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A NOTE ON NAMES, IDENTITIES, AND PRONOUNS
The Other Olympians chronicles the lives of several European athletes—Zdeněk Koubek, Mark Weston, Willy de Bruyn, and Witold Smętek—who publicly transitioned gender in the 1930s. Though all were assigned female at birth, and were perceived by the public as women throughout their athletic careers, I refer to all using only male pronouns and only the names they chose after transitioning, in accordance with their publicly expressed identities and with the best practices outlined by the Trans Journalists Association. (At a few junctures, you might see me quote from 1930s sources that include the name “Koubková.” That is Koubek’s feminized last name, since in Czech even last names are gendered.)
It is tempting to place a contemporary label like “trans” or “intersex” onto these athletes, but I try to use these labels sparingly throughout the book. It is difficult to fit any of them into a contemporary identity category. Today, many people understand that sex and gender are two separate categories: gender is a psychological and socialized identity, while sex is assigned, often at birth, based on your physical body. But in the 1920s and 1930s, people did not differentiate between gender and sex as we do today. Though you can find allusions in the archives to a psychological or social understanding of gender, when writers talked about being a man, a woman, or an “invert,” they were generally referring to biological sex rather than to a social understanding of gender.
A few times, I allude to Koubek and Weston as approximating trans identity, because both men, at various points, described their connection to maleness in psychological terms. In these moments, I am using “trans” broadly, as an umbrella term to capture a number of different possible identities.
Any portrait of each man’s identity is muddled, however, by that lack of delineation between sex and gender. To receive gender-affirmative surgery, Koubek and Weston each needed to emphasize their normatively masculine physical traits, both in public and to their doctors. If they simply said they felt a psychological connection to male identity, they probably would not have received healthcare. For this reason, news reports about both men suggest that they each had biological traits typically associated with both male and female sex categories. Perhaps today, either Koubek or Weston would have gravitated more toward a label like “intersex,” which refers to the possibility that they were born with a mix of traits traditionally demarcated as both male and female. It is difficult to know. When we discuss them today, we should leave some space for a multitude of possible identities.



GLOSSARY OF ACRONYMS
In the early twentieth century, a disparate series of organizations issued sports policies. Though I have tried to simplify the bureaucratic details of sports governance where possible throughout The Other Olympians, here are some key acronyms to keep in mind as you read.
AAU  Amateur Athletic Union (US-based sports organization that oversees American track-and-field sports; a key constituency of the American Olympic Committee)
CAAU  Czechoslovak Amateur Athletic Union (Czechoslovakia- based track-and-field organization; the Czech equivalent of the AAU)
FSFI  Fédération Sportive Féminine Internationale (the sports organization, started by Alice Milliat, overseeing the Women’s World Games)
IAAF  International Amateur Athletic Federation (the governing body of track-and-field sports; in 2019, it rebranded as World Athletics)
IOC  International Olympic Committee
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TRIUMPH





CHAPTER 1
THE DAY BEFORE the world changed, Carl Diem walked into Berlin’s new sports stadium in high spirits. It was the morning of June 27, 1914, and Diem, a gangly thirty-two-year-old, was there to visit Germany’s pre-Olympic games, a dress rehearsal for the forthcoming event.1 In two short years, athletes from across the United States and Europe would convene at the very same stadium for the real Olympic Games. Diem needed to make sure it was perfect.
No one had a bigger stake in the 1916 Olympics than Diem. The previous October, German officials had appointed him secretary of the Organizing Committee for the Olympic Games, a coalition of politicians and athletic officials tasked with setting the schedule, venue, lodging, layout, and financing for the competitions. It was a high honor for someone so young, especially given Diem’s unconventional background. As a teenager, following a short-lived career running track, he had dropped out of high school to write for newspapers.2 His critiques of Germany’s weak athletic infrastructure drew the notice of the country’s sporting elites. They elected him, at the age of twenty-one, to serve on one of Germany’s top sports organizations.3
A decade later, Diem was the face of the next Olympics. Since his appointment to the Organizing Committee, he had traveled across Germany, giving speeches to dubious sports officials about the need to prepare their teams for international competition. Germany was a gymnastics-focused country, with three times more gymnasts than any other type of athlete,4 but Diem wanted to make the country a real competitor in sports like track and field.5 The fresh-faced dropout was still distressed that at the 1912 Olympics, Germany had finished an embarrassing fifth in the national medal count.6
Diem delivered lectures in Hamburg, Frankfurt, and Cologne, courting politicians for money over high-end Rhine wines and champagne.7 At night, as trains whisked him from city to city, he stayed up late plotting out the finer details of the Olympics. And his efforts weren’t limited to his home country. He took a steamboat to America, where he met with Woodrow Wilson and gifted the US president a German sports pin.8 Later, he visited the headquarters of the International Olympic Committee in Paris and returned to Berlin with a grand plan to blanket Germany with sports fields and playgrounds.
That Saturday, Diem’s vision of an athletically elite Germany seemed to be arriving. Thousands of top athletes warmed up for track-and-field competitions.9 Germany’s head of state, Kaiser Wilhelm II, studied the crowd from a canopied box seat. During the day’s competition, the kaiser’s nephew proved the indisputable star. The twenty-one-year-old prince cruised through the distance run and the weight-throwing competitions. The press loved the spectacle, which meant so did Diem. With the backing of the kaiser, he was invincible.
No one involved could have known it then, but that spot—that gleaming new Berlin sports stadium—would, twenty-two years later, become the setting for a turning point in world history. It would become synonymous with fascism and racial discrimination; with new heights in athletic achievement and a major leap forward in radio technology; with propaganda and spectacle and social control; and, more quietly, with the birth of a regime of gender surveillance in sports.
In twenty-two years, the fates of a loose group of sports professionals—a Czech athlete who publicly transitioned gender, the organizer of a breakaway sports competition for women, a closeted queer Missourian sprinter, an ambitious American executive, a Nazi sports doctor, an aging half-Jewish bureaucrat, and Diem himself—would all collide here during one of the most notorious Olympic Games in history. The result would be the creation of an Olympic sex testing policy and apparatus that, even as its origins have been forgotten, continues to define sports—and, to an extent, society—today.

Once upon a time, this place was a patchwork of trees. In the second half of the nineteenth century, the population of Berlin, one of the largest cities in the newly formed German Empire, was exploding. The city’s elites demanded more—more space, more fresh air, and more distance from the bustle and grime of the inner city—and so they turned to the massive Grunewald Forest on the western edge of Berlin.10 Packed with conifers and birch trees, the Grunewald had, for centuries, hosted Prussian aristocrats looking to hunt wild boar and deer.11 Now rich Berliners wanted to make it their new home. On the outskirts of the forest they erected ungainly mansions, often over the protests of environmentalists, who in turn organized a Berlin Forest Protection Day to stop the development. They popularized a song that criticized the clearing of the Grunewald as a “wood auction.”12 But opposing the development was futile: around 1909, the new neighborhood drew the attention of a small group of German officials who were looking to build a stadium big enough to host the Olympics.13 These officials fixated on a grassy area just outside the forest, which had everything they needed: a mostly undeveloped area not far from downtown Berlin, populated by residents rich enough to subsidize the construction.
The German Stadium (Deutsches Stadion) opened in 1913 after a furious two hundred days of work. It was the second-largest sports venue in the world, home to a track, two gymnastics fields, a soccer field, a bicycling course, and a swimming pool.14 The German Stadium was the stuff of dreams, a symbol of its country’s new athletic prowess. Tourists flocked to it, and athletes battled to compete inside it. Carl Diem later bragged that in those days, “There was life from morning to night” at the stadium.15 When the Olympics came to town, he assumed, the German Stadium would blow away the world.
Sunday, June 28, 1914, was the second and last day of the pre-Olympic competition at the German Stadium. In the morning, sharpshooters filed onto the field for the shooting championships.16 Between rounds, marching music blared throughout the stadium. At around 11:30 in the morning, the German shooters were preparing for the end of the competition when, suddenly, the music stopped. The black, red, and white flag of the German Empire dropped to half-mast.17 The breaking news was hard to believe: a young Serbian revolutionary had killed Archduke Franz Ferdinand, heir to the Austro-Hungarian Empire and a close ally of the German state. Sitting in the audience, one German official, a Prussian general, reacted immediately. Diem recalled a single sentence: “This means war.”18
It did, in fact, mean war. But it would take an agonizing few weeks to get there. Exactly one month later, on July 28, the Austro-Hungarian Empire declared war on Serbia, activating a web of geopolitical alliances. Two days after that, Russia mobilized against the Austro-Hungarian Empire. Germany, a dutiful ally of Austria-Hungary, declared war on Russia, then on France, then on Belgium. On August 4, Britain launched its forces against Germany.
Germany’s Olympic dreams unraveled. Diem enlisted to fight in the German army that August, hoping for a swift end to the hostilities. He told reporters he would wait to send out invitations to the 1916 Olympics until there was peace. “We can be reasonably sure that modern war will not last so long,” he said.19 But it wasn’t meant to be. On October 1, German officials dissolved the Organizing Committee and suspended all events at the German Stadium. Instead, sheep grazed on the neglected field.20 The following April, when German soldiers deployed chlorine gas at Ypres, Belgium, the war entered a gruesome new phase. The 1916 Games were canceled. When the dust settled, in the final days of 1918, Germany had not just lost the war but also found itself expelled from nearly all global institutions, including the International Olympic Committee. Diem, a true believer in the Olympic project, was crushed. It was going to be a long road back.



CHAPTER 2
ZDENĚK KOUBEK GREW UP HEARING WHISPERS of independence. Born on December 8, 1913, in the Czech city of Paskov, a snow-covered village along the southeastern border with Poland, he was, technically, a subject of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. But the empire was fast losing its grip on the region. Koubek was barely six months old when Austria-Hungary attacked Serbia, sending Europe careening toward war. Koubek’s father, who worked as an overseer in the mansion of an Austro-Hungarian aristocrat, had little choice but to join the army. The empire dispatched him to the town of Plava, on the Italian border.1
With their source of income gone, Koubek’s mother and five older siblings moved some one hundred miles away to a suburb south of Brno, a small city packed with cobblestone roads, museums, movie theaters, and German restaurants. Nearly two-thirds of Brno was ethnically German,2 and many locals spoke a language that blended Czech and German.3 Under the Austro-Hungarian regime, German residents exerted near total control of the city. When a group of Czechs proposed creating the first Czech-language university in Brno, German residents responded that the Slavic “barbarians” would ruin the city’s “German” character.4 Once the war broke out, resistance became dangerous. In February 1915, the Austro-Hungarian Empire executed seven Czechs whom it accused of spreading enemy propaganda.5 It further suspended forty-seven Czech-language newspapers from publishing and required the remaining papers to run prewritten propaganda articles. “Paper after paper was strangled,” one Czech observer recalled.6 Czech critiques of the empire slipped underground, heard only in whispers on trams and in cafés.7
Huddled in their new apartment, Koubek’s family subsisted on dinners of polenta, stale bread, and—to Koubek’s particular chagrin—turnips, as the country sacrificed meat and flour to feed soldiers in the war effort. Only in 1920, two years after the close of the war, did Koubek discover such luxuries as sausage. By that time, the Austro-Hungarian Empire was no more, and the British, American, and French armies supervised the creation of a new government in Koubek’s home region, a state called Czechoslovakia. It was to be a representative democracy of over thirteen million people—a configuration of Czechs and Slovaks who had broken away from the Austro-Hungarian Empire, plus the region’s existing German, Hungarian, and Jewish populations. Change came fast.8
In 1918, the country’s new National Assembly elected its first president. Women gained the right to vote. The double-headed eagle, once a symbol of Austro-Hungarian power, disappeared from public buildings.9 Films depicting Czech soldiers who had broken away from the Austro-Hungarian forces to fight for Russia or France or Italy were screened widely across the young nation and became the basis for a new Czech national self-mythology.10 Czech-language universities opened,11 and buildings were given Czech names to erase their Germanic origins. Prague’s New German Theater rebranded as the Smetana Theater.12 In cases where politicians opted to leave relics of the old empire intact, some activists took matters into their own hands. Czech vigilantes forcibly removed a number of imperial statues, at times descending into violent clashes with ethnic Germans who tried to defend the monuments.13 In downtown Brno, a linguistic guerrilla war took hold: Germans defaced posters written in Czech, while Czechs graffitied those written in German.14
The new Czech state had no history, no self-identity. Even its most ardent supporters frequently worried about its fragility;15 those fears drove some to embrace violence. One particularly dangerous group was the legionnaires, a network of Czech soldiers who had broken away from the Austro-Hungarian army to fight for the Allies during the war. Though hailed as war heroes, some legionnaires couldn’t give up the fight, even after Czechoslovakia became independent. They instigated attacks on German, Hungarian, and Jewish residents, fearing that racial and ethnic minorities posed a threat to national cohesion.16 They once attacked the pregnant wife of a British ambassador after they heard her speak English in the street and mistook it for German.17
The legionnaires also went after leftists. On June 26, 1920, in Olomouc, a city just outside Brno, one thousand members of the left-leaning Social Democratic Party gathered for a conference.18 The legionnaires, fearful of a socialist takeover, decided to frighten them. One hundred and fifty of them left their barracks and broke up the meeting, locking the doors and fanning out across the room, guns and knives raised. One soldier stabbed the speaker in the back. The ambush inflamed the left, whose leaders began exhorting Czech people to express their “just anger.”19 It became an existential crisis for Tomáš Masaryk, the president of Czechoslovakia. But instead of punishing the legionnaires, he instructed the Social Democrats to more clearly demonstrate their loyalty to the new Czech state.
Though they were ethnically Czech, Koubek’s family didn’t have time to consider the growing pains of an independent Czechoslovakia. The family was barely staying afloat. When Koubek’s father returned home from the front lines, he struggled to find a job. Eventually, he decided to try his hand as a carriage driver in downtown Brno, hoping that the growing number of wealthy visitors to the city could help him eke out a living. Koubek, clad in boots and patched-up trousers, often rode with him on horseback.

Koubek could not quite place how, but he grew up knowing he was different. Most people perceived him as a girl, including his mother and father, who wrote that he was female on his birth certificate and who assigned him a feminine name that he would later reject. To the world, he was a girl, though eventually he’d understand himself not to be. Koubek’s mother forced him to start wearing a blue bow in his hair, which Koubek hated. He stared at himself in the mirror and scowled. He thought the bow made him look like an obedient poodle, and soon the nickname stuck: the boys at school, especially the mean ones, nicknamed him “the poodle.” In a small act of rebellion, Koubek wore trousers that he borrowed from his brothers, but he kept the ponytail and bow intact to please his parents.
Outside of class, most of the girls refused to talk to him. His only female friends were named Anka and Božka, and they had a habit of tormenting the boys. They laughed when the other kids confused zebras and rhinos in biology class or when they mixed up the names of Holy Roman emperors in history. When a classmate placed hedgehogs in a confessional stall at the local church, Anka and Božka gleefully ratted him out to their teachers. Humiliated, the boys often threatened to fight them—until Koubek stepped in. Koubek had learned to throw a fierce punch, and he used it to protect his friends. Years later, when Koubek was trying to explain his new life as a man to the general public, he claimed, perhaps with a touch of exaggeration, that he had developed a fearsome reputation throughout the school. Whenever an argument escalated into shouting, some student inevitably threatened to call him for help.
Social life in the suburbs of Brno revolved around campfires. The neighborhood kids gathered on the outskirts of the woods to bake potatoes, stage wrestling matches, and organize sprinting contests. They usually raced from a firepit to a rusted billboard advertising shoe cream somewhere in the distance—a stand-in for the finish line. The sprints were not taken lightly. The winner got to walk away with the coveted prize of four sizzling baked potatoes, and they fought hard: once, a boy Koubek’s age tripped and fell into a ditch in the middle of his run. He hobbled back to the group with a broken knee and a layer of mud clinging to his face.
Koubek was eight years old when he joined his first sprint. He had never been much of a runner, but he decided to try. From the moment he heard go, Koubek shot out ahead of the four girls he was competing against. He pictured himself as a deer, galloping away from a hunter. He was just a few meters from the finish line when someone shouted his name from behind. Koubek slowed to see what had happened. In that instant, the girl who had shouted his name leapt ahead of him. She won by just a fraction of a second. Koubek was devastated that he’d fallen for such an obvious trick. The boys whooped and hollered, savoring the rare chance to tease their most fearless classmate. Koubek choked back tears and ran straight toward the woods, not stopping until he found his way home. He resolved never to run again.

The older Koubek became, the more peculiar he found the rituals of femininity. When he was fourteen, he enrolled in a Czech convent school in Brno, where he fit in even less than before. He experimented with an embroidery class, but his designs were so disfigured that one of his teachers told him he made the angel Gabriel look like a chimney sweep. Another nun, disgusted, threw his work into the trash. The only time he felt in step with femininity was in choir class. Koubek was a soprano, and the other students always remarked that he had a beautiful voice. But one April, during his early teen years, his pitch started to drop, fast. Soon he stood out as the sole baritone in the otherwise all-girls’ choir. His teacher, who had once embraced his talents, became concerned that the sea of soft voices would be “profaned” by his “base rumbling” and decided to intervene. She wrote on Koubek’s report card that he “does not have an ear for music.” Koubek was summarily ejected from choir.
It didn’t help that Koubek’s new friends started cultivating crushes on their mediocre-looking male peers. One friend was falling for a boy whom Koubek thought gnashed his teeth too much in class. When the question turned to which boys had caught Koubek’s attention, Koubek had no answer. He didn’t know how to say he felt nothing. Why wasn’t he more like the girls, dreaming of princes in storybooks? He tried not to let it bother him, but it did. Will I ever in my life have somebody? he asked himself.
On Sundays, when suitors came over to his family’s house to court his two older sisters, his parents told him to wait outside so he wouldn’t spoil the mood. Koubek often perched at the crown of the cherry tree in his backyard, where he could stare out at the Brno countryside. There he developed an obsession with detective novels. He read every book about Leon Clifton, the popular fictional Czech detective.
From his spot on the cherry tree, Koubek also plotted out business ideas. He was nothing if not an entrepreneur. During school breaks, he bought baskets of fruit from a local farmer, and with his younger brother and dog in tow, he paraded around the neighborhood shouting “Fruuuuit for saaaale!” He sold apples and berries to his neighbors at a steep markup. Koubek was thrilled when he earned enough to make his business’s first big investment: a wagon to carry the produce.
Koubek had never run track formally, and he hadn’t run at all since that first failed sprint at the campfire in Brno. As he grew older, his contempt for sports only grew. He refused to participate even in informal athletic competitions with his friends. Role-playing games, he thought, were far more dignified than sports. On the streets of Brno, he scowled at people who jogged past him, training for some unknowable sprint. Runners were far too thin, he thought, and probably a little bit mentally unwell. Anyway, Koubek didn’t come from money. His father was barely making ends meet as it was. Having the time and money to invest in athletics was an unimaginable privilege for someone like him. “People should have more important things to worry about than competing with each other,” he huffed in a later essay.



