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Women were not considered in.preliminary discussiomns
concerning the events, designation of participants, competitive
attire, and problems relating to amateurism in the first Olympic
games. Golf was the first sport in which women participated in the
.0lympics, and the first woman“to achieve Olympic recognition for the
United States did so by winning“the women's international singles
golf event in 1900. Women's tennis was included in the games of the
second Olympiad, and archery for women.in the third. Svwimeing and
diving events were opened to women for the 1912 Olympics although the
United States and Prance had voted against their inclusion. The
United States did not have a women's swimming and diving. team compete
until 1920, at which time the U.S. team won four out of five events.
At this same Olympiad, a conflict in scheduling arose between Olympic
officials and the U.S. Lawn Tennis Association which prevented both
men and women from representing the United States in tennis in the
1920 Olympics, Since the limited representation of American women
during the first seven Olympiads, improvement can be 'seen in (a)
performances, (b) the number of events open ‘to women, (c) the
increasing number of pagticipants, (d) media coverage of vomen's
competition, and (e) the acceptance of women who participate in
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American Women: Early Pursuit for Olympic Laurels

Paula Welch

Baron Pierfe de Coubertin, patriarch of the modern Olympic

Games,'did not recognize women in his Olympic revival strategy
and women were exc]uded from the Olympic program‘of 1896. The

events, designatiop of participants, compet1t1ve attire, and

problems relating to amateurism in the 01ymp1cs were d1scussed
only in light of male con51derat1on. In spite of Coubertin's
o .

chauvinistic attitude{women gained gradué]/éntny into 91ymp1c

-

sport. .
Accord1ng to Herbert Manchester, lawn tennis followed by

go]f became the first sports in which women engaged extens1ve]y

_in the United States.2 “Perhaps the popularity of golf exp1a1ns

iri part why America's first 0lympic encounter by women was in

Ay

golf. ”
N In the MacArthur room at 0lympic House, New York City,
p1acoues recognizing golf medalists adorn two walls. The first P

Ty

woman to- achieve 01ymp1c recogn1taon for the United States was
|

Margaret Abbot.. Abbot, of Ch1cago won the women's international
singles golf event held in connect1on with the Paris Exposition:
|

of 1900. The Olympics of 1900 lasted nearly four moaths and
many events taking place near Paris were associated with the

' - f

f’

Most of the ten eptries in the final round of

Oljmpic Games.
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the women's golf championship were from France.3 Women's tennis

was included in the Games of the second Olympiad but there were

no American entries.

The third Olympiad, coinciding with the World's Fair in

L

St. Louis during 1904, included archery competition for women
but entries came only from the Um’ted,States.4 The archery com-’
petition was declared an unofficial of exhibition sport. Four
wémen archers are honored at Olymbic House in the MacArthur

room. The four honorees include Lydia Scott Howell, Double

National, D&ub]e Columbia, and Ten Round Champion; the remaining

Teaﬁ Round winners were Mrs. H. C. Pollick, Miss L. Taylor, and

a
¥

Mrs. C. S. Woodruff.

Thé St. Louis Post Dispatch issued during the dates of the

‘

third Olympiad did not mention the women archers. Much of the

3ews focused on the WOrld's Fair, the Democratic National ggn-

vention, and official Qlympic events. The Cinciﬁ;atj Enquirer
contained a brief narrative of the archery events qhat,qualified
archers for the St. Louis Gamés. The Onio Archery Association,
using C. J. Strong's archery range, sponsored the tournament that
" sent qualifiers to the "national meeting on the World's Fair
gr;unds at St; Louis.“s‘
. Appearing in two of the first three Olympiads, the American

’zwomen's participation was not entirely national or international

in scope nor was their participation extensive. Records. of total
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'Americen involvement regarding participants, coaches, and mana-

gers of women's teams are incomplete. Scant newspaper COVeregé

of eerly 61ympic participants dealt primarily with victors.
A1though no women from the United States journeyed to Len-e

don to compete in the OTympic Games‘of 1908, a few women from

other nations took part in a limited program of display,and com-

petitive events. The Qlympic report issued by the British 01ym-
pic Association records lawn tenn1s and archery compet1t1ons and
displays of foils and” mass exercise for women,at the London Games.

