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Al Oerter: 

Beyond a towel
The Beginning

Before you have ever heard Alfred Oerter Jr.’s thoughts or beliefs, but have heard of his accomplishments and successes you would think that he exemplifies an ideal athlete or that he would be perfect at channeling the “zone” and a model of a trusting athlete in the performance psychology arena. Yet, when I asked Oerter about the infamous “Zone” that so many great athletes have spoke of he states verbatim, “Yes I have heard of the word “zone”, however, I have never believed in sport psycho-babble.  That nonsense is best left to the sports psychologists and to my mind it becomes a burden to bring such stuff into the throwing ring.  You throw because you enjoy it and to have someone explain why that happens who has never participated in such activity is meaningless and ultimately takes away from the joy of the event”.  This statement made me realize that just because he doesn’t believe in it by name doesn’t mean that he does not use it. Mr. Oerter just calls it by another name, or actually no name at all. He is his own “zone”, the way that he thinks and approached situations keeps him in the zone. This can also be attributed to his tremendous success in all of his endeavors.  If you ask Al to describe his event to you it comes out “Like a child, it is just great fun to spin around and throw something as far as you can.  Its not rocket science” [12]. That is how this four time consecutive gold medal winner describes his sport. It is this looseness and peace of mind that puts Al Oerter ahead of the game so much of the time. 
      Alfred Adolf “Al” Oerter, Jr. was born September 19, 1936 in Astoria, New York [7]. Oerter grew up the son of Bohemian parents, working parents, who encouraged him to explore the museums, in part because his high blood pressure, which Oerter has battled throughout his school years, made playgrounds off limits [8][9]. His father was part of a family plumbing business in NYC and his mother worked for Paramount Pictures in charge of film distribution [9]. Despite that fact that Al was walking down a path that would lead him no where near a discus ring; he was a large man of 6’4” and 280 pounds, Oerter was a natural thrower [7]. 

Oerter states that “I was always a hero of my dreams regardless of the athletic, artistic or any other endeavor. I didn’t spend a hell of a lot of time daydreaming as a child but rather I always seemed to be working on something whether it is batting, repairing outboard games engines or the solitude of fishing off our Long Island summer home”. When asked where his mental strength and determination comes from Oerter responds, “my strength has and always will be the comfort of enjoying being alive. I have always found a strong inner quiet [peace] derived from working at something that was very elusive. From birth I seemed to have the ability to work for long periods of time (years) at some task without becoming impatient. I have never found strength as it was always there. From day one I was always a fine student, naturally strong and not driven to succeed under the influence of anyone else except what was inside me. I’ve never had a coach, an art teacher, a tea leaf reader, manager, therapist or anyone else that would attempt to influence me. I was and always will be pleases with the way my life progresses” [9]. Al Oerter was very focused. Whatever attracted his attention had his full attention. He was intrinsically motivated with gave him the ability to work towards his many dreams and a goals. He was always driven from within; therefore he was constantly with his motivator. 

Many performers have experiences that shape the way that they have made key decisions in their lives. When Al Oerter was asked, “What are the two most positive experiences of your youth?” He responded, “I don't know if I can name just two positive experiences.  My father told me that I could row a boat before I could walk (probably not true but close) so I was always out on the water fishing or digging for clams that would provide for my lunch plus I ran back and forth to grade school (2 miles each way) and at the end of those runs it just felt terrific.  Classroom work was always easy but it was still a kick to get high grades on some test or report card.  I seemed to be the first one picked for baseball teams, football and any other playground sport.  I knew I was naturally strong with good athletic ability because just horsing around with my buddies just showed me that it was true.  I don't think I ever dreamed of a professional sporting career or the Olympics or any finite goal but I naturally drove towards these in a very natural and relaxed way [9]”. Even in youth Al was motivated my his own abilities and harnessing and harvesting these abilities. Just as there are experiences that shape a person positively there are ones that shape a person negatively. When asked the same question about his negative experiences Oerter states “If 16 can be considered a youth the death of my mother at that age took me a good while to understand.  I always thought I was my mother's son.  I honestly can't think of any bad experiences.  I realized while in high school that I would never be chosen to play baseball as the baseball coach always played his favorites regardless of their capability nor would I be 
chosen to play football as this same environment existed in that sport.  I believe I started track and field partly in response to this.  Playing politics or kissing up to some coach was just not part of me so I quietly went into other things with great enthusiasm” [9]. Al Oerter is a generally cheerful and upbeat person. He takes everything in stride. He understands that no success is forever and no failure is final, and he life is a demonstration of his understanding of this belief. 
          Al recalls his throwing abilities in his childhood. “I could throw a baseball, football or a rock a country mile.  I always knew from day one that I had the levers to throw anything a good distance. “ The day that Al learned that he could throw he “was working out for the track team as a miler, a discus skipped on the track one day and I threw it back to the guy who had thrown it and my throw back was further than his throw towards me.  The track coach suggested I stop working as a miler and start throwing.  This was my sophomore year in high school.  My sophomore distance was 121', my junior distance 154', and my senior distance 184'.  I won 2 New York state championships with these 
distances.  Throwing was always very comfortable and I never concerned myself with fouling or poor throwing or other competitors as each journey into the ring was like coming home” [9]. As Al gained precedence in his event expectations rose as did his nervousness. “Naturally I would feel a small amount of nervousness but I relished competition and this overpowered any nervousness that would inhibit my throwing.  I feel the same with my art exhibits ” [13]. Inner and personal strength such as this is quite possibly what enables Oerter to achieve such magnificent feats. 

