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‘Once a Polio Victim’: Wilma Rudolph and American Exceptionalism at the 1960

Olympics

Elizabeth Rees

In the split second when Wilma Rudolph powered to the finish line of the 400-metre relay, her body

propelled forward at maximum velocity as she broke through the tape, she secured her place as the

stand-out athlete of the 1960 Summer Olympic Games in Rome. The first American woman to win

three gold medals in one Games, ‘Wonderful Wilma’ outpaced the rest of the world and bolstered the

ideology of American exceptionalism at a time where the Cold War was not only being played out in

the halls of power in Washington and Moscow but also on the athletics track.1 In 1941 the influential

publisher of Time Magazine, Henry Luce, had already brought ideas of American exceptionalism to

the fore of public consciousness by describing how ‘we have that indefinable, unmistakable sign of

leadership: prestige.’2 Historians have since agreed that the notion of American exceptionalism

extended not only to the economic and military strength of the nation, but further included notions of

a moral conviction that the United States is exceptional: thus much of how Rudolph was received

internationally can be regarded as bolstering this ideology.3

Whilst historians have increasingly analysed the cultural and political dynamics around the history of

sports in the USA since the 1970s, spearheaded by the innovative work of Harry Edwards, there has

been scant consideration of the role of Wilma Rudolph as a symbol of the ideology of American

exceptionalism.4 Most studies focused, very legitimately, on the significance of Rudolph as a female

African American athlete.5 However, there is scope in current scholarship for a more detailed

understanding of the way in which Rudolph was perceived by an international audience. Likewise,

this paper hopes to deepen the historical appreciation of her significance in relation to the unfolding

athletic Cold War of the 1960s, which turned athletes into ‘footsoldiers in a quadrennial propaganda

battle’ according to Edwards.6

6 Harry Edwards, “The Free Enterprise Olympics,” Journal of Sport and Social Issues, 8, no. 2, (1984): 1.

5 Rita Liberti and Maureen M. Smith, (Re)Presenting Wilma Rudolph, (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press,
2015); Jennifer, H. Lansbury, A Spectacular Leap: Black Women Athletes in Twentieth-Century America,
(Fayetteville: University of Arkansas Press, 2014).

4 Harry Edwards, “Sport Within the Veil: The Triumphs, Tragedies and Challenges of Afro-American
Involvement,” The Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science, 445, (1979): 116-127; Ben
Carrington, “The Critical Sociology of Race and Sport: The First Fifty Years,” Annual Review of Sociology, 39,
(2013): 379-398; Susan Cahn, Coming on String: Gender and Sexuality in Twentieth-Century Women’s Sport,
(New York: Free Press, 1994).

3 Godfrey Hodgson, The Myth of American Exceptionalism, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2009);
Oana-Andreea Piruta, “American Exceptionalism,” Journal of Defense Resources Management, 8, no. 2,
(November 2017): 121-128.

2 Henry Luce, “The American Century,” in John K. Jessup, ed. The Ideas of Henry Luce, (New York: Atheneum,
1969), 118.

1 M. V. Cogley and W.P. Murphy, “Baton Change Cost U.S.A. Gold Medals, Record,” Irish Independent,
September 09, 1960, 13.
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Ultimately, it is clear that American exceptionalism and notions of the American dream, magnified

by race and gender, were implicit in how Rudolph’s sporting prowess was perceived internationally,

reinforcing the mythology of Americanism. Firstly, the fact that Rudolph overcame physical barriers

to achieve the height of athletic prowess, the Olympic gold medal, was the key aspect in the narrative

of her exceptionalism. Secondly, a focus on class and childhood poverty further contributed to the

notion of Rudolph having achieved the American dream. Finally, Rudolph was also differentiated by

her race and her gender: while both of these meant that she was at practical disadvantages through her

life, these features intersected and were framed favourably by the press to make her a desirable and

exceptional figure. These factors were interrelated and indivisible from one another in the

contemporary framing of Rudolph and will be the main analytical points of this critique. For a woman

once dubbed ‘the most popular all-American woman athlete of the century,’ it is high time that

Rudolph’s place as a symbol of American exceptionalism during the Cold War, particularly as an

