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“Ira Berkow gets inside people. It can be stated as a law that the sports writer whose horizons are no wider than the outfield fences is a bad sports writer because he has no sense of proportion and no awareness of the real world around him. Ira Berkow knows that what is important about a game is not the score but the people who play it.” —Red Smith, from the foreword to Beyond the Dream

“Ira Berkow is the rare sportswriter who hears something under the cheering, who sees something on the scoreboard apart from the score. He is a fine writer who finds his stories in the character of the sports figures as well as in the accomplishments.” —E. L. Doctorow

“You don’t have to be a sports fan to be a fan of Ira Berkow’s. His intelligence, humor, and humanity made everything he wrote, on any topic, worth reading. He wrote as well as anyone in the business, and he has done it for years.” —Dave Barry

“Like anyone else who I think is good, Ira Berkow can write just as well about things other than sports as he can about sports.” —Dick Schaap, Kickoff magazine

“At night, wherever I am, I call up (on my computer) my hometown newspapers, Newsday, the Post, and The New York Times. I check on the great sportswriters like Dave Anderson and Ira Berkow.” —Billy Crystal, Yahoo!

“Ira Berkow is one of the most talented and multi-faceted sportswriters of our time, He writes like a dream.” —Ann Landers

“Well before I came to know Ira Berkow personally, I looked forward to his books, newspaper and magazine pieces because I knew they would take me well beyond balls and strikes, three-pointers, ten rounds and touchdown passes. . . . He is a literary writer of the highest quality.” —Tom Brokaw

“Rockin’ Steady has kept me steady for several days and I have been enjoying it, particularly since I had never heard of Clyde (I live a sheltered life).” —E. B. White (for Rockin’ Steady)

“I bought the book when I was 12 years old. I loved all the fashion stuff and how to catch flies with your bare hands.” —President Barack Obama (as told to Ira Berkow, for Rockin’ Steady)

“Ira Berkow is simply one of America’s best writers, sports or otherwise.” —Jim Bouton (for Pitchers Do Get Lonely)

“An extraordinary look into the art of pickup basketball. Who would have guessed that, along with his writing talents, Ira knows how to play the game!” —Senator Bill Bradley (for To the Hoop)

“Ira Berkow is one of the best sportswriters around, so it is no surprise that his basketball odyssey is one of the best sports books of this or any other year. . . . Very few sports columnists have the genius to produce a timely piece that is also timeless. Ira Berkow has that ability in spades.” —George Plimpton (for To the Hoop)

“This book is a paean to writing. . . . Ira Berkow (is) one of America’s greatest sports journalists, as good perhaps as his mentor, the supreme sports columnist Red Smith.” —The Saturday Evening Post (for Full Swing)

“Few journalists on any beat—sports, politics, or war—ply their trade with the skill, insight and empathy of Ira Berkow.” —Wes Lukowsky, Booklist (starred review, The Minority Quarterback)

“Nobody covered the fight game with more artistry and insight, with more compassion and humor, than he did.” —Jeremy Schaap, from the foreword to Counterpunch

“The book is a grand portrait gallery, and in its way a historical treasure (with) terrific picaresque stories and scenes.” —Richard Stern, New York Times Sunday Book Review (for Maxwell Street)
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For Dolly, with Dolly knows what and Dolly knows why.


Introduction

On an airplane heading to Chicago, I was seated with Muhammad Ali, and working on a story about him. Just before takeoff, the flight attendant came by and said to the champ, “Mr. Ali, you have to put your seat belt on.”

“Superman,” Ali said, “don’t need no seat belt.”

“And Superman,” she responded, “don’t need no airplane, either.”

The next sound heard was the click of Ali’s seat belt being buckled.

One way or another, Ali was always either entertaining or the subject of news, from his conflict with the military to the Black Muslims to becoming an American icon, even celebrated by those who disdained him earlier on.

A number of his fights were classic encounters, often with cultural overtones. None more so than the first Ali-Joe Frazier fight on the night of March 8, 1971. Ali had not long before been exiled from his profession while still the world’s heavyweight champion for his refusal to accept induction into the Army, but had won a unanimous decision from the United States Supreme Court, allowing him to return to the ring. In the three and a half years that he was away from the sport, Joe Frazier had been crowned the heavyweight champion. Ali was still a figure of opprobrium by many, while Frazier, a black man, was in a way viewed by some as a “White Hope” against Ali.

It was a remarkable night in Madison Square Garden. The arena was eagerly filled to capacity, with mink coats and diamond rings on pinkies in abundance in the good seats. Celebrities crowded in. Burt Lancaster was doing radio commentary, Frank Sinatra was leaning on the ring apron taking photographs for Life magazine.

The atmosphere was so electric that, earlier in the press room, Bill Cosby, then one of the most popular entertainers in the country, told a clutch of writers, “This is so exciting I wish it could go on forever.”

Now I took my seat in the press area, second row from the ring itself. Then “Smokin’ Joe” Frazier, stocky, powerfully built, but rather short for a heavyweight, climbed through the ropes and into the ring. Simple robe and trunks and boxing shoes. The working man’s fighter. Few frills. In contrast, here came Ali, 6-foot-3, sleeker than Frazier, “pretty,” as he self-proclaimed—in striking crimson robe and white boxing shoes with red tassels. The crowd erupted. The star of the show had come on stage. Under the bright lights, Ali bounced around in his corner and then began a little journey around the ring—and suddenly brushed up against Frazier, his back to Ali, in the far corner. It appeared that Ali threw a light, almost playful, jab at the back of Frazier’s head. Frazier turned nastily, and it appeared the fight might break out right there. But the combatants did wait for the opening bell in order to pummel each other. It was a bruising fight, one for the ages, all stirring 15 rounds of it. (Frazier won by a decision.)

The event was one of many significant ones I was fortunate—indeed privileged—to cover in my 50-plus years as a sportswriter and columnist, first for the Minneapolis Tribune starting in 1965, then for the national feature syndicate, Newspaper Enterprise Association (750 newspaper clients), beginning in 1967, and then for The New York Times, beginning in 1981, until my retirement from the paper in 2007. I continue to freelance to the present.

I have covered most of the major sports events, from Super Bowls and World Series to the Olympics and March Madness and horse racing’s Triple Crown, and most of the major individuals in those sports, as well as on occasion the offbeat, such as Abel Kiviat, at ninety-eight in 1991, the oldest living Olympic medal winner (a silver in a photo finish in the 1,500-meters in 1912) who, with failing eyesight, said he was seeking a companion. “She doesn’t have to have teeth,” he told me, “but just have to have a driver’s license.”

