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In Mexico City’s most iconic moment, U.S. sprinters Tommie Smith and John Carlos strike their pose of protest, following their one–three finish in the 200 meters. Australia’s Peter Norman, who edged Carlos at the finish for silver, supported the two, wearing a protest button. (Time&Life Pictures)




SOMETHING IN THE AIR

American Passion and Defiance in the 1968 Mexico City Olympics

RICHARD HOFFER

[image: Something in the Air: American Passion and Defiance in the 1968 Mexico City Olympics, by Richard Hoffer. Free Press.]




fP

Free Press
A Division of Simon & Schuster, Inc.
1230 Avenue of the Americas
New York, NY 10020
www.SimonandSchuster.com

Copyright © 2009 by Richard Hoffer

All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever. For information address
Free Press Subsidiary Rights Department,
1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020
www.SimonandSchuster.com

First Free Press hardcover edition September 2009

FREE PRESS and colophon are trademarks of Simon & Schuster, Inc.

For information about special discounts for bulk purchases, please contact Simon & Schuster Special Sales at 1-866-506-1949 or business@simonandschuster.com

The Simon & Schuster Speakers Bureau can bring authors to your live event. For more information or to book an event contact the Simon & Schuster Speakers Bureau at 1-866-248-3049 or visit our website at www.simonspeakers.com.

Manufactured in the United States of America

1 3 5 7 9 10 8 6 4 2

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Hoffer, Richard.
Something in the air : American passion and defiance in the 1968 Mexico City Olympics / Richard Hoffer.
p. cm.
1. Olympic Games (19th : 1968 : Mexico City, Mexico)
2. Olympics—Participation, American. I. Title.
GV7221968.H64 2009
796.48—dc22       2009009045

ISBN 978-1-4165-8894-8
ISBN 978-1-4165-9389-8 (ebook)




For Carol






CONTENTS


1 Roads to Glory

Dogs on Ice, a Third-String End, and Robin Hood

2 1968

Tanks on the Streets, Dead on a Balcony, and Audie Murphy

3 Speed City

Pineapple Upside-Down Cake, “Tutti Frutti,” and Jack Daniels

4 Countdown to Mexico

Lymphocytes, Zip Guns, and ROTC

5 Boycott

Hells Angels, a Petrified Pig, and More Ralph Henry Barbour

6 A Desperate Innovation

Rolls, Straddles, and an Airborne Seizure

7 The Trials

Spondylolisthesis, Brush Spikes, and a Brutal Stomping

8 Denver

The Anarchists’ Convention, a Vote for Nixon, and a Cold Chill

9 Mexico City

Thin Air, Fresh Paint, and Shots in the Night



10 Opening Ceremony

Flag Dipping, a Family Feud, and 6,300 Pigeons

11 And They’re Off

A Grisly Tableau, Pinochle, and a Guided Missile Launch

12 Protest

Licorice Hammers, Tommie Jets, and Black Gloves

13 Harder and Higher

The Little Stinker, Beauty and the Beast, and Hollywood Agents

14 Aftershocks

Pimped-Out Socks, a Mutation Performance, and Sparks Under His Feet

15 Monday

A Grunion Hunt, a Crying Tigerbelle, and a Jig for Joy

16 Week Two

A Cuddlesome Junior, a Ragtag Bunch, and a Blonde in a Beehive

17 Pappy’s Boys

Rateros, Various Sarges, and a Lucky Picture of a Pretty Girl

18 Going Home

Boy Scouts, Psychedelic Mileage, and a Black Bra

Acknowledgments

Notes on Sources

Index




What was it like? It was horrible, horrible. It was like those thunderstorms that rolled over the Village. They’d happen late in the afternoon, thunder and lighting, huge thunder-claps, and if you were in the cafeteria you’d dive under the table. It would just scare the hell out of you. But that’s what it was like. It was huge. It was frightening. It was exciting. It’s a feeling I still get. It was wonderful.

—ED BURKE, U.S. hammer thrower, on the 1968 Olympics







Chapter 1 
ROADS TO GLORY



Dogs on Ice, a Third-String End, and Robin Hood


GEORGE FOREMAN CURLED under the floorboards, the pipes above groaning and dripping, not at all safe, not anywhere near as safe as he’d like. German shepherds barked in the night, a siren sounded at a closing distance. His knowledge of police detection was extremely up-to-date, coming from the cop shows of the day, as well as Fifth Ward intelligence, passed from curbside gangster to gangster. So he knew what he was in for. On hot, humid nights such as this, Houston police traveled with blocks of ice on the backseat, and the dogs were forever refreshed. Moreover, the canines, already heroic sniffers, now came in a genetically upgraded setup and could smell through water. This he had seen on television, maybe on The Fugitive. He couldn’t remember. The rain outside, the cracked pavements slick with it, offered Foreman no protection from the man-eaters whatsoever, and he quivered in the crawl-space dampness.

