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Track & Fleld In
1880s-1960s

ne of the first competitive sports established

at American colleges, track and field was In-

troduced by the late 1880s at several colleges

In lowa, usually by individuals from schools
In the East. It was also the one team sport in lowa that
was truly racially integrated and provided some of
the best opportunities for minority participation in the
19th and 20th centuries. However, It was not a major
sport for women until the 1960s.

Between the 1880s and 1960s—the focus of this
story—track and field evolved as larger meets were or-
ganized and stadiums improved, and as athletes and
coaches achieved successes that advanced the sport
and bullt spectatorship.

In the late 1880s, Grinnell was among the first lowa
colleges to begin having annual school meets. These
were all-day competitions among men from various
classes, rather than various colleges. The first few meets
were held at a half-mile race track in a nearby pasture.
The numerous events Included several that have long
since become obsolete, including "jumps with and
without weights,. . . standing and running, [and] sack
race," according to a local history. "Then there was
the egg race in which each contestant was given three
eggs on the shingle and replacing it with another In
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case he failed to balance the first one properly. He who
first crossed the line with an egg still reposing on his
shingle was winner." Other common events at such
competitions were the three-legged race, football kick,
baseball throw, and a hammer throw that involved an
actual sledge hammer with a hickory handle. Instead
of medals, prizes at Grinnell's early meets were items
donated by local merchants, such as "laundry work, a
pair of shoes, a knife or some other article of practical
nature. In the home meet of 1887 the prize for the mile
run was a hammock."

By 1889 sufficient interest among lowa colleges In
track and field prompted the organization of a state
meet. That year, representatives from 14 colleges gath-
ered to plan the event, calling themselves the Inter-
Collegiate Athletic Association. Grinnell was selected
as the site of the inaugural meet the following June.

The University of lowa formed its first track team
In the spring of 1890 In preparation for the state meet.
Two medical students from Ireland, William and Jer-
emiah Slatterly, introduced the sport at the university.
The cousins had competed In track and field contests
at their Dublin college; at lowa they led practices In
sprinting and the pole vault, shot put, and high jump.

The June meet featured tennis contests in the mom-
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Ing and track and field events in the afternoon, including
naseball throw, 50-yard dash, football place kick, running
oroad jump, 16-pound shot put, 100-yard dash, hitch and
Kick, running high jump, 120-yard hurdles (10 flights),
nammer throw, 75-yard dash, pole vault, standing broad
jump, 220-yard run, half-mile run, tug-of-war, and three-
legged race. Boxing matches and exhibitions of fencing
and saber swinging were scheduled for the evening at
the opera house. The University of lowa team, led by
the Slatterlys, came In first, with winners in nine events.
Other point-winners were Grinnell, Ames, Cornell, lowa
Wesleyan, and Upper lowa.

In those years Grinnell had several talented track-
men—including Clyde Ward, whom Grinnell's Ward
Field i1s named after. Grinnell also had the advantage
of having several talented bicyclists on its team; bicycle
racing was an important part of track and field compe-
tition in the early 1890s.

n 184 and 1895, one of the fastest sprinters In
the country (and the University of lowa's first
nationally known sports figure) was John Van
Fleet Crum from Bedford, lowa. Crum's awk-

However, under the coaching of E W Moulton, his
performance Increased dramatically in the 1894 sea-
son. Crum took firsts in two dashes at the state meet
out lost the 440 to Grinnell's R L. Whitley (whose time
of 49 seconds remained a state record for 31 years).
The next day Crum won two first-place medals at
the first Western Intercollegiate Association meet In
Chicago (forerunner to the Big Ten). During the 1895
season, Crum established himself as one of the nation's
premier sprinters. After a string of 25 races without
a single loss (including a dual meet with Grinnell),
Crum traveled to the Inter-Collegiate 4-A meet in New
York. There, he incited the ire of the eastern schools
by taking firsts in the 100-yard and 220-yard dashes.
In fact, the delegations from Yale and Pennsylvania
were so dubious that an amateur collegian from lowa
could beat out the elite of the Ivy League that they pro-
tested on the grounds that he must be a professional.

