














by Jon Hendershott

Up welled the strains of the
"Star-Spangled Banner"” from the
brass band which played the national
anthems of all winners in track and
field at Mexico City's 1968 Olympics.
It was Oct. 16 and the three medal-
ists in the men's 200-meters nirned
to face the flags being run up on the
flagpoles, the red-white-and-blue
banner of the US in the center and to
the right for the vietory of Tommie
Smith and the third place of John Car-

los and the predominantly blue Aus-
tralian flag on the left for Peter Nor-
man's runner-up finish.

But this was unlike any other victory ceremony in athletic history.
Smith and Carlos, black scarves and beads arcund their necks, white and
green buttons of the Harry Edwards-led Olympic Project for Human Rights
pinned to their sweat-tops and black socks on their shoeless feet, bowed
their heads and defiantly thrust black-gloved, clenched fists to the American
flag. (Morman, who is white, also wore an OPHR button and later publicly
supported Smith and Carles in tmeir demonstration=-
his statements drawing severe censure from Austra-
lian officials.)

So there it was. All summer the threats of a
boyecott by US black athletes as a protest over the dis-
crimination, oppression and inequality of their race
in the US had raged. This act by two stand-out black
American sprinters was the culmination of all the
talk, threats and possibilities of an actual walk-out.

And it was the beginning of probably the most
trying four days in the near 25-year-coaching career
of Stan Wright, the man who helped put Smith and Car-
los on that victory stand. Stan Wright was an assis-
tant Olympic coach responsible for the sprints and re-
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lays.
Above everything else, though, Stan Wright M I co

was black.

Wright admits that in the nearly four years
since the events of that summer and fall--years in
which his status as an administrator as well as a
coach have been affirmed through his service as
AAU track commitiee chairman and a member of the USOC board of gover-
nors--he has reflected often. He also admits his feelings on a boycott of
past, immediately upcoming and future Olympics are still the same now as
then. He wouldn't be for it.

"Even if I hadn't been one of the coaches, my attitude would still have
been that an individual has the right to make up his own mind, " explains the
50-year-old Sacramento State coach, whe guided many a sprint great during
a previous 17-year tenure at Texas Southern.

"Certainly [ agreed with some of the things Harry Edwards was say-
ing, especially that many black athletes were exploited and discriminated
against by colleges. One thing he didn't point out, though, was that many
more white athletes have been exploited simply because there are more white
athletes. Moreover, after 17-years at Texas Southern, I believe black col-
leges explaoit black athletes just as much as white schools. Nonetheless,
Harry had some strong social messages.

"But I believe you don't get people to change or make up their mind
by intimidating or harrassing or putting pressure on them. [ also felt the
black athletes in track and field who were deeply involved and concerned
were intelligent enough and had the emotional stability to make up their own
minds. On this premise, I took a stand against the boycott. "

He admits, however, he never thought there would be a wholesale
boyeott by US athletes. "Certainly I regarded it as a serious threat but I
never thought it would come off because [ knew the athletes and I knew that
if they were given the prerogative to make up their own minds, some would
boycott and some wouldn't. Therefore, it wouldn't be a total success unless
everyone did. "

How would he face the prospect of a boycott of next year's Munich
Games? "My reaction would change from 1968, " he feels. "Instead of tak-
ing what you might call 'evasive action'--not meeting the boycotters head-
on--I would confront them in debate and discussion to air grievances and
propose possible alternatives. [ don't believe in violence at all; violence
solves nothing. So I mean confrontation in meetings and discussions. If
after that we were still at such an impasse that there could be no resolution,
it would have to be that way and I would say each individual would have to
make up his own mind. The only thing I would try to do would be to explain
the political implications in such action so that the athlete would understand
the possible ramifications. But I would never tell anyone to do this or that.
They are men, not babies --admittedly young men--but if they want to raise a
clenched fist or raise hell or whatever and they are willing to take the con-
sequences, that is their business.”