In the best of all possible worlds, the chapters in this volume comprise a part of the record of our times over this past half century, in terms of society, in terms of race and gender, in terms of politics, in terms of legal issues, and, last but perhaps not least, in terms of the fabric of our sports passions and human condition, ranging from pathos to humor, from introspection to perception.

These chapters depict some of the front-page sports events and the headline-making athletes of our time, in America and worldwide, from Ali to Jackie Robinson to O. J. Simpson to Pete Rose to Michael Jordan to Larry Bird to Jack Nicklaus to Nadia Comaneci to Tonya Harding and Billie Jean King to the tragic Munich Olympics to Arthur Ashe, LeBron James, Tiger Woods, and Roger Federer. And some who were headline makers in an earlier age—Jesse Owens, Red Grange, Joe Louis, Mark Spitz, Gordie Howe, Wilma Rudolph, Roger Bannister, Bill Shoemaker, Hank Greenberg, and Ted Williams.

I also include some lesser known athletes, such as the marathoner Kathy Spitzer and the drama that was played out with a knife at her throat while training, and a variety of sports beyond the most obvious, from discus throwing to gymnastics to pigeon racing in the midst of the NFL season. Each of the athletes—and the sports in which they participated—is portrayed from my on-the-scene reporting and then added and updated research and commentary. Some of it is personal, as in a memoir. It is hoped that these pieces not only embrace the reader’s imagination, but also present each piece as a kind of historical document in the form of, essentially, nonfiction sports essays or short stories. The issues treated here are, in the author’s view, both timely and timeless.

The events and the participants have shaped in a variety of significant ways how we as a nation have come to understand and perceive our culture and even our politics. They are a historical record of one significant sphere of our life and times—sports.

They are written by someone “who was there,” having a ringside, or box, seat, as it were, both observing and, following, arriving at opinions, from when I began as a sportswriter with the Minneapolis Tribune in 1965 to Newspaper Enterprise Association from 1967 to 1976, followed by four-and-a-half years of freelancing and book writing, then from 1981 to 2007 writing on the staff of The New York Times, and followed, once again, by freelancing and book writing. The hope is that the reader, in a true sense, has for all these 50-plus years taken a seat beside me in the press box, or stood with me on the sidelines, or together shared a meal, as depicted in some of the pieces contained in the book, with Jackie Robinson or Joe Namath or Katarina Witt or Martina Navratilova, or was a teammate of Oscar Robertson’s and when we played a pickup full-court basketball game in a Cincinnati YMCA together. And then you had to meet a deadline.

The title of the book, How Life Imitates Sports, is derived from that very fact, as I see it, have seen it and have experienced it. That is, we often can look into the mirror of sports and see ourselves in our daily non-athletic lives. We certainly seek pleasure in recreation, sports or otherwise, and I had hoped to portray that part of it in my work as a sports journalist. But I sought to include another, enduring aspect. How, for example, to attain and handle success, how to handle failure, how not to handle each, in 60 minutes of a football game, in nine innings of a baseball game, in a season, in a career and, to be sure, in the hurdles—variously, but surely as night follows day—met.

I believe that something the great sportswriter Red Smith once said continues to apply, and in the best of all possible worlds I tried to apply it: “Sports is not really a play world,” Smith said. “I think it’s the real world. The people we’re writing about in professional sports, they’re suffering and living and dying and loving and trying to make their way through life just as the bricklayers and politicians are.

“This may sound defensive—I don’t think it is—but I’m aware that games are a part of every culture we know anything about. And often taken seriously. It’s no accident that of all the monuments left of the Greco-Roman culture, the biggest is the ball park, the Colosseum, the Yankee Stadium of ancient times. The man who reports on these games contributes his small bit to the record of his time.”

Of course, the title of this book could be the other way around, How Sports Imitates Life, but then it would undoubtedly be the same thing.


Part I: One of a Kind—Every One of Them

There are moments in all lives, some brief, some longer, or even much longer, that transform the way we live and think. Sports, being an indisputable part of life, inevitably takes its place among such moments. Following are some of those times, and the people who inspired them:

They Changed the Game

Jackie Robinson: He Led the Way

On a crisp, sunny fall afternoon, October 15, 1972, in sold-out Riverfront Stadium in Cincinnati, Jackie Robinson, at fifty-three, looking greatly older than his years—it was as if the man had lived several lifetimes in one, and in fact one could argue at that point that he had—was scheduled to throw out the ceremonial first ball to begin the second game of the World Series between the Oakland A’s and the Cincinnati Reds.

The honor was to commemorate the 25th anniversary of Robinson’s entrance into major-league baseball (at age twenty-eight, a relatively late age for a rookie), when, against almost inhuman obstacles—race baiting, pitches thrown at his head, intentionally spiked on the basepaths, 15 out of the 16 team owners voting to ban him (Branch Rickey, the Dodgers owner, was the one vote for him)—he alone broke the reprehensible color barrier that had prevented blacks from playing with whites on professional ball fields from coast to coast in America, the land of the free.

The dashing, pigeon-toed Jackie Robinson, the electrifying home-base stealing Jackie Robinson (he indeed stole home 19 times in his 10-year major-league career as a Brooklyn Dodger), the power-hitting, slick-fielding Jackie Robinson was no longer in sight—both from a viewer’s standpoint, as well as his own. White-haired now—it seemed prematurely white—heavier in blue blazer and light-colored pants than one remembered him in his playing days, he had gone blind in one eye and was losing sight in his other eye, both due to diabetes. A few years earlier he had survived a heart attack.

Several months before that I had spoken with Satchel Paige, ancient at an indeterminate age, and he said, “Have you seen Jackie lately? His hair’s white and you’d think he was my grandfather.”

I remember Robinson that day in Cincinnati standing near the batting cage before that World Series game, and talking to reporters, of which I was one. I remember someone handing him a baseball to autograph and, in that unexpectedly high voice for so great a distinguished athlete, he said, “I’m sorry. I can’t see it.”

I remember a description of a ball he did see, against great odds. It was the bottom of the 12th inning of a game against the Phillies in Philadelphia on the last day of the season in 1951—the Dodgers had to win to preserve a tie with the New York Giants to gain the playoffs. In a tie game, with men on base, Phillies first baseman Eddie Waitkus smashed a line drive to the right of second base. The game would be over if the ball lands safely in center field. “The ball is a blur passing second base,” wrote columnist Red Smith of the New York Herald-Tribune, “difficult to follow in the half light, impossible to catch, Jackie Robinson catches it. He flings himself headlong at right angles to the flight of the ball, for an instant his body is suspended in midair, then somehow the outstretched glove intercepts the ball inches off the ground. Stretched at full length in the insubstantial twilight, the unconquerable doing the impossible.” Two innings later, Robinson hit a towering home run to left field that put the Dodgers ahead to stay.