Al Oerter discovered his discus ability when he idly picked up the discus and threw it further than anyone else on the track team could [4]. Oerter began throwing and eventually earned a scholarship to the University of Kansas in 1954 [7].  Al is one of the most successful athletes in Olympic track and field history. His practice regime was a bit different than other athletes of his caliber. While others throwers typically ran, did drills, and lifted, Oerter describes his quite differently. “Generally my training sessions over 40 years were essentially the same. Every session became a form of meditation with my only goal during each throwing session was to throw beyond a towel.  I had no coaches. Each and every throw for over a half a million times was to just get beyond a towel.  To explain, I would place a towel at the impact point of the first throw and for 80-100 throws thereafter I would try to move that towel further and further out with each new impact point.  I never realized during those sessions that people would wander up to watch me throw and only when I became fatigued by the effort would I realize that folks were watching.  It was a deep meditative state.  Part of that effort was the mental (and perhaps emotional) simulation of the next Olympic competition. I found it very easy to transport myself towards that one day and the challenges that could certainly exist” [11]. And for Oerter it worked.

 For some athletes there are myths to the sports, certain things that are taboo. Al believes “Myths are for the ancients and not a part of throwing” [12], and looking at Al’s track record in the ring, there was method to his madness. Oerter had no extensive regime, special coaching, or secret technique. In practice he just threw; then, in a meet threw he “dug some dirt, spread it on my throwing hand, flipped the discus back” and threw.“ Preparation and training are the same to me and competition was always the more enjoyable part of throwing as it reflected the successful completion of the preparatory phase of throwing” [13]. Al Oerter’s “way” speaks volumes. “I really don't listen to criticism both in athletics and art.  I know what is good or bad in both areas.  Coaches over the years have always attempted to intervene in my throwing sessions which I have ignored but so far no one has tried to tell me how I should change my painting techniques” [13]. His unique technique and his practices, though unorthodox, validate his inimitable methods in the ring.   
          

Al the Champion

Al Oerter was the NCAA discus champion in 1957 and he tied for the title in 1958. Oerter was the AAU national championship in 1957, 1959, 1960, 1962, 1964, and 1966. He also won a gold medal at the 1959 Pan-American games [5].  He is one of the only two men to have won individual event gold medals in four consecutive Olympics: he won Olympic gold medals in Melbourne ’56, Rome ’60, Tokyo ’64, and Mexico City ’68[1][4]. So is Al Oerter an overachiever? “Not in the least, nor am I a type A personality which most folks assume. I achieved what I thought was possible and that seems to carry over into my new art experience.  I can sit with a cup of tea for hours thinking about the painting I'm currently working on or simply experiencing a sunrise without a single thought of having to press on” [13].Very few athletes could only dream of competing in so many different arenas with such diverse competition. Oerter feels that “It’s great fun if you prepare well.  If you enter the Games fully believing that there is nothing else that you could have done to make you better, then competing with the best of the best is a terrific experience. The NCAA's are several notches down from the Games.  In the years prior to the Games I didn't throw in very many competitions but rather pointed towards the Games themselves” [12].

Few considered discus thrower Al Oerter a threat at the 1956 Olympics. Even though he was 19-years-old he had said he hoped to compete in three Games before he retired [3]. “My first track meet occurred 53 years ago and my fading memory of the event is still that I enjoyed it immensely.  I know I didn't win but I have no idea how much I lost by” [13].   As a sophomore at the University of Kansas, Oerter had not yet won a major competition when he entered the 1956 Olympics [5]. Fortune Gordien of the U.S., the world record holder in the discus was favored to win, but Oerter’s first throw went 184 feet and 11 inches, the best he’d ever done to that point. Oerter had the three longest throws in the event [5]. Al Oerter was forever the underdog. He was never picked to win; yet some how, a surprise to everyone except himself, he did win – repeatedly. 




