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Praise for The Wizard of Foz

“Welch begins his chapters with the greatest collection of stirring epigrams I’ve ever found in a single work. That means it is a history filled with the suffering of pursuing a new idea in a world fanatically ready to doubt. It is about the power of invention, and the need for wisdom in teachers confronted by that invention. Fosbury and our society have needed decades to be able to fully tell or accept Dick’s story. Now it is done, and Welch does magnificent justice to it all.”

—Kenny Moore, Olympic marathoner, former Sports Illustrated writer, and author of Bowerman and the Men of Oregon

“Competing in the Olympic trials is stressful and nerve-racking enough, but to have to do it twice? Dick’s read gives us a peek into an athlete’s world and more importantly the politics that have seeped their way into the sport!”

—Debbie Meyer, three-time Olympic champion and Sullivan Award winner

“Great read! Bob Welch has the rare ability to provide context to what some might consider to be purely a sports story. He evokes a time and place that many of us remember well, and provides insight for those who came after. This is a ‘history book’ in the best sense of that phrase.”

—Tom Jordan, author of Pre: The Story of America’s Greatest Running Legend, Steve Prefontaine

“Dick Fosbury has always been one of the most compelling figures in American sports. Through Bob Welch’s fascinating look at Fosbury’s extraordinary story, we see just how the high jump’s innovative but enduring style was created. Foz’s ingenuity combined with Welch’s purposeful prose results in one great book. It’s anything but a flop.”

—Kerry Eggers, sports columnist, Portland Tribune

“The Wizard of Foz raises the bar in showcasing the life of a man who revolutionized the high jump. Whether you’re a track enthusiast or not, it’s a must read.”

—Tom Pappas, former world decathlon champion

“Newly employed at Track & Field News in the late 1960s, I imagined knowing much about Dick Fosbury. Lately I’ve learned that I knew little beyond his Flop and resulting statistics. Bob Welch’s book teaches in wonderful detail about the man behind the method.”

—Joe Henderson, former writer/editor for Track & Field News and Runner’s World

“In a moment of mid-air inspiration, a mediocre prep high jumper named Dick Fosbury changed the course of his event, and his life. Such is the impact of the ‘Fosbury Flop’ that the label itself seems virtually forgotten—it’s simply the way all high jumpers compete these days. In The Wizard of Foz author Bob Welch excellently captures the angst of the teen-age high jumper who became an Olympic gold medalist during the turbulent late 1960s. It’s the rest of the story you never knew.”

—Ron Bellamy, former (Eugene) Register-Guard sports editor and winner of the Track and Field Writers of America’s Jesse Abramson Award for Excellence

“As an author of sports books, I’m no stranger to athletes-overcoming-the-odds stories. But Welch’s Fosbury tale is like nothing I’ve ever seen. Though flat-out true, it has the feel of fantasy, particularly when Dick is struggling to make the Olympic team at a high-mountain venue where giant pines stretch to the sky from within the track’s infield. But such fantasy clashes with the volatile ’60s. Ultimately, Fosbury not only changes the world, but the world changes him, particularly in his seeing the light regarding the insidious racism so many wanted to ignore.”

—Mike Yorkey, coauthor of After the Cheering Stops: An NFL Wife’s Story of Concussions, Loss, and the Faith That Saw Her Through

“The Wizard of Foz is more than a sports story. It’s a wonderful narrative about the culture of innovation, rooted in the pioneer spirit of Oregon.”

—Paul Swangard, TV track and field commentator and Olympic Games in-stadium announcer

“Masterfully written with exactness of countless memories. This book from the beginning is a testament of family love through the pain of family tragedy. The social growth wrapped around the mental anguish of Dick’s options through a time of social change did not interrupt his battle to defeat the many competitive negatives received on his journey to capture elusiveness.”

—Tommie Smith, 200m gold medalist, Mexico City 1968 Olympics
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THE ECHO SUMMIT TRACK AND FIELD LAYOUT, WHERE FOSBURY’S CHANCES OF MAKING THE OLYMPIC TEAM CAME DOWN TO A SINGLE JUMP DURING THE TRIALS, HAD A FANTASY FEEL TO IT. HIGH-JUMP PIT WAS JUST INSIDE THE TRACK, LOWER RIGHT.

(STEVE MURDOCK/CITY OF SOUTH LAKE TAHOE)
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To those who follow their imaginations,

shoot for the moon,

and stand for what’s right.


Those who have finished by making all others think with them have usually been those who began by daring to think for themselves.

— C. C. Colton


FOREWORD

“FOSBURY! REMEMBER FOSBURY!” I was at the 2011 IAAF World Track and Field Championships in Daegu, South Korea, and, from beyond the high jump pit, my coach Harry Marra was saying these words to me because I was in trouble. A year before I had graduated from the University of Oregon, signed a shoe deal, and become a professional decathlete. Now I was a young athlete in my first global competition as a professional. And ranked No. 1 in the world.

I had recently amassed the highest decathlon score in the world by a decent margin. It was the year before the Olympic Games—a critical time for an athlete like me hoping to make the U.S. Olympic team. The competition in South Korea was an important proving ground on many levels. And, frankly, I was not doing well. It was my last attempt in the high jump; the bar was not high.

