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ADVANCE PRAISE FOR
 THE BOOK OF SPORTS VIRTUES





With all the negatives coming out of the sports world today, Fritz Knapp has given us a refreshing perspective of life’s challenges using real-life stories of famous athletes. The Book of Sports Virtues will assuredly encourage and inspire the reader to understand what integrity, character and compassion mean whether you’re an athlete or a non-athlete. This book is a must-read!


—Barty Smith, former NFL Green Bay Packer runningback





If there’s one thing that I’d like to convey to readers of this timely book, it’s that athletics gives back far more in benefits than either coaches or players sow in efort. Thanks to Coach Knapp for pointing out these and other important messages.


—Dean Smith, former University of North Carolina
 men’s basketball head coach





It’s easy to give up on a team, player or sport when it’s rocked by scandals or ethical messes. But The Book of Sports Virtues is refreshing in its study of rock-solid athletic hall-of-famers who also are outstanding human beings. Fritz Knapp’s All-Star lineup is made up of winners in life as well. And that’s the way it should be.


—Tom Silvestri, publisher, Richmond Times-Dispatch
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This book is dedicated to my loving parents, Barbara Knapp and the late Frederick Knapp, whose steady nurturing made me who I am; and my patient wife, Lee, and three awesome children, Cheston, Eric, and Stephen. Your devotion to family amazes me.





I would like to acknowledge my three editors, Michael Wilt, Brice Anderson, and my beloved wife, Lee. These folks have helped shape and refine an otherwise roughly hewn work. Many thanks!






 


Introduction





Their nicknames often seem to point to triumph: The Iron Horse, Captain Clutch, The Dominator, Mr. October, The Rocket, The Sultan of Swat, Air Jordan, Dr. J. But the true stories of many sports stars are much like those of any other human being. We all must, at some time or another, work and strive to overcome trouble, problems and hardship. Most of us do so on a smaller stage—no lights, cameras, announcers, or postgame interviews. But there is much we can learn about how to live our own lives by studying the stories of great athletes who have overcome hard times and adversity.


The main characters in this book are well-known athletes and sports figures, men and women who have overcome personal misfortune through strength of character. Their stories inspire greatness in others. About ten years ago, I began to study athletes and the qualities that made them great. I was interested in more than their athletic abilities, impressive as those are in individuals who have made it to the top of their games. I was especially interested in their life abilities, the way they dealt with the variety of setbacks and struggles that all human beings encounter. In my study I read sports biographies by the dozens, and not just those of the most recent superstars. My reading took me as far back as the late 1800s. I found truly captivating accounts of athletes whose attitudes in their weak moments gave them more enduring legacies than they ever would have earned in athletic competition alone. As I entered some dificult personal times, these athletes became my friends and gave me a sense of hope that the struggles in my life would ultimately make me a stronger person.


I can personally identify with each athlete in this book. There is a part of me in every one of their stories. I have battled fatigue, failure and depression like U.S. Open golf champion Ken Venturi. I have had speech dificulties and low confidence like Amos Alonzo Stagg. My body has failed me at diferent times, as Gertrude Ederle’s and Lou Gehrig’s bodies failed them. Despite life’s downside, though, I have been blessed with a source of strength that comes from deep within my soul and is a well-spring of incredible peace. This well has been fed, in part, by knowing others—some personally and some through their stories—who fought hard to overcome their dificulties. My spirit has risen in the midst of trials, like an eagle in a storm soaring high above the mountains. But it is the Spirit that can turn tragedy into triumph, despair into hope, and defeat into victory. While the crises of life rage, God’s abundant grace is most present.


Each chapter in this book identifies a key personality trait demonstrated by a great athlete or sports figure in his or her struggle against adversity. Here you will read, for example, of the compassion of Gale Sayers and Brian Piccolo; the integrity of Arthur Ashe; the persistence of Althea Gibson; the wisdom of Happy Chandler. Through these and other stories, I hope you will find inspiration and a few new friends to help you along life’s journey. Get to know these people and you too will hear the lessons they teach. Let them be your mentors. Bring to your life the virtues described in these stories, and bring your own story into clearer perspective. Be true to who God made you—a shining star in a dimming world. As St. Paul wrote, “Adversity produces character, and character produces hope, and hope will not disappoint.” Let adversity help turn you into the successful person God has created you to be—a person of hope, a person of character.
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	APPRECIATION: Recognition of the quality, value, or importance, of people and things; a grateful attitude.