Soon, in Cincinnati, Robinson and his family were out onto the field with Bowie Kuhn. Near home plate, the baseball commissioner presented Robinson, now a Hall of Famer, with a plaque for his stunning achievement of breaking the color barrier a quarter of a century earlier. Robinson, holding the plaque and, true to his courageous and combative nature and continuing civil rights activism, said into the microphone, “I’m extremely proud and pleased.” He paused. “But I’m going to be tremendously more pleased and more proud when I look at that third-base coaching line one day and see a black managing in baseball.”

At the time, no black had ever managed a big-league club. (Two years later, in 1974, Frank Robinson, no relation, became the first black manager, hired by the Cleveland Indians.) Then Jackie Robinson, unsteadily it seemed to me, walked off the Riverfront Stadium field. (It was later learned that the diabetes had affected his legs to the extent that he was facing a double amputation.) A few minutes later, from his front-row seat before the start of the World Series game, the aging second baseman tossed out the ceremonial first pitch to Reds catcher Johnny Bench, releasing the ball with as much natural grace as in his playing days when he’d thrown out a runner at first base.

Nine days later Jackie Roosevelt Robinson was dead. He had suffered a heart attack in his home in Stamford, Connecticut.

Five days later, on October 29, I along with some 2,500 people—from old Dodgers teammates like Roy Campanella in a wheelchair to Henry Aaron to Joe Louis to Bill Russell to civil rights leader A. Philip Randolph to future Vice President Nelson Rockefeller—attended the funeral for Robinson at the Riverside Church on the Upper West Side of Manhattan. I sat in the balcony, not far from the Oakland A’s pitcher Vida Blue—the only active major-league player that attended Robinson’s funeral, as far as I could see. It was striking to me that in this offseason, in late October, more current black players didn’t show up (and some, like St. Louis Cardinals outfielder Vince Coleman, some twenty years later, when asked about Robinson, said, “I don’t know nothin’ about no Jackie Robinson.”)

We heard the Reverend Jesse Jackson deliver a moving eulogy that rang through the great vaulted cathedral. Jackson compared Robinson to Louis Pasteur and Gandhi and Martin Luther King and Jesus, as a man who gave others hope by example. “No grave can hold his body down,” Jackson concluded. “It belongs to the ages. His spirit is perpetual. And we are all better because a man with a mission passed our way.”

Four years earlier, in 1968, I met Jackie Robinson for the first time. I was then a sports columnist for the national newspaper syndicate Newspaper Enterprise Association. I had arranged a lunch date with him, and that afternoon I came by his midtown Manhattan office. He was then a vice president of Chock Full o’ Nuts, a popular chain of coffee shops. He was on the phone, legs up on his desk, talking to some friend about a celebrity golf event to which, that year, he had not been invited. Robinson had gone to several previous tournaments in the series.

Robinson asked the friend to find out why there was no invitation. Did it have anything to do with some of his recent controversial remarks about “racism in America?”

“We’ll give it a good fight,” Robinson said, with a smile. He had the shaft of his glasses in his teeth. Jackie Robinson, it seemed to me, enjoyed the fight—or at minimum wished to confront an apparent racial slight. Even then, at age forty-nine, with that wide variety of illnesses and, at home, dealing with the drug addiction of his son, Jackie Jr., he remained a staunch advocate.

I told Robinson that day that I had recently been in Chicago and had talked casually with a black shoeshine boy in his early teens. I asked who his favorite baseball player was.

“Ernie Banks,” the bootblack said. “Willie Mays, too. Yeah, I wanna be a ballplayer, like him.”

I asked the fellow if he wanted to be a ballplayer like Jackie Robinson, too?

“Who?” he asked, seriously. “Never heard of him.”

This was neither sad nor surprising to Robinson. He dealt in realities.

“It’s true that many black kids have never heard of me,” he said. “But they haven’t heard of the Montgomery bus boycott in 1956, either. And that was the beginning of Dr. King’s nonviolent movement. They don’t get any kind of black history in their books. They want it. They read only about white society. They’re made to feel like nonpersons. This is frustrating. It’s up to the power structure of this country to understand these kids. Then the burnings, the muggings, the dope, the despair, much of what plagues this country will be lessened.

“Black athletes playing today carry prestige. They can be very significant in explaining the problems and encouraging the kids. But I’ve been out of baseball for twelve years. The kids look at me like I’m an old-timer.”

What is often overlooked is that “the old-timer” was perhaps the greatest all-around athlete in organized sports in American history, “the Jim Thorpe of his race,” according to the sportswriter Vincent X. Flaherty. In Baseball’s Great Experiment: Jackie Robinson and His Legacy by Jules Tygiel, Tygiel wrote:


In 1940 and 1941, after transferring to UCLA from a junior college, [Robinson] emerged as the school’s first four-letter man, starring in football, basketball, track and baseball. Twice he led the Pacific Coast Conference in scoring, leading one coach to call him “the best basketball player in the United States.” (He also was a standout later in the West Coast professional basketball league.) In his junior year, he averaged eleven yards a carry in football. “He is probably the greatest ball carrier on the gridiron today,” wrote Maxwell Stiles in Sports Weekly. Robinson, who held the national junior college broad jump record, was the NCAA champion in that event in 1940. (Because of the war raging in Europe, the Olympic Games were cancelled and so Robinson was denied the chance for an Olympic medal, unlike his older brother, Mack Robinson, who won a silver medal in the 1936 Berlin Olympics, breaking the 200 meter world record but still finishing second to Jesse Owens.) During his college years, baseball was one of Jackie’s lesser sports . . .

Robinson had not confined his competitive fires to the major college sports. All athletic events came within his realm. He tried his hand at golf and won the Pacific Coast intercollegiate golf championship; he won swimming championships at UCLA; in tennis he reached the semifinals of the national Negro tournament. It is probable that no other athlete, including Jim Thorpe, has ever competed as effectively in as broad a range of sports.



Pee Wee Reese once told me that in ping-pong competition among the Brooklyn Dodgers players in spring training, among these outstanding professional athletes, Robinson was the undisputed champion.