“Fosbury! Remember Fosbury!” It seems almost cosmically designed that Marra was yelling that at me at this pivotal point in my career. Dick and I were both born in Portland, both raised in Oregon, and both graduates from colleges in the Willamette Valley. As I stared at this seemingly insurmountable height, the only difference between us was that Dick was an Olympic champion and I was only hoping to become one.

So it seemed ironic that I was struggling with the event in which he had won gold. A few weeks prior to this meet I started looking at videos of the top high jumpers in the world, trying to see if there was something I could do to improve. After hours of analyzing the top men and women, I was still struggling to understand the keys to the technique. Then it dawned on me: these athletes didn’t invent this technique. They were emulating the Flop style just like I was.

Who would be the best reference? The person who invented the style, of course. I found a video of Dick Fosbury jumping in the 1968 Olympics. I can still see him, the clenched hands, his weight shifting back and forth as he looks at the ground. Then: acceleration, curve, a plant of his foot—almost imperceptible from a normal stride—and a passionate launch into the air.

It was beautiful, it was simple, it was magic. And I understood it. The day before the meet in South Korea, I went to Marra. “If I get in trouble tomorrow in the high jump,” I told him, “just tell me ‘Fosbury.’”

I went on to clear the bar and many others after, eventually joining Dick as an Olympic champion. I won decathlon gold in London in 2012 and Rio in 2016 and, in between, set the world record at 9,045 points. I still remember standing on the podium in London. My mind zipped back in time through all the experiences, large and small, leading to that moment.

“Every athlete who makes it to the Olympic Games has a thousand reasons why he or she shouldn’t have,” a coach once told me.

He was suggesting that there are beautiful stories of athletes, many of them involving humble beginnings, passionate eagerness, and unbending human spirit. But most such stories don’t ever get told. Thanks to this book, Dick’s story is getting told—and rightfully so, considering Fosbury is one of the most influential athletes in the history of track and field.

— Ashton Eaton, 2012 and 2016 Olympic gold medalist and current world record holder in the decathlon


PROLOGUE

IT IS SEPTEMBER 2017 and a tall, gray-haired man of seventy walks through a High Sierra forest. Dick Fosbury is looking for something that he left here nearly half a century ago and only now has come back to find: a memory. A moment. A reconnection with the magic of a place called Echo Summit, where at this unlikely spot in September 1968 the men’s U.S. Olympic Track and Field team held a competition to see which athletes would represent America for the Games in Mexico City.

A track had been plopped down in California’s El Dorado National Forest with only a few trees having been cut. More than a hundred pines rose from the center of the oval itself. Granite boulders nudged the inside edges of the track and came within a foot of the long-jump runway. In a country fractured by a decade of dissent, assassinations, and war, nearly 200 athletes had come to a place so peaceful that, as one athlete said, “you could hear your heartbeat.” None was like Dick Fosbury.

At the time, essentially every competitive high jumper in the world used a technique called the “straddle,” which dated back decades. Fosbury, as a teenager in Medford, Oregon, could never master it. So he invented his own method. He jumped backward over the bar—against the will of some coaches who thought it foolhardy, some fans who thought it laughable, and some doctors who thought it dangerous.

But as the years passed, Fosbury jumped higher and higher with the style. In fact, he jumped so high that he was among twenty-four high jumpers invited to compete in the Olympic Trials in Los Angeles, from which ten athletes in each event were to advance to Echo Summit, for the final Trials. The top three in each event would make the team to compete in Mexico City, whose 7,350-foot altitude is why the US was holding the tryouts at a similar altitude: to acclimate the athletes for what was to come.

On a laptop computer he brought with him, Fosbury glances at a picture from the 1968 trials at Echo Summit. “Look at the rock in the photo, then look at this,” he says, pointing to a slab of granite arching from the ground like the back of a gray whale. “Same rock. Same clump of pines. The high jump pit was right over here in this clearing. I would have started my approach from right …”—he walks a few steps—“ … right … here.” His eyes dart back and forth between trees and boulders to the photo.

It is September 16, exactly forty-nine years to the day of those high-jump trials. It is almost 4 pm, the same time of day he had attempted a height—7'2"—that he had already missed twice. One more miss and he would not make the team.

The light, splintered by towering pines, looks eerily as it did in wire photos of his final jump that day. A breeze tickles his wavy gray hair, longer than it was back then. A slight limp accents his gait. And a subtle glint in his eyes suggests it’s no longer 2017 for him.

Without prompting, he sets the computer down and clenches his fists in front of him, as if he might be holding trekking poles. He faces north, toward where the tree-studded infield would have been, his back to what then was hundreds of fans but now is just a few skittering chipmunks. He shakes his hands as if to loosen up. All is quiet. He starts rocking back and forth ever so slightly. He stares at something, but what?

Perhaps what he senses at this moment: the trees, the smell of pine needles, the hint of autumn. Perhaps that day in 1968, on which his future hung. Or perhaps a time even earlier, when Fosbury was a boy and the seeds of revolution were just taking root.


PART I

BLUEPRINTS


Chapter 1

The greatest and most powerful revolutions often start very quietly, hidden in the shadows.

