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OVERCOMING OBSTACLES

Nobodyds pat h t hAllofusgdaee obstaclesdi s
problems that make it harder to move ahead toward our
goals.

Sometimes these obstacles seem impossible to go around or
cimbover. May be we c thaléssonsaof ekpenside
equipment we think we need. Maybe our bodies let us down
through illness or disability. May be | aws or peo
prejudices keep us from participating in activities or

occupations open to others.

Sports legends Wilma Rudolph and Jesse Owens faced obstacles like these. Although they
grew up to become Olympian runners, they endured crippling illness as children. Their
families were so poor that they could barely afford medical care. They also faced racism. They
were African-Americans at a time when the rules of professional athletics prohibited many black
athletes from competing with white athletes, no matter how good they were.

BECAUSE THEY NEVER GAVE UP, because they kept working hard at what they loved best, both
Wilma and Jesse succeeded in spite of the odds against them.

e Each of them set Olympic track records i and not only that, they set Olympic records for
numbers of gold medals won!

Each was named Athlete of the Year.

Their names are still honored around the world.

Jesse received three different presidential awards, including the Medal of Freedom, the
highest U.S. civilian honor.

Wil ma and Jesse are heroes for al | of us who

enough, 6 or fAnagd oormafrntote nroiugghh enough. o I n t
determination that made them winnersd and those are qualities anyone can share.

THE WORLDG FASTEST. The gold medal winner of the 100-meter sprint event in the Olympics
is honored with the title of fAThe Worl dbés
Man when he won the gold in HhélD& .Olywpics gaimed R u
her the title of Worldés Fastest Woman.

/ Jesseods Gol H936MaythpitsgBerlin):

e Me n 0 s-Meted Bprint (10.3 seconds)
e Me n 06 s-M&ted Bprint (20.7 seconds)
e Mends Long Jump (26 f ¢
e Mends 4 x 100m nReekznp (

running 100m each) (39.8 seconds)

Wi | madés Goli Ad96MBynpitss(Rome):
e Womends (11 Sebonus)
(o e Womenods (22 8ebonds)
0

(e e Womends 100m r andls 4 4
5, rYy (
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JESSE OWENS (1913 -1980)
THE Boy WiTH O @QURAGEOUS L UNGS O

The grandson of slaves,J ames Cl evel and fAJesseo shaweroppingva s

family in 1913. A thin child, with weak lungs, he suffered from pneumonia repeatedly, coming
close to death more than once. There was no money for a doctor or medicine, but, again and
again, his mother nursed him back to health. By the time he was six, Jesse had regained
enough strength to attend school in a one-room shack, and to fish, swim, and help work on the
farm like his nine older brothers and sisters.

When Jesse was ten, his family moved from Despite being sickly, Jesse said
Alabama to Cleveland, Ohio. There he would ’ ’
meet junior high track coach Charles Riley. ~
Coach Riley suggested that the boy build up his N al W.a y s | O.V ed
lungs by running. Jesse had part-time jobs after very gooq at it, but | IOV_ed It
school, so he got up before dawn every morning because it was something you

to train with the coach. He started to think of could do all by yourse”, and

Coach Riley as a second fatherd and, most
importantly he began to think of himself as a under your own power. You

runner. could go in any direction, fast or
_ N slow as you wanted, fighting the

When he was finally able to join the track team, wind if you felt like it, Seeking

Jesse amazed everyone. He was fastd and, as ights i h

he practiced, he kept getting faster. He broke out new signhts just on the

world records throughout junior high, high school, | strength of your feet and the

and college, even though he still had to work to courage of you r |l ungs.

help support his family. In 1936, he found himself

on the United States Olympic team.

Olympic competition is always a challenge for athletes, but more than usual was riding on the
Games that year. They were being held in Berlin, Germany, and the fanatical German leader,
Adol f Hitler, was counting on the Ol ympics
raceo of fsup e trangenadd smdrter thaneanyene slsed especially Jewish
people and people of color. In 1936, the world was beginning to sense just how dangerous
Hitler was. Three years later, in fact, he and his Nazi followers would start World War Il in an
attempt to force these racist views on the world.

