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FOREWORD


By Doug Williams


I HAD TWO THOUGHTS WHEN John Feinstein told me he was planning to do research and write a book on race in sports. First, good luck corralling a topic that is so massive. And second, if anyone can pull it off, it’s John. It isn’t just that I respect him as a reporter, though I do, but it’s this: he’s white.


I know John would be the first one to tell you that he knows he can’t possibly understand what it’s like to wake up Black every morning and to go through life knowing there are people who are going to look at you as a Black man, not just a man.


I believe John has overcome the “disadvantage” of being white by talking to so many of us who have lived the Black experience. Plus, if this book were to be written by someone who is Black, a lot of people would shrug and say, “It’s just another Black guy whining.”


I’ve heard and read things like that all my life. We all get tired of hearing “Why are you always trying to make race an issue?” from white people who have no clue to the kinds of things we deal with on a daily basis.


Here’s a fact: None of us are trying to make race an issue. Race is an issue.


In a sense, I was protected from racism as a boy growing up in Zachary, Louisiana, for a long time because I grew up in a segregated world. I had almost no contact with anyone white until I went to an integrated high school and played against integrated—or sometimes all-white—teams. That was when I first started to hear the word nigger. I was old enough to know what it meant, but at the time, it didn’t seem like a big deal.


There’s a lot of trash-talking in football—plenty of bad words get thrown around. You learn to laugh them off and keep playing. It wasn’t as if we didn’t notice; we just played through it.


Off the field was—and is—a different story. Every Black athlete, every Black person, can tell you a story about first hearing the word and coming to understand how ugly it is. I remember playing American Legion baseball after my first year in college. Sherman Floyd, a high school teammate of mine from Zachary, and I were the first two Black players in the league. We were standing in the outfield when we heard the word coming out of the opposing dugout. There was nothing going on, no one competing at that moment, and there it was. Since we were the only Black players in the league, we knew they were directing it at us.


How much did it affect me? Well, it was forty-five years ago, and I can still hear the word coming out of that dugout.


The word, which people nowadays often clean up as “the N-word,” appears throughout this book. It might make you cringe; John told me he cringed every time he wrote it, but it is needed. Without it, you cannot fully understand the impact it has on people and how it makes people—Black and white—feel when they hear it or, in this case, read it.


You need to cringe sometimes to understand the real world.


When John and I first talked about this book, he told me he wanted to write it to try to explain how incredibly polarized the country was after the anthem protests of 2017. Both of us heard largely white crowds in NFL stadiums booing Black players who were kneeling for the national anthem.


They were called unpatriotic by, among others, the president of the United States. But as most people now understand, the protests had nothing to do with patriotism. Tragically, it took George Floyd’s death for many people to figure that out. The video of Derek Chauvin killing Floyd made it impossible for the police to deny what had happened and made it clear that this was what Colin Kaepernick was talking about when he first sat—and then knelt—for the anthem in 2016.


John interviewed quite a few men who grew up in the Jim Crow South. He tells me that every Black person he spoke to had stories about being stopped for DWB—Driving While Black. That would include me. I thought Leonard Hamilton, the Florida State basketball coach, put it best when he talked about growing up with Jim Crow, which, in his hometown, included white-only water fountains and movie theaters and sitting in the back of buses, among other things.


“How can I possibly say there hasn’t been progress?” Leonard said. Then he added, “But why, if we can land men on the moon, is it so hard for us to get along on earth?”


Amen to that.


As Ed Tapscott, the first Black CEO of an NBA team, puts it in these pages, “If you are Black, you have two jobs every day: one is your job; the other is to be Black.” Arthur Ashe said something similar thirty years ago, talking about what it was like to be a Black tennis player growing up in Richmond, Virginia—once the capital of the Confederacy.


I know that every morning when I wake up, there are going to be people who will look at me skeptically for only one reason: I’m Black. After my wife and I moved into a new house and a new neighborhood last summer, I suggested we take a walk to get to know our way around. She said, “Let’s wait until we know more about the people around here.”


In other words, how will people look at the new Black couple that just moved in? Fortunately, one of our new next-door neighbors came over the day after we arrived to welcome us and talk about his family—two kids at home, just like us—and tell us to be sure to ask if we had any questions or issues.


He’s white. So far, so good.


It certainly helps that I’m still something of a celebrity in the Washington, D.C., area, where I played in the late 1980s for what is now the Washington Football Team. I was the starting quarterback on the team that won the Super Bowl in January 1988—Super Bowl XXII—making me the first Black quarterback to start and win a Super Bowl.


When I’m introduced at events around here, that’s how I’m described: “the first Black quarterback to start and win a Super Bowl.” Don’t get me wrong: I’m very proud of that accomplishment and proud of being voted the MVP in that game. But perhaps someday, I’ll just be a quarterback who started and won the Super Bowl. Not likely, but it would be nice to get to a point where we don’t keep track of how many Black quarterbacks have won a Super Bowl. Right now, the number is three: Russell Wilson won one with Seattle in January 2014, and Patrick Mahomes won one with Kansas City in February 2020.


I suspect that this number will grow considerably in the next few years, given all the talented young Black quarterbacks currently in the NFL and given that Black quarterbacks are more likely to get a fair chance than they got years ago. Several Black players before me could have won Super Bowls or championships (before the Super Bowl era) playing quarterback. But it was hard to do that since they weren’t allowed to play the position after college.


I look forward to the day we stop counting.


Sadly, even in 2021, what Ozzie Newsome—the NFL’s first Black general manager—said about his experience as a fourteen-year-old trying out for a Pop Warner team and his present feelings about it still apply. Ozzie said he knew in 1970 that there was no way he would be given a chance to play quarterback.


When Ozzie says that things have clearly improved in the last fifty-one years, he’s right. Back then, no Black quarterback had ever played in the NFL. Only Marlin Briscoe, playing nine games for the AFL’s Denver Broncos in 1968, quarterbacked a team that would eventually be part of the NFL. Marlin finished second in the rookie-of-the-year voting that year. And yet, he never took another snap as a quarterback.


Even now, Ozzie believes that a Black man has to be twice as good to get a job in the NFL as a general manager or head coach—and he suspects the same often holds in other sports that he doesn’t follow as closely. Numbers, as you’ll see in reading the book, back him up. Ozzie began running the Ravens in 1996, won a Super Bowl in January 2001, but still wasn’t given the title of general manager until a year later. My pal James “Shack” Harris ran the Jacksonville Jaguars from 2003 to 2009 but was never given the GM title.


Of course, you’ll say Briscoe’s experience in Denver was fifty-three years ago. Well, Lamar Jackson came into the NFL fifty years after that—in 2018. He was barely mentioned at all as a quarterback in the five thousand mock drafts conducted before the actual draft. The TV pundits—including Hall of Fame general manager Bill Polian—kept insisting his best position would be wide receiver or, perhaps, running back.


