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“Sometimes people forget that you’re a human being, and that you’re no different than any other mortal.”

 

—JESSE OWENS, AMERICAN ATHLETE
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Zeus, king of the Greek gods, in whose honor the first Olympic games were held
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Introduction

THROUGHOUT HISTORY, those who practice the art of the human body have inspired us with superhuman feats. Pushing themselves past their limits, they have climbed the highest mountains (Hillary), swum the most dangerous oceans (Ederle), surfed the biggest waves (Kahanamoku), and broken the toughest barriers (Robinson). In striving for physical perfection, athletes have caused riots, earned enormous sums of money, and influenced entire generations. But what were they like as people? Were their actions in private always so sportsmanlike? And were they as popular with their neighbors as with their fans?

The life of an athlete is surely intense—some have even perished while playing their sport (Maravich, Hyman). Athletes have been snubbed by world leaders (Owens) and congratulated by one out of every ten of their countrymen (Clemente). They have imperiled themselves by chasing thieves down alleys (Henie) and roared at the most inappropriate times (Weissmuller).

Neighbors can make an athlete’s life even more intense. Some neighbors have been tough enough to make martial arts a requirement for survival (Lee) or intrusive enough to dictate protective measures (Pelé). Neighbors have gotten together to help Olympic-bound competitors (Rudolph) and have cherished an athlete’s almost saintly presence (Ashe). On the other hand, wild parties can be annoying to neighboring farmers (Ruth), and some neighbors do regret the sacrifice of their entire marble collections (Zaharias). Steak has with unusual frequency been the breakfast of champions, though at least one champion has been famous among neighbors for stews of fresh fish or raccoon (Thorpe).

Whatever their appetites, or whoever their neighbors, the athletic stars who excite us today sometimes exceed the records of their predecessors. But this has not decreased our fascination with legendary role models and their exploits. Here are twenty true stories of athletes—mostly admirable, occasionally quirky—offered as a celebration of physical accomplishment that transports us into a world of thrills and spills.

 


  —Kathleen Krull
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“THANKS, KING”

Jim Thorpe

BORN IN PRAGUE, OKLAHOMA, 1888

DIED IN LOMITA, CALIFORNIA, 1953
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A Sauk and Fox Indian, hero of the 1912 Olympics, considered by many to be the best all-around athlete in American history

 

 

JAMES FRANCIS THORPE’S TRIBAL NAME was Wa-tho-huck, which means “Bright Path.” “I cannot decide,” he once said, “whether I was well named or not. Many a time the path has gleamed bright for me, but just as often it has been dark and bitter indeed.”

Between the ages of seven and sixteen, he was grieved by the deaths of his twin brother, mother, and father. Unhappy within classroom walls of government schools on the reservation, he worked on ranches instead, fixing fences and catching and saddling wild horses. His family tried to make it harder for him to run away by sending him to schools farther and farther from home.

He finally found contentment at the Carlisle Indian School in Pennsylvania, where he began breaking the school’s athletic records. He excelled at football, basketball (he was captain of the team and played all positions), and everything else, including dancing (he won the two-step contest). One summer he played baseball for fifteen dollars a week to pick up extra money. At Christmas he put on a Santa Claus suit and handed out toys to the younger schoolchildren.
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At age twenty-four, Thorpe made it to Sweden to compete in the Olympics, thrilling thirty thousand spectators with his track-and-field performance. President William Taft sent a letter congratulating him on “those qualities which characterize the best type of American citizenship.” Ironically, it was not for another twelve years that Thorpe or any Indian was in fact granted citizenship. All his life Thorpe—a true hero to all tribes—campaigned for equal rights for Indians.

A year after the Olympics, however, a reporter dug up the information that Thorpe had long ago been paid for playing baseball, a technicality that disqualified him from Olympic competition. He was forced to turn over his gold medals to the second-place winners. This blow was followed four years later by the death of Jim Jr., his baby son. Friends said Thorpe never fully recovered from the loss, and he began to drink heavily.

His wife at the time had been a fellow Carlisle student, Iva Miller, with whom he went on to have three daughters—Gail, Charlotte, and Grace. With his second wife, Freeda Kirkpatrick, he had four sons—Carl Phillip, William, Richard, and John. His third wife, Patricia Askew, acted as his manager and convinced him to accept fees for his increasingly frequent speeches around the country. She pointed out that his fabled generosity—he always picked up hitchhikers, never failed to accommodate a friend, and sold the rights to his life story (which became a hit movie) for a small sum—still gave him “two-way pockets.”

Easygoing and a ready listener, Thorpe was well liked for his integrity and his gentle ways. He took his sons hunting for raccoons and rabbits and was a good cook, famous among neighbors for stews of raccoon or fish. He loved raising dogs and had as many as eighteen in the backyards of his cottages and trailers. The only thing known to make him mad was racial prejudice; once during a baseball game a manager called him a “dumb Indian” and Thorpe tackled him on the spot. He never spoke of his lost Olympic medals.

Thorpe was voted into three sports’ Halls of Fame and won (by a landslide) a poll to recognize the Greatest Athlete of the Half-Century. He died after his third heart attack, at age sixty-four, while eating lunch in his trailer.

Thirty years later, after constant petitions by groups who thought the taking of his gold medals was unfair and motivated by racism, the decision was finally reversed. Much paperwork later, the medals were again presented—in a ceremony attended by six of Thorpe’s children.

Athleticisms

[image: [Image]] Thorpe and the rest of the Carlisle football team didn’t think they stood a chance against the U.S. Military Academy at West Point, a much more accomplished team. Then the Carlisle coach reminded the team that the fathers and grandfathers of the West Point players made up the army that had fought and defeated the Indians. Carlisle won the game, 27 to 6. Playing for West Point that day was Dwight Eisenhower, future president of the United States, who noted of Thorpe that “on the football field there was no one like him in the world.”
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