Joey Cheek, Olympic-gold skater, “flies higher”
By Dylan Howlett 
An adventurous seagull doesn’t conform to a boring society, so he leaves for one that can teach him to fly, and for hours he works hard on his craft. He soon understands that if he’s true to himself, if he’s willing to be himself, nothing can get in his way of flying higher. 

This is the story of “Jonathan Livingston Seagull,” a novella that Olympic-gold medalist Joey Cheek would read before each important race of his speed skating career. He picked up the book in middle school, well before capturing a silver medal at the 2002 Salt Lake City games and a gold and silver in 2006. It became his compass for his skating life, then his post-Olympics life.
Joey Cheek doesn’t live within the parameters of his former profession. There are more concentric circles to his life, more wandering lines that don’t fit into an Olympic-sized oval. He rarely holds a single thought in his head, instead juggling multiple layers.

Take his $40,000, the prize money for his medals at the 2006 Winter Olympics, that he donated to Right to Play, an international organization that helps at-risk children play sports. 

“The gold-medal spotlight is as bright as it is brief. I knew I really had a moment and the ability to conceive two thoughts,” he says by phone. 

First, he had to harness the media hordes to get his message out, and second, he had to take advantage of fleeting fame. That led to his donation and a plea for help in genocide-ravaged Darfur during his post-race press conference, eventually helping Right to Play raise $700,000.
“It’s special to be around an athlete like Joey, even a person like Joey,” says Erit Yellen, Right to Play’s U.S. Director of Athletes. “His passion and sincerity are contagious and palpable. He has inspired everybody around him.”

Was the press conference a bookend? To his Olympic career, yes. Cheek took his haul of three overall medals and hung up his skates. 

But the eager staccato of his voice and his expansive worldview suggest something still awaits Cheek.

“One of the things I’ve learned about him is that it all falls into place at the right time,” says Chris Cheek, Joey’s mom, confidant and friend. “It’s hard to be able to put it into words. It’s something that I feel from him.”

Chris felt it throughout 2002, the year that should have been the happiest of Joey’s life, during which he won a silver medal in his home country.
The pressure to perform, reducing a lifetime of training to one qualifying race, taxed Cheek’s sense of self-worth. He won races but couldn’t sleep. “I was just unhappy every single day,” he says.
“I win this medal in 2002, and I have a sort of epiphany that it’s a huge deal, and obviously it’s why we spend all of these years training, but it was not worth being that miserable,” Cheek says. “Not speed skating. There are things that I’m sure are worth being miserable over, but being able to skate fast in circles is not one of them.”
So continued his Jonathan Livingston Seagull-like journey. He loves systems, he says. He’s well read and lets words like modernity, debauchery, hedonistic roll off his tongue. Economics and Chinese culture fascinate him. Shortly after the 2006 Games, Cheek went to Princeton to major in his two academic thrills. In late October, he tweeted a picture of himself writing computer code by his Park City, Utah, fireplace. 
Systems. Priorities. With Cheek, it was never, I want to be a world champion. Rather, he thought, I know I need to get to the front of the pack. How do I get there?
How do I get there? He got there in 2002, presumably, but he experienced an “existential crisis.” The 21-year-old Olympic medalist realized that there were children around the world, many of them, who didn’t have the same shot at life as he had growing up in Greensboro. Years later, when Cheek articulated the same disbelief about this misfortune to a group of Right to Play athlete ambassadors, his hands trembled with anger. 
“All of a sudden, when you’re the best guy in the country, I sort of looked around and was like, ‘Wow, I don’t understand almost why all of this bad stuff is happening,’” Cheek says.
Four years later, he took the I-can-do-anything gusto of his gold-medal win and brought it to humanitarianism. Cheek co-founded Team Darfur, a group of athletes tasked with applying political pressure to nations that allowed humanitarian crises to endure.

He has met presidents, heads of state and business leaders. Before the 2008 Olympics, he had his visa revoked by China after pledging to travel there and prod the Chinese leadership to intervene in Darfur. Cheek knows geopolitics as well as the contours of a skate track.
“I do believe it’s more than just a truism that if you do things that are fundamentally good with the right intent in your heart, you might mess up, you might not accomplish what you want, but rarely are you worse off for having done it,” Cheek says. 
Like getting through the misery of 2002 to arrive at the “Zen-like” joy of 2006. It’s inevitable that his winning a gold medal will come up in social settings. “It’s forever woven into the tapestry of my life,” he says. The medal just won’t define my life. Maybe.
“I certainly hope that it’s not all I do,” says Cheek, now 34. “I hope it’s not I look back and am like, ‘Well, peaked at 26.’ But if I peak at 26, it was a pretty good peak. I’m not unhappy thus far.”

There was, of course, a second thought to this.

“I think I’ve got more in me,” he says. “Even if not, it could be all right so far.”

His craving for something more would make Jonathan Livingston Seagull proud. He understands that if he’s true to himself, if he’s willing to be himself, nothing can get in his way of flying higher. Chris gave Joey the book in middle school. Roughly 14 years later, Cheek and his family awaited Joey’s network TV interview after his gold-medal win.
They received a call in the green room. It came from the wife of the author, Richard Bach. Her husband wanted to speak with the gold medalist who grew up reading his spiritual fable about a seagull finding his way in life. 

I think I’ve got more in me.

It might just be, as the fable goes, that Joey Cheek is still learning to fly.
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