If not for Ozzie and his top assistant Eric DeCosta (who has now succeeded Ozzie as the team’s general manager), Lamar wouldn’t have been drafted in the first round—he was the thirty-second and last pick—because he was insistent that he was a quarterback. He refused to run a 40-yard dash at the NFL scouting combine because he knew his speed would give the so-called experts another excuse to say he should switch positions.


You know who else was fast? Steve Young. So was Fran Tarkenton. No one ever suggested they change positions coming out of college. Both are in the Hall of Fame as quarterbacks. The difference is, they were white. Lamar will be in the Hall someday too—as he has already shown in his first three seasons in the league.


People like to point out the progress that’s been made when it comes to race. No doubt, progress has been made. But many people don’t want to accept that race is still a massive issue for all of us. Most of these people are white. They just don’t want to hear about racism—they want to pretend it doesn’t exist because it doesn’t affect their lives.


In 2017, when John was working on his book on playing quarterback in the NFL, he asked me right after that year’s NFL draft where I thought Patrick Mahomes and Deshaun Watson would have been drafted had they been white. Mahomes had been taken with the tenth pick by the Chiefs; Watson twelfth by the Texans.


I said, “Ahead of Mitchell Trubisky.”


He said, “Trubisky went second.”


I said, “Exactly.”


The Chicago Bears traded up to the second pick and then took Trubisky, who had been a one-year starter at North Carolina. We all know what has happened since then: Mahomes has taken the Chiefs to two Super Bowls—winning one—and has been the league’s MVP. Watson, his legal troubles notwithstanding, has been a franchise-type player in Houston.


Trubisky is now the backup quarterback in Buffalo after the Bears refused to pick up his fifth-year option.


When John quoted me in the book and in other places to make the point that it was still tough for some NFL scouts to look past color at the quarterback position, he was pilloried by people saying that Bears general manager Ryan Pace had just made an honest mistake. I’m sure it was an honest mistake, but how much was that mistake affected by Trubisky’s looking like what was for years the stereotype of an NFL quarterback?


When Polian admitted in November 2019 that he had been wrong about Jackson, he said, “I was wrong because I used the old, traditional quarterback standard.” He was referring to playing style. But to many, the old traditional NFL quarterback looks like Tom Brady—or Joe Namath or Joe Montana or John Elway or Johnny Unitas. And sounds like them too.


I doubt if Mahomes or Jackson receives the kind of hate mail I received when I played in Tampa Bay between 1978 and 1982. I doubt they ever opened an envelope and found a piece of rotting watermelon in it with a note that said “Throw this to your nigger friends.”


But you can bet fans and media will be quick to jump on Mahomes or Jackson if and when they fail on any level. In 2019, the Ravens went 14–2, and Jackson was a unanimous choice for league MVP. Then they lost their first playoff game to the Tennessee Titans.


What comments did I keep reading and hearing? Jackson’s very good, but he can’t get it done in postseason. His postseason record at the time was 0–2. A year ago, the Ravens went on the road and won their first-round playoff game against the Titans. Then they lost on the road to the Buffalo Bills—who came within a play or two of beating the Chiefs in the conference finals.


Now the complaints are that Jackson can’t throw the ball deep consistently. I would suggest that those people check the Ravens receivers in 2020 and list all who were legitimate deep threats.


Mahomes has plenty of receivers to throw to—short, middle, or long. That might help explain why his postseason record is 6–2, including those two Super Bowl trips. A great quarterback needs help. Dan Marino never won a Super Bowl. Anyone want to make the argument he wasn’t a great quarterback? The same is true for Tarkenton and Sonny Jurgensen—among other greats.


If you look at the NFL today, most of the best young quarterbacks are Black: Mahomes, Jackson, Watson, Dak Prescott, Kyler Murray, and Wilson—who is the only one in the group who is over thirty. The jury is still out on Tua Tagovailoa and Jalen Hurts. Jordan Love is waiting his turn in Green Bay, Trey Lance was taken third in the spring 2021 draft by the 49ers, and Justin Fields went at number eleven—chosen by Pace, the general manager who passed on Mahomes and Watson to take Trubisky.


Lesson learned?


Tony Dungy, the first Black coach to win a Super Bowl (2007), astutely notes that it wasn’t that long ago that most of these young stars would have been told they should change positions.


Not that long ago indeed. Ask Jackson.












INTRODUCTION


Not until I was on my way to see John Thompson in the fall of 2017 to talk about my idea to write a book about race in sports did I find myself thinking about what triggered my desire to understand more about the issue.


Thompson and I weren’t always friends. Far from it. When I covered his great Georgetown basketball teams for the Washington Post in the 1980s, we fought often and argued constantly.


To me, it was a natural part of the adversarial relationship that often exists between reporters and the people they cover. I had a similar relationship with Maryland basketball coach Lefty Driesell when I covered his teams.


In fact, Driesell made a habit of calling me early in the morning, knowing I was single and not a morning person, whenever he didn’t like something I’d written.


“Wake up, Faahnsteen,” he’d say. “I gotta get on you.”


Usually, by the time I went to practice that afternoon, Lefty had forgotten what had upset him so much that he felt the need to call me.


It was different with Thompson. For one thing, nothing short of a court order would get a reporter into a Georgetown practice most days. Once, in December 1983, before a game in Las Vegas, I was invited to practice. Even then, Georgetown’s sports information director was instructed to sit with me.


“Miss Fenlon,” the SID said, referring to Thompson’s academic coordinator and alter ego, Mary Fenlon, “told me to keep an eye on you.”


Maybe she was concerned I was going to steal a basketball. Or worse, speak to one of the players. When I asked Thompson why Fenlon felt someone needed to keep an eye on me, he laughed and said, “Mary doesn’t trust the media. And she especially doesn’t trust you.”


Judge a man by his enemies, I suppose.


There was another important difference between my relationship with Thompson and my relationship with Driesell: I was white, and Thompson was Black. Anytime I criticized Thompson on any topic—whether it was his half-court offense or his refusal to play Maryland in the 1980s—there was always someone ready to call me a racist, usually someone from Georgetown.


One person who never saw our differences as having anything to do with race was Thompson. “My job is to protect these kids,” he’d say to me, talking about his players. “Your job is to get them to talk to you even when I might think that isn’t the best thing for them.”


Thompson was often accused of playing the race card as he built his program. He frequently brought up the fact that he was Black and most of his players were Black, because he thought it was an important issue. In 1982, when he first coached Georgetown into the Final Four, he was asked during a press conference how he felt about being the first Black coach to reach the Final Four.


“I resent the hell out of that question,” Thompson said, “because it implies that I’m the first Black coach capable of reaching the Final Four. I’m not. There have been plenty of men who came before me who were just as capable, if not more capable. I’m just the first one to get the opportunity who was lucky enough to make it here. They didn’t have the same opportunity.”


