Mot bong afier Ben Agosto switched
from singles skating to e dance ut age
10, he fuced up to the reality that winning
medals on 4 global stage might be impos-
sible for a U.S. ice dancer.,

‘Why wouldn't he think that way,
given the evidence? After all, one of his
first coaches, Susie Wynne, had retired
from competition after finishing fourth
at the 1990 World Chumpionships with
Joe Druar, having decided, as she puts it,
“We had topped out. That was the best
we could do.”

That fourth pluce would, in fact,
be the best fmish for a US. tcam at
worlds over nearly two decades since
Judy Blumberg and Michael Scibent won
their thind struight world bronze in 1985,
a span in which Soviet and Russian teams
won 15 of I8 world titles, four of fve
Olympic titles und nine of 15 Olympic
medals.

Until Agoste und Tanith Belbin
emded that drought in 2005,

After parimering with Belbin und
moving to Detroit in 1998, Agosto
became perplexed about why the two
obviously talented ice dance teams with
whom they would share training ice,
Elizabeth Punsalan - Jerod Swallow and
Naomi Lung — Peter Tehemyshey (both
five-time U.S. champions), never placed
higher than sixth tm a global podivm.

Fortunutely, the appurently Sisyphean
{or guixotic?) quest to reach such a

Hersh

podium did not discournge either Belbin,
i native Cunadian, or Agosto, a native
Chicagoun.

“In hindsight, I've wondered how
we managed dealing with that reality,”
Belbin suid. “But in the moment. it never
ovcurred te s, It was always just a mat-
ter of keep working und see how far you
can go. In some ways, that benefitted us,
because there were no expectutions.”

Thut still was the case as Belbin
und Agosto prepared for the 2005 'World
Championships in Moscow. 1 thought it
would be great if we finished in the top
five,” Agosto said.

Ice dunce for years had been a dis-
cipline where movement in the stundings
wis placial.  Belbin and Agosto had
finished fifth in 2004, so few would have
dured foresee what huppened in 2005:
they wun the silver medal, matching the
best world finish ever by a US. team,
whith had huppened most recently in
1975

“1 was shocked,” Agosto said.

What has huppened since is even
maore shocking for a couniry whose ice
dunce results once huad sugpesied the
uthletes bad two left foet.

‘When Mudison Chock and Evan
Bates won their second struight world title
in Montreal this Murch, it was the 17th
time at lesst one U5, ice dunce team had
won i medul inthe last 19 world meets.

“It seems surreal,” Belbin said.

L]

cellence

Belbin und Agosto stuned those two
decudes of winning not only at worlds but
ut the Olympics. A Winter Games silver
in 2006 made them the second U5, team
o win un Olympic dunce medal, follow-
ing Colleen O Connor and Jim Millns in
1976.

U5, duncers now have won medals
in five straight Olympics.

Mervl Davis and Charlie White,
longtime training mautes of Belbin and
Agosto, won two of those medals, silver
in 2010 and first-ever U.S. Olympic dance
gold in 2014, That was the culmination of
u 17-yeur partnership in which they also
were the first to win gold at worlds, deing
itin 2011 and sgain in 2013,

At its Muay & annual galu, the Ice
Theatre of Mew York is honoring both
Belbin and Agosto and Davis and 'White
"nat only for their sccomplishments us
wrtistic Olympiuns and national cham-
pions but also as imponant ole models
in our “key' world,” sccording w Muoira
Morth, ITNY founder and artistic director.

“In thinking sbout whut this honor
means,” Duavis said, “1 found myself so
grateful that it really gives me the chance
to reflect on our competitive carecr as
well us ull of the special moments that 1
don't alwuys pet w remember on a daily
busis - and to think about all of the people
who were pant of our journey thut I don't
get to see or speak with frequently.

"S0 muny of the people who are
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involved with Ice Theutre of New York
were o purt of our journey. Being hon-
ored alongside Judy Blumberg (Alumni
Award) and Sandra Bezic (Choreography
Award), and, of course, alongside Tanith
amil Ben, it wlmost feels like coming
home. It's so special.”

The impuct of both teams is evident
o their successors,

“1 ubsolutely remember vividly when
they (Belbin and Agosto) won that silver
medal in 20057 Bates said after winning
in Montreual. "It secms like that really was
the catulyst for what has become 4 great
two decades of U.S. ice dance.

“They inspired us so much. And then
they were followed by Meryl und Charlie,
who were our idels and role: medels when
we trained in Michigan. The proximity to
greatness is the most motivating thing in
the world. They really blazed the wail.”

It was a trail on which others already
had posted signs of excellence, even if
they fell short of medals.

“I wioald be remiss to not mention that
we didn’t start it," Belbin added. “We
cume o Detoit Skating Club, watched
Liz and Jared finishing out their competi-
tive career und then watched Noomi and
Peter tuke a few more steps forward. So
we were just following on that path.”

‘When Belbin und Agosto won their
Olympic medal in Turin, ltaly, he said, “T

knww for o fact it will not tke another 30
years for the next U.S. medal ™

“The success of Tanith and Ben had
sparked 4 whole peneration,” suid White,
who murried Belbin in 20015, “"When they
won their first (worlds medal), it was like
i spurk of amazement and excitement.

“It happened just us Mery] and 1 were
ubhout w step up tw the senior level. It
definitely created a sense of hope as an
Americun e dancer that if you worked
your tail off, you would be rewarded.”

Duvis remembens watching the ele-
cast of Belbin und Agoswo at the 2006
Olympics und thinking, "Yoeu know, thut
could be us in four yeurs.”

“In sceing them om 4 daily basis, we
realized what went into thut moment,”
Duvis suid, “Seeing these two friends
und role models on the TV winning their
Olympic medal, it belped us o connect
the dots and t0 understund that if that™s
the dircction we want, we know what t©
do. The formula was literully lzid our
before us.”