Baseball, America’s national pastime, helps take people’s minds of their troubles. In search of someone to lift their spirits, Americans viewed Babe Ruth, the first mighty home-run hitter, as a source of strength. In Ruth’s shadow lived a man named Lou Gehrig, whose baseball skills equaled those of the Babe, but whose most noticeable traits were his positive attitude, courage and appreciation. His inner strength outshone even his outstanding baseball career, and his example breathed new life into a nation that was hungry for heroes.
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Lou Gehrig was born on June 19, 1903 in New York City to German immigrant parents who spoke little English. Mr. Gehrig labored in the sheet metal industry but was often out of work. Mrs. Gehrig worked long, hard hours as a maid and cook to support her family. Lou, having learned the importance of hard work from his parents, held down odd jobs, such as selling newspapers in his neighborhood, to help support his family.


When he wasn’t working or studying, he played sports. Mr. Gehrig encouraged his son to play soccer, at which he excelled, and then football. Lou Gehrig’s size, strength, and speed gave him a distinct advantage in most sports, but especially football. He starred at running back and kicker. His father was disappointed when Lou began playing baseball because he thought it was not a good use of Lou’s athleticism and large body. But Lou Gehrig’s baseball talents were immediately evident. At Commerce High School in upper Manhattan, he began to attract professional scouts with his monstrous home runs and high batting average (he batted over .500 in his high school career).


Mr. and Mrs. Gehrig always stressed education over sports. But a sports scholarship to Columbia University enabled their son to get the education they could not aford. Lou chose Columbia over the many schools competing for his baseball and football talents. It was close to home, and his mother worked there. His parents were thrilled and knew that with a Columbia degree Lou would certainly become a successful engineer, fulfilling their most fervent wish for him. Success, however, came in a diferent form.


Lou Gehrig received an ofer he couldn’t refuse halfway through his college years. He accepted a lucrative contract with the New York Yankees, which paid him $3,000 annually and a $1,000 bonus. Gehrig gave much of the money to his parents, whose need he thought was greater than his own. Mrs. Gehrig did not like the fact that her son left school early to play baseball, but she certainly enjoyed his emerging fame as well as the security and ease provided by the money.


Lou spent almost two years with the Yankees’ minor league afiliate in Hartford, Connecticut, where he struggled at first, and even looked for other jobs, until he realized that baseball demanded his full attention. It took only a few months for Gehrig to begin to perform brilliantly on the field, and owner Jacob Ruppert, who had spent a fortune to acquire Babe Ruth from the Red Sox in 1918, was quick to see his star-quality talent. Gehrig wore Yankee pinstripes for the first time in 1923, but he did not break into the starting lineup until 1925. When he did, he broke in for good, and Ruth and Gehrig, batting third and fourth in the order, formed the backbone of a team whose hitters became widely known as “Murderer’s Row” for their cruelty to opposing pitchers.


But as good as Gehrig and his teammates were, they played second fiddle to the Babe in popularity. In 1927, Gehrig had better overall statistics than Ruth (.375 average, 47 home runs, 175 runs batted in), but Ruth stole the spotlight by hitting a record 60 home runs. Ruth grabbed more press in other ways, too. With his flamboyant lifestyle (he wore big fur coats and smoked cigars) he received much more attention than that quiet Gehrig.


Besides having great individual statistics and winning the Most Valuable Player award in 1927, Gehrig contributed, according to one of his coaches, “dignity and high resolve” to a team that won over 100 games and swept the Pirates 4-0 in the World Series. His manager, Joe McCarthy, called Lou “an influence to the entire team.”


When the Great Depression began in 1929, the Yankees as a team were still peaking, even though the mighty Babe Ruth’s career was waning. In the 1930s, the Yankees were still youthful and aggressive. From 1932 to 1939 they made it to the World Series five times, and won all five. In the midst of all this success, Lou Gehrig married Eleanor Twitchell, a Chicagoan, in September 1933. Not coincidentally, he had his best year statistically in 1934 and won the Triple Crown for the best batting average, most home runs, and most runs batted in. His devotion to baseball, demonstrated by his streak of consecutive games played, which at the time stood around 1,500, was surpassed only by his loyalty to Eleanor.