He was small-time, just sixteen, but, up to that point anyway, had tremendous ambition in the hoodlum department. He hardly ever went to school, had no taste for sports, and enjoyed the enforcer’s brand of respect. He hoped someday to have a scar on his cheek, and often wore a bandage there until he could acquire his trophy gash. It was 1965, and there was still a juvenile delinquent mystique. Foreman imagined coming back to the neighborhood, having done the inevitable time, say at Huntsville, the kind of guy who “maybe killed a man once.” The Fifth Ward would take note of such bona fides as those.

In the meantime, even at this young age, he was not an unappreciated prospect. The Fifth Ward was a hard neighborhood on Houston’s north side—small frame cottages with diminishing levels of upkeep, and where violence was a kind of recreation. There were about twelve gangs in operation, each representing the special interests of the young men there. There was a dancing gang, for one thing, reenacting Hullabaloo and Shindig! in the alleys, and Foreman’s far more intimidating Hester House outfit for another. Aside from being on the lookout for the dancing gang, Foreman’s bunch occupied themselves with low-level extortion, and quickly earned a local reputation.

“First time I met George Foreman, I was in the seventh grade, hanging around the neighborhood store.” This is from Lester Hayes, a future NFL star, whose own gang specialized “in doing mischievous things, pillaging the 7-Eleven, things of that nature.” Foreman, older by a few years, approached him for the loan of a nickel, and a bite of a hamburger, which he then consumed in its entirety. “The next time I saw George, the idea of a nickel was null and void. I loaned him a quarter. It seemed to me huge inflation was taking place. Of course, I would have gone home and found a quarter for him if I didn’t have one on me. He was a very, very big kid and had a reputation for savage butt kickings. That was his forte. So by the early age of twelve, I had met George Foreman twice and I found both occasions extremely taxing.”

Foreman ranged far and wide, at least in the Fifth Ward, extracting his “silver coin toll,” as it was known, and administering beatings, often independent of income opportunities. There was no question the money was important, insofar as it could relieve his chronic hunger. He was almost always ravenous, his appetite driven as much by the prospect of scarcity as an actual need for food. His house, absent a male breadwinner, was not one of plenty and, anyway, there was just too much sharing going on. His mother worked at a restaurant for a time and would bring a hamburger home when she could for the six children to share, cut in slivers, and Foreman would nurse his little bite, smell it, kiss it, and glower fiercely at his sisters’ remains. But, really, the beatings were the main attraction for him.

It wasn’t very long before Foreman and his gang graduated from squeezing little pups like Hayes to rolling citizens of greater means and, of course, more resistance. This wasn’t a matter of right or wrong, which Foreman simply could not recognize, but career advancement. Foreman had despaired of anything grander. Once, caught playing hooky in the sixth grade, a cousin said, forget about it, no big deal. He wasn’t going to amount to anything anyway. Foreman protested furiously, announced he would, too, amount to something. In a great show of righteousness, he put on his school clothes. He was so angry he very nearly did go to school. But not that particular day, nor many others like it. No, this was the life for him, except for that barking.

The Hester House gang, a workaday bunch, generally used the proceeds from their daytime depredations as a kind of capital investment. They bought cheap wine, emboldened themselves even further, then ranged into the night hunting for larger prey. It became a routine, a job even. Foreman, the biggest and most ferocious among them, that bandage doing something for the imagination if his increasing hulk didn’t, would level the victim, hold him down while the others—“the sneaky fellas”—would rifle the victim’s pockets, and they’d all take off with their bounty. They could hear the guy screaming behind them, although it never seemed to produce any effect, and soon they’d slow to a walk and count their money. It never once occurred to Foreman that he had committed a criminal act; he was earning a paycheck.



But this time, hiding under one of the Fifth Ward’s increasingly decrepit cottages, he suspected he had crossed a line. The mugging had been no more or less violent than usual, screams in the night now a workplace hum for him, but the sirens were a surprise. This, evidently, was against the law! More than that, it was just wrong. The barking dogs argued his worthlessness in a way no adult ever had. Each yelp, their nostrils flared with the scent of George Foreman, was an accusation: You’re no good.

Foreman was suddenly stung to tears, not so much by the possibility of arrest, which seemed unavoidable now that this new breed of smeller had been unleashed on him, but the sudden recognition that he was embarking on a pointless and, indeed, hurtful life. He prayed then and there, underneath the house, that if ever he got out from under it, he’d never steal again. And if God wasn’t sufficient to the task, the dogs being what they were, he covered himself with the dripping sewage from above, slathering it all over himself, a course of confusion, one of last resort for sure, that had been proved somewhat reliable in a cop show of the day.

In time, the sirens moved on and the barking grew faint in the night, and the young Foreman, smeared with slop, uncurled and got on with his new life.

Just because he was from the right side of town (and in little Medford, Oregon, incredibly, there definitely was a right and a wrong side), Dick Fosbury was no less insulated from adolescent angst than the next teenager. He was tall, gangly to the extreme—“a grew-too-fast kid,” his coach would say—and not good enough at anything he did to keep him above the hallway fray. Here’s how it was at Medford High: Say, Steve Davis (right side of town) spotted Bill Enyart (wrong side), first day of school. He’d grab Enyart by the neck, turn his collar inside out, the source of shame right there on the label, visible for all. “J.C. Penney!” he’d howl. And keep in mind, Enyart was the high school fullback, on his way to becoming Earthquake Enyart, an NFL career down the line. Class distinction offsets brawn, any day. But do you think Davis would recognize Fosbury’s shared aristocracy (Fosbury’s father was a truck sales manager, his mother a secretary)? If Davis caught Fosbury loitering by his locker, he’d punch him right in the shoulder.