— Richelle Mead

FOR DICK FOSBURY, the day arrived with less promise than the morning sky. It was April 20, 1963, a Saturday. Rogue Valley farmers, with an unseasonal cold snap threatening to freeze their peaches and pears, had burned their oil-based smudge pots all night to keep frost from the buds. By mid-morning, the resulting smoke shrouded much of Southern Oregon in a sooty pall resembling dusky fog. A Medford Mail Tribune editorialist tried vainly to stay optimistic. “It used to be far worse,” he wrote.

Temperatures strained to rise above freezing. People venturing into the Cascade or Siskiyou Mountains for the opening day of fishing season threw in tire chains alongside rods, reels, and six-packs of Olympia and Hamm’s beer. Folks setting up for the Pear Blossom Parade downtown—President John F. Kennedy, while campaigning against Richard Nixon, had been grand marshal three years earlier—wore wool caps and gloves. Meanwhile, the boys on Medford High’s track and field team only reluctantly left their—or their parents’—heated vehicles after arriving at the school, from which they were to bus north for a track and field meet in nearby Grants Pass.

So much for spring in Oregon. April was often glorious in the Rogue Valley: fruit trees in full blossom; velvety green hills dotted with sheep; snowy Mount McLoughlin, a Mount Fuji look-alike, rising 9,495 feet to the east; and, to the north, the Rogue River, frothing westward down from the Cascade Range snowmelt, twisting through the valley, and cutting through the Coast Range to spill into the Pacific Ocean. But now blotted in an oily haze, Southern Oregon’s natural wonders were more like actors in a lavish musical caught backstage in street clothes. The fishermen and festival-goers may not have been deterred in their quests for fun—Oregonians tended to be a hardy and hopeful bunch—but, beyond that, the day did not smack of grand possibilities.

Dick’s mother, Helen, eased the Buick to a halt in front of Medford Stadium and turned to her son with a kind but almost robotic cadence. “Good luck,” she said. “Jump high.”

He nodded. “See you around six.”

Helen Fosbury was tall and slender like her high-jumper son, the two bound—and separated—by a common loss of which neither had spoken. She epitomized a generation of Wonder Bread women who, despite some quiet disappointment in their own lives, brought forth the first wave of Baby Boomers and wrapped their children in the swaddling clothes of optimism. “Jump high” might have sounded like a going-through-the-motions comment, but given her son’s meager success thus far, she might as well have said, “Shoot for the moon, kid.”

In 1948—Dick had been born a year earlier, on March 6 in Portland, Oregon—a baby was born in the US every eight seconds, almost double the Depression Era rate. World War II was over. Soldiers were home—and didn’t hesitate to make up for lost time. When Dick was a sixth-grader at Medford’s Roosevelt Elementary School, nearly a third of the nation’s population was under the age of fourteen.

Such baby boomers were the proverbial “pig in the python,” children who would irrevocably reshape America as they came of age. Cities built new schools to accommodate them. Marketers made skateboards, Pluto Platters, and Duncan yo-yos to appease them. Musicians, young and hip, wrote songs to inspire them. And filmmakers made movies to entertain them, including The Absent-Minded Professor, a 1961 blockbuster about a college chemistry prof who creates a flying rubber—“Flubber”—that, among other things, helps Medfield College basketball players jump high above the rim.

The glow of US and Russian soldiers meeting at the Elbe River to seal their victory over Germany in World War II had long since faded. Soviet-spun Communism was the new US fear. As Dick was greasing his hair for his first day of high school in 1962, the Soviets were aiming multi-megaton nuclear warheads at America from Cuba, only ninety miles from Florida. But if the placid waters of youth had been rippled by “duck and cover” drills at schools during fall’s Cuban Missile Crisis, six months later the good times were back. Medford’s KBOY disc jockeys were spinning such tunes as Bobby Vinton’s “Roses are Red,” the Four Seasons’ “Big Girls Don’t Cry,” and Ricky Nelson’s “Fools Rush In.”

“They were raised in unprecedented prosperity and unparalleled expectations about the future,” wrote Steve Gillon in Boomer Nation. Time declared teenagers to be “on the fringe of a golden era.” As the 1960s deepened, JFK—at age forty-three, the youngest president replacing, at age seventy, Dwight Eisenhower, the oldest—further fueled such optimism. In 1957, the Soviets had been first into space with the Sputnik satellite and, in April 1961, first into space with a man, Yuri Gagarin, beating America’s Alan Shepard by four weeks. Now, Kennedy was rallying America to shoot higher, go faster, be stronger. “We stand today,” he said, “on the edge of a new frontier.”

He launched the President’s Council on Physical Fitness; soon, millions of children—few actually overweight—started their school days doing calisthenics to a song called “Chicken Fat.” He challenged America to put a man on the moon by the end of the decade. And he basked in glory when, in February 1962, astronaut John Glenn became the first American to orbit the earth, circling it three times—two more than Gagarin had completed the previous year.

Meanwhile, the Soviets’ Valeriy Brumel emerged as the world’s best high jumper, leaping 7'5¼" in September 1962. Dick Fosbury? He just wanted to jump higher than 5'4" in a Medford High uniform. He just wanted to be on the team. Like the other “one-every-eight-seconds” babies, now in their teens, he just wanted to belong.

