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  Author’s Note




  Inside the heart of Eddie Swanson lives a gentle giant possessing as much strength within as his exterior. His is an unsung story, yet unheard by most of America. I hope to change that. Eddie’s life is a modern day, real-life Rocky Balboa tale. It’s almost a movie in the making — and I’m here cheering like a loyal fan. I want the world to know Eddie Swanson and cheer with the same excitement as me.




  Until I received the invitation to help him write this story, I, too, had not heard of his record-breaking tale. One man with little outside help from anyone crushed his competition and broke weight-lifting records—winning championships across the nation. Until now, happily married, his biggest supporter had been his mother, offering the best six words Eddie’s career (and life) had ever received. “There is nothing you can’t do.”




  The more I learn about Eddie Swanson, the more I believe we all should live by that mantra. I might not quite be ready to bench-press a bus, but I’ll lift my weights in the world with more enthusiasm than ever before having seen this man’s determination.




  Thanks, Eddie. There’s nothing I can’t do… ~DS
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  “There’s nothin’ in this world you can’t do if you put your mind to it.”




  — Orvester Swanson
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  Orvester and Eddie Swanson. June 1970.
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  Courage Found




  Early summer, 1969




  The hot Chattanooga sun beat down on the playground of Frank H. Trotter Elementary School. Nine-year-old Eddie Swanson kicked at the dusty red clay at his feet, gathering enough courage to climb that giant twelve-stepped ladder of the “big kid slide.” Both older and younger children had already pushed him aside, dashing up the stairs with a ferocity Eddie found hard to imagine. He struggled with a fear of heights, and even though he was older than some of those around him, he was still considerably smaller in size than most. His tiny stature made that slide seem even higher.




  It was frustrating to him that the other kids could simply dash up the slide and race to the bottom. Today he would do something about it.




  Summoning his inner courage, he plowed up the slide’s staircase, hand over fist, trying hard not to focus on his rising elevation. With a swift “plop” down onto the upper tier, Eddie gripped the shiny sides of the slide and pushed himself over the edge, racing down the swift and slippery grade — eyes closed and ready for certain death.




  Halfway down, his eyes opened and wide wonder filled his mind. His little body plowed into the sandy surface below as a giant grin tugged at his dusty face. Wow! Maybe Momma was right … I can do anything!




  ​ CHAPTER TWO
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  Small But Mighty




  At the tender age of ten, young Eddie was still one of the smallest kids in his classroom. Even in his neighborhood, he was still smaller than some of the youngest children in the north- Chattanooga projects. Living in the projects is no easy task for a child, and being one of the smallest certainly didn’t help Eddie’s case in the slightest. Getting picked on and bullied everyday was something Eddie could rarely avoid.




  Eddie’s father, Oscar Iodis Swanson, had recently passed away, leaving his mother to fend for the family. Eddie was the only child in the household near his age. Aside from his infant brother, Fred, the rest of Eddie’s siblings were much older. His sister, Ida Mae, was twenty-seven and still living in the household, too. Her efforts at keeping the family going were a stronghold for the group. She would often walk Eddie to school to help keep him safe from the bullies.




  Eddie’s grandmother, Emma Hogue, also lived within the tiny household. She was also one of Eddie’s strongholds in life, much like his mother. In Eddie’s early years, she had gone blind, keeping her nearly housebound the remainder of her years. She was still a scrappy old gal, though. She’d watch after all the kids with the same muster as Orvester … and she was always home to watch! The kids would often try to blame certain unfinished household chores and the occasional broken lamp on one another, but it was of little use. Emma could see with her ears! Nobody got away with anything!




  It was Emma’s strong Christian beliefs that seemed to hold the family together. She instilled that belief in Orvester early on, and kept right on teaching to her grandchildren. Eddie would sometimes complain about having to go to church every Sunday, but Grandma would always have words. “The church is in you because that’s where your belief in God is ... in you. You should go to the church with other believers because that gives you the strength to survive in the outside world.” She knew her church friends were always there for her.