African American woman, be foregrounded by historians as one of the great, if somewhat inadvertent,

cultural diplomats of the twentieth century.7 In terms of sources, as a British historian working on

American history and due to the impact of the pandemic on the availability of archival material, this

paper has largely been based on British newspapers. This was not merely a situational decision; in

seeking to understand how Rudolph was perceived in an international context as a representative of

the United States abroad, I have used the British reception as a suitable case study from which to gain

further insight into foreign perceptions of Rudolph’s Olympic success. Whilst this was a practical

methodology for this study, there are acknowledged limits to this, and in due course I hope to expand

the scope of this research further.

It was immediately apparent in contemporary press coverage that Wilma Rudolph was an

extraordinary athlete given her history of childhood illness and the enormous physical disadvantages

she overcame to achieve the pinnacle of athletic excellence. Few people who knew Rudolph in her

youth, when she was incapacitated both by scarlet fever and polio, would have guessed that she would

go on to become the world-class sprinter of her generation. Whilst manifold and complex, the

historiography of disability developed during the 1980s and is constantly evolving. Historians assert

that the effects of polio were seen not necessarily as a disability, but rather as a sickness and a cause

for shame which had to be overcome or concealed, as President Franklin Roosevelt had done during

the 1930s.8 However, the press coverage of the 1960 Olympics indicates just how captivated the

public were by this narrative of triumph over physical adversity since this was a key theme in

contemporary publications, in a way which almost fetishizes Rudolph’s physical conquest of polio.

8 Steven E. Brown, ‘Changing America’s Consciousness: A Brief History of the Independent Living Civil
Rights Movement InThe United States,’ in R. Hanes, I. Brown, & N.E. Hansen, (Eds.), The Routledge History of
Disability (1st ed.), (London: Routledge, 2017) 492.

7 George Harley, “West Indians Not Bared,” Sunday Mirror, February 05, 1961, 27.
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Details of Rudolph’s illness were included in articles, almost as a qualifying feature of her victory,

with one journalist stating that ‘the women’s 100 metres final produced a fabulous performance by the

20-years-old coloured American girl from Tennessee, Wilma Rudolph, who could not walk until the

age of seven.’9 Journalists lauded Rudolph for being ‘amazing… yet she could not walk until she was

eight, because of a rheumatic condition.’10 One article from the Munster Express was particularly

emphatic about her achievements, describing how ‘she bore the sympathy and admiration of the

people because of her pathetic childhood. From birth, she was afflicted with poliomyelitis and was a

chronic invalid up to the age of 8.’11 The same article makes the explicit link to the personal qualities

this narrative implies Rudolph possesses, namely perseverance, hope and a hard work ethic, when

commenting that ‘by exercise, she not alone defeated the disease but grew tall and athletic-like,’

emphasising the narrative of individualism and personal growth.12 It is also interesting that the Irish

press seemed to be particularly enamoured with Rudolph, since the tone of the Irish coverage of

Rudolph was especially positive, perhaps indicating a slight reservation of the English press as

Rudolph beat British athlete Dorothy Hyman to the gold medal. Likewise, the American press abroad

continued to sing Rudolph’s praises, with the Pulitzer Prize-winning sports commentator Red Smith

writing in the Paris edition of the New York Herald Tribune that ‘In her childhood, Wilma suffered

from Polio, couldn’t even walk until she was eight,’ and therefore proclaimed that ‘Wilma’s triple on

the track- at 100 meters, 200 and in the 400 meter relay may have been the most remarkable

achievement of the games, for she did it almost without preparation.’13 Whilst it is clear that

Rudolph’s polio was a defining feature of her magnetic image, few historians acknowledge the

importance of this, with Lansbury being really the only scholar to detail the agonising experiences

Rudolph endured as a child, stating that ‘by the time she was six, Rudolph was traveling twice a week

by bus with her mother to Meharry Medical School in Nashville for additional treatments designed to

strengthen and straighten the leg.’14

Whilst news outlets in Europe were relaying the narrative of Rudolph’s victory over childhood illness

and ascent to Olympic glory, this was also a theme that featured in the official US government’s

portrayal of their champion. The United States Information Agency (USIA), initiated in 1953 under