But midway through the season, his mother’s encouragement to “jump high” was, if simple in word, elusive in deed. It was as if Dick’s height (6'2") and feet size (12) were high school sophomores but the rest of his body was still in eighth grade, desperately running after him like a man who’d missed his train. In the season’s first meet, Dick had failed to even clear the opening height of 5'0". A month later, his season-best of 5'4" would not be good enough to win a lot of junior high meets. A high jumper from Colton High, a Class “B” Oregon school that had fewer students in it than Dick had in some of his individual classes, was jumping 6'2". And in Los Angeles, the epicenter of US high jumping in the 1950s and ’60s, Joe Faust had set an age-group record of 6'8¼"—at fifteen.

In a sport upon which four numbers determined one’s success—How fast? How far? How long? How high?—the reality was harsh but true: in the spring of 1963, Dick Fosbury was one of the worst prep high jumpers in the state of Oregon. Not that he wore such woefulness on his sleeve. Even then, Fosbury was so skilled at hiding the pain of self-perceived failure—and of deeper things—that, decades later, classmates would remember him as a kid whose exterior was as calm as the tucked-in-a-bowl surface of nearby Crater Lake.

Whimsical, not worried, was the more applicable description for Dick; hadn’t it been his idea to put the Limburger cheese on the cafeteria radiator to see how it might smell? “He didn’t seem nearly as hampered with being himself as I was,” said Doug Sweet, whose friendship with Dick dated back to Roosevelt Elementary. “As they say, ‘He wore the world like a loose garment.’” Doug was serious, maudlin, and bookish; Dick was lighthearted, upbeat, and comic-bookish—or so he came across to his closest friend and others. Inside, he was not nearly so comfortable.

Fosbury was remarkable in being unremarkable, the essence of average. He wasn’t a great athlete; he wasn’t a bad athlete. He wasn’t a great student; he wasn’t a bad student. He wasn’t a hellion; he wasn’t an angel. Teammates, years hence, would describe him many ways but virtually all, at some point, would offer the same description: “Dick Fosbury was just another guy on the track team.”

At the time, he was the oldest of two Fosbury children: Gail was three years younger. When Dick was twelve, the family moved to a suburban rambler on Ridge Way in northeast Medford. His father, Doug, was a salesman at Witham’s Truck Stop; his mother, Helen, was a bookkeeper at Elk Lumber. The family played Monopoly and Yahtzee on Friday nights, vacationed at Lake Shasta and on the Oregon Coast, and had a terrier named Wags. Doug and Helen led a local square dance club. Doug bowled. Helen played classical piano; music was her passion.

Dick had been high-jumping since he was an eleven-year-old in 1958. He cleared 3'10" that year. His first instructor—and first inspiration—was a teacher, Chuck “Chief” McLain. McLain, Native American, taught Dick and his fifth-grade classmates the scissors method. McLain was a legend in Medford. He had played guard on a 1930s University of Oregon basketball team, had gotten a game-winning hit off famed pitcher Satchel Paige, and had been a Golden Glove boxer. He could be brutally blunt; if he yelled at a kid who was screwing up, the admonishment hit home like a well-hammered nail. But the underlying message was noble: You’re a Medford kid; be something great.

In Medford, sandlot baseball played second-fiddle to sandlot track and field. In back of the Fosbury house on Ridge Way, Doug built his son a high-jump setup with a sawdust pit, two-by-four standards, and nails every two inches to hold up a dowel rod. His father was forever chiding Dick, as a right-hander, for jumping off what his father thought was the wrong foot, his right. “You’re jumping goofy-footed,” said Doug, who’d run track and played football in his high school days in Portland. “You should be jumping off your left. You’re never going to jump very high that way.”

In the spring of 1961, an alternative high-jump style was introduced to Dick and his classmates by a man they knew only as Mr. Monroe, a Hedrick Junior High P.E. teacher.

“Gentlemen, there are two ways to high-jump,” said Monroe, with one of those “coach voices” that dramatized six-count burpees as if they were the moral equivalent of going to war. “The scissors-kick and the straddle—or ‘belly roll.’ Let me demonstrate.” The teacher placed a crinkled metal bar on the standards in front of a sawdust landing pit, then backed up on the grass apron.

For the scissors, he approached the bar at roughly a thirty-degree angle from the right side of the run-up area. He leapt from his outside foot, his left, scissoring straight-legged with a quick right-left sequence and landing on his feet. For the straddle, he approached the bar from the left side and at less of an angle. He sprang into the air off his inside foot, his left, and thrust his right leg up toward the bar almost like a punter kicking a football. That, in turn, helped lift his body into a layout over the bar; he momentarily looked like a chicken kabob on a skewer. After clearing the bar, he twisted his body, then rolled onto his side, landing in the sawdust.

“Now, your turn, beginning with the scissors,” said Mr. Monroe, brushing himself off. “Last man without a miss wins.”

Dick Fosbury did just the opposite of what Mr. Monroe recommended, starting from the left side and jumping off his right foot. But he won. “I’ll never forget his scissor-style jump that day,” said a classmate, Ron Wallace. “He was smooth as silk. Like a human gazelle.”

Next came the straddle, a more complicated style that lent itself to a higher degree of athleticism. Dick missed all three of his attempts—badly. “The results were disastrous,” said Wallace. “Nothing worked. Dick’s arms and legs flew in five different directions, the bar clanged off the standards, and Dick landed on it. In disgust, he threw a handful of sawdust across the pit.”