Gehrig became the Yankees’ captain and their “Iron Horse.” He commanded his teammates’ respect and returned it with his own. Pitcher Waite Hoyt said, “If I ever have a son, I want him to be just like Gehrig.” Lou was described as the “protector of the Yankee image,” and he was the “genuine article.” As much as he could, he played pick-up baseball games with kids in his Riverdale, New York, neighborhood, and became the sport’s foremost role model. No one could have imagined the turn of events that would soon follow.
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The 1938 season began routinely, with Lou Gehrig in the starting lineup at first base. He reached the milestone of 2,000 consecutive games played, but his batting average and fielding were decidedly not Gehrig-like. It was the first full season that he failed to bat over .300, and he seemed to lack his usual strength and mobility. Fans and sportswriters called it a slump, and everyone, especially Gehrig, sought a solution.


As poorly as Lou Gehrig finished the ’38 season, the worst was yet to come. Attempts in the ofseason to discover a cause for his sudden slump were unsuccessful, but he started the 1939 season with high hopes that he could regain his old form. It did not happen. His play worsened. He rarely hit the ball, and when he tried to run, he stumbled and sometimes fell flat on his face.


Gehrig begged Joe McCarthy to take him out of the lineup for the good of the slumping Yankees. McCarthy wouldn’t do it. He reasoned that Gehrig’s leadership more than ofset his poor performance. Besides, he had the utmost respect for Gehrig, and hated the idea of removing him.


Finally, out of sheer frustration, Lou Gehrig pulled himself out of the lineup on May 2, 1939. Fourteen years and 2,130 games had elapsed since his consecutive-game streak began. It was a somber day for all Yankees and their fans. Eleanor, his wife, stepped in to find answers. The first person she called was renowned Chicago physician Dr. Charles Mayo. He did a thorough physical examination and discovered something unexpected. He found that Gehrig sufered from a rare hereditary disease known as amyotrophic lateral sclerosis, or ALS. This disease normally causes widespread muscular paralysis, which explained Gehrig’s symptoms. Eleanor learned that ALS is often fatal, but she kept that fact from her husband. Gehrig knew, though, that he would never play baseball again.


Shortly after the news of Gehrig’s illness became public, Yankee management arranged a “Lou Gehrig Appreciation Day.” A sell-out crowd of some 60,000 gathered on July 4, 1939, to pay tribute to their hero. Players, both teammates and admiring opponents, gave him gifts and praised his example.


Babe Ruth, who had played his last game for the Yankees in 1934 and retired in 1935, spoke at the event, praising his former teammate. When Ruth finished, Gehrig knew it was his turn to speak. Ruth coaxed the reluctant Gehrig to [image: img17.jpg]the microphone. Choking

back tears, Gehrig delivered what became known as his farewell address, a speech that has been quoted innumerable times ever since:





Fans, for the past two weeks you have been reading about a bad break I got. Yet today I consider myself the luckiest man on the face of the earth. I have been in ball parks for seventeen years, and have never received anything but kindness and encouragement from you fans.


Look at these grand men. Which of you wouldn’t consider it the highlight of his career just to associate with them for even one day?


Sure I’m lucky. Who wouldn’t consider it an honor to have known Jacob Ruppert; also the builder of baseball’s greatest empire, Ed Barrow; then to have spent six years with that wonderful little fellow, Miller Huggins; then to have spent the next nine years with that outstanding leader, that smart student of psychology—the best manager in baseball today, Joe McCarthy?


Sure, I’m lucky. When the New York Giants, a team you would give your right arm to beat, and vice versa, sends you a gift—that’s something.


When you have a wonderful mother-in-law who takes sides with you in squabbles against her own daughter—that’s something. When you have a father and mother work all their lives so that you can have an education and build your body—it’s a blessing! When you have a wife who has been a tower of strength, and shown more courage than you dreamed existed—that’s the finest I know.


So I close in saying that I might have had a tough break; but I have an awful lot to live for.





Gehrig’s show of appreciation for his family and friends gave all Americans a glimpse of his generous character, his quiet strength, and his inner peace. When he died on the evening of June 2, 1941, less than two years after his famous speech, Eleanor was at his side. She described his expression at the moment of his death as “peace beyond description. A thing of ecstatic beauty, and seeing [it] we were awestricken and even reassured. We did not cry. We seemed stronger, and not one of us left that room without feeling: There is a better place than this. Wherever it is, no tears, no tyrant.”
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Cultivating Appreciation





Our purpose is to cultivate in the largest possible number of our future citizens an appreciation of both the responsibilities and the benefits which come to them because they are Americans and are free.


