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On 29 April 1931 the International Olympic Committee (IOC) voted
43 to 16 to hold the 1936 Olympic Summer Games in Berlin, Ger-
many, over runner-up Barcelona, Spain. At that time Germany was
still a democracy, albeit a beleaguered one. Less than two years later,
the country was under the control of a Nazi-led government that
stood as a mockery of the Olympic ideals of internationalism and
peaceful competition among the peoples of the world, independent
of religious, racial, and ethnic considerations. Nonetheless, despite
protests from a number of quarters and the threat of a boycott by
some nations, most notably the USA, the IOC held fast to its decision
to stage the Summer Games in Berlin. In June 1933, five months after
Hitler came to power, the IOC awarded the 1936 Winter Games to the
Bavarian twin villages of Garmisch-Partenkirchen.

Holding the 1936 Olympics in an avowedly racist and anti-demo-
cratic nation was undoubtedly the most controversial move ever
made by the IOC, a body that has seen more than its share of contro-
versy and scandal over the years. For Nazi Germany, which enthusi-
astically embraced the games after initial misgivings about hosting
them, the Olympic venture proved in general to be an organization-
al and propaganda success, promoting the image of a friendly and
harmonious nation open to the world.1 One can never know what
would have happened had the IOC denied Hitler his greatest propa-
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ganda coup, but some observers at the time believed that such a
move would have strengthened resistance within Germany to the
Nazi tyranny.2

Apart from the valuable propaganda boost for the Nazis, the 1936
games introduced technical innovations and set organizational stan-
dards that have shaped the Olympic movement ever since. Although
the inaugural ‘modern’ Olympics were held in Athens in 1896, the
German games of 1936 were the first to take on the scope and trap-
pings familiar to us today. The Germans games were the first to re-
ceive extensive logistical and financial support from a national gov-
ernment. They were the first to be broadcast worldwide by radio and
(albeit very primitively and only locally) by television. They pio-
neered the pre-competition Olympic Torch Relay from Olympia in
Greece to the host site as well as the release of doves on opening day.
They featured a wide range of the now-ubiquitous ancillary hoopla,
such as dress balls, banquets, art exhibitions, parades, and concerts.
They encouraged corporate advertising and endorsements (Coca-
Cola was a ‘proud sponsor’ of the ’36 games, as were Mercedes-Benz
and Lufthansa). And, most ominously, they made ‘safety’ for visitors
and athletes a major priority, providing a security apparatus of
unprecedented proportions.

Given the limits of space here, this article obviously cannot tell the
whole story of the 1936 Olympics. What I propose to do is to focus on
some of the political and racial dimensions of this affair, honing in on
the boycott threat and the German response to it. Following that I
shall discuss the unprecedented success of American black athletes in
the track and field competition in Berlin, paying particular attention
to the manner in which that success was interpreted, both in
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Germany and the United States. Here I hope to dispel some of the
misconceptions that persist to this day regarding the American
blacks’ experience in Berlin, including the myth that Jesse Owens was
snubbed by Hitler, and the all-too confident conclusion that the black
triumphs represented a major blow to the doctrines of white racial
superiority that were prevalent at that time.

I

I should preface my comments on the boycott threat by noting that
before Hitler assumed power in January 1933 it seemed unlikely that
a Hitler-run government, should one in fact come to pass in
Germany, would even want to host the Olympic Games. The Nazi
leadership and Nazi sports commentators had shown nothing but
contempt for the modern Olympic movement, and indeed for all
international sporting events, calling instead for purely German com-
petitions and fitness programmes focusing on Turnen, the synchro-
nized group-gymnastics that had been developed in Germany in the
early nineteenth century. In the early 1920s they had objected to
Germans competing with athletes from the Allied countries, which
had imposed the so-called ‘Yoke of Versailles’ on the Fatherland.
They had also objected to ‘Aryans’ competing with ‘racial inferiors’
such as Slavs, blacks, and Jews.3

The Nazi objection to competing with blacks was particularly rel-
evant because black athletes, having had a modest presence in the
Olympics of 1920 and 1924, performed especially well in the Los
Angeles games of 1932. African-American runners Eddie Tolan and
Ralph Metcalfe, labelled the ‘Sable Cyclones’ in the American press,
excelled in the sprints, with Tolan setting a world record in the 100-
metre race and an Olympic record in the 200-metre event. R. M. N.
Tisdall, one of Britain’s first black Olympians, won the 400-metre
race. For Nazi ideologues, it was a disgrace that white athletes,
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including a German runner named Arthur Jonath, had deigned to
compete at all with the likes of Tolan and Metcalfe.4 And looking
towards the 1936 games the Völkischer Beobachter, the Nazi Party’s
principal organ, editorialized:

Blacks have no place in the Olympics. . . . Unfortunately, these
days one often sees the free white man having to compete with
blacks, with Neger, for the victory palm. This is a disgrace and
a degradation of the Olympic idea without parallel, and the
ancient Greeks would turn over in their graves if they knew
what modern men were doing with their sacred national
games . . . . The next Olympic Games will take place in Berlin.
Hopefully, the men in control will do their duty. Blacks must
be excluded. We demand it.5