President Eisenhower in the cultural arena of the Cold War, released an official government film for

international audiences to commemorate the achievements of Rudolph. In the short documentary,

Wilma Rudolph, Olympic Champion, the narrator first details Rudolph’s hard work ethic, noting that

she ‘trains everyday with her teammates,’ and exclaims that ‘it’s hard to believe now, but Wilma did

14 Lansbury, A Spectacular Leap, 112.
13 Red Smith, “One Backward Glance,” New York Herald Tribune, September 16, 1960, 10.
12 Ibid
11 J. J. Walsh, “Olympics in Eternal City,” Munster Express, October 07, 1960, 10.
10 Jack Peart, “Athletic Phonics!” Sunday Mirror, September 11, 1960, 27.
9 “Americans Take Top Day of Olympic Games,” Irish Examiner, September 03, 1960, 13.
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not learn to walk until she was seven. She had to overcome a childhood disease.’15 This is a

particularly stark scene, with the details of her disabilities as a child relayed over images of Rudolph

warming up on the track at Tennessee State University. Rudolph’s childhood illness was therefore a

hallmark of the representations of Rudolph in both the international press, as well as a feature

emphasised by the U.S. government itself to convey the magnitude of Rudolph’s achievement clearly

embodying Luce’s creed that it was innately American to ‘live and work and fight with vigour and

enthusiasm.’16 In the Cold War setting where, as one contemporary commentator put it, ‘the

Americans and Russians were so obviously aware of each other, that victory for one spelled

depression and despondency for the other,’ and where both sides of the Iron Curtain presented

competition ‘as a portentous symbolic struggle between two ideological systems,’ Rudolph’s story

bolstered notions of American exceptionalism and highlights the centrality of the agency of the

American individual imbibed with innate strength of character, as opposed to the Soviet collective.17

The issue of the ideological battle between American individualism and the Soviet collective was

further played out in the way in which discourses of class and poverty featured in accounts of

Rudolph’s victory. Schwenk notes how, whilst in USIA films it was acceptable to mention African

American poverty, ‘it could not be linked to the failures of a democratic society,’ and indeed in the

case of Rudolph, her family background was included in coverage to heighten the extent of her

achievement.18 Although the USIA documentary portrayed the Rudolph family in their humble

settings, explaining that ‘her brother, her family, all are interested in sports and very proud of Wilma.

Not only of the honours that have come her way, but of her as a person,’ the film deliberately failed to

convey that Rudolph was, at the time of the 1960 Games, one of nineteen children in a very poor

family.19 Including a more detailed and realistic account of the Rudolph’s poverty would likely have

teetered dangerously on the edge of acknowledging the socio-economic disadvantages facing

African-Americans during this era. With a father who was an invalid and retired porter, the family was

largely reliant on the domestic work of Rudolph’s mother Blanche for their income, meaning

resources would have been scarce for the family. Rudolph’s family background therefore played

directly into the narrative the State Department wanted to show to the global audience, that ‘if social

mobility was possible for black Americans, other people of colour worldwide could improve their

social, political, and economic well-being by aligning with the United States in its effort to promote

capitalist democracy worldwide.’20

20 Damion L. Thomas, Globetrotting: African American Athletes and Cold War Politics, (Urbana: University of
Illinois Press, 2012), 91.

19 Wilma Rudolph, Olympic Champion, (306.5247) NARA Digital Betacam USIS

18 Melinda M. Schwenk, “Negro Stars” and the USIA’s Portrait of Democracy,” Race, Gender & Class, 8, no. 4
(October, 2001), 123.

17 Irish Examiner, September 17, 1960, 8; Allen Guttmann, “The Cold War and the Olympics,” International
Journal, (Autumn, 1988), 43, no. 4, 554.