From left:

e “Panton winning 440-yd. Dash,” 1903, Cornell College wvs.
lowa State Normal School (University of Northern lowa).

e Discus, University of lowa student, 1920.

ward gait did not seem that of a future track staream photo, Grinnell High School, 1901,
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Recognized for his sprinting talent while In grade
school, Hoyt began racing competitively in the eighth
grade, and never lost a dash In high school, including
In national competition. In 1912, while a high school
sophomore, he won the 100-yard and 220-yard dashes
at the Stagg Interscholastic Meet in Chicago, a feat that
so impressed Olympic officials that he was invited to
join the 1912 US. team. (Hoyt turned down the offer,
figuring he would have another chance In college, but
the 1916 games were canceled due to the war.)

Hoyt's high school had no track coach, so Grin-
nell's H. J. "Doc" Huff stepped In. Hoyt gave standout
performances in 1913 and 1914, helping his high school
teams win third and second place respectively. In 1916,
running for Grinnell, Hoyt was the star of the meet af-
ter his time In the 220 set a new world record.

Of all the lowa colleges with first-place finishes In
the Relays' first decade, Coe In Cedar Rapids claimed
the most, with eight, and Morningside College in Sioux
City with six.

Sol Butler, one of the first African American
competitors in the Drake Relays, anchored the 1919
winning 880-yard relay team from the University of
Dubuque, where he had established records In six
school events. He was twice elected to the All-Amer-
Ican team as the greatest collegiate long jumper In
the country. In 1919 he won the 100-yard dash and
the broad jump at the Penn Relays, and represented
the US. Army in the Inter-Allied Games In Paris, an
International competition held in lieu of the Olympics

and In which 18 countries participated. His winning
jump in Paris was just 2 inches shy of the Olympic re-
cord, and Butler was expected to win his event easily
when he went with the U.S. team to the 1920 Games
In Antwerp. But he pulled a muscle during competi-
tion and could not finish. That same year he won the
AAU championship with a record-setting jump.

n the 1920s the Drake Relays came of age as a
major track and field competition of national
and international importance. The field of en-
trants widened to include athletes from the U.S.
Army and colleges on both coasts, and even a pole-
vaulter from Norway. The program expanded as well.
By 1922, it comprised 34 events over the course of two
days. Newspapers started comparing the number of
new records set at Drake with those at the Penn Clas-
sic, the nation's other major relay event. In 1923, ten
records had been bettered at Drake but only three at
Penn. By the end of the decade, the Drake event had#

From left:

e Work Projects Administrator! photo labeled “Negro Track
Meet, Drake Stadium,” June 5, 1941.

 Hurdles, Julie Goodrich, 1971, Adel High School.

 Long jump, Ed Gordon, 1932, University of lowa.
o Sprint, University of lowa students, 1920s.

« Hurdles, George Saling, circa 1932, University of lowa.
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produced six new world records and nine national
ones.

In terms of both records broken and number of
overall wins for the 1920s, the University of Illinois
led the field. However, several athletes from lowa
schools also triumphed In that decade and the early
1930s. lowa State University's 2-mile relay squad
In the 1920s, led by Arthur E "Deac" Wolters and
Ray Conger, set national and world records. (Conger
broke the 1,500-meter record In the 1928 Olympic tri-
als.) And under the coaching of George Bresnahan,
the University of lowa team flourished. Eric Wilson
and Charles Brookins were two of the school's seven
track and field athletes who competed In the Olym-
pics in the 1920s, and long jumper Ed Gordon won a
gold medal in the 1932 Games.

Other champions Included future Olympian
George Bretnall (Cornell College); high-jump winners
Summerfield Brunk and Bob Carle (Drake); pole vault
champion Xavier Boyles and discus thrower Robert
Mitchell (University of lowa); and L D. Weldon In
the javelin (Graceland). Three-time Olympic medalliste

From left:

 High jump, University of lowa student, 1923.

 High jump, 1903, Cornell College vs. lowa State Normal
School (now the University of Northern lowa).