  [image: tmp_09193b2fe8acd997ad3c08fcaf0895c3_uKJ3RQ_html_m73879fe9.jpg]




  Eddie, age 12




  Money was tight in the Swanson household, but the family remained very close. Adversity creates a strong bond in a family, and this family was no exception to the rule. They had their share of adversities.




  Although the family was closely knit, Eddie and his mother had an uncommonly close bond. Each relied on one another for support and love, and when it wasn’t Emma’s words helping Eddie out, it was usually Orvester’s caring words that helped him get through his struggles. For years to come, her positive outlook on life and her hundreds of wonderful quotes would stick with him, ever-reminding him of her wonderful strength of character. Maybe it was his impressionable age at the time of his father’s death (and age difference between his siblings), maybe it, too, was her strong religious beliefs, but basically Orvester was just a wonderful lady, and it rubbed off on her family.




  One summer, Highland Park Baptist Church began offering Karate classes to its members. Orvester saw an opportunity to help her son’s bullying predicament by enrolling him in this new course. It was a milestone in his life, being the first forms of self-discipline and physical education Eddie had experienced. Those early days in the church helped fashion the rest of his life. At the time, though, Eddie just wanted to defend himself.




  But even with Eddie’s newly found forms of self- defense, his small size was still a huge obstacle. His trained kicks and punches were still no match for the larger kids pushing him around. Despite his hard efforts in those Karate classes, his situation changed very little.




  By age twelve, Eddie was still desperately looking for a way to elevate his small state. There simply had to be some way to become tougher and stronger — some way to build himself into a bigger young man. Another life-changing occurrence was about to take place for Eddie. He just didn’t know it yet.




  ***




  Chattanooga YMCA, October 1972




  Orvester stood patiently waiting her turn to talk to those that ran the facility, while Eddie roamed the rooms of exercise equipment and strong athletes all pumping iron and tread-milling. As he made his way into one of the rooms, he noticed a number of teenaged boys lifting weights. The young men were clearly much stronger than most boys Eddie knew, and their size and bulk struck a chord in him.




  “Hey, guys,” Eddie stammered. “Could you show me how to do what you’re doing? I want to learn to be strong and big like you.”




  The boys only took time to throw some mean comments his way, laughing out loud at him. “Yeah, maybe you should go die and be reincarnated and come back as a bigger person.” Another one said, “Or start drinking milk. Milk does a body good ... but in your case, I don’t think it’ll work.”




  Poor Eddie stood hopeless as the older boys poked fun at his expense. Every verbal blow seemed to take him down another notch to even smaller levels. Frustrated and crying, he found his way back to his mother, now talking prices for membership and yearly dues with those in charge.




  Adding one more insult to Eddie’s injured little heart, his mother’s words about the gym were a final blow. “Honey, I’m sorry. We just can’t afford to come here. It’s just too much money.”




  More tears fell from Eddie’s forlorn cheek. His one shot at building himself up had just cut him shorter than ever. The tiny little boy had a big broken heart, and it seemed like there was nothing his little self could do about it.




  CHAPTER THREE
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  The Future Set in Motion




  Christmas 1972




  Eddie rolled out of bed wiping his eyes and trying to stifle his desire to race out to the Christmas tree. Although he knew few presents would be beneath it, Eddie still couldn’t wait to see what Santa had brought.




  When he entered the living room, he found his mother and grandmother quietly sipping their cups of coffee and enjoying the morning glow of the lights on the tree. His mother offered a calm smile as he gazed at the base of the tree.




  Shoot. Hardly any presents…




  “Honey,” she asked, “could you check on the dog in the backyard? I’ll bet he’s cold and needs some food.”




  What? he thought. It’s Christmas morning and you want me to feed the dog? Where’s my presents? Eddie could hardly believe it.
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