16 Luce, “The American Century,”118.
15 Wilma Rudolph, Olympic Champion, (306.5247) NARA Digital Betacam USIS
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European news coverage, however, paid greater attention to the factor of socio-economic class than

the idealised version presented by the State Department: although this focus on family background

furthered Rudolph’s exceptionalism, the preoccupation with this theme was not necessarily specific to

her, with the class of the female athletes being highlighted consistently. The Daily Mirror produced

the most concise example of this when describing the trio of medallists for the 200 meters,

commenting that ‘Miss Rudolph is the seventeenth of nineteen children. Miss Heine is the daughter of

a German millionaire. And the grey-eyed Yorkshire miners lass is one of five children, three of them

still at school.’21 Likewise, the Daily Telegraph also pointed out the contrast between the upbringings

of the medallists, noting that alongside Rudolph ‘Miss. Hyman, whose father is a miner, was beaten

out of second place by Gutta Heine (sic), 19, daughter of a wealthy German clothing merchant,’

weaving in the discourse of social class to the accounts of the winners.22 With the spectrum of

socio-economic background represented on the winners podium, the victory of Rudolph over more

financially advantaged counterparts further embodied the ideology of the American Dream, that

‘anyone could overcome humble beginnings to reach the pinnacle of success through the economic

individualism of the capitalist system,’ by creating and taking advantage of their own opportunities in

life.23

Besides the implications of her race and gender, which will be dealt with subsequently, reporters

included such details relating to class and family background to convey the conventional rags to

riches trope through identifying similar themes evident in Rudolph’s life. Some writers had an air of

incredulity at the size of Rudolph’s family, with one noting upon hearing that Rudolph still plays

basketball with her brothers, that it ‘should be quite a game, for Wilma is one of a family of nineteen

children.’24 Commentators also pinpointed that Rudolph was from ‘a Deep South family,’25 with one

even colourfully remarking that ‘Wilma is the seventeenth of nineteen children and says that she had

to run to the table if she wanted to get any food.’26 This framing in news coverage of Rudolph as the

product of a large southern family, particularly when contrasted to the background of figures such as

Jutta Heine, makes Rudolph’s journey from a large, poor family in Tennessee seem all the more

impressive. Furthermore, it echoed the way in which the family backgrounds of past black American

athletes were framed: Davies notes that journalists had highlighted that Jesse Owen’s life ‘was the

epitome of the American dream, relating the story of his birth as one of 10 children to an

26 Irish Examiner, September 17, 1960, 8.
25 Desmond Hackett, “I’ll Remember Abele and Thompson,” Daily Express, September 12, 1960, 16.
24 Jack Peart, “I Put My Cash On Spurs,” Sunday Mirror, February 05, 1961, 27.

23 Russ Crawford, The Use of Sports to Promote the American Way of Life During the Cold War, Cultural
Propaganda, 1945-1963, (Lewiston: The Edward Mellen Press, 2008), v.

22 Donald Saunders, “Storm Floods Games Track,” The Daily Telegraph and Morning Post, September 6 1960,
1.

21 Peter Wilson, “Miner’s Lass Does Us Proud,” Daily Mirror, September 6, 1960, 21.
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impoverished sharecropping family.’27 Overcoming the odd’s stacked against her then, Rudolph’s

story perpetuated the narrative that, with raw potential and dedication, anyone in American society

was able to achieve success, contrasting starkly with the contemporary image surrounding Soviet

athletes at this time as, essentially, ‘employees of the state,’ given the subsidisation for athletes

representing the USSR by the government.28

Race was the obvious factor differentiating Rudolph from her fellow competitors in Rome, and in

contemporary narratives, Rudolph’s race further marked her as exceptional at a time when the

majority of the other competitors were white. It is nearly impossible to find a newspaper article that

did not mention Rudolph’s race when documenting her victory. She was repeatedly described as ‘the

coloured girl from Tennessee’29 and ‘the power-packed coloured American girl, who “shot” home in

the 100 metres in 11.0 secs. (sic).’30 Whilst deeply uncomfortable for modern audiences, it is evident

that the language used to describe Rudolph’s intersecting race and gender differentiate her in a

relatively dehumanizing way, at the same time as lavishing her with praise for her athletic

achievements: she was nicknamed ‘La Gazella Negra’ by Italian audiences in relation to both her race

and her speed.31 Numerous writers refered to Rudolph as a negress rather than simply a woman or

sprinter, with Olympian Christopher Brasher in The Observer describing her as ‘the stately American

