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THE

I] ocT. 16, 1968, MINUTES AFTER THE
Olympic 200-meter dash in Mexico City, gold medalist Tommie
Smith and bronze medalist John Carlos stood in stocking feet on
the victory platform, bowed their heads during the U.S. national
anthem and shot black-gloved fists to the sky.

They meant their unshod feet to represent black poverty,
Smith’s black searf and Carlos’s beads to signify black lynchings,
their fists to mean black unity and power. Any resemblance to
Lady Liberty lifting her torch was ironic, for Smith and Carlos
were taking U.S. society to task for having failed to extend liberty
and justice to all.

The tableau was riveting and grim. Most of the 80,000 specta-
tors in the Olympic Stadium seemed mystified. Over some ap-
plause there were boos, catcalls, “Those singing the anthem,”
Carlos remembers, “started screaming it out.” As he left the
field, it seemed to Smith, who had just set a world record of 19.83
seconds, that he saw the fangs and yellow eyes of wild animals.
“Homo sapiens with hate in its face,” he would say, “I threw my
arm up again and said; ‘Please, God, get me out of here,”
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He was delivered into a whirlwind ol reaction. Smith Tepey). ;
edly said that he loved his country and simply wanted it ¢ Ix:hm. ;
ter. “It was not a gesture of hate,” h ‘It was a gestire o :1' o
frustration.” Then he and Carlos wer pended from the | E Ju
Olympic team and thrown out of the ( pic Village. -

In the 23 years since, Smith has, | ssity and by his awn | i
inclination, kept a low profile. He play 1 the taxi squad of e | St
Cincinnati Bengals for three years. H widely shunned, “y| g
I had left for me was my education, vs. He took his mge ) th
ter’s in sociology from the Goddard- ridge Graduage Prc—I
gram for Social Change in Cambridg .. He taught sociole | ar
gy and coached track and basketball { vears at Oberlin Cgl- | le
lege in Ohio. And for the last 14 ye as taught sociolog | th
and coached track at Santa Monica Co 1 California. Hegd: | th
vised athletes who sought him out, A | 1 his cell of an affige !
in Santa Monica is inscribed, “To Tom: itional hero, froma | be
protégé!” Itis signed by Edwin Moses

Yet Smith is not a public man. Save 1ends or those cer- | hi
fied by friends, he has rarely discusse vents of which hefs| w:
indelibly a part. “Tommie’s almost ¢ " says UCLA spring | dr
coach John Smith. “He could teach v \merica a lot ifhe] er
weren't so remote.”

On Smith’s wall hang a pair of Califo state Assembly res | 10

] : ; , e |
lutions commending him for church - community WO ih
S e . o oocture Wil I
Smith’s post-Olympic life has established that his gestilre lo
neither self-promoting nor nihilistic. His was an act of bm].
science, so it is only to his conscience, that of a scholar, thit Pl

may appeal.

Thus it is put to him that any account of how this nation €5
to accept the civil rights of African-Americans remains imees
plete without his dramatic two cents worth.

Smith is affected. “What I did grew directly out of my
tion as an American,” he says. “So I guess 1 can't refuse
tribute to others’.” iod

His words, once loosed, flow with such force and ua‘gzmlii’-ii“f‘
that it is clear they have heen waiting for decades, Jiming |
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THE DEBATE OVER A BOYCOTT REACHED ITS
CLIMAX AT THE L.A. TRIALS.

“My dad said, “You don’t tell my kids what to do." They talked.
My dad conceded that we came to California for us Kids’ educa-
tion. So we got off the bus and I went to second grade.

“School was integrated, and it was my first look at white folks
in any number. I remember the most amazing thing. One day my
mother gave me a nickel. And I bought an ice-cream cone. And
this white kid, Wesley, knocked it out of my hand and said, ‘Nig-
gers don't eat ice cream.” I didn’t know what to do. Twent home
and pondered it in my heart.

“Three years later, when I was going to Central Union School
in Lemoore, this kid transferred in. Walking home, 1 said, ‘1
know you?’

“‘Iwent to Stratford. . . .

¥ “Wesley!”

“They had to pull me off him. I beat him. Then I made him
fetch our cows for a week.”