NOW, AT SIXTEEN, Dick had no illusions of athletic grandeur. He knew he was no Steve Davis, a fellow sophomore who had already cleared 6'0". Unlike Ernie Shelton, a University of Southern California jumper from the 1950s, he did not make a mark seven feet up on his bedroom wall and vow to someday be the first to jump that high. He did not lay in his room and dream of Olympic glory like Boston University’s John Thomas. Instead, he read comic books: Archie, Richie Rich, Superman, and Batman.

“All I ever wanted to do,” remembered Fosbury, “was just make the team and stay on the team. I lived in the moment.”

It was, he had discovered, the safest place to be. Attending the largest high school between Portland and Sacramento, Dick realized his dilemma: to set his sights on the future was to be reminded of how fierce life’s competition could be, whether the challenge was making a track team that often competed for state titles or mustering the courage to invite Janet Kolkemo from his French class to a school dance. On the other hand, to dwell on the past was to be reminded how cruel life could be—to be reminded of things Dick wanted to forget. Thus he found strange comfort nestled in the eye of life’s storm, in the moment, in the now, where the future stretched no further ahead than a horizontal high-jump bar fifty feet in front of him and the past could stay safely in the shadows, where it belonged.

FOR SATURDAY AFTERNOON’S Grants Pass Rotary Invitational, the boys changed into their uniforms beneath the Medford High football stadium, in a locker room that smelled of mold, sweat, and unflushed urinals. Of Atomic Balm Deep Heating Rub. Of smudge smoke from boys on the team who’d had to light pots early that morning, and now—nostrils full of soot—prided themselves in hocking up loogies nearly the size, and color, of hockey pucks.

Amid this cluster of burbling testosterone, Fosbury’s body had, in the last few years, changed from the stick-figure drawing it had been—but not by much. His XL uniform, necessary for length, not width, hung on him like dried moss on a broom handle: white silk pants and singlet with red piping, a red “Flying M” emblazoned across the sleeveless chest. His father had bought him a set of weights to build muscle but never showed his son how to use them, even after Dick had asked. So Dick never used them.

When Dick had tried out for the sophomore football team the previous fall, coaches had a hard time finding a place for him to fit. He loved basketball but was only a so-so player. Now track and field was threatening to complete Dick’s trifecta of athletic failure. As he boarded the bus for Grants Pass that morning, however, he knew a secret that he’d only shared with one other person—his buddy Sweet, a half-miler on the track team: in a last-gasp attempt to jump higher, Dick was considering going rogue.

He was mulling the idea of reverting back to a style, the scissors, that hardly anybody used anymore. A style he’d used since he was eleven but had ditched at the start of the season when MHS track and field Coach Dean Benson suggested he bag it in favor of the technique virtually all jumpers now used, the straddle. But after a handful of meets, Dick was now so frustrated he’d gone to Benson during practice to see about scissoring at Grants Pass.

“Now why in the hell would you want to do something like that, Fosbury?”

“I just feel like I could do better that way.”

Though young, twenty-eight-year-old Dean Benson knew his track and field. He had been a national small-college champion hurdler at Willamette University in Salem, Oregon. In the 1956 Olympic Trials in Los Angeles—the same trials where Charles Dumas, not Ernie Shelton, became the first man to clear 7'0" in the high jump—Benson had come within inches of making the Melbourne team in the 110-meter high hurdles. In only five years, he had MHS poised to win a state championship—and not by trying to resurrect high-jumping styles that hadn’t been used since the Titanic was floating.

“Dick, you can’t live in the past,” said Benson. “Brumel went seven-five last summer down in Palo Alto. He straddles. Hell, everyone straddles.”

“I’ve been trying all spring and haven’t gone higher than I did last year. Five-four.”

Benson took off his hat and rubbed his forehead. Was it his realization that failure might be the better teacher? The kid’s damned persistence? Or pity? For whatever reason, Benson exhaled.

“OK, Fosbury, don’t give up learning, but it’s your decision if you want to try the scissors,” he said. “And, jeez, score us a point or two, huh?”

Said Fosbury years later: “The implication was that, ‘Dick, it doesn’t matter what style you use because you haven’t qualified for district and this may be one of the last meets you’re going to compete in for Medford High, period.’”

Decades later, when asked about Fosbury, Benson just shook his head. “Dick Fosbury,” he said, “was more suspect than prospect. He was a gangly, gawky, grew-too-fast kid. And he was just looking for a niche somewhere. Someplace to fit in.”

AS THE BUS wound its way through town to Highway 99, Dick sat at the back right as usual, next to Sweet, safely on the periphery, far from the team’s power bloc. It wasn’t a particularly raucous bunch, but as a sophomore, you wanted to err on the side of caution. The juniors and seniors were Dick’s heroes, guys he’d watched compete as a kid. Now here he was, amongst them.

Up ahead, distance runner Greg Swanson and a few others were already well into a medley relay of jokes, boasts, burps, and farts. Not far from him sat Mike Mayfield, a thrower who’d found himself in that uncomfortable position of being the son of a school superintendent—and facing detention for fighting. Most guys were quiet, lost in thoughts of who knew what: relay baton exchanges? The previous night’s party? Distance runner Dennis Brumback’s amazingly cute sister, Becky? The eyes of the smudgers—the boys who’d been up since 4 a.m.—were already growing heavy with the vibration of the bus.