Thompson never shied away from bringing up race. That doesn’t mean he played the race card. Many called him a racist because there were years in which all his players were Black. “I’m a Black coach,” he said to me once. “Most of the best players, not all, but most, are Black. So, if I have an advantage going into a Black home to recruit a Black player, I’d be a fool not to recruit those players who see my blackness as a positive.”


Sometimes, John got so angry with me that he wouldn’t speak to me. There were also times when he did speak to me—even when Fenlon told him not to do so.


In 1984, after Georgetown had won the national championship, the Washington Post Magazine asked me to do a long profile on him. I called him at home and left a message. Calling his office was a waste of time; I knew he’d never get the message. He called me back at about 1 a.m., answering my sleepy hello with his usual, “What the hell do you want?”


I told him. To my surprise, he said he’d think about it. I had figured the answer would be no. A few nights later—again at about 1 a.m.—he called and said, “I’ll meet you for breakfast next Monday at 9 a.m. at the Key Bridge Marriott.”


We ended up having four sessions there, and as we walked out after the last one, I said, “I have two questions that have nothing to do with the story.”


We were standing in the rain in the parking lot in the front of the hotel.


“Make it fast,” he said. “I’m getting wet.”


“Why did you give me all this time?” I said. “We spent most of last season fighting over everything. I almost got into a fistfight with one of your assistant coaches [Craig Esherick]. So why give me the time?”


He smiled. “Let me make one thing clear. It’s not because I like you.”


“Never thought it was.”


“But I respect what you do. You and I disagree often.”


“No, pretty much always.”


He nodded. “Probably right. But I don’t believe you’ve ever judged me for good or for bad as a Black man. You’ve judged me as a man—even when I thought you were wrong and you thought I was wrong. I respect that.”


I was so touched—honored?—by the comment that I almost forgot my second question. He reminded me: “What was the other question?”


“Oh, right,” I said. “Why did we meet here? Wouldn’t it have been easier for you to have me come to your office?”


He nodded again. “Probably,” he said. “But I didn’t want Mary [Fenlon] to know I was talking to you. She can’t stand you.”


Once again, I was honored.


Fast-forward from October 1984 to October 2017. Thompson had retired in 1999. He had become host of a local radio show, and after a few years, I’d become a semiregular on the show.


We were, if nothing else, a unique pairing. Once, when the show was being broadcast from the site of a local golf tournament outside Washington, D.C., John asked me a series of questions on the basics of how the PGA Tour worked. After I’d answered the questions, he looked at me and said—on air—“John, you’re so damn smart. Why are you such a jackass?”


I shrugged and said, “I’ve often wondered the same about you, John.”


I’m not sure which of us laughed harder. I am certain that many listeners were shocked. By then, Thompson had iconic status in D.C., and the thought that anyone would speak to him that way—even jokingly—was no doubt unthinkable.


What I came to understand as the years went by was how fortunate I was to have had access to Thompson, whether as the subject of stories I wrote, as an adversary, as a friend, and—later—as a mentor. Thompson was a mentor to many people for one simple reason: he was smarter than the rest of us.


That’s why I went to see him on that October day in 2017. In the back of my mind, I’d been thinking for years about doing a book on race in sports. As I drove into downtown D.C. thinking about what I wanted to ask Thompson, I thought back to the first time in my professional life that I’d come face-to-face with race as an issue.


It was in October 1975. I was a junior at Duke and had already decided I wanted a career in journalism when I graduated. Duke’s football team was playing at West Point and, as the sports editor of the Chronicle—the student newspaper—I flew with the team to the game. It was a semi-homecoming for me. I’d grown up on the west side of Manhattan and arrived at Duke streetwise in many ways; naive in others.


I was certainly naive on the subject of race. My neighborhood was filled with white people (many of them Jewish), Black people, and Hispanic people. We played ball together in schoolyards and in the park. We never gave anyone’s race or religion any thought. The only question was whether you could play.


Duke was different. One of my freshman roommates was Roger Golightly, an extremely good guy from Morganton, North Carolina—the same town that produced Senator Sam Ervin, who at that moment was chairing the Senate’s Watergate hearings. One night, Roger and I drove to Chapel Hill to hear Senator Ervin speak at the University of North Carolina.


“You know, I’m really glad we’re roommates,” Roger said on the drive over. “You’re a good guy. I honestly didn’t know what to expect because I’d never met a Jewish person before.”


It was said without rancor, merely a statement of fact. But it occurred to me at that moment that I sure as hell wasn’t in Manhattan anymore.


In October of my junior year, I was looking forward to Duke’s game at West Point against Army for several reasons. Part of it was knowing I’d have time to go into New York on Friday and see some old friends. Just as important—perhaps more important—was that the Durham Morning Herald had assigned me to cover the game. Then, as now, Duke wasn’t very good in football, and with both North Carolina and North Carolina State playing important games that weekend, the Herald decided not to staff the Duke–Army game.


That decision was a boon for me. I was already working as a stringer—a nonstaff writer who wrote occasional stories—for the Herald and the fact that they were trusting me to write both a lead and a sidebar on the game on deadline was a big deal. In return for writing two stories, the Herald would pay me $50—huge money as far as I was concerned.


In the second half, struggling on offense, Duke changed quarterbacks, bringing freshman Mike Dunn into the game. Dunn led a key touchdown drive, and Duke won, 21–10. In my lead, I wrote about Dunn’s performance and how the defense shut Army down in the final two quarters. My sidebar focused on Dunn, who had been a star recruit and now appeared ready to take over for good as the starting quarterback.


I was very pleased with myself. I’d written two solid stories and made the deadline with time to spare. The next morning, I eagerly grabbed the newspaper and began reading what I’d written.


The stories hadn’t been edited much at all, which made me happy. But when I got to the third paragraph in the lead, I froze. “The game turned around when Coach Mike McGee brought black freshman quarterback Mike Dunn into the game.”


A “black freshman quarterback”? I was stunned. I went to the sidebar. There it was again. “For Duke’s black freshman quarterback Mike Dunn, this was a coming-out party.”


I couldn’t believe it. Duke had a star freshman linebacker named Carl McGee. Nowhere was he identified as “Black freshman linebacker Carl McGee.” Tony Benjamin, the starting fullback and Troy Slade, the team’s best receiver, were never identified as Black.


Forty-five years later, I told the story to Doug Williams, the first African American quarterback to win a Super Bowl. He couldn’t stop laughing. “Boy were you naive,” he said. “Back then, a Black quarterback was a big deal—anywhere, anytime. One of the reasons I went to Grambling was because I wanted to go somewhere where they had no choice but to play a Black guy at quarterback—because everyone on the team was Black.”