Medford’s bucolic charms—peach and pear orchards spreading beyond its modest cityscape (population twenty-five thousand, the interstate still a few years off)—are not a factor during years such as these, not even in these early sixties. A life of privilege, a house on the right side of town, small comfort. Loving parents are great, but not as much use as you’d think when it comes to the ritual humiliation of simply growing up. Did Dick Fosbury have it made? Of course. Was every need fulfilled? Sure. But he was a child of yearning, insufficient achievement, bad skin, his talents such that nobody could possibly take him seriously or dare predict any kind of success for him. He was beginning to understand the curse of the bell curve—he might very well be average. And when his head hit the pillow, no matter how soft the bed, he was as miserable as the next guy.

Nothing was really working out, which might be the shared condition of all thirteen-year-olds, but still seems a singular disappointment if it’s not working out for you in particular. Fosbury hoped to play basketball. In fact, being 6′4”, he fully expected to. But Medford High was loaded and had six guys who could dunk (Steve Davis, a bigger and better athlete, one of them). Fosbury sat on the bench. His senior year, in 1965, he remained at home when the team, top-ranked in the city, went to the state tournament, so that more promising underclassmen could gain the experience. He played football until his junior year, a third-string end (Davis was the primary receiver), when Enyart came up under him during a blocking drill and knocked his two front teeth out. Enyart was his great pal. In the cold of winter, when the coed physical education classes would be given over to dancing inside the gym, the two would stand together on the court’s sideline, trying to remain invisible, which was complicated by their tremendous height. Come ladies’ choice, though, Big Lois would pick Fosbury, and that would be quite a scene, the two of them doing the Freddy, their long arms and legs flapping out like hinged two-by-fours. So Enyart felt bad about those teeth.

Fosbury’s real love was track. It figures that the arts of locomotion are the first to be explored and, although Fosbury quickly recognized he wasn’t going to amount to much in the races, his lankiness was not as big a handicap when it came to the high jump. This was something he could do, sort of. Beginning in the fifth grade, he made that his event, using his height and long legs to get a quarter of an inch a year out of the antique scissors jump, the one where you more or less hurdle the bar sideways, landing feet first. Ladylike, almost. The technique had been considered outdated since 1895 when straddling jumps were introduced. Still, Fosbury got as high as 5′4” in junior high and he’d even won one or two meets a year.

In high school, it was a different story. His varsity coach insisted on the far more acceptable Western roll, which lays the body out and consequently raises the center of gravity above the bar for most people who try it. But Fosbury couldn’t get the hang of it. The takeoff foot seemed all wrong. The whole thing was awkward. His first competition as a sophomore was an invitational, a meet of probably twenty teams, perhaps as many as sixty high jumpers involved, and Fosbury failed to clear the opening height of 5′3” on all three chances. He was going backward! If he maintained this level of improvement, he’d be tripping over curbs in no time. Steve Davis, meanwhile, was clearing 6′0”, pretty easily.

Maybe there comes a time in every kid’s life when he confronts his mediocrity and submits to the tyranny of normalcy. A life without expression. Just another guy, one of a bunch, not a single trait or talent to mark him in a crowd. Maybe. Fosbury, all of fifteen, wasn’t there yet. He hadn’t been crushed. On a twenty-five-mile bus trip to Grants Pass, for a rotary meet with a dozen schools, Fosbury stared out the window and decided he was going to do whatever it took, make one last jump. If he finished the year at 5′4”, the same he jumped in ninth grade, he was done, doomed to a third-string life. That’s all that was at stake in his mind.

Fosbury reverted to the scissors for his first jump that day (his coach, sympathetic, had given him a grudging permission) and was relieved to clear his junior high height of 5′4”. That wouldn’t be enough either, not really. The other jumpers were still warming up, waiting for the bar to be set at an age-appropriate height, while Fosbury continued to noodle around at his junior-high elevations. If they, or anybody else, had been interested, though, they might have recognized an odd transformation taking place right before their eyes, more like a possession, really. Fosbury, his futility undermining all previous instruction and experience, was now arching himself ever so slightly as he scissored the bar, his rear end now coming up, his shoulders going down. He cleared 5′6”. He didn’t even know what he was doing, his body somehow reacting to a desperation, unrelated to the actual effort. His third round, his body reclined even more, by degrees for sure, and he made 5′8”. This was not a world-class height, not even a Steve Davis class height. But there sure was something odd about the jump.

The other jumpers began to gather, coaches looked up from their charts. There was something odd about this, crazy even. For his fourth attempt, Fosbury took a surprisingly leisurely approach to the bar and—My God! He was completely flat on his back now!—cleared 5′10”. The coaches began arguing among themselves. Was this even legal? Was it safe? Should this be allowed? What, exactly, had they just seen? This was an event that measured advancement by fractions of an inch, sometimes over the course of a year. Fosbury, conducting his own quiet defiance, had just improved a half foot in one day.