Negress,’ and the mile record-breaker Roger Bannister writing for The Sunday Times that, along with

Australian Herbert Elliot, ‘Wilma Rudolph, the fleeted, winsome American Negress’ was the ‘epitome

of athletic quality.’32 Thus whilst these commentators were nevertheless congratulatory in tone,

Rudolph’s status as an African American was the cornerstone of portrayals of her as an athlete in the

press, further marking Rudolph out as exceptional, especially given the understanding of the

contemporary racial tensions in the United States at this point. Even after returning from the

Olympics, it was evident that international news outlets still framed Rudolph through the lens of race,

with The Illustrated London News publishing an image of Rudolph with Presidential candidate

Richard Nixon, under the caption ‘Miss Rudolph, who won three gold medals at the Rome Olympics,

recently met the American Vice-President during his visit to Tennessee. Other Gold Medallists from

Tennessee were seated on the platform while the Republican candidate addressed coloured voters.’33

By implication, Rudolph is thus linked to the coloured voting bloc, at a time when the Civil Rights

struggle was gaining momentum and coming to dominate the American political landscape.

33 “A Window On The World,” The Illustrated London News, October 15, 1960, 644.

32 Christopher Brasher, “Only One Certainty After the Upsets,” The Observer, September 4, 1960, 16; Roger
Bannister, “Alarming Reversals of Olympic Fortune,” The Sunday Times, September 11, 1960, 17.

31 Lansbury, A Spectacular Leap, 127.
30 “Lawlor’s Fine Effort,” Irish Examiner, September 05, 1960, 6.
29 Crawford White, “Wanted- A Good Knock to End Run of Flops,” Daily Mail, July 20, 1961, 14.
28 Ibid, 371.

27 Richard O. Davies, Sports in American Life, A History, Third Edition, (Chichester: Wiley Blackwell, 2017),
202.
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Despite Rudolph’s victory being a success for the U.S government who wished to demonstrate to the

world that everyone enjoyed equal opportunities in American democracy, in reality the opportunities

for African Americans in sport was very limited, although the decline in popularity of track for white

women did leave a vacuum which was filled by black athletes. In fact, Rudolph was the product of

coach Ed Temple’s track team at Tennessee State University, the Tigerbelles, who grew to dominate

American female track, following the trail blazed for them by the victory in the 1940s of Alice

Coachman and the Tuskegee Tigerettes. African American women’s track was thus something of an

exception in itself, being the product of traditionally majority-black colleges, rather than a national

programme, which did not facilitate such athleticism yet. Further to this, a general lack of support

from colleges together with poor budgets and resources further hindered black female athletes in

comparison to their white, male counterparts.34 Rudolph’s Olympic victory couldn’t have come at a

better time for the American government in terms of propaganda: Thomas argues that ‘during the

early days of the Cold War, international condemnation of U.S. domestic race relations was a major

hindrance to American foreign policy objectives.’35 Rudolph’s race was thus a key factor in helping

prove to the world that there were equal opportunities in the United States for African Americans,

despite the contemporary racial climate.

In addition to race, gender was another deeply significant factor in the way in which Rudolph was

both portrayed and received by the global audience as embodying American ideas: by emphasising the

attractiveness and desirability of Rudolph, she was set up as a direct foil to Soviet athletes such as

Tamara and Irina Press, to whom the press referred as ‘mistresses of muscle.’36 This factor was

particularly pertinent since female track and field athletes were considered to be ‘masculinized freaks’

and implicit notions of lesbianism were rife in the popular conception of female athletes.37 The USIA

clearly sought to highlight the femininity, and thus respectability of Rudolph: the narrator instructs the

audience to watch footage of her running, before pointing out ‘the long strut, the beautiful running

style.’38 Furthermore, upon detailing Rudolph’s part-time job in her university campus post office, the

narrator also jokes that she herself receives a large volume of mail including ‘quite a few marriage

proposals,’ framing Rudolph as desirable within the conventional boundaries of marriage.39 The

intersecting frames of feminine desirability and racial difference arguably counteracted each other,

with the emphasis on conventional femininity and the placement of Rudolph firmly under the

masculine gaze somewhat confining her to traditional gender norms, where she would largely be

39 Ibid
38 Wilma Rudolph, Olympic Champion, (306.5247) NARA Digital Betacam USIS
37 Lansbury, A Spectacular Leap, 119.
36 Peter Wilson, “Russia’s Gold Gloom!” Daily Mirror, August 09, 1960.