In the fourth grade, Smith raced his older sister Sallie to see
who was the fastest kid in school. “I ran all out, and [ beat her for
the first time!” His eyes glisten with the triumph. Smith the adult
happily acknowledges the child within. “I can stare at a tree and
be overcome by how simple life is,” he says. “I'm a kid.”

And he's back in sixth grade. “Pivotal year. [ realized that aca-
demically T was very short. T could barely read. My language was
bad. so I didn’t talk. No attention was paid to those who needed
it. That’s when [ started thinking of how to better teach school.”

_:FII“E ?ﬁ his sack, coming back to see what's the matter.

: He's half-picking this row!’ says the field boss.

tttir}l’ f:ill_;hl.‘r protects us by being there. “Tom," he says, ‘pick
> 1hen he gocs toward the boss, ‘You never handle my

) ]_w says, low. “You come to me first, We will deal with it." I

Tﬁhlped my father,
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Noff 1o school,”

principal of Stratford Grammar School, a
the bus to the cotton field and said, *‘Chil-
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Thus the urge to improve self and system was present in Smith
at age 12. “Seventh grade and now I'm sitting in the middle of
the class. I'm working hard. Academically 'm on my way. But re-
member, identifying the problem was the crucial first step.”
Those words carry down the years, sensible and dangerous.

“In eighth gra;:!e I was six-foot-two-and-a-half and weighed
155 pounds. But that was the year it seemed like 1 didn’t have to
hide anymore.” Sports-minded men took one look at Tommie
Smith and approved. His height and speed let him dominate in
basketball. He improved his 100-yard-dash time from 10.9 t0 9.9
in the ninth grade, a consequence of lacing on his first spikes.

In his junior year at Lemoore High School he ran the 100 in
9.6, long-jumped 23 feet and met the quarter mile. “Against
Hanford, our big rival, we needed points. Coach Burton said,
‘Want to run the 4407

“ ‘Sure, Coach.’ That was my constant reply, ‘Sure, Coach.’ I'd
never run it in my life. At the gun I went like it was a 200. 1
thought I was to die in the end.”

The strength of the land was in him. He held on against the
pain to finish in 47.7.

In 1963, having run the 100 and 220 in 9.5 and 21.1, long-
jumped 24' 6" and high-jumped 6" 5", Smith went to San Jose
State on a basketball-track-football scholarship,

“I did not want to go back to the fields. I wanted to be an all-
American student,” he says. “If you got clean shoes, a close hair-
cut and a book in your hand, you had it right. Didn’t miss class.
Tommie Smith did not miss class. He was desperately tired
sometimes, but he always made class.”

Not that he aced everything. *I started out on academic pro-
bation and my little brain boiled in the library stacks and I still
only got a 2.1 GPA as a freshman. Basketball had hurt my sprint-
ing.” Smith sat down uneasily before basketball coach Stu In-
man. * ‘Coach,’ I said, ‘I'm thinking track and field.’

* "Tommie,’ he said, ‘I understand. Good luck. Come see us.”

“Now,” says Smith, ““I could concentrate on something.”

San Jose track coach Bud Winter was the finest maker of sprint-
ers of his generation. “ A humanitarian,” says Smith. “This white,
middle-aged gentleman coached Lee Evans, John Carlos, Ron-
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In 1966 Evans ran the 400 in 45.2 and was ranked firstif
world at the distance. Smith set a world record of 19.5 for te
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SAN JOSE STATE coACH WINTER KEPT HIS EYES ON TRACK
TECHNIGQUE AND NEVER CRITICIZED THE POLITICAL ACTIVITIES ©OF HIS STAR SPRINTERS,
(FROM LEFT) EVANS, SMITH AND CARLOS.

never again misjudge pace. Smith would never again expect to
find a friend in a competitor.

Smith had passed the 400 meters in 44.5 and finished the 440
in 44.8. Both were world records. “World records came about
every two weeks in 1967, says Smith now. Before he graduated,
counting relays, he tied or broke 11 records.

“By the time I was a senior,” says Smith, “my grades were up
to 2.5, 2.6, and I had a growing sense of really understanding
what I was being taught.”