* Relay, Julie Goodrich (front), 1973, Adel High School.

e Pole vault, Henry Canby, 1929, University of lowa.
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Morgan Taylor of Grinnell ran his first Drake Relays
race In the 1920s. Known for his versatility, he excelled
In the broad jump and hurdles. An lowa high school
also set a new U.S. record: Washington of Cedar Rapids
won 14 races In the 1920s.

n the years leading up to World War I, the
Drake Relays grew even more In size and pres-
tige. Three thousand athletes poured into Des
Moines to compete in 1931 In a fierce rivalry,
the Drake Relays and Penn Classic competed to attract
the premier athletes of the day. For example, in 1935, In
a bid to get Ohio State's Jesse Owens, who had become
famous as a prep star, the Relays director convinced
Owens's team to switch its entry to Drake. Owens tied
the Relays record In the broad jump, even though he
Injured an ankle warming up.
The event attracted the best track and field athletes
In the world, as well as greater notice from the nation-
al media. In 1931 African American sports journalist
Frank Young of the Kansas City Call began providing
coverage for black newspapers in New York, Philadel-
phia, and several other cities. By 1937, NBC, CBS, and
Mutual Radio were all broadcasting from the Relays.
Despite the Depression, the decade produced larger
crowds than ever.
The Relays continued uninterrupted throughout the
war years, but not without change. Relay events were
cut and more individual events were included Instead.
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The number of collegiate athletes decreased from 624
In 1943, to 424 the next year. This affected the number
of records produced at Drake in the 1940s. Only three
world records were set and no national records until
after the war.

'he number of Relays participants increased after
the war as ex-Gls enrolled in college and competed; In
1946, half the title-winners were ex-soldiers. The fol-
lowing year, 141 schools from 18 states entered into
competition, the highest number ever In the Relays'
history. The event was again big news, and In 1949,
CBS radio resumed Its coverage after a nine-year hia-
tus. In 1953 the meet was broadcast on national televi-
sion for the first time.

The 1950s saw the Drake Relays established as
truly a world-class event, with many Olympic champi-
ons and world record holders competing. In one year
alone the field of athletes drew from Finland, Austra-
lia, Ireland, Sweden, South Africa, Canada, Jamaica,
and Hawall. Due to the extraordinary level of talent,
more records were shattered. Times were reduced In
the 440 and 880. The discus record gained over 15 feet.
In the pole vault the 15-foot mark was reached for the
first time. And In the 120-yard high hurdles, times fell
below 14 seconds.

Throughout the 1960s, the Drake Relays built on
these successes, with more athletes and stronger per-
formances attracting crowds of 18,000 spectators. This
was also the decade when women first ran in the Re-
lays. In 1961, Wilma Rudolph, three-time gold medallist
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at the Rome Olympics, helped debut women's compe-
tition at the Drake Relays and won the 100-yard dash.
Another advance was the track itself: an all-weather
surface was Installed 1n 1969.

he history of track and field in lowa does not

end In 1969. Followers of the sport in the last

four decades have had plenty of victories to

applaud. For one example, consider Natasha
Kaiser, who attended Roosevelt High School in Des
Moines and ran in the Drake Relays in the 1980s. She
won four Drake championships and nine state med-
als for Roosevelt High School and went on to win
Olympic and World Championship medals. Today,
Kaiser-Brown Is the women's track coach at Drake
University.

For more than a century, the Drake Relays have
symbolized the dedication of coaches, the devotion of
fans, and the stamina of lowa athletes who advance
from individual high schools and colleges to this world
arena. Enriched by its history, the Relays have become
one of lowa's most anticipated spring rituals. [

NOTE ON SOURCES
This article isexcerpted from the track and field chapter of "Survey of Buildings.
Sites, Structures, Objects, and Districts Related to the Development of Team
Sports in lowa. 1850-1960." Submitted to the State Histone Preservation
Office in 2003, the statewide survey was conducted by Leah D. Rogers and

Clare L Kemek, Tallgrass Historians LC. with contributions by Lisa Randolph.
Prairiesong Research.
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