Adversity

Unexpectedly and tragically, it appeared Oerter’s career would be over at the age of 20 [7]. In 1957 the prior year Olympic gold medalist was involved in an automobile accident that nearly killed him [7]. This adversity that would be crippling to some, acted only as a hurdle for O2erter to sail over. In the1960 Olympic Trials Oerter finished second to Rink Babka, the world record holder. Oerter trailed Babka after four throws in the Olympic finals [5]. On his fifth and final throw, he made a change in his style because of a suggestion from Babka and won the event with a distance of 194 feet, 2 inches [5]. Babka recalls this moment of advice and recognizes that it more than likely cost him an Olympic gold medal. However, he does not regret it. Babka himself, a noble athlete, kept the competition at it’s best. “For good or bad I remember several competitors but only one as a friend. His name is Rink Babka the silver medalist in Rome and if it were not for his help during the Olympic final I would not have that second gold medal” Al recalls [11]. Al was the accomplished big meet competitor.” I don’t know how I did it. Everything just went right and this throw came out” Oerter said of his Olympic gold that he captured on his first throw [3]. Three of his Olympics throws required personal record throws [1]. During his career he set new world records four times [4].                                                                                

On May 18, 1962, Oerter was the first thrower to break the 200-foot barrier; he set the new record at 200 feet, 5 inches [1][5]. Oerter doesn’t recall the event as colorfully or give it as much praise as many others in involved in the throwing. When he explains how it felt at that moment he corrects my wording. When I broke the 200' line …not barrier, I picked up my discus, went back to my hotel and flew home.  No big deal.  I was pleased obviously to be the first to do it but I knew that the following week and perhaps for weeks thereafter others and I would surpass that easily.  This was not a Roger Bannister moment.  Just a bunch of big guys throwing in the afternoon of an evening relays event with about 25 people in the stands” [10].The recorder was broken shortly after. Oerter regained it with a throw of 204 feet, 10 inches on July 1, 1962 [5]. He increased it to 205 feet, 5 inches on April 27, 1963, and to 206 feet, 6 inches on April 25, 1964 [5]. That was his last world record. Ludvik Danek of Czechoslovakia took over before the 1964 Olympics. Oerter returned in a remarkably courageous performance [5].  Before the Tokyo Olympics he dislocated a cervical vertebra and tore cartilage in his lower rib cage. The doctors ordered him to stop training six days before his competition. [3]. In the qualifying round, he cast off his neck brace and ignored the pain that crippled his form. [3]. He was bleeding internally, his breathing was hampered and his rib cage hurt terribly [4]. He refused to leave. Oerter was recorded at saying “If I don’t do it on the first throw, I won’t be able to do it all” [5]. But he only was in third after four throws [5]. Danek was in the lead.  Oerter passed on the next four throws and stepped into the ring for his final attempt. Ignoring the pain, he wound down like a coiled spring and then started into the throwers spin [4]. He cried out in a loud voice, “God, give me strength!” and released it [4]. One his fifth attempt, Oerter somehow came up with a winning throw of 201 feet, 1 inch [5]. He then came from behind in the final for an unmatched third gold, saying “These are the Olympics. You die for them” [3].   He hurled an Olympic record 60.54 [3].

Jay Silvester of the U.S. held the world record going into the 1968 Olympics and Oerter again had physical problems, a pulled thigh muscle and a disc problem that required him to wear a surgical collar [5]. After a poor throw and a foul, he took off the collar and tossed it aside, and then he threw the discus 212 feet, 6 inches, five feet further than he had ever thrown it before [5].

When later asked to recount the past painful endeavors Al states” The thought of my career in throwing never crossed my mind.  It was simply an [car] accident that in many respects was life threatening but I never had a sense that my throwing days were at an end.  Only after I healed completely did I start throwing.  There was no pain or for that matter any discomfort, just some lingering scars that remain today.  The only real pain that I had in throwing occurred in 1964 in Tokyo.  I tore a good part of my ribcage 6 days prior to the Olympic final and it still hurts to think about that Olympic competition.  What I decided in Tokyo was that I had trained for 4 years and nothing would prevent me from at least giving it a shot.  I can remember as if it were yesterday that after four progressively more painful throws my decision to let it all out on my 5th throw because there would never be a 6th throw.  I decided at that moment not to cheat myself 
out of 4 years of effort” [10]. 

