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SLAYING
DRAGONS:
HOW TO
OVERCOME
FEAR
BY BILL DRAGOO & PHOTOS BY BILL AND SUSAN DRAGOO

”THE ONLY THING WE HAVE TO FEAR IS
FEAR ITSELF.” Franklin Delano Roosevelt
ear, fitness (or the lack thereof) and fatigue all
contribute to failure to learn. But the greatest of
these is Fear.
“You can do this,” Susan’s riding buddies encouraged her.
The water was axle-deep and cold there in that Ozark mountain
stream. Others, including her husband, had crossed but she struggled
against an invisible, immovable barrier. There might as well have been a
dragon standing in her path. Her hand refused to let go of the clutch. “I’m
going back,” she said. She retreated to ride alone, feeling both relieved and
somewhat embarrassed. Could she have made the crossing?
The learning curve for most new adventure riders often resembles the terrain they will encounter. Gradual slopes, steep
inclines, plateaus and the occasional deep valley scribe the
graph. Why not always a gradual uphill gain, each new skill
building upon the last? The answer is the dreaded black raven,
the angel of death, the fire-breathing dragon, all harbingers of
pain, suffering and worse. Fear! Fear is paralyzing. It creates its
own self-fulfilling prophecies. If you visualize yourself failing,
odds are you will fail. As Henry Ford said, “Whether you think
you can, or you think you can’t—you’re right.”
All humans deal with fear at some level. It is a natural mechanism of self-preservation. It can help prevent wading off too
deep or riding too fast. But when it is allowed to limit normal
progression toward a goal you aspire to achieve, it is an obstacle
to be overcome.
Fear comes in several forms. Psychiatrists have written volumes about the many types of fear. Some have attempted to
boil them down to a handful but, regardless of the source, fear
generally manifests itself in the same ways. “Fight or flight” is a
common reaction to fear. The subsequent release of adrenaline
and cortisol causes sweaty palms, increased heart rate, emotional distress and sometimes anger. Some tackle fear as warriors
and some retreat, hoping the emotion will pass. When fear im-
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Looking down can lead
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pedes learning, it is typically best to face
it head on and try. But running without
thought headlong into the fire can also
get you burned, or in Susan’s case, soaking wet.
As it applies to becoming a better rider,
fear can be broken down into a few basic
categories.
• Fear of inability to accomplish the
task.
Disappointing myself, a spouse or riding
partner, thereby not being able to join in
future activities.
• Fear of embarrassment.
If I am unsuccessful, I will be mortified.
Everyone is watching.
• Fear of damaging the motorcycle.
I paid a lot for this machine and I can’t
bear the thought of scratching it.
• Fear of injury, often the greatest of
our fears.
Nobody likes pain. From bruising a knee
to breaking a leg or worse, concern about
a possible “ouch” or out-of-work situation
can stop us from attempting the task at
hand.
HOW DO YOU OVERCOME YOUR FEARS?
The short answer is knowledge. Imagine walking in a city at
night. Passing a dark alley, you hear what sounds like gunshots.
Light flashes and you hear people scream. Odds are, unless you
are trained military or a law enforcement officer, you won’t turn
towards the fray. But just before you walk or run away, floodlights come on and you can see clearly. Youngsters are throwing
firecrackers, yelling and running. Some are jumping on a giant
trampoline. Everyone is having fun. Your paradigm changes
and you may no longer be afraid. Knowledge replaces fear. Skill
is applied knowledge and the acquisition of both is a motivation to learn.

been taught how to negotiate such challenges, consider that
you have the tools to succeed, and therefore should apply
them with confidence.

SQUEEZE OUT FEAR.
As learners, focusing on successes and reveling in them makes
it easier to ignore failures, past, present and future. Certainly,
practice is needed but don’t kick yourself for struggling. Some
skills are more difficult than others to master, but trust that you
have the ability to overcome.

KEEP IT FUN.
Few in the adventure riding community ride because they
have to. We ride because it is fun. Keep that in mind and
smile as you learn.

PEER ENCOURAGEMENT (NOT PRESSURE).
Friends or fellow riders can be instrumental in helping one another. Simply being in a positive learning environment can help
overcome fears we would not as likely topple on our own.
LOGIC.
Most of our fears can be traced back to an event that relates to
the challenge at hand. A past fall on difficult terrain, yours or
someone else’s, might cause you to hesitate. If you have since
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VISUALIZE SUCCESS.
Target fixation can be good or bad. If you look at what you
don’t want to hit, you will likely hit it. If you look where you
want to go, odds are you will go there. This works within
our minds, too. Visualizing yourself successfully navigating
a challenge is half the battle. By imagining yourself succeeding, you can often simply replay that success in the real
world and discover you had what it takes all along.

Later that day, Susan rejoined her husband, determined to “get my
head around this.” She reengaged the stream with authority, pushing
a big bow wave, and gleefully made the crossing. One more dragon lay
dead at her feet.

Bill Dragoo is a BMW Motorrad-certified off-road instructor and operates
DART, based in Norman, Oklahoma. All brands are welcome.
Billdragoo.com
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