CHAPTER 3
AS A CHILD, Alice Joséphine Marie Million didn’t expect to see the world. She was born in Nantes, France, on May 5, 1884, to working-class parents who owned a small grocery store.1 The oldest of five children, Alice always had an independent streak: in 1904, when she was just twenty years old, she moved to London and married another Nantes transplant named Joseph Milliat.2 Alice took his last name, Milliat, and clung to it when he died unexpectedly four years later, leaving her widowed at the age of twenty-four.
Though she was born a few decades before Zdeněk Koubek, Alice Milliat, like her Czech counterpart, had hated sports as a kid.3 In Milliat’s case, gymnastics classes at school were a particular source of frustration. But after losing her husband, she reinvented herself. She learned to row and play soccer. When Milliat moved back to France several years after her husband’s death, she joined Fémina Sport,4 a newly formed women’s sports club. In a country where ritzy athletic clubs monopolized women’s competitions, Fémina Sport made a point of recruiting athletes from the working class.5
Milliat soon discovered that she had stumbled into a larger movement. The arrival of World War I catapulted women’s sports into the mainstream in Europe and the United States. Just as women poured into factories to take over male-dominated jobs, so, too, did they ascend the ranks of traditionally masculine leisure activities. An American news report declared in 1919 that, in the wake of the war, women track-and-field athletes “are no longer looked upon askance.”6
Sporting short brown hair and a wardrobe of somber clothes, Milliat rarely registered as a threat, and she used that to her advantage. In 1915, she became the president of Fémina Sport.7 Two years later, she assimilated a pair of rival women’s sports clubs into France’s first women’s sports league, which she called the Fédération des sociétés féminines sportives de France (Federation of French Women’s Sports Clubs). She kept pushing. It was “profoundly abnormal,” she thought, that she was one of only two women in leadership in the league.8 In 1919, when she was elected president of the new federation, Milliat decided to clean house. She rewrote the group’s bylaws to require that women make up the majority of its eight-person executive board.9 She also recruited female referees and coaches to oversee soccer and track-and-field competitions and pushed for more female club managers.
Soon after she took control, Milliat had to contend with a common complaint about women’s sports: the claim that it amounted to a public health catastrophe. Medical professionals had insisted there was a link between women’s sports and declining birth rates as far back as 1888, when one physician wrote that women needed to “abandon cycling to the stronger sex” because bike seats could damage their reproductive organs.10 Milliat knew that public tolerance of her project often depended on the degree to which her players seemed properly feminine. When reporters questioned the morality of operating a women’s soccer team, Milliat countered that soccer was not “unwomanly,” because women played the game differently from men. “They play fast, but not vigorous,” she insisted.11 One of her sprinters was married with four kids, Milliat made sure to point out, as if that bolstered her team’s feminine credentials.12 “You’d better believe that we are women and that we intend to remain women!” an underling of Milliat’s once told the press.13
It wasn’t long before Milliat hit a ceiling in her home country. French women athletes were so few and far between that Milliat’s adult female players had to resort to competing against young boys.14 Few soccer fields would let women practice.15 Being a sports executive, she lamented, meant constantly having to fight “the primitive spirit of male domination.”16
Sometime in 1919, just months after the close of World War I, Milliat decided to expand her movement outside France. From her small apartment in Paris, the most that her day job as a stenographer could afford her,17 Milliat wrote a letter to the most powerful sports executive she could think of, urging him to introduce more international sports competitions for women. She addressed the letter to Pierre de Coubertin, the founder of the modern-day Olympics, and dropped it off in the mail.18

Unfortunately for Milliat, Pierre de Coubertin had other things on his mind. On April 28, 1919, as the leaders of France, England, and the United States were negotiating the Treaty of Versailles, Coubertin joined seven other sports leaders in Lausanne, Switzerland, for the first postwar meeting of the International Olympic Committee, the governing body of the Olympics. Coubertin was planning for the grand return of the Olympic Games in 1920, in Antwerp, Belgium. He wanted these Olympics to be a symbol of postwar international cooperation, but he couldn’t decide which teams should be allowed to take part.19
The fifty-six-year-old was a French baron, raised on private schools, dinner banquets, and fencing lessons. Standing before the gathered members, he looked the part: thick bristling mustache, bushy eyebrows, brown top hat, receding white hair. He was never ashamed of the aristocracy that built him. It was part of his appeal: The New York Times once praised him as “a man who comes from the best conservative stock of France.” Throughout his life, he ended his official Olympic correspondence with the sign-off “Baron.”20
Coubertin’s most pressing concern in Antwerp was Germany. He already had close ties to sports officials in the country, having befriended Carl Diem, that chief planner of the canceled 1916 Olympics, in the years leading up to the war, and he had a soft spot for the young German.21 Before the war, they had exchanged handwritten postcards, hiked together up Swiss mountains, and visited operas, theaters, and museums across Paris. Diem had expressed his “veneration” for the French leader. Still, Coubertin worried that allowing Germany to return to the Olympics was bad politics. It seemed inappropriate to welcome athletes from a country that had unleashed poison gas on the open battlefield.
As had become his habit, Coubertin punted the decision. He and the other IOC members ruled that the country hosting the Olympics should have the right to decide whom to include; they most likely knew that Belgium, the next host, would not invite Germany. Predictably, when the Olympics resumed the next year, Germany, Austria, Turkey, Bulgaria, and Hungary—the Central Powers and their allies—found themselves shunned from competition.22 The postwar healing would have to wait.
In some ways, the indirect decision to exclude Germany marked an ideological departure for Coubertin. When the baron kicked off the modern Olympic Games in 1896 in Athens, Greece, he claimed he wanted to use sports to bridge geopolitical divides. The real story was more complicated. Coubertin first explored the idea of organizing an international sports competition while studying at a university in Paris in the early 1880s, when he had militarism on the mind. He became convinced that France’s defeat in the Franco-Prussian War a decade earlier was a failure not of military tactics but of physical strength.23 The solution, he decided, was better athletics. Only as he started touring other countries to see how to improve the French teams did his ambitions widen. If he could bring European countries into a shared sports league, maybe, he thought, he could reduce the need for war itself.
In practice, however, the early Olympic Games were a thinly veiled playground for white aristocratic men. Coubertin hoped the Olympics would help bring “to perfection the strong and hopeful youth of our white race”24—an early tell of which kinds of people he envisioned competing in the games and which he did not. Coubertin described sports in African countries as “behind the times”25 and African people as “still without elementary culture,” and he imagined that the “civilizing mission” the French government had embarked upon—his chosen euphemism for colonialism—would bring about change. Sports, he once suggested, could help people from African countries “clarify thought.”26
In 1916, twenty years after its founding, the International Olympic Committee had representatives from only one African and one Asian country, compared with the forty-seven representatives it boasted from Europe, the United States, and Australia.27 The insularity of the IOC wasn’t aided by the fact that a little less than half of its first forty-two members were, like Coubertin, part of the European aristocracy.28 All were men; the IOC didn’t appoint its first female member until 1981, nearly a century into its existence.29
Alice Milliat would have struggled to find a person less receptive to her plea than Coubertin. By the time her letter arrived, Coubertin had grown weary of the question of women’s sports, which seemed to reemerge, cicada-like, every IOC meeting. His stance was crystal-clear: women’s athletics would not “constitute a sight to be recommended before the crowds that gather for an Olympiad.”30 Because sports were about “virilizing bodies and souls,”31 women could achieve the “ruggedness” and masculinity of a successful athlete, Coubertin told IOC officials, only “when nerves are stretched beyond their normal capacity, and morally only when the most precious feminine characteristics are nullified.”32
Women did manage to secure places in a select few sports, largely because of a bureaucratic quirk of the Olympics. Each host country—not the IOC itself—was empowered to select the events that would be staged. At the Paris Olympics in 1900, nineteen women attended, a paltry number compared to the 1,318 male athletes.33 In 1904, when St. Louis hosted the Olympics, just eight women participated. Women could enroll only in sports like tennis, which were associated with the upper class. Track and field, more accessible to the working class, was entirely off the table. Even so, Coubertin “greatly regret[ted]” even these minuscule exceptions.34 He wasn’t alone: the American Olympic Committee affirmed that it would not allow women to compete in any event “in which they could not wear long skirts,”35 effectively removing swimming, track and field, and soccer from the Olympic program.
When Coubertin failed to respond to Milliat’s letter, the ambitious Frenchwoman decided to take matters into her own hands. She approached sports leaders from England, Switzerland, France, Italy, and Norway about organizing an international women’s competition. In March 1921, she held a practice event on a pigeon-shooting field outside a local casino in Monte Carlo.36 A columnist for The Daily Telegraph was there and left impressed, observing, “There is no real cause to fear any corruption of English womanhood by athleticism.”37 Women had just won the right to vote in the United States, the UK, the Netherlands, and Canada—why shouldn’t they also have the right to sports?
Buoyed by the success, Milliat invited seven top sports officials to a Paris restaurant that October.38 As waiters rushed through the maze of tables, balancing glasses of champagne and plates teeming with cream of spinach and ham,39 Milliat announced the formation of an international league for women’s sports. She called it the Fédération Sportive Féminine Internationale—more commonly referred to today as the FSFI. It was to be structured like the IOC and would organize an international competition for women every four years.
The next year, Milliat, as head of the FSFI, held the first Women’s World Games in Paris. Women athletes jumped at the chance to take part. Seventy-seven athletes from Czechoslovakia, France, England, Switzerland, and the United States ultimately made the trip to France.40 Over twenty thousand people attended,41 and the event garnered positive coverage in publications like the Los Angeles Times42 and The Boston Globe.43 Arriving visitors received a pamphlet outlining the week’s events, which included a speech from Milliat explaining that the Women’s World Games could contribute to “the betterment of woman, whatever class of society she comes from.”44
Milliat was hardly the prototypical executive. Few women held leadership positions in sports at the time, and even fewer advocated so explicitly for gender diversity in leadership. French newspapers, threatened by the power she had accumulated, attempted to malign her as an autocrat, comparing her to Mussolini and Napoleon.45 But Milliat had the personality to lead an international sports league in other ways. Fluent in French, English, and Spanish, she had an ear for language and a knack for using it to get what she wanted. When her federation selected a new country to host the Women’s World Games, Milliat started teaching herself the local language so she could better communicate with her hosts.46 She worked to expand the reach of her federation beyond Europe, traveling to Japan in the hopes of convincing the country to host a competition there.47 Sports committees in India, Palestine, and China wrote to Milliat, asking how they could join.48
Yet despite her caricature in the press, Milliat was no radical. Even amid her crusade for women’s sports, she felt the relationship between sports and women’s health was unsettled, with a full analysis not due for “several generations,”49 and she pushed for medical interventions to protect her players in the interim. When participants in the Women’s World Games finished a sprint or a soccer match, doctors, at Milliat’s request, examined their heart rates and breathing frequencies and made sure there was no damage to their reproductive organs. She could often be heard touting the femininity of her athletes to reporters.50 She wasn’t trying to blow up the sporting apparatus—she just wanted to carve out space within it.

Far from the beacon of athleticism and international cooperation that its founder envisioned, the early Olympics, which began in 1896, were marked by chaos. In an era before sports medicine became a field of study, athletes drank champagne and brandy and took cocaine and strychnine—a common rat poison—to sharpen their focus ahead of competitions.51 Sugar cubes soaked in nitroglycerine were a common prerace snack. Runners, dehydrated and often intoxicated, had a habit of collapsing in the middle of races.52 Temporary structures erected for visitors sometimes caved in; a faulty bridge sent one Olympic athlete careening to his death.53 Some athletes arrived to their competitions late. Others were known to quit their race halfway through to sit at a café. At least one sprinter was chased a mile off course by a pack of stray dogs.54 Félix Carvajal, Cuba’s first Olympian, started his race so famished that he reportedly stopped at a roadside food stand in the middle of his run and took a thirty-minute lunch break. Somehow, he still managed to finish in fourth place.55
Track-and-field routes often wove through population centers, and the lack of instant replay meant accusations of cheating were rampant. Tales abounded of marathon runners who disappeared in the middle of competition, only to mysteriously resurface, as if through a shortcut, at the front of the pack.56 Fred Lorz, a marathon runner at the 1904 Olympics, quit his race after nine miles and hitched a ride back to the stadium. When he arrived, spectators, to his surprise, hailed him as the first-place finisher.57 He eventually admitted the truth, but not before posing for celebratory photos in the crowd.58
Also unresolved were the rules of the competitions themselves. At the 1908 Olympics in London, the four-hundred-meter dash sparked significant controversy. The judges, all British, threw out a presumed American victory because of accusations that the top-place finisher had gotten in the way of his British runner-up during the sprint.59 In the sticky July heat, tensions ran high, and British spectators began chanting “foul” at the American.60 The problem, it turned out, was a discrepancy in the British and American track-and-field rules. While the Americans allowed “track tactics” in the final one hundred meters of a race,61 a definition that could include physically blocking a competitor, Britain banned “wilfully jostling or running across or obstructing another competitor.” Because all the referees were British, they enforced the latter rules. The American side was furious. “This race was deliberately taken away from us,” one official said.62 American Olympic officials decided to credit their own sprinter with a gold medal, even though the official Olympic records listed the Brit as the winner.63
So when the Olympics came to Stockholm, Sweden, in 1912, a middle-aged Swedish businessman named Johannes Sigfrid Edström wanted to avoid a repeat of these disasters. It was clear to anyone who paid attention that Pierre de Coubertin, the creator of the modern Olympics, didn’t exactly delight in the fine details of planning the games. The baron’s interest was in spectacle, not governance.64 But if the Olympics were to be taken seriously, Edström knew, they needed clearer rules of competition.
Edström, who sat on the Organizing Committee for the 1912 Games, was a titan of industry, and a wealthy one at that: he controlled a massive electricity company in Sweden, the General Swedish Electrical Limited Company,65 best known for manufacturing generators and trolley cars. Square-faced, with short, parted hair and a wardrobe abundant with gray suits, Edström easily could have passed for an ex–Olympic athlete. In truth, though, he was always more of an engineer. After graduating from a technical school in Zurich,66 he moved first to Pittsburgh, then to New York, to work for Westinghouse and General Electric, two of the biggest electrical companies in the country. Soon, he met his wife, a schoolteacher and suffragette from Illinois named Ruth Randall.67 Randall became closely involved in Edström’s work; the two often debated policy over breakfast.
After returning to Europe, Edström gained a reputation as a fixer, capable of solving large transit-oriented problems. Cities like Zurich regularly called him in to help electrify their transportation systems.68 The work also shaped him into a savvy political operator, a skill he began to apply to sports administration at the turn of the century. Soon after he secured a spot on the Organizing Committee for the 1912 Games, Edström positioned himself as Coubertin’s ally.69 When a debate around the pentathlon—a series of five exercises that included fencing, swimming, horse-riding, shooting, and running—created a rift between Coubertin and the Swedish organizers, Edström astutely pushed the Coubertin point of view.70 Coubertin thought he’d found a kindred spirit.71
It didn’t take long for Edström to cash in on that goodwill. He began reaching out to track-and-field representatives from across Europe, inquiring about whether they would attend a rule-making meeting ahead of the 1912 Olympics. Together, Edström said, they could standardize international regulations for track-and-field sports to avoid the controversies that had reared up in London.72 When Coubertin found out, he fumed at the Swedes for challenging the authority of the IOC. A letter from the president of Sweden’s Organizing Committee failed to calm him down, so Edström stepped in. He assured the IOC president that “the work of the IOC will not in any way be disturbed” by the track-and-field congress: it was, instead, a way to make the IOC’s job easier.73
The sweet talking worked. Coubertin backed off. In July 1912, just before the Olympic Games in Sweden, seventeen countries met to outline how they would govern track-and-field sports. The group agreed to make their meetings an annual event, focused on creating rules for Olympic competition and registering world records.74 A year later, in August 1913, Edström named the group the International Amateur Athletic Federation—the IAAF for short. Edström was elected its president. The German athletic leader Carl Diem, whom Edström had befriended in recent years, was also chosen to serve on the IAAF,75 inaugurating what would become decades of collaboration between the two men.
The IAAF, Edström assured Coubertin, would operate in a subordinate position to the IOC, creating rules related to track-and-field sports but deferring to the ultimate authority of the IOC if disagreements arose. It was not unlike a federalist governing system: the IOC would be like a federal government, with the power to set universal laws when it pleased, while the IAAF was more like a state government, legislating where the IOC did not over its specific field of focus. Throughout the next two years, Edström kept Coubertin regularly in the loop about all the developments from the IAAF.76 But tensions lingered. When Coubertin learned that the IAAF planned to meet in Paris in 1914, just a few days before the IOC had scheduled its own official meeting there, Coubertin called it a “direct and personal insult to the I.O.C.”77 Edström, sensing that a fight wasn’t worth it, convinced his members to relocate the meeting to Lyon instead.
The IAAF was among the first of what would become a sprawling array of “international federations,” or regulatory bodies where leaders from each set of Olympic sports—soccer, swimming, rowing, cycling, track and field, and so on—crafted rules for themselves. The IOC could not possibly make every decision, about every sport, for itself; that was where the federations came in. These international bodies soon set rules around which athletes were eligible to compete in their sports, including, in many cases, instituting policies around sex testing.
When it was founded, the International Amateur Athletic Federation was meant to be a behind-the-scenes organization that settled technical debates over how to, say, draw track lines. At first the IAAF mostly issued small decisions. It hired the American manufacturer Spalding to create prototypes for all Olympic-level track-and-field equipment,78 so that every country had a standard. It appointed an international group of judges, to minimize host-country bias, and created a panel of five experts to review any protests that athletes lodged.79 It reviewed world records80 and argued over how wind should factor in. If the wind velocity was much higher during one Olympics than the other, should the IAAF adjust the times of the world record holders accordingly?81
In its first years of existence, the press paid almost no attention. But under Edström’s leadership, the IAAF began steadily accumulating power. Nowhere was that more apparent than in the growing debate around women’s sports. As Alice Milliat’s crowning achievement, the Women’s World Games, gained steam, it put the IOC in a bind. The all-male board, especially Coubertin, didn’t want to allow women to compete in the Olympics. But they also worried that ignoring the phenomenon would cleave their influence in half. The more the Women’s World Games grew in popularity, the more it risked taking away the spotlight from the all-male Olympic movement. The IOC faced a galling choice: it could continue to ignore women’s sports and allow their power to split along gendered lines, or it could bring women into the fold and hope to do away with the Women’s World Games in the process.82
When Edström first learned about the Women’s World Games, he took the latter position. He started warning colleagues that the IAAF needed to “handle the female athletes” by bringing Milliat under its control.83 If he could convince Milliat to abandon the Women’s World Games and instead become a subordinate member of the IAAF, then both Edström and Coubertin could maintain their power. Whether the IAAF or the IOC had anything concrete to offer Milliat’s organization was not part of the discussion. Edström saw women’s athletics as his for the taking, and he asked his colleagues to “point out to the leading women that we will ourselves govern the female sport.”84
In 1922, Edström appointed a committee of six executives to investigate whether to allow women to participate in track-and-field sports at the Olympics.85 Though he did give Milliat and another prominent woman athlete spots on the committee, he made sure to curtail their power. He wrote to one male committee member, in reference to Milliat, “I should be very thankful if you are not too much influenced by the French women.” He was open to negotiating with Milliat, but he wanted to do it on his terms. If Milliat didn’t agree to give up the Women’s World Games and join the IAAF, he said, “we will have to fight her Federation.”86



