














WILMA RUDOLPH


Olympic Runner


by Jo Harper


illustrated by Meryl Henderson


ALADDIN PAPERBACKS
New York   London   Toronto   Sydney


If you purchased this book without a cover, you should be aware that this book is stolen property. It was reported as “unsold and destroyed” to the publisher, and neither the author nor the publisher has received any payment for this “stripped book.”


Dear Reader:


The Childhood of Famous Americans series, seventy years old in 2002, chronicles the early years of famous American men and women in an accessible manner. Each book is faithful in spirit to the values and experiences that influenced the person’s development. History is fleshed out with fictionalized details, and conversations have been added to make the stories come alive to today’s reader, but every reasonable effort has been made to make the stories consistent with the events, ethics, and character of their subjects.


These books reaffirm the importance of our American heritage. We hope you learn to love the heroes and heroines who helped shape this great country. And by doing so, we hope you also develop a lasting love for the nation that gave them the opportunity to make their dreams come true. It will do the same for you.


Happy Reading!
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ILLUSTRATIONS



The nurses read stories to Wilma as she lay there.


Wilma’s hands were quick and she had fun.


The black children got together and sat on the grass.


Every afternoon Wilma and Nancy practiced from three fifteen until five.


They’d throw their books over the wall, then climb the fence.


Getting to meet Jackie Robinson.


She passed Mae.


The four of them squeezed onto the victory stand.


They arrived at the prom in high style.


The baby girl’s young father gazed at her.


Rome seemed like a storybook city.


A visit with President Kennedy.
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Six-year-old Wilma waved sadly as her brother Wesley ran out the door. “See you later,” he called over his shoulder. He was always going places and doing things—things he would joke and laugh about later. He was only a year older than Wilma and was her best pal. She wanted to go with him. Seeing him leave made her feel so lonesome she started to cry. It was the 1940s in Clarksville, Tennessee, and Wilma was stuck at home with only a little radio to listen to.


I don’t get to go anywhere, she thought. I’m tired of being left out. Everyone goes places except me. I always have to stay behind.


Wilma wasn’t exaggerating. She didn’t even get to go to school. She was too sick.


“Mother, why’s my leg like this?” Wilma looked at the brace that was supposed to straighten her twisted foot and crooked leg. Then she looked intently at her mother’s gentle face.


Mother answered kindly, but matter-of-factly. “You had polio. That’s what twisted your leg.”


“Why’d I get polio, Mother?”


“I reckon ’cause you were so weak. You were born early. I fell down, and you just came. You were so tiny and so sick, we were afraid you wouldn’t live. You surprised a lot of people when you pulled through.” She smiled. “You’ve always been full of surprises.”


Wilma’s brace was steel, and it went from her knee to her ankle. She couldn’t take it off until she went to bed at night, and she always had to wear brown oxfords for the brace to fasten to. “I hate these shoes,” she said. “Someday I’ll buy myself a lot of fancy, bright-colored ones, and no one wearing brown oxfords can even come in my house.”


Later Dr. Coleman came by to check on her. He was a black doctor; and he treated all the black people in Clarksville. He had taken care of Wilma all her life. He always wore a suit and carried his doctors bag. Wilma thought he was very neat and very professional, but it was his face that she liked most. It was a kind, intelligent face. She always felt that Dr. Coleman understood her.


“I’m tired of being sick,” Wilma told Dr. Coleman.


“I know, Wilma. I don’t blame you,” he said. “You’ve had a hard time. I’ve seen you fight scarlet fever, whooping cough, chicken pox, and measles.”


“Don’t forget pneumonia.” “I should say not! Double pneumonia twice! The last time, you were so weak everybody shook their heads over you, but you fought through that, too. You just keep right on fighting, little lady. If you fight hard, everything will turn out all right.”


Wilma smiled in answer, but she felt lonely. I don’t have a single playmate outside my family. How can I make friends if I am always at home sick?


Wilma didn’t have nice clothes or toys; her family was too poor. They didn’t have electricity or indoor plumbing. They used kerosene lamps and went to the bathroom in an outhouse. And because it was the 1940s and she was black, she didn’t have equal rights as a citizen. What Wilma did have was plenty of brothers and sisters. In fact, Wilma had twenty-one brothers and sisters. She was child number twenty. And there were lots of aunts, uncles, and cousins. Her favorite aunt was Aunt Matilda. She often came to visit, and she would always play with Wilma.


Most of Wilma’s brothers and sisters were grown and had moved out of the house, but five were still living at home. The grown ones came around often and helped Mother take care of Wilma. There were always people around, and it seemed to Wilma that someone was always massaging her leg, but she was lonesome just the same. She wanted to be part of things. She wanted to do what other kids did instead of listening to the radio and daydreaming.


Wilma didn’t even have to do household chores. Instead, she tagged after her brothers and sisters while they worked. She would go from one to the other, chatting with everyone, until all the chores were finished, and she never felt one bit guilty about not working. She felt that talking to the others while they worked was her job. She kept them going; she was their cheerleader.


Wilma spent a lot of time looking out the window. Often her mother sat with her. One day as they were sitting together, Wilma pointed to a boy walking by. “Mother, that’s Robert, and he’s the boy I like.”


The boy was Robert Eldridge. He was lively and full of fun. When he realized that Wilma watched him as he went by her house, he began to show off for her to make her laugh. Sometimes he turned cartwheels; sometimes he brought a friend and played ball where she could see. He could hit the ball a long way, and he was good at catching.


The few times Wilma was well enough to go out to play with children her own age, they would tease her. Robert never called her names, but other kids called her “cripple.” Her brothers and sisters stuck up for her, but it still wasn’t much fun.