It is little remembered that, as he battled racial prejudice in breaking the color barrier in Organized Baseball, he did so while at the same time having to master three different positions on the field. Playing for Kansas City in the Negro Leagues, Robinson was a shortstop. When in 1946 he joined the Triple A Montreal Royals in the International League—the first black to play in that league—he had to play second base because the team had an established shortstop, Al Campanis. He then led Montreal to IL championship, and led the league in batting at .349 as well as stolen bases with 40.

The next season he moved up to the Dodgers and was also required to play first base, since the Dodgers had the double-play combination of Pee Wee Reese at short and Eddie Stanky at second.

There had been resistance from some of the white players, especially those from the South, about having to play with a black man. But they relented. “Players are concerned with money and with winning,” Robinson told me. “Do you know who the first player on the Dodgers was to give me tips? Dixie Walker—from Birmingham, Alabama! And he had been the staunchest opponent to my joining the Dodgers. I’ll never forget that first time. It was early in the season of my rookie year. We were in Boston. I was on the rubbing table and Walker came over and started telling me the best way to hit behind the runner with no outs and a man on second base.”

Robinson was named Rookie of the Year with a .297 batting average and led the league with 29 stolen bases, and the Dodgers won the National League pennant. When Stanky was traded to the Boston Braves in 1948, Robinson became the team’s second baseman. (In later years, Robinson also played third base, shortstop, and left field for the Dodgers.)

In 1949, he again led the Dodgers to the league pennant and was named the National League’s Most Valuable Player, with a league-leading .342 batting average and a major-league-leading 37 stolen bases.

While that black teenage shoeshiner in Chicago in 1968 had never heard of Jackie Robinson, others, to be sure, had. One of them was the future major-league third baseman Ed Charles.

“I owe so much to Jackie Robinson,” Charles once told me. “All black players do. We tend to forget. I never will. When Jackie Robinson came through my hometown with the Dodgers in 1947, it was the biggest day of my life. It was the biggest day of all our lives.”

Charles was a thirteen-year-old boy living in Daytona Beach, where discrimination in the state was rife, and lynching of blacks still occurred (the last one recorded in Florida was in nearby Orange County, in 1951).

“Seeing Jackie,” Charles continued, “I realized that it was possible that I could play in the major leagues. They pushed the old people to the ballpark in wheelchairs and some came on crutches and a few blind people were led to the park.

“When it was over, we chased the Dodger train as far as we could with Robinson waving to us from the back. We ran until we couldn’t hear the sound any more. We were exhausted but we were never so happy.”

* * *

In my mind’s eye, going back to when I was fifteen years old, in 1955, I can still vividly see Jackie Robinson in that dramatic, base-daring style of his—arms flapping, feet dancing—challenging the Yankees’ rookie left fielder, the first black Yankee, Elston Howard. I had skipped school that afternoon—I was a sophomore at Sullivan High School on the North Side of Chicago—to watch on television the Brooklyn Dodgers and New York Yankees in a World Series game.

Robinson, in my recollection, had taken a wide turn after rounding second base—I didn’t remember how he had arrived there, but I assumed over the years that he had gotten to first base on a hit or walk or error and then advanced from first on a teammate’s base hit to left.

I had never written the story, nor spoken about it on television or in radio interviews, until my appearance on a show on the Major League Baseball network, in 2018. In conversation at one point the television host, Brian Kenny, asked me about Jackie Robinson. I mentioned that ’55 Series moment and set the scene for him, to the best of my memory, though I didn’t remember exactly in which game it occurred.

“Jackie had rounded second and gone about halfway down the basepath between second and third, as I remember it,” I said. “And then he turned toward Howard and seemed to be saying, ‘Okay, you’re here because I opened a door for you, now you’re on your own. It’s the big leagues. Which base are you going to throw to?’ Time stood still. And then in my mind’s eye I see Robinson making a shoulder move to second base. Howard throws to second to erase a surely sliding Robinson—but no, Robinson trots into third standing up. He had faked poor Howard out. Or so I remembered.” In hindsight, Robinson was certainly aware that Howard was primarily a catcher, but Yogi Berra was still behind the plate for the Yankees and Yankees manager Casey Stengel wanted both their bats in the lineup, so he put Howard in the fairly, for him, unfamiliar outfield position.

Robinson, then at age thirty-six, and in the penultimate season of his remarkable career that not only saw him break the color barrier in the major leagues but also play so spectacularly that he was elected to the National Baseball Hall of Fame, was yet a force on the basepaths. Indeed, in that Series he even stole home, off Whitey Ford, despite the hopping-mad protest to the umpire by Berra that he was tagged out.

Robinson retired from baseball after the 1956 season. Some twelve years later, now a sports columnist for Newspaper Enterprise Association, a national feature syndicate, I had lunch with Robinson. I was eager to recall that moment that I had, well, recalled.

After explaining it all to him, complete with my theory, he gave it some thought. “I don’t remember it that way,” he said, rather graciously. “I most likely would not have been thinking about any historical aspect at that moment. All I’d be thinking about was getting the extra base.”

Well, sure, ever the competitor. However, I still liked my version of it. Yet following my appearance on MLB Now, I even wondered if I had only imagined that Robinson had tricked the outfield novice Howard. Stengel used to say about a point he was making, “You could look it up.” And so, after sixty-two years, I sought to “look it up.”

The 1955 World Series went the full seven games. The first game was on Wednesday, September 28, in Yankee Stadium. And the two teams, in this subway series, played on seven consecutive days. So I wouldn’t have to check the two weekend games, when I was legitimately home from school.

I Googled the Game One box score and play-by-play, which had an insertion after each at-bat with “play description”: Robinson got one hit in four at-bats, but scored two runs (one was the steal of home). The hit was a triple. Could this be what I was remembering? Somehow I didn’t think so—the play I was exploring didn’t seem like a triple. Turns out Robinson also got to second base on an error, but stopped there because the runner ahead of him, Carl Furillo, stopped at third. So that wasn’t it.

Game Two, at Yankee Stadium: Robinson 0-for-2, but with one walk. Following the walk, he went to second on a single by Don Zimmer. So that wasn’t it.

Game Three, at Ebbets Field: Robinson goes 2-for-5. In the second inning, Robinson singles. Goes to second when Sandy Amoros is hit by a pitch. So that wasn’t it. Meanwhile, Howard had started this game in right field, but switched to left in the second inning.