CHAPTER 4
ONE MORNING IN THE FALL OF 1927, Zdeněk Koubek wove through the bustling sidewalks of downtown Brno, balancing four cups of coffee on a tin tray.1 There was an art to navigating the city during rush hour. Dodging the lattice of cars, ambulances, horse-drawn carriages, museum trams, and pedestrians all jockeying for space along the city’s tight cobblestone streets made Koubek feel like a magician.
Koubek slowed in front of a crowd gathering outside a clothing store. Everyone seemed to be fixated on the store’s front windows, which featured an assortment of half-dressed mannequins. The shop was changing the outfits ahead of the winter season. For a moment, the models looked nude. It was enough to cause a scandal among the city’s commuters. A few men stood in the road, on their tiptoes, vying for a glance. Koubek paused, it turned out, for a few seconds too long. When a shout came from down the street—his name—Koubek jerked upright, nearly spilling the coffee on himself. He raced over to the haberdashery down the street and slipped inside. “We are all hungry, and you just gape in front of a shop window,” Ms. Boženka, Koubek’s coworker, snapped as soon as he pushed open the door.
Boženka was only eighteen, four years older than Koubek, but she liked to act much older. This was part of their dynamic. She knew everything; he didn’t. She got to yell; he was quiet. He was an apprentice; she was a full employee. Boženka had a reason for her impatience. Koubek was not exactly a hard worker. He was prone to distractions, the changing of mannequin outfits not least among them. He couldn’t help but go scarlet whenever women came into the store to try on lingerie. Boženka usually had to take over for him.
Koubek decided to win Boženka back with some light flattery. “When I was outside observing how the changing of that window display aroused such interest, I was thinking that our boss could do a similar sort of advertisement.” He summoned his flirtiest voice: “You, Ms. Boženka, sitting there and stringing up our silky stockings, my goodness! There would be more people in the street than at a demonstration!”
Boženka started to blush, then caught herself. “Girl, why don’t you take more care of yourself? You look like a runaway from an orphanage,” she told him. “The first impression at the counter means everything for attracting a customer or a suitor! You are not going to have any luck in this regard.”
She wasn’t wrong. For an apprentice at a clothing store, Koubek didn’t dress with a particularly refined sense of fashion. While Boženka showed up to work in deep red lipstick, Koubek mostly donned ratty gray clothes. There wasn’t much he could do about it. On his meager salary, he couldn’t afford nice clothes—and anyway, he didn’t feel the need to dress up for men. He didn’t understand why. He simply wasn’t that into boys. “Well, I am not looking for such luck, in any case. I want to learn how to sell from behind the counter and not throw myself before men’s eyes. I know that I do not turn heads like you, Boženka,” he said. Then he lowered his voice, remembering that that day, he had a plan to get on Boženka’s good side. “For that matter, I have a secret for you,” he told her. “But I don’t dare hand it over to you, lest you get angry with me.”
Boženka’s face lit up. “C’mon, quick, tell me what you’ve got. What happened?”
Koubek reached into his blouse and fished out a small white envelope that a customer had handed him the day before.
Boženka snatched the note. “I want you to tell me who the letter is from.”
Koubek couldn’t believe she wasn’t understanding. “You know, the young guy who has come here every day since the beginning of the holidays and is now up to his neck in socks and buttons,” he said. “He’s got enough socks to satisfy a centipede and enough buttons to start a museum.” The customer, a doctor, dressed crisply and spoke proper Czech, making a point of correctly pronouncing every soft “i.” It was frustratingly obvious to everyone but Boženka herself that he was in love with her. Whenever Koubek, not Boženka, assisted him at the register, his disappointment was evident. The doctor, Koubek told Boženka, was too shy to ask out Boženka in person, so he’d appealed to Koubek for help. Koubek told Boženka to open the note. “There is a folded piece of paper inside.”
Delighted, Boženka read aloud from the doctor’s calligraphic handwriting. He was requesting a date with Boženka that upcoming Sunday. Tucked inside the envelope were tickets to a track-and-field meet of Moravian Slavia, a sports club based in Brno. And to thank Koubek for arranging it, he’d included an extra ticket for the young apprentice.
Boženka handed Koubek the ticket, grinning. Koubek scowled. Sports tickets? That was the gift? Ever since his failed track-and-field match years earlier, he’d hated sports. “If it were at least a ticket to the theater, or the cinema…,” he said.
“What are you doing, you goose?” Boženka said when Koubek threw the ticket on the ground. “You’ll see, you’ll like it a lot in the end!”
Koubek glared at her but gave in. It wasn’t like he had other plans. “OK, fine, we’ll go on Sunday to your stupid track-and-field match.”

That weekend, Koubek met Boženka and the doctor outside the haberdashery. Koubek was taken with how pretty Boženka looked, dressed in a blue hat and an English coat. He had much less to say about the young doctor, who, it turned out, didn’t seem too keen to talk to Koubek, either.
The doctor was in a rush, and he hailed a taxi. The match, he explained, started in an hour, and he was planning to compete in two of the events—the high jump and the hurdles—which meant he needed to get there early. Boženka tried to sound chipper. “The whole week we were standing behind the counter, so it would be nice to spare our legs on a Sunday!” she said. But Koubek couldn’t get past the expense of it all. Taking a taxi was a luxury he’d never been able to afford. On the ride over, as he watched the price on the taxi meter tick up, Koubek made the sign of the cross.
The trio got off at the Brno Riviera, a sports field just a few kilometers outside of downtown where the local club Moravian Slavia practiced. The doctor jogged off to the locker room, and Boženka and Koubek headed to the stands. About thirty minutes later, when a group of athletes dressed in blue tracksuits began jogging onto the field, Koubek refocused his chagrin on them. He thought their pre-event warmups looked silly. Grown men shaking their legs, bouncing up and down—who, he wrote in an essay published years later, would waste their time training for something this silly?
An announcer clutching a bullhorn told the audience that the hundred-meter dash was about to begin. The doctor joined five other men at the start. They all kneeled. A man sporting a Charlie Chaplin mustache fired a pistol, and the athletes were off. Koubek was surprised to find himself transfixed. There was something electrifying about the way the men ran—the rush of air past their bodies, the freedom of movement. Koubek thought back to the feeling of sprinting at the bonfire, and he realized he wanted to try again.
The doctor came in dead last, and Boženka looked disappointed. Koubek tried to comfort her, but unfortunately, he wasn’t very skilled. He started telling her it didn’t matter that her date fared so poorly, before segueing into his own monologue. “It must be really beautiful to be a track athlete and run freely in the fresh air,” Koubek said. He didn’t know how he would make it work. Athletics were for rich people, he knew—people who could afford the cab fare to the Brno Riviera, who could take time off work to train. He didn’t have those luxuries. “I just wish that once, maybe only once in my whole life, I could wear that shirt with a star on it and see how it would go for me out there.”

In the following months, Koubek couldn’t get enough of track and field. He ditched the detective novels he’d grown up reading and instead devoured the sports section of every newspaper he could acquire. He cut out photos of some of the most prominent sprinters of the day—the American Charles Paddock, who had won gold at the 1920 Antwerp Olympics, and the Norwegian pole-vaulter Charles Hoff. Most of all, he fell in love with Hitomi Kinue, a track star from Japan who was on her way to becoming the most famous woman athlete in the world. He started training, too—mostly on his own time, running laps and practicing high jumps after hopping the gates of the Brno Riviera, the stadium he had visited with Boženka.
Koubek stashed all the photos and clippings in an old suitcase that his brother had given him. While working at the haberdashery, he imagined himself like Hitomi—gathered in a stadium in front of tens of thousands of spectators, sprinting to victory as cameras flashed and audiences chanted his name. “It must be beautiful,” he wrote later, “to run victoriously through the tape at the finish line, to reap unrelenting ovations.” He got so lost in thought that, at work, Boženka frequently snapped at him: “Why are you gawking?”
His job performance, already not exactly worthy of praise, suffered from his newfound obsession with sports. Once, a customer asked to buy three meters of cotton, and Koubek absently replied that he could offer her one hundred meters at 10.5 seconds. When the customer looked confused, Koubek added, to assuage her, that the offer was better than the track-and-field world record.
Koubek was sixteen going on seventeen when he got his opportunity to become part of a real sports club. After months of training, he joined a small-time women’s group in Brno. He was so fast that he drew the attention of an official from the University Sport Club of Brno (VS Brno), a league associated with the University of Brno. A friend told the official that Koubek was “a girl with the devil in their body.” Intrigued, the official invited Koubek to sign up.
Koubek was more than thrilled to don the VS Brno jersey. Within weeks of joining, he was outrunning the girls and spent most of his time training with the boys’ team. Koubek’s quick rise didn’t always earn him fans. “Girl, if you think that you will catch a groom that way, you are thoroughly mistaken,” one woman told him. Koubek just smiled at her. He knew better than to fight back.
To balance work and sports, Koubek developed a strict schedule, which involved blowing out his gas lamp and going to bed at nine o’clock on the dot every night. Not that there were many temptations to stay up—he couldn’t afford to have a nightlife. At VS Brno, Koubek stood out not just for his drive but also for his fearlessness. When a top sprinter whom Koubek later identified by the name Karla Sychrová arrived to compete against the team, most of the Brno players complained that it wasn’t a fair match, that Sychrová had too much experience.2 Koubek volunteered to go up against her anyway. He told Sychrová that he wasn’t afraid.
To everyone’s shock, Koubek beat her handily in the high jump, buoyed by a misstep in Sychrová’s second jump. Koubek was declared the winner, and the crowd erupted into cheers. Sychrová’s face turned red. In the locker room, she slammed the door so hard that a chalkboard came crashing to the ground. “What a little snake!” Sychrová said of Koubek. The young athlete, she complained, “looks like some disheveled, freckle-faced boy from an American film.” Koubek was mortified. The next day, he went to the creamery on Czech Street, in downtown Brno, that Sychrová owned. “Miss, I’ll take a quarter liter of milk and one bun, and please forgive me for beating you yesterday. Please don’t be angry with me!” he said. Koubek braced for a scolding. Instead, the two became friends.
Almost as soon as Koubek joined VS Brno, friends and rivals alike began commenting on his appearance. This experience wasn’t new to Koubek—nearly every successful woman track-and-field athlete, including his idol Hitomi, had at some point been accused of having masculine traits—but the comments cut deep, because a part of him knew them to be true. He did have enough traditionally masculine features—short hair, thick arms, sharp jaw—that once in a while strangers on the street perceived him as a boy. At work, he was often addressed as “Sir.” More important, though, he had never felt comfortable in feminine spaces. Though Koubek preferred not to think about it, sometimes he had no choice but to confront the reality of his gender. Several months into his time at VS Brno, for instance, a female teammate scoffed at the suggestion that Koubek might one day make it to such athletic heights as the Women’s World Games, Alice Milliat’s global competition. “She was so clumsy when she first joined us,” the teammate said. “And that’s not all. Maybe she isn’t even a woman at all. Her arms, legs, and voice are like a boy’s.”
No one on VS Brno took the comment seriously—no one except Koubek.

In September 1918, a sixteen-year-old painter left their family home to attend a prestigious design school in Prague.3 By the time they graduated a year later, they had developed a particular fascination for the budding Surrealist movement. They soon shed their birth name, instead opting for the gender-neutral moniker Toyen.4
Though assigned female at birth, Toyen at times described themself using male pronouns. Toyen kept their hair bobbed, and they liked to wear pants and smoke.5 One of their friends recalled that Toyen “wore coarse cotton trousers, a guy’s corduroy smock, and on her head a turned-down hat.”6 At times, they could be found wearing a suit and a beret. A 1930 caricature in a weekly paper called Toyen “that male, that female, that neuter.”7 They did not always cross-dress, often appearing in heels or skirts, but their unconventional relationship to gender left an impression on their friends, one of whom remembered that Toyen “refused, when she spoke of herself, to use the feminine endings.”8 To earn a living, Toyen took to designing books and bookplates, but it was their sketches of faceless or blindfolded girls, androgynous people, and sex between women that captured the attention of their contemporaries.9
When Koubek was growing up in Czechoslovakia, Toyen was not famous enough to be a household name, but they became a stand-in for the small—yet growing—queer consciousness at the margins of the young nation. In 1924, just a year after Toyen began asking friends not to refer to them by their birth name, a Czech writer published Homosexuality in the Light of Science (Homosexualita ve světle vědy), a mammoth book that posited that many of Czechoslovakia’s famous historical figures were queer.10 It was a radical work of history, and seven years later, in 1931, it inspired a group of queer Czech activists to establish the country’s first queer newspaper, a journal that eventually came to be known as New Voice (Nový hlas).11
Compared to the rest of Europe, Czechoslovakia was relatively forward-looking on the topics of sex and sexuality. Tomáš Garrigue Masaryk, the president of Czechoslovakia, was a strong supporter of feminism. He tossed out restrictive laws, including a requirement that women who worked for the government could not marry,12 and appointed a number of women to the country’s parliament. Still, the dominant strain of Czech feminism centered on monogamous marriage to men.13 And Masaryk himself had little sympathy for sexual liberation. Ideally, he argued, most people would have only one sexual partner in their lives.14 In early 1926, his Ministry of Justice flirted with removing the country’s ban on homosexual acts, but the reform was ultimately dropped.15
The real queer consciousness in Czechoslovakia was happening in underground newspapers like New Voice, using ideas borrowed from nearby Germany. Weimar Germany was the global hub of queer research and activism, and at its center was Magnus Hirschfeld, a sexologist whose early research into people who are today called trans, intersex, and queer shaped the world’s understanding of sex. Beginning in at least 1908, Hirschfeld convinced German police to accept a “transvestite” certificate, which would exempt his patients from anti-cross-dressing laws.16 In 1919, he opened the Institute for Sexual Science on the corner of Beethoven Street and In den Zelten in downtown Berlin, where he began treating a steady trickle of patients who lived at the margins of gender and sexuality.17 He provided early forms of vaginoplasties and other surgeries that aided gender transitions.18 Often, once his patients transitioned, he offered them jobs. One of his first patients, Dora Richter, worked for him as a cookmaid. “Only a few companies hire transvestite staff,” a surgeon at Hirschfeld’s institute wrote, according to the historian Leah Tigers, “so we employed them as best we could in our own institute.”19
The Institute for Sexual Science became the nucleus of the German queer scene. Not far from the institute, a client of Hirschfeld’s ran a bar called the Petite Lion that she described as a “Meeting Place for Transvestites.”20 It was one of nearly a hundred gay and lesbian bars across Berlin, according to Hirschfeld’s own estimate. For a time, that number seemed only destined to grow. “One bar closes, another opens,” the sexologist wrote.21 Hirschfeld wasn’t only interested in queerness. He also tried to map the sexual proclivities of all Germans, inviting members of the public to his so-called Questionnaire Evenings, where he compiled statistics about their sex and masturbation habits. Though he remained closeted, Hirschfeld quietly had affairs with multiple men, including his final life partner, the young PhD student and sexologist Li Shiu Tong.22
Throughout the 1920s, Hirschfeld toured the world, giving 178 lectures,23 mostly on homosexuality, across Europe, China, Indonesia, the Philippines, and Egypt. His central thesis on sexual identity—that homosexuality was not an illness but rather a character trait—seeped into international discourse. His timing was also impeccable. Hirschfeld was speaking to a global audience that had already been exposed to the idea that biological sex might be inherently unstable. The rising field of sexology was producing groundbreaking new research about the nature of hormones, glands, and other sex traits every day. Each discovery seemed to throw the established sex categories deeper in flux.24 In the years immediately after World War I, some close readers of the news began to understand “female” and “male” not as stable, distinct categories but as permeable states of being: everyone had both male and female traits, according to sex science,25 and sometimes, in rare cases, a person’s ratio of male and female traits might actually shift. A man could suddenly become more feminine; a woman could suddenly become more masculine.
Journalists regularly produced tales, often embellished for sensational effect, of switching sex categories. Mutability started with animals, then laddered up. Beginning in 1912, newspapers reported that the average oyster could change sex “without apparent cause” multiple times throughout its life.26 The Scottish geneticist F. A. E. Crew added to the frenzy in 1923 with his own report of a so-called sex reversal. In a paper published that year, he said he had successfully turned a hen into a male chicken. Crew wrote that he believed “a determined male or a determined female”27 could transform their sex organs.
These scientists often suggested that biological sex in humans was just as permeable. From a lab in the sleepy town of Cold Spring Harbor, New York, the American biologist Oscar Riddle watched as a female blond ring dove underwent, supposedly, a sex transformation. The bird developed tuberculosis,28 at which point Riddle noticed that it began squawking like a male and its measurements began to mirror a male dove’s. When the bird died, in 1916, Riddle claimed it had developed male genitalia and by that time looked, for all intents and purposes, like a male pigeon.29 Riddle felt he had stumbled across a scientific miracle. He wrote up his findings into a paper, “A Case of Complete Sex-Reversal in the Adult Pigeon,” which the Chicago-based journal The American Naturalist published in 1924.
When Riddle’s paper went to press, it caused a minor news sensation. “Science may find a way for a girl who wants to be a boy,” the United Press wire service declared, citing a speech Riddle gave to a zoological group about the paper’s findings.30 In the speech, Riddle called sex reversal in humans “wholly probable” based on his research.31 Other newspapers trumpeted sex change in humans as the next scientific frontier. “Want Your Girl to Be a Boy? Call on Dr. Riddle,” one newspaper headline exclaimed.32 Explanations for how this happened varied wildly from scientist to scientist, but Riddle, at least, was adamant that an animal’s biological sex was tied to its metabolism—the speed at which its body processed and broke down food.33 Experimenting with metabolism could result in animals swapping sexes. For his dove, he told reporters, tuberculosis had been the key ingredient. Tuberculosis had sped up the bird’s metabolic rate, and those changes radiated out until eventually the dove took on the physical characteristics of a male.34
Sex, in Riddle’s understanding, wasn’t a biological definite. It was shaped by outside forces, like disease or physical exertion. If a person wasn’t careful, their body might change without their knowledge. Riddle became convinced that sex reversal could happen to anyone. As his scientific stature ballooned, he began giving interviews warning of the dangers of spontaneous sex change.35 After all, stories of people who transgressed the boundaries of male and female seemed to pop up every few years in local newspapers. In one instance, in 1911, the New York–based Buffalo Enquirer reported on a pair of fifteen-year-olds who, although raised as girls, had petitioned to change their legal sex. The paper noted that “as they grew up, these two girls felt that girls’ dresses and girls’ education were becoming unsuitable to them” and “their voice became so deep that they were jeered at in school.” The court dutifully approved the petition.36
In these first decades of the twentieth century, scientific upheaval and glimmers of queer visibility combined to create a historical moment in which sex and sexuality could, at times, feel limitless. That didn’t mean it was safe to be queer. For someone like Koubek, whose gender didn’t match up with how others perceived him, publicly presenting as a man would have been illegal. Authorities were regularly enforcing Czechoslovakia’s criminal ban on cross-dressing. In 1933, New Voice wrote that the number of arrests for cross-dressing was on the rise throughout Prague. Violators, the paper reported, usually spent a week in jail.37
Koubek never mentioned Hirschfeld, Toyen, or New Voice in the personal essays he later published, but he seemed to understand the visceral dangers associated with donning men’s clothing. As his fame ballooned, so did his fears about his gender. He was mortified when, in his late adolescence, he found himself needing to shave every day to keep the stubble off his face. At athletic competitions, he refused to change in the girls’ locker room, instead opting to travel straight from his apartment to the track field. He didn’t have the time to sort through what those experiences might mean. He was too busy feeling afraid.
What Koubek couldn’t have known, of course, was that he wasn’t alone.