When she was at home sick, she wasn’t happy either.


“Eat your supper, Wilma,” Mother said.


“Not hungry.” Wilma pushed her plate away.


“How can you get strong that way? I’ll fix you a hot toddy.”


Mother hurried to the stove and began putting together one of her famous home remedies. While the concoction boiled, she helped Wilma prop up in bed, and she piled lots of blankets on her.


“We’re going to sweat that sickness out,” Mother told her. She handed Wilma a glass. “Here’s your hot toddy.”


Wilma sipped it. It was almost boiling.


“Now, don’t fool around. Drink it as fast as you can.”


Wilma kept taking sips. She got hotter and hotter. Mother piled more blankets on her.


“Mother, I’m sweating to death.”


“No, you’re not. You are sweating to wellness. Drink all of that.”


Wilma did. And believe it or not, she felt better.


But she couldn’t fatten up by not eating and by sweating a lot. She stayed skinny. And while the brace may have helped straighten her leg, it injured her feelings. It reminded her every day that something was wrong with her. Especially in the spring and summer, when she woke in the morning with the sun shining and the birds singing, and she wanted to leap out of bed, run outside, jump off the porch, and play in the yard. Instead she had to put on her brown oxfords, put her twisted leg in the brace, and clunk through the house.


Having Wilma wear a brace wasn’t the only attempt to straighten her leg. Twice a week her mother took her on a fifty-mile bus ride to Nashville. They went to a black hospital at Meharry Medical College.


“Maybe we can straighten that leg,” Dr. Jackson told Mother. His face was serious, and he didn’t include Wilma. He talked right past her, as if it were all up to Mother and Wilma didn’t have anything to do with it. Dr. Jackson was a specialist and was supposed to know a lot, but Wilma preferred Dr. Coleman. He never made her feel left out; he acted like she was in charge of her own life.


In the wintertime it was still dark when Mother awakened Wilma to go to Nashville. “Get up, Wilma. We have to get going.” Mother spoke gently but firmly.


Wilma hated to get out of her warm bed. She limped into the kitchen to put her brace on by the fire. She had to move quickly; the bus wouldn’t wait.


“Here. Eat this oatmeal. It’ll warm you up.”


“I can’t, Mother. I’m not hungry.”


“Eat anyway. You’re never hungry, but you still have to eat.”


So Wilma choked down a few bites of hot oatmeal before they left. Mother held her hand as they walked to the bus station. In her other hand, Mother carried their lunch bag, because there wasn’t a café near the bus station that served black people. They took their places at the back of the bus, where black people had to sit. Wilma liked to look out the window. It was interesting to her to see the houses and farms they passed, and when they got to Nashville, she could see the city streets and the city people walking and driving their cars.


The hundred-mile round trip they made twice a week wasn’t exactly fun. It was tiring, especially the ride home after a day of treatment, but Wilma felt like she was seeing the world. No one else ever seemed to leave Clarksville. Her brother Wesley was always going places, but he didn’t get to leave town. Wilma was glad she had the chance to see more things, but it was a relief when, after two years of treatment, she and her mother started going only once a week.


At the hospital, the nurses kept pulling, turning, twisting, and lifting Wilma’s leg. They strung it up with a little pressure on it. Wilma lay there with her leg up for an hour. They called that treatment “traction.”


They are always pulling and twisting my leg, Wilma thought. I don’t know what good that’s going to do. She didn’t tell Mother that, though. Instead she lay patiently on a table with her leg in the air. The nurses read stories to Wilma as she lay there. All of them were nice to her, but her favorite was a large, older woman named Mary. She was calm and easygoing, and she acted as if she had all the time in the world to spend with Wilma. She had been a nurse for a long time, and she seemed to know a lot. She answered Wilma’s questions about what was wrong with her.
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“Mother said I have a twisted leg because I had polio,” Wilma told her. “Do very many people get polio?”


“Yes, they do. I understand that there are about twenty-one thousand cases in the United States every year. That’s more people than there are in the whole town of Clarksville.”


“That’s a lot, but I don’t understand what polio is.”


“It’s a disease caused by poliovirus infection. Sometimes people call it ‘infantile paralysis.’”


“But that’s just names. I want to know what is wrong with me.”


“You were exposed to a virus—the poliovirus. All of us are, but our bodies fight it. Because you were weak, you couldn’t fight it. It fastened on to some of your cells and then actually went into the cells.”


I got polio because I didn’t fight, Wilma thought. I couldn’t fight before—I was too little and weak. But I can fight now.


“So, does everybody who gets polio have a crooked leg just like I do?”


“No. There are differences. If the infection is in the upper part of the spinal cord, it causes paralysis in the hands or arms. If the infection is in the neck part of the spinal cord, it affects the ability to breathe. But you were infected in the lower part of the cord. That causes weakness in the legs.”


“Could somebody get sick from being around me?”


“Oh, no. Not anymore. You are over the infection, but it has left you with that weak leg. We are doing physical therapy to help your muscles get strong again. Right now it’s time to take your leg down and massage it. Then you’ll get in the whirlpool.”


“I don’t mind the massage, but I hate the whirlpool,” Wilma told Mary.


She complained to Mother, too. “The water is too hot.”


“Never mind. The key element is not the water; it’s the heat. The heat will heal you.”


So Wilma gritted her teeth and put up with the treatments.


It broke her heart to see how Mother watched her, hoping to see improvement. I don’t think all this stuff is doing any good, she thought, but I can’t tell Mother that. I’m going to pretend I’m better so she’ll feel good.


Wilma fought hard not to limp. She tried to never give in to her weak muscles; she made them work even though it hurt her, and she got good at not limping.
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