It is an understatement to merely say the events of Oct. 16, 1968, and
the repercussions in the days following, affected Wright deeply. The pro-
found effect was magnified by the fact that the three main athlete leaders of
the OPHR--Smith, Carlos and 400-meter champion Lee Evans--were coached
by Wright. Of the 14 athletes he coached in the 100-, 200- and 400-meters,
high hurdles and both relays, all but 200 sprinter Larry Questad were black.
As the lone black coach on the US staff, he could be expected to relate bet-
ter to the black team members than could the white coaches. Yet the Smith-
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Three principals in the Mexico drama {(l-r}, US Olympic head coach Payton Jordan, Stan
Wright and sprinter John Carlos, view 1368 Olympic action. /Don Wilkinson/

Carlos action shocked Wright deeply.
"Being caught unaware like
that was sort of a result from a
meeting the black athletes had
which I attended in Denver before
going to Mexico. They met for ov-
er eight hours but couldn't make up
their minds on what to do. So they
decided to do their own thing and the
Smith-Carlos gesture on an indivi-
dual basis came cut of that. The
gestures by Bob Beamon and Ralph
Boston were arrived at the same

mg@an Wright Reacted

way. " In accepting their medals

for first and third in the long jump,
Beamon wore knee-length black socks
and rolled his pant-legs to reveal them, while Baston mounted the stand with
bare feet--both symbolic of black poverty according to Tommie Smith's ex-
planation of the symbelism in the socks. "Jim Hines wore gold shoes for the
100-meters ceremony, '’ Wright points out, "and somecne later asked him
why andhe said, 'Because I won the gold medal’. All of them had made up
their own minds.

"There was no solidification of what would happen. The attitude
seemed to be "Why should we all agree just because we are black?’ They
couldn't and they didn't. This demonstrated to me the strength of the indi-
viduals; they weren't puppets or sheep or blindly following the leader. They
just did their own thing individually.

"And many people probably think this was just a black problem but
the entire track contingent became embroiled in it. There were many white
athletes who came to me and asked, 'Stan, what should we do?' I knew they
had strong feelings about what was happening but I told them ‘Do the job you
came here for, that's what the hell you should do. We'll talk about every-
thing else later'."

Tommie Smith "did a job" in the 200 final, zipping to a world record
19, 8 after suffering a near-disastrous muscle cramp in the semi-finals.
"After Tommie got up off the training table to win the 200, Iwas so elated I
just felt very proud because I never thought he would come back for the fi-
nals, " remembers Wright, "When I went down to congratulate them, I sens-
ed something was wrong., They went down to the press interview area and
that was the last I saw of them until they mounted the podium for their medals.

"My first reaction was one of shock. Iwent into (downtown) Mexico
City for a while because [ was so shocked and upset, but after thinking on it,

I knew there would be serious repercussions and I went back to the Village
after an hour. There was pressure on (head coach) Payton Jordan and one of
the managers to give Smith and Carlos the word they had been disqualified
from the team and to leave the village. Payton and I discussed it very strong-
ly and I told him frankly I didn't think it was his job to tell them. If anybody
was going to disqualify them, let the guys who made the decisions come down
to the village and make the announcement--in other words, don't pass the buck.

"My next reaction was concern for the athletes and the team. Butthis
was the time, as far as [ was concerned, the maturity of the US track ath-
letes really shone brightest. Despite all the turmoeil and controversy, all
the guys I was responsible for agreed after we talked that they were going
to compete. ™

In his 14 charges, Wright guided the winners of the 100, 200, 400,
highs and both relays, the 200, 400 and relays setting world records and the
100 matching the global mark. As well, US sprinters swept the 400, won the
silver medal in the highs and bronzes in the two short dashes. In fact, 12 of
the 14 collected a medal and all finished whatever they ran in the first six.
"When the word got around that Lee was going to run and the sprint relay
would run, everyone realized what we were there for despite the controversy.

