Dolderer. A men’s magazine recently
coined a nickname for the multiple
world champion in ultralight and aerobatic flight: “Skyscraper.”
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Matthias Dolderer ...
... was already a solo pilot at the age
of 14, with a private pilot’s license
at 18. Now 38, the cockpit remains
his home away from home. 2009 is a
very special year for the extreme pilot:
As the first German, Dolderer, born
in Tannheim, Baden-Württemberg, is
participating in the Red Bull Air Race

And fear of flying? He answers this
query with a laugh. “Never,” says Matthias Dolderer, adding more reflectively,
“But always with great respect.” This is
a man who touches the sky, yet with his
feet always firmly on the ground.
f

World Championship. That would be
a career highlight for any pilot. Since
2002, Dolderer, a member of the
Flying Bulls, has flown a wide variety
of aircraft types all over the world.
www.redbullairrace.com
www.matthiasdolderer.com
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Persistence

Sharapova:
Fighter
RENÉ HOFMANN

E

ven at Wimbledon, there are
tennis courts on which the grass
is not a verdant green but worn
down at the baseline. This is where
tennis pros practice in preparation for
their performances on the Wimbledon
stage. On this particular Sunday morn062

ing, Maria Sharapova is standing here.
She wears shorts, her long hair is tied
into a ponytail, and there is a determined look in her eyes as she awaits
the first shot from her coach. Backhand, forehand, net attack, stop. That
is the procedure. Again and again. The

Russian player groans at every shot.
There is sweat in the air. Tennis is not
a game here; tennis is work. There is
no audience watching from their seats
in Aorangi Park. Behind the wire-mesh
fence, workers are pushing trash cans.
It’s no easy feat to maintain your con-
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Few tennis players approach the game
with such intensity. But then, Maria
Sharapova is not just any tennis player.
In 2004, when Sharapova was just 17
years old, she won at Wimbledon. She
did not merely walk up to accept the
highly coveted trophy; no, she clutched
it to herself. “I never smile when I am
on the tennis court. I am afraid of losing my concentration,” says Maria
Sharapova. This is something which
was instilled in her at an early age: to
be optimally prepared for every eventuality and to present yourself in the
best possible light.
Maria Sharapova was born in Nyagan,
Siberia, where her parents had settled
in the aftermath of the Chernobyl catastrophe. She hit her first balls at the
age of four. By the time she was six,
Martina Navratilova was watching her
play. The tennis star advised Sharapova’s father Yuri that he and his daughter should move to the USA. With 700
dollars in the pocket, they rang the
doorbell of renowned tennis coach
Nick Bollettieri. They were taking quite
a risk. “She was just a scrawny kid the
first time I saw her. But what amazing
grit. She is tough as steel,” says Bollettieri. He accepted Maria Sharapova as
his student. Thinking back to this period of her life, she reflects: “I saw my
father once a week, and didn’t see my
mother at all for two years. I was unhappy, but at the same time, I learned
a great deal about myself. I just battled
my way through, and never cried.”
She didn’t permit herself any tears
till her moment of triumph, and even
those tears were remarkably few when

one considers how much she had invested to achieve her objective. Having
spent so much of her life hitting feltcovered balls, it is no surprise Maria
Sharapova found it difficult to contend
with having to suddenly stop last year.
She was suffering constant pain in her
right shoulder, to the point that an operation became necessary. “It was only
a minor operation,” says Sharapova,
“but it was the first one I had ever undergone.” Doubt set in. Doubt whether her shoulder would ever again be
strong enough for a comeback.
“Three months straight without being able to play tennis: That had never
happened before,” says Sharapova.
“Then I had to work on regaining my
coordination and responses. If you
don’t play for a long time, you have to
start all over again. You try to improve
each day, to find your rhythm, to increase your speed.” Sports from the
perspective of work: methodical, concentrated, goal-oriented. And the result is immediate. On the court. “And
that is what I had missed,” says Maria Sharapova, “everything that takes
place before and after the match. Sitting alone in the locker room. Putting
on my tennis clothes. Seeing the TV
and knowing: In just an hour, you will
be standing out there, on that court,
in front of that audience. Then the ten
minutes before the match, which is
when you get yourself psyched for it.
The second where you step onto the
court and dive into the whole scene.
The competition. When it gets close
and you have to fight your way out of
difficult situations. And finally, the deciding moment. “Oh,” she says laughingly, “I could just go on for hours
talking about it.” But there’s no time
for that: the baseline beckons.
f
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centration in such an environment. But
Maria Sharapova pulls it off. Not until
that last ball has been hit does her gaze
waver from the field and her face relax.
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Maria Sharapova ...
... is only 22 years old, and has already
won over $12 million in prize money
from tennis tournaments. Over the
course of her career thus far, she has
already won three Grand Slam titles—
in 2004 at Wimbledon, at the 2006
U.S. Open, and at the 2008 Australian
Open. The blonde Russian, born in
Nyagan, Western Siberia, is a welcome presence for every tournament
organizer. Because Maria Sharapova is
equally in demand as a model—as the
number of visits to her website attests.
www.mariasharapova.com
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Pioneer Spirit

