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Thorpe, Jim (1887—1954)

Jim Thorpe was an a Native American athlete and Olympic gold 
medalist. Thorpe was born in 1887 and grew up in Oklahoma 
before becoming an athlete in college. Thorpe then went to the 
1912 Summer Olympics in Sweden. He would participate in  
the pentathlon and the decathlon. Thorpe won a gold medal 
at the Olympics. He was the first Native American to win a  
gold medal.

However, the Amateur-Athletic Union did an investigation of 
Thorpe in 1913. They found that he had played semi-professional 
baseball year before. This would have disqualified him from the Olympics due to rules about amateur 
athletes. Amateur athletes were allowed to participate in the Olympic games, but professional, paid 
athletes were not. This meant that Thorpe was stripped of the gold medals he had won.

After the Olympics, Thorpe went on to play baseball in the National League. He then played as a 
professional football player for the Oorang Indians. In 1920, Thorpe became the first president of the 
American Professional Football Association. This later became what is known today as the National 
Football League (NFL).

Following his death in 1954, the Amateur-Athletic Union re-investigated Thorpe’s case. They restored 
and recognized his amateur status in 1982. This meant that his gold medals were returned to his family 
in 1983. Thorpe is known today as one of the best all-around athletes in history, particularly in track and 
field and football.

Reflect:

1. What barriers did Thorpe break?

2. Why was Thorpe stripped of his gold medals in 1920? 

3. What is one question you have about Thorpe’s life? How could you find the answer to this question?
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