And then . . . ! After Gil Hodges flied out to lead off the bottom of the seventh inning, with the Dodgers ahead 6–3, and behind in the Series, two games to none, the play description, with Tom Sturdivant pitching, reads for “Robinson”: “Double to LF; Robinson to 3B/Adv. on throw to 2B.” Below, in an “Explanation” of the play-by-plays, it reads: “Advancement of baserunners is given in cases where advancement is not easily deduced or obvious from the play.”

And so it happened, perhaps not in the way I had conjured the silent challenge of Robinson, but he indeed had faked out the young left fielder Howard. The Dodgers went on to win their first ever World Series, and Howard went on to play 13 outstanding seasons with the Yankees, becoming the regular catcher in 1960, and making nine American League All-Star teams overall.

While some things are lost in the mists of time and memory, some things unaccountably and indelibly remain. Fast forward to the present: I recently phoned someone about a matter and the fellow said he’d have to call me back. He asked for my number. It took me a few moments to remember it.

In 1962, Jackie Robinson became the first African American elected to the National Baseball Hall of Fame in Cooperstown, New York, with a lifetime batting average of .311. In 1997, on the 70th anniversary of Robinson’s breaking the color barrier, the number 42 that he wore with the Dodgers was retired across Major League Baseball and remains the only jersey number retired across the league.

“I have often stated that baseball’s proudest moment and its most powerful social statement came on April 15, 1947 when Jackie Robinson first set foot on a Major League Baseball field,” said former MLB commissioner Bud Selig upon establishing the “42” jersey tradition. “On that day, Jackie brought down the color barrier and ushered in the era in which baseball became the true national pastime.”

Billie Jean King, Bobby Riggs, and Chris Evert: The Unexpected

It was difficult for many of us, I believe—by “us” I include myself first and foremost—to fathom the significance early on of the tennis match between Billie Jean King and Bobby Riggs, in relation to who we were as a nation on gender equality and gender status. So what if a woman could beat a guy at a game? And so what if the guy could beat her? How wrong I was. And this coming from a writer—me—who a few years earlier had joked in print about “female jocks” playing softball seriously. I would now look into who these two people, King and Riggs, were, what their intentions and motivations were, and what, eventually, was the meaning of their truly historic meeting, dubbed “The Battle of the Sexes,” in all its flamboyant pageantry.

Billie Jean King: A Model for Our Times

October 11, 1974

Buoyantly, Billie Jean Moffitt King said, “These are great times for women, and getting greater. We’re gaining more acceptance and appreciation and opportunity. Five years from now it will be changed even more drastically, and girls being born now—wow! It’s thrilling for me to know that I was at the beginning of it.”

And then this historic personage, this heroine of the women’s movement, this Joan of Arc in Adidas, wagged her head and stuck out Her tongue, not in petulance, to be sure, but in, like wow!

Billie Jean King has seemingly few airs. She reminds one of something Muhammad Ali recently said, “No, I don’t pass through life. Life passes through me.” Passivity is not her niche. Nor is demureness. She has, however, been blessed with gusto.

With her tennis racket the symbolic axe, she busted barriers the way Carrie Nation pummeled Demon Rum.

Billie Jean King, recent US Open women’s champ—and number one in the world for five years up to now, starting in 1966, as well as winner of each of the four Grand Slams, a few on numerous occasions—fought to get women equal tournament money with men players. Her battle against the hypocrisy of amateur tennis resulted in part in the successful tennis tour. Her earnings of $100,000 (the first woman athlete to reach this peak) established women in this capitalistic society as serious athletes, as never before. She was one of the leaders of the revolutionary conception, World Team Tennis. She helped finance a new magazine, WomenSports.

The twenty-nine-year-old, 5-foot-4 ½, 130-pound Billie Jean King proved an inspiration to many women in all this, but nothing was more exulting or more important in her crusade-of-sorts than that zany, carny night when she beat the baggy pants off Bobby Riggs, in three sets.

The impact was enormous. The next day, for example, some women reportedly stalked into their boss’ office demanding raises in pay, after Billie Jean King had in fact raised their own self-esteem.

Her Riggs match, $100,000 winner-take-all, was played on the night of September 20, 1972, in the Houston Astrodome, before 30,472 in the stands and an estimated 90 million more watching on national television.

Her short dark hair matted with sweat, her eyeglasses agleam, her sleeveless white-and-blue tennis dress and blue tennis shoes sometimes a blur, King’s one-sided victory was so sensational that, one year later, it remained a topic of conversation. And few remember that only four months earlier, on Mother’s Day yet, the spindly, thickly sideburned showman, the fifty-five-year-old, years-ago US Open and Wimbledon champ Riggs, viewing the court through thick glasses, solidly whipped a nervous Margaret Court—one of the two great tennis players of her time, along with King—and won, temporarily at least, his pseudo-argument for Male Chauvinism (and Riggs’s Pigs, as he called his followers).

“When I saw that Court match, I went bananas,” said Billie Jean, sitting recently in the lounge of a New York tennis club. “Right then and there I said, ‘That’s it. I’ve got to play him.’”

Women now approach her on the street and tell her what she has meant to their self-image.

It is a strange posture for her—one which she likes and dislikes. She says she has few friends on the tour itself. Fellow players, she believes, are often envious of her success and publicity and riches. (She recalls one of them saying to her, “Billie Jean, you’re overpaid.”)

She admits to selfishness. Where Billie Jean was a teenage prodigy, in fact, Maureen Connolly, a great tennis player as well, “blasted me for thinking too much of myself.”

King, however, says that tennis is an individualistic game, and to become Number One—and then to defend that position—takes a staunch and healthy ego.

“I’m a realist,” she said, adjusting her aviatrix glasses while the thin silver and gold bracelets on her strong left arm jangle. “Or I try to be a realist. I know what it takes to get to the top, to try to fulfill my dreams. Some women take me for a role model. I think that’s good, if taken in the right way. I mean, if they try to be a tennis champion without a lot of ability, that’s not good.

“But if they try to do the best they can at what they are interested in, and enjoy themselves while doing it, that’s terrific.”

Role models, she believes, are important. She said that she had no women models growing up in Long Beach, California. “I wanted to be an athlete,” she said. “People put it down. And the only hero I had was Mickey Mantle, whose averages I used to figure out. But really, the media never gave women much coverage. And when they did write about women athletes, it was condescending. They’d write about how cute they looked.”

Strange how times change. Now, some write that Billie Jean is “beautiful.” But in the 1970s, that word does not necessarily have to do with looks. It’s how, with quickness and skill and spirit and, yes, that fierce backhand, she appears wielding a racquet on the tennis court.

* * *

Some eight years later I met with Bobby Riggs, who remembered the match in detail.