As late as 1932, Hitler himself called the modern Olympic Games ‘a
plot against the Aryan race by Freemasons and Jews’.6

Hitler did not begin to change his tune on the Olympics until after
he had assumed the chancellorship. In March 1933 one of the key
members of the German Olympic Organizing Committee (GOC),
Theodor Lewald, who happened to be half-Jewish, argued in a meet-
ing with Hitler that hosting the games would provide an invaluable
propaganda opportunity for Germany and undoubtedly constitute
an economic windfall for the Reich.7 But what really seems to have
brought Hitler around was the prospect of building a grandiose stage
for the games in Berlin: grand architectural schemes, after all, excited
him more than just about anything else. In May 1933 he therefore let
it be known that his government not only would support the
Olympic project, but host the most magnificent Olympic festival
ever.

Yet even while belatedly endorsing the games, the Nazi govern-
ment and German sporting associations pursued policies that clash-
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ed sharply with Olympic principles of openness and fair play in ath-
letic competition. From the outset the Hitler government’s pro-
gramme of anti-Jewish persecution embraced the world of sport,
which was ‘coordinated’—forced into conformity—with Nazi dogma
along with other dimensions of public life. Addressing the impera-
tive of a thorough purge of German sports, Bruno Malitz, the Berlin
SA’s sports authority, ranted that Jews were ‘worse than cholera,
syphilis, drought, and poison gas’.8 Accordingly, in spring 1933, the
German Swimming Association banned Jews from its member clubs.
Germany’s Davis Cup tennis team expelled one of its stars, Dr Daniel
Prenn, because he was Jewish. The German Boxing Federation for-
bade Jews to fight in, or officiate over, German championship con-
tests. The Völkischer Beobachter called for the dismissal of Theodor
Lewald from the GOC on grounds of his part-Jewish ancestry, and he
would have been dismissed had not the IOC warned that such a
move might compromise Berlin’s chances of holding on to the 1936
games.9

However, the retention of Lewald in his post was hardly enough
to reassure a growing chorus of critics around the world who were
beginning to insist that the games be removed from Berlin, and to
threaten a massive boycott of the Olympics if they transpired in the
Nazi capital after all. Interestingly, the Olympic protest and boycott
movement had its origins and greatest resonance in America—a
nation that was hardly without its own tradition of racial discrimina-
tion in sports. I shall focus here on the American boycott movement,
which, whatever one might say about the rule that people in glass
houses should not throw stones, came within a hair of succeeding.
And had the Americans decided to shun Berlin, other Western
democracies, most notably France and Britain, would probably have
stayed home too, with the result that Hitler’s party in 1936 would
have been a pretty paltry affair.

The boycott movement in America was initially an almost exclu-
sively Jewish affair, American Jews having reacted with alarm and
outrage to the Hitler government’s anti-Semitic pronouncements and
measures. In mid-April 1933 various Jewish groups asked Avery
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Brundage, the irascible president of the American Olympic Commit-
tee (AOC), to take a stand against holding the games in the German
capital. What the Jewish activists did not know was that Brundage
was dead set against moving the games out of Germany, or, for that
matter, boycotting them should they remain there. Time and again,
he would justify this stance on grounds that ‘sports’ and ‘politics’
occupied independent realms, and that the Olympic movement in
particular could survive only if politics were kept out of it.10 But there
can be no question that Brundage’s own anti-Semitism played a role
here as well. The fact that the primary opposition to an Olympiad
under Hitler came (at least initially) from Jews led him to see in this
opposition a diabolical Jewish plot to subvert the entire Olympic
enterprise. He also believed that the Jews were out to get him per-
sonally. At one point, one of Brundage’s AOC colleagues, Gus Kirby,
could write to him in exasperation: ‘I take it that the fundamental dif-
ference between you and me is that you are a Jew hater and Jew
baiter and I am neither; that you enjoy being hated and despised and
threatened by the Jews and I don’t; that you have made no promises
to the Jews and I have.’11

Although Brundage himself initially avoided taking a stance on
the question of Berlin’s suitability as an Olympic host by insisting
that venue considerations were solely the province of the IOC, the
German Organizing Committee was deeply concerned about the
American protests. Hoping to nip the protest in the bud, Theodor
Lewald convinced the Hitler government to issue a statement prom-
ising to respect the Olympic charter and to welcome to Germany
‘competitors of all races’. The regime added a significant caveat,
however: the composition of Germany’s own team was nobody’s
business but Germany’s.12 The Germans hoped the IOC would agree.