Dick looked out the window at the place that had been his home since 1954, when he was seven. The images flashed by like View-Master slides: click, the dollar-a-carload Valley Drive-In, with Alfred Hitchcock’s The Birds on the marquee; click, the lumber mills, with seemingly endless stacks of dimensional lumber lined up three stories high, attesting to Oregon’s rank as the world’s top timber producer; click, the huge wigwam burners, like giant, rusted badminton birdies, turning the mills’ mountains of sawdust into smoke; click, orchards as far as he could see; click, folks driving Impalas, Corvairs, Galaxies; click, Dick Fosbury clearing 5'6" for the first time ever, ladies and gentlemen, using the old scissors style … the crowd goes wild … the bar is raised to 5'8" … he’s over! … Now the bar is at 5'10", six inches higher than he’s ever gone before, just south of outer space! … Fosbury starts his approach, he leaps, he scissors his legs, he—.

“Fosdick, where the hell are you, man?” said Sweet, elbowing Dick with an accompanying moniker his pals had given him based on a bumbling cartoon-strip detective. “I asked if you wanna see The Birds tonight at the Valley. Heard this ol’ geezer gets his eyeballs pecked out.”


Chapter 2

What’s a man’s first duty? The answer is brief: to be himself.

—Henrik Ibsen

FIVE FEET, FOUR inches. How could a bar so low be an obstacle so high? At Gold Hill, as the bus began climbing out of the valley and alongside the Rogue River, Fosbury looked around at this jiggling-headed collection of teammates. Yes, he was part of all this—and as a sophomore, no less. Like everyone else, he wore the red “Flying M” on his chest in honor of the Medford High Black Tornado. But for how long? He started inching back on his decision to scissor. Maybe he should just stick with the straddle and hope for the best.

The athletes’ job each week was to run faster, throw farther, vault higher, and jump higher. And most Medford boys were doing just that. But not Dick. He had not improved on his 5'4" best since late in his ninth-grade season. At smaller schools, no sweat; who was going to take his place? At Medford, things were different. For most meets, three athletes were entered in each event. If a boy couldn’t prove himself worthy of being among them, a handful of others were eagerly waiting in the wings. Medford High hadn’t won twenty-three of the last forty state track and field championships without benefit of a certain survival-of-the-fittest mentality. The Black Tornado hadn’t played in more state football championship games than all but one other school by taking an “everybody-plays” approach.

Beyond lumber, peaches, and pears, what powered Medford, Oregon, was one thing: boys’ athletics. (It would be nearly a decade before the Title IX law would require federally funded schools to allow similar opportunities for girls.) Sports knit the community in common purpose, helped school-bond measures pass, and allowed folks to strut a bit—perhaps more than a bit. It had been that way for decades—at least since 1928, when the football team qualified for the state championship game in Portland and the town promptly hired a private train to send the boys up north in style.

THE HEADWATERS OF the Medford High sports dynasty could be traced to a man who played for Medford, coached for Medford, and ultimately would become the most influential man in US track and field history: William J. Bowerman. The namesake of Dick Fosbury’s junior high, Ercel Hedrick, had more than a little to do with Bowerman becoming the legend he was.

When Bowerman was a Medford High student in the 1920s, he was an angry young man, as accounted in Kenny Moore’s Bowerman and the Men of Oregon. He revered his mother, but because of a father who essentially abandoned Bill—and the traumatic death of a little brother—he often let his fists do the talking. As a sophomore—the same age Fosbury was as the bus rolled north—Bill was suspended for fighting again. Hedrick, the superintendent of schools, had Bill come to his office.

“This is ridiculous!” he boomed. “You’re good in band, good in journalism, so you’re not stupid, just a hell-raisin’ son of a bitch.”

Hedrick was just getting started. As if Charles Dickens’s Ghost of Christmas Future, he pointed a bony finger at what lay ahead for Bowerman. “You’ll fight, and I’ll be rid of you. You’ll fight, and everybody else will be rid of you. Fight here, fight there, die in prison or on some barroom floor. The only thing wrong with that is that you’ll dishonor a worthwhile human being.”

Bill raised his drooping head. “Who’s that?”

“Elizabeth Hoover Bowerman.”

At the sound of his mother’s name, Bowerman’s bravado melted like spring snow. With some time to let it settle in, he returned to school a changed young man. Ultimately, he led Medford High to two straight state football champions, 1927 and 1928; got nothing lower than a single “B” in school; and married a young Medford woman, Barbara Young, who passed up football games to take private dance lessons. In years to come, she softened some of Bill’s harder edges. At the University of Oregon, Bowerman became a track star. He graduated, told his father, who was trying to woo him into the law profession, to “go straight to hell,” and decided to attend medical school. Meanwhile, he took a teaching job at Franklin High in Portland for $80 a month. But Hedrick intervened.

“Come coach our football team,” he wired Bowerman. Thanks, said Bill, but he was going to become a doctor. “You’re a Medford product. I know in Portland you get paid $1,000 a year. We pay $1,500.”