35 Damion L. Thomas, Globetrotting: African American Athletes and Cold War Politics, (Urbana: University of
Illinois Press, 2012), 3.

34 Susan Cahn, “Cinderellas” of Sport, Black Women in Track and Field,’ in Patrick B. Miller and David K.
Wiggins, eds. Sport and the Colour Line: Black Athletes and Race Relations in Twentieth Century America,
(New York: Routledge, 2004), 253.
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going against the grain as a female athlete at the time. In the context of the Cold War, however, there

was still a keen sense that traditional gender roles and the centrality of the American family and

domestic life should be preserved, which perhaps contributed to the view of many that track was

unsuitable for women. Stanley Woodward in the Paris edition of the New York Herald Tribune gives

historians a glimpse of the sort of derision female athletes faced by male commentators, attempting to

reason that ‘the real reason I consider women’s sports silly is that women are unable to do the things

they try to do in track and field,’ and derogatorily adding that ‘their world records are within the grasp

of any decent high-school boy.’40 Whilst women’s sports had been initiated largely at female colleges

such as Vassar during the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, into the 1930s and 1940s they

had fallen out of favour socially, being seen both as unbecoming for young ladies and as an indicator

of lower social status.

Numerous staff writers, all likely to be male in the sports section, particularly were enamoured with

Rudolph’s legs: the Daily Telegraph commented that Rudolph had ‘legs which seem to start just under

her chin and looks more like a high jumper than a sprinter,’ whilst the Daily Express writer describes

her as ‘the flamingo-legged American heroine,’ and blatantly sexualizes their depiction of her by

recalling how ‘she won with feet that seemed to caress the track as she moved past the old barriers of

pace.’41 Likewise, the Munster Express wrote in terms similarly emphatic about Rudolph’s femininity,

proclaiming her to be ‘a natural, graceful sprinter,’ with the seeming ease at which she ran being

acknowledged through a frame of feminine descriptors.42 Christopher Brasher and legendary coach

Franz Stamfl also remarked on Rudolph’s ladylike appearance when discussing the highlights of the

Games: ‘We’ll remember Wilma Rudolph always bringing her hat- a marvellous confection of straw

and ribbons,’ and further pondering ‘Did her mother- that indomitable mother of 19 children- tell her

that a lady never goes to Rome without her hat?’43 The fact that Rudolph was allowed inches of

column print was something of an exception in itself, since as Guttmann notes, ‘no periodical which

pretends to cover sports in general has ever devoted as much attention to female as male athletes,’

proving the significance of the fact that Rudolph was even granted the deal of coverage she was.44

Therefore, Rudolph’s gender, together with her race, marked her out as embodying the desirability of

Americanism in the Cold War climate.

To conclude, whilst there was been some appreciation of the significance of Rudolph as an African

American athlete, it is clear that the factors of her physical obstacles in the form of childhood

44 Allen Guttmann, Sports Spectators, (New York: Columbia University Press, 1986), 130.

43 Christopher Brasher and Franz Stamfl, “Too Many in Rome Forgot Golden Rule,” The Observer, September
11, 1960, 16.

42 J. J. Walsh, “Olympics in Eternal City,” Munster Express, October 07, 1960, 10.
41 Desmond Hackett, “I’ll Remember Abele and Thompson,” Daily Express, September 12, 1960, 16.
40 Stanley Woodward, “Stop It, Wilma,” New York Herald Tribune, July 28, 1961, 9.
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illnesses, as well as the socio-economic obstacles she faced growing up in Tennessee, were framed in

terms which emphasised Rudolph as an embodiment of American ideals. Rudolph’s victory in Rome

furthered the narrative that anyone, regardless of race, gender, class or even physical disposition, was

able to achieve success in their endeavours with commitment and self-motivated graft, an argument

which was at its most pertinent during the years of the Cold War.
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