Bobby Riggs Sees Double

July 27, 1982 / South Orange, New Jersey

No knight errant, Bobby Riggs, at age sixty-four, still seems the enfant terrible. The conqueror of Margaret Court and the victim of Billie Jean King—in the two mixed-sexes matches of nearly a decade ago that gave him, as he says, “instant celebrity”—Riggs remains on the prowl for a new hustle. And he has one. He calls it a “godfather deal,” so compelling it can’t be refused.

Riggs, his thick glasses sparkling in the sunlight so one couldn’t quite see his eyes, was talking about it at the Orange Lawn Tennis Club in South Orange, New Jersey, where he competed recently in the Almaden Grand Masters tournament. He was a symphony in yellow, wearing yellow shorts, yellow-orange bleached hair coiffed like Dennis the Menace, and a yellow jacket with “Sugar Daddy” on the back.

It was the same jacket he wore on September 20, 1973, when he rode into the Houston Astrodome in a chariot to meet Billie Jean King in a modern-day Roman spectacle that brought 30,000-plus people into the arena and 90 million more to their television sets around the world. They watched the professed world’s greatest male chauvinist—he called himself “Jane L. Sullivan” after beating Margaret Court five months before—play the leading feminist athlete.

He presented Billie Jean with a giant “Sugar Daddy” lollipop, and she responded by giving him a piglet, and a whipping in three straight sets.

“I’m thinking doubles now,” said Riggs. “A challenge match with Pancho Segura and me—we’re a combined age of 125—against the winners of the women’s US Open doubles in September. It would probably be Martina Navratilova and Pam Shriver, they won Wimbledon.

“I think the TV networks will go for it big, and I’m sure sponsors will. It’s up to the girls. They’d make $50,000 to $100,000 apiece. Right now, they get $7,500 for winning in doubles. Pretty tempting, isn’t it?”

Flim-flam man extraordinaire, Riggs has a knack for making deals appealing. He has played opponents while carrying a bucket of water, wearing divers’ flippers, putting park benches on his side of the court, and teaming up with such peculiar partners as an elephant, a donkey and a lion. He had to hold them all on a leash while playing. He said the donkey was the most difficult; it balked at following him. The lion—a one-year-old cub—was the best: Riggs threatened that if his opponent came to the net, he’d unleash the beast.

Generally, he won. Despite his age, he remains a very fine tennis player. He twice won the US Open in 1939 and 1941, and also won Wimbledon in ’39. He turned pro and was outstanding. When Big Bill Tilden, the great player of the 1920s, was asked who he thought was the best modern player, he said simply, “Riggs.” Today, Riggs, who doesn’t quite cover the court the way he once did, is the defending titleholder in the over-sixty clay-court division.

“But wherever I go, the thing people are always bringing up is my match against Billie Jean King” he said. He was beaten decisively, 6–4, 6–3, 6–3. “It was meant to be fun, but it also had its dramatic side. Women were angry that I had beaten Margaret. I got a lot of hate letters. I couldn’t hardly get a date. The women’s liberation movement was growing and it was embarassing, a fifty-five-year-old man beating one of their star players.

“Women were struggling for equal pay, in offices and in the tennis tournaments. And Billie Jean was the leader in tennis. So she accepted my challenge and came to the rescue for the sake of the crusade.

“I have to admit, I underestimated Billie Jean and overestimated myself. I was embarrassed and shocked.

“But I think that it helped give women’s tennis credibility—Billie Jean beats a former men’s world champion, and our match contributed to women’s prize money going up. It generated greater interest in tennis. More people started playing it.

“Now girls saw me and thought I was great, a good sport, and they ran their hands through my hair and invited me home for chicken dinner.

“But some guys were mad. They felt I had disgraced them, that I had disgraced the cause of men, and especially older guys—the over-the-hill gang. Some even accused me of throwing the match. Throwing it! I had expected to make it an annual affair, by beating the women’s champion for the next five years or so, until I got so old one of them could beat me. Losing cost me money. Sure, I made $1.5 million on the match—after endorsements, personal appearances and TV rights—but I might’ve made more.”

Riggs believes he has another chance at a financial boon with the mixed-sexes doubles offer. Will it be accepted?

“It all depends if the girls think it’ll help the cause or not,” he said.

For Riggs, meanwhile, the beat of the hustle goes on. It recalls the song of mehitabel the cat in Don Marquis’s lower-case poem, “archy and mehitabel.” “toujours gai, toujours gai” she crooned, “there’s a dance in the old dame yet.”

* * *

Two years before the Riggs match, King competed in the US Open and met young Chris Evert in the semis. It was the first time I had seen Evert play. And three years later I recalled that event—when the tennis world learned “officially” that a star was surely on the horizon, or, as Evert would say, “It was my ‘coming-out party’ on the national stage.”

Chris Evert’s Rite of Passage

October 11, 1974

It was inconceivable on that pleasant late summer afternoon that this sixteen-year-old girl, her blond hair caught in a white ribbon, wearing a demure white dress on her slim frame, and walking with head modestly bowed as the 15,000 fans in the West Side tennis club applauded her entrance to center court—it was inconceivable then that Chrissie Evert could ever be booed.

Three years later she was booed.

Chrissie Evert is no longer the sweetheart of America. She is a competitor, a corporation, a pro.

Three years ago, she came out of relative obscurity, unseeded, to reach the semifinals of the US Open at Forest Hills. And when she emerged onto the center court to play the Queen Bee, Billie Jean King, at twenty-seven, and a former Open champ, the kid was easily the sentimental favorite.

Evert was still an amateur, a high-school junior. She had a peculiar two-handed backhand. She did not rush the net, but patiently stayed back at the baseline and allowed her opponent to make the mistake. “Just darling,” was a phrase not infrequently heard about her.

Something else was demonstrated by Chrissie under those evenly overcast skies that September afternoon three years ago. Chrissie Evert had a killer instinct. She lost to Billie Jean, 6–3, 6–2, but everyone knew she’d be back.

King saw that Evert represented the future of women’s tennis. “You are riding the crest of a wave,” King told her afterward. Evert wasn’t sure what she mean at that time, but learned. She also learned a lesson from King. “All she did was chop, slice and drop shot to throw me off my game. She knew I needed to get into a rhythm. So she just chopped me up; she didn’t even play her game. She was a master.”

Much has changed for Evert now that she is nineteen, now a pro for two years. She is engaged to the redoubtable Jimmy Connors, the Wimbledon and US champion. He is a fervent competitor, too, but much more demonstrative. He shouts, spins and flies into rages; sometimes he will even pull his Page Boy hairdo in anguish.