For as long as Mark Weston could remember, he called himself a tomboy.38 When Weston was born on March 30, 1905,39 in a small cottage in Plymouth, England, his parents assigned him a traditionally feminine name that he would ultimately discard. Like Koubek, he was raised as a girl, but it always felt like a poor fit. When he was a child, he recalled in later interviews, his mother tried to teach him needlework, only to find that it took Weston four years to knit a single sock.40
Mark Weston was the family’s second child. His brother, William, was seven years older.41 His father, Stephen C. Weston, worked as a stoker on a navy steamship called HMS Vivid.42 Growing up, Weston took after his father’s love of ships. He started boating competitively, which led him to explore other sports. Weston tried his hand at cricket and soccer. In high school, he got good enough at both sports that he started teaching the boys’ teams how to play.43
Weston soon gravitated to the women’s sports scene in Plymouth. In August 1922, when Weston was seventeen, his home city fielded its first track-and-field team.44 Weston became a member about a year later.45 Though he started off running track, he made much more of a splash in the javelin-throwing and shot put competitions. In the summer of 1924, the Plymouth team dispatched him to London for a nationwide tournament. He walked away with gold in the shot put.46 A month later, his put broke the British women’s record by over three feet.47
The next year, he left his hometown team to join the more prestigious Middlesex Ladies’ Athletic Club,48 a budding sports group that practiced in a South London stadium. Weston was a rising star, but he couldn’t afford for sports to become anything more than a part-time hobby. Across Europe, most clubs required that athletes compete as “amateurs,” meaning they could not earn any money from their sports. If they did, they could be banned from both the Women’s World Games and the Olympics itself. Those restrictions meant that top athletes usually had sources of wealth beyond their day jobs. Weston’s family was poor, so he cycled through jobs to support his parents even as he rose through the ranks of British sports. He began doing needlework in a clothing factory in Plymouth49 but eventually switched to working as a nurse at a local hospital. There, he developed a passion for massage, and he trained to become a professional masseur with a focus on alleviating arthritis.50 He was so busy with work that he rarely took the four-hour train trip to London to practice with the rest of his team.
Weston’s coach decided to train him by mail. Weston practiced alone on the shore in Plymouth, throwing limestone rocks in place of a shot put as seagulls circled overhead.51 Other times, he rowed through the harbor by his parents’ cottage.52 Newspapers noted that Weston was “rarely seen” in London—and when he did make an appearance, he shied away from the press.53 He seemed uncomfortable with his own growing fame. One July night, Weston took a midnight train from Plymouth to London for an inter-club competition. He crammed all his events into a single day, saying he could only spare the one day off work.54 He managed a clean sweep of the shot put, javelin, and discus events. That night, before he had time to celebrate, a train whisked him back to Plymouth.
A reporter for the Western Morning News, the main newspaper that covered the Plymouth area, marveled at the fact that an athlete with seven gold, two silver, and three bronze medals was living “quietly and unheralded” in his mother’s cottage, seemingly anonymous even in his hometown. The reporter had to “insist” that Weston even agree to an interview.55
Initially, Weston tuned out the growing fervor over butch women athletes. In 1922, the British paper the Daily Herald published a story declaring that women who participated in “masculine” sports like soccer or track and field risked creating a third category of sex. Out of women athletes, “a new type of human being, neither male nor female, is likely to develop.” The Daily Herald quoted a biologist who said that all people had both masculine and feminine elements inside them. For women, repeat competition “tends to develop only the male in her”—leading to what the Daily Herald quipped would be a soccer team comprised of the “neuter eleven.”56
The possibility that sports could destabilize the male-female sex paradigm itself was far from a niche concern. A British newsreel of the Women’s World Games in 1922 broadcast clips of women competing in the high jump with the caption: “The new theory that ‘sport may kill sex’ does not worry them!”57 These gendered anxieties were most intense for women of color. The sports that were regarded as the most masculine—and the most corrosive to the health of women—were often track and field, where the largest share of working-class women, especially Black women, participated.58
Weston later explained that he didn’t think much about his gender during this period.59 Mostly he was excited by the chance to leave home. As he toured England, he towed along an autograph book and shyly asked any British Olympian he met to contribute a signature. Once, during a newspaper interview, Weston took the time to show off the signatures he’d collected to a reporter.60 He was a fanboy at heart.
If crisscrossing England by train felt like an adventure, Weston was on the precipice of a much bigger thrill. At the end of July 1926, Weston tried out for the second Women’s World Games,61 which were to be held the following month in Gothenburg, Sweden. On August 9, The Daily Mirror announced the British had chosen fourteen athletes to dispatch to Sweden. At the bottom of the lineup was Mark Weston’s name.62
Maybe it was a coincidence that Alice Milliat chose Gothenburg, the Swedish city near where IAAF president Sigfrid Edström had grown up,63 as the site of the Women’s World Games. But it was a happy turn of events for Milliat, in no small part because of the effusive reaction she received on Edström’s home turf. Sweden’s royal prince Gustaf Adolf agreed to serve as patron of the games,64 a symbolic endorsement of her project, and the Swedish organizers paid the full cost of hotel accommodations for every visiting athlete.65 Meals at a local school were also offered for free, as was a welcome banquet for the athletes at Gothenburg’s ornate Plaza Hotel.66 On August 27, Sweden’s King Gustaf V sat for the opening ceremony. Though other Swedish IOC members attended, Edström notably did not.67
Edström, as head of the IAAF, was still working to convince Milliat and her allies to give up the Women’s World Games. It wasn’t exactly succeeding. Milliat was becoming suspicious of Edström’s motives, and he of hers. Yet there Milliat was, in Edström’s home city, accepting a welcome from the highest levels of Swedish government.
For Mark Weston, the Women’s World Games did not bring a breakout moment. In his signature event, the shot put, Weston failed to medal,68 and he hardly appeared in any write-ups of the event. Outside of his hometown newspaper, few seemed to notice the young shot-putter.

Koubek and Weston were not alone. By the early 1930s, a handful of athletes across Europe were privately asking similar questions about their gender—forming the outlines of an as-yet-invisible community of people who would soon upend the sporting world.
One of them, Willy de Bruyn, started his cycling career by accident. He was always fast—in races around his village, he easily outpaced the neighborhood kids—but he was ashamed to be seen as an athlete.69 Sporting success, he thought, was unfeminine. In his tiny village of Erembodegem, Belgium, he was preoccupied with fitting in. By the time he was fourteen, in 1929, de Bruyn had found a job in a cigarette factory, where he worked for eight hours a day feeding rolls of cigarettes into heavy machinery. He hated it, but his family, who owned a local bar, needed the money.
Then, in 1930, he walked into his family’s bar and saw an ad for a women’s cycling race. The competition was informal, organized to celebrate a local holiday, but there was a cash prize attached: three hundred Belgian francs, equal to about a week’s salary at the cigarette factory. De Bruyn won easily. The second-place cyclist didn’t cross the finish line until several minutes after de Bruyn, an eternity in a thirty-kilometer race. As word of de Bruyn’s cycling prowess spread across his village, friends encouraged him to enter competitions up and down Belgium. A local bike manufacturer gifted him a new bike, believing de Bruyn could help promote the brand.
At fifteen, de Bruyn began sweeping cycling competitions. When he wasn’t working at the factory, he was training for his next race. He saw the prize money as a way to support his family. But cycling also provided a merciful break from thinking about his gender, which had begun to occupy an increasing share of his headspace. “I grew more and more convinced that I was not a young woman at all,” he wrote later. He didn’t understand where his feelings were coming from, so he started reading: he devoured as many books as he could find about the nature of biological sex. He discovered, he recounted later, that intersex soldiers had fought under Napoleon and that the ancient Greeks had their own intersex god, Hermaphroditus.
The work of Magnus Hirschfeld, that influential German sexologist, had a particular impact. De Bruyn trembled when he read about one of Hirschfeld’s patients, a worker at a printing house who began living as a man for the first time at age twenty-five and was still able to marry and form a family. De Bruyn wanted that, and he wanted it badly.
De Bruyn, Weston, and Koubek did not yet know about one another. But in their simultaneous questioning, they were beginning to unwittingly articulate a challenge to the sex essentialism of the sports world and, consequentially, of society at large. They couldn’t have fathomed how intertwined their lives were about to become.



CHAPTER 5
CARL DIEM NEVER GAVE UP on the stadium his country had built for the 1916 Olympics. One way or another, he thought, that little patch of land near the Grunewald Forest was going to usher in the future of German sports.
In 1919, soon after the cessation of the war, Diem settled on a new way to make Germany unbeatable: he would harness the fledgling power of science. Scientific breakthroughs seemed to crop up every day, from Technicolor films and commercial aviation to Albert Einstein’s theory of relativity. There was no reason why it couldn’t be applied to sports.1 He suggested in a memo that Germany create a school devoted to the study of sports science.2 When the German College of Physical Exercise (Deutsche Hochschule für Leibesübungen) was founded a year later, in 1920, it became one of the first universities in the world focused on sports, and it chose a familiar location for its headquarters: the German Stadium, the home of the scrapped 1916 Olympics.3
In the halls of the German Stadium, researchers filmed hurdlers and played back the tapes to point out flaws in their form.4 Just as the Industrial Revolution had brought a new kind of mechanization into the workforce, especially in the manufacturing sector, the German sports apparatus reoriented itself around machinelike precision. One sports journalist praised the “systematic and strict” training of the typical German athlete, who was taught to “rid himself of all sorts of bad little habits” and who “adopted the detailed new improvements.”5 German coaches set strict diets and training routines for their athletes. All sorts of new inducements were tested: researchers studied how ingesting an array of products, including kola nuts, chocolate, coffee, testosterone, and cocaine, impacted athletic performance.6 To discuss the latest discoveries in the science of sports, coaches and athletes flocked to a lecture hall in the basement of the stadium.7
For the first time in the country’s history, German cities bankrolled a flurry of new sports construction projects. In 1920, the country had 10 sports stadiums. By the end of the decade, it boasted 125.8 A second sports university, the Institute for Exercise in Hamburg, soon opened, following the example of the Berlin prototype.9 In women’s sports in particular, Germany became a “powerhouse,” as the historian Erik N. Jensen explained later.10 Germany didn’t place the same limits on women’s training as the United States and England, which allowed German women to practice freely. Some German writers, in fact, hailed women athletes as vanguards. German female track stars, they wrote, were the “carriers of our race” and “future mothers of the next generation.”11
It was in early 1924 when Diem received the news he’d been waiting a decade to hear. Pierre de Coubertin, the aristocratic founder of the IOC, wrote him a letter, wanting to know whether the Germans would be willing to return to the IOC.12 Coubertin didn’t make any grand statements about a need to end postwar animosities or about the current cataclysmic state of the German economy, which was just recovering from a bruising period of hyperinflation. It probably frustrated Diem that this man he admired was so unwilling to apologize, but he wasn’t going to waste his time arguing. In his reply, Diem suggested that his colleague Theodor Lewald be appointed to represent Germany on the committee.13
Twenty-two years Diem’s elder, Theodor Lewald was an avid sports fan,14 though never much of an athlete himself. Before the war Lewald had been Diem’s most important ally in bringing the Olympics to Berlin. In 1914, Lewald, who was then the minister of the interior for the German Empire, had convinced Germany’s parliament to allocate 200,000 marks to subsidize the Olympic Games.15 Lewald and Diem had the same interests, though Lewald had the savvier political instinct. He spoke five languages and was a loyal and dedicated public servant.16 No matter how much paperwork might be sent to his house one evening, he would inevitably have read, annotated, and left it out to be retrieved the next morning.17
When Diem told Lewald the news that he’d nominated him for the IOC, the former interior minister was thrilled. Lewald was eager to embark on a new project. Since the war, Lewald’s time in government had been a bit too eventful for his tastes. In November 1918, the kaiser, whom Lewald had served for over a decade, abdicated the throne and fled to the Netherlands. Lewald drafted the kaiser’s final statement to the German people.18 With the stroke of Lewald’s pen, the monarchy was over. A year later, legislators had agreed on a new constitution, a document Lewald helped write.19 The Weimar Republic then began in earnest. But by 1923, Lewald had grown tired of the republic, and he left government service to focus on building up the German sports ecosystem. To an aging establishment figure like Lewald, German politics likely seemed increasingly unhinged. That November, the far-right politician Adolf Hitler had attempted to stage a coup in Munich, locking down a large beer hall and calling for the arrest of prominent members of the city council. The coup failed, and Hitler received a sentence of five years in prison. But it seemed to mark a dangerous new era of German politics. Lewald wanted no part.
Lewald was already president of Germany’s largest sports organization,20 and from there, it wasn’t a big leap to the IOC. The following May, in 1925, Lewald traveled to Prague for a blockbuster session of the IOC.21 It was the first committee meeting that Germany had attended in over a decade—a major geopolitical moment, though few acknowledged it at the time. Lewald’s arrival at the IOC marked the start of a new phase in Germany’s relationship with the Olympics. Eventually, of course, it would blow up in all their faces.

