
To understand Wilma Rudolph, begin at the finish line and walk backward. 

It is September 1960 in Rome, Italy. The Olympic stadium is filled with spectators, 
cameras, officials, and the fastest runners on Earth. A tall, graceful 20-year-old Black 
woman from Tennessee steps onto the track. She does not look tense. Her stride is 
smooth, her body is light, and once she reaches full speed, the other runners appear to 
be fighting the track while she seems to float over it. 

The world is about to call Wilma Rudolph the fastest woman alive. 

But if we keep walking backward through her life, the Olympic track disappears. The 
stadium becomes a segregated hospital. The gold medals become a metal leg brace. The 
cheering crowd becomes a family massaging a child’s weakened leg every day because 
proper medical care is difficult to reach. 

That is where her real race began. 

Wilma Glodean Rudolph was born on June 23, 1940, near Clarksville, Tennessee. She 
was born prematurely and weighed only about four and a half pounds. Her father had 
children from two marriages, making Wilma the 20th of 22 children in the larger Rudolph 
family. 

The family had limited money, but Wilma was surrounded by people. Older brothers and 
sisters helped care for younger children. Clothing was passed down, food was shared, 
and everyone contributed. That large family became Wilma’s first support team long 
before she had coaches, teammates, or Olympic officials around her. 

Her childhood body faced one illness after another. She suffered from pneumonia and 
scarlet fever. Around the age of four, she contracted polio, a viral disease that can attack 
the nervous system and damage the nerves controlling the muscles. 

Polio weakened Wilma’s left leg and foot. Her leg twisted, and she lost much of its 
strength. Doctors told her family that she might never walk normally. 

That prediction is often presented as one dramatic sentence: the doctors said she would 
never walk, and she proved them wrong. The truth involved far more work. 

Medical facilities near Clarksville were segregated, and high-quality treatment for a poor 
Black child was not readily available. Wilma’s mother, Blanche, regularly took her to a 
hospital in Nashville, roughly 50 miles away. Traveling that distance repeatedly was a 
serious burden for a working family without abundant money or easy transportation. 

Wilma wore a heavy metal brace on her left leg and an orthopedic shoe. Her mother 
learned therapeutic exercises and taught the rest of the family how to help. Several times 



a day, family members massaged Wilma’s leg and guided it through movements intended 
to restore strength. 

There was no crowd applauding those sessions. No medal waited at the end of the week. 
Improvement came slowly, through thousands of ordinary moments that would never be 
recorded. 

The first victory of Wilma Rudolph’s athletic career was not a race. It was placing her foot 
on the floor. 

She gradually learned to move with the brace, then with special shoes, and finally 
without assistance. By approximately age twelve, she could walk normally. Soon she was 
running and playing with other children. 

Imagine what running meant to her. Most children run without considering it a privilege. 
Wilma had spent years watching other children move freely while metal supported her 
own leg. When she finally gained that freedom, movement was not ordinary. It was 
something her body had fought to recover. 

Her first competitive love was basketball. At Clarksville’s all-Black Burt High School, 
Wilma became a standout player. Her speed allowed her to race down the court, escape 
defenders, and score quickly. She earned the nickname “Skeeter” because she was thin, 
fast, and difficult to catch. 

A basketball court introduced Wilma to competition, but track revealed the rare ability 
hidden inside her stride. 

Ed Temple, the track coach at Tennessee State University, noticed her. Temple coached 
the Tennessee State Tigerbelles, one of the most important women’s track programs in 
American history. He saw that Wilma possessed unusual natural speed, but natural 
speed alone was not enough for him. 

Temple was demanding. He expected discipline, proper technique, academic effort, and 
personal responsibility. His runners trained seriously even though women’s sports 
received little money, attention, or institutional support. The Tigerbelles practiced on 
imperfect facilities and traveled under the restrictions of segregation. They had to 
become world-class athletes in a country that invested far more in male competitors and 
still treated Black citizens as inferior. 

Wilma began training with Temple while she was still in high school. She was competing 
against older, more experienced runners, but her speed developed quickly. 

At just 16 years old, she qualified for the 1956 Olympic Games in Melbourne, Australia. 
She competed in the 200 meters but did not reach the final. However, she joined the 
United States team in the 4 × 100-meter relay and returned home with a bronze medal. 



A bronze Olympic medal at 16 would have satisfied many athletes. Wilma used it as 
evidence that she could reach higher. She reportedly showed the medal to her 
classmates and made it clear that she intended to return from the next Olympics with 
gold. 

The four years between Melbourne and Rome transformed her. She trained under Temple 
at Tennessee State, improved her starts, strengthened her body, and learned how to 
control her long stride. Sprinting is not simply moving the legs as fast as possible. A 
great sprinter must explode from the starting blocks, accelerate without tightening the 
body, keep the arms and legs coordinated, and maintain proper form while the muscles 
begin screaming for oxygen. 

Wilma’s running appeared effortless because the difficult work happened before the 
crowd saw her. 