Doug was right. In fact, I’m not sure Bob Davis, the editor who added black to my stories that day, wasn’t also right. Duke had Black linebackers and running backs and wide receivers in the past. It had never had a Black quarterback. I had just never thought of an athlete’s race as being news. As Doug Williams said, boy, was I naive.


As the years went by, I couldn’t help but notice a common theme to much of the racism I encountered in sports. Many, if not most, of those who saw color or stereotyped color were shocked to be called racist.


I remember sitting in 1992 with Al Campanis, who had been fired by the Dodgers in 1987 after he had said on ABC’s Nightline that the reason so few African Americans had been given the chance to manage in the major leagues was because they “lacked the necessities” to lead a team. Campanis couldn’t believe people thought him a racist. He’d been friends with Jackie Robinson when Robinson first came to the Dodgers.


“If Jack were still alive, he’d be outraged by what happened,” Campanis said.


It was a version of the old cliché “But some of my best friends are Black.” I still remember an Augusta member telling me proudly many years ago about the one day a year when all Augusta employees were allowed to play the golf course—including, of course, the many African Americans who worked there.


“We treat them like family,” he said.


Just as Scarlett treated Mammy like family in Gone with the Wind.


Which is why it’s fair to say I was extremely conscious of the issue when Washington quarterback Donovan McNabb had his blowup with Mike and Kyle Shanahan in the fall of 2010.


McNabb had played for the Philadelphia Eagles for eleven years before being traded to Washington in the spring of 2010.


The deal looked like a steal at the time. McNabb had been a solid, consistent quarterback and had taken the Eagles to the playoffs in eight of his ten seasons as a starter. He was thirty-three but still appeared to have plenty left in the tank, having been a Pro Bowl selection in 2009. The Eagles had gone 11–5 that year, although the season had ended with a thud: back-to-back losses to the Dallas Cowboys, in the season finale and then in a wild card playoff game in Dallas. It was the first time a McNabb-quarterbacked team had made the playoffs and failed to win at least one game.


Washington got him for two draft picks—a second and a fourth.


Mike Shanahan had been hired to coach Washington that season after Jim Zorn had gone 4–12 with Jason Campbell as his starting quarterback. The team had apparently upgraded at the two most important positions in pro football—coach and quarterback.


It didn’t work out that way. Shanahan brought his son Kyle with him as his offensive coordinator. Kyle was thirty and viewed as a wunderkind offensive mind—especially by his father. The Shanahans and McNabb were oil and water almost from the start, especially McNabb and Kyle.


“Mike and I certainly had our differences,” McNabb said. “Big ones in the end, but it was always professional. Kyle acted as if he should be in complete control. He had the job because of daddy; he was playing daddy-ball. There were times we were at each other’s throats. It’s really kind of amazing we never got into a fight.”


The tension simmered for eight weeks, with Washington playing well enough to be 4–3, including a season-opening win against the Cowboys. Playing the Lions in Detroit, the team fell behind 31–25 with two minutes left after a touchdown pass thrown by rookie quarterback Matthew Stafford had given the Lions the lead.


Up until that moment, McNabb had taken every snap of every game for Washington. But when the offense took the field after the kickoff, Rex Grossman was the quarterback. On the first play, Grossman was sacked and fumbled. Ndamunkong Suh picked the ball up and ran seventeen yards into the end zone.


Ball game. The final was 37–25.


Naturally, Shanahan was asked about the decision to change quarterbacks—especially given the result.


The answer could have been easy: Shanahan had a gut feeling that Rex could get something done; Donovan wasn’t having a great game; Shanahan thought a different look might be a good idea.


But that’s not what Shanahan said. Instead, he responded, “I wasn’t sure Donovan knew our two-minute offense well enough.”


“I remember going to our PR guy and saying, ‘What the hell is he talking about?’” McNabb said, his voice still filled with emotion ten years later. “He said he had no idea. We spent time on the two-minute offense every Wednesday. I was in my twelfth year in the league. How could I possibly not know the two-minute offense?”


Not surprisingly, Shanahan was asked the question again the next day. This time, he revised his answer. “I wasn’t sure if Donovan was in good-enough shape to run back-to-back plays in the two-minute offense.”


“That really upset me,” McNabb said. “I had a hamstring tear dating to preseason, but I’d played through it. I always believed you couldn’t win anything sitting in a tub rehabbing. I always said you can’t help the club, sitting in a tub. So, I’d played, and I’d played well. Then he says that.”


Washington had the next week off. That Sunday, during ESPN’s pregame show, Chris Mortensen, a network “insider,” reported that “sources” inside the team had told him that the Shanahans had been forced to cut their playbook in half for McNabb. This time, they had hidden behind anonymity in calling their quarterback dumb.


The cowardice of using Mortensen—an excellent and respected reporter—to legitimize their campaign to publicly humiliate McNabb infuriated me. For the record, I had never met or covered McNabb and had no reason to defend him. The issue for me wasn’t McNabb versus the Shanahans; it was race.


The Shanahans were using racial coding, pushing the excuses that had been used in the 1960s and 1970s to keep Black players from getting the chance to play quarterback. Back then, the loud whispers always said the same thing: Black guys weren’t smart enough to play quarterback; they didn’t have the work ethic needed to play the position; and their speed—they were all fast, right?—was utilized best at positions like running back, wide receiver, and defensive back.


“When I was in the eighth grade in 1970,” said Ozzie Newsome, the first African American general manager in National Football League (NFL) history, “I went to tryouts for Pop Warner football. When I’d played in the sandlot or schoolyard, I always played quarterback because I was the best player. It was automatic.


“At the tryouts, they told us to go to whatever position group we wanted to try out for. Quarterbacks were one place; receivers another; linebackers another. I started to jog over to the quarterbacks—that was my position. Everyone standing there was white. I stopped and thought, ‘There’s no way they’re going to let me play quarterback.’ I knew that Marlin Briscoe had played the position for the Broncos in the AFL [American Football League] a couple of years earlier. I also knew he’d played well and they’d made him a wide receiver the next season.


“I went to where the wide receivers were.”


That was fifty-one years ago. The decision worked out just fine for Newsome, who is in the Pro Football Hall of Fame as a receiver—and should also be there for his work running the Baltimore Ravens from 1996 through 2018.


“I know we’ve come a long way since then,” Newsome said. “But here it is, fifty years later, and I still feel as if you have to be twice as good if you’re Black to be a quarterback, to be a head coach, to be a general manager. There’s never been a Black general manager in the NFL who has been fired and gotten a second chance. Not one.” He smiled. “Progress? Absolutely. But we’re still a long way from where we need to go.”


The incident with the Shanahans wasn’t the first time that McNabb had been involved in a race-related dust-up that he hadn’t started.