Oerter performed his best ever, winning the Mexico City gold with a 64.78 [3]. A rival of Oerter, Jay Silvester admittedly stated “When you throw against Oerter, you don’t expect to win. You only hope” [3].  In 1969 Oerter retired. When Al retired“ [he] I was doing some voice overs for a Bud Greenspan film that was entitled something like 'The Incredible Five'.  The voice-overs occurred in an old stadium on Randalls Island in New York City at which I had competed several times including making the 1964 team.  Viewing those old pictures of all four games in familiar surroundings told me that a return to throwing would be as comfortable as the day I left it in 1968.  This happened in 1976 and I worked hard at the event for another 12 years from that simple second beginning.  For the first 6 months I didn't survive a single training session without breaking, tearing, or stretching some body part but I knew deep inside that if I persisted all of these weak links that had occurred over the past 8 years would slowly diminish”[10] Eleven years later he began his second career [3]. After retiring for several years, he returned to competition in 1980, and barely missed qualifying for his fifth Olympics team. He finished fourth at the 1980 Olympics Trials. At the 1980 Trials, at age 43, he threw his lifetime best of 69.46 [3]. It was during this comeback year that Oerter established his personal record. When filming for a TV segment, he unofficially threw about 245 feet, which would have set a still-standing world record [7]. In 1984, at age 45, he missed the Trials with an injured Achilles [3]. He continued to compete for several years more years, and remained competitive with world’s best throwers through his 49th birthday [1]. “My last real competition was in 1989 at the World Master's Championships in Eugene, or where I threw 204' and the second place finisher threw 145'.  If it were not for the camaraderie between throwers I would not have enjoyed that competition at all.  Who wants to win by 60'?” [13]. In 1993 he threatened to try for Atlanta at age 60, stating “I miss going for something elusive” [3]. 




Al the Artist

After all is said and done on the track and in the ring “No single throw stands out” [12]. One would think or perhaps even hope that a powerful and influential athlete in his event would want to pass on his own techniques, or train someone to come in his footsteps, but not Al. When asked if he would ever want to coach discus he simply states, “No, I'm too impatient.  Let each have the fun of figuring it out for 
themselves” [12]. Track is not even his favorite sport, lacrosse is [12]. 

Oerter, an athlete turned artist, sees similarities and differences in the two arenas. “Hosting an art event is similar to competing in a track meet with the addition of several bottles of good wine and tasty snacks.  I find the comments of other artists to be fascinating but I really don't have a sense of competing with them as I never felt a sense of competing against others in track and field.  For all my life it was competing with people not against. Of course hosting an art show is a hell of lot easier on the knees and shoulders” [10] Al jokes.
Oerter has not stopped dazzling audiences since his departure from the ring. His journey led him through one wife to arrive at a second whom he is enamored of. “My first wife had little effect on my throwing career as I had a three part journey at that time.  I was a family man with 2 daughters, I spent a great deal of time in the computing industry and I threw.  Each complimented one another.   My throwing and lifting brought me back to normalcy after difficult days in the computing business so I was normal for family life. We divorced and then 8 years later I met my second wife at a track championship in Wichita, Kansas where we were both competing.  Cathy was a world class long jumper and we seemed to hit it off with this common background immediately. Initially I was drawn to an attractive woman with a great butt.  Since then however, we have developed an interesting life that involves athletics, lifestyles, travel and a general comfort with one another.  Above all of this I truly love Cathy. Our marriage has been a happy one for almost 25 
years now and we seem to have a common energy source” [10] [11]. Cathy agrees. 

What Cathy recalls attracted her to Mr. Oerter is “like everyone I was thrilled when Al came back into competition and at a party after nationals I shook his hand across the buffet table and said "Welcome back Mr. Oerter."  We met up again a year later at the Sports Festival in Colorado Springs and I got to know through hours of talking the gentle giant that Al is” [12]. Mrs. Oerter describes her husband as “quiet, introspective, calm, peaceful, balanced, thoughtful and curious. Al can sit for hours on the balcony and watch a sunrise or just look out over the water perfectly content just sitting, experiencing the moment.  He never gets angry or upset nor does he demand his way on anything.  Having grown up in NYC he can level anyone with sarcasm.  He's not over the top on anything” [12]. Al Oerter has some how discovered a way in the midst of chaos and calamity, to find an inner calm. His unbelievable amount of ambitious and focus is awe-inspiring. 

