








Going for the Gold


American sprinting sensation Marion Jones has set her sights on winning a record five gold medals in track and field at the Olympic Games in Sydney. But whether she achieves that goal or not, she has already become known as one of the best athletes ever. Did you know …

… that Marion was the starting point guard for the national-champion University of North Carolina women’s basketball team in her freshman year?

… that she went undefeated in races during 1998, winning 35 of the 36 track and field events she entered?

… that Marion speaks out about issues that are important to her in the “Mrs. Jones” Nike commercials? “Can you dig it?”

Read all about Marion’s childhood dreams of being an Olympian, her struggle to overcome injuries and hardship, and her race to become the fastest woman in the world.
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Introduction


In the world of track and field, there have always been marquee events and a few special athletes who have captured the imagination of the public. Perhaps the most high-profile events have been two of the shortest—the 100-meter dash and the 200-meter dash. Both are speed races where the margin of victory can be measured in a hair’s length, a hundredth of a second. For years, the man who wins the 100-meter dash in the Olympic Games or breaks a world record in the event has been called “the world’s fastest human.”

There is one thing that can bring a track athlete even more recognition and admiration than being the world’s fastest human: combining speed with the ability to be a medal winner in more than one event. The grandest stage upon which to do this, of course, is the Olympics. The first athlete to achieve worldwide recognition for this feat was the legendary Jesse Owens. An African-American representing the United States in the politically charged atmosphere of Berlin, Germany, in 1936, Owens went about showing Nazi Party Chancellor Adolph Hitler there was no such thing as a superior master race.

Not only did Owens win the 100, he also won the 200, then was part of the winning United States 4 × 100 relay team, and finally showed his versatility by taking first place in the long jump. He won four gold medals in track and field in one Olympics, a feat some thought would never be duplicated. However, in 1984 another American, Carl Lewis, won the same four events at the Los Angeles Olympics. Though Lewis was also proclaimed the greatest track star of his time, his achievements were tarnished slightly by the fact that Soviet-bloc countries boycotted the Games and declined to participate. Nevertheless, Lewis caught the fancy of the public in much the same way Owens had nearly a half century earlier.

For many years, it was the men who usually had the star power when it came to track and field. Perhaps one reason was that American women didn’t have the same success that the men had experienced in the sport. Things began changing somewhat at the 1960 Olympics in Rome when a twenty-year-old African-American named Wilma Rudolph won the 100 and the 200, then anchored the 4 × 100 relay team to victory. Rudolph, a polio victim as a youngster, won three gold medals and also became an instant sports icon. In a way, she opened the door for the women who followed.

It wasn’t until the 1980s, however, that American women really began stepping up in the world of track and field. Suddenly, there was a whole group of new stars in the dashes—runners like Evelyn Ashford, Florence Griffith-Joyner, Gail Devers, and Gwen Torrence. Then there was Jackie Joyner-Kersee, proclaimed the best athlete of them all for her success in the grueling, seven-event heptathlon, as well as the long jump. All were stars with individual stories to tell.

In the long run, however, these great athletes may have to take a back seat to Marion Jones. Not only has Marion emerged, in the late 1990s, as one of the great sprinters of all time, she is also one of the premier athletes in the entire country, having been a collegiate basketball star at the University of North Carolina. While many of her fans and followers of the sport figured she would go from her Tar Heels hoop career right into the Women’s National Basketball Association (WNBA), Marion did an about-face. She stopped her basketball career in its tracks and returned to her first love, the world of track and field.

Though she had been close to becoming a nationally ranked elite runner during her high school days in California, she more or less allowed the sport to take a back seat to her basketball career once she reached college. When she returned, there was initially a question of whether she could regain the speed and the magic. Not only did she regain all of her skills, she began improving on them. Like her male predecessors, Marion showed she was one of the world’s best long jumpers as well as the premier sprinter at 100 and 200 meters—the world’s fastest human on the ladies’ side.

With the 2000 Olympic Games scheduled to be held in Sydney, Australia, Marion Jones is intent upon making history. She has announced that she will try to win an unprecedented five gold medals— in the 100-and 200-meter dashes, the long jump, and as part of the 4 × 100 and 4 × 400-meter relay teams. To those familiar with track and field, that represents a daunting task. For those who know Marion Jones, however, it is an ambition that could well be within reach. She is an athlete whose determination matches her natural abilities, and whose desire to win and excel is perhaps second to none.

In an Olympic year, some feel that Marion has put too much pressure on herself and too much stress on her body. Sprinters are finely tuned athletes who must make sudden and explosive movements, exposing themselves to pulled muscles and other track-related injuries. Marion not only sprints, but long jumps and runs the longer, 400-meter distance. In addition, competing in at least three events in most major meets is taxing, with preliminary heats and jumps, followed by pressure-packed finals. Marion has already had her share of injuries, in both basketball and track, including her well-publicized back spasms at the 1999 World Track and Field Championships.

So the pressure builds. Can Marion Jones make track history? As she continues her quest, more people are learning about this remarkable woman with incredible athletic skills and dogged determination. She could well become the first major athletic story of the new millennium.
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Chapter 1
A Star Is Born


No one can predict athletic stardom from day one. First, the genes have to be there, the natural talent that will blossom as a young boy or girl grows and begins to play sports. Then there has to be opportunity—to be encouraged to play and learn the skills, to find the competition, to acquire a good, understanding coach, and finally to acquire a love of the sporting life. However, that still doesn’t ensure that an athlete will continue to progress and star at each new level as he or she becomes older.