• • •



Madeline Manning did not get off to a fast start, not in life anyway. She was born in the ghetto, brought up in a broken home and, at the age of three, diagnosed with spinal meningitis. She missed a lot of school, didn’t do so well when she could attend, and, really, what did it matter? In the early 1950s, the disease was as often fatal as not.

Although treatment offered her a shot at survival, her prospects were not otherwise bright. She was told she’d be a slow learner and was not going to be terribly active in any case. Anemia was a problem, also general nausea. How many times did she duck behind buildings, out of sight of her playmates, to throw up? If sports was sometimes a ticket out of poverty for the black athlete, it was not yet that much of a ticket in the fifties, not much of one for a woman ever, and of no cash value whatsoever for a black woman with spinal meningitis.

Manning was too shy to join anything. The last thing she was going to do, given her condition and her temperament, was play school sports. If it hadn’t been for President Kennedy’s Council on Youth Fitness, with its physical testing and call for exercise, she might not have kicked up her heels in play. But, when she finally did, tapping into an undiscovered genetic bonanza, the youth coaches were all taken aback. She was fast!

Alex Ferenczy, who ran the Cleveland Division of Recreation Track Club, got her to come out for his team in 1964. At first she was only running sprints. But Ferenczy needed her for the 440-yard dash in one meet and just threw her in. “You got the longest legs,” he explained. “Just stretch your legs around the track.” She wondered what that meant. She basically ran one 100-yard dash, then added three more. She’d run 59 seconds, flat.

Within a year, Manning became the first woman, albeit a sixteen-year-old one, to ever run 55 seconds in the 440-yard dash. She was becoming quite an attraction on the track circuit and got an invitation to the Toronto Maple Leaf Games to run what was becoming her specialty, the 400 meters. However, the program was switched. While she was in the bathroom, the other girls voted to make it an 800-meter race. Panicked, she called Ferenczy, who told her to relax, don’t worry about winning, just use it for training. Maybe, if she wanted to compete, just follow whoever’s in front, see what happens.

The pressure off, she settled into a leisurely jog, following a runner from Hungary. It seemed a pretty slow pace to her, but it wasn’t as if she’d ever run this distance before. Probably the others knew what they were doing. With a lap and a half to go, though, she heard the Hungarian’s coach yell—in perfect English; it would have been much different if he’d encouraged his runner in Hungarian—“Leave her, she’s getting tired.” Leave me? Manning thought. What you mean, leave me? She poured it on and broke the world record in a time of 2:10.2. There was a surprised reaction among the attending press, as they jostled for photos of this new sensation. The next day’s sports pages had a picture of Manning, her shoes under her armpits, terrified, racing away to the exits. “Who Is She?” the headline in Toronto’s paper read, answering in the subhead, “She’s Just a High School Girl.”

John Carlos had no excuse for his banditry; he was from a strong, intact family that valued hard work above all, no matter the circumstances. What he had was inspiration. The English fellow in green tights, spreading the wealth. That was his game. He and his partners would break the seals on the freight cars, in the rail yard right by Yankee Stadium, collect their foodstuffs, and race back to Harlem. Carlos had made a deal with the bridge operator at 155th Street, bargaining for time in his flight from cops. “Give me five minutes,” he’d plead. The bridge operator, who could swivel the bridge to allow river traffic (and thus deny vehicular traffic, apparently at his whim, or just the requirements of thieves), would say, “Three minutes, that’s all I can give you,” and accept a portion of the swag for his part in the escape. Three minutes was plenty for Carlos. He was plenty fast. He’d be back in his neighborhood redistributing the nation’s wealth, a real Robin Hood, but a black one, before that bridge ever swung back.



It was not like the cops didn’t know what was going on. Or who was responsible. They just hadn’t caught him in the act yet. That tall, mouthy street kid, quick on his feet. One afternoon, two exasperated detectives showed up at Macombs Dam Park in the Bronx, where Carlos was at play, and forcefully informed him that they were onto him, if they couldn’t quite apprehend him. One of them, a huge guy, grabbed Carlos’s face in one hand, his fingers wrapping it from ear to ear. “You think you’re fast,” he told Carlos, “maybe you should run track.” Carlos didn’t feel he was being presented with a decision, and understood his career in crime had just drawn to a close and, furthermore, that he would be joining the New York Pioneer Club.

For a while it appeared he might be a better thief than athlete. He showed up for his first practice in cordovan shoes and jeans and ran a few 660s and, on his fourth try, passed out. Maybe he would have quit right there, but the laughter from the better-equipped runners (they had track shoes) formed a challenge for him. He persisted and soon was beating anyone who’d ever mocked him. Even so, he was not terribly impressed with the sport, when the highlight was traveling to Buffalo for a meet, eight kids stuffed into an Oldsmobile station wagon. Still, he kind of enjoyed running.