Amsterdam was the first test of Diem’s and Lewald’s years of investment in improving the German sports infrastructure. After the first two postwar Olympic cities—Antwerp in 1920 and Paris in 1924—had refused to extend invites to Germany, signs of international healing finally materialized after the IOC session in 1925. Diem and Lewald were relieved when the organizers of the 1928 Olympic Games in Amsterdam asked Germany to send a team.22
The two men wanted to use the event as Germany’s springboard back onto the world sporting stage. And who knew—maybe a strong showing from Germany would revitalize their dream of a Berlin-hosted Olympics. Lewald had already asked the IOC to choose Berlin as the host of the 1932 Olympics, to no avail. The IOC awarded the 1932 Olympics to Los Angeles instead.23 But a good German showing in Amsterdam could turn the tide for 1936.
When the Amsterdam Olympics finally arrived, Diem and Lewald boarded a train to the Netherlands alongside the nearly three hundred German athletes who were eligible for the games.24 Diem and the athletes elected not to stay in Amsterdam, instead settling in the seaside town of Zandvoort, less than twenty miles outside the city. Diem preferred to sleep far from the “battlefield,” he wrote later.25 City life could conjure up distractions, especially in a place as vice-ridden as Amsterdam, and Diem didn’t want to leave anything to chance for his athletes. The stakes for Germany were too high. In the days leading up to the Olympics, to calm his nerves, he went for swims in the North Sea, jogged up and down the beach, and sat in the sand and let the waves lap at his feet.
When the modern Olympics first began, in 1896, they wielded little international clout. Even sports figureheads struggled to understand what they were. Harvard College was skeptical of whether to grant a leave of absence to track athlete J. B. Connolly to attend the first Olympics, which were held in Greece. When Connolly tried to explain the meaning of the games, a dean replied, “You know you only want to go to Athens on a junket.”26 But by the start of the Amsterdam Games, the idea of the Olympics as a prestige event was worming its way into the global consciousness. The phrases “Olympic record” and “Olympic champion” had entered the lexicon,27 and private companies were beginning to take an interest in the event. In 1928, Coca-Cola, eager to expand its international footprint, dispatched around one thousand cases of product to Amsterdam with the US team.28 Branding their signature soda a “health drink,” Coca-Cola employees manned kiosks across Amsterdam and hawked it to passersby.
The Amsterdam Olympics were a watershed moment in sports history. Half a million spectators attended,29 and the Dutch introduced new traditions, like the first-ever lighting of the Olympic torch, into the Olympic canon. The organizational apparatus of the Olympics, however, had not caught up to the event’s budding prestige. Many competitions started late,30 and the Dutch queen Wilhelmina, who was supposed to preside over the opening ceremony, backed out at the last minute because she was on vacation in Norway.31 Local shopkeepers were annoyed that the Dutch state hadn’t lifted a law requiring that they shutter their doors at 8:00 p.m., insisting that they were losing out on precious tourist dollars.32 Initially, the national government had planned to subsidize the cost of the Olympics, but the Dutch parliament ultimately refused to pass a spending bill. Sports, they insisted, were un-Christian, and they could not support the sight of women athletes dressed in “indecent” clothing.33 As a result, “nothing seemed to have worked as it should,” a prominent sports journalist complained.34
The Dutch queen’s absence offended Lewald, who complained to Diem that it amounted to a personal affront. Diem, for his part, was preoccupied with other organizational failures. He remembered the living quarters as particularly underwhelming. Once the games began, he moved his team to an empty barracks on the Schiphol Airfield, which had clearly not been cleaned in anticipation of their arrival. The athletes had to gather buckets and mops to make the place livable.35
Once the Olympics kicked off, those concerns melted away. From the sidelines, Diem and Lewald watched as something incredible happened. German athletes were squaring off against the world for the first time since the war—and they were winning. Germany ended the games in second place in the medal count, behind only the United States. It was an even better finish than Diem had imagined.36 “The performance,” Diem later wrote in his memoir, “was the most perfect thing I’ve ever seen in my life.”37
They decided to ride the momentum. Buoyed by Germany’s success in Amsterdam, Lewald pushed for Berlin to host the Olympics in 1936.38 Though Diem urged Lewald to wait, insisting that a bid for the Olympics was “premature,” Lewald went ahead anyway. “We have him alone to thank for broadcasting the games to Berlin,” Diem wrote later.39
Lewald’s first move was to cobble together an airtight pitch. For the IOC, the most important feature of a hosting bid was the financing. The IOC had very little money of its own, which meant it picked host cities that promised to pay for the Olympics themselves. Germany had one key advantage in this respect: it had already built a stadium for the 1916 Olympics, the German Stadium. Sure, that old building needed improvements, but at least Berlin wouldn’t be starting from scratch.
Lewald wrote letters to the mayor of Berlin, urging the city to set aside funds to revamp the German Stadium.40 The money never materialized. By the start of 1929, Lewald was growing more desperate. Two other neighboring German cities, Cologne and Frankfurt, were considering submitting bids to host the Olympics, and unlike Berlin, they had recently built new stadiums.41 Lewald again begged the mayor of Berlin to commit to financing the stadium’s upgrades, but the city simply didn’t have the funds. On October 29, 1929, as Lewald was still lobbying for money to pay for the Olympic Games, the US stock market crashed. It would take mere weeks for the German economy, already hobbled by World War I, to fall into a tailspin.
Even before the Great Depression, Lewald’s efforts were not always embraced by his home country. Anger lingering from World War I often permeated the conversation around sports. One newspaper noted that participating in a global sports competition represented a betrayal of German nationalism. Ideologues associated with the Nazi Party, still a fringe group at the time, called it a “raceless” enterprise that intended to create a “union of nations.”42 Others, of course, simply worried about the money. In a country as bankrupt as Germany, few saw the point in devoting so many public funds to a sports competition.
The Depression made the public sour further on the prospect of financing a bid for the Olympics. As the new financial realities set in, Lewald tried a new approach. In 1930, he convinced the IOC to hold its annual meeting in Berlin, a setting that he hoped might sway members toward supporting the city’s bid for the Olympics.43 From May 25 to May 30, Germany pulled out all the stops to impress the visiting delegates. Greeting the committee members was Weimar Germany’s interior minister, who gave a speech highlighting Germany’s many athletic bona fides, including its fifty sports organizations and its eight million registered athletes.44 After the daily IOC sessions, Lewald planned a week of festivities, which included visits to the State Opera House to watch German gymnastics, a trip to a Prussian castle, an airplane show at the Tempelhof Aerodrome, and an elaborate dinner hosted by the country’s secretary of state.45 Lewald closed out the session with a trip to the German Stadium. Committee members left the 1930 IOC session impressed. One American sports official told the press, undoubtedly to Lewald’s delight, that Berlin was “likely to be the scene of the 1936 Games.”46
Sunny diplomacy was not Lewald’s only tactic to secure the 1936 Olympics. After the IOC trip to Berlin, he also set about sabotaging his opponents. Twelve cities had, in some form, bid to host the 1936 Olympics,47 but really it came down to only two others: Barcelona and Rome. Lewald paid for a meteorological study showing that both cities would have bad weather conditions during the Olympic Games. He then leaked the study to the press.48 He wrote letters to other IOC members, urging them to support his bid and promising them that Berlin had the funds to pay for the entirety of the Olympics itself. This wasn’t true, but Lewald considered it, at worst, a white lie. He knew the political system well. Surely, he thought, he’d scrounge together the money by 1936.
The following April, Lewald traveled to Barcelona for the IOC’s 1931 session, where committee members were finally planning to select the next host of the Olympics. Many delegates opted not to attend. Seismic protests had wracked Spain following the abdication of its king less than two weeks earlier. Lewald was not dissuaded, and over the sound of rifle shots,49 he offered the IOC his closing pitch for a Berlin-hosted Olympics. Germany was an athletic powerhouse, and unlike Barcelona, its major rival to host the Olympics, it wasn’t facing any major political turmoil. Plus, giving Berlin the Olympics would be a powerful symbol of international unity following World War I.
It was hard to tell which was more persuasive: Lewald’s uplifting case for Berlin or the chaos on the streets of Barcelona. Either way, Lewald’s plan worked. Following the session, the IOC chose the venue of the 1936 Olympics through a mail vote. On May 13, 1931, as the Great Depression was hollowing out the United States and Europe, the IOC declared Berlin the winner, 43–16.50
Within months, Diem and Lewald were touting Germany’s grand return to sports. When a Los Angeles Times reporter flew to Germany to report on the country’s plans for the 1936 Olympics, Diem took him on a tour of the German Stadium. The Organizing Committee, Diem told the newspaper, was going to remodel the German Stadium and add twenty-five thousand more seats. The reporter was infatuated. Germany, he declared, was back.51



CHAPTER 6
MARK WESTON LEFT the 1926 Women’s World Games in Gothenburg, Sweden, without making much of an impression. Instead, the event minted a different celebrity: the nineteen-year-old Hitomi Kinue, the sole contestant from Japan.1 Hitomi had taught herself track and field early in her adolescence, practicing for hours a day on fields across Okayama Prefecture.2 She first garnered the affection of her home country in 1923, when, at only sixteen years old, she shattered Japan’s previous high-jump mark.3 A year later, at an event in Okayama Prefecture, she set an unofficial women’s triple-jump world record.
By day, Hitomi worked as a journalist, penning feature stories about sports or interviewing Manchurian warlords for the Ōsaka Mainichi shimbun. The paper became the singular benefactor of her sports career.4 In 1926, her boss funded her trip from southern Japan to Gothenburg,5 a journey that sent her through Russia on the Trans-Siberian Railroad.6 At Gothenburg, Hitomi won gold twice—in the long jump and the broad jump—and silver in the discus.7 Hitomi was thrilled when the Japanese national anthem blared over the speakers for the forty thousand spectators to hear.8
The Women’s World Games turned Hitomi into a star. The Washington Post and The New York Times soon devoted articles to her, though in their obsession, shades of racism were apparent. The British press dubbed her “the brilliant little Japanese athlete”;9 a German newspaper was shocked to see that Hitomi had a “splendid body no different from those of female athletes from Europe and America.”10 Speculation about her biological sex was not out of bounds, either. Starting in 1926, gossip magazines repeated an anecdote from Hitomi’s high school years, in which a swim coach had refused to let her join a women’s swimming competition out of concern that she was a man. The same year, a Japanese commentator wrote admiringly of Hitomi’s physically masculine characteristics. Noting that Hitomi had arms and legs “stronger than those of most men,” the writer declared that “it would be difficult to find such proportions, even among a hundred thousand male athletes.”11 Though Hitomi was assigned female at birth, and only ever publicly identified as a woman, even she could not evade the gender anxieties of the era.
Coming on the heels of her Gothenburg win, the 1928 Amsterdam Olympics seemed certain to elevate Hitomi to new heights. The young sprinter arrived in Amsterdam by way of London, where she had once again swept England’s top athletes. A writer for the Washington Evening Star, who interviewed Hitomi in Amsterdam a week ahead of the Olympics, marveled at her “magnetic personality.” She was the only woman on the Japanese Olympic team, but she got along well with her male teammates. The reporter was scandalized to discover that she played billiards with the rest of the men.12
For a female track star like Hitomi, the Amsterdam Olympics felt different, and not just because the Germans had been invited. The IOC and its track-and-field-focused subsidiary, the IAAF, were allowing women to participate in track-and-field sports for the first time, crafting a slate that spanned the high jump, discus, relay, eight-hundred-meter dash, and one-hundred-meter dash.13
The inclusion of more women’s sports was almost certainly a response to the success of the Women’s World Games. Sigfrid Edström used it as an olive branch to Alice Milliat. He invited Milliat to that year’s meeting of the IAAF, where he praised her for her “good cooperation” and once again pitched her on abandoning the Women’s World Games and joining the IAAF instead. “We are looking forward to the time to come, when Madame Milliat and her friends will unite with us completely,” Edström told the group.14 Milliat thanked him, though she said that if she were to give up the Women’s World Games, she would need a bigger concession. She wanted a ten-event program for women track-and-field athletes, which she called a “full” program even though it was still far shy of the twenty-three track-and-field events available to men.15
Notably absent from the 1928 Olympics was a women’s track-and-field contingent from England. The leaders of British women’s sports, who, like Milliat, wanted the Olympics to add more track-and-field events for women, decided to make a statement. They were going to boycott the 1928 Olympics.16 It was a significant decision, given that the British women’s team was heavily favored to sweep. For Mark Weston, it may have been career hindering. Though he would have been a long shot to secure a spot at the Olympics given his mediocre showing at the Women’s World Games two years earlier, his career was peaking right around the Amsterdam Olympics. Now, because of the boycott, he had lost his best chance at qualifying. He’d never get another shot at the Olympics.

Hitomi was supposed to cruise to victory in the one-hundred-meter dash, usually one of her strongest competitions. But when she didn’t make it to the finals, she was crushed. Her face felt hot. She couldn’t stand the possibility of going home empty-handed. On a whim, she decided to enter the eight-hundred-meter race, one of the track-and-field competitions that the Olympics was making available to women for the first time. Hitomi had never run it before, but she wanted to try.17
On August 2, Hitomi lined up alongside sprinters from Poland, Germany, the United States, Canada, and Sweden. The race lasted for two laps. After the first time around the track, Hitomi trailed far behind the other women, in sixth place. Her chances of medaling looked grim. Hitomi pushed herself to go faster. One by one, she passed every woman ahead of her, until she crossed the finish line just eight-tenths of a second behind the gold medalist.18 Lina Radke, a German sprinter, set a new world record—2 minutes and 16.9 seconds—and Hitomi won silver, earning Japan’s first women’s Olympic medal.19
Those accomplishments barely made it to print. After the race, both Radke and Hitomi staggered, and may have collapsed, from exhaustion.20 That wasn’t uncommon in track-and-field sports in an era when plenty of sprinters still believed drinking brandy before a run would improve their endurance. But the next day, international commentators seized on it as proof that the eight-hundred-meter sprint amounted to nothing short of catastrophe for women. The Chicago Tribune wrote, erroneously, that five of the sprinters had fainted at the end of the race; The New York Times said that half the women “fell headlong on the ground” and insisted that an eight-hundred-meter sprint was “too great a call on feminine strength.” To the Times of London, the finishers resembled “prostrate and obviously distressed forms lying on the grass at the side of the track after the race.” Ladies’ Home Journal had more aesthetic concerns: the top finishers, it complained, looked like “glorified tomboys.”21
These dispatches were heavily embellished, but they fueled their own narrative. Commentators seized on the reports to claim, once again, that track-and-field sports were fundamentally wrong for women. After witnessing the eight-hundred-meter sprint, rather than marvel at Hitomi’s incredible comeback, the writer for the London Times left feeling “that such things should not be.”22 Edström’s organization, the IAAF, was well aware of the mutiny in the press. Days later, when the committee next met, its members pulled the women’s eight-hundred-meter dash from the Olympic lineup in a 12–9 vote, claiming that it was endangering women’s health.23
The sudden backlash to women’s track-and-field horrified Milliat, but she had few allies to lean on. By the time the teams left the Netherlands, the power center of the IOC had shifted. Pierre de Coubertin, the founder of the modern Olympics, had retired from the organization,24 and in his place as president was Henri de Baillet-Latour, a Belgian count who styled himself a reformer. Baillet-Latour wanted to do away with Coubertin’s autocratic governing style, which tended to involve Coubertin making unilateral decisions and only soliciting the opinion of the IOC later.25 Instead, he declared that “work must now be done collectively.”26
Baillet-Latour’s reformist mindset didn’t extend to women’s sports. Baillet-Latour had always opposed expanding the slate of women’s track-and-field sports for the Amsterdam Games. Though outvoted, he went out of his way to tell Milliat that he didn’t want to get her hopes up. Adding women’s track and field to the Olympic slate was an “experiment,” he had written to her ahead of the Amsterdam Olympics, with no guarantees for the future.27
Like Edström, Baillet-Latour wanted Milliat gone. The contempt that Baillet-Latour and Edström held for her was unmistakable. When the IAAF invited Milliat to its meeting in Paris in April 1926, Milliat—who was the only woman in the room—was tasked with serving as the “secretary,” taking notes on the discussion.28
Her ideas were not taken seriously. When Milliat complained that the IAAF taking over women’s sports would reduce opportunities for women athletes, Edström chastised her for being “on her high ways again.”29 Milliat had begun telling colleagues that Edström’s plan “consists simply of the dissolution of the FSFI,”30 her organization that oversaw the Women’s World Games. It was all too apparent that women’s sports were just politics to these executives. Neither Baillet-Latour nor Edström actually wanted to nurture competitions for women. And it was this stance that made them particularly susceptible to the creeping doubts surrounding the femininity of many top athletes.
After the controversy at the Amsterdam Olympics, Baillet-Latour felt vindicated in his skepticism. He moved to gut women’s sports. At the 1930 meeting of the IOC, the same meeting that Theodor Lewald was using to pitch Berlin as an Olympic host, Baillet-Latour proposed limiting the Olympic competitions for women only to gymnastics, tennis, skating, and swimming31—essentially rewinding women’s sports back to where it had been at the start of the century. This was bad news for Edström, who was trying to coax Milliat into giving up the Women’s World Games by showing that the Olympics would be a suitable steward.32 The best way to get her to relinquish the Women’s World Games, he insisted, was to ensure that at least some women’s sports remained on the Olympic slate.
Edström had reason to be nervous. Milliat’s organization, while not quite profitable,33 was ballooning in popularity. Milliat, he warned in his letters to sports officials, wanted “with all her power to carry on her Games with a similar ritual as the Olympic Games.”34 If the IOC let her continue, the Women’s World Games could become “just as famous” as the Olympics itself—the nightmare scenario for Edström, who still saw his control over global track-and-field sports as deeply fragile.35
Edström worked behind the scenes, urging various delegates to reinstate women’s track-and-field sports for the 1932 Olympics. In a letter to Baillet-Latour, Edström implored the new IOC president to “be fair” and reiterated that the IAAF “has always been faithful to the Olympic cause.”36 He was successful, sort of. By a vote of 16–3, the IOC agreed to allow a pared-down slate of women’s track-and-field sports at the next Olympics. The eight-hundred-meter dash, however, would remain banned.37
Milliat was unimpressed. She was already planning the next installment of the Women’s World Games, and her organization was talking about more sports for women, not fewer. She wasn’t content to give in to the IOC’s whittled-down athletic program, and she wasn’t planning to give up the Women’s World Games.38 Edström grew frustrated with Milliat’s resistance. To contain her, he turned to his newest friend for help: a bespectacled American named Avery Brundage, who always seemed to have a scheme up his sleeve.

By the end of the 1920s, Mark Weston was struggling to hide his renown in his hometown of Plymouth, England. It was a testament to the smallness of the city: the fact that a Plymouth resident had made it to the Women’s World Games at all was news. Weston’s poor showing didn’t matter. A newspaper, certainly exaggerating, referred to him as the “latest and greatest discovery in the women’s athletic world.”39 Local officials began requesting his presence at events and fundraisers. He gave a shot-putting exhibition at a carnival in 1928,40 then again a year later at a fundraiser for a local hospital.41 When Weston left for a competition in Germany in 1929, a crowd of fans waited for him at the train station, clamoring for his autograph.42
The next year, in 1930, Weston nearly dropped out of the Women’s World Games in Prague.43 He didn’t want to travel so far for a competition he was sure he would lose. When his coach found out he was planning to forfeit his spot, she sent him an urgent letter: “You really must come. The committee are relying on you as our hope in the field event.” Weston relented. He boarded a train for Czechoslovakia with his mother, father, and a close friend by his side.44
Hitomi Kinue also had to be talked into attending the games in Prague. She was so busy with her journalism work that she considered quitting sports entirely. The prospect alarmed Alice Milliat, who wrote a personal letter to Hitomi, urging the young star not to give up on her career.45 Privately, Milliat probably knew she couldn’t afford any missteps. After the catastrophe at the Amsterdam Olympics, she needed the next Women’s World Games to make a splash. Hitomi, by far the biggest star of the Women’s World Games, whom The Guardian had taken to calling “the greatest girl athlete the world has ever seen,”46 could make or break the event. Hitomi gave in and took the Trans-Siberian Railroad to Czechoslovakia. This time, she was not alone: five other Japanese women, disciples of hers, had also qualified for the games.47
In Prague, Weston placed poorly in the discus event,48 and his teammates didn’t fare much better. Hitomi earned another gold, but she was disappointed to place second in the overall medal count.49 The German women, now a force of international renown, swept most of the competitions. Weston blamed it on funding: Germany, he said, had spent years funneling money and resources into women’s athletics, while the British athletes were forced to skate by with almost nothing.50
On September 13, a few weeks after the Women’s World Games, Weston traveled to Berlin for a separate competition. There, he was surprised to find that the city was bending toward violence. The first day of competition, a clash between Nazis and Communists left one dead and eight wounded.51 As soon as Weston’s shot-put event ended, at 7:30 p.m., German officials abruptly told the teams to leave the country. When Weston asked why, a press representative warned of “election disturbances and goodness knows what.”52
The next morning, in the largest popular vote in Germany’s history, the Nazi Party stunned the country with its election success, bringing its total number of seats in the Reichstag, Germany’s parliament, from 12 to 107, just a couple dozen behind the ruling Social Democratic Party.53
That year, 1930, would turn out to be Weston’s last trip to the Women’s World Games. And though Weston didn’t admit this until later, it was also the year when he began to feel most uncomfortable with his assigned identity of woman.54 Playing in a woman’s sports league, he realized, no longer fit him.