Smith, hardly a campus radical, was in the Army Reserve Offi-
cers Training Corps. “1 always made it a point to follow rules,”
he says. “Write me a rule and I follow it. But I was a genuine col-
lege student. And these were the 1960s.”

Smith had come to manhood in the most compelling decade of
the civil rights struggle. When Rosa Parks declined to give her
seat to a white man and go stand in the back of a bus and was
arrested, so beginning the Montgomery, Ala., bus boycott of
1935-56, Smith was 11.

When Freedom Riders were mobbed and beaten by 200
whites at a Montgomery bus station while local police stood
aside. Smith was 17. The next year, in Oxford, Miss,, white stu-
dents and townspeople rioted, wounding 160 federal marshals
and killing two bystanders rather than see James Meredith ad-
mitted to the University of Mississippi.

As Smith began college in 1963, four black girls were killed
when the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church in Birmingham was
bombed in reaction to school desegregation.
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GREENE FELT IT WAS HIS DUTY AS AN AMERICAN

TO RUN IN THE GAMES.

I could read the Constitution,” Smith says. “I could compare
the writing of this land with its reality.”

Smith, with his gift for vividness, remembered the cotton
fields and began to fit himself into the black American experi-
ence. “I had the language now to really think about it,” he says,
“about what my father had endured from the field bosses.™

Some injustice was nearer at hand, Other black San Jose State
athletes had complained about discrimination in housing. “I
went apartment-hunting,” says Smith, “to test whether there was
racism in San Jose. I'd find a nice apartment with a For RENT
sign on the lawn. I'd get the people to come to the door. They'd
say, ‘No vacancies.”

“I'd get a blonde, blue-eyed girl to knock and ask if there was a
room. And there was.” Smith sighs. “There it was, five blocks
from the gym.”

In Smith’s senior year, adding to the San Jose State ferment,
one John Carlos appeared. A product of Harlem's B.S, 90, Fred-
erick Douglass Junior High and Manhattan Vocational and
Technical High School, Carlos had already run 9.2 in the 100 and
20.2 in the 200 at East Texas State. “I'd gone there not for the
college but to get my wife, Kim, and daughter out of Harlem,” he
says. [ asked the recruiter if my kid could ride horses in Texas.
He said, “Yep.’ I also asked about race relations. He said they
were O.K. When we hit the airport, I realized my mistake. -

“A black man couldn’t get a beer in a bar in Austin, in the Tex-
as state capital,” Carlos continues. “Iwanted to change it.”

Carlos recalls that when he was interviewed by the East Texas
State school paper, he described racism as he had seen it on cam-
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les. There they would test support for an OI}-‘l_upic boycott by
black athletes to protest racial injustice in Arpcnm. :

The thought of surrendering his chance i_ur an Olympic g.qld
medal was Fupcl]cnl to Smith. “At first I didn’t want to get in-
volved.” he says. “Why should I risk all I had? Dll'i the other
hand, if 1 didn't use the influence I'd gainf:d from h'f,]"g a world-
class athlete, Twouldn't be doing my part in socicty.

“Come to the meeting,” said Evans. S

“] looked in the mirror,” says Smith, facing it again in memao-
tv. “I took off my shades and looked harder. ‘Tommie,” 1 said,
‘what are you going to do?’ :

“The mirror said what mirrors say: ‘Do you know what is
right?" "

“Smith knew. But he also knew that no social improvement has
ever arrived without disproportionate sacrifice by a few human
beings, He knew that sacrifice can get out of hand. He knew that
if he joined this movement, he would move into the unknown.

JORDAN (TOP) AND BRUNDAGE TRIED TO STIFF-ARM THE

MNASCENT OLYMPIC PROTEST MOVEMENT.

Where does courage begin? Martin Luther King Jr. felt it
flowing from the young, from the innocently fearless children
who marched out singing to face Birmingham police commis-
sioner Bull Connor's fire hoses, police dogs and jails.

Smith, this innate improver, was unencumbered by a true
sense of how desperately human beings can hold on to their in-
grained, exploitive ways. “I am a kid,” he says. Innocence tipped
the balance.

“Come to the meeting,” said Evans.

“Reluctantly,” says Smith, *“I went.”

