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INTRODUCTION:
THE QUESTION
THAT STILL
SPARKS DEBATE

For decades, audiences
have laughed, cheered,
and even shed a tear
while watching the
1993 Disney comedy
Cool Runnings. The
film tells the unlikely
and uplifting story of
the Jamaican bobsled
team that defied all
odds to compete in the
1988 Winter Olympics
in Calgary. It is a tale
of perseverance,
friendship, and the
triumph of the human

spirit over seemingly
insurmountable

obstacles. But after the
credits roll and the
final song fades, one
question lingers in the
minds of viewers: Is
Cool Runnings a true
story? The answer is
both fascinating and
more complex than a
simple yes or no. While
the movie is
undeniably inspired by
real events and real
people, it takes
significant creative
liberties that transform
historical fact into
Hollywood myth. This
article will explore the
true story behind the
film, separate the facts
from the fiction, and
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examine why this
particular story
continues to resonate
with audiences around
the world.

THE REAL STORY
OF THE 1988
JAMAICAN
BOBSLED TEAM

To understand the
truth, we must first
travel back to the late
1980s. The idea of a
Jamaican bobsled team
was not born on the
sunny beaches of the
Caribbean but rather in
the minds of two
American

businessmen, George
Fitch and William
Maloney. Both had
connections to Jamaica
and, after seeing the
country's success in
track and field, they
wondered if Jamaican
athletes could transfer
their raw speed and
power to the sport of
bobsledding. The idea

was audacious.
Jamaica has no snow,
no ice, and no history
of winter sports. Yet,
Fitch and Maloney
believed it was
possible.

They recruited four
members of the
Jamaican military who
had backgrounds in
track and field: pilot
Dudley Stokes,
brakeman Michael
White, and push
athletes Devon Harris
and Caswell Allen.
Later, Chris Stokes,
Dudley's brother,
would join the team.
These men had never
seen a bobsled in
person, let alone
ridden in one. They
trained in Jamaica by
pushing a modified
wooden cart down a
dirt road, simulating
the push start of a
bobsled run. After a
few months of
preparation, they made
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their way to Canada for
the 1988 Winter
Olympics.

Their journey was
chaotic, inspiring, and
at times, dangerous.
They crashed during
the final run of the
four-man event, but
the image of them
heroically carrying
their sled across the
finish line became an
enduring symbol of
Olympic spirit. That
moment, however, is
where the reality of the
story begins to diverge
from the version
millions of people have
seen on screen.

The Real
Team
Members:

Who
Were
They?

Unlike the film's
character-driven

narrative, the real
team consisted of men
with distinct
personalities who were
not exactly the
underdog caricatures
portrayed in the movie.
Dudley Stokes was the
pilot and a captain in
the Jamaican Defense
Force. He was serious,
disciplined, and
determined. Devon
Harris was a lieutenant
and a former track
athlete with a strong
sense of purpose.
Michael White was the
brakeman, known for
his powerful build.
Caswell Allen was the
fourth member of the
original four-man team.



RIGHTS IPHESTRUEed
later as a reserve
driver and eventually
became the pilot for
the two-man event.

These men were not

misfits or comedic
figures. They were
highly disciplined
soldiers who

approached the
challenge with the
same seriousness they
applied to their military
duties. The film, being
a Disney comedy,
fictionalized their
backgrounds and
personalities to create
more relatable and
humorous characters.
The real story of the
Jamaican bobsled team
is one of incredible
ambition and
determination, but it is
also a story grounded
in reality, not fantasy.

WHAT COOL
RUNNINGS GOT

ELEMENTS

Despite its many
fictionalizations, Cool
Runnings does

preserve the core spirit
and several key facts
of the true story. It is
important to
acknowledge what the
film accurately
portrays before digging
into the
embellishments.

e The Inaugural
Team: The film
correctly shows
that the 1988
Jamaican bobsled
team was the
first ever to
represent
Jamaica at the
Winter Olympics.
This was a
historic first,
capturing global
attention.

e The Crash: The
team did crash
during their final
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run at the
Calgary Games.
The footage of
the crash is one
of the most
iconic moments
in Olympic
history. However,
the film
dramatically
alters the
context and
outcome of this
crash.

The Carrying of
the Sled:
Following the
crash, the team
did lift their
battered sled
onto their
shoulders and
walked across
the finish line to
the roar of the
crowd. This
moment of
sportsmanship
and
perseverance is
preserved in the
film and is

perhaps the most
accurate
emotional beat.

e The Underdog

Narrative: The
team was indeed
a massive
underdog. They
had almost no
funding, minimal
training facilities,
and competed
against nations
with decades of
bobsledding
tradition. This
underdog spirit is
the heart of the
film and the true
story.

e The Name

“Cool
Runnings":
While not directly
used by the real
team, the phrase
"cool runnings" is
a Jamaican
patois expression
meaning "keep
calm and carry
on" or



"everything is
going well." It
was a fitting title
for the film and
captures the laid-
back yet
determined
attitude of the
athletes.

WHAT COOL
RUNNINGS GOT
WRONG: THE
BIGGEST
FICTIONALIZATION
S

Here is where the truth
gets complicated. The
movie alters many
details, sometimes
significantly, to create
a more dramatic and
comedic narrative.
Understanding these
differences helps
answer the question
“Is Cool Runnings a
true story?" with
more nuance.