In June of 1910 at the Congré‘s? of the Internatiopal Swimming
Federat1on and again in May 1911, Great Br1ta1n requested that the
Internat1ona1-01ymp1c-Comm1ttee open swimming and diving competi-
tion to Eadies: The International Olympic Committee voted in
favor of Great Britain's propgse] and included swimming and diving
events for women {n the Stockhelm Olympics.7

The United States and France were the only countries that
opposed women's swimming. Everett C.Bwown of the Amateur
Athletic Union of the United States sdggested that James E.
Su]]iyen, organizer of  the American Olympic Committee, das re-
sponsible for the negative vote cast by the United States at the
internatior 3l meet‘ings.8 '

There is an indieatton that some women in this country were

interested in the‘diving events at Stockholm. Ida Schha1d,
B capta1n of the New York Female Giants baseball club attacked

James E Sullivan for prevant1ng her from entering the diving

6




coﬁpetition at Stoc ho'lm.9
The Amateur Athletic Union of the United Stages was the

first group to assume control of women's swimmiﬁg in this coun-

try. The control of women's swimming'did not take place with-

out opposition. James E. Sullivan's antagonistic attitude

toward women's swimming was revealed in a number of incidents
r

reported in The New York Times. In a letter to E.C. Brennan
of the American Life Saving Society, Sullivan, President of the
AAU wrote. : o

...1 notice in the papers that you are conducting
schoolboy~races in connection with women's events. -

0f course you know the Amateur Athletic Union of

, the United States does not permit women or girls.to
be registered in any of its associations, and does

not sanction open races for women in connection with

- Amateur Athletic Union events.

5

o The Board of Education énd the Public School
Athletic League are very propounced in relation to
open competition for-girls in gthletics. They have
no desire to make girls public characters.10
Apparently Sullivan believed that sport was a morally

_questionable experience for women. |

'1da Schnall later wrote in The New York Times, attacking

Sullivan's opposition to women's athletic competition:-

...He is always objecting, and never doing anything
to help the cause along for a:girls' AAU. He objects
. to a mild game of ball or any kind of athletics for
girls. He objects to girls wearing a comfortable
bathing suit. He objects to so many things that it
gives me cause to think he must be very nariow minded

and that we are in the last century.l]

|
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In March of ]914, Sullivan was present at a meetiqg of the
American 0lympic Committee that recorded oppg?ifion "to women
taking part in any event in wh1ch they could npt wear long |
sku"cs.“]2 The American Olympic-fgmmittee obviously ruled out’

r"v1gorous sport and certa1n1y swimming and diving compet1t1onafor

Womeri . 4 -

An incident at Rye Beach in August, 1914 again b?ought the
women s sw1mm1ng issue under attack by Sullivan. The Rye Beach
Swimming Club endangered its membership in f.he, Metropohtan

Association of the AAU when 1t$conducted an exh1b1t1on fifty

yard swim for women’13

Numerous requests for women's swimming events were refused
by the Union during Sullivan's tenure. Sullivan died in Septembér

1914 aAd by mid November .of 1914 the AAU voted to assum; cbntrolg

+

wof women s ‘swimming. 14 A maJor obstacle to 01ymp1c competition

L

and competition in general for women crumpled with the death of

' the puritanical James E. Sullivan. i . N

~  There was’ no large scale move initiated by women to control
or organize competitive sports fq{ women in this country:before
the AU entered the women's sport scene. An extensive national

sport organization fo} women did not exist and there was no sigJ

/
nificant avenue from which to direct or develop leadership for

®

programs. .
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'Ha*h of Fame,ronoréd wou*ld be swimmers of the 1916 Olympu:s b_y . <
'requestmg that former Qlympzc coaches select a 1916 mythmal o' .

| Olymgic team by rev1emng tmes registered before. during,- and

' repoQ;ed that after twp years of, control AAU programs developed

‘some outstandmg swimmers. Rubien expressed concern for the

of New York City organized. The developinent of competitive

. Recognition of women as serious swimming competftors re-

—~—

sulted from I.the“AAUs der?isi'o‘h to control women's swimming in
this counfry. Ngmen.'s swimming clubs developed-and women began )
to f:repare 7for‘swinming in.a more organized manner.“’- T oo

War caused cancglation of the Olympic Games of 1916. In

© 1970, Buck Dawson, E'(ecutive Diret;:tor of the, International Swimming \

) after the sixth Olympiad The six women swimmers of the mythica1

swinming team were assoc1ated with swimming clubs in New York City,

Phﬂadelpma. Brookhne, and Indi:malpol*iss.]6

In 1916, Frederick Rub1en, Metropohtan AAU President, \

Japathy of women toward acceﬁting leadership rolés. Char'iotte
' Epstein of the Natmna’l Nomen s Life Savmg League, reported that

- the League was mterested in controling women's swuﬁnng "but

after two, years was satisfied with the work done by the AAU.I7

In the fall of 1917 the Women's Swimming Association (WSA)

swhr;ning was ‘one of the maJor obaectwes of the WSA. The National

Women's Lifesaving vLeague joined the new association offering not
18 7 e

only a seasoned program but outstanding swimmers.

N




%

' ¥,

_from the one and three meter boards.