Even though it was held in his home country, Zdeněk Koubek didn’t attend the 1930 Women’s World Games in Prague as a spectator, but his teammates brought him back a program. Koubek cherished it. Among the pages was a black-and-white photo of Alice Milliat, plus a list of the participating athletes.55 Koubek could have traced his fingers across Hitomi’s name. He carefully preserved the pamphlet in the suitcase where he kept his other sports memorabilia.
Hitomi seemed to be like him—an outsider in women’s sports whose gender presentation was a frequent source of speculation. But Hitomi’s life was about to take a tragic turn. Koubek, like the rest of the world, could only watch when, the following March, doctors checked Hitomi into a hospital in Osaka after she started coughing up blood.56 She stayed there into the summer. On August 2, 1931, she died from respiratory failure. The news shook the sports world. The New York Times ran a long obituary.57 In Prague, where Hitomi had built up an unlikely fan base, track-and-field aficionados built a monument in her honor, which was finished a year later.58 Upon reading the news, on his way home from a track meet, Koubek was devastated. He had “longed” to meet the woman he called “that most popular athlete in the world,” he wrote later. Now he would never get the chance.
Hitomi’s body was not even cold when critics once again began questioning her womanhood. A male writer penned an essay in a Japanese women’s magazine titled “A Discussion of Hitomi Kinue,” in which he highlighted her supposedly masculine traits and speculated that Hitomi was “40 or 50 percent male and 50 or 60 percent female.”59 The cruelty with which male commentators wrote about Hitomi doubled as a warning for other athletes: win too much, and you, too, will come under scrutiny.
The commentary around Hitomi likely hit close to home for Koubek. As much as he tried to avoid thinking about his gender, occasionally his discomfort with being viewed as a woman surged back. On New Year’s Eve in 1931, just a few months after Hitomi’s sudden death, Koubek’s older brother Miloš invited him to a variety show at a restaurant in Brno. To cap off the night, Miloš planned to perform a rendition of the popular duet “The Playboys” with his friend. But as midnight approached, Miloš found his friend lolling over a table, twelve empty beer glasses stacked in front of him. Koubek volunteered to do the duet instead. “I know that couplet by heart,” he told his brother. “I even practiced it at home with the guitar. Lend me some men’s clothing and in a flash you’ll have a duet.”60
“The Playboys” was written for two men, so the group supplied Koubek with full male attire. In the dressing room backstage, he slipped on a black suit. Koubek watched through the mirror as a stylist appended a wig and a black beard to his chin. He couldn’t help but marvel at how natural it looked on him. “[I] recognized in [my] soul that a beard suited [me] very well,” he wrote later. In his descriptions, Koubek didn’t yet conceive of himself as a man— in his life, it was not like he had many models for transitioning gender—but he recognized, undeniably, that he felt an affinity for masculinity.
A bell sounded, and Koubek and his brother hurried onto the stage. When the piano started, the two of them burst into song:
We like to go out on the town, sometimes the whole night long
Until we start to groan that we’re feeling somewhat wrong.
In our beds the next day
Is where we’ll have to stay.
We feel so strange, and sort of bad,
An experience we’ve never had.
We are happy bar hoppers who know how to live like kings,
The girls love us, especially those who like the finer things.
The audience roared, not least because Koubek seemed so plausible as a man. By the end of the night, Koubek—still in his beard, suit, and pants—hit the dance floor. The audience was thrilled to see him in masquerade, and no one seemed to bat an eye when he gravitated only toward the women in the room. When he let their bodies press against him, he played it off; anything went on New Year’s Eve. At the end of the night, one woman fell into his arms and whispered, “If I didn’t know that you were a girl, I would fall in love with you and ask to take you on a date tomorrow.”
It scared Koubek how happy the comment made him.

Sometime in early 1932, an application to enroll in the national track-and-field championships in Prague arrived at the office of VS Brno. When Koubek asked his coach to fill out the form, he was refused. Bankrolling a player’s trip to Prague was expensive, the coach said, and it wasn’t like Koubek would win. Outraged, Koubek threatened to join a rival club. Eventually, VS Brno relented. In an 8–7 vote of its executive members, the club agreed to give Koubek a stipend of 25 crowns per day for his trip to Prague.
Months later, on a sweltering July day, Koubek clambered onto a train to Prague. The third-class cabin was all out of seats, so Koubek sat on his suitcase, which he’d stuffed with sweet buns, salami, and coffee. The train windows were rolled down, and at every stop on the way to Prague, salesmen shouted out offerings of snacks that Koubek couldn’t afford to buy: “Beer, chocolate, liquor, hot dogs!”
In Prague, Koubek slept in the spare room that the president of a rival team, Dr. František Bléha, had offered to him. Bléha was a delegate of the FSFI,61 and an effortlessly friendly host at that. When Koubek arrived well past midnight, Bléha greeted the young athlete with hot tea and desserts. Koubek, now eighteen years old, had never been to Prague, and everything he saw there felt positively cinematic—the cacophony of honking cars, the castles, the Gothic cathedrals, the looming office buildings. The following morning, Koubek walked all across the city and visited as many tourist sites as he could. He stopped on the steps of the National Museum to eat an ice cream. “Good god, how would it be possible to take in the totality of all this beauty in not even two full days?” Koubek wrote later.
At three o’clock in the afternoon, Koubek arrived for his event dressed in a jersey emblazoned with his black “VS” insignia. He’d slipped it on at Bléha’s house, because he didn’t want to change in front of the other athletes. Koubek watched the early races from the sidelines. First was the eighty-meter sprint, then the one-hundred-meter, then the two-hundred-meter. When a megaphone rang out announcing the beginning of the high jump, Koubek felt a rush of excitement. He hurried onto the field and lined up, his chin held high, alongside his competitors. He placed a close second, just five centimeters shy of the top finisher. A day later, Koubek returned for the eight-hundred-meter dash. The sun was shining when he stepped onto the track. It wasn’t exactly a highly trafficked event—there were more athletes on the field than there were fans in the stands, he remembered—but the race was hard fought. Koubek finished second. The next day, a national newspaper, The Czech Word (České Slovo), mentioned Koubek in its pages. On the train ride back to Brno, he opened the newspaper and studied his name in print. It was the first time he had received any type of publicity.
Questions about his gender persisted. Later that year, VS Brno dispatched him to a track-and-field competition between Czechoslovakia and Poland. At passport control on his way to Poland, a border agent, confused by Koubek’s masculine appearance, stopped him and started asking questions. At one point, the agent threatened to give Koubek a medical examination. Somehow Koubek talked his way out of it, but the interaction haunted him. “That was the first administrative doubt expressed about whether [I] was positively a female,” Koubek wrote later.
When he arrived in Poland for the competition, Koubek won gold twice: in the eight-hundred-meter dash and in the high jump. When he passed back through the border, he brought his trophy to the border agent who had questioned his sex. “See, I didn’t lie to you,” he told the agent. “Here you have real documents that I am indeed Koubková,” he said, referring to the feminized version of his last name, “and not some man who wants to flee across the border.”

As the Depression swept the world, it sank Germany’s Olympic project deeper into financial peril. Theodor Lewald, having secured the Olympics for his home city, now had to fund it. He was furiously writing letters to anyone he could think of: sports organizations, the Berlin city government, rich benefactors.62 But the financial crash had donors spooked. No one was willing to give him money. By June 1932, as Lewald was preparing to leave for the Los Angeles Olympics, he admitted to a friend that he had lost hope. “When we will begin the construction work for the 1936 Olympic Games, I dare not say,” Lewald wrote in a letter on June 4. “Who can even predict when the necessary resources will be made available.”63
The following month, Diem and Lewald boarded a six-day steamship to New York with a pared-down German team. Because of the financial crisis, the German Olympic Committee had the money to send only about eighty-nine athletes to America, a third of the number it had chosen for Amsterdam four years earlier.64
When they arrived in Los Angeles, Diem and Lewald were surprised to find the topic of the Great Depression delicately elided. Despite the catastrophic state of the American economy, the government of California had scrounged together some $2.5 million to fund the games,65 equal to about $54 million today. Signs of resistance were evident only to those who looked closely: ahead of the games, for instance, worker activists took to the state capitol in Sacramento bearing signs that read, “Groceries Not Games! Olympics Are Outrageous!”66 When pressed on their support for public subsidies of the event amid an economic catastrophe, Los Angeles politicians said only that they saw the Olympics as a “depression buster.”67
The dominant mode of the Los Angeles Olympics was one of bombast. A group of three local newspapers, plus the film studio Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer, had committed to sponsoring the games68 in addition to the money provided by the state government, and they didn’t seem to spare any expense. Olympic athletes, guests, and politicians attended parties inside the MGM studio or in Los Angeles nightclubs. Hollywood stars like Bing Crosby, Cary Grant, and the Marx brothers could be spotted in the stands at Olympic competitions or at the roving slate of after-parties that popped up across the city.69 There were so many parties that some visiting officials purported to be attending at least three per night.70
Private industry was all in, too. Kellogg’s, Safeway, and Piggly Wiggly blanketed the stadiums with advertisements. Everywhere on the street, street vendors, capturing the fervor of the moment, sold “Olympic” hot dogs and soft drinks.71 Tickets were cheap, and they were easy to buy: visitors needed only to call a number to place their order, and a network of phone banks would process it for them.72 Los Angeles had even remade itself aesthetically in anticipation of the event. The city spent a whopping $100,000 on planting a network of thirty thousand palm trees alongside its roadways, giving itself the aura of a desert paradise.73
Lewald and Diem were taken by the spectacle. This, they thought, was the future of the Olympics—a melding of culture and political power, marked as much by celebrity, media, and corporate self-interest as by sport itself. As they shuttled between track-and-field events, Lewald and Diem took copious notes, hoping to find inspiration for the 1936 Olympics.74 They snapped photographs of everything they saw. New innovations, like the creation of the first Olympic Village and the introduction of triple-tiered medal platforms for winners, especially caught their eye.75 Diem liked that each delegation in Los Angeles was given their own living quarters, complete with a dining hall and a chef well-versed in that nation’s cuisine.76
For the two men, perhaps the most notable part of the Los Angeles Olympics was what happened on July 31, the day after the opening ceremony. Back home in Germany, millions of people turned out to vote in the federal elections. The atmosphere was tense. Nearly every home in Germany put up a flag for their preferred political party: a swastika for the Nazis, or a hammer and sickle for the Communists. It was a physical manifestation of a divided country. In one building in Berlin, a resident hung a Nazi banner with the words “A people without arms—a people without honor—a people without bread.” A neighbor responded with a Communist slogan: “We are settling accounts—we want bread!”77
Diem and Lewald were still in Los Angeles when they heard the final results. By a slim margin, the Nazis were now the largest party in the Reichstag.
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CHAPTER 7
AVERY BRUNDAGE NEVER REALLY KNEW HIS FATHER. In 1892, when the future sports leader was five years old, his family moved from Detroit to Chicago.1 Afterward, Avery’s father, a building contractor named Charles Brundage, abandoned them. Avery hated to talk about it. “I never met the man,” he said later.2 Instead, Avery grew up with his mother, a clerk, and his younger brother, Chester. To earn money on the side, he started delivering newspapers.3 Every morning after he finished his route, he took a cable car seven miles to his high school. He was a promising student. At thirteen, an essay he submitted to a newspaper contest won him a trip to Washington, DC, where he attended the second inauguration of President William McKinley.4
Brundage picked up sports in high school. In a vacant lot in the back of school, he dug sand pits to practice his jump. Heavy rocks and stones were stand-ins for shot puts. By the time he was a senior, a local paper called him “the find of the season.”5 A stocky, six-foot-tall sprinter, he was often pictured in glasses, giving him the air of a professor rather than an athletic star.6
Brundage enrolled at the University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign as a civil engineering major. He would often complete his problem sets ahead of everyone else, then lean back in his chair and leaf through the sports pages of the Chicago Tribune.7 When he graduated in 1909, a prominent athletic club in Chicago invited him to join. Brundage then placed third in the national championships for the “all-around,”8 a multipart competition that included a broad jump, a hammer throw, a pole vault, and a one-mile run. Ever ambitious, he “soon had visions of a new world record,” he wrote later.9 He was working at a prominent architecture firm, where he oversaw increasingly lavish new building projects.10 At night, Brundage set aside the construction contracts and went for two-hour runs under the stars.11
The training paid off. In 1911, Brundage won the US national track-and-field championship.12 Newspapers declared him “without a peer” in the United States.13 The following summer, a telegram arrived for Brundage from the headquarters of the American Olympic Committee in New York: “You have been selected a member of the American Team.”14
It was a dream come true. Brundage quit his architecture job and took the train to New York, where he boarded a steamship to Sweden. Stockholm thrilled him.15 The Swedish stadium was wondrous, one of the most impressive up to that point in Olympic history—a gleaming, U-shaped structure made of granite and brick, with seats for twenty-seven thousand spectators.16 In between competitions, he met prominent track-and-field sprinters from across Europe, including his future friend, the German athlete Karl Ritter von Halt. Brundage came in sixth in the pentathlon, a failure for which he would never forgive himself.17 But the Olympics left a lasting impression. The eclectic mix of nationalities, the exquisite talents of the athletes, the spectacle of the opening and closing ceremonies—Brundage was insatiable.
Though Brundage would later portray himself as an underdog, his family was well-connected in Chicago. His uncle Edward J. Brundage was a prominent Chicago politician who would soon become the attorney general of Illinois. Brundage’s uncle offered unintentional glimpses of the ugly side of Chicago politics. When Brundage was young, his uncle convinced the mayor to abandon a plan to shut down a baseball field in Brundage’s uncle’s district in exchange for a supply of stadium tickets.18
By the 1920s, Chicago was a bastion of corruption, especially in the construction business. Brundage, returning to the industry after his loss at the Olympics, gained a reputation as a straight-edged player. Colleagues called him “Honest Ave.”19 When a construction manager asked for a $100,000 bribe, Brundage reported him to the police.20 He hated cheats. What he valued in sports—as in business—was integrity. Sports seemed like a space apart from politics. “The track athlete stands or falls on his own merits,” Brundage explained once.21 He seemed to sour on salary-based professional sports soon after the 1919 World Series,22 when the Chicago White Sox, Brundage’s hometown baseball team, bet against themselves and then intentionally lost the game, setting off an enormous scandal.
Amateur athletics, Brundage decided, were the purest form of sport. He praised the Olympics for its tenets of amateurism, which meant that athletes couldn’t earn money from their sport. Olympic athletes chose their career, he thought, purely for the love of the game. To Brundage, the amateur rules at the Olympics meant that athletes were “judged solely on their merit, regardless of social position, wealth, family connections, race, religion, color or political affiliation.”23 He believed “sport is the only true democracy,” because “whether you are rich as Croesus or as poor as Job’s turkey,” any athlete, he thought, could take part.24
It wasn’t the most logical perspective. Not being able to earn a salary from sports ensured that only people with wealth and family connections could participate. But Brundage seemed to truly believe his way of thinking. He also truly believed he was living proof of the up-from-your-bootstraps narrative. He had a habit of portraying his own rise in the sporting world as an example of the opportunity that amateur sports could bring, often eliding the benefits that his race, gender, and family prominence brought him. Decades later, a reference in a German magazine to Brundage’s “life of ease” as a young adult infuriated him. “You may inform them that every penny that I have ever had has been earned through my own efforts,” Brundage instructed a colleague.25
In 1915, Brundage launched his own construction business—the blandly titled Avery Brundage Company—using $2,000 he had saved.26 It didn’t take long for him to build up an impressive client list. A decade later, the Avery Brundage Company had become one of the most important construction firms in the city, responsible for erecting dozens of high-end apartment buildings, a Ford Motor manufacturing plant, a Chevrolet warehouse, the Illinois Life Insurance Company Building, and multiple ritzy hotels.27 In 1929, just before the Great Depression ground construction projects to a halt, Brundage was worth over $250,000, equal to $4.3 million today.28
Still, Brundage couldn’t shake his love for sports. On the side, he became involved in the Amateur Athletic Union (AAU),29 the organization that governed track-and-field sports in the United States. In 1925, he became its second elected vice president.30 It was a relatively minor executive post from which he had no trouble parlaying real political power. Three years later, he assumed the presidency.31 He had a forceful but effective personality: he wasn’t afraid to disqualify top American athletes whom he believed had broken his rules.32
Brundage’s rise in the American sports world drew the attention of Sigfrid Edström, the head of the IAAF. By the end of the decade, Brundage was president not only of the Amateur Athletic Union but also of the American Olympic Committee, the umbrella organization to which the AAU belonged.33 In September 1929, when Edström visited Chicago, where his wife had grown up, he decided to court the new American power player. Brundage and Edström met for lunch. The two seemed to hit it off.34 Brundage—as a sports official, a political conservative, and a staunch believer in the amateur doctrine, which stated that Olympic athletes should not be paid for their sports—became a natural ally of Edström’s.
Edström asked Brundage to join the 1930 meeting of the IAAF Congress.35 There, Brundage was elected to join the IAAF’s Committee on Women’s Sport, the subcommittee on which Alice Milliat also sat.36 A few months later, in January 1931, Edström offered him a high-ranking position on the IAAF: chair of the Rules and Records Committee,37 a title that would give him significant influence over the rules of international track-and-field sports.
For Edström, who was devoting much of his time to his takeover of Alice Milliat’s organization, Brundage became the ideal second fiddle. It helped that Brundage was no fan of Milliat’s, either. Brundage said later that Milliat “made quite a nuisance of herself” with her demands that the IAAF and the IOC elect more women leaders.38 Edström seemed to feel safe complaining about her to the younger American. In the letters they fired back and forth between Stockholm and Chicago, Edström lamented that the Women’s World Games had caused “so much trouble” for sports leaders. Of Milliat’s organization, he wrote, “We should like the whole thing to disappear from the surface of the earth.”39
Brundage had a generally skeptical opinion of women’s sports. Though at some points he issued ostensibly positive statements about how, “under proper supervision,” women athletes could do “some wonderful things,”40 more often he viewed women with suspicion. In December 1932, Brundage, in a moment of frustration with a high-profile American competitor, expressed support for banning women athletes from the Olympics entirely: “You know, the ancient Greeks kept women out of their athletic games. They wouldn’t even let them on the sidelines.” Maybe, he said, “they were right.”41 But like Edström, Brundage could see the bigger picture. Bringing women’s sports under the control of the IAAF wasn’t about endorsing those sports per se. It was a political calculation to keep the power of the Olympics intact.42 It was better to have someone like Alice Milliat working for the IAAF, and therefore the Olympics, rather than against it.
Soon after Brundage joined the IAAF Council, he developed a close friendship with another man who would shape his career for decades to come: Karl Ritter von Halt, a German banker who had, since 1925, served as the director of Germany’s athletic federation.43 When von Halt was elected to the IAAF in 1932, the two of them—plus Edström—formed a close-knit trio. Like Brundage, these men had attended the 1912 Olympics in Sweden: Edström as one of the organizers and von Halt as a twenty-one-year-old decathlon athlete who carried the German flag at the opening ceremony. Together, they called themselves the “Beer Drinking Society,”44 and they held private meetings throughout Europe and the United States, at which von Halt often brought Bavarian beers.
All three men developed an obsession with enforcing the amateur rule. In April 1932, when they discovered that Paavo Nurmi, a famous Finnish gold medalist,45 had pocketed a large travel stipend that they claimed amounted to a professional payment, Brundage and Edström pushed to ban him. Providing the ammunition was Karl Ritter von Halt, who led the investigation. Von Halt concluded that Nurmi had, in fact, deposited some $300 worth of traveling expenses46 (over $6,000 today).
The public did not receive the trio’s push to designate Nurmi a “professional,” and therefore eject him from the Olympics, warmly. Edström, as the head of the IAAF, took the blame. In Finland, residents boycotted the city’s trams, which were manufactured by Edström’s company.47 When Finnish sports officials penned angry letters demanding that Edström reverse his decision, Brundage stood by Edström. Edström leaned on him for emotional support. “I have been strongly attacked in the Finnish newspapers,” he lamented to Brundage in one letter, in the fall of 1932. He comforted himself in the belief that “only amongst the plebeian population” is anyone “displeased with the disqualification.”48
The scandal cemented Brundage as a forceful supporter of the Olympic movement. For decades, Edström had been seeking a strong member in the Americas to help him expand the Olympics beyond Europe.49 Brundage seemed like the perfect person. And when another, much larger controversy threatened to destabilize the legitimacy of the Olympics itself, Edström, along with the new IOC president, Henri de Baillet-Latour, leaned on Brundage to make it go away.