So Bowerman became the Medford High football coach. In 1935, he oversaw the building of Medford High’s first track and started its first track and field team. He got Medford into the state football championship in the fall of 1940, and his teams won state track and field titles that spring and the year after, creating a momentum that was still rolling two decades later when Fosbury entered high school. When, in 1948, Bowerman left to coach at his alma mater, Oregon, he passed the track and field baton to Bob Newland, one of Bill’s former MHS athletes who’d set the school high-jump record in 1940 at 6'0". Newland’s Medford teams won an unprecedented nine state track and field championships in ten years, from 1948 through 1957, a record unequaled before or since. Like Bowerman, Newland held nothing back in his attempt to help his athletes be the best they could be; he would send questions to, and get letters back from, the likes of Herb Elliott of Australia and Peter Snell of New Zealand. Meanwhile, Fred Spiegelberg took over the football program and turned it into a state powerhouse.

THIS WAS THE sports culture to which Dick Fosbury was expected to assimilate—a culture built not only on the act of being the best, but on the expectation of being the best. Medford High wasn’t just a high school; it was a machine that ground forward with each passing generation. “Sports,” said Fosbury classmate Jack Mullen, “permeated the lives of Medford kids in those days.”

If tradition was a major reason for the success of its teams, Medford’s location was another. In a large state that stretched from ocean to valley to mountains to desert, the Rogue Valley in southern Oregon was separated from the more mainstream Willamette Valley by half a dozen minor mountain passes, leaving it as something of a world unto its own. It was far from the pulsing commerce of Portland, at the Willamette Valley’s northern tip; the politics of the state capitol, Salem; and the educational pursuits in Corvallis and Eugene, home to Oregon State University and the University of Oregon, respectively. With its community psyche not distracted by other such options, it poured most of its energy into Medford High athletics.

One final thing fueled Medford’s athletic prowess: numbers. With a population of 25,919 in 1962, Medford, along with Corvallis, was larger than any other Oregon city but Portland (370,906), Eugene (55,413), and Salem (50,429). With 2,500 students, Medford was Oregon’s largest high school outside Portland; Dick Fosbury’s Class of ’65 had more students, 645, than most Oregon’s high schools had total students.

As boomers made their way through Medford’s halls—and through the 1960s—classroom sizes bulged. School districts nationwide added modular classrooms. Some started running double shifts—half a giant class would attend a morning session, the other half an afternoon session—and, in some cases, built new schools. Not in Medford—at least on the new-school front. Never mind overcrowded classrooms, to even mention adding a second high school—to dare suggest diluting the athletic power-bloc by 50 percent—was blasphemous talk that would bring Alibi Tavern banter to a hush.

Around the state, MHS was affectionately known as the “University of Medford,” a place unlike any other in Oregon in terms of its singular focus on sports. On the Friday of the big football game with rival Grants Pass, businesses routinely closed mid-afternoon. Beginning in 1960, men gathered at North’s Chuck Wagon to hear coaches pontificate about the big game—a tradition that would span more than half a century. On Friday nights, nearly a third of the city’s population would be at a home game; attendance sometimes neared 10,000 fans.

The environment of excellence fostered a sense that anything was possible, particularly in, but not limited to, sports. By the time Fosbury first slipped on a Medford High uniform, Bowerman had saved a buddy’s life in World War II as part of the Army’s 10th Mountain Division in Italy; introduced America to jogging after a trip to New Zealand where he’d learned about it; and won an NCAA track and field title as coach of his alma mater, Oregon. Within a year, he would enter into a handshake deal with Phil Knight, one of his former milers, to start an athletic footwear company. Blue Ribbon Sports would later become Nike, the largest footwear producer on the planet. Bowerman would also later coach the 1972 U.S. Olympic track and field team in Munich.

As if rockets aimed for the heavens, others were on similar trajectories: Dave Frohnmayer, the son of Bowerman’s close friend, Otto Frohnmayer, would become state attorney general and, later, president of UO. One of Dave’s brothers, John, would become chairman of the National Endowment for the Arts; another, Phil, the star of MHS’s “My Fair Lady,” would become a world-renowned opera singer and instructor. Bob Haworth, who sang in a quartet with Dick, would become a member of the Kingston Trio. In time to come, Medford would produce congressmen; PGA golfers; NFL football players; NCAA champs in diving, wrestling, and track and field; a secret service agent for two presidents—and even an Olympic gold medalist.

For a kid who just wanted to make the team, Dick Fosbury found Medford’s tradition of success fascinating and frightening. It was fascinating because it made him feel part of an adventure, like a drift boat ride down the Rogue. It was frightening because he knew, at any moment, he could find himself swimming in the icy-cold froth of the rapids, outside the boat. At MHS, an unwritten contract existed between coach and athlete: a position on the team was given to you temporarily; your job was to prove yourself worthy of it permanently.

Unlike some sports, track and field—with its stop watches and measuring tapes—left no ambiguity about who was fast and who was not; who jumped high and who did not. Five-foot-four was 5'4", whether your father performed surgery each day at Medford Sacred Heart Hospital or thinned pears in the orchards for $5.80 an hour. In football, a blocker could miss an assignment and nobody in the stands might know. But there was no such hiding in track and field. It was athletic objectivity, the great equalizer: when it was your turn, you either produced or did not. You either cleared the bar or did not.