Chrissie, on the other hand, is brilliant in a mechanical way. She has in fact been labeled, “The Ice Maiden.”

Once, she declined $60,000 in prize money to maintain her amateur status. Now, she had earned $150,000 in winning 55-straight matches this year, including winning Wimbledon and the French Open, up to this Forest Hills semifinals.

As a corporate entity, she receives a reported $100,000 a year from a manufacturer of tennis clothes. The manufacturer owns race horses, one named Chris Evert. It’s a championship horse, too.

Perhaps all this success has soured some fans, for when, in a rare moment, she grimaced at a questionable call in the quarterfinals at Forest Hills, she was booed.

“I’ve noticed,” she said, “that in the last few weeks the crowd roots for the underdog.”

Or they boo those with whom they have become disenchanted, those who have unwittingly sullied the stuff of which the fans’ dream has been fabricated.

She isn’t above accepting prize money and forsaking college to travel around the world as a tennis pro. She is turning into a woman, full of all the foibles—and glories—that make up a human being.

She is an athlete of the first order, to be sure. She demonstrated this above all question in her first US Open semifinal match this year against another former Open champion Evonne Goolagong, again at center court in Forest Hills. Chris had lost the first 6–0, and was losing in the second (of best of three) 4–3, Goolagong serving when rain postponed the match.

It rained the next day. Now, on a sunny Sunday noon, the pair met again. With her careful, cool presence, Evert came back tenaciously to win the second set, 7–6.

In the third set, the fans began slowly to cheer her pluck. Evert the corporation, the betrayer of lame dreams, was deserving once again of their admiration—if not their undying love, as in days of romantic yore.

In the shade of the marquee, Pancho Segura, the white-haired old tennis great, said, “Chris is such a tough competitor you can tell because she is so patient.”

Goolagong was tough today, too. Four times she had Chris at match point, four times Evert wriggled out. “Evonne didn’t lose those points,” said Segura.” Chris won them.”

Evert did not win the fifth match point, however. Chris came off the court, her blond ponytail in a white ribbon, her white dress spotless, her tan legs smooth with the glint of sweat—and she was warmly applauded, just as she had been after losing to Billie Jean King in the semifinals three years ago.

But that was when Evert was a mere girl of sixteen, a hundred years ago.

* * *

Despite the Open loss to Goolagong (King beat Goolagong in the finals), Evert would receive a Number One ranking in 1974 and stay at the top for the next six of seven years. She would win 21 Grand Slams in her career, 18 singles, including four straight US Opens, and three doubles. She retired in 1989, at forty-one. Though married three times, Jimmy Connors was not one of her husbands. King won 39 Grand Slams—12 singles, 16 doubles, and 11 mixed doubles. She retired from singles competition in 1984, and doubles in 1990, at forty-six. Head-to-head King beat Evert the first three times they met in major competition, 1971 to 1975, but lost from there on, 10 times, ending in 1983. King divorced her husband, Larry King. She announced that she had a relationship with a woman. Her partner is Ilana Kloss. Riggs continued to enjoy the game and the hustle virtually until his death in 1995 at age seventy-seven.

Nadia Comaneci: Gold-Medal Gymnast, Worldwide Heartthrob, Courageous Defector

It was March 5, 1999, and I had been invited as a sports reporter to the White House for the premiere showing of an HBO documentary, Dare to Compete: The Struggle of Women in Sports, about female athletes who reached extraordinary heights in their individual sports. A number of the women who were featured in the film had been invited to attend the showing in the East Room with a buffet dinner in the State Dining Room to follow. I was standing near the entrance and was able to identify some of the women, from tennis champion Billie Jean King to basketball star Lisa Leslie to skater Dorothy Hamill.

Then in walked a very attractive brunette in a short gray dress and red pumps who I assumed was a movie actress invited simply as a guest. I was wrong. It was Nadia Comaneci, looking nothing like I had first seen her, in 1976, twenty-three years before, a 4-foot-11, slight as a rag-doll, fourteen-year-old Rumanian with soulful eyes (she still had those arresting eyes but she had grown to 5-foot-4) who stunned the world at the Montreal Olympics by registering unheard of 10s, or perfect scores—seven of them—swirling through the air on the uneven bars, the balance beam, and flipping and floating through the floor exercise, to win three gold medals.

She accomplished what was considered an impossible human feat—that kind of athletic ”perfection.” It was reminiscent of the “impossible feats” of Roger Bannister breaking the four-minute mile in 1954 (3:59.4 to be exact), and Bob Beamon leaping 29-2½ feet in the broad jump in the 1968 Mexico Olympics to break a record by an amazing 21½ inches, nearly two feet, or Johnny Vander Meer in June of 1938 pitching back-to-back no-hitters for the Cincinnati Reds, the first against the Boston Braves and the second, four days later, against the Brooklyn Dodgers. (Bannister’s record has since been broken, but neither Beamon’s nor Vander Meer’s have.) Never before had a gymnast recorded a perfect 10, and the Omega SA—the traditional Olympics scoreboard manufacturer—had apparently been told that a perfect 10 was impossible, so the scoreboard was not programmed to display it. When Comaneci received a 10 the scoreboard read “1.00,” the only means by which the judges could indicate that crazy score.

Comaneci at the White House now was thirty-seven years old, and a woman, fit, and no longer, to be sure, the teenager I had last seen when, at age nineteen in 1981, she had come to Madison Square Garden on an exhibition tour of Rumanian gymnasts. She was making that transition from a kid, regardless how decidedly acrobatic, to a young woman. Her lithe body, still slender, was now endowed with graceful feminine curves, yet her arms and hands were still strong enough to grasp the equipment bars with authority. When we met at the Garden and I shook her hand I was struck by the odd contrast of her carefully red-polished fingernails with the hard calluses on her palms.

I remember asking her at that time about her social life. “No special boyfriend,” she said. “I have many friends—boyfriends and girlfriends.” Boys, though, intrigued her even in Montreal. At that time, she was asked who her was. “Alain Delon,” she said, without hesitation. I asked her if, five years later, the French actor was still her hero. She scrunched her nose, apparently suggesting such things were for starry-eyed little girls. “No,” she said. “It’s Robert Redford.”