When he was seventeen, in 1962, his coach entered him in a meet in Madison Square Garden, where Carlos made it to the finals, placing high enough to earn a trip to a meet in Trinidad. Carlos’s education at Manhattan Vocational and Technical High was stronger in the trades than geography, and he couldn’t quite place the country, if that’s even what it was. He’d never heard of it, didn’t know if it was something you ate or wore. He consulted his father, the neighborhood cobbler, who confessed he couldn’t place it either. Together they walked around the corner to the library and found the community globe and spun it around a few times, not seeing Trinidad at first. Finally, his father located it. “There,” he said.

Carlos inspected the location but became more confused than ever. “What’s all this blue,” he asked his father. “Where’s the roads?”



• • •

Glory germinates unpredictably, and not just on the streets of Houston, in Tennessee cotton fields, or in Oregon suburbs, but also in the warrens of Queens, the wheat fields of Kansas, on the banks of the Charles River. This much we’ve surely learned, that there’s no one source for greatness. And just try to figure who’s going to fully blossom, never mind where. Misfits, prodigies, late bloomers. Kids mostly, nobody who could possibly know better, all shielding their dreams from the light of day, guarding their ridiculous ambitions against a reality their parents and teachers might enforce. All of them hanging on to that same frayed thread, the one that dangles all hopes: you just never know.







Chapter 2 
1968


Tanks on the Streets, Dead on a Balcony, and Audie Murphy


THE OLYMPIC SUMMER GAMES announce a cultural cease-fire every four years. It’s a two-week window of peace, an international armistice, a truce. Simmering world rivalries are rendered harmless, if not quite irrelevant, by the presumed innocence of youth at play, by the comparative silliness of the competitions, by the Games’ political pointlessness. It’s not possible to keep global scores if the triple jump must do the work of a border skirmish. Totals matter, performances are important. Everything is up for bragging rights, prestige always at risk. But when it comes to the imposition of entire ways of life, which is always the business of powerful countries, nobody confuses a high jump with a moon shot.

The antiquity of the Games, with their strange and curious traditions, helps to give the quadrennial enterprise further remove. The athletes earn medals, they carry torches, they march, they dress in native garb for at least the Opening Ceremony. It’s all very quaint. And it is the rare platform where differences can be celebrated, certainly understood, definitely forgiven. Countries that are wrong-headed, possibly even evil, in every other aspect of behavior, are moral equals when it comes to a foot race. Agendas are purified in such simple strivings, and ordinary bitterness dissolves in fair and friendly competition.

The Olympics, in other words, enforce the best parts of childishness, with an emphasis on fun, the joy of sports, the possibility of camaraderie. And everything that is adult, the inevitable corruptions of spirit and the equally inevitable insistence upon conflict, is eliminated. The Olympics are the last refuge of idealism, democratic and welcoming, not so much a brief settlement every four years as a rigidly orchestrated recess. With prizes at the end.

The year 1968, with its long-overdue recess scheduled for October in Mexico City, would test any such notion. The calendar of catastrophes was extensive, and it was sustained and it was transformative and it would have been naïve to think the events of the year would not somehow penetrate the Olympic dream state. Not since World War II had there been so much deadly commotion throughout the world. Not since the Civil War had the United States been so riven.

Although the year began in disaster—Pope Paul VI’s call for just a half day more of peace in Vietnam was defiantly rebuked within hours on New Year’s Eve, gunfire laying waste to Vietnamese Marines—the disaster did not really start in 1968. The war in Vietnam, begun years before, when the United States had intervened on behalf of its sometimes democratic ally, South Vietnam, was continuing not only to sap resources but also to deplete national morale. A small presence there had grown to more than half a million troops—most of them draftees—in three years under President Lyndon Johnson. Already some nineteen thousand Americans had died and there was no promise of victory, or even withdrawal. Instead, the United States was culling nearly twenty-five thousand kids a month who had other plans for themselves.

It was a platform for protest for a boisterous generation that was desperately looking for one. The generational divide was now exaggerated by all manner of media—music, film, even art—so that it didn’t take much to put parent and child at odds. It probably never does, but whereas the fifties had been an era of vague unrest—not even Marlon Brando’s Johnny Strabler could put his finger on it (“Whaddya got?” was all he could muster for a source of rebellion)—the sixties had specific drama. A teen in 1968 could afford to take himself very seriously if he was about to be drafted into the deadly jungles of Vietnam.

And the war continued to deteriorate, suggesting more call-ups yet. Just as it was beginning to seem the war was winnable and General William Westmoreland was telling the American people that he was seeing “light at the end of the tunnel,” the enemy unleashed January’s Tet Offensive, catching the United States and South Vietnam completely off guard. Although the rolling assault was eventually repulsed, the sight of Vietcong guerrillas running rampant inside the U.S. embassy in Saigon (not to mention putting more than a million more South Vietnamese under Communist control) did not encourage anybody watching the newscast back home. This war would take years more. Enthusiasm and support were being replaced by protest, especially as an always agitating youth found its voice.

Demonstration was now part of every college curriculum. College seniors in 1968 had been high school seniors when John F. Kennedy was assassinated. They had long been sensitized to political disappointment, their youthful optimism now shaded by distrust of a bungling and much older generation. Columbia University was the first to go down, students taking over the campus in April. The vague unrest of an earlier decade was now quite particular, and it was being organized into powerful groups: the Students for a Democratic Society (SDS), the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), and the National Mobilization Committee to End the War in Vietnam (Mobe). Antidraft riots were now more likely to have at least a parade permit.