Coming out of Syracuse, he had been selected by Andy Reid and the Philadelphia Eagles with the number two pick in the 1999 NFL draft. Eagles fans in the draft audience booed the pick loudly. Angelo Cataldi, the extremely popular host of the morning-drive radio show on WIP, Philadelphia’s all-sports station, had been campaigning all spring for the Eagles to draft Heisman Trophy–winning running back Ricky Williams from Texas.


Reid, who had been hired by the Eagles after the 1998 season, thought the team needed a quarterback who had greater potential than Doug Pederson, who he had signed as a free agent. Pederson would become a hero in Philadelphia in February 2018, when he led the Eagles to their first Super Bowl victory—as the head coach.


McNabb heard the boos and wasn’t really bothered by them. “It just kind of made me want to say, ‘Okay, I hear you, but I’m going to go out and prove you wrong,’” he said. “Look, Ricky was a Heisman Trophy winner, a very talented guy. And Angelo was very popular and respected in town. I honestly didn’t see that as being racial, except maybe for a few people who would have preferred they take a white quarterback if they were going to draft a quarterback.”


McNabb was one of five quarterbacks taken among the first twelve picks that year in what was considered a quarterback-rich draft. Tim Couch was taken by the Cleveland Browns with the first pick, Akili Smith was taken third by the Cincinnati Bengals, Daunte Culpepper went eleventh to Minnesota, and Cade McNown twelfth to Chicago.


It was supposed to be the most quarterback-rich draft since 1983, when Dan Marino was the last of six QBs taken in the first round. Yet, only McNabb and Culpepper ever made a Pro Bowl—Culpepper two, McNabb six. Only one—McNabb—ever took a team to the Super Bowl.


To me, Mike Shanahan’s ability to get away with what he had said about McNabb and the negligence of a good reporter like Mortensen in allowing the Shanahans to hide behind anonymity in attacking McNabb’s intelligence was outrageous.


So I said so—on a local TV show called Washington Post Live. I accused the Shanahans of racial coding. I argued that Shanahan had the absolute right to change quarterbacks when he wanted to—he was the coach, after all—but that the reasons he had given both publicly and then anonymously were inexcusable.


Did anyone in the media—national or local—back me up? Yes, one person. Michael Wilbon, my former Washington Post colleague who has since become rich and famous working for ESPN, supported me. The rest shook their heads and clucked or accused me of playing the race card. Rick Reilly, then of ESPN, and a friend of the Shanahans from his Denver days, wrote an entire column attacking me for calling Shanahan a racist for benching McNabb. He went on to cite, as proof that Shanahan wasn’t racist, the fact that Shanahan had cried when two of his Black players in Denver had died.


No doubt Shanahan cried when his dog died too.


Reilly only had two things wrong: I never criticized Shanahan for benching McNabb, and I never called him a racist. It wasn’t as if this was the first time I’d been attacked for something I’d written or said, but I’ll admit the vitriol coming from my colleagues—whether it was in print, on TV, or on the radio—surprised me. Most of the media people who cover the NFL, especially on the print side, are white men. Their best sources—especially in front offices—tend to be white men. So, looking back, I shouldn’t have been surprised. Thirty-five years after the Mike Dunn incident, I still had a naive streak in me.


A week later, on the day Washington was to host McNabb’s former team, the Eagles, in a Monday night game, the team grandly announced it had signed McNabb to a $78 million contract extension. If you read the fine print, though, only $3.5 million was guaranteed.


In those days, I did a weekly hit on a local sports talk radio station with a guy named Steve Czaban, who is as far right as I am left. He began my appearance that week asking if I was ready to apologize to Shanahan in light of the new contract. Clearly, Czaban suggested, there was no way the team would sign the first-year savior of the franchise to such a lengthy and lucrative extension if there were a serious issue between McNabb and the coach.


“There’s no extension,” I said. “They’ve given him $3.5 million in hush money. I guarantee he won’t be on the team next season.”


As it turned out, Shanahan benched McNabb for good before season’s end, claiming he wanted to see what Grossman could do as the team’s starter. Grossman was thirty and had been in the NFL for eight years. He had been the Chicago Bears starting quarterback when they had gone to the Super Bowl four seasons earlier. Shanahan knew exactly what Grossman could and couldn’t do.


McNabb never played another down in Washington after Grossman took over. He was traded to Minnesota during the off-season.


My accurate prediction about the contract and the hush money wasn’t what stuck with me. What did was the anger directed at me because I had the audacity to say that Shanahan had been guilty of racial coding.


“Mike and I never really got along,” McNabb said. “I didn’t like the way he went out of his way to humiliate [Albert] Haynesworth because he reported to camp out of shape. I was shocked when I was told that Rex was going in during the Detroit game. But, hey, I’ve been benched before. That’s fine.


“But then he and Kyle went out of their way to publicly insult my intelligence. That was what really upset me. You bet I was willing to take their money. I’d have been willing to come back and win the job the next year—if it had been a fair competition. I loved the DMV [D.C.-Maryland-Virginia] area. But there was no way it was going to happen. They went with Rex the next season because Mike has to always prove he’s right.”


In 2011, Washington was 5–11. Two years later, the Shanahans were fired.


The more I thought about the McNabb–Shanahan incident, the more I realized that race had been a part of my life and career for even longer than I’d realized.


I had never felt completely comfortable on the golf tour, in part because most players weren’t just Republicans but were far enough to the right that when Donald Trump came on the political scene, they became some of his most loyal supporters.


It went beyond that, though; I’d covered politics early in my career, and some of my best sources had been Republicans. They were in the minority in the Maryland state legislature, and the minority party is always more willing to leak inside information than are those in the majority. These were men and women I respected. They were smart, they came to their conclusions after studying the issues, and they understood that compromise was part of the political process.


More and more, I found myself drawn to another minority—African American basketball coaches. Men like John Thompson, George Raveling, Tommy Amaker, Leonard Hamilton, Big House Gaines (who Thompson introduced me to), and Doc Rivers became my go-to guys when I was writing stories that weren’t about jump shots and zone defenses.


At the Final Four, Thompson would frequently sit at a table in the hotel lobby restaurant holding court, surrounded by other African American coaches. I would walk over and ask if I could sit down. John would give me a dirty look, say something funny, and then tell me to pull up a chair. I always walked away from those sessions feeling smarter.


And then came Colin Kaepernick.


I wasn’t all that surprised at the anger directed at him from white people who, like Trump, were angry and offended by his actions and who, like many others, suggested that if he didn’t love America, then he should leave the country. Kaepernick protested because he did love America but wanted to see it get better.


He was pilloried throughout 2016, and I had no doubt he was going to be blackballed once the San Francisco 49ers released him in March 2017. There are legions of people who can’t stand Kaepernick, and they will point out that Kaepernick asked for his release. He did, because he knew that new management wasn’t going to give him a chance—any chance—to retain his starting job and would probably cut him. So he asked for the chance to look for a new job sooner rather than later.