Once again there has to be a support group—family, coaches, friends—who continue to encourage a young athlete in the right way, not forcing or pushing too hard, but letting the pieces fall into place naturally. Yet that still doesn’t guarantee reaching the top. All things being equal, the final push has to come from the athlete. He or she has to develop character, an inner drive to excel, and a will to win that refuses to yield, refuses to be defeated. Only when all these factors are in place will a world-class athlete emerge.

When Marion Jones was born on October 12, 1975, in Los Angeles, the odds of her becoming a future star seemed long, indeed. Her mother, also named Marion, had spent her early years in Belize, which was then known as British Honduras. Her grandmother, Eva Hulse, died at the age of forty-three, with her grandfather, George, promising his wife that he would see their daughter, Marion, and her brother make it through high school.

There was no free education in Belize at the time, so George Hulse moved to Guatemala to try to earn a better living and send money back for the children. It was a tough life, with Marion Hulse being raised by distant relatives who became her guardians. She received her education, though, eventually spending two years at a secretarial school in London. Then she came to the United States in 1968 and spent two years in New York before moving to Los Angeles.

In New York, she had a very brief marriage to a man named Albert Kelly, some twenty years her senior. They had a son, also named Albert, then went their separate ways. After she moved to Los Angeles, Marion Kelly met a man named George Jones. They were soon married, but again there were problems. Jones would leave her, then return, doing this several times. By the time young Marion was born, the marriage was coming apart. Jones finally left for good and the couple divorced.

Fortunately, Marion’s mother had a good job as a legal secretary, and the lawyers she worked for helped her sort things out during and after the divorce. She was determined to raise her children well and give them a good life. One of young Marion’s earliest memories was sitting in the living room of her home in 1981, watching the wedding of Britain’s Prince Charles to Princess Diana. She was not yet six years old when she turned to her mother and said:

“They have a red carpet to walk on, because they’re special people. When will they roll out a red carpet for me?”

There wouldn’t be a red carpet right away, but there was always sports. Young Marion grew quickly and began following her half brother, Albert, onto the streets and playgrounds, where he engaged in a myriad of sports and outdoor activities. Even when she was just six years old, Marion was already doing the things brother Albert was doing.

“She could dribble a basketball, run races, throw and hit a baseball, and compete with my friends and me,” Albert said. “When it came to playing games, it was almost like having a brother.”

By the time she was in kindergarten and first grade, she was the tallest girl in the class, already too fast and strong for the other kids to compete with her. Maybe that was step one to becoming a great athlete, but there was still so much ahead of her. Life changed somewhat in 1983 when her mother married a retired postal worker named Ira Tolar and the family moved to Palmdale, a small desert city fifty miles north of Los Angeles. Marion Tolar continued to work as a legal secretary while Ira stayed at home and took young Marion under his wing. He was as much of a father as she would ever have.

“Whenever he went somewhere, whether it was to the store or to the lodge to hang out with his buddies, I’d be right there,” Marion said, in later years. “It was almost as if I was living in his back pocket.”

During the next few years Marion grew taller and stronger, and began to excel even more as an athlete. Because she was already so good at everything, she often played with and against boys, rather than girls. She was so good in Little League that many parents watching in the stands, and seeing this young girl dominate the game, called out for the opposing pitcher to bean her with the baseball. It got so bad that her mother took her out of Little League and enrolled her in a gymnastics class instead. That was, in effect, the end of her organized baseball career.

Fortunately, it wasn’t the same with other sports. She continued to play with her brother and his friends, though they were four and five years older than she was. “She was strong, almost as tall as most of my friends, and she never, ever quit,” Albert said.

There was something else that Marion soon realized from playing sports all the time. Playing and excelling was one thing, but nothing was quite as satisfying as winning. She loved being on the winning team, or crossing the finish line first in a race, or being honored with a medal or ribbon for her athletic achievements. The desire, or need, to win and finish first made her work even harder. She practiced the basic skills of basketball and gymnastics for hours on end. Sometimes her mother or stepfather would have go out to find her and order her inside. She was not living the life of a typical little girl.

“I had no use for dolls or any girl things,” Marion would say. “I didn’t even have any girlfriends.”

Life for Marion and her family took a cruel turn just a few short years later. In 1987, Ira Tolar suffered a stroke and died. His loss would be felt by the entire family and especially by Marion, since he was the only father figure she had ever known. As her half brother Albert said, “Ira was always there for my sister. He talked to her, answered her questions, helped her with her homework, took her to tee-ball games. Then he was gone.”

For Marion, it was a great loss. Ira Tolar had filled a void in her life and undoubtedly would have continued to do so had he lived. Yet like so many youngsters who don’t live with both parents, Marion had a yearning that would never really go away. As she would say years later, “I loved Ira to death, but he was not my real dad.”

At the time of Ira Tolar’s death, Marion’s half brother Albert was in Belize with an uncle, so Marion and her mother were left alone. Marion’s nickname on the street was “Hard Nails,” for her toughness and spunk. Her mother knew she would have a tough job ahead of her because she already felt her daughter was destined for something special. She knew that if she raised her own daughter the way she had been raised, she would risk losing her.

“She was the type of child who would say, ‘If I don’t get this or that, I’m going to jump off this ledge,’” Marion Tolar said. “If I said, ‘Go ahead, jump,’ she would have. I knew that she would defy me, test me, and there were many rebellions. But I decided that she was special, that I had to find a way to nurture these qualities, not beat them out of her.”
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