This kind of disaffection was not unique to the United States. It couldn’t possibly have been a coincidence that students in France were swelling Paris streets at the same time, battling riot troopers, shutting the country down, and nearly toppling the government of Charles de Gaulle. Or that leftist groups in Germany and Italy were likewise rampaging. Youth throughout the world, that baby-boom generation, had never been so rich, so safe, so educated, so self-satisfied. So alert to inequity. Young people around the globe, it seemed, wanted to overthrow the established order.

But the affronts kept coming. In April the civil rights leader Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., was shot dead on the balcony of a Memphis motel. In June, another charismatic leader with youthful appeal was killed, when Bobby Kennedy was shot after accepting victory in the California presidential primary. Youthful unrest was not an abstraction, their activism no longer an uninformed arrogance. These were injustices by any measure, to any generation. And in the meantime, they continued to be drafted into a war it was obvious that this country could not win.

More than anything else, though, it was the state of race relations that continued to roil America. This, too, predated 1968, at least in its origins. The Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965 may have done much to give America’s black population legal standing, but they proved frustrating, maddening, to the extent that they could not provide dignity as well. If you were young, or especially if you were young and black, outrage was the only logical reaction.

From 1964 through 1967, there were riots in more than one hundred cities, the preponderance of them race related. No summer during those years had gone without long and fiery uprisings. Los Angeles was struck in 1965, Newark and Detroit in 1967. Detroit had been on fire for four days as rioters railed against the denial of housing, jobs, and opportunity. By the time National Guardsmen clanked in atop tanks—there were fifteen thousand troops deployed in all—forty-one of the rioters and looters had been killed. This was not in a faraway rice paddy; this was in a first-world U.S. city.



A study that year put some figures to the frustration. The median income for black families was just $4,000, one in three blacks in one of the country’s ten worst slums was jobless, the unemployment rate was actually rising and was more than double the rate of whites. Blacks could more reliably use anecdotal evidence to prove the lingering inequality. More than a century after they’d been freed, blacks still could not sit at some lunch counters, use some drinking fountains, go to many schools.

Although they definitely could participate in an unpopular war, dying in it at a disproportionate rate, in fact. Dr. King had not been one to meddle in the country’s wartime policies but he could not help himself from doing some especially brutal arithmetic, comparing U.S. defense spending to inner-city funding. It worked out like this: the United States was spending $332,000 for every enemy killed in Vietnam, but just $53 per person in its antipoverty programs.

“We’re taking the black young men who had been crippled by our society,” he said, “and sending them eight thousand miles away to guarantee liberties in Southeast Asia which they had not found in southwest Georgia and East Harlem. So we have been repeatedly faced with the cruel irony of watching Negro and white boys on TV screens as they kill and die together for a nation that has been unable to seat them together in the same schools.”

The war in Vietnam was a kind of accelerant in an increasingly explosive environment. It stepped up the octane, for sure. It also seemed to give a vocabulary to an outrage that had been hard to articulate. Now when Cassius Clay refused induction into the armed services in 1967—he had earlier explained he had “no quarrel with them Vietcong”—young blacks were able to better express their fury over the hypocrisy of their nation, a country that demanded their service but would not ensure their liberties. The sacrifice of Clay, who would soon become Muhammad Ali, was instructive as well. For his refusal to fight the war he was stripped of his heavyweight title and sent into an exile from which his wits returned, but not all of his boxing gifts.



It was ridiculous, of course, to think that only a year later the single most aggrieved part of this society—young black men—would join in a bit of athletic pageantry without complaint, or worse. Olympic authorities, a cadre of old white men redolent of their privileges, were accustomed to a tremendous level of compliance, of submission even, from the athletes they paraded in front of the world. The athletes were mostly very young, extremely eager, and, according to the normal dynamics of sport, used to doing what they were told. They always ran very fast, chasing the carrot of fame, approval, history. And they did it for free, and they did it agreeably, and they usually did it very well. Until 1968, there had never been a more reliable performer than an Olympic athlete, a U.S. one in particular.

However, this was 1968, and the normal channels of authority were breaking down. Old white men retained the upper hand but were no longer as convincing, given the disappointments with continued obedience. The payoff just wasn’t there. Democracy was an abstraction and, no matter the promises or the legislation, was not available to all. There was still a determination among athletes, black and white, to represent their country and their sport, but that determination was now being divided by other loyalties. How, they wondered, could they perform their athletic duties and still honor the demands of their generation, or their race? Be tough, wouldn’t it?

In 1968, while the world was looking forward to the proven restorative powers of another Summer Olympics, there was above all a gathering indignity in the United States. Of course, not everyone could see or feel it. Certainly, the old white men in charge of the affair did not and wouldn’t have been prepared or willing to accommodate for it, in any case. Would things have been different in Mexico City, during the supposed spiritual sabbatical, if they’d been more tolerant, less arrogant? Would those two weeks, as blessed as they would be in world-class achievement, have been a less terrifying time for the young people there, a less infuriating time for those who watched?