"The thing that disturbed me during the demonstration wasn't the
clenched fist but that two American athletes bowed their heads when the na-
tional anthem was played. Now I don't consider myself a 'super-patriot’. I
may not even be a good patriot but I feel when the national anthem is played,
this country belongs to me as much as any other American. Even though I'm
well aware of the social, political and economic injustices related to minor-
itieg--especially blacks--I'm not about to turn away from'the flag.

"As far as the clenched fist was concerned, I thought many people
didn't get the message. [ honestly believe it was not a political gesture but
a gocial gesture. The clenched fist was related to the varied social injus-
tices experienced by the black man throughout the world.

"I also thought the officials over-reacted and blew the incident out of
proportion. The Mexicans took it as a personal affront, and so the organiz-
ing committee demanded the athletes be expelled from the village and dismis-
sed from the US squad or the entire US team would be disqualified from fur-
ther competition. I sympathized with the USOC then, because what could they
do?7 There were some 400 other athletes in over 20 sports still competing
and they shouldn't be sent home for something just two did. Naturally this
intensified feelings for the athletes."

That the incident occured when it did underscored the rapidly awaken-
ing and growing social and political awareness of youth and young blacks in
particular. "This is why I say that some of those responsible for this new
awareness used these two because these people had no way to dramatically
state their case themselves. They made a political fact out of a social fact.

I still feel the clenched fist meant the world needs to look at the social in-
justices done in this country. I didn't think the incident had political signi-
ficance at the time it happened but was given that significance later.

"The same was true with things like the black socks and the black
berets. The black berets in particular had nothing to do with politics. They
started in Tahoe after the 1600-meter relay team was selected and those four
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guys bought those tams as a sign of togetherness and had no political signifi-
cance at all. They said, "This means we're together. Our objective is to
break that world’s record'. Only the three guys in the 400 and then the relay
team wore those hats and they had no political significance.”

At the time of the events of that pivotal summer of 1968--demonstra-
tions at the Los Angeles Semi-Final Olympic Trials following up demonstra-
tions and a boycott of the NYAC indoor meet in New York during the winter,
Edwards' increasing prominence and vehemence in promising action--Wright
was 46-years-old but the difference in age between the youthful activists and
himself didn't mean he didn't understand what they were talking about. Even
though he had achieved success as a teacher and coach within a white-imposed
structure of society, he well knew about discrimination and deprivation.

"Some people said I wasn't aware of the many problems black people
faced, " Wright says. "Harry Edwards says it in his book (The Revolt of the
Black Athlete). He said I was a 'white man's nigger’. Being of an older black
generation didn't mean [ wasn't aware. [Just because [ have a nice home, a
nice car, and have been fortunate enough to have four children who are well-
educated doesn't mean I don't know what's happening.

"All I've got to say about being aware is, ['ve swatted cockroaches,
I've smelled rats, I've seen the flies--just like Harry Edwards. I lived in
the ghettos in New York. Hell, Ilived so close to the dump when I was a
kid, we were nicknamed 'dump rats'. And being of a different generation
didn't mean [ wasn't aware or couldn't appreciate what many young blacks
were going through.

"It's true I never demonstrated on the street or sat-in to get a better
job. But my 17 years at Texas Southern were no picnic. We were run out of
Mississippi. We were run out of Louisiana. We stopped in Shreveport one

Being the only black member of the Olympic coaching and managerial
staff, Wright was urged to act as an intermediary between the black athletes
and the US Olympic Committee. He flatly refused. "I didn't think it was my
responsibility. My job was to be a coach and a leader of my athletes. Right
after the demonstration, I went into session with my athleles and we talked
about it. They were all black except for Larry Questad who was a relay al-
ternate. They all decided they would participate and this satisfied me.