The gathering of 50 or 60 athletes issued a list of demands to
the U.S. Olympic Committee, asking that South Africa be
barred from the Games (it already had been, but it was pushing
for reinstatement), that International Olympic Committee pres-

68
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L.A., SMITH (WITH BiLL RUSSELL AND EpWARDS) WAS ON THE FENCE ABOUT A BOYCOTT.
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after the Olympics. Jim Brown contacted me to be my represen-
tative. I asked him to lend me $2,000, and he sent his agent to ad-
vance it to me against my signing.”

Smith worked at the All-American Pontiac dealership in San
Jose, washing and detailing cars until his employer, citing
Smith’s connection with the Olympic Project for Human Rights,
let him go. “Meanwhile the hate mail kept coming, the mock
plane tickets back to Africa. Someone killed Harry’s dogs and
left them in pieces. Harry counseled us not to be broken. They'd
hroken us this way for vears.”

Black athletes elsewhere were hardly new to mistreatment. Hur-
dler Leon Coleman was raised in the Roxbury section of Boston,
then went to Winston-Salem College in Nort h Carolina.

“Earl Monroe lived across the hall from me,” recalls Cole-
man. who now teaches junior high school in Rocky Mount, N.C.
“He and 1 and some other guys were taken out one night on a so-
cial-club initiation. The senior brothers tied us to a headstone in
a graveyard. We had to get free and make it back to campus on
aur own. Well, we'd no sooner gotten the ropes off than we saw a
Klan procession through the trees. They must have been coming
back from a rally or something, marching in their sheets. We
pressed ourselves down behind the wall of that cemetery and
froze.

“They passed. We breathed again, We still had to get home.
We caught a ride in the only vehicle out that night, a hearse. We
pushed the body over, all climbed in the back, and actually beat
the guys who'd taken us out there back to Winston-Salem. The
stories that night, my lord! It was dawn before anyone could
sleep.”

And when they did, they had nightmares about the Klan com-
ing upon thema few minutes earlier, when they had been bound
and helpless.

In February 1968, the Brundage-led 10C, ignoring apartheid,
obstinately readmitted South Africa to the Olympic Games. Af-
rican and Caribbean nations, Cuba and the Soviet bloc were out-
raged, threatening to withdraw if the ban were not reimposed.
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Suddenly it was conceivable that not one black athlete would ap-
pear that autumn in Mexico City. :

Mexico and the U.S.S.R. pressured Brundage to call a special
10C session in April. There, South Africa was booted again, “It
felt good,” Smith says. “We had brothers around the world.”

And at home. In March, in New York City, Carlos spoke with
King. “I felt he'd find support for athletes who boyeotted,” Car-
los savs. ““He was the only guy who would and could. Edwards
was not in any position to do that then.”

On April 4, 1968, King was assassinated in Memphis by James
Earl Ray. .

Larry James was then a Villanova sophomore from White
Plains, N.Y., with a modest best of 47 seconds in the 440. He had
looked forward to Villanova's first outdoor meet, at the Univer-
sity of Tennessee.

“Given that Dr. King was executed, so to speak, in Tennessee,
some of us were uncomfortable,” recalls James. “The team met.
The agreement was that we had to be unanimous to not go. We
weren't. So we went.”

In Knoxville, James learned that when the news of King's
death had been announced over the TV in the Tennessee stu-
dent center, it had caused a standing ovation. Carrying that
knowledge in the pit of his stomach, James jogged across the
campus to the track meet. “A VW passed and 1 heard, ‘Run, nig-
ger, run!’ I immediately started to walk. And I began to internal-
ize things.”

James went onto the track and won the 440 in 45.2. “Do you
know what a 45.2 means, Burner?” yelled miler and Villanova
team captain David Patrick, shaking him, *Third-fastest ever! It
means Olympics, Burner!™

Three weeks later, James completed a running-start relay 440
at the Penn Relays in 43.9, the fastest ever.

Every black athlete of that generation had experiences like

AT TAHOE, CARLOS'S UNORTHODOX SHOE (LEFT)

SPIKED HIS 200 WORLD MARK.
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IN MEXICO, COLEMAN'S AND CARLOS'S GARB
MADE A STATEMENT.

began to look to the 200 in the final Olympic trials as an occasion
for satisfaction.