And in fact, for the most part, the IOC did agree. IOC President
Henri de Baillet-Latour, a Belgian aristocrat, held views similar to
Brundage’s in regard to the relationship between the Olympic move-
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ment and politics. He believed that the IOC should avoid taking any
‘political’ positions except in the case of possible Communist pene-
tration of the games, which he thought must be avoided at all costs.13

Although he was astute enough to see a threat to Olympic principles
in the Nazi regime’s open racism, he also believed that if the racism
in question was confined to the German domestic scene, the IOC had
no right to interfere. Thus he issued a statement in April 1933 saying
that the agency was holding fast to its 1931 decision to hold the 1936
Summer Games in Berlin, provided that ‘every people and every race
is allowed to participate in complete equality’. The requirement of
equality, he was quick to add, did not mean that the IOC could con-
cern itself with Germany’s internal affairs. If Germany did not wish
to be represented by any Jewish athletes, this was entirely its own
business.14

The stance of the IOC guaranteed that the games would not be
moved out of Berlin, but it did nothing to dampen the boycott threat.
In fact, Jewish groups in America now called openly for a US boycott
of Berlin unless the Germans suspended their racist policies and
opened their own Olympic programme to qualified competitors re-
gardless of religion or ethnicity. Jewish groups also promised to
withhold any financial contributions to the American Olympic pro-
gramme should the AOC decide to send a team to Berlin.15

Fearing that American Jews had the influence to bring about a
boycott—Avery Brundage’s stance notwithstanding—the Germans
decided to give some ground, at least on paper. At the Vienna meet-
ing of the IOC in June 1933 they promised not only to observe all
Olympic regulations but also that ‘Jews would not be excluded from
membership in German teams’.16 The reality, however, was that
Jewish athletes, of whom Germany actually had a sizeable number,
including some very good ones, were never given a fair shake at
membership on the German teams for Garmisch or Berlin. Most

11

Hitler’s Games

13 Karl Lennartz, ‘Difficult Times: Baillet-Latour and Germany, 1931–1942’,
Olympika, 3 (1994), p. 101.
14 Hans-Joachim Teichler, ‘Zum Aussschluß der deutschen Juden von den
Olympischen Spielen 1936’, Stadion, 15/1 (1989), pp. 47–8.
15 Moshe Gottlieb, ‘The American Controversy over the Olympic Games of
1936’, American Jewish Historical Quarterly, 61 (Mar. 1972), pp. 184–5.
16 Quoted in Teichler, ‘Zum Ausschluß’, p. 50.



notably, a German female high jumper named Gretl Bergmann was
denied the chance to compete in the qualifying rounds in 1936 de-
spite having won the German national championship in 1935.17 And,
of course, anti-Semitic policies in other dimensions of public life in
Nazi Germany continued unabated.

Against this backdrop of persistent government-backed racism in
Germany, the American boycott movement expanded beyond its
original Jewish base to include Catholic and Protestant organizations,
labour groups, and the American Civil Liberties Union. On 7 March
1934 a mass rally was held in Madison Square Garden in New York
City to protest against Nazi racial policies and to threaten boycotts of
German goods as well as the 1936 Olympics if these policies persist-
ed. In response to the growing boycott movement, Avery Brundage
made a ‘fact-finding trip’ to Germany in the autumn of 1934, promis-
ing to investigate the sporting scene in the Third Reich. He did inter-
view some Jewish sporting officials, but only in the presence of uni-
formed SS officers. At one point he put his Nazi hosts at ease by
pointing out that his own men’s club in Chicago would not allow
Jews or blacks.18 Upon his return to America he gave the Germans a
clean bill of health, saying he saw no evidence of racism and echoing
German assurances that that there would be no discrimination
against any of the foreign athletes competing in the German games.
‘You can’t ask for more than that’, he said.19

But of course, many in America continued to believe that you
could ask for more than that and were totally unconvinced by
Brundage’s whitewash. Because the boycott movement continued to
pick up steam, with a number of influential Protestant and Catholic
publications saying the Yanks should stay home, other initiatives
were mounted by the American Olympic establishment to undercut
pro-boycott sentiment. The most important was launched by Charles
Sherrill, one of the three American members of the IOC, and, like
Brundage, a strong believer in the importance of keeping the games
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in Berlin. In late summer 1935 Sherrill travelled to Germany with the
goal of persuading Hitler to name at least one Jew to its Olympic
teams, a gesture he privately compared with the American tradition
of ‘the token Negro’. In his meeting with Hitler he warned that if
Germany did not do this, America might well boycott the German
games. To reinforce his point, he reminded Hitler of the Jews’ tre-
mendous influence in America, especially in New York City, where
he said ‘the Jew La Guardia’ (the mayor’s mother was Jewish) was
cultivating ‘anti-Nazi sentiment’ to promote his own political for-
tunes.20 Hitler listened respectfully to Sherrill but told him there
could be no Jewish participation on the German teams, period. In
fact, he said that rather than having Jews pollute the German teams
he would call the whole damn thing off and substitute ‘purely
German Olympic Games’ for the international festival.21