—John Bryant Conant (Harvard University President, 1943)




 






	
Facts of the Matter


ALS Today














Amyotrophic lateral sclerosis is literally synonymous with Lou Gehrig—ALS is known far and wide as “Lou Gehrig’s Disease.” It remains incurable, but doctors have found new ways to treat it so that strength and mobility can be better managed for longer periods of time. Pitcher Curt Schilling, a future Hall of Famer, and his wife, Shonda, have taken up the cause of battling ALS. Though they have no family members with ALS, the Schillings were so impressed by the character and courage of an ALS patient they met when Schilling was pitching for the Philadelphia Phillies that they started Curt’s Pitch for ALS. Find out all about it at www.curtspitch.org.






 


COMPASSION
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Gale Sayers and Brian Piccolo




 






	COMPASSION: Deep awareness of the suffering of another coupled with the wish to relieve it.










The debate over equal rights for members of all races divided America in the 1960s. Some white Americans wanted to keep the races separate and unequal; many fought for equality. By the 1960s, African Americans had been playing professional football for decades, but as the number of black players increased in the National Football League, many Americans watched closely to see if the league’s policy for integrating players of diferent races would take efect peacefully.
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Gale Sayers and Brian Piccolo were teammates with the Chicago Bears in the 60s. Sayers was black and Piccolo was white. They were also roommates, and as they became friends they also grew to appreciate each other’s diferences. They learned that friendship and helping others could transcend the reality of race. Most importantly, they shared deeply in each other’s joys and sorrows, and in the process showed many Americans that a friend’s love stretches far beyond the color of his skin.


Gale Sayers and Brian Piccolo were both All-American college football players as seniors in 1964. Sayers, a lightning-fast University of Kansas running back nicknamed the “Kansas Comet,” dazzled football fans across the United States. He broke many Kansas rushing records during his four-year career and many professional teams eagerly sought after him. Piccolo, from Wake Forest University in Winston-Salem, North Carolina, was also a running back. He distinguished himself by gaining the most yards and scoring the most points in the entire country. He was known for his tough running, and often ran straight into—rather than around—defenders. Piccolo’s records did not impress the NFL, whose scouts thought that his straight-ahead running style would not work well at the highest football level. Besides, they figured, he was only six feet tall and weighed under 200 pounds, not the size for pushing around much bigger defensive linemen.


When the NFL held its 1965 draft, Gale Sayers was picked first by the Chicago Bears of the National Football League. He had a hard decision to make, because another team in the newer, rival American Football League, the Kansas City Chiefs, wanted him as well. Because the NFL had a well-established reputation and better financial security, Sayers decided to sign with the Bears.


Brian Piccolo, on the other hand, was not drafted by a professional team. It seriously dampened his dream of playing professional football and left him with the option to try out for a team as a free agent at summer training camp. The Bears were the one team willing to give Piccolo a chance to prove that he was capable of playing with the “big boys.” In training camp drills and scrimmages, he impressed the coaches with his intensity and all-around play: running, blocking, and catching passes. After watching Piccolo perform close up, the coaches decided he was valuable enough to keep on their roster. Having used all the determination he could muster, Brian Piccolo achieved the first step toward his dream of playing in the NFL.


Although they were now teammates, Sayers and Piccolo had little in common. Sayers quickly became first-string running back because of his break-away speed and touchdown-scoring potential. Piccolo, side-lined with a nagging hamstring injury, could only cheer him on. But Piccolo quickly developed into a first-rate encourager, a person who readily talked openly and honestly to his teammates. He also made them laugh with his sharp wit. A former Wake Forest teammate, Bill Faircloth, said about Piccolo: “He’d always have some kind of practical joke going. [Wake Forest] lost eighteen in a row at one point and times were hard, but Brian was one of those happy-go-lucky guys, and he always had a joke or something to keep us loose.” His upbeat attitude had the same efect on the Bears.


The climax of Gale Sayers’ season was being named Rookie of the Year. He overwhelmed all other rookies in the voting. Piccolo received no such praise, but his role on the Bears as an inspirational leader stood out more than his play. By joking with his teammates and pushing them to do their best, he won their friendship and respect.
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Gale Sayers and Brian Piccolo drew closer as players in 1966. The Bears’ lockers were arranged in numerical order. Sayers and Piccolo prepared for games right next to each other. Confident in his abilities after his injury-plagued rookie season, the Bears placed Piccolo as back-up running back to Sayers. Piccolo was perfect in this role, because his encouragement pushed Sayers to perform at his best. Sayers responded by leading the NFL that year in rushing and by breaking four Chicago Bears’ records in the process. He also established the league record for the most yards gained in a single season (2,440). Brian Piccolo couldn’t have been happier for his teammate, even though his own playing time was limited.


