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includes The Main Event.“I listened to
their CD, thought it was marketable
and booked them. I’ve heard nothing
but positive things about them ever
since.”

The band plays The Main Event as
much as every other weekend in some
months, which suits its fans just fine.

“Their performances are so amazing
and full of positive energy,” says Erin
Sawden, 18, of Brownstown Township,
Mich. She helped promote the band
through a local Web site and helped
Tribal Traktion get airplay on a local
music show on Detroit rock station
WRIF.“I don’t know what genre the
band falls into because they’re a bunch
of different genres mixed together. But
they are definitely up-and-coming and
their music is all their own.”

Part of the appeal is the band’s
stage presence.The gas masks are
removed after “Break You Down” and at
some point, Parnell loses his shirt.
Schwarzenberger pounds out a tribal
beat on his drums and Levy makes
some 360 degree spins three feet off
the stage with his bass.

“You’re never going to see a band
that puts more into its live shows than
us,” Levy says.

Emily Cummings, 19, of Perrysburg,
Ohio, admits she is as taken by Tribal
Traktion’s physical performance as she
is by the lyrics.

“The way they reach out into the
crowd is cool,” she says.“Matt’s voice
really drew me in.And Jay’s face when
he plays — the crazy, off-the-wall faces
— is very expressive. I love their song,
‘Break You Down.’ I really get into the
lyrics of that.”

“Sometimes the words are inspired
by things that are going on in my life,”

says lyricist Parnell.“The music is
heavy and very youthful but there’s no
anger or hate in it. Our music is always
positive, no matter how it might
sound.”

The band hopes it can use its posi-
tive energy to move Tribal Traktion into
the national spotlight. Currently, all
band members hold full-time “jobs”:
Levy still owns his deck maintenance
operation, Milan works for a silk
screening company based in Pontiac,
Schwarzenberger does inventory 
control for a school bus parts manufac-
turer, and Parnell works for an electronic
security firm — not because they have
to, but to support their musical “careers.”

Part of the band’s investments goes
into recording.The band produced a
self-titled six-track CD in 2000, which
Levy says they used “just to get into
clubs.”Later that year, the group realized
it needed another recording with a
more defined style, so they produced
the three-track CD “The Sci-fi EP.”
The recording gained some airplay 
on college stations at OU (WXOU) 
and Michigan State, and on the Internet
at sites like livebands.net and 
garageband.com.

Since then, the band has hired a
producer and released a new 6-track
CD titled “EVO” in December.The next
step is to pursue a contract with a major
record label.Atlantic, Sony and Jive
Records have shown interest, Levy says.

“We’ll try to get a single into all the
right hands,”Levy says.“I’m a determined
person and I’m not going to give up.
We want people to hear our music and
experience the feeling that we get when
we play. I look at it as pursuing a dream
job — playing music is pure pleasure.”

Band members agree that their OU
experiences have helped them with
the business side of their musical
careers. Levy says the concepts he
learned in a class taught by Associate
Marketing Professor Mukesh Bhargava
impressed him greatly.

“Going to college and getting
degrees, as we did, gives you a level of
discipline that you need in order to
accomplish any of your goals, whether
it be succeeding in a band or becoming
a doctor,” Levy says.“In college we
learned how to sit down and do
research for our papers, and we’re still
doing research because we’re essentially
self-managed.We’ve got to make all the
phone calls in our industry, which is
really the industry of marketing.

“I also maintain personal ties on
campus. I still work out at the Rec
Center with friends that I had classes
with.And I try to keep in touch with
Professor Bhargava.We got along well
and he’s a really good guy.”

The other band members have 
similar goals and aspirations.All agree
that Tribal Traktion is the “only job I’d
ever want or be happy with.”

Parnell takes a spiritual approach
when he speaks of the band’s success
and future plans.

“It’s been a very magical experi-
ence,” he says.“I believe in fate.Tribal
Traktion happened for the right reason
at the right time.And if you live in a
way that’s true to yourself, things will
fall into place.”

For more information on the band,
its releases and upcoming performanc-
es, see the Tribal Traktion Web site at
www.tribaltraktion.com. ■

Jean Racine sees herself everywhere.
A Kellogg’s Crispix cereal box has her smiling face peering back at shoppers 

in supermarket cereal aisles.A quick click of the TV remote shows her in a VISA
credit card commercial on one channel, and then chatting with Matt Lauer on
NBC’s “Today Show” on another.

