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 Introduction

Girls don’t do that.

Girls shouldn’t do that.

Girls can’t do that.

Have you ever heard someone say that? Well, not very long ago, that’s exactly what many people said whenever a woman tried to play a sport or do anything athletic. Most people believed that women were physically too weak and delicate to play sports. There might as well have been a sign at the gymnasium door that said MEN ONLY.

Fortunately, some women didn’t believe what they were told. When these sports pioneers were told “Girls don’t,” they did. When they were told “Girls shouldn’t,” they asked “Why not?” And when they were told “Girls can’t,” they became more determined than ever. This book tells the stories of several pioneers in women’s sports, all of whom refused to be told what they could and could not do. And because they proved that girls can do anything, women today compete in sports of all kinds, from track and field, figure skating, and swimming to tackle football and racecar driving. Sports not only provide good exercise, they also help participants gain self-confidence and learn to work together and set goals.

 It took some remarkable women to show everyone else the way. That’s what Gertrude “Trudy” Ederle, Louise Stokes, Tidye Pickett, Julie Krone, and Danica Patrick all have in common. When these girls were told they could not do something, they made even those who had doubted them say, “Yes, she can!”
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TRUDY EDERLE
A smiling Trudy Ederle practices swimming in the English Channel.

 


 


[image: [Image]]



 Trudy’s Big Splash


 ON THE MORNING OF AUGUST 6, 1926, an editorial appeared in the London Daily News about the rights of women to compete in and play sports. The editorial ended, “Even the most uncompromising champion of the rights of women must admit that in contests of physical skill, speed, and endurance, they must forever remain the weaker sex.” As residents of London read the paper over their morning tea, a young American woman named Trudy Ederle stood on the shore in France and looked out across the English Channel toward England, twenty-one miles away.

Although dozens and dozens of people had tried to swim the English Channel before, only five—all men—had made it across. Swimming the Channel is one of the most difficult and dangerous athletic feats in the world. Even today, more people have climbed Mount Everest than have swum the English Channel. In 1875, Matthew Webb became the first person to swim the Channel, a feat that took him nearly twenty-two hours to accomplish. The speed record was held by the third person to swim the Channel, Enrique Tirabocci, who in 1923 made the crossing in sixteen hours and thirty-three minutes.

 Although many had tried, no woman had ever swum the English Channel. A few had made it within a few miles of the opposite shore before bad weather, fatigue, and tides forced them out of the water, and many more quit after only a few hours in the water. In 1925, in fact, Trudy Ederle had tried to swim the Channel only to fail. Although she had been considered the greatest female swimmer in the world at the time, many observers thought that if Trudy could not swim the Channel, then no woman could.

Trudy disagreed and decided to try again. Now, just a few minutes after seven a.m., she adjusted her swimming goggles and stepped into the water. When the waves reached her chest, she took a deep breath, looked up at the sun peeking through the hazy summer sky, and whispered, “God, help me.” Then, with a big splash, she dove beneath the waves and started swimming.


 Trudy was determined to succeed this time. She knew that a woman could swim the English Channel.

All she had to do was prove it.

 


In the summer of 1915, Trudy’s father, Henry, purchased a small cottage near the beach in Highlands, New Jersey. The Ederle family lived in New York City, where Henry owned and operated a successful butcher shop. Henry and his wife, Gertrud, thought their children—Helen, age twelve; Meg, age ten; Trudy, age nine; and Emma and George, both toddlers—would enjoy spending the summers out of the city.

Highlands was beautiful. Trudy loved gazing out over the water, the sea breeze blowing through her light brown hair and the sun bringing out the freckles on her face. There were plenty of children her age to play with, but Trudy, who was partially deaf due to a bout with the measles a few years before, was a little shy. She sometimes couldn’t understand what strangers were saying and occasionally felt embarrassed when meeting new people, so she followed her older sisters Helen and Meg around like a puppy. Nearly every day they all went to the beach together.

That was the problem. Helen and Meg knew how to swim. Trudy did not. When Helen and Meg went in the water, Trudy had to stay behind, playing alone in the sand and wading in the shallows.

 It seems hard to believe today, but a hundred years ago, very few women knew how to swim, and few were allowed to compete in sports of any kind. When women went to the beach, they were expected to wear long-sleeved blouses and stockings that made swimming next to impossible. There were virtually no swimming pools with lifeguards, no groups like the YWCA that gave swimming lessons, and no girls’ swim teams or swim meets for young girls to compete in. Trudy’s sisters only knew how to swim because they had been taught the dog paddle and the breaststroke by their cousins when the family had visited relatives in Germany. Trudy had been too young to learn, and now she felt left out.

Henry Ederle, however, had a solution. One day he went to the beach with the girls and told Helen and Meg to get in the water. As Trudy stood on the beach, Henry took a strong piece of clothesline and tied it around her chest. He walked out onto a nearby pier and told Trudy to wade toward her sisters.

Trudy took a few cautious steps and suddenly her feet no longer touched bottom. As a panicked look came over her face and she began to sink, her father pulled on the rope, keeping Trudy on the surface. Then Meg and Helen urged her to paddle toward them.

 At first Trudy did little more than thrash about while taking in great gulps of air before grabbing one of her sisters for support. But each time she let go and tried to swim from one sister to the other, she became a bit more confident and relaxed. Soon she could feel her body floating in the water. She forgot all about the rope and didn’t even notice that her father had let it go slack.

Trudy was swimming. And she loved it. For some reason, as she floated in the water alone with her thoughts, Trudy felt more at home than anywhere else in the world. As she later explained, “To me, the sea is like a person—like a child that I’ve known a long time. It sounds crazy, I know, but when I swim in the sea I talk to it. I never feel alone when I’m out there.” For the rest of her life, the sea would be her best friend. Trudy spent most of every day the family stayed in Highlands swimming in the sea.

One summer day a few years later, Trudy’s mother took her daughters to one of the piers along the water. She had seen a notice for a demonstration held by a group called the Women’s Swimming Association (WSA). She thought her daughters, who all loved to swim, might want to watch.

The Ederle girls were amazed by what they saw. At the start of the show, a half dozen or so young women stood on the pier and started diving into the water. They didn’t do cannonballs, as did many young men who sometimes liked to show off. One after another they jumped into the air, arched their bodies in flight, and entered the water straight as an arrow, hardly making a splash. It was like watching ballet.

 After the diving demonstration, a young girl only five or six years old jumped into the water and started to swim to a nearby pier. She didn’t use the dog paddle or the breaststroke like Trudy and her sisters. Instead, she reached out with first one arm and then the other while her feet kicked like mad. She moved across the water so fast that it almost looked as if she were crawling on the surface.

The stroke she used was called the American crawl, now a common stroke more often referred to as freestyle. But when Trudy was a little girl, the crawl, which had only been invented a few years before, was rarely seen outside of men’s athletic clubs. Trudy and
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