He never had a chance. Throughout the 2017 season, stories popped up constantly on internet sites quoting “unnamed NFL executives” who said Kaepernick hadn’t been blackballed but just wasn’t a very good player anymore. He was twenty-nine years old and had been the starter—albeit on a bad team—for the last eleven games of the 2016 season. And these sites were saying that he wasn’t one of the best sixty-four quarterbacks out there. Seriously?


Early in that season, only a handful of players who had followed Kaepernick’s example of kneeling for the national anthem continued to do so in protest during the anthem. On the third weekend in September, six players in the NFL knelt. The following Friday, Trump, during a campaign rally for a Senate candidate in Alabama, went into his rant, saying that NFL owners should fire anyone who didn’t stand for the anthem. “Wouldn’t you love to see one of those NFL owners when somebody disrespects our flag say, ‘Get that sonofabitch off the field right now. Out! Out! He’s fired!’”


Trump went on to claim that a drop in NFL ratings was due to attempts to make the game less violent, to eliminate helmet-to-helmet hits in an effort to make the game safer for the players. In short, who cares what happens to the players; they are there to entertain me. Sort of like the gladiators in Rome.


That Sunday, more than two hundred NFL players either knelt or stayed in the locker room during the playing of the anthem. The issue came roaring back—which may have been what Trump wanted: make white America angry at Black America.


A week later, when the Baltimore Ravens hosted the Pittsburgh Steelers, the entire Ravens team took a knee, holding hands, before the anthem began. Then they stood for the song. Many—if not most—in M+T Bank Stadium booed their team for this action. Most of those fans were white. Somehow, peaceful protest, even before the anthem began, wasn’t acceptable.


At that moment, the country could not have been more divided on the issue of race. It was time for me to go see John Thompson. It was time to begin working on this book.


When I told John what I wanted to do, he laughed his deep-throated laugh and said, “John, you might as well try to explain the Holy Trinity.”


Then, turning serious, he added, “Which is why you must do this book.”


In doing my reporting, I was thrilled by the number of people I interviewed who were pleased—often more than pleased—I was doing the book. Kevin Blackistone, a Washington Post colleague who has written eloquently on racial issues for years, said to me, “If I write this book, it will be written off by a lot of people as a Black guy trying to create racial issues that aren’t there. Some people are going to accuse you of being a white guy doing the same thing. But it will be different.”


I believe it is different. George Raveling, the basketball Hall of Famer who was born in a segregated hospital in Washington, D.C., in 1937, said he was 100 percent in favor of my doing the book. But he also said this: “I know you’ll talk to a lot of Black people and you’ll learn a lot. But you can never know what it’s like to walk in the shoes of a Black man. You just can’t.”


I understand this, and in fact, I think I understand Raveling’s observation even more after doing more than a hundred interviews for this book. My friend Ed Tapscott, who was the first African American CEO of an NBA team, explained it this way: “If you are a Black man in this country, you wake up every morning with two jobs to do. One is your job, the one you get paid for every day. The other is being a Black man. It is a job in itself, every single day.”


Ed added one more thing: “You’re going to get attacked for doing this book. You’ll get attacked from the right in the same way you got attacked on the McNabb–Shanahan story: ‘How dare you bring this up; how dare you ask us to think about something we want to pretend doesn’t exist.’ And you’ll get attacked by some Black folks, too, who are going to say, ‘Who is this white guy claiming he knows what it’s like to be Black?’”


I would never make that claim. I wish Kaepernick, sociology professor Harry Edwards, Kareem Abdul-Jabbar, and Spike Lee had been willing to talk to me. I know I would have learned from them. But I think those who did talk to me allowed me to have a much clearer understanding of the Black experience in sports—and in this country—than I had before I started this book.


I hope that after you read it, you will also have a better understanding. That was my goal when I went to see John Thompson that day in 2017. I only wish he were here to tell me if I succeeded.












PROLOGUE


THE ICONS: Mexico City, 1968


THEY ALL REMEMBER THE FIRST TIME they heard The Word. In almost every case, they remember not being sure what the word meant but sensing that it was meant to inflict pain.


“It was in fifth grade,” Tommie Smith said. “Four of us were playing in the back field behind Central Union Elementary School. It was an integrated school. As soon as the bell rang, one of the kids jumped up and said, ‘Last one in is a nigger baby.’ I had no idea what that meant, but I made sure I finished first running inside. Then, later, I asked my parents what that meant.”


Being told what the word means and why it might be directed at you was a slap in the face for all. “It’s not a moment you ever forget,” said Joel Ward, who grew up in Canada and was exposed to less racism than what most American kids experience. “I was about ten and I was playing hockey and got tangled with another kid, and he said, ‘Get off of me, nigger.’ I had no idea what it meant, but I knew it wasn’t a compliment.”


Years later, in 2012, when he had become a very solid player in the National Hockey League, Ward scored the winning goal for the Washington Capitals in game 7 of a playoff series in overtime against the Boston Bruins—in Boston. He was bombarded the next day with tweets that not only called him the N-word repeatedly but also suggested he “stick to basketball.”


That stereotype is often repeated, even in today’s supposedly more enlightened world. Cullen Jones, one of a handful of Black swimmers to succeed at the highest level of the sport—he won five Olympic medals as a sprint freestyler—remembers winning a close race as a teenager.


“I was standing with my parents after the race, and the mother of the kid who finished second walked over and said, ‘Shouldn’t you be playing basketball?’ It was not a reference to my height. That was clear.”


It is impossible for a white person like me to understand what it is like to be Black—especially a Black man, since so many people automatically fear them, including white authority figures.


“Every Black father has to sit down with his kids, especially the boys, at some point and give them The Talk,” Pittsburgh Steelers coach Mike Tomlin said. “You have to explain to them that it is almost inevitable you are going to be stopped for DWB—Driving While Black. And you have to explain to them how they have to act when that happens. You can’t be angry; you can’t demand to know why you got pulled over. You have to be polite and completely nonthreatening. That’s the only way to guarantee you’ll live through the experience.”


When Tomlin’s sons Michael Dean (now twenty-one) and Mason (now nineteen) were approaching driving age, he sat them down for The Talk. “They both laughed at me,” he said. “It was, ‘Come on, Dad, we live in a safe neighborhood. That’s not going to happen to us.’”


Tomlin paused. “It happened to Michael Dean three times in the first year. He stopped laughing.”


The case can be made that Tommie Smith and John Carlos, his Olympic teammate in Mexico City forty-three years ago, started the Black Lives Matter movement forty-two years before anyone actually heard the term. Back then, it was called civil rights. Smith and Carlos, both graduates of San José State University, were mentored there by Professor Harry Edwards and competed in track and field events. They were among a group of Black athletes who considered boycotting those 1968 Olympic games for several reasons, including the potential participation of South Africa and Rhodesia. Another reason was the continued presence of Avery Brundage as chairman of the International Olympic Committee.