Flip through the February 2002 issue of Glamour magazine and you’ll find
Racine featured. Read the October 2001 issue of GQ magazine and you’ll discover
Racine playing supermodel, dressed in designer clothes with teased hair to match.

Last November, she joined champion sprinter Maurice Greene at the White
House to present President George W. Bush with a special USA Olympic sports
jacket.

Being famous is a little bit unsettling for this OU freshman. Racine wants you
to know her as more than a pretty face. In fact, she wants the world to remember
her as one of the first women to win an Olympic bobsledding gold medal at the
2002 Winter Games in Salt Lake City.

“That’s what this is all about,” says Racine, 23, referring to the attention,“being
No. 1 in Salt Lake. Everything I have been doing for the past four years has been
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along with personal appearances for
the companies.They even had their
own Web site. But the breakup
changed everything.

Their six TV commercials were
yanked, the smiling posters of Racine
and Davidson beside their sled came
down and companies tried to figure
out what to do.

“It’s like a divorce,” says agent Evan
Morgenstein, who handles Racine’s and
Davidson’s affairs.“It’s a difficult thing,
but we’re going to get through it.”

Female bobsledders normally don’t
live well off the sport. It’s costly to buy
and maintain elite sleds and to travel all
over Europe for the races.

If everything goes right in Salt Lake,
Racine could win gold and make up to
another million dollars in endorse-
ments.And of course, live for years off
the fame that comes with an Olympic
gold medal.

Racine thinks all the pain she’s
been through the past year will pay off.

“No pain, no gain, right? I feel at
peace and confident,” she says.“What’s
going to happen will happen in Salt
Lake. I definitely have a good feeling.
I’m confident and I think this is my
time.” ■

Joanne C. Gerstner CAS ’93 covers the
Olympics for The Detroit News.
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aimed toward February 2002. It’s nice
to get the support of sponsors to help
me out financially. It’s been a blessing.
But nobody’s going to care about me
on March 1, 2002, if I’ve done nothing
in Salt Lake.”

Racine has made news more often
than even she wanted to before the
Olympics, thanks to a very publicized
breakup with teammate and close
friend Jen Davidson just before the
Olympic trials in December.

The pair was strong, with two
World Cup championships and 12
other individual race wins. But troubles
in the fall of 2001 had led to fourth
place or lower finishes.

Davidson struggled with a leg
injury that hampered her pushing 
ability. Racine had to make a tough
decision: replace Davidson and find a
new partner before the trials or hope
her friend would heal in time.

She agonized over everything and
came to a sad and serious conclusion:
this was her best shot at winning an
Olympic medal and Davidson’s injured
knee likely would hold them back.
Racine dropped Davidson and found a
new brakeman in Gea Johnson.

The new team clicked quickly, easi-
ly qualifying for the Olympic team and
setting a new track record at the Park
City, Utah, Olympic venue.And they
won a silver medal in the final World
Cup event before the Olympics, defeat-
ing most of the competition they’ll
face in Salt Lake.

Davidson didn’t take the news
well and sued Racine.A judge ruled
on Jan. 29 in Racine’s favor, say-
ing she followed all proper U.S.
Bobsled Federation guidelines
in making her decision.

“Given the same circumstances, I
don’t know how I could have dealt
with it any differently,” Racine says.“Jen
and I were teammates for three and a
half years. I don’t want to take that
back or regret it. It’s unfortunate that
she couldn’t deal with the professional
side of the sport.”

Growing fame

It’s not much consolation for
Racine, but controversy is probably the
surest sign that she is becoming as
well known as her sport.

Women’s bobsledding (also called
bobsleigh) has come into prominence
and acceptance in the past few years
and earned Olympic medal status in
1999.

It’s every bit as dangerous as the
men’s version.The two-woman teams
push their sled for the first few meters,
jump in, and then take a ride down the
twisting, icy, half-tunnel track to speeds
reaching more than 80 mph.

Accidents on the track
lead to serious injuries,

even death, but Racine remains
unafraid.

“It’s a matter of yes, I know I 
could be really hurt out there but I 
still love doing it,” Racine says.“I’ve
been lucky — bruises and a few scares,
but never anything where I was so
shaken up that I wouldn’t go back.The
speed is a rush. It’s a thrill to have that
speed, to control it, to make something
out of it. I can’t explain it better than
that, it’s just like a special zone of
being in that moment.”

Racine, standing 5-foot-4 and 135
pounds, is the driver. She makes split-
second tactical decisions, which can
win or lose races.A former member of
the junior national luge team, Racine
came to bobsledding knowing the feel
and proper line needed to negotiate
tight, banked walls.