In 1967 the Bears coaching staf made the controversial decision of rooming Sayers and Piccolo together for road games. This small decision by the Bears shocked many people, because it was the first time in team history that a room pairing was integrated. Neither Piccolo nor Sayers objected, though, because they had become friends the previous season. When asked about it by reporters, Piccolo mostly joked about being put together with Sayers. Sayers, in turn, joked about having been assigned Piccolo as a roommate. Their calmness in discussing black-white integration helped reduce any public controversy the decision had created. When people saw how easily Piccolo accepted Sayers, and vice versa, they were somewhat surprised. It brought a ray of hope that the two worlds, black and white, could draw together, both in football and throughout American society.


Such was not the world in which Piccolo and Sayers grew up. As youths, they knew little about the other’s world. American life was rigidly segregated in the 1940s and ’50s, especially in the Deep South where Piccolo grew up. The Midwest, where Sayers was raised, had more racial mixing but not nearly equal treatment. Blacks and whites were taught in most communities to stick to their own race, and whites often maintained an attitude of superiority.
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Gale Sayers was born in 1943 in Wichita, Kansas. He was the middle of three sons born to Roger and Bernice Sayers, who were native Mid-westerners. His father Roger had grown up in Speed, Kansas, on 360 acres in the northwestern agricultural part of the state. Bernice Ross Sayers was originally from Texas, but her family settled in Wichita when she was a young girl. Roger Sayers was a talented athlete. He had great speed, a trait his sons Roger Jr. and Gale would inherit, and was well-suited for many sports. Baseball and track were his favorites. He also was a fine piano player. He played both the piano and baseball semi-professionally (part-time and for money).


Roger and Bernice Sayers’ first two children, Roger Jr. and Gale, were born within thirteen months of each other, in April 1942 and May 1943. Ronnie, their last child, was born in 1948. Mr. Sayers worked for Good-year Tire and Rubber Company as a mechanic and earned a good salary, which in those days was around $50 a week. He disciplined his children firmly, but his strictness made his boys understand that their attitudes and behavior mattered most to their parents. Roger and Bernice did their very best to channel their sons’ energies into the most appropriate[image: img27.jpg] outlets. Sports became the activity of choice, for both the parents and the children.


Life for the Sayers, while relatively prosperous in Wichita, began a slow but steady decline when the family moved several hundred miles to Speed, Kansas, in 1950. Roger’s father, a wheat farmer, had become ill, and he requested that his son come home to tend the farm. Roger, out of respect, obliged his father and moved his family, much to the chagrin of Bernice, whose family still lived in Wichita. A general feeling of unhappiness and loneliness settled upon Bernice, and the sixteen months they spent in Speed before Roger’s father died were sheer misery for her. She began to drink alcohol excessively to escape the pain that living in an unfamiliar town caused her. After Roger’s father died, the family moved to Omaha, Nebraska. Bernice’s alcoholic binges became routine, and she would leave her family for weeks at a time and return to Wichita. Roger coped well in her absence, feeding and raising three growing boys on his own. But he, too, began drinking too much, only compounding an already bad situation for Gale and his brothers.


In Omaha, the five Sayers first lived with Roger’s brother, Guy, because it was the only arrangement Roger could aford at the time. Two families living in a two-bedroom house lasted only two months. When Roger found work in Omaha as a car polisher, he was able to move his family into the local “projects,” apartments where other low-income families lived.


On the job, he became what one car dealer called “the best in the city” at making cars shine. He would spend much of his $65-a-week salary, however, on drinking or gambling. The Sayers couldn’t pay their bills and wound up moving nine times in eight years, each time to a worse neighborhood. Ghetto life, in the dirtiest and most overcrowded housing, became the Sayers’ standard living conditions.