At a pre-Olympics meeting in Denver, shortly before the games were to begin, the athletes decided against a boycott.


“Instead,” Smith said, “we decided that it was up to each of us to figure out how we wanted to make our voices heard. I knew if I did nothing, there would be no chance to make any progress. I couldn’t do nothing.”


Smith and Carlos had never been teammates; Carlos had transferred into San José State when Smith was a senior and had to sit out that season. But they knew each other, frequently trained together, and had often competed against each other. Smith had been the world record holder in the 200 meters until Carlos had unofficially broken his record earlier in 1968. Carlos’s record wasn’t officially recognized, because he was wearing a shoe that had not yet been approved for competition.


On the night of October 15, 1968, Smith pulled away from Carlos going around the turn in the 200 and sprinted to victory in a world record time of 19.83. Carlos was also passed in the final meters by Australian Peter Norman, who won the silver medal in 20.06—still the fastest time, even in 2021, ever run by an Australian. Carlos won the bronze medal.


What happened next has been the subject of books, documentaries, and debate for more than fifty-three years. While the three medalists waited for the medal ceremony to start, Smith pulled out two black gloves. The plan had been for each man to wear a pair of gloves, but Carlos had forgotten to bring his gloves. It was Norman who suggested each man wear one glove. Smith handed the left one to Carlos. “I wanted the right one because I’m right-handed,” he said, laughing at the memory many years later.


He and Carlos took off their running shoes and put on black socks. The absence of shoes was to symbolize the poverty that so many Black people dealt with in the United States. The two men also placed buttons on their USA uniforms. The buttons read OPHR, which stood for Olympic Project for Human Rights.


The OPHR, the group that had considered the Olympic boycott, had made three demands before the Olympics: that Rhodesia and South Africa be barred from the games because of their apartheid (racial separation) policies; that Muhammad Ali’s heavyweight title—stripped from him when he refused to accept being drafted—be restored; and that Avery Brundage step down as chairman of the International Olympic Committee (IOC) for decisions he had made in a previous era.


As chairman of what was then the American Olympic Committee, in 1936, Brundage had given in to German “requests” that Jesse Owens, the four-time gold medalist, not be introduced to Adolf Hitler. Beyond that, Brundage had removed two Jewish sprinters from the US 4 × 100 relay team so as not to offend Hitler.


Rhodesia and South Africa were barred from the Mexico City games—although the IOC claimed that the decision had nothing to do with the demands of the OPHR but instead came about because the presence of the two countries would “inject politics” into the nonpolitical Olympics. Brundage remained in power, however, to the regret of Smith, Carlos, the OPHR movement, and, as it turned out, the entire Olympic movement.


While they waited to be called to the podium, Norman asked Smith and Carlos what the OPHR buttons were. When they told him, he asked if they had one he could wear. They didn’t, but before the ceremony began, Norman found Paul Hoffman, the coxswain for the American eight-man rowing team, who was in the stadium. Hoffman had one of the buttons and happily gave one to Norman. Soon after, the three men walked back into the stadium for the medal ceremony. That act turned out to be as life-changing for Norman as it was for the two Americans.


The medals were presented. The three men turned in the direction of their country’s flags as the “Star-Spangled Banner” was played. Smith and Carlos, each now gloved, bowed their heads and raised their arms to the sky, fists clenched. The photo of the two of them, with Norman standing in front of Smith, arms at his side, is one of the most iconic ever taken.


“It’s been fifty-three years, and I feel like I’m still being asked to make the same argument over and over.”


John Carlos was talking in short, almost breathless bursts. He’s seventy-six now and doesn’t give a lot of interviews—especially to people he knows nothing about. But he had agreed to get on the phone with me to hear why I wanted to talk with him for this book. The truth is, I never got to ask a question. Once I got through with my explanation, he began talking.


“Look at what just went on in Washington,” he said—this was shortly after the attempted insurrection at the Capitol on January 6, 2021. “What do you think that was about? Race! What do you think would have happened if that had been a Black Lives Matter rally and it had turned into that kind of a riot and they had tried to attack the Capitol? You know what would have happened? There would have been hundreds dead and a lot of white people screaming they got what they deserved.


“This has been going on for more than four hundred years in this country, hasn’t it? When Tommie and I did what we did, we were called every name in the book. We were thrown out of the Olympic movement. And you know what? There are still plenty of people out there who think we got what we deserved—just like there are people out there today who think that kid [Colin] Kaepernick got what he deserved.


“He sacrificed his career doing what he thought was right. He wasn’t any different than Tommie and me. And the response wasn’t all that different either, was it?”


Smith and Carlos were, in fact, banned from the Olympic movement and ordered to fly home from Mexico City by—you guessed it—Brundage. They were also ordered to return their medals.


“Never did it,” Smith said. “They told me a time and place to go to, to surrender my medal. I just never went.” Neither did Carlos.


The backlash against Smith and Carlos by white America, indeed by many in the mostly white media at the time, was perhaps best summed up by a column written by Brent Musburger, then a young columnist working for the Chicago American.


“Smith and Carlos looked like a couple of black-skinned storm troopers, holding aloft their black-gloved hands during the playing of the national anthem,” Musburger wrote. “They sprinkled their protest with black track shoes and black scarfs and black power medals. It’s destined to go down as one of the most unsubtle protests in the history of protests.”


Smith and Carlos wore black socks—no shoes—on the medal stand. Their so-called black power medals were the OPHR pins—one of which was also worn by Norman. Musburger never did explain why a protest should not be “unsubtle.”


“But you have to give Smith and Carlos credit for one thing,” Musburger continued. “They knew how to deliver whatever it was they were trying to deliver on international television, thus ensuring maximum embarrassment for the country that is picking up the tab for their room and board here in Mexico City. One gets a little tired of the United States getting run down by athletes who are enjoying themselves at the expense of their country.”


This was 1968, not 1858. Musburger could easily have been a plantation owner who couldn’t understand why his “darkies” were complaining about working twelve hours a day in the cotton fields when, after all, he fed and housed them.


The US Olympic Committee (USOC) wasn’t “picking up the tab” for the Olympic athletes—who in those days were paid nothing for competing—out of the goodness of its heart. It was picking up the tab in return for the athletes’ bringing glory to the American flag by bringing home medals to the good old USA.


Musburger went on to become an iconic TV broadcaster, first with CBS and then with ABC and ESPN, known mostly for his “You are looking live!” openings at games. He retired from ESPN in 2017 so that he and his son could run their own gambling business in Las Vegas, but he has continued to do radio work for the Las Vegas Raiders into his eighties.