On January 24, 1933, members of Germany’s old guard filed into Berlin’s city hall50 with an impending sense of doom. The republic they had nurtured since World War I seemed to be on the verge of collapse. Industrial production in Germany had fallen by half, and by the end of 1932, as much as one-third of the country’s population was out of work.51 Thousands of homeless young people crowded the streets of Berlin, begging for money or food.52 Lines for the unemployment office wrapped around multiple city blocks. People bartered potato peels and firewood.53 One guide led visitors on a tour of Berlin called “Crisis, if You Please,” where they saw abandoned factories, homeless encampments, unemployment lines, and other signs of “the metropolis in crisis.”54
Two months earlier, in the second federal election that year, Adolf Hitler’s Nazi Party had again secured a plurality of seats in the Reichstag, placing the fascist leader just shy of leadership power. The Nazis were buoyed by the votes not of the poor but of the elite; the wealthiest neighborhoods voted for the fascists in the highest numbers.55 Hitler’s main roadblock to power was Germany’s president, the aging conversative leader Paul von Hindenburg, who had held the position since 1925. Ranking slightly below von Hindenburg was the chancellor: in December, a conservative, Kurt von Schleicher, had become chancellor with Nazi support, but his tenure looked fragile. The conservative parties were fractured along ideological lines, and rumors were swirling of yet another coming cabinet shakeup.56
The possibility that Hitler might ascend to leadership had kicked Theodor Lewald, the former bureaucrat who, alongside Carl Diem, was now the principal organizer of the Berlin Olympics, into action. Hitler was vociferously opposed to the Olympics, and prominent Nazis had long dismissed Lewald and Diem as representatives of “bourgeois-internationalist” ideology.57 The seventy-two-year-old Lewald was nothing if not a pragmatist, and he wasn’t going to let political turmoil in the German government spoil his dreams of a Berlin-hosted Olympics. That month, to insulate the Olympics from political headwinds, Lewald decided to register the Organizing Committee for the 1936 Games as its own nonprofit, with himself as its head. That way, it could function independently of the German state.
Next up, Lewald needed to stage the Organizing Committee’s first official meeting. On that late January evening in 1933, at his invitation, a group of old allies slipped into the redbrick city hall building and climbed up to the council room. Among the arriving men was Heinrich Sahm, the politically moderate mayor of Berlin who had supported Paul von Hindenburg’s presidential reelection campaign against Adolf Hitler the year prior.58 Other attendees included Carl Diem and Lewald’s two colleagues on the IOC: Adolf Friedrich of Mecklenburg, a former governor of German-colonized Togo in West Africa, and Karl Ritter von Halt, the friend of Avery Brundage.59
Lewald greeted the Organizing Committee and ran through his agenda. First up was the question of money. There was no delicate way to put it: the Organizing Committee was strapped for cash. Lewald’s years of lobbying had turned up little. The German central government, whom Lewald had met with about sponsoring the Olympics, rejected out of hand his proposal that it contribute 7.5 million Reichsmarks to the Olympics.60
Lewald tried to focus on the positives—the Organizing Committee would not have to pay for everything alone. He pegged the expected revenue from ticket sales at 3 million Reichsmarks, a significant windfall when combined with other sources of help.61 The Reich Post Ministry, too, had agreed to sell an Olympic-themed stamp, from which they would donate some profits into the coffers of the Organizing Committee.62 It was a good start, Lewald thought—it just wasn’t going to be enough to fund the Olympics on its own.
The Organizing Committee zagged between other logistical items. For the Olympic hymn, Lewald announced he had convinced the playwright Gerhart Hauptmann, who, in a few months, would apply to join the Nazi Party, to write a poem.63 The Organizing Committee also agreed to send an invite to President von Hindenburg to serve as the official patron of the Olympics.64 The men adjourned with assurances that they would meet again in the coming months.
If Lewald exited the meeting feeling optimistic about the future of the Olympics, six days later it all fell apart. The German president, Paul von Hindenburg, appointed Hitler chancellor of Germany, giving the fascist leader outright power for the first time.

At first, more moderate Germans stressed, it wasn’t supposed to be a big deal. Von Hindenburg was appointing Hitler purely as a political decision, to harness Hitler’s influence and funnel it toward support for the more moderate conservative factions in Germany. Von Hindenburg essentially thought he could control the Nazi leader. A January 31 New York Times article on Hitler’s appointment stressed that Hitler had sworn to follow the country’s republican constitution. “The composition of the Cabinet leaves Herr Hitler no scope for gratification of any dictatorial ambition,” the Times announced.65
That fiction didn’t even last a full month. On February 27, an arson attack set the Reichstag ablaze. When the fascist leader first saw the fire, “his face glowed red with excitement,” according to an observer. Eager to institute a dictatorship, Hitler declared, “We will show no mercy anymore; whoever gets in our way will be slaughtered.”66 With dubious evidence, Hitler blamed the Communist Party for the fire, and he arrested many of his political opponents. Imprisoning adversaries had the added benefit of making the elections uncompetitive, and a week later, on March 5, the Nazis won an outright majority in the Reichstag.
With Hitler firmly entrenched in power, Lewald’s nightmare seemed to be coming alive. The Berlin Olympics were again thrust into doubt. A coalition of Nazi student groups began insisting that the Olympics “must not be held in Germany,”67 while a Nazi paper called Diem and Lewald traitors for taking money from Jewish businesspeople, including from the publishing magnates the Ullstein family.68 The virulent antisemitism that the Nazis propagated threatened Lewald personally. Lewald’s father was born Jewish, though he had converted to Christianity at a young age.69 Lewald never had much of a relationship to Judaism, but he knew that didn’t matter to the Nazis.
On March 6, the day after the Nazis won their outright majority in the Reichstag, Lewald wrote to Hitler to express his “warmest congratulations” and to request a conversation about the upcoming Olympics.70 Ten days later, he shuffled into a meeting with three men—Nazi propaganda minister Joseph Goebbels, interior minister Wilhelm Frick, and Hitler himself. Lewald wanted the Nazis to guarantee a loan of 6 million Reichsmarks to fund the Olympic project.71 He made his case on grounds he felt would be familiar to the Nazis: public relations. The “enormous propaganda effect” of the Olympics, he told Hitler, would more than pay for itself.72 The Berlin Olympics could be a way for the Nazis to spotlight their new nation.
Hitler seemed intrigued. Yes, he told Lewald, the German state would guarantee the loan. Echoing Lewald, he later explained to his advisors that he saw the Olympics as a tool to “win over world opinion” by displaying Germany’s “great cultural achievements.”73
It was Lewald’s first big break in years, but it proved to be short-lived. A week after the meeting with Hitler, the Nazis passed the Enabling Act, which gave Hitler broad dictatorial control over the country. On April 1, Hitler instituted a boycott of Jewish businesses, and on April 7, he expelled Jewish people from government service. The sports world soon followed. On April 28, Hitler appointed an ardent Nazi named Hans von Tschammer und Osten to become Germany’s sports czar, the top sports official in the country.74 Among von Tschammer’s first moves was to crack down on Jewish athletes. By the end of the year, Jews were expelled from nearly all sports organizations, with the exception of two Jewish sports clubs.75
The violence against Jewish citizens put Lewald’s own standing in jeopardy. Lewald was chairman of the Reich Committee for Physical Exercise, a prominent German sports body. In early April, the group voted to ban the “not fully Aryan representatives” from future meetings. Lewald was forced to resign.76 Next, Nazi newspapers agitated for Lewald to be fired from the Organizing Committee for the 1936 Games.77 Von Tschammer, the new Nazi sports leader, was happy to oblige. He initially demoted Lewald before attempting to remove him. But in a nimble feat of politicking, Lewald managed to talk his way out of a resignation. If the Nazis pushed him out of the Organizing Committee, Lewald warned, the IOC would revoke Berlin’s host status. Lewald had deep ties to the IOC; von Tschammer did not.78
The rise of the Nazis had other political ramifications for international sports. Carl Diem, the original proponent of the 1916 Games, did not join the Nazi Party, but he also did not seem particularly repulsed by the new fascist state: he applied, without success, for the position of Nazi sports czar that von Tschammer received instead. Meanwhile, Karl Ritter von Halt, the prominent IAAF member who was close friends with both Avery Brundage and Sigfrid Edström, joined the Nazi Party in 1933.79 Edström wrote later that von Halt had to join the party because his job as a director at Deutsche Bank required it, adding that “in his heart he was not a Nazi at all.”80
On the contrary, there is plenty of evidence that von Halt was a true believer. In his role at Deutsche Bank, he began funneling gifts and unsecured loans directly to Heinrich Himmler, the eventual architect of the Holocaust. According to the historian Peter Longerich, von Halt became a member of Himmler’s inner circle of friends, where he attended private meetings to discuss politics and the future plans of the Nazi government.81 In von Halt, the Nazis now had a high-profile representative on the IAAF—though if this turn of events bothered Brundage and Edström, they didn’t seem to show it.

As Theodor Lewald struggled to keep his job atop the Organizing Committee, Jewish leaders across the world began to ask how the International Olympic Committee could, in good conscience, allow such a hostile country to host the forthcoming Olympic Games. On April 14, 1933, Avery Brundage received a letter from the editor of the Baltimore Jewish Times, urging the sportsman to take a stand against the Berlin Olympics.82
Brundage responded that he expected the Olympics “will not be held in any country where there will be interference with the fundamental Olympic theory of equality of all races.” Brundage did not mean his letter to be a rebuke of Germany; he was trying to emphasize that, to his mind, Germany was in fact going to rise to the occasion. To his chagrin, when the Baltimore Jewish Times published his letter, it was misinterpreted. The Associated Press affixed the story with the headline “Brundage Predicts Games Will Not Be Held in Germany.”83
Though Brundage was quick to clarify his comments, a political movement was already beginning to coalesce around the idea of stripping the Olympics from Berlin. An alliance of labor groups and Jewish groups began calling for the IOC to jettison Berlin as host. The Labor Sports Union, a worker-run sports organization, demanded a boycott of the Berlin Olympics.84 At the same time, halfway across the world, leaders in Japan released a statement calling for the IOC to move the Olympics, preferably to Rome.85
When news of the burgeoning boycott movement reached Berlin, the Organizing Committee worked to avoid a PR disaster. The criticisms coming out of America—that the Nazis were violent fascists, that they were not giving an equal shot to Jewish athletes and athletes of color—were accurate, but Lewald, fearful that a boycott by the United States could derail the entire Olympic Games, worked hard to deflect them. He managed to persuade the Nazis to release a hollow statement affirming that they would allow “competitors of all races.”86 Diem weighed in with his own illogical claim that “people of all countries and all races are welcome in Germany.”87
Even the frequently deferential IOC was, at first, skeptical that the Nazis could make for satisfactory Olympic hosts. The committee’s president, Henri de Baillet-Latour, wrote to Lewald and Karl Ritter von Halt, reminding them that he would not allow the Olympics to be rooted in Nazi ideology.88 Hitler raged against Baillet-Latour’s “impertinent” remarks, but Lewald and von Halt knew they had to respond tactfully. At the IOC conference that June, Lewald and von Halt delivered a statement affirming that Jewish people would “not be excluded from membership in German teams.”89 Their claim didn’t come with any practical guarantees, but it was enough to convince Charles Sherrill, one of the leading American officials on the IOC, to declare an end to the burgeoning boycott movement. “I do not know how they did it,” Sherrill said, referring to Lewald and von Halt, “but they did it.”90
They didn’t actually do it. Hitler had not signed off on the statement, and anyone paying attention would have realized it did not reflect the official Nazi view. In early May, Hans von Tschammer, who at that point controlled the entirety of Germany’s sports apparatus, bluntly said in a speech that “German sports are for Aryans.”91 Political calculations were the only reason the Germans didn’t go further in outright barring Jewish athletes from all sports. In a confidential memo, von Tschammer wrote that he was allowing two Jewish sports organizations to continue to practice in Germany only “to gag the Jewish agitation from abroad” in the lead-up to the Olympics. He wanted to create the illusion of fair play, he said. But he assured his fellow Nazis that it wouldn’t last: “A general regulation for Jewish sports will come out after the end of the Olympics.”92
Satisfied that the Nazis would hold up their end of the bargain, Baillet-Latour grew worried about America. He wrote a concerned letter to Brundage in the fall of 1933, having heard about the “nervousness created in America by the Jewish question in Germany,” and he wanted to assure Brundage that the German authorities would not discriminate against any athlete.93 Baillet-Latour also had a favor to ask: he needed a cover to justify his, and the IOC’s, support of the Berlin Games. He told Brundage that the Americans should issue a statement requiring the Germans to adopt a policy of nondiscrimination. “This would strengthen enormously my personal position,” he noted.94 That way, when he campaigned in support of the Berlin Olympics, he would not “be suspected of having a false or prejudiced opinion.”
Brundage obliged. At that point, his power was regional. He was head of the American Olympic Committee and a member of the IAAF, but he was not a member of the IOC itself. He had his sights set on joining the IOC one day, and he knew Baillet-Latour was a powerful ally. In November 1933, Brundage flew to New York for the annual meeting of the Amateur Athletic Union, the American track-and-field organization of which Brundage was president. There, officials approved a measure hinging US participation on the requirement that the Nazis “permit and encourage German athletes of Jewish faith or heritage to train, prepare for, and participate” in the Olympics.95 The press interpreted the statement as a broadside against the Germans. The subsequent New York Times headline dutifully called it a “boycott” of the Olympics.96 No one knew that Brundage had actually engineered the resolution in order to justify sending Americans to Berlin.
The IOC’s deference to the Nazis was not out of naivete. Plenty of IOC officials were openly antisemitic, and they cared about the plight of Jewish people in Germany only insofar as it impacted optics. The feeling went all the way to the top. Baillet-Latour had little sympathy for the boycott movement, and he didn’t take the systemic discrimination and violence against Jewish people in Nazi Germany seriously. “I am not personally fond of Jews and of Jewish influence,” he confided in Brundage. He suggested that news about the violence against Jewish people in Germany amounted to “propaganda.”97 Edström also had a soft spot for the Nazis, implying in one letter that Jewish people had amassed too much influence in Germany. “In some of the more important trades the Jews governed the majority and stopped all others from coming in,” he wrote.98 “An alteration of these conditions [was] absolutely necessary if Germany should remain a ‘white’ nation,” he wrote in another letter. Ultimately, “it is too bad that the American Jews are so active and cause us so much trouble.”99
Brundage was immediately sympathetic to their viewpoint. He announced that he, too, was frustrated by the “anti-German propaganda which floods the newspapers” in the United States. News about Nazi violence and discrimination, he thought, had little basis in reality. He had no doubt that Nazi sports officials “will do their utmost to carry out the wishes” of the IOC.100