At the Olympics, the whole world watched Jesse. Could this extraordinary, affable African-

American defeatthelong-j umper Luz Long, Hitl erbés champion?

il wanted no part of politics, Berlihéoxenepets ai d
against any one athlete. The purpose of the Olympics, anyway, was to do your best. As

| 6d |l earned | ong ago from Charles Riley, the

BN

yoursel f .o

Luz Long didnét sHeandéessH betame firnd feends asttheyecdmpeted
against each other, cheering each other on, inspiring each other to perform better. They broke
records right and left. And when Jesse leaped to gold-medal victory with an Olympic record
jump of more than 26 feet, Luz Long, the second-place winner, congratulated him with a huge
bear hug.
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Jesse captured gold as a runner, tood

breaking ten Olympic records and

winning four gold medals in all. Adolf

Hitler was furious.But he coul dndét ch
what the world had witnessed. Jesse

Owens had proved Hitler wrong and earned

a permanent place in sports history.

For a time after the Olympics ended, Jesse
struggled to make a living for his wife and
daughters. Running races was a much
different thing than running a business!
Always outgoing, friendly, and concerned
about others, however, Jesse found his
niche as an inspiring public speaker and as
the driving force behind a number of youth
sports programs. At their height, the ARCO/Jesse Owens Games attracted over a million boys
and girls each year.

Near the end of Jessed6s |life, President Ford awar
contributions to his country as well as for his achievements in sports. President Carter later
named him an American Living Legend. When Jesse died in 1980, family and friends

established the Jesse Owens Foundation to provide
demonstrated i through academic achievement, athletics, community service, or in other waysdo
that they have the courage to overcome personal,f ami | y, or sociTandyeasi rcumst a

after his death, in 1990, the first President Bush honored Jesse Owens with the Congressional
Gold Medal presented to his widow, Ruth S. Owens. Even today, years later, Jesse still inspires
young and tdled dticstfaghac e, 0 despite all obstacl es

"Perhaps no athlete better symbolized the human struggle against tyranny,
poverty and racial bigotry. His personal triumphs as aworld-class athlete and
record holder were the prelude to a career devoted to helping others. His work
with young athletes, as an unofficial ambassador overseas, and a spokesman for

~

freedom arearichlegacyt o hi s f el | o w PrAsdent JimmgQager 0

Did you knowé

éln 1955, the U.S. StatdmRepaxzraatdimen
Ambassador of Sports and sent him to meet kids and athletes on a tour of
countries like India and Malaysia.

é 1l n 1 %58s6was named the personal representative of President
Eisenhower to the Olympic Games in Australia. Wilma
Rudolph ran her first Olympic races there! |
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MEET WILMA RUDOLPH (1940 -1994)

In 1940, four years after Jesse Owens made his record-setting appearance at the Olympics,

Wilma Rudolph was born in Tennessee.Her f ami |y, | i ke JAadIlkedéesse, was Vv
Wilma fought one illness after another. At the age of six, polio left one of her legs twisted

inward. Doctors were sure Wilma would never be able to walk again.

Wilma and her family had other ideas. Twice a week, she and her mother took a fifty-mile bus
trip to Nashville, to the nearest hospital that would accept black patients. Doctors there showed
her special exercises to strengthen her muscles. Sometimes the exercises hurt, but Wilma
practiced them anyway, over and over.

Her many brothers and sisters pitched in, helping to move and massage the weakened leg.

After several years, eight-year-old Wilma was able to walk by strapping her leg into a heavy

metal brace. Determined to run, jump, and play basketball with the other kids, Wilma kept

exercising. By age twelve, with her family cheering her on, Wilma discarded the brace. At last

she could throw herself into the .active sports sh

Before long, Wilma was the star of the high school basketball team, taking the school all the

way to the state finals.As a sophomore, she broke the girlsobd st
scored. At track meets, she outran everyone, remaining undefeated throughout her high school

sprinting career. When Tennessee State University offered her a full athletic scholarship, she

became the first person in her family to go to college.

The years of Wil mads greatest .pnd¥60,attche ®lympic mphs wer
Games in Rome, she sprinted her way to three gold medals. Besides her Olympic gold, Wilma

won almost every top sports award, including the United Press Athlete of the Year. She helped

break down gender barriers when she was invited to compete in events that were usually open

to men only.