Naish: Surfer
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F

or Robby Naish, perfection
is but a fleeting moment. For
waves can seemingly defy the
laws of physics, and the wind can
change unexpectedly—something that
few know better than this living surfing
legend. “Perfection is impossible. And
that is a good thing,” says the 46-yearold, “it would spoil the fun. Because
064

what would there be after that?” For
the American, to aim for the top is a
goal in itself. And in sports, to achieve
success it has to happen at precisely
the right moment. A facility which
Naish possesses in as great a measure
as his amazing poise when riding the
waves of Maui. He knows that he can
always do better, and for that reason

he speaks—almost as if he were a consultant—of a “process of constant improvement.” Throughout the course of
a unique career that has spanned over
30 years, this approach has enabled the
Hawaiian to win 24 world championship titles, while at the same time enjoying a world-class reputation as an
athlete, coach, and entrepreneur.

15 Years of Porsche Consulting

Anyone whose practice sessions include a run-through for all potential
contingencies will also be prepared
with a flexible response to unanticipated events. Naish is a master of improvisation in the water. One is hard put
to think of anyone else who can anticipate the motion of the waves as he can.
And when the father of two children
raves about his water adventures, his
eyes are ablaze with another element:
fire. “As a surfer, you sense your connection to nature. You really become
part of your world, you can taste it,”
enthuses Naish.

cisive innovation,” according to Naish. “It was the accumulation of many
small steps over a very long time.” His
creations include the development of
shorter surfboards, a view window
for sails, and foot straps. Thus, he has
long been an entrepreneur, with his
own company—but without a desk.
“The more often I am at the office, the
worse it is for business,” Naish says
with a smile.
f
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Naish lives a dream. His dream. “I’m
Robby 24 hours a day. There’s not
one Robby in the water and another
one at night.” Many surfers view this
competitive sport as just one aspect of
their lives. Not Naish. “Surfing is my
life. I’m a soul surfer, because I love to
surf and for the sheer pleasure of being on a surfboard.” This philosophy
has kept him successful over an unusually long time, and has also constantly
renewed his motivation. Other factors
include his purposeful pursuit of ambitious objectives and his attainment of
the discipline required. “I have always
tried to be better prepared for a competition than my rivals,” Naish relates.
“Of course, that alone is no guarantee
of success. But it helps.” You can’t exactly plan ahead for a sports victory,
since luck is also a critical factor. “But
if your preparation is focused and you
work hard at it, you can get very lucky
indeed.”
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Robby Naish ...
... couldn’t have started with a better
home advantage: Hawaii. He first
began riding the waves at the age of
eight, on the beaches of Kailua. Three
years later, he rode his first surfboard.
At the world championships in the
Bahamas in 1976, Naish became the
youngest world champion ever at
the age of 13, the first of 24 world
championships. Naish is seen as a
pioneer in this sport. His sail identification US-1111 is now legendary.

Looking for ways to intensify the pleasure was the motive behind numerous
new developments. Along the way,
Naish revolutionized his own sport by
means of continuing improvements in
materials and technology. He became
a pioneer. “There was no single, de-

The 46-year-old continues to compete,
and, as the owner of a company
producing and selling surfing equipment, he is an extremely successful
businessman as well.
www.naish.com
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