Johnson’s speed and power propels
the sled at the start, with her main
duties over in mere seconds.

Racine got into the sport at 17,
making the switch from luge after

watching bobsled teams in action
at the Lake Placid Olympic

track. She called 800-BOBSLED,
got information on the nation-
al team, tried out and the rest
is history.

But being the world’s
best in bobsled comes

at a price.
Racine has been

forced to move
away from her
native Waterford
and put her busi-

ness studies at OU
on hold for a year
or two to properly

train.

She lives, temporarily, in Park City,
Utah, to have easy access to virtually
unlimited training runs at the official
bobsled park.The team also competes
extensively throughout Europe, taking
her farther from home.

Their off-track training is grueling
and time consuming, with hours of
running sprints, weight lifting and
working on developing their explosive-
ness for a strong push start.

“Going to school is easier than my
training, less exhausting,” Racine says,
laughing.“I really enjoyed going to
school at Oakland, I miss it. I like learn-
ing things and challenging myself. But
there was no way I could train the way
I needed to and be ready for Salt Lake
and still be in Rochester studying.
There are no Olympic-caliber bobsled
tracks anywhere near Oakland.And I
think the professors would have killed
me for missing as much class as I prob-
ably would have had to cut this winter
before the Olympics.

“It’s OK though. I know I’m going
to come back to school.This is just the
priority right now.”

Staying tough

Racine’s life was filled with drama
even before she made the tough deci-
sion about Davidson in December. She
spent most of 2001 grieving for her
biggest fan and truest confidante — her
mother Cathy — who died May 14,
2001, from scleroderma, a rare connec-
tive tissue disorder. Racine watched
her mom deteriorate progressively as
she battled the disorder for years.

Racine’s maternal grandmother,
Helene, died February 2001 from lupus.

“You ask God what is going to
come next,” Racine says.“At times, you
just wonder if your heart can take more
sadness. But somehow you go on.You
have to keep the hope.”

The family had high hopes in
March 2001 for Cathy, as she received
a kidney transplanted from her sister,
Linda. Cathy told Racine that she
would recover in time to see her com-
pete in the Olympics. But complica-
tions ensued and Cathy was unable to
recover. She had sparked the start of
Racine’s Olympic odyssey 10 years ago.

“She somehow scraped together
$500 to send me to this luge camp I

had heard about,” Racine recalls.“Not
many moms would let their kids spend
$500 on something as crazy as luge.
She did.And never had any hesitation
about it. I always dreamed about being
in the Olympics. But in every dream, I
shared my success with my mom.

“I miss her. Just when I am at my
lowest though, I feel her somewhere in
my heart. I have to hold on to that.”

Racine’s sister, Christine, says the
rest of the family will serve as her sup-
port network.

“Jean won’t have to look far to find
us,” Christine says.“We’ll be the ones
screaming our heads off by the track.
Mom’s going to be with us, too.We’re
all behind Jean no matter what hap-
pens.”

Cashing in

Times have gotten better financially
for Racine, even though, at press time,
she hadn’t yet completed her Olympic
dream.

Racine and Davidson’s successful
partnership had led to an estimated
$500,000 in endorsements from
Kellogg’s, General Motors, Xerox,
Northwestern Mutual Insurance and
GNC sports performance stores.The
pair did print and TV commercials,

A bittersweet ending

All the training, sacrifices and controversy came to an end in less than
two minutes of competition Feb. 19.

Jean Racine and partner Gea Johnson saw their 2002 Olympic dreams
die at the start of the first race. That’s when Johnson’s hamstring,
injured in training two days before the final, gave way. She’d taken treat-
ment and hoped it wouldn’t affect her. But during the first steps of the
push for the first run, the hamstring failed her. Johnson kept going, but
wasn’t able to give full power to her all-important steps. 

Racine and Johnson, the top-ranked bobsled team for the U.S., finished
fifth with a two-run time of one minute and 38.73 seconds. The loss was
made bittersweet when they watched the USA2 team of Jill Bakken and
Vonetta Flowers win the gold and make history in the first women’s
Olympic bobsled event with a time of 1:37.76.

Heavily favored to medal, Racine had received a great deal of media
attention and endorsement dollars leading up to the Olympics. But at
the finish line, she and Johnson clung to each, sobbing.

“I’m still proud of what we did,” Racine says. “It’s not like we crashed
and burned. We came in fifth. America was on the podium, and that was
the goal,” she says. “We didn’t win, but America did.”