Even after she stopped competing, Wil ma és det er mi nat i a8hebeaamea ed her
teacher, a track coach, a broadcaster, and, like Jesse, an inspiring speaker. Finally she

established the Wilma Rudolph Foundation to support young athletes and teach them that they,

too, can succeed, in spite of the odds against them.

After Wil mabés kkfhomepi c
town of Clarksville held a victory parade in
her honor. The only problem was, this was

the segregated South; black people would
not be allowed to mix with whites to watch

the parade. Wilma put her foot down,
insisting that her homecoming celebration

be open to everyone in Clarksville. It was

the first racially-integrated event ever

held in the town!
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WHAT ARE THE OLYMPIC  S?

The original

Aol ympi an

Gameso took place i

Only Greek-speaking men could compete (women could not even watch, on pain of death).

These athletes tested their skill and strength in racing, wrestling, jumping, and throwing events.
Winners received a crown of olive leaves and were treated like heroes for the rest of their lives.

Many centuries later, a Frenchman named Pierre de Coubertin worked to revive the Olympic
games. He hoped to build a better, more peaceful world by having athletes from all countries

compete in a spirit of friendship and fair play. In 1896, his vision became reality when the first
modern Olympics were held in Athens, Greece. The number of sports played at the Olympics

has tripled since de

held in a different nation each time.

Coubertinbds ti me, but

The only prizes given at the Olympic are
medalsd gold for first place in each event,
silver for second place, and bronze for third
place. Although thousands of athletes take
part in the Olympics, only a few can win
medals. Still, every Olympian is a winner.
Each one has trained for years to win a

spot on their ¢ ouMany \
like Wilma and Jesse, overcame sickness,
poverty, or other hardships. Every one of
them has worked hard to be the best they
possibly can at the sport they love.

Olympic Facts

¢ The Olympic motto is Citius, Altius, Fortiusd Latinfora Swi f tldirgher |,

-~
-

AThe most i mportant t

Games is not to win but to take part, just
as the most important thing in life is not
the triumph but the struggle. The

essential thing is not to have conquered
but

to have fought wsg

0 From the Olympic creed, written
by Pierre de Coupertin; quoted in
Knotts, The Summer Olympics, pp
20-21.

y 4
_—
~

e The Olympic symbol features five linked rings, standing for goodwill between the five

continents. The rings are five different colorsd red, black, blue, green, and yellowd on a

white background, for a total of six colors. At least one of the six appears on the flag of

Q5

every nation that participates in the
Games.

e The Games have been held every four
years except for 1916, 1940 and 1944,
when world wars forced cancellation.

e The 2008 Olympics will take place in
Beijing, China.

e The Winter Olympics, featuring sports
such as skiing and ice skating, were first
held in 1924. The city of Vancouver,

Canada will host the 21st Winter Olympics

in 2010.
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AMERI CA0S OLYMPI ANS

Todayb6s Ol ympi ans c an .Biece FpOetleiPardlymipin Gamasnhgve wa y s

been held for world-class athletes who are challenged by disabilities. The Paralympics take

place shortly after the Olympics, in the same city and in the same arenas as the Olympic

Games.Par al ympi c athletes share tédire, satmeongernve ttloatb
championsdo. They prove that you dondt need to see to be
ski.

The next summer Paralympic Games will be held in Beijing, China in September, 2008.

Thousands of competitors from over 100 countries will take part, pushing their limits, delivering

breathtaking performances, and showing the world that apparent disabilities are no match for a
determined athlete.

ACTIVITIES

HOW LONG IS LONG?

Outside, or in a hallway, measure off a distance of 26 feet and 5 ¥sinches. That 6 s how f ar
Jesse Owens jumped to win the gold medal in the 1936 Olympics. (Yes, he had a running start!)

Of course, when he competed in the Olympics, Owens was a grown man.

How did he do as a kid? Measure off 22 feet, 11 3% inches. That 6 s how f ar
Jesse jumped as a middle schooler in 1928, when he set a new Junior High

School world record.

Try it yourself! How close can you come to jumping like Jesse?

HOW FAST IS FAST?