Belbin and Agoste finished their
career with the Olympic silver followed
by 4 fourth in 2010; four world meduls
(two silver, two bronze):, and five U5,
titles. Their icebreaking international
record owed o a pumber of factors,
inchuding some good timing.

“Every step of the way, it felt like

this bubble must be wbowt to burst,”™
Belbin suid, looghing. "It was all very
serendipiteus.”

Serendipity, 1: Belbin literully got
L5, citizenship at the 11th hour to make
hier eligible for the 2006 Olympics. That
was in the peuk phase of their career,
before injuries slowed them down.
‘Without someone opening & citizenship
and immigration office on New Year's
Eve 2005 to swear Belbin in us o US.
citizen, their career would net include un
Olympic medal.

Serendipity, 2: It was also their good
fortunc that the sport's new judging sys-
tem went into place in the 2004 season
and was first wsed at worlds in 2005 and
ut the Olympics in 20046,

"“We felt the thrill of things changing
undl being o part of that,” Belbin suaid. “It
felt like the new system favored o ot of
our strengths, like muximum energy and u
ot of athleticism. We could actoally use
our enthusiasm to more effect technically,
just to be able to move our feet quickly to
puck in a lot of technical content - and be
rewurided for that.”

The Intemational Judging System's
highly muthematical approach to evalu-
uting the most subjective discipline in
figure skating eroded the time-honored
stratification and (some of) the reputa-
ticnal judging of ive dance results.

VO HEGA MIN #0 FHLVEHL 321



-

The best exumple of that impact?
Reigning Olympic champions Gubriella
Pupudakis and Guillsume Cizeron of
France went from 13th at the 2014 waorlds
to first in 2005, And although the num-
bers wre less siriking, Davis and White
went from sixth in the 2008 worlds and
fourth in 2009 o Olympic silver in 2010
in Vancouver.

“Those V.5, teams before us had
& piant castle door in front of them,”
Agposto suid. “They hud been banging on
that door for u long time and really soften-
ing it to the point where then Tunith and I
were able to push in.

“The change of the judging system
helped u lot. At that early point in 178,
everything was kind of thrown inte not
chaos but inte a litke bit of flux where the
old ways were harder to continoe. We
really bemefited from a situation where,
you know, the murks could be the murks
you deserved.”

Davis und White grew up under II5.
He feels its specificity — this many lifts
worth this much, this meany twizzles, this
many step sequences — provided o tem-
plate for young dancers w follow as they
sought to grow their skating.

“It focused us and especially young
dancers on training specific tums and lifis
amd huving maybe u better understanding
of, '"How do we define this as a spont?™”’
White said. “It gave us some metrics,
and that was new and kind of fun as a
young person to be able to play with the
numbers and see where we could improve
vurselves.”

Dwring the technical elements in e
dante well is one thing. Doing them with
emation, synchronicity of movement and

inventiveness 15 whuat separates “well”
from exceptionsl. In the cuse of Davis
und White, the length of a punnership thus
began when she was nine and he, cight,
created the understanding v make the
two kids from Michigan a cohesive pair
iz nelules.

“Churlie amd 1 grew uop topether,
leurned a greut deal about life and who we
were us people during our time together,”
Duvis hud whi me in answering o gues-
tion ahout the impuct of longevity. “For
many, Many Yeurs, we spent most of our
hours of most of our duays in each other’s
space.

“After so muoch time, particularly in
i creative, competitive and demaunding
environment, we leamed to read one
unther guite naurally — mood, body
language, little nuances in the tome of
voive und emotional state. That deep
understanding built over time bred 4 truse
und comfort 1 found incredibly resssuring
s we approached our Olympic moments,
particularly in 20147

Their 17 years together led to a 2014
Olympic free dunce so physicully and
mentully demanding it left them looking
us if they had spent 17 yeurs of energy on
the four minutes of skuating that brooghe
them victery in Sochi over their bril-
liant Conadiun rivals, Tessa Wiroe and
Seott Muoir, the 2010 {and 2018) Olympic
champions.

Their music was from Rimsky-
Korsukow's 'Scheherazode,” a
composition White had loved for years,
He debated using it because computriot
Evun Lysacck had skuated to it for his
tithe-winning Odympic free skate in 2000,

'l was like, 'There™s no way we'll

be uble to use it pow that Evan winning
with it was historic.'™ White first thought
before reulizing he would be haunted by
not wsing music that had become an ear
worm for him.

The intensity of the “Scheherazude™
sections coach Murina Zoueva chose for
Davis und White suited perfectly the
power and athleticism that had come o
define their skating. The most striking
feature of the way they performed it wus
u feeling for tempo, their skating changes
of puce mutching the shifts in the music's
speed. That is an aristic understanding
‘White said they had not developed until
14 years into their parmership.

“Ome of my favorite things about our
career wis thut we got to 4 poeint where we
were whle to use the same music that un
American Clympic champion had used,
und we were really able o muke it our
own,” White said. “The whole process,
putting together the lifts, putting together
the choreography. it all came together in
u really natural way. And every time we
performed it, I felt the music, and I felt
my connection w Meryl.”

Mine years earlier in Moscow, Belbin
und Agosto had made it, “gume on,” for
U5, jce duncers.

And then here came Davis and White
buck in Russia, couched by Russian emi-
gres to Morth America, skating to muosic
by one of Russia’s so-culled “Mighty
Five" composers, winning an event in
which Russians once had the only pame
in town,

Phulip Herxk, who bas povered figowre sbabmg of

every Winder Dhiympd nee V980, apeat 31 years

ax the Oiympic speeialist of the Chivage Tribvrs
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