Mel Pender was the kind of miracle this country produces from time to time, proving to all doubters that anything really is possible in America. He joined the army right out of high school, just seventeen, but with a wife and baby to support. He was patriotic, sure, determined to represent his country in the spirit of Audie Murphy, the World War II hero. The slights he suffered as a young black man in Georgia, or even in the army, did not discourage him in the least. Refused service in a Baltimore diner—while wearing his Airborne getup, uniform and jump boots, he just moved on.

He had to love the country, though, for all its flaws. Where else could a twenty-five-year-old man, spotted fooling around in a football game in Okinawa, be plucked from obscurity and turned into a two-time Olympic sprinter, one of the fastest men in the world? After only eighteen months of training, Pender made the 1964 Olympic team. And then, after a tour of duty in Vietnam in 1967—he was an infantryman on river patrol during which his unit did some “crazy things” and he earned a Bronze Star—he returned to make the 1968 team at the age of thirty-one. Where else would this be possible? Thinkable? This truly was a land of opportunity.

And yet, didn’t he deserve better than this? Taking his mother to see her doctor, he was directed to a waiting room at the back of the office, furnished with only a small table, one chair. Up front there was a plush reception area, nice couches. But, here, “this is where the black folks had to be.” Pender protested. This was absurd. Nobody was more American than he was, had done anything greater for the country’s cause, or risked more. He had already represented his nation in one Olympic Games, that great big postcard to the rest of the world, and then he’d gone back into the jungles, fighting hand-to-hand with the supposed enemy. “Boy,” he was told, “sit here or don’t sit at all.”

What if the old white men had known about Captain Mel Pender?







Chapter 3 
SPEED CITY



Pineapple Upside-Down Cake, “Tutti Frutti,” and Jack Daniels


SPEED CITY WAS MOSTLY A declaration of importance, although it was an actual location as well. It was this country’s sprint capital in the 1960s, issuing streams of dash men far disproportionate to its size and resources. By its population San Jose, California, probably should have been called Speed Burg, situated as it was on the outskirts of track Gothams like Cal and USC—but little San Jose State and the amateur clubs that surrounded it had become too vital to world athletics to be thrown any such slight of designation. And, in every sense but having been elected, Coach Lloyd “Bud” Winter was its mayor.

Winter, who had taken over the track-and-field program at San Jose State College in 1944, was not the guy you’d pick to create a powerhouse, local, national, certainly not international. Although he looked the part—doughy, cap askew, stains on his tie if he happened to be wearing one—he had scant pedigree when it came to big-time sports. A high school coaching job in Watsonville, another at a junior college in Salinas. That was it.

He was more than a coach, though. He liked to cook, wrote children’s books, fished around the globe, and dabbled in something we might recognize as Transcendental Meditation. His athletes were not surprised if he used a duck call instead of a whistle during practice, or if he showed up in his hunting boots, or wore a coonskin cap. Actually, given how scattered he seemed, there was very little that could surprise them when it came to Coach Bud Winter.

His big thing, maybe the most surprising thing for all that, was relaxation. In 1941, when he had first shown up at San Jose State as an assistant football coach, he had dropped in on a course given by the Stanford professor Dorothy Hazeltine Yates—its title: “Psychology for Aviators and Athletes.” As it happened, Winter was about to be as involved with the former as the latter. Joining the war effort that year, he was assigned to a preflight school in Monterey, where he developed a program based on Professor Yates’s relaxation techniques. “Using positive affirmation to inspire cool confidence,” he later wrote, he was able to put would-be pilots to sleep within two minutes ... and this was with recorded machine-gun fire for a lullaby.

Once back at San Jose, and now fully in charge of track and field, he was determined to apply these same techniques to sport. Relaxation became his coaching mantra. “Loose as a fish net,” he’d tell his boys, over and over.

As mantras go, it was fairly counterintuitive, especially for those quick-timed events that value the sudden release of tension. It was one thing to preach clench-and-release, to hand out zenlike key words, and even to take groups of athletes into darkened rooms and more or less hypnotize them. He’d walk around in the darkness, stopping to lift an arm, and if that arm wasn’t completely limp and didn’t collapse immediately to the floor, he’d do the routine all over again. But it was another to tell his sprinters not to go all out. “Far more can be achieved with four-fifths effort,” he told them.

So it was that Coach Winter would bark, “Take those wrinkles out of your forehead,” as his runners steamed down the track. Or, “Drop those shoulders.” He understood proper technique and, in fact, was in the vanguard of such niceties as, say, dominant leg movement. His various books on running (So You Want to Be a Sprinter, So You Want to Be a High Jumper, all featuring a recurring cast of characters such as Jack Champ, Joe Chump, and Coach Egor Beavor) eventually became required reading for any coach and athlete, and turned Winter into a sought-after speaker in later decades. However, his strange infield advice seemed nonreproducible. “Just let the meat hang on the bones,” he’d yell.