"The pressures to act as an intermediary didn't come from the staff
but from outside--but it wasn't my responsibility as a coach or as a man to
make appeals for the USOC. Some USOC officials irritated me during the
next couple of days which involved the 400-meter final races. We coaches
had the habit of walking to the track with the people we were responsible for
50 I walked down with Ron Freeman, Larry James and Lee. We shook hands
and hugged each other and wished each other good luck. While we were
there, Douglas Roby, who was the elected president of the USOC at the time,
and some others came up and said they wanted to make sure none of the ath-
letes misbehaved on the podium and this irritated me. The athletes were
getting ready to run such an important race but these officials were trying to
get involved. It was too damn late then. If they had come to Tahoe or gotten
involved earlier, that was the time. And it irritated me because we had al-
ready agreed there would be no more demonstrations. We had agreed, not
just because we were black, but as athletes-to-coach and athlete-to-athlete.

"All I told them was, 'l want one-two-three. I don't give a damn what
else you have on your mind. After we get one-two-three, we'll face it and
talk about it. For now, you know what you have to do on the podium'. They
finished one-two-three and wore the black berets on the stand but took them
off for the national anthem. I was very proud of them. Certainly it was hard

On Being a Black Coach

Sitting in the study of Stan Wright's modern, hacienda-style home in
Sacramento, Calif., it becomes immediately clear you are in the domain of
a successful track coach. The walls are adorned literally from floor to ceil-
ing with trophies, plaques and awards gained in his nearly quarter-century
of coaching. There is a plaque from Japan, a silver chalice from West Ger-
many, a shield-shaped award from the USSR, a silver bowl from the 1966
Los Angeles international meet when he was US head coach and his 1600-
meter relay team broke the world record with 2:59.6. There are photos of
the athletes he coached to Olympic championships in 1968,

That Wright is black has not seemed to be a major factor in his coach-
ing achievements: his successes on the collegiate, national, international
and Olympic levels transcend color.

And that's how Wright would like it. "Any person should be judged on
his ability and for what he is, not on his hair, color, religion or politics, "
believes the 1968 Olympic assistant coach and AAU track committee chair-
man. But, he also feels, many track coaches today feel antipathy toward
some athletes for those very reasons. :

"If I was to be critical of my colleagues in track coaching today, "
Wright says, "I would say we--and I mean 'we’, not 'they'--have too many
hang-ups related to the visual image and personality of athletes, the per-
ipheral things we can see instead of the things related to an athlete as an in-
dividual human being. Consequently, many times these attitudes carry over
to international teams because college coaches are often international coaches.
I wouldn't expel an athlete from my team because he had hair down to his
waist. I wouldn't want it to interfere with his running, but if he ran up to his
capabilities I would accept the fact he was a runner with long hair.

"Further, if my athletes were motivated to demonstrate for a politi-
cal cause, the only thing I would tell them would be that if demonstrating was
more important than track, then go ahead and demonstrate and don't show
up for practice. We have a rule, though, that if any athlete misses more
than two days practice a week with no excuse, he doesn't run that weekend, "

Wright's philosophy has not changed through 17 years at predomi-
nantly black Texas Southern, three more at virtually all-white Western Illi-d
nois and the past two at more racially mixed Sacramento State.

"When an athlete walks through my office door, he's an athlete, "
Wright reiterates. ''This is what [ was taught because I was lucky enough to
have fine men as my school coaches. They were all white but they all judg-
ed you on what you could do, not on your color. It was based on merit and
not that I was black. My high school basketball coach stepped on the floor
in an all-country tournament in New Jersey and stopped the game because
somebody called me a nigger. He took the team off the floor. This demon-
strated to me he had some feelings for me as a person and that this man was
a man.

Wright feels the increased political and social awareness of today's
youth, especially black youth, poses no special problems in relating to ath-
letes as individuals. "The main thing an older person has to do is establish
mutual respect. An athlete must be taken for what he is, for the talent and
ability he has and nothing else--whether he's black, white or green."”