Cathy fondly remembers her own pre-meet rituals. “I used to help him pick blackberries right before he threw in competition if they were in season.  In Jersey they were right by the ring.  His competitors were always intense and Al was the calm one, never caring about directional winds or weather.  Of course watching him throw was always exciting to witness this big powerful man gracefully gliding across the ring without a primal scream and then watching the discus sail what seemed like forever” [12]. As for now ”I [Cathy] don't watch him paint but rather offer suggestions at the conclusion of his session since I am a trained art teacher.  I come in and Al is sitting back in a chair, legs crossed with a cup of tea looking at his painting. How long he has been sitting there I don't know.  When I start giving art advice he just puts his finger to his lips and says shhhhhh” [12].

Al Oerter started painting in 1980, when an Olympic athlete commissioned artwork by five non-artist [8]. “I had been doing several commercial projects at that time and I thought that the agency that contacted me for this art project was nuts.  I had never done anything in art although I appreciated the abstract artists from the 30s, 40s and 50s as their work seemed to dominate my family's walls.  I found that single day of creating art with a discus to be fascinating and to this day (some 25 years later) I still find the effect of impacted color interesting” Oerter recounts[10]. “I find the creation of art to be as fascinating as attempting to put a few inches on the end of a throw.  In throwing I never paid attention to the distances of the European and Soviet throwers or for that matter the US throwers so I had to become highly inventive in my training methods.  I find the same environment in art as the creative sense is very much the same as 
the inventive nature of throwing” [11].
      “Abstract artists became heroes of mine. I didn’t know anything about the athletes in New York City until I was maybe 12” Oerter revealed [8]. So if Al never dreamed of being an World-class Olympian when he was young, what did he dream of? He doesn’t know. “I know I was the hero of all my dreams but quite frankly I 
never dreamed of something that would change the world” [13]. 

Much of his art includes a circle motif, but Oerter says he isn’t sure it’s a tribute to the discus: ”I have art up here in our home, by other folks, and they also have circles. So who knows? I have no idea?” [8]. “So far I've finished about 200 paintings, each of them different in some matter.  I'm always experimenting.  I'm abstract so there is no single theme or color” [12]. “The first piece I ever did now hangs somewhere in St. Louis most likely as part of a Budweiser collection since they were the sponsors of that 1980 Olympic support effort.  I was supposed to receive that piece after they made 1,984 prints of it but the advertising agency claimed the painting was lost in transit somewhere but privately one of their staff told me that it 
made its way to St. Louis” [11]. When I saw my first artwork hanging in a gallery “I thought it was classy stuff and I still do as I currently have a show hanging in a gallery downtown Ft. Myers” Years down the road from his first piece of artwork Al says, “We are on our way to the East coast of Florida for another art show and I'll still think its classy there” [13]. Despite the career change Al is clearly still Al, patient, focuses, never satisfied, but focused. 

Next 

  
“Is there anything else that you want to tackle in your life during or after your art career?” I ask of Al. “My hope is to become a classical pianist and perform in the Royal Albert Hall.  This of course would be after I invent a universal engine that runs on water.  Obviously the patents for this engine would be given to several charities so that they may be self supporting.  Also I wonder what it would feel like to be on the top of Mt. Everest.  Since my next birthday I will be 70 I doubt if these accomplishments can be realized so perhaps in the next life” [10].  Is he joking or is he serious? Considering who is speaking these dreams to not seem unobtainable. Al Oerter feels as though he never dreamed too big, and that that may have contributed to his success and achievement. However, maybe it is the fact the dreamer, Al Oerter, was so large, he dwarfed he dreams. Al does not seem to realize that to others his dreams would have remained just that, dreams. However, for Al Oerter they have become a glorious past of accomplishments and memories.

Is he satisfied?  “I am a happy person.  I have led an interesting life.  I've accomplished a few things that I'm proud of and there is nothing else I want to do.  I decided this when I went down 2 1/2 years ago with congestive heart failure.  Cathy was advised to bring my daughters to Florida as the physicians had no idea if they could save my life.  I found dying to be comfortable and I never felt that there was anyone that I cared about that I had not told that I loved nor did I have any feeling of having not accomplished something that was important to me prior to my dying.  If it had ended then both Cathy and my daughters would have realized that this was simply the end of a life enjoyed” [11]. 

So who is Al Oerter? He is a four tile consecutive Olympic gold medalist. He is a proud father of two. He is an adored husband. He is an artist, he actually sells his paintings now and is making waves in the art world during his lifetime. He is a remarkable man he has more than bragging rights yet remains humble and honorable. He is approachable and open.
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