But this turned out to be a hollow bluff. Hitler knew that German-
only games would not have been useful in terms of propaganda, nor
would they have provided a world stage for the grand architectural
display he envisaged. In the end, he acquiesced with a gesture of
compromise tokenism worked out between Charles Sherrill and the
GOC. The Germans agreed to add a half-Jewish fencer named Helene
Mayer to their team for Berlin. For the Nazis the pain of this decision
was eased by the fact that Fräulein Mayer was an excellent fencer,
having won a gold medal in the Amsterdam Olympics in 1928 and
world championships in 1929 and 1931. Moreover, she looked like a
perfect Aryan Valkyrie—with a strapping physique, green eyes, and
ropes of braided blond hair piled up on her head in the Schnecke style
favoured by the Bund deutscher Mädel (League of German Girls). Also
crucial was the fact that according to the newly enshrined Nurem-
berg Laws Mayer could still be considered a German citizen, as her
mother was ‘Aryan’. Moreover, although her fencing club in
Offenbach had expelled her in 1933 and since then she had been liv-
ing in Oakland, California, she spoke in glowing terms about the new
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Germany and expressed a desire to return home to compete once
again for the Reich in the upcoming Berlin Olympics. According to
the German consul-general in San Francisco, she had turned down an
invitation to participate in a local anti-Nazi rally. She also made clear
that she did not subscribe to the Jewish faith, had no contact with
Jewish organizations and, in fact, did not think of herself as Jewish at
all.22 Reichssportführer Hans von Tschammer und Osten could con-
fidently declare Mayer to be an ‘honorary Aryan’.23 (As it happened,
in the fencing competitions in Berlin Mayer did not bring home the
gold medal that her Nazi sponsors had so counted on; she came in
second, losing to a Hungarian woman who was fully Jewish.) 

Germany also added a half-Jewish ice hockey player named Rudi
Ball to its team for the Winter Games in Garmisch-Partenkirchen.
This decision was not made to appease the Americans or interna-
tional opinion but solely to improve the prospects for the German  ice
hockey team, which hoped to win a medal in Garmisch as it had in
Lake Placid in 1932. Having been instrumental in Germany’s taking
the bronze medal in Lake Placid, Ball was such a valuable asset that
the Nazi authorities saw fit to overlook his ‘tainted’ ethnicity. (Alas,
during the Garmisch Olympics Ball was able to help the Germans
win only their first two contests; severely injured in game three, he
had to sit out the rest of the competition.) 

There is no evidence that Germany’s strategic concession with
Helene Mayer impressed many American critics of the German
games; and Sherrill himself, the tokenism broker, did not help mat-
ters by attending the 1935 Nazi Party Rally in Nuremberg as Hitler’s
personal guest and then returning home to insist that America had
no right to push Germany any further on the Jewish issue. He said in
a press conference:

I went to Germany for the purpose of getting at least one Jew
on the German Olympic team and I feel that my job is finished.
As to obstacles placed in the way of Jewish athletes or any
other athletes in trying to reach Olympic ability, I would have
no more business discussing that in Germany than if the Ger-
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mans attempted to discuss the Negro situation in the Ameri-
can South or the treatment of the Japanese in California.24

Sherrill’s mention of ‘the Negro situation in the American South’
is interesting in light of the fact that anti-black racism in the US was
fast becoming an issue in the debate over whether America should
participate in the 1936 games—and whether, if America did partici-
pate, African-Americans should be part of the US team. The Ameri-
can black community took up this question when it became evident
that Negroes were likely to constitute a significant component of the
team America sent to Berlin, especially in track and field. Given the
fact that Germany was undeniably racist towards blacks as well as
Jews, the question was: should the African-American community
join the American Jewish community in pushing for a boycott of the
Berlin games? Conversely, given the equally obvious fact that
America harboured its own brand of racism, especially against
blacks, did America have any right to claim the moral high ground
and stay away from the German games?

Many black-owned newspapers pointed out that it was hypocrit-
ical for American sports officials to demand equal treatment for
German Jews when they tolerated, indeed practised, discrimination
against black athletes at home.25 Yet at the same time, the black press,
along with the National Association for the Advancement of Colored
People (NAACP), strongly opposed Nazi racial policies, and, in light
of the openly expressed hostility toward blacks in the Nazi press,
worried about how African-American athletes would be treated were
they to compete in Germany. As early as October 1933 Roy Wilkins,
the assistant secretary of the NAACP, had written to the three
American IOC members (William May Garland, Ernest Lee Jahncke,
and Charles Sherrill) expressing his organization’s ‘increased appre-
hension [over] the reiterated emphasis on color and race’ emanating
from Germany. ‘We are particularly concerned’, he went on, ‘that
there shall be no discrimination against colored athletes who may be
chosen to represent the United States of America and other coun-
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tries.’ He asked the American members of the IOC to make inquiries
on this point, warning: ‘Unless Germany gives unqualified and
unequivocal assurance of fair play to those possible colored competi-
tors, we respectfully request the American members of the Inter-
national Olympic Committee to refuse to permit Americans to com-
pete at Berlin.’26

As the American boycott debate wore on, with Jewish organiza-
tions putting considerable pressure on the black community to come
out firmly against American participation in Berlin, the black press
split sharply on the issue; a few papers endorsed the boycott, many
others opposed it. The anti-boycott faction generally made the argu-
ment that the best way to refute Nazi racial policy was to send
American blacks to Berlin and watch them beat the pants off their
German (and other white) competitors. In November 1935 the
NAACP officially called upon American Negro athletes ‘not [to] par-
ticipate in the 1936 Olympics . . . under the present situation in
Germany’. In sending news of this resolution to the American Jewish
Committee, however, Roy Wilkins admitted to a certain ambivalence
about the decision for he, too, saw advantages in watching American
blacks put the lie to the Nazi doctrine of racial superiority on the ath-
letic field. ‘[The fact that] the United States Olympic team will be
decidedly brunette in composition gives us a great opportunity to
strike a blow at all that Hitler stands for and to do so on the high
plane of sportsmanship.’27