However, Wright feels that for this very reason, the black coach in
the US today has to work extra hard to overcome the stereotypes he is often
placed in. "The black coach has to tackle the problem of being recognized
for what he can do and must overcome the myth that he might be less know-
ledgeable on event techniques and other aspects of coaching than a white coach. |

"As well, he has to overcome what amounts to exploitation, being '
hired so some athletic department can say they have their token blackeoach.—
He's hired because the department feels pressure to have a black coach, not
because of his experience, abilities and qualifications.

"Probably most difficult of all, though, is that a black coach has to
overcome the fact he is black. He shouldn't apologize for being black, but
he still often has to overcome problems related to dignity and respect. He
has to establish himself as a person and then reestablish himself as a
coach. I had to do it at Western Illinois. We were one of four black families
in the whole town and I was worried about doing well. But one morning I
woke up and said, 'Damn, Stan, just do what you've always done’. I did and
there were no problems.

"I've always wanted to be judged on what I could do not on the color
of my skin. I wouldn't want to be given anything, like an Olympic assistant
coaching job or AAU track chairman, because I was black or so that the or-
ganization could say they had their one black coach. They wouldn't have me
for long; I would get the hell out and resign. But all the evidence, as far as
1'm concerned affirms such honors have been made on merit." /Jon Hen-
dershott/

night with the team including Homer Jones, Charlie Frazier and Major Adams
to get some hamburgers. [went in the front door of the place because Idon't
believe in going to the back door. The guy said go out the back and I said hell
no, so he finally agreed to serve us while we waited outside. While we wait-
ed somebody called the police.

"I'm saying all this to point out that just because of the different gen-
erations and different ages between me and the black athletes I was respon-
sible for was no reason to assume [ wasn't aware of the discrimination and
more. Harry's reasoning that I was a 'devoted nigger' is ridiculous. It
wasn't as though I have been sitting on my fanny for over 20 yearsand didn't
know what's going on. Being black, I couldn't help but be aware.

"Still, I wasn't surprised to be called a tool of the whites, My life
was threatened more than once. Ralph Boston and I were told if we showed
up at the LA Trials we would be shot, Ralph because he was going to com-
pete regardless. My son-in-law, high jumper John Hartfield, was threaten-
ed. Jim Hines was told his legs would be cut off and that he would be shot.

"All this scared me, but it also made me mad and gave me a strong-
er resolve to try to do what I thought was right. I don't want to sound like a
braggart or like I'm out to win a popularity contest but I was just dedicated
to my responsibilities. Iwas elected an assistant coach by the USOC and by
my peers and I wasn't about to let them down and say, 'It's too hot, I'm get-
tin' outta the kitchen'. Iwasn't about to get outta the kitchen. I had a com-
mitment I was bound to fulfill even if it meant getting shot at. I didn't want
to die, hell no, but I was dedicated to my commitment as an Olympic coach.

"After everything, the thing that satisfied me most was the standing
ovation I received from the black athletes at Track & Field News' banquet in
Mexico. I knew what that meant. "

Bible of the Sport

for Evans, whowas really into the boycott thing, but this was one of my proud-
est moments. This was an example of athletes, black, white or any other
color, who had the compassion, reason, logic and maturity to think for them-
selves and I appreciated that. "

One responsibility Wright took upon himself was to deal with the in-
sistent newsmen in Mexico. "Whether the press knew it or not, they were
only adding to the pressure the athletes were under already, " he says.