But if his track ideas were New Age, his other coaching techniques were old school. He believed, like all coaches of the day, in the absolute stupidity of athletes, or rather in their willing suspension of disbelief in the face of any authority figure. “Boys,” he’d tell them, right before a big meet with Cal, “Sports Illustrated’s flying in, and if we don’t win the mile relay, we won’t get the cover.” Basically, there wasn’t anything he didn’t expect them to believe. He rubbed the calves of his runners with a liniment he swore had been purloined at a nearby fairgrounds. “It’s racehorse medicine,” he’d whisper. And he had an inexhaustible supply of white pills he’d peddle before meets: “Don’t tell anybody.” Once he produced some “special water” he said he’d been able to smuggle out of France.

Another time he introduced his boys to the daughter of an Indian maharaja before practice. The daughter made a showy gift of some silver medals, believed to have come from the maharaja’s own sash. Winter thereafter distributed them, one at a time, to his “Athlete of the Week.” And here’s the thing: the athlete of the week would wear that piece of tin everywhere, to practice, to class, back at the dorm. ...

And if they weren’t gullible, they were probably hungry. Winter operated on a shoestring budget and had just six scholarships to divide among forty-some athletes, many of them inner-city kids from across the Bay, a lot of them without spending money. Back in 1957, Ray Norton, who was one of Winter’s first black recruits to the nearly all-white university, adjusted wonderfully to Winter’s sprint program. Norton had been a 10.2 sprinter in high school but, soaked in Winter’s doctrine of relaxation (his cheeks jiggled comically as he bore down to the tape), became the world record holder with a 100-meter time of 9.3 seconds. Campus life was another story. The fastest man in the world still had to eat walnuts from a tree in the backyard to feed himself on weekends. He complained to his coach.

Winter was sympathetic, but also inspired. There wasn’t much he could do to solve poverty or race relations (a dozen or so university athletes—the Good Brothers, virtually the only blacks on campus—were holed up in segregated housing, a lot of them scrounging food), but he did recognize an opportunity for all parties involved. Soon after, Norton, teased by the others for being Winter’s pet, had alerted him to this particular inequity. Winter initiated a rewards system that increased his athletes’ performances while at the same time filling them up. If a guy had a good practice, Winter handed him a little token, without the fanfare that might otherwise cause embarrassment, which could be redeemed for a milk shake and a hamburger at Original Joe’s.

Winter fine-tuned this system over the seasons until it came to depend almost entirely on the motivational properties of baked goods. There was a hierarchy of cakes—stirred up by his wife, Helen, and his assistant’s wife, Betty Bonanno—according to the importance of the achievement. A personal best got you this, a school record that, and so on. As the sixties approached, the world turned, faster and faster, but not so much at San Jose State’s red-cinder track. Barely an hour’s drive north, in San Francisco, the nation’s young were rallying around an assortment of causes and even beginning to marinate themselves in psychotropic substances (reports were sketchy), but Bud Winter’s runners were quite happily blasting out of the blocks for a shot at a pineapple upside-down cake. That, by the way, was top cake, baked only on occasion of a world record. Helen and Betty, as it developed, were about to become very familiar with the recipe.

• • •



Speed City would become important for more than just its runners. The mix of characters whom Winter assembled, however unwittingly, would have a profound effect on culture, history even, that went well beyond sports. As Winter laid groundwork for some of the greatest achievements in sports, he was also overseeing a tremendous generational transformation. It was partly the times. What coach, what school president, what leader of any stripe wasn’t overseeing generational transformation in the sixties? But it was mostly Harry Edwards. Very odd, highly unlikely, that in his recruiting Winter would gather in one place all the combustible ingredients to blow up 1968. His thinking at the time, this Harry Edwards might be worth a few points as a discus thrower. Flamethrower, more like it.

Harry Edwards grew up in East St. Louis, under what might be called formidable circumstances. The family lived on beans and paste, drank boiled drainage-ditch water, and used an outhouse until it simply collapsed upon itself. He pulled his own teeth. His meaningful relatives came and went, seemingly at the whim of the Illinois penitentiary system (sometimes Iowa got involved). Violence and madness was all around him. His mother disappeared when he was eight; the next time he saw her she had eighty-six stitches from a street brawl. He was the first male from his neighborhood to graduate from high school, and the academic diligence that made that possible derived mostly from the availability of school plumbing. By becoming, and remaining, an athlete there, he was able to take hot showers. Otherwise, being a poor student, Edwards would have gone the way of many of the other black, poor kids there. Which is to say, nowhere.

But Edwards stood 6′6” and weighed 220 pounds upon graduation—still growing—and he could do terrific things in a variety of sports. He was, a coach would later observe, “a terrific animal.” Edwards was not yet so sensitive to exploitation that he would decline a college education on its account and so found himself a multisport prospect at faraway Fresno City College in 1960. He was there just one quarter, long enough to set a junior college record throwing the discus (and to grow two more inches and add twenty more pounds), when San Jose State located him.

He ended up being a pretty fair basketball player at San Jose State, a very rugged guy in the lane, and was a good enough all-around athlete, certainly a big enough one, that at least two NFL teams would eventually show some interest in him. However, it would be his brief experience on Bud Winter’s track team, while less fulfilling athletically, that would transform him and, as we shall see, a lot of 1968.
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