Wilma and Jesse both set records in the 100-meter sprint, winning the titteof i The Wor | doé s
Fast estandfialnhoe Wor | dés Fastest Woman. 0O

e Outside, measure off 100 meters. \\\

e Using a stopwatch (or c etumau snagn de acc
Aorehousand two, 0 etc.), experienc
took to run that distance (Jesse, 10.3 seconds; Wilma, 11 seconds).

e Now, you try it. Have your friends timeyou.See whodés @A The est
Mand and AThe Fastest Womanodo in your | ass!

OBSTACLES--OF COURSE!

Athletes sometimes race over an obstacle coursed a trail laid out with artificial obstacles to
climb, jump over, shimmy under, orgoaround. Just as overcoming |ifeds ob:
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strong and resilient, running an obstacle course calls for more flexibility and uses more
muscles than running on a smoothtrack. Be si de s, itdés fun!

You can make your own obstacle course. Mark a trail. Then set up cones to run around or
boxes to jump over. Think of ways to make runners zig-zag, leap, climb, or crawl. Exercise your
imagination!

When youdve f idyntdrsnhlfeydu,wang Bme yaurself. Then run the course again.
Was it easier? Chances are, |like Jesse and Wil ma

Not all obstacles are physical ones. Whhtaid wer e Je
they do to overcome them?

Name some obstacles in your life, or in the life of someone you know. What can a person do to
overcome them? Strategize with your class. Try so

OLYMPIC HALL OF FAME

Using some of the books and resources below, read about
the Olympic games for one particular year. Who were the
Olympic stars that year? What were
their stories? Who was your favorite
athlete of the games? Why does he

or she deserve your /\///‘for AAt h
of the Year o0?

S
Make aposters howi ng your at tebs
moment of victory. Hang it in your
classbs A0l ympic Hall of Fame?o!

FAME AND FORTUNE

Many honors came to Jesse and Wilma once they became
champions. Important streets in the capital of the lvory Coast and

in Berlin, Germanyar e named after Jesse
birthday, June 23 isnow i Wi | ma Ru d oih hethoniza vy «
state of Tennessee.

What would you like to be famous for?
What would you like to have named after you? Why? ﬁ’,
F RE D 6TSWER
=EiffelTower

s
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FOR OLDER AUDIENCES: POST SHOW DISCUSSION:
WHAT IS WEAKNESS? WHAT IS STRENGTH?

Do you think there are different kinds of strength? What are
some of them? What kinds do you think you need to get to

the Olympics?

Re-read the quotation from the Olympic Creed (box, page 7).
What do you think Pierre de Coubertin meant when he wrote,

iThe most i mportant thing in |Iife is not the triu
st r ug gldwevasithis true for Wilma Rudolph and Jesse

Owens?

Who hel ped Wilma and Jesse fAiGo the Distanceod? Ho

these people strong? How did their strengths help Wilma and
Jesse become strong, too?

What IS fithe Distance0??

Jesse Owens won his gold medals in the Olympics at a very young age. But his life did not
magically become golden, although his medals were. Do aresearchproje ct about Jesseds
years. What did he have to overcome AFTER the cheering had stopped?

Research Wil ma RudHpoWwpas ldesaftdr-at er | i f e
competition career different from Jes:
chances? Did she make different choices?

How would you react to life after Olympic glory? Think of your
dreams: what if they came true, right now? What would you do
immediately? What would you do five years from now? 10
years?

What is isuccesso?

Related Resources

--Jesse Owens, Champion Athlete, by Tony Gentry. Packed with details and photographs for
grades 5 & up.

--A Picture Book of Jesse Owens, by David A. Adler. Ages 4-8.

--Jesse Owens, Olympic Star, by Patricia and Frederick McKissack. Written by a Coretta-
Scott-King-Award-winning husband-and-wife team. Ages 4-8.

--Jesse: The Man Who Outran Hitler, by Jesse Owens and Paul Neimark. A self-portrait by
the great athlete, discussing his rise to sports stardom and his troubled later life. Age 10 & up. i
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http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/search-handle-url/index=books&field-author=Owens%2C%20Jesse/103-0044200-4383866
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/search-handle-url/index=books&field-author=Neimark%2C%20Paul/103-0044200-4383866