The
Coach:
Irv Blitzer
vS. The
Real
Coach

One of the most
beloved characters in

the film is the
disgraced American
coach Irv Blitzer,

played by John Candy.
In the movie, Blitzer is
a former two-time
Olympic gold medalist
who was stripped of his
medals for cheating.
He becomes the
unlikely mentor for the
Jamaican team. The
reality is much
different.

The real coach of the
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Jamaican bobsled team
was an American
named William "Bill"
Maloney, who was also
one of the founders of
the team. He was not a
disgraced Olympic
champion but an
engineer and
businessman with a
passion for sports. The
film created the
character of Irv Blitzer
to add a redemption
arc and a father-figure
mentor to the story.
The real team's
coaching staff also
included Howard Siler,
an experienced
American bobsledder
who provided technical
expertise. There was
no dramatic past
involving a stolen gold
medal.

The

Team's
Backgrou
nd:
Soldiers
vs. Misfits

In the film, the team

members are
portrayed as a
collection of misfits:

one wants to impress a
girl, another wants to
get in shape, and
another wants to
escape a life of petty
crime. In reality, most
members were active-
duty soldiers in the
Jamaican Defence
Force. They were
disciplined, physically
fit, and accustomed to
working as a team. The
film's portrayal of them
as bumbling amateurs
is a classic Hollywood



trope that undermines
the actual discipline
and dedication of these
men

The
Crash
and Its
Aftermat
h

This is perhaps the
most critical difference.
In the film, the team
crashes on the final
run, but they
dramatically carry the
sled over the finish
line. The crowd erupts
in applause, and the
team is celebrated for
their spirit. In reality,
the crash happened on
the final run of the
four-man event, and
the team did indeed
carry the sled to the

finish line. However,
the Olympic officials
officially credited them
with finishing the run,
even though they did
not complete it on the
sled. The film heavily
dramatizes this
moment, but the core
act of carrying the sled
is true.

What the film omits is
that the team also
competed in the two-
man event earlier in
the Games, with Chris
Stokes and Dudley
Stokes, and finished a
respectable 30th place
out of 41 teams. They
did not embarrass
themselves.

Additionally, the crash
in the four-man event
was caused by the
team running out of
experience and the
sled hitting a curve too
fast. In the film, it is
implied that the crash
was a noble failure. In
reality, it was a crash
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caused by
inexperience, but the
dignified response of
the athletes turned it
into a victory of spirit.

The
Rivalry:
East
Germany
vs. The
World

The film features a
stereotypical and
villainous East German
team that taunts the
Jamaicans and even
sabotages their
equipment. This is
entirely fictional. There
was no rivalry or
sabotage. In fact, many
of the other bobsled
teams, including the

powerful Swiss and
German teams, were
supportive and offered
advice to the Jamaican
newcomers. The film
needed a clear
antagonist, so it
created one. The real
story is one of
sportsmanship and
mutual respect, not
conflict and sabotage.

The
Competiti
ve
Performa
nce

The film gives the
impression that the
team was utterly
incompetent and only
there for the
experience. In reality,
the team performed
better than expected.



In the two-man event,
they placed 30th out of
41 teams, beating
eight other teams. In
the four-man event,
they were 14th after
the first two runs and
21st after three runs
before the crash. They
were not world-
beaters, but they were
also not the complete
failures depicted in the
film. Their performance
was considered a
remarkable
achievement for a
team from a tropical
country with only a few
months of training.

THE LEGACY: WHY
THE TRUE STORY
MATTERS

So, is Cool Runnings
a true story? The
honest answer is that it
is a true story in spirit

but a fictionalized
account in detail. The
film  captures the

essence of the real
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team's audacious
dream, their courage in
the face of
overwhelming odds,
and their ability to
inspire the world
through sheer
perseverance.
However, it sacrifices
historical accuracy for
entertainment value.

The real legacy of the
1988 Jamaican bobsled
team extends far
beyond the movie.
They returned to the
Winter Olympics in
1992, 1994, 1998,
2002, 2014, and 2022.
The team has become

a symbol of
determination and
breaking down

barriers. The film itself
has inspired countless
people to pursue their
own impossible
dreams. There is even
a real bobsled track in
Jamaica now, built in
part due to the
popularity of the film.
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CONCLUSION: THE
TRUTH THAT
ENDURES

In the end, asking "lIs
Cool Runnings a true
story?" leads us to a
richer understanding of
both the film and the
actual events. The
movie is not a
documentary; it is a
comedy-drama that
takes the core idea of a
group of Jamaican
soldiers competing in
the Winter Olympics
and shapes it into a
heartwarming

narrative. The true
story is equally
inspiring, if not more
so, because it actually
happened. These were
real men who faced
real challenges, real
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fears, and real crashes,
yet they refused to
give up.

The film and the real
story are two sides of
the same coin. One is a
polished, entertaining
version designed for
mass audiences. The
other is a raw,
unvarnished tale of
human ambition. Both
deserve to be
celebrated. So, the
next time you watch
Cool Runnings and
feel that surge of pride
and hope, remember
that while the details
may be fictional, the
spirit of the Jamaican
bobsled team is as real
as the snow they
conquered. That is the
truth that will never
fade.