At the White House, her answer to that question would be Bart Conner, the former Olympic gymnast and now her husband, and father of their son, Dylan. She was living in Oklahoma City where she and Conner ran a gymnastics school. It was ten years after her defection from Rumania, and the Communist-run authoritarianism that, she said, “I started to feel like a prisoner” in her own country—the government fearful of her possible defection of their world-renowned celebrity and thus keeping a careful and suppressive eye on her. On the night of November 27, 1989, she and a handful of other young Rumanians embarked on a dangerous overland journey (mostly on foot and at night) that took her through Hungary, Austria, and finally to the United States. She became a naturalized US citizen in 2001 but retains dual citizenship with Rumania.

I covered both the 1972 Munich Olympics and the one in Montreal four years later. And for me, the Comaneci story began in 1972 with the saga of the Soviet Union’s Olga Korbut, who in 1972, at 4-foot-11, 86 pounds, and dubbed “The Sparrow of Minsk,” was nearly as mesmerizing a gold-medal-winning gymnast as Comaneci would become. “It was amazing,” Korbut had said. “One day I was a nobody and the next I was a star.” And yet Korbut’s star would swiftly diminish four years later, thanks in no small part to Comaneci’s transcendence on the last days of July.

* * *

“No, I have no plans absolutely to retire,” Korbut said, in the interview room of the Montreal Forum at the ’76 Olympics. The Russian gymnast said this with conviction and a smile after what may have appeared a most distressing event for her. She had been outpointed and outshined in what was nearly head-to-head competition with Comaneci, who, at fourteen, was then seven years Korbut’s junior. Korbut came in second to Comaneci in the balance beam, and fifth to her in the individual all-around. And now Comaneci, with her unparalleled excellence, was the newly crowned princess, the heroine, the all-around international sports heartthrob as suddenly as Korbut had been four years before in Munich when she won three gold medals (in the balance beam and the floor exercises, as well as in team competition) and a silver (in the uneven bars) in a thrilling and daring performance of somersaults, spins and twists. Her precision and strength seemed incredible for that thin, tiny, pigtailed blonde. Suddenly, Olga was in Nadia’s shadow.

I remember when Korbut appeared with the Russian team at Madison Square Garden in the winter before the ’76 Olympics, Korbut was introduced as “the most beloved athlete in the world.” If it wasn’t wholly so, it was too close to quibble.

Something obviously had changed in that dramatic night in Montreal, the final of the two-day women’s team gymnastics competition. Four teams of six girls from Hungary, East Germany, Russia and Rumania competed in four events, rotating after each team completed its turn on the balance beam, the vault, the floor exercise and the uneven bars.

Although there were twenty-four of the best women gymnasts on the same brightly lighted floor of the Montreal Forum, the capacity crowds of 18,000—as fervent as sellout crowds for the hometown Montreal Canadiens National Hockey League games played there—these crowds now had eyes almost exclusively for Nadia and something less so for Olga. Comaneci made two perfect scores, one on the uneven bars and one on the balance beam. Olga did well, but less so.

When the crowd cheered, they were usually cheering for Nadia. When they gasped at a mishap, it was Olga’s.

The scheduling called for the two girls to go through routines at about the same time on different locations on the floor. There was high anticipation in the crowd regarding this.

The difference in the two girls in age was apparent. Olga seemed so much more a woman of the world. Olga in her red uniform showed a ruddy physical maturation, whereas Nadia in white uniform is still slight as a tomboy. Olga still wore pigtails but that is one of her last concessions to the demure Olga of former days—her pigtails and her skill, that is.

Nadia had a wispy ponytail and bangs that came down, as I wrote then, “nearly to her large, impassive brown calf eyes.” Her lips were normally tight. Her face was pale and pristine and she looked like the kind of small girl who would—and did—have a collection of dolls in international costumes on a shelf in her bedroom.

Olga’s hazel eyes were wearier, having, unlike Nadia, been exposed to the world in the last four years. Olga’s muscles were more rigedly defined, especially in the thighs. The veins in Olga’s hands were quite prominent. They were nearly hidden in Nadia’s.

When the girls performed on that second of the two nights in the team competition Olga began with a 9.90 score in the uneven bars. As she accepted adulation from teammates, a roar went up from the crowd. A perfect 10 for Nadia on the balance beam had just been posted on the scoreboard.

Next, Olga on the balance beam slipped at one point, but windmilled back to execute a courageous backslip. She got a 9.85, while Nadia was also obtaining a 9.85 on the floor exercise. However, a crowning humiliation was the house piano’s background music. “Yes Sir, That’s my Baby,” as Nadia took her bow. Unfortunately, the song concluded while Olga was halfway through her routine.

Olga on the floor exercise scrambled to get a 9.95. Nadia was then receiving a 9.90 on the vault. Olga at the vault fell once but managed a 9.85 as the crowd went wild for Nadia’s 10.00 on the uneven bars.

Hitting the floor after the vault, Olga scrunched her eyes and moaned softly in pain. She had twisted her ankle. She then hobbled over to the water cooler during Nadia’s encores. Then Olga sat back down and gauntly sucked a lemon.

Olga’s scores would not allow her to perform in two of the four events in the women’s individual all-around finals two days later. Nadia qualified for all four.

Afterward when the team exchanged congratulations, Nadia and Olga shook hands. “We said we are the friends,” said Nadia to a reporter through an interpreter.

Olga had no excuse. She said, no, that her ankle did not bother her. “When you are an athlete,” she said, “an injury is something you just work with.” She said she hoped to return to the Olympics in 1980.

A German journalist, admiring Olga’s dignity, was dubious, however. “Her concentration is not like Nadia’s anymore,” he said with an accent. “Olga, she is getting old. She has now other `sings on her mind. But she is still touching, so?”

Amid the lovefest for Nadia, a reporter asked what her greatest wish was. “I want to go home,” she said. Any plans to retire? Her eyes widened. “I’m only fourteen,” she said.

Korbut retired from gymnastics competition in 1977, at age twenty-two. In the 1980 Olympics in Moscow, which were boycotted by the United States and several other countries to counter Russia’s aggression in Afghanistan, Comaneci won two gold medals (balance beam and floor) and two silvers (team all-around and individual all-around). Korbut married a Belarusian singer and settled down as a housewife. But she had an independent streak and sometimes expressed criticism of the Soviet regime, especially the fact that whatever rewards that would have accrued to her, they were mostly confiscated by the Soviet regime. In 1991, Korbut moved from Canada to the United States and became a gymnastics coach, and eventually took up residence in Scottsdale, Arizona. In 2017, she auctioned off her Olympic medals and other memorabilia. She reportedly said that she did so “to avoid going hungry,” but later denied that remark. The auction brought her $333,500.
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