Not surprisingly, the response of most black athletes to the sug-
gestion that they refuse to participate in the Olympic Games was
anything but positive. They had trained hard to reach the level of
Olympic competition and were anxious to show off their skills to the
largest possible audience. Moreover, some of the American black ath-
letes had participated in earlier competitions in Nazi Germany with-
out encountering any discrimination. Ralph Metcalfe of Marquette
University, impressed by his warm reception while competing in
Germany in 1934, declared that he and other black American athletes
had been ‘treated like royalty’ and expected similar treatment in

16

Articles

26 Wilkins to Garland, 11 Oct. 1933, NAACP, C-384, Library of Congress
(hereafter LC).
27 Wilkins to Strauss, 15 Nov. 1935, ibid.



1936.28 ‘Royal treatment’ in Germany, of course, contrasted sharply
with the treatment that amateur black athletes often received at home
in America. Neither Jesse Owens nor David Albritton, a black high
jumper, was allowed to live in on-campus housing at Ohio State
University. Owens was denied a scholarship and had to work at sev-
eral part-time jobs to pay his tuition. Black athletes could not com-
pete alongside whites in university-level competitions across the
South. And, embarrassingly, none of America’s Olympic qualifica-
tion events could be held in the South because of a ban on interracial
competition.

Despite widespread reservations in the black community about
holding Germany accountable for iniquities that were present also in
America, Jesse Owens, the most prominent black track and field ath-
lete of all, initially came out in favour of boycotting the Berlin games.
Owens had in one hour broken three world records and tied another
at the 1935 Big Ten track championships in Ann Arbor, Michigan.
Expected to be a shoo-in for the American Olympic team, he was
hounded by all sides to say where he stood on the boycott question.
During a radio interview in November 1935, Owens declared: ‘If
there is discrimination against minorities in Germany, then we must
withdraw from the Olympics.’29 Owens’s declaration won him an
immediate letter of gratitude from Walter White, the secretary of the
NAACP. In congratulating Owens on his stand, however, White, like
Wilkins before him, confessed to being ‘somewhat divided’ on the
boycott issue. On the one hand, seeing Nazi racial policy as ‘a dupli-
cation of what we Negroes have suffered for three centuries in
America’, he believed that American blacks should stay away from
Berlin. On the other hand, as he told Owens, ‘because of the preemi-
nence of athletes like yourself, Eulace Peacock, [Ralph] Metcalfe,
[Cornelius] Johnson and others, the American team will be decided-
ly brunette in complexion [that quaint phrase again]. There have
been times when I have felt that there might be a certain psychologi-
cal value in having blond Nazis run ragged by yourself and others.’
Yet on balance, White considered the pro-boycott position Owens
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had just taken ‘a much finer one’, and he asked the athlete to tell him
more about how he felt on the matter.30

Owens did not reply, and for good reason: he was in the process
of changing his mind. Larry Snyder, Owens’s coach at Ohio State,
was flabbergasted by his charge’s pro-boycott declaration and imme-
diately set about getting him to reverse it. This proved not terribly
difficult to do, for Snyder had a powerful influence on Owens, and
the athlete himself was not really committed to a boycott, his radio
comments notwithstanding. Like his colleagues, Owens truly looked
forward to competing in Berlin, where he confidently expected to
win. He was especially anxious to shine on the international stage
because he had recently been snubbed at home, his name having
been removed from the list of finalists for the Sullivan Memorial
Award honouring the year’s best amateur athlete (a booster at Ohio
State had secured him a bogus summer job). Moreover, like other
black athletes, he had not been invited to the upcoming Sugar Bowl
track meet in New Orleans, Louisiana, where a strict Jim Crow poli-
cy prevailed. As Coach Snyder put the issue: ‘Why should we oppose
Germany for doing something we do right here at home?’31

Along with five other top black athletes, Owens announced in
December 1935 that if selected for the American team he intended to
go to Berlin after all. In support of his decision, a black journalist
writing in the New York World Telegram pounced on the issue of dou-
ble standards: 

One wonders if, by chance, the next Olympics were to take
place in, let us say, Atlanta, Georgia, or almost any one of the
states below the Mason–Dixon Line, would ‘the powers that
be’ remove signs in the railroad stations reading, ‘Whites on
this side, Colored on that side’? Would the fine hotels, some of
them built especially to accommodate visitors to the games,
extend their hospitality to call comers, regardless of race?32

Not surprisingly, the decision by Owens and other top African-
Americans to compete in Berlin greatly frustrated American Jewish
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leaders, who accused the athletes of betraying the ‘bond’ between
blacks and Jews that came with shared victimization. But at the same
time, even black leaders who favoured a boycott of Berlin, such as
Walter White, deeply resented this charge of betrayal, and they by no
means agreed that American Jews and blacks shared a common her-
itage of oppression.33 (In the sparring between black and Jewish activ-
ists over American participation in the Berlin Olympics one can see a
mild harbinger of the hostilities that have come to mar the relations
between American black radicals and Jews in more recent years.)