‘ " The 01ymp1c debut of American women SW1mmers and d1vers
came at the celebration of the seventh 01ymp1ad On July 26, T
1920 the first women to represent the United States in 0lympic

swimning and diving set saii for Antwerp. A sigh of relief was 3

N .

no doubt evident when the athletes were certa1n they were under

wa.y.]9 Financial problems plagued the Olymplc team. Both men

and women swimmers and divers were selected with the understand1ng

that teams ‘would be reduced if funds were not sufficient to cover

0lympic expenses.20 7 . K

Upon arrival in Antwerp the cocky girls commented on the
\
slow, cold water and whnted more "spring" in the diving boarqs. .

&

Belgian swimmers were impressed with the Americans' skill. \

Suggesting that women were not cabeble of skilled performancei,

21

"the Belgians said they swam like men."“" Further regard for |

the prowess of American women was dfsclosed when it was reporth

that all the foreign enthants withdrew from fancy diving aftérl_
&;

seeing the Americans practice. 'Fancy diving events were execdt;d
22 .

4

The United Statee first Olympic swimming gold medalist was
Ethelda Bleibtrey. Bleibtrey placed first in all three women's é?~
Olympic swimming events. "She won both the one huggreﬂ'meter
freestyle and the three hundred meter freestyﬂe events and anchored

the championship four hundred meter relay teah 23




IOther medalists of the seventh 01ymp1ad were Irene Guest and
-meter freestyle compefitioﬁl. Completing the three hundred —

Woodbridge and third place Frances Schroth. The championship

 fancy diving and the one hundred and three’ hindred meter freesty]e

Ailéen Riggin was the darling of the 1920 American Olympic ok
team. At fourteen Riggin was the youngest_gnd tiniest Olympic
berformer,.'On August 29, 1920, six days;after Ethelda Bleibtrey .
inaugurated her pursuit for Olympic gold, Aileen Riggin became -
the first American woman to claim the Olympic fancy diJ?ng crown.24‘

Helen Wainwright captured the Olympic silver medal and -

Thelma Payne took the bronze laurel in the fancy diving event.

L4

Frances Schroth who placéq\second and third in the one hundred
meter freestyle sweep leJ by B1eib£rey were second pla@é Margaret

four hundred meter relay in add1€;dQ\to anchor Ethe!da Bleibtrey
included Frances Schroth Margaret WOodbr1dge, and Irene Guest.25

The United States first women's Olympic sw1mm1hg and diving
0

team won four out of five events. The only event in wh1ch they
did not place in the top three positions was plain diving from
the 4 and-8 meter boards. Triple-sweeps by the Americans in 'g§§§

L]

events established unprecented success.

4

In summaéizing America's performances at Antwerp, Coa;h of X

the women's aquatic team Louis Handley wrote:

\
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" P e
ti.undoubtedly the selection of an American team of
girls to represent the United States at the Olympic
Games at Antwerp and their subsequent-victories
established amateur swimming for women as a sport v
for women in this country. These girls earned for )
themselves and established for their successors a ‘
respect which is universally accorded women swimmers
quitd as %uch for their personality-as for their .,
ability.? ;

Prior to the Antwerp Olympics the United States Lawn Tennis
L - ", A
Associationi showed little interegt in Olympic tennis except for

the appearance of one man in 1904 and another in 1912. The

USLTA included women in its membership and scheduled women's :
27 .|

tournaments for'a number of &ears before the sevenxh,Oﬂympiad;
The Olymp%cs of 1920 marked the beginning of dissen§}on
between the USLTA and Jlympic officials. In November 1919, the<’
USLTA accepted the American Olympic Committee's invitation to
tak?parﬁt in the Antwerp Games. Not long after thé USLTA
adceptej?ihe Olympic invitation the dates for the Antwerp
competjtion were announced. Because‘thé Olympic competition e |
coincided with the United States National Championships, the
USLTA requested that Olympic authorities change the dates of -/
the competition in Antwerp.
Olympic officials were unable to make the change because
the tenni; courts were not scheduled for completion until mid-
August 1920 and later datgs did not coincide with 01ymp§c

competition. America's Lawn Tennié Association withdrew from .

the Antwerp Olympics because the dates for Olympic tennis were




*

not altered. *Thirteen nations ‘entered Olympic tennis open to

<, . men and women in Antwerp. 28 . g

&

N o appears that the obstinate behavior of the USLTA
' >
regarding the schedul1ng of events kept both men and women from
fw\ ” - representing the United States in 1920 Olympic tennis. It seems

that the USLTA was in a better pos1tion to change.an “annual
" pational tournament rather than to expect Olympic officials.

to change quadrennial competition involving thirteen nations.
LI ) ’ ‘

! Since the limited representation of American wgmen during

t%e first seven 01§mpiads improvement can be .seen in performances,
the number of events open to women the 1ncreasing number of
pah@icipants; media coverage of women's conmipetition, and the

P *acceptance of ‘women who part1c1pate in sport.

I
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