Smith, recovering from diarrhea he had contracted on a trip to
Germany, reached the final trials in less than peak condition. He
ran only the 200.

“Carlos was ready,” he says, “but I was distracted. The USQC
had sent us a letter saying any athlete who didn’t perform in hon-
or of the United States would be sent home from Mexico. Ralph
Boston—who'd originally been against the boycott—drafted
what we replied: ‘Get off our backs and let us train.”

In the starting blocks, Smith put it to himself that he had no
choice but to make the team. “They were all in my head, all the
calls, all the meetings, all the racists screaming for me to fail,”

At the gun, the muscular Carlos, a magnificent sprinter of
turns, bolted to a huge lead, then held off Smith in the stretch to
win in a seeming world record of 19.7. But Carlos had worn
shoes with dozens of tiny spikes. The rules allowed but six.
“They're not spikes,” he said. “They’re brushes.”

“Officials were out on the track before I'd come to astop, tell-
ing me it wouldn't count,” says Carlos now, “They loved telling
me that.” The record would not be accepted. Thus his great race,
rather than establishing his true sprinting supremacy, bccamé
one more case in which he felt wronged by authority. “I always
used to say, ‘We ain’t windup toys,” ' says Carlos. “ “We don't
hop out of the closet and perform. 'm a man unto myself.’ That
never seemed to penetrate,”

No, because it called for acceptance of the basis of civil rights
of all civility: an even break. So now, since he had proved hjmse]%
the best, and since things were to be stacked against him even on
the track, he could feel his need ebbing for white society’s main
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prize. “After the 19.7," Carlos says. "1 did not care aboy
gold.” i

Smith’s second-place finish put hirm safely on the US. &
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HIS ARMS IN VICTORY AND THEN
IN A FIST SALUTE.

gold, stop bull—— and come on.” Smith didn’t hear him. Eighty
thousand people were roaring as Smith struck with his eight
long, lifting strides. They swept him past Carlos.

I pulled back on the reins,” Carlos says now. *America de-
prived our society of seeing what the world record would have
been.”

“If Carlos wants to say that,” Smith says, “I applaud him for
his benevolence.”

“The medal meant more to Tommie,” says Carlos. “Everyone
got what he wanted, even Peter Norman.” Carlos slowed so
much that Norman, an Australian sprinter, caught him at the
line for second.

When Smith knew he had won, he threw out his arms. He still
had 15 meters to go. “I guess if I'd calculated a 12-stride attack,
the time would: have been 19.6,” Smith says now. That record
would have stood to this day.

He crossed the line with his arms outflung at the angle of a
crucifix. His smile was of joy, relief and vindication. When he
came to a stop, he felt resolve cool and strong in him.

The medalists were guided through a warren of stone tunnels
under the stadium to a room that held their sweatsuits and bags.
“It was a dungeon under there,” says Smith.

He went to Carlos. “John, this is it, man,” he said. “All those
years of fear, all the suffering. This is it. I'll tell you what I'm go-
ing to do. You can decide whether you want to.”

“Yeah, man,” said Carlos, “Right.”

“I got gloves here. I'm going to wear the right. You can have
the left.”” Carlos slipped it on.
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CARLOS MADE THEIR STAND ELOQUENTLY.

ried a velvet pillow. Upon each pillow lay a medal. IOC vice-
president Lord Killanin of Ireland. who would succeed Brun-
dage in four years, and the president of the International Ama-
teur Athletic Federation, the Marquess of Exeter, led them to
the ceremony.

«As Killanin hung the medal around my neck and shook my
hand.” says Smith, **his smile was so warm that I was surprised. |
smiled back. T saw peace in his eyes. That gave me a two- of
three-second relaxation there, to gather myself.”

Along with his gold medal, Smith received a box with an olive
tree sapling inside, an emblem of peace. He held the box in his
left hand, accepting it into his own symbaolism.

Then the three athletes turned to the right, to face the flags.
The Star-Spangled Banner began. Smith bowed his head as if in
prayer and freed his young face of expression. Then he tensed
the muscles of his right shoulder and began the irrevocable lift-
ing of his fist. =

IE LIVES OF THE 1968 OLYMPIANS.