All the controversy surrounding the boycott effort indeed jeop-
ardized the fund-raising drive for the American Olympic team, with
Jews in particular keeping a lid on their pocketbooks. The paucity of
Jewish financial support, however, was partly made up for by large
donations from German-American groups, and even by secret con-
tributions from the German government. Eventually the AOC
became flush enough that Avery Brundage was able to turn down an
offer of $100,000 from General Mills, which had hoped to be able to
advertise that American Olympians ate Wheaties, the ‘Breakfast of
Champions’.34

II

Having overcome the fund-raising challenges as well as the impas-
sioned boycott movement, America’s 384-person Olympic team, in-
cluding nineteen blacks (two of whom were women), arrived in
Berlin on 25 July 1936. All but six of the blacks competed in track and
field events, and they so dominated the US track squad that a black
journalist joked that for an ‘offay’ (white guy) to make the team he
would have to put cork on his face. The Americans, blacks as well as
whites, received a very cordial welcome in the German capital.
German officials, along with the populace at large, went out of their
way to be friendly and accommodating, as if to prove that there had
been no reason to fear any ill treatment. Jesse Owens, as the acknowl-
edged star of the American team, was mobbed by autograph seekers
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wherever he went in the city. He and his colleagues were impressed
by the Olympic Village, which, among other amenities, provided
each team with food suited to its national tastes, meaning for the
Americans such items as underdone steaks and milkshakes.

What Owens and his colleagues did not know, however, was that
their every move was being monitored by the German police, who
were determined to prevent any embarrassing incidents involving
the foreign athletes, or any politically unsuitable contacts between
the visitors and the natives. Nazi officials feared above all that acts of
miscegenation might occur between black athletes and willing Ger-
man women. On the eve of the games the Gestapo issued fifty-two
warning citations to German women ‘for approaching foreigners,
especially coloured foreigners, in an unseemly manner’.35 The
Gestapo also carefully inspected all mail coming into the Olympic
Village. A British leftist tried to get a letter to Jesse Owens urging him
to turn down on political grounds any medals he might win. Owens
was instructed to say: ‘It was an honour for me to represent my
nation and compete against the best athletes of the world. However,
I must reject with contempt this prize that comes from a government
that preaches racial hatred.’36 Leaving aside the fact that the Olympic
medals were not awarded by the German government, Jesse Owens
would never have acted on this advice had he received it, which of
course he did not.

As the American black press had predicted, Uncle Sam’s ‘race
boys’ performed brilliantly in the track and field events at the Berlin
games. Jesse Owens’s victories in the 100- and 200-metre races, the
long jump, and the 4x100-metre relay undoubtedly constituted the
most impressive achievement by a single athlete in the ’36 Olympiad,
but one should not forget other noteworthy African-American per-
formances, such as Ralph Metcalfe’s gold medal in the 4x100-metre
relay and silver medal in the 100-metre sprint; Mack Robinson’s sil-
ver medal in the 200-metre race; Archie Williams’s gold medal in the
400 metres; James LuValle’s bronze medal in the 400-metre race; John
Woodruff’s gold medal in the 800-metre race; Cornelius Johnson’s
gold and David Albritton’s silver medal in the high jump; and Fritz
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Pollard’s bronze in the 110-metre hurdles. All told, American blacks
accounted for 83 of America’s total of 107 points in track and field.37

The black press was understandably jubilant over this success, which
in its view was the perfect commentary on Nazi racial theories. Much
of the white press in America also saluted the black performances,
likewise suggesting that they disproved Nazi racial dogma. How-
ever, most Southern papers chose to record the black victories with-
out any commentary. Even the Atlanta Constitution, the most ‘liberal’
of the Southern papers, did not print a single photograph of Jesse
Owens or any other American black Olympian, and it featured only
the victories of American whites.

According to the black American press, and indeed to most of the
mainstream press, Hitler was so upset over American Negro victo-
ries, including those of Jesse Owens, that he could not bring himself
to congratulate the victors. Most infamously, he supposedly refused
to shake Jesse Owens’s hand after his great triumphs. Actually, this
story of racial slighting is largely a myth. The reality is more compli-
cated, though hardly more flattering to Hitler (or, for that matter, to
Owens). On the first day of the games Hitler had personally shaken
the hands of German and Finnish victors in his stadium box, a ges-
ture that, as Baillet-Latour hastened to inform him the next day, was
a breach of IOC etiquette, which discouraged heads of state from
playing such a prominent role. If Hitler insisted upon putting himself
in the spotlight in such fashion, said Baillet-Latour, he would have to
congratulate every victor in the same way down the line.38 Perhaps
anticipating that he might have to press the flesh with Jesse Owens
and other blacks, Hitler promised that for the rest of the games he
would not shake hands in the stadium with any of the winners. Thus
he did not technically snub Owens, but he probably would have
done so had the opportunity presented itself. The Nazi Youth Leader,
Baldur von Schirach, claimed in his memoirs that Hitler told him he
would not have shaken Owens’s hand under any circumstances: ‘The
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Americans should have been ashamed to let blacks compete on their
team’, Hitler reportedly said. ‘I would never shake the hand of a
black man.’ Schirach also claimed that when he suggested that the
Führer be photographed with Owens, Hitler screamed in indigna-
tion: ‘Do you really think I’d allow myself to be photographed with
a black?’39