She entered the 1960 Olympics in Rome as a serious favorite. These Games received 
enormous international television attention, allowing athletes to become worldwide 
personalities in a new way. Cassius Clay, who later became Muhammad Ali, won boxing 
gold there. Ethiopian runner Abebe Bikila won the marathon barefoot. Wilma Rudolph 
became the queen of the track. 

Her first major test was the 100-meter dash. The race is short enough that one poor start 
can destroy an athlete’s chances. There is almost no time to correct a serious mistake. 

During the semifinal, Wilma tied the world record with a time of 11.3 seconds. In the final, 
she accelerated away from the field and crossed the line in 11.0 seconds. The following 
wind was too strong for the time to count as an official world record, but the medal 
counted. Wilma Rudolph was the Olympic 100-meter champion. 

The 200 meters demanded a different type of speed. Runners begin on a curve, where 
balance and position matter, and must maintain their form over twice the distance. Wilma 
set an Olympic record of 23.2 seconds during the opening round. In the final, she came 
off the curve with control, opened a clear lead, and won her second gold medal. 

Two individual victories had already made her a star. The 4 × 100-meter relay gave her a 
chance at history. 

The American team included Martha Hudson, Lucinda Williams, Barbara Jones, and 
Wilma Rudolph. All four were Tennessee State Tigerbelles coached by Ed Temple. In the 
semifinal, they set a world record of 44.4 seconds. 

The final did not unfold perfectly. Wilma ran the anchor leg, meaning she was 
responsible for carrying the baton to the finish. During the handoff from Lucinda 
Williams, Wilma nearly lost control of the baton. Germany’s final runner gained the lead. 



A relay baton is small, but dropping it means disqualification. Wilma first had to secure it, 
then recover the distance she had lost. She did both. Once the baton was safely in her 
hand, her stride opened. She chased down Germany’s Jutta Heine, passed her, and 
brought the United States home in first place. 

Three events. Three gold medals. 

Wilma Rudolph became the first American woman to win three track-and-field gold 
medals during a single Olympic Games. European journalists gave her several 
nicknames. The Italians called her “La Gazzella Nera,” the Black Gazelle. The French 
called her “La Perle Noire,” the Black Pearl. Back home, she was celebrated as the 
fastest woman in the world. 

Her victories carried special weight because of what America was in 1960. Wilma 
represented the United States internationally, wore its uniform, raised its flag, and helped 
the country display an image of freedom and excellence. Yet back in Tennessee, racial 
segregation still controlled where Black people could eat, sit, attend school, receive 
treatment, and gather publicly. 

Clarksville planned a homecoming parade and banquet in Wilma’s honor. She refused to 
participate if the events were segregated. Because of her stand, the celebration became 
one of Clarksville’s first major racially integrated public events. 

That decision deserves to stand beside the medals. Wilma did not accept international 
glory while remaining silent about humiliation at home. She used the power of her 
achievement to force open a door for her community. 

Her fame also challenged ideas about women in sports. Female athletes were often 
treated as curiosities rather than serious competitors. Reporters sometimes focused on 
Wilma’s beauty, clothing, and graceful appearance as much as her athletic skill. Praise 
for her femininity made her more acceptable to the public, but it could also distract from 
the brutal training and competitive intelligence behind her victories. 

Wilma had not accidentally become fast. She was a technically trained, mentally 
disciplined athlete who performed under Olympic pressure. 

She continued competing after Rome and remained among the world’s best sprinters. 
However, she retired from competition in 1962, when she was only 22. She believed it 
was better to leave at the top than remain until defeat pushed her aside. 

Retirement brought another adjustment. Olympic fame did not automatically create 
lifelong financial security, especially in an era when Olympic athletes competed under 
strict amateur rules. Wilma completed her education at Tennessee State University and 
worked as a teacher, coach, sports commentator, and youth advocate. She eventually 
established the Wilma Rudolph Foundation to support young athletes and give children 
opportunities to develop through sports and education. 



Her later life was not free from hardship. She raised four children, experienced divorce, 
and continued working in education and community programs. In 1994, doctors 
diagnosed her with brain and throat cancer. The illness advanced quickly. Wilma Rudolph 
died on November 12, 1994, at only 54 years old. 

Her life is sometimes reduced to an inspirational formula: a child had polio, learned to 
walk, and became an Olympic champion. That story is true, but it is incomplete. 

Wilma did not succeed through determination alone. Her mother searched for medical 
care. Her family performed daily therapy. Ed Temple provided expert coaching. The 
Tigerbelles trained beside her and pushed her. Her relay teammates helped place the 
final baton in her hand. Her achievement was personal, but it was also built by a 
community. 

Her life also reveals how much talent can be hidden by unequal opportunity. Wilma was 
born poor, Black, female, premature, physically weakened, and surrounded by 
segregation. American society gave her many reasons to remain unseen. Her family and 
coaches helped uncover what those conditions could have buried. 

The medals tell us how fast she ran. They do not fully tell us how far she traveled. 

She moved from a metal brace to the Olympic starting blocks. From a segregated 
hospital to worldwide fame. From being told she might never walk normally to becoming 
the woman no one in the world could catch. And when her hometown tried to honor her 
without honoring all of her people, she refused to cross that finish line alone. 


