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CHAPTER ONE

	Introduction

	 

	" I never was content unless I was trying my skill...or testing my endurance.”

	 — Jim Thorpe

	 


The King of Sweden once pronounced Jim Thorpe "the greatest athlete of all time". While there may certainly be many greatest athletes since Thorpe's heyday as a celebrated, and then fallen, Olympic medallist, there are very few who have a similar extraordinary life story as this champion. 

	Born to two half-Native American parents, Thorpe was raised as a Sax and Fox tribal member in the former Indian Territory, now known as Oklahoma. What he lacked in being studious, Thorpe more than made up with physical prowess. A naturally fleet footed runner, an agile jumper and a strong ball-throwing arm ensured that the young Thorpe was at the top of his games, even if he was small in stature. We will look at how growing up on a farm and enjoying hunting pursuits in his childhood prepared the budding athlete for hard work, perseverance in the face of adversity and a determination to see his people succeed as well.

	Tragedy struck for Thorpe when his twin brother Charlie died in his childhood and his parents' deaths in his teen years. Alone in the world, Thorpe worked an assortment of jobs to keep himself afloat before being discovered at the Carlisle Indian Industrial School. Here, his natural talents were nurtured and soon set him onto the bright path of becoming an Olympic competitor. When he won the two gold medals, it was not just a victory for the United States of America but also one of great pride for Native Americans, who, at the time, were not even considered to be Americans. 

	As we examine the challenges Thorpe faced as a young man, we will also look at the racism that persisted throughout his career. His fall from grace was swift and quite likely unnecessary. His disqualification was based on a complaint lodged outside of the statute of limitations for complaints about professional baseball players being allowed to win in the untrained category as Thorpe had. For the next fifty years, Thorpe quietly and steadily built up a stellar career in various sports but the shame of being stripped of his Olympic honors haunted him.

	Thorpe's story is one of never giving up and we will evaluate how well he nurtured his ambition over turns as the very first president of the NFL, as a football player and coach, the founder of the first all Native American football team, a champion ballroom dancer, a relatively successful actor and a surprising basketball player too. Thorpe was well known for being humble but his fiery temper was no well kept secret either. We'll explore how that rage and his battle with alcoholism contributed to his spiral into poverty during the later years of his life.
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