Interestingly enough, Owens himself never felt any animosity
towards Hitler, nor did he claim to have been snubbed by the Reich
Chancellor. On the contrary, upon his return to America after the
games he told an audience of 1,000 blacks in Kansas City that it was
President Roosevelt and not Hitler who had shown disrespect for him
following his triumphs at the Olympic Games. ‘Hitler didn’t snub
me—it was our president who snubbed me. The president didn’t
even send me a telegram.’40 Owens also claimed that although he had
not had the good fortune to meet Hitler in Berlin, despite several
attempts to do so, he had once caught the Führer’s eye at the stadi-
um, and that Hitler had gracefully acknowledged him. ‘When I
passed the Chancellor he arose, waved his hand at me, and I waved
back at him.’41 (No one else observed this putative wave, and it is
highly unlikely that it ever happened.) Back in America Owens had
nothing but good words to say about the Nazi leader, whom he
seems to have genuinely admired. ‘I think the [American] newspaper
writers showed bad taste in criticizing the man of the hour in
Germany’, he declared.42 In campaigning for the Republican presi-
dential candidate Alf Landon against Roosevelt in the autumn of
1936, Owens called Hitler ‘a man of civility’ and urged cordial rela-
tions between the United States and Nazi Germany.43 In his view,
America’s real enemy was Soviet Communism, not Nazism. 

By all accounts the German public was generally hospitable to-
wards America’s black athletes during the games. Certainly Jesse
Owens was much celebrated by the German fans, who chanted his
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name whenever he appeared in the stadium. Leni Riefenstahl also
made Owens one of the heroes of her famous documentary film,
Olympia, though it should be noted that her film did not include
images of the long lines of Germans seeking the star’s autograph.
Hoping to project an image of openness and tolerance, Joseph
Goebbels’s Propaganda Ministry instructed the German press not to
emphasize racial issues or to minimize foreign victories, including
those of American blacks, whose ‘sensitivities’ were to be respected.44

Clearly, however, the Nazi government’s official efforts to down-
play race during the games only masked the regime’s ongoing con-
tempt for black athletes, who were regarded as little more than phys-
ically gifted freaks. According to Albert Speer, Hitler believed that
blacks owed their victories in the Olympics to their ‘jungle inheri-
tance’, which gave them especially strong physiques. Hitler also told
Speer that once Germany had become the dominant world power, it
would hold all future Olympiads in Nuremberg and keep them free
of non-Nordics, including blacks.45 Goebbels, his instructions to the
German press notwithstanding, was privately disgusted by the pres-
ence of black athletes in Berlin, and reportedly tried to force Riefen-
stahl to cut the extensive footage of Owens from her film. Like Hitler,
SS-leader Heinrich Himmler attributed the successes of American
blacks to their ‘primitive physicality’, and to the fact that they saw
themselves engaged in a race war with whites.46 Martha Dodd, the
daughter of Washington’s ambassador to Germany, wrote later that
an aide to Joachim von Ribbentrop, then Germany’s envoy to
London, expressed to her the view that Negroes were ‘animals, utter-
ly unqualified to enter the games’. This official also stated that ‘if
Germany had had the bad sportsmanship to enter deer or another
species of fleet-footed animal, they would have taken the honors
from America in the track events’.47 (Germany ended up winning the
largest number of medals overall in the Berlin games, but finished
behind America and Finland in the track and field competition.) 
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The idea that blacks and other supposedly ‘primitive’ peoples
owed whatever athletic successes they might achieve to special phys-
ical endowments was hardly unique to the Nazis. In the aftermath of
the 1936 games, American sports commentators, officials, and coach-
es advanced similar explanations for the victories of Jesse Owens and
his black teammates. Avery Brundage opined that ‘one could see,
particularly with Jesse Owens, how the Negroes could excel in [track]
athletics. Their muscle structure lends itself to this sort of competi-
tion.’48 Dean Cromwell, assistant coach of the American Olympic
track team in 1936, wrote in 1941: ‘The Negro excels in the events he
does because he is closer to the primitive than the white man. It was
not long ago that his ability to spring and jump was a life and death
matter to him.’49 Even Owens’s coach at Ohio State, Larry Snyder,
proposed that the success of his ‘boy’ and other black sprinters
derived from ‘the striation of their muscles . . . and the cell structure
of their nervous system’. It also helped, he said, that the Negro ath-
letes were willing to take orders from their white coaches. ‘Most col-
ored boys take to coaching very readily. They have perfect confi-
dence in their coach . . . and are willing and glad to leave their train-
ing, their form, and the perfection of their technique up to him.’50 In
an article entitled ‘The Real Winners of the 1936 Games’, a professor
of Experimental Physiology at the Johns Hopkins university insisted
that the victories of the American blacks in Berlin did not necessarily
undermine the doctrine of general white supremacy on the athletic
field. ‘Perhaps in the short races some anatomical advantage of bone
or muscle structure gives the black man an advantage over the
white’, he wrote, but in all other competitions, especially those
requiring brain power, the black remained inferior. ‘In any case, we
must remember that the Negro boys were trained by white men in
the white men’s institutions.’ Moreover, the professor added, if one
assessed national performances in 1936 on the basis of population
rather than the sheer number of medals, the small northern and cen-
tral European countries with relatively homogenous white popula-
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tions were the clear winners, and the weakest performers were ‘those
[nations] whose populations represent the greatest racial mixtures’.51