Dick Fosbury was a nice guy. Coaches liked him. Teammates liked him. Girls liked him. In fact, almost everyone seemed to like him. That said, he knew perfectly well where nice guys finished: last. And so it was that somewhere coming up Highway 99’s twisting grade to Grants Pass, Dick Fosbury confirmed what he’d been trying to talk himself out of: he would go with the scissors. It wasn’t out of any sense of bravado. It wasn’t out of any desire to be a lone wolf; while he had an independent streak, Fosbury enjoyed being part of the pack. The reason behind his decision to go it alone was simple: sheer desperation.

“Hell, Fosdick,” said Sweet, “whataya got to lose?”

People do what they must do to survive. About ten miles north of where the MHS team was now, a similar bus had been headed south on the same Highway 99 on a cold December night in 1948. The Grants Pass High football team was on Sexton Pass, only twenty minutes away from arriving home from Portland to a crowd that had gathered to celebrate the school’s first state football championship. A three-foot-high trophy, topped by a golden punter, sat on a seat, almost as if a member of the team itself.

Suddenly, the bus lurched right after the driver apparently swerved to miss something in the road. The bus careened off the gravel shoulder and plummeted 200 feet down a steep grade. It crumpled in two and burst into flames. A dark, silent forest was suddenly ablaze in fire; the screams and groans of young men pierced the quiet. Sterling Heater, a starting end, was burned to death as he tried to rescue student manager Ray Alpeter from the flames. Alpeter survived. Heater and Al Newman, a substitute halfback who’d been trying for four years to earn his letter—and the previous night finally had—were killed.

Ultimately, two died and five were seriously injured. What saved the others was one thing: sheer desperation. In the pandemonium, players searched in the orange-flickering darkness for anything they could use to break open windows so they could escape the smoke-and-flame inferno. And then they found it: the trophy. Players used it to smash windows, helping save the lives of nearly two dozen young men. Whatever it takes.

NOW, FIFTEEN YEARS later, at the high school where that charred trophy was on display, the Medford High bus arrived. Teams from the six other visiting schools, their athletes full of pent-up energy, piled out of buses. Dick felt the familiar stomach twinge of anticipation and angst, part of him wanting to jump right now—to see what scissors-jumping might do for him—and part of him wanting to be home, alone in the bunk bed, with a good comic book. The bus door swung open. Dick grabbed his gym bag and waited for the others to unload. Finally, it was his turn. He stepped through the door, the last kid off the bus.

He would never be the same again.


Chapter 3

A death from a long illness is very different from a sudden death. It gives you time to say goodbye and time to adjust to the idea that the beloved will not be with you anymore.

—Meghan O’Rourke

THE DRIVER WHO hit and killed Dick Fosbury’s little brother while Greg and Dick were riding bikes had been drinking all afternoon. It was Saturday, September 9, 1961, the weekend before Dick, fourteen, would start ninth grade at Hedrick Junior High. Greg had just turned ten a few weeks before, and in two days, he was to start fifth grade at Lone Pine Elementary school. As was their Saturday night habit, Helen and Doug Fosbury had gone to a square dance, where Doug was the caller. The two boys were out riding their bikes at dusk, not far from the house they had moved to on Roberts Road.

Gail Fosbury, Dick’s eleven-year-old sister, was home alone when Dick stumbled into the house. Breathless. Face wet with tears. Clothes splattered with blood. “Accident,” Dick mumbled. “Greg … think he’s … dea … dea … dead ….” Gail’s face contorted in horror. Dick flopped on his bed and buried his head in a pillow.

The Sunday morning Medford Mail Tribune published the story on the top left corner of the front page:


Gregory Fosbury, [10]-year-old son of Mr. and Mrs. Douglas Fosbury, of 2257 Roberts Rd., was pronounced dead on arrival at Sacred Heart Hospital Saturday night. The boy and his brother, Richard, about 14, were riding bicycles north on Crater Lake Ave. They were presumably going home. The older boy was in front with Gregory trailing him a short distance.

Witnesses said what appeared to be a red, 1956–1960 model car struck Gregory from the rear, careened to the left side of the road and narrowly missed a car coming in the opposite direction, before continuing at a high rate of speed away from the death scene.

The mishap occurred just south of the intersection of Roberts Rd.

Another youth on a bicycle, about a block north of the Fosbury brothers, said he heard a crash and a red car sped by him at a high speed.

The dead youth was sprawled face down on the pavement when police arrived. Sgt. Leo Mitchell administered artificial respiration until a nurse, Mrs. Lorraine Jones, arrived. Mrs. Jones continued artificial respiration. Gregory suffered a severe head injury and was bruised on his side.

Police estimated the youth was carried 75 feet down the highway by the car. His two shoes were 50 feet apart.



Dick had been knocked off his bike by something, but had not been hurt. Or so said the paper.

A YEAR AND A half later, as Dick warmed up for the Grants Pass Rotary Invitational, the wonder of this day would be found not only in what he was about to do in the high-jump event, but in what he had already done in general: shown up. Stayed focused enough to make the track team. Survived. His parents’ marriage did not. As is often the case after the loss of a child, Doug and Helen Fosbury separated a year after the accident and, ultimately, divorced. Dick felt like a kid in an earthquake who steadies his feet when the shaking stops, then gets leveled by a hurricane. Alone in the storm.
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