In 2017, a year after Kaepernick had started the anthem protests, which had been continued by many of his former teammates in San Francisco, Musburger tweeted at one point: “Yo #49ers, since you instigated protest 2 wins and 19 losses. How about taking your next knee in the other team’s end zone.”


Musburger has never publicly apologized for the 1968 column even though there have been many stories urging him to do so. Carlos says he has no interest in even discussing Musburger other than to say, “He was proven wrong.”


When I began conducting research for this book, I reached out to Musburger, who I’ve known for about thirty-five years. I sent him a text detailing the book and asking if he and I could speak about the column. He responded quickly, sending me a photo taken a few years ago in Las Vegas. It was a photo of him, Raiders owner Mark Davis, and Tommie Smith.


He offered no explanation of the photo other than to say that the three of them had eaten dinner together. I wrote back and said, “This makes me want to talk to you about this even more.” He responded by saying how much he respected Smith’s mother. He never responded to my request for an interview other than to say my bringing up the events of 1968 had made him think it was time for him to write his autobiography.


Later, when I spoke to Smith, I asked about the meeting and the photo.


“Mark Davis is a friend,” he said, “and he asked if I would be willing to get together with him [Musburger] for dinner one night. I said, ‘Sure, why not?’ To be honest, I was curious what he might have to say. When I asked him what he was thinking when he wrote the column, he went on about how young he was [twenty-nine] and how he had to write the column that way because that was what his bosses wanted him to do.


“He said, ‘I had to do it to protect my job, to take care of my family. I had to do it.’ I waited for him to say ‘I’m sorry.’ Instead, he came over to me and started crying, put his arms around me and said, ‘I had to do it, I had to do it.’ He never actually apologized, but I still felt sorry for him at that moment. Not for what he did, but for the fact that he had to know how wrong he’d been. To me, the tears were his apology, but he never actually said ‘I’m sorry.’


“He knew the column was racist; he had to know it. He just couldn’t bring himself to say it.”


While Musburger’s column came to symbolize the reaction of much of the white media, there were columnists who defended Smith and Carlos and were outraged by Brundage’s decision to throw them out of the so-called Olympic movement.


In a twist, the person who may have suffered the longest because of what happened that night was Norman—the Australian silver medalist. When Smith and Carlos told him what they planned to do, Norman, who had fought against the “White Australia” policy in his home country that had limited immigration by nonwhite people (sound familiar?) said he would support them in any way possible.


“When we told him [Norman] what we were going to do,” Carlos said, “we thought we’d see fear. Instead, all we saw was love—and support.”


That was when Norman found Hoffman. Later, the IOC actually threatened to sanction Hoffman for giving Norman the pin that he had worn on the medal stand.


Because of that show of support for the two Americans by wearing an OPHR pin, Norman was pilloried in his home country for years. In 1972, even though he had bettered the required Olympic qualifying time in the 200 meters on thirteen occasions (and the qualifying time in the 100 meters five times), he was left off the Olympic team after finishing third in the 200 at the Australian Athletics championships. Running with an injury, Norman went 21.6—well above the qualifying time of 20.9 and considerably slower than the Australian record time of 20.06 he had run in Mexico City.


The Australian Olympic Committee had the option of adding Norman to the team because he had met the qualifying standard in both the 200 and the 100 multiple times. The committee opted not to send him to Munich. In 2000, when Sydney was the host city for the Olympics, Norman was not invited to the games by the committee. The excuse was that it would be too expensive to invite all Australian Olympians. Norman was given the opportunity to buy tickets. But the committee failed to mention that Norman wasn’t just an Olympian; he was a silver medalist and still held the national record in the 200.


Instead, Norman went to Sydney as a guest of the USOC. Brundage, who died in 1975, no doubt rolled over angrily in his grave.


The three men who stood on the podium together in Mexico City remained friends until Norman died of a heart attack in 2006 at the age of sixty-four. Norman had flown to San José in 2005 to be part of the unveiling of a statue on the San José State campus honoring Smith and Carlos. The statue, twenty-two feet high, depicts Smith and Carlos with fists raised on the first- and third-place medal platforms. The second platform is empty. Norman asked that it be left empty so that visitors to the statue could stand on his empty spot to feel as if they had joined Smith and Carlos in their protest.


When Norman died, Smith and Carlos flew to Australia to eulogize him at the funeral and to be pallbearers.


“He was my brother,” Carlos said at the time. The USOC declared the day of the funeral to be Peter Norman Day, the first time it had ever made such a declaration for a non-American athlete.


In his eulogy, Carlos said, “Peter Norman was a man who knew that right could never be wrong. Go and tell your children the story of Peter Norman.”


Although the Australian Olympic Committee clung to the myth that Norman’s actions in Mexico City had not been punished in any way, the Australian Parliament finally issued a formal posthumous apology to Norman and his family in 2012.


There were four items in the official statement.



This House recognizes the extraordinary athletic achievements of the late Peter Norman…


Acknowledges the bravery of Peter Norman in donning an Olympic Project for Human Rights badge on the podium, in solidarity with African-American athletes Tommie Smith and John Carlos who gave the “Black Power” salute.


Apologizes to Peter Norman for the treatment he received upon his return to Australia and the failure to recognize his inspirational role before his untimely death in 2006 and


… Belatedly recognizes the powerful role Peter Norman played in furthering racial equality.





To say that the apology was too little, too late is an understatement. Norman lived the last thirty-eight years of his life under a cloud in his home country because he had the courage to support Smith and Carlos. He had been dead for six years before the parliament got around to admitting the Olympic Committee had been lying for years about its treatment of Norman.


“The sad thing is I knew—knew—that wearing the button wasn’t going to be a good thing for Peter that night,” Smith said. “The way the world was then, a white guy standing up for two Black guys, two scary Black guys, wasn’t going to turn out well. But I admired him for doing it. I loved him for doing it. Right then and there, he did a lot to bridge the gap between Black and white. I wish there were more people in our country willing to stand up the same way Peter did.”


Smith and Carlos were the lead pallbearers at Norman’s funeral; Carlos on the left, Smith on the right. “That was the heaviest coffin I ever carried,” Smith said. “Physically and emotionally.”


Norman didn’t live long enough to hear the apology read in the Australian Parliament. Smith and Carlos have become heroes to many—if not most—in the United States. In addition to the statue at their alma mater, both have received honorary PhDs. And in 2019—fifty-one years after Mexico City—they were inducted into the USOPC (US Olympic & Paralympic Committee) Hall of Fame. It took the USOPC even longer than it took the Australian Parliament to get around to trying to right the wrongs of men like Brundage and Musburger.


A year earlier, Smith and Carlos were asked by USA Track and Field to present the Jesse Owens Award for 2018 to sprinter Noah Lyles. They were introduced—via video—by Colin Kaepernick. The standing ovation was long and loud.


The torch had been passed.
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