In other words, although some contemporary observers (and in-
deed many later commentators) interpreted the black successes in
1936 as a crippling blow to Nazi theories of white athletic suprema-
cy, what really happened is that these victories simply hardened earl-
ier stereotypes regarding racial differentiation, whereby blacks were
said to possess biological advantages in certain events, but, owing to
alleged character and intellectual shortcomings, could never surpass
whites in contests requiring discipline, fortitude, stamina, strategy,
and teamwork. Thus, according to the wisdom of the day, blacks
might continue to win in sprints but they would never be any good
in basketball or long-distance running!52 Tellingly, there were no
blacks on America’s gold-medal winning basketball team in 1936.

It hardly needs to be added that, in the years just after the 1936
games, the so-called ‘Festival of Peoples’ did not do much to under-
cut broader patterns of racism around the world, especially in
Germany and the United States. We should recall that Goebbels
effectively manipulated anti-black stereotypes in the last months of
the Second World War when he claimed that ‘drunken Niggers’ were
terrorizing and murdering German civilians. In the American army
that invaded Germany, blacks were still segregated in their own
units and had to contend with a largely white officer corps whose
prejudices toward blacks were probably even more virulent than
those prevailing in the German populace. Back home in America the
effective segregation of races in much of the nation, not just the
South, persisted unabated for some time after the war. This was as
true for sports as it was for schools and neighbourhoods. In major
league baseball the colour line was not broken until 1948, in basket-
ball and football not until 1950. The Washington Redskins profes-
sional football team, headquartered in the national capital, main-
tained an all-white policy until the early 1960s. In 1968, when the
American black activist Harry Edwards called for a black boycott of
the upcoming Mexico City Olympics to protest against continuing
racism in the Olympic movement and American sports, it almost
seemed as if one were back in 1936.
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Does this mean, then, that the role of American blacks in the Ber-
lin games had no significant effects on patterns of racism in Ameri-
can society? This is obviously not the place to discuss in detail the
immensely complicated problem of race relations in the United States
over the past half-century. But it might be argued that if all the con-
troversy surrounding the black contribution in 1936 had a negligible
effect on racism in the short run, it perhaps helped in some measure
to reduce (if clearly not to end) racial discrimination in the long run,
especially in sport. The boycott advocates’ attempt to keep blacks out
of the Berlin games failed, but the debate over a possible boycott
sharpened an ongoing critique of American racism, and not just
among blacks. This debate constituted a significant forerunner of the
civil rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s. The impressive per-
formances of American blacks in 1936 helped pave the way for the
later integration of American professional sports by suggesting to
sports entrepreneurs that blacks could make important—and lucra-
tive—contributions to the traditionally all-white clubs. Of course,
gaining a place in big league professional sports did not necessarily
mean gaining immediate equality or respect, as lower pay scales for
black athletes and lingering questions about whether blacks could
pitch (in baseball) or play quarterback (in football) showed.

Jesse Owens’s own career after the 1936 games exemplified the
ambivalences and incompleteness of the black athletes’ struggle for
equality in post-war America. Upon returning to the United States he
was expelled from amateur athletics because, after having been run
ragged in a slew of post-games exhibition contests, he refused to par-
ticipate in another exhibition in Sweden. Thereafter he raced for
money in sleazy competitions against racehorses, dogs, cars, and
even the boxer Joe Louis. At the same time, however, he was much
sought after as a spokesman for mainstream political causes—above
all for crusades against Communism and the emerging black radical
movement. At the behest of Avery Brundage, who had in the mean-
time become president of the IOC, Owens denounced the famous
‘black-power’ demonstrations by the African-American sprinters
John Carlos and Tommy Smith at the 1968 Mexico City games.53

Writing in 1969, Harry Edwards wondered whether Owens was
aware that blacks, because of economic disadvantages and a persist-
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ent unofficial colour line, were effectively barred from some 80 per
cent of scheduled Olympic sports, such as rowing, skating, skiing,
shooting, equestrianism, yachting, fencing, and water polo.54

No doubt Edwards had a point. I would submit, however, that the
very fact that Owens was allowed, indeed, asked to weigh in on the
crucial political and social issues of the day was a sign that the times
were changing, at least to some degree. And the fact that sports, pro-
fessional and amateur, eventually came to constitute the most thor-
oughly integrated domain in American society owes much to the
legacy of Jesse Owens and the other American black Olympians of
1936. 

54 Harry Edwards, The Revolt of the Black Athlete (New York, 1969), pp. 78–9.
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