"Press people would ask the athletes over and over, '"What are you going to
do, are you going to demonstrate, what are you going to wear, what gestures
will you make?' This irritated me because the athletes wereh't there to be
harrassed by the press. I still feel very deeply that the press in Mexico City
was very unkind to our athletes, black and white, as far as this harrassment
was concerned. "

Wright's allegiance to and respect for the athletes he coaches never
waned even though the two main actors in the Mexico drama were from his
group. "My respect was based on their ability, on them being men about what
they were doing and what we wanted to achieve. I didn't lose respect for Car-
los and Smith for what they did. I disagreed with the method they chose but I
didn't lose respect for them as men. I still respect them as men because it
took a hell of a lot of guts to do as they did and to live with the repercussions. "

Wright makes it plain that, for him, living with the repercussions
was made bearable because of his athletes. "There was a lot of fear and
apprehension and I think the only way I made it through was because of the
athletes [ worked with. Just my association with them, my feelings for them,
our feelings for one another, the disagreements, the good times and bad
times in the three months we were together, got me through. If it hadn't
been for them, I don't know if I would have made it." [J
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(AP Wirephoto)

. Stand at ease

U.S. runners Wayne Collett (978) and Vince Matthews, with hand on chin stand at
ease on the victory stand Thursday at the Olympic Stadium.i(See story above)

SALUTE—Dour expressions face Wayne
Collett as he gives hlack power salute
on leaving the Olympic Stadium in Mu-
nich Thursday. Collett was the silver
medal winner in the 400-meter run.—AP
Wirephoto.
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e EDITORIALS
A poorly timed passive protest

After proving themselves the best
400-meter men at the Olympics, Brooklyn
social worker Vincent Matthews and
UCLA graduate Wayne Collett staged a
studied show of inattention on the victo-
ry stand while The Star Spangled Banner
was played.

Striking back, the International

Olympic Committee barred them from
the 1600-meter relay, in which the U.S.
team had been heavily favored to win
gold medals. The IOC based its action on
a rule saying that participants “must
respect Olympic conditions, ” meaning

they must go along with the standard

ceremonies. Also, the IOC severely
scolded the U.S. Olympic Committee.

All this promises to generate contin-
uing controversy. We have a few remarks
to make about it.

First, Matthews and -Collett didn’t
make the meaning of their vietory-stand
behavior clear. What they said afterward
made it even murkier.

Matthews repeatedly denied having
meant any disrespect to flag or country.
Collett, playing second fiddle in the in-
terviews because Matthews had won on
the track, came closer to verbalizing their
apparent cause. He spoke of not being
able to go along with the words of the
National Anthem—*“the land of the free
and the home of the brave,” we suppose,
as the rest is pretty much a poetic battle
account. He said white America’s attitude
toward the black man is that “He’s okay
as long as he doesn’t do anything em-
barrassing.”

Their passive protest (in contrast to the
unmistakable black power salutes of

Tommie Smith and John Carlos at
Mexico City) seemed meant to show they
were no Uncle Toms who would bow to
hypocritical conventions.

If that was their aim, their choice of
time and place was miserable. It was
another use of the Olympics as a stage
for political action—and the dis~~*"

their moment of glory, the runners re-
jected the roles they'd won as heroes of
all America. Instead they took the nar-

rower part of a fed-up portion of black

America. Whether it was worth it only
Matthews and Collett can judge. But
they’d have had a more favorable hearing
for their views if they’d stood still for the
ceremonies and sounded off later.

To sum, up we respect these men as
tremendous athletes, and cannot deny
the justice of their implication that the

United States hasn’t done right by its -

black citizens. But we think their sym-
bolic targets and their timing were poorly
chosen, and their explanation was
muddled. They bucked the Olympic
systermn just when its leadership craved
support and couldn’t tolerate any show
of disaffected opinion. '

Arms casually akimbo, Wayne
Collett and Vince Matthews fid-
get and chat on the victors' stand,
even as The Star-Spangled Ban-
ner salutes their silver and gold
finish in the 400 meters. The un-
mannerly incident set off a crit-
ical tempest. The International
Olympic Committee called it a
“disgusting display” and, without
a hearing, banned the two U.S.
college graduates for life. Mat-
thews and Collett claimed uncon-
vincingly that they weren't pro-
testing, merely "‘going about their
business” during the anthem.
“Which is what whites do,” said
Collett, “go about their busi-
ness without thinking of blacks.”