Games in the streets as well as organized little leagues made life more fun and bearable for the Sayers boys. They had grown accustomed to being poor, which included wearing ragged clothes and eating inadequate meals such as chicken claws. They turned their physical hunger into competitive drive and made the most of a bad situation. Young Gale took full advantage of the organized football leagues that Omaha ofered.
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Gale Sayers excelled on the athletic field while still in grade school. Besides playing baseball, basketball and running track, Gale’s favorite sport was flag football. Many of the teams for which Gale played won city championships. Roger Jr. and Gale made a dynamic tandem as teammates, because both had blazing speed. As a freshman at Central High School in Omaha, Gale was a meager 110-pound running back, but he helped lead his team to its first freshman championship in twenty-three years. The next year, Roger and Gale were paired on Central High’s varsity team. Roger’s quick moves and ability to gain big yardage made him the best running back in the city that season, his junior year. Gale’s running sufered that season. He had trouble maneuvering his body with the fifty pounds of added muscle he had developed while cutting grass the previous summer. The additional weight eventually helped him avoid injury and challenge larger opponents.


Roger Jr. and Gale also excelled at track. After winning state titles in the 100-yard and 220-yard sprints, both sophomore and junior years, Roger had over a hundred college scholarship ofers to run track. Gale took longer to develop in track, but in his senior season he won state-wide gold medals in the low hurdles, 880 relay, and the long jump, which at 24 feet 11¾ inches, set the Nebraska high school record. These feats, combined with an undefeated and record-breaking football season in which he scored 108 points, put Gale in contention for the Nebraska “Athlete of the Year.” He was narrowly beaten out by another track and football star, Kent McCloughan, who went on to become a defensive back with the Oakland Raiders.


The Sayers household became a recruiting ground for colleges. Roger Jr. accepted a track scholarship to Omaha University, where he had an outstanding career (even beating Bob Hayes, the eventual 100-yard dash world record holder and “fastest man in the world”. Gale also had many scholarship ofers. He narrowed his final decision to the University of Nebraska and the University of Kansas, football power-houses in the states where he had lived. He liked both coaches and both campuses, but in the end decided on Kansas for the better opportunities he thought it would give him to play professional football. Some of his Nebraskan peers resented his decision, and the seeming disloyalty to their state. But Gale Sayers’ dreams of an NFL career prevented him from any second-guessing.
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Gale Sayers was painfully shy in high school. He talked little, and when he did, he was dificult to understand. He had what a friend described as a “lazy tongue.” Poor speech made social interaction awkward for Sayers, who did his best not to reveal his weakness. His schoolwork also sufered from his language handicap and general lack of motivation. Linda, his girlfriend, helped him improve his attitude toward school and life in the sports spotlight.


Linda Bullard, from Omaha, was a student at Omaha Tech, Central High’s archrival, when she and Gale met during his junior year. They dated each other throughout high school, and Gale soon realized he felt completely relaxed around Linda. She felt needed, something that she lacked from her upbringing (she was the fifth of five children and often felt overlooked). They helped each other overcome childhood deficiencies, and before graduating from high school they were engaged to be married.


Going away to college was one of the toughest things Gale Sayers had done up to that point in his life. He felt lonely and unhappy being apart from Linda. Schoolwork demanded more of him than it had in high school. To cope with the academic strains, he began to cheat on exams. One blatant cheating attempt, caught by a suspicious professor, brought disciplinary action. A failing grade and stern warning only deterred Sayers slightly. A desperate feeling caused him to keep cheating. He tried to make passing grades any way he could, even if it meant breaking the rules.


Gale Sayers merely survived in the classroom, but he thrived on the football field. He starred on Kansas’ freshman team and showed the varsity coaches that his running could carry them a long way. Sayers’ homesick freshman year ended on a high note when he married Linda in June. Marital bliss was just the cure he needed.
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While Linda brought joy into Gale Sayers’ life, the influence of two men at the University of Kansas gave his life new direction and focus. First, his track coach, Bill Easton, taught him lessons about priorities and working hard. Coach Easton, a highly respected coach, had a sign on his desk that read: I AM THIRD. Curious, Sayers asked his coach what the sign meant. Easton replied, “It means the Lord is first, my friends [and family] are second, and I am third.” This saying was packed with meaning for the coach, but it also forced his standout runner to reflect on his own priorities. Gale Sayers adopted this phrase as his own life philosophy. His new mindset gave the most significant people in his life the focus they deserved from him. It liberated Sayers from a purely selfish attitude.


The other man who dramatically afected Gale Sayers was an adviser at Kansas named Jesse Milan. He taught Gale how to overcome his speech impediment. He took Gale with him many times when he spoke publicly, at his church or on campus. Jesse became Gale’s mentor, and Sayers soaked up the attention. It gave him the boost he needed in college, and his grades dramatically improved. Said Sayers in his 1970 autobiography, I Am Third:
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