CHAPTER 8
SOON AFTER HITLER TOOK POWER, Nazi leaders launched a campaign to crush Germany’s queer community. Beginning in March 1933, under the code name Campaign for a Clean Reich,1 Nazi brownshirts ransacked over a dozen queer bars, forced three major queer advocacy groups to disband, and stripped literature about gender and sexuality from bookstore shelves. The Third Sex, a magazine for trans people that had published since 1930, was quickly shut down.2 On the streets of Berlin, Düsseldorf, and Cologne, new forms of social surveillance emerged. Women who looked too masculine—especially those with short haircuts—were labeled “un-German,” and trans and intersex people were judged to be “asocial.”3 People on the margins of gender and sexuality were arrested, imprisoned, and, at times, dispatched to their deaths. When one artist, Ossi Gades, was twice caught cross-dressing in women’s clothes, the Gestapo decided to send her to a concentration camp. She died by suicide in Plötzensee Prison before they could take her away.4
Sensing the changing tide, some prominent gay Germans issued statements in support of the Nazis. Ahead of Hitler’s takeover, the gay publisher Friedrich Radszuweit wrote that he did “not believe that even the National Socialists will proceed so rigorously against homosexuals.”5 Radszuweit evidently thought he could buy himself goodwill with Hitler. The Nazis raided, and shut down, his publishing house anyway.
The gay activist Adolf Brand fared little better. Brand, whose magazine Der Eigene (His own man) had published continuously since 1896 and was one of the oldest and most influential gay publications in the world, found himself a frequent target of Nazi raids. Police showed up at his suburban home five different times throughout 1933.6 On November 29, 1933, he finally gave up. “I feel obliged to give you a detailed report on the complete futility of continuing my life work in the new National Socialist Germany,” Brand told his readers in the farewell edition of the magazine.7
Among Nazi leadership, no queer figure inspired more contempt than Magnus Hirschfeld, who had committed the dual crimes of being both gay and Jewish. On May 6, 1933, a little over two months after Hitler suspended democracy, a Nazi student group raided Hirschfeld’s Institute for Sexual Science. Dressed in brown military uniforms, the students chanted, “Burn Hirschfeld!,” beating up staff members and destroying bookshelves.8 Four days later, in a public square, they set fire to thousands of books held by Hirschfeld’s institute.9 Hirschfeld, who was out of the country on a speaking tour, never returned to Germany. He died of a heart attack two years later in Nice, France.10
Between 1918 and 1933, before Hitler seized power, German authorities had convicted nearly eight thousand men of “unnatural indecency.”11 Those numbers ballooned under the Nazi regime. In June 1935, Nazi leaders expanded the definition of sodomy to include not just sex acts but also “mutual masturbation,” “debauched intention,” and even “erotic glances,”12 categories so broad that police could justify the mass incarceration of anyone they so much as suspected of queerness. In the subsequent years, some estimates suggest the Nazis arrested as many as one hundred thousand homosexuals.13
To hear Heinrich Himmler, the leader of the Nazi paramilitary group the SS, tell it, the Nazi hostility toward queer communities stemmed out of a preoccupation with the national birth rate. In the Nazi eugenics state, anyone who underwent a sex-change surgery, or who slept predominantly with people of the same sex, was one fewer reproducer. “All things which take place in the sexual sphere are not the private affair of the individual, but signify the life and death of the nation,” Himmler told his SS soldiers.14 Homosexuality and transsexuality were soon conflated with abortion, all being enemies of natalism. Tellingly, one Nazi official gave a 1937 speech with the title “The Combating of Homosexuality and Abortion as a Political Task.”15
For all their militarism, the Nazis could not entirely extinguish queer life in Germany. Many queer people resisted, holding secret meetings in personal apartments or in the tucked-away corners of bars. To give it the appearance of a sports organization, the activist Lotte Hahm switched the name of her lesbian nightclub from Violetta to Sportklub Sonne and continued catering to gay clientele until the summer of 1935.16 Elsewhere, queer people met under the guise of fictional organizations, with names like “Charlottenburg Rowing Club.”17 A bar called the Pauli continued to host lesbian meetups in a secret room, behind a “Private Party” sign, until 1938, around the same time Hitler invaded Poland. “It was terrible, but it was ours,” a regular attendee remembered.18 Whenever the police discovered one secret meeting space, another inevitably popped up to take its place. Queer Germans proved so chameleonic that Gestapo officials once complained they could not “sever the lifeline” of the community.19
What the Nazis did crush, at least within the borders of Germany, was the sense that gender and sexuality had become limitless. Only a few years prior, people at the margins of gender and sexuality were celebrities in Berlin; in America, the drag queen Julian Eltinge starred in several early Hollywood films; the French artist Claude Cahun, in their book Disavowals, wrote in 1930 that “neuter is the only gender that always suits me.”20 It was a time of unimaginable queer potential. By the end of 1933, however, that sense of possibility was eroding. The global hub of sex research had collapsed, and the country scheduled to host the forthcoming Olympics was now equating gender expression with criminality. It foreshadowed a dark future in sports. The Nazis, who had the ear of prominent members of the IOC, could translate this anti-queer hostility into IOC policy. If Avery Brundage and Sigfrid Edström didn’t blink at Jewish discrimination, then likely they wouldn’t push back against the Nazi repulsion toward queer people.
The impacts of Nazi rule were playing out on the other side of the German border, in Zdeněk Koubek’s home of Czechoslovakia. Even a decade after the war, ethnic skirmishes continued to shake the fledgling country. Street violence over German monuments and Czech-language posters proliferated in the early 1930s; the country’s president was not far off the mark when he said that the central problem of the new Czech state was of nationalities.21
The numbers there were stacked against the Germans, who made up less than a quarter of the country’s population.22 Despite the Germans’ relatively small population, when the Nazis took power, Czech politicians acted quickly to stem Hitler’s influence within their borders. In October 1933, just a few months after Hitler suspended democracy in Germany, the Czech state banned the two largest pro-Nazi parties, the Sudeten German National Socialist Party and the German Nationalist Party, from operating in the country. They mobilized police to the Sudetenland, a heavily German region in Czechoslovakia, to suppress any budding resistance movements.23
The appearance of armed police only enraged ethnic Germans. On October 3, Konrad Henlein, a calisthenics teacher who had no political background, formed a political movement called the Sudeten German Home Front, which almost immediately became a vector for Nazi sympathy in Czechoslovakia.24 By the end of the month, 9,500 people registered for the pro-German party, a number that would grow exponentially in the coming months.25 Czech authorities claimed that the party amounted to “camouflaged Nazism.”26 The liberal establishment feared that giving Henlein access to the levers of power would legitimize him in the eyes of the public, so when Henlein’s candidates began winning elections, Czech leaders refused to let them join a coalition government.27
That turned out to be a grave mistake.

By the opening months of 1934, American anti-fascists were embracing the Olympic boycott movement in droves. Brundage’s carefully engineered statement about nondiscrimination, which he issued through the Amateur Athletic Union to give himself—and his friends on the IOC—cover, did not win many converts. Activists wanted the American sports establishment to go further. One Jewish sports leader, Charles Ornstein, urged the American Olympic Committee to outright reject Germany’s invitation to the Olympics, sending a clear signal that Nazi violence would not be tolerated.28
Other activists weren’t buying it, either. The leftist newspaper The Daily Worker called Brundage’s statement about nondiscrimination, correctly, a “stunt.”29 Opposing the Olympics became a rallying cry on the left. At anti-Nazi rallies at New York City’s Madison Square Garden, it wasn’t uncommon for groups like the American Civil Liberties Union and the American Federation of Labor to specifically invoke the Olympics and call for a boycott.30
Theodor Lewald was worried about the escalating movement. Should the boycotters force the United States to back out of the Berlin Olympics entirely, he knew, the entire enterprise would collapse. Without American participation, “we are sure that the IOC will choose a different city,” he wrote in a private letter.31 He decided to double down. When the next IOC meeting rolled around that May, Lewald and his colleague Karl Ritter von Halt once again played the part of dutiful IOC servants. They affirmed to the committee that they would “loyally” follow their declarations of nondiscrimination.32 More dubiously, they claimed they had the political leverage to do so.
The two men were upholding a fiction that they could act independently of the Nazi state. Lewald often pointed to the fact that the Organizing Committee was independently registered under his name, as if that insulated him from the political pressures of a fascist state. In reality, the Nazis controlled all facets of the German sports bureaucracy. Lewald reported directly to Hans von Tschammer, the Nazi sports czar. When it came to the Olympics, von Tschammer could essentially do whatever he wanted.
Many IOC members still understood that Hitler, not Lewald, was the ultimate decision maker. A US diplomat went as far as to warn the American Olympic Committee in 1933 that Lewald was “no longer a free agent.”33 Hitler had allowed him to stay on only to “give an impression to foreign countries” that the Olympics were not an entirely Nazi-controlled affair, the diplomat wrote. The American Olympic Committee, headed by Avery Brundage, either didn’t get the message or chose to ignore it.
By the summer, despite Brundage’s efforts to reassure activists, the boycott movement continued to pick up steam. Samuel Untermyer, a prominent politician and anti-Nazi campaigner, began calling on Jewish-American athletes to take a stand against the games, insisting they reject “the hospitality of a country that persists in so insulting, degrading and persecuting our people.” His comments grabbed the attention of a New York Daily Mirror
columnist, who agreed that “the boycott is the only weapon left [for] a harried and persecuted race, torn at from all sides.”34
The pro-Berlin factions of the American Olympic Committee knew they needed to do something dramatic to quiet the activists. If they wanted to win back public opinion, American sports officials realized they needed to present proof that the Nazis were not going to bar Jewish athletes from the Olympics.35 Eventually, Avery Brundage came up with an idea: he would make a trip to Germany. If he could investigate the conditions of Jewish athletes up close, then maybe he could determine, once and for all, whether the Nazis were telling the truth. The timing worked well. Brundage was already planning to travel through Europe that July for the next IAAF meeting, and it wouldn’t be hard to make a quick stop in Berlin. The American Olympic Committee agreed, giving Brundage “full and complete authority” to reject or accept their invitation to the Berlin Olympics based on his findings.36
That summer, Brundage arrived with his wife, Elizabeth Dunlap,37 in a downtown Berlin that, he mused in letters, had little in common with the city he had visited years earlier. Nazi flags festooned nearly every porch. Jewish businesses had their windows smashed and their roofs crushed. Nazi supporters marched down the streets, chanting, “The Republic Is Shit” and “Jews, Drop Dead!”38 Posters demanding “Germans, Defend Yourself! Do Not Buy from Jews” blanketed telephone poles and advertising boards.39 In the summertime heat, the sounds of Nazi speeches on the radio echoed out of shops and apartment buildings; Joseph Goebbels, the Nazi propaganda minister, encouraged supporters to open their windows so that everyone would hear Hitler’s voice.40
The overwhelming presence of fascism did not leave a lasting impression on Brundage. From the start, the American had little doubt in his mind about what he would decide. During his six-day trip across Berlin, Brundage spent all his time alongside Karl Ritter von Halt. Brundage barely spoke German, so von Halt did all the translating for him.41 The trip culminated at the Kaiserhof, a swanky Berlin hotel frequented by Nazi leadership. There, Brundage, along with Sigfrid Edström and von Halt, met with three representatives from a Jewish sports league in Germany.42 Inside the meeting room, a Nazi sports official dressed in black SS clothing stood before the Jewish officials, observing. It wasn’t the ideal venue for honest dialogue about anti-Jewish violence, but Brundage voiced no objection.43
In the hotel, Brundage leafed through a thick folder of newspaper reports he’d compiled about the expulsion of Jewish athletes from German sports. He quizzed the Jewish sports leaders about their experiences. When Brundage asked, “Can Jews be members of a German sports club?” the officials informed him they were allowed only in Jewish clubs.44 Brundage seemed unbothered. “In my club in Chicago, Jews are not permitted, either,” he told the group.45
Robert Atlasz, one of the Jewish sports officials who attended the meeting, was afraid to refute Brundage. He distrusted the American’s motivations. Unnerved by the SS official, he stuck solely to answers about sports that could not get him in trouble with the Nazis. He wrote later that he could not “freely and truthfully” answer Brundage’s questions,46 a fact that should have been more than obvious to the American.
Unsurprisingly, Brundage gave a glowing report upon his return. On September 26, at Brundage’s recommendation, the American Olympic Committee officially accepted their invitation to the Berlin Olympics.47 It was welcome news to Theodor Lewald, Carl Diem, and Karl Ritter von Halt, but it didn’t sway many of the boycotters. One congressman from New York spoke openly of his belief that “the Reich Sports Commissars have snared and deluded” Brundage.48



CHAPTER 9
IN JUNE 1933, as stories of Nazi street violence were making headlines across Europe, Zdeněk Koubek walked up to a hotel in downtown Prague to meet one of the most famous female athletes in Europe.1 Before arriving, Koubek called the hotel’s front desk to make sure she was there. He was terrified and took a deep breath before knocking on Stella Walsh’s door. A voice called for him to come in.
Koubek found Walsh lying on the floor of her hotel room, practicing scissor kicks. A stopwatch lay by her side. Her dark curly hair spilled onto her eyebrows. Walsh had lived much of her life in Cleveland, Ohio, but she was in Prague to compete on behalf of Poland, where she was born. Her career straddled national borders: the year prior, when she won gold at the Los Angeles Olympics, she had chosen to compete for Poland. She hadn’t had much of a choice; the United States had been too slow to approve her American citizenship.2
Koubek and Walsh had a lot in common. For both of them, their bodies were a source of public fixation. After losing to Walsh, one American relay runner complained that she was stuck “competing against this manly woman.” Walsh, she said, “seemed so big and aggressive, and didn’t know her place.”3 These were characteristic comments, but Walsh, who was twenty-two, almost three years older than Koubek, had learned to brush them aside. After winning gold, she began to live more and more like a celebrity. She wore extravagant outfits—a racoon coat, a blue tam cap, multiple rings4— to emphasize how little the comments bothered her.
When Koubek stepped into her hotel room, Walsh looked up from the floor and smiled at him.5 She pointed at an ottoman and told him to have a seat. The two sat together and gossiped about other top runners for half an hour. Koubek was overjoyed. Only as he was leaving did he notice Walsh’s nightstand: on it, prominently displayed, lay a shaving kit. He turned back to Walsh and noticed the outlines of facial hair just above her lips. Instinctively, Koubek touched his own face, which he had shaved a few hours earlier. Years later, Koubek would remember that moment as a relief. He was “not alone” in his “suffering,” he wrote. “Even the most famous track star in the world had to shave.”
When Koubek and Walsh faced off the next day, almost no one thought Koubek would prevail. Walsh was an Olympian at the top of her game; Koubek, though he’d notched a handful of impressive victories, was a scrawny nineteen-year-old, still new to the professional sporting world. At the start of the hundred-meter race, Koubek estimated that Walsh was favored to win “by a margin of 99%.” But to everyone’s shock, Koubek eked out a victory against the gold medalist. He crossed the finish line just milliseconds before Walsh. The crowd was ecstatic. A group of photographers encircled Koubek, and hundreds of spectators lined up to shake his hand.
Two months later, a letter arrived at Koubek’s house in Brno from VS Praha, a Czech sports league based in Prague. Enclosed were 100 Czech crowns, plus a personal note: the club wanted him to join its team. Koubek said yes. Prague was the bigger city, with more opportunities for work and athletic growth. And his life in Brno was reaching a dead end. His job at the haberdashery had little prospect for advancement, and he didn’t have many friends. That fall, he said goodbye to Boženka, his longtime coworker, and packed his bags for the capital.
In Prague, Koubek secured a job working as an assistant to a university professor. It paid 499 Czech crowns a month, which would have been frustratingly little money were the job not so easy. Koubek essentially worked as a receptionist, answering only the occasional phone call. He had plenty of free time, and he spent it training for his next big athletic challenge: the Women’s World Games, scheduled to be held in London the following August, in 1934.
The job also came with free accommodations in a university dorm room on Black Street, a tiny cobblestone street lined with Renaissance-style buildings. Koubek decorated his room with postcards of Mount Vesuvius and Germany’s Black Forest, which he dreamed of one day visiting. He didn’t have a very active social life, preferring to run laps around the track over a trip to the movies. From the narrative essay he published later, he seemed to be naturally shy, and more than a little bit timid. Friends were never a goal—he was used to spending his free time on his own. In the morning, he woke up to the toll of the clock tower, rolled out of bed, and took a crowded city bus to the VS Praha field.
Living in the big city also meant heightened scrutiny. The more track meets Koubek won, the more he felt watched. In VS Praha, his new club, the women became suspicious of him first; not long after, the men followed. Koubek began receiving anonymous letters that contained thinly veiled accusations that he was hiding something. “Why don’t you undress in the communal women’s changing room at training and matches?” one anonymous writer asked. Koubek always threw out the letters. He tried to forget they existed at all. They were “drops of poison,” he thought, sent by people who only wanted to take him down. But he’d be lying if he said the accusations didn’t unnerve him. Deep down, he knew they weren’t far off from the truth.
Soon after arriving in Prague, Koubek received a letter from a man he didn’t know. He opened it, bracing for another accusation of cheating. Instead, he found himself thumbing through a long handwritten note. “You will certainly be surprised that I am writing to you,” the boy, named Karel Ryska, wrote. “Even I am confused and surprised that I worked up the courage at all.” Ryska went on to explain that he was a member of VS Praha. He had seen Koubek practicing on the women’s team and had taken a liking to him. “I offer you my heartfelt friendship,” he said, “but, you know, separate from sports and in a different way than you are used to from the other boys.” Ryska had a request: he wanted to know if the two of them could go on a date. Perhaps, Ryska said, they could meet at a bus station that Sunday and travel down to his family’s summer cottage in Zbraslav, a town along the Vltava River, just south of Prague.
Koubek surprised himself by saying yes. In those days, he barely trusted anyone. Still, it was a distraction, a person he could talk to about something other than the forthcoming Women’s World Games. That Sunday, he caught a bus packed with people dressed for a hike, backpacks and guitars slung across their backs. Koubek wore a gray skirt, which he instantly regretted. When he reached the stop, he found Ryska standing awkwardly, a book in hand, waiting for him. Koubek recognized Ryska immediately from practice. They had played scrimmages against each other, Koubek realized. Koubek had always liked him. “You look more like a poet than a hiker,” Koubek told him, gesturing to Ryska’s book.
After saying hello, they started walking along the river, through a patch of woods lined with chestnut trees. Koubek listened as a group of hikers up ahead sang to themselves:
Each boy has his girl,
the girl that he loves …
Koubek apologized to Ryska for walking so slowly. “If I were wearing pants, no doubt I’d be able to overtake those hikers,” he said. “You cannot imagine what suffering it is for a runner with the reputation of being the fastest woman on the continent to wear a stupid skirt.” Ryska grinned at him and said, “We don’t have to rush; it’s so beautiful here. We aren’t missing anything.”
On their way into the forest, the pair stopped at a rock, and Koubek gazed out at the countryside. At first, he didn’t notice the cold touch of Ryska’s finger on his. Then he felt something wet and warm, and he turned and realized Ryska was kissing his hand. Koubek’s heart started racing. Ryska pulled him closer, wrapping his arms around Koubek’s waist. “I have been in love with you even before I first saw you,” he whispered. He had read about Koubek in the newspapers, he explained, and had known who Koubek was when he joined VS Praha. Getting the chance to compete against each other in scrimmages was just a happy coincidence. “I love you for your beautiful eyes, your clear and honest eyes,” he said. “I know that you are truly the girl for me.”
Something about that word, “girl”—or perhaps just Ryska’s forthrightness—made Koubek jump. He pulled away, tears in his eyes. “You are mistaken, Karel,” he said. “I am not the girl for you. Listen to me, I’m not a girl at all.”
Koubek didn’t know what had possessed him to say that out loud. He realized right away that he’d said too much. He turned and ran in the other direction, back to the bus stop, back to Prague, back to his dorm room. He tried not to listen as his words ricocheted around the woods: I’m not a girl at all.

The next day, Ryska called Koubek and assured him he wouldn’t breathe a word of what had happened. He understood that Koubek wasn’t interested in him romantically. He wanted, at least, to become friends. Koubek was relieved, but knowing his secret was safe didn’t stop him from replaying the interaction again and again the following days. He thought about those words, that slip of truth. I’m not a girl at all. Why did it feel like he meant it?
As the weeks passed, Koubek grew more self-conscious of strangers’ stares, paranoid that the secret of his true identity was on the verge of spilling out. Koubek thought he had finally been exposed when, as a part of an April Fool’s joke, a Prague newspaper ran a story on him. He was sitting in a café in downtown Prague when he saw the headline. He read it, confused. The paper noted that Koubek was training with male runners on VS Praha as he prepared for the Women’s World Games in London. It had a proposal. Because Koubek “has no equal rival in Czechoslovakia and soon anywhere in the world, a circle of experts have considered whether it wouldn’t be better if she competed in the men’s division.” When he read that line, Koubek’s heart nearly stopped. To compose himself, he had to gulp down a glass of water. It was satire, he reminded himself. Just satire.
His identity consumed his thoughts. After the satirical article, the anonymous letters, and the interactions with Walsh and Ryska, the idea of traveling to London for the Women’s World Games felt increasingly unsafe. The games would be his highest-profile event yet—and if people were this suspicious of him now, he could only imagine what people would say about him there.
After turning it over in his head all week, Koubek resolved to drop out. He told a fellow athlete that he couldn’t go to London because he was afraid of how the press would characterize him. The athlete scoffed. “Madame Milliat would have a stroke if she learned the reason you didn’t want to run,” the athlete said. “Don’t pay attention to what people say. Answer with your actions. Who cares even if the whole town is talking about it?”
It was the arrival of a new student, Jarmila Žaková, the wealthy daughter of an industrialist, that changed Koubek’s mind. Jarmila was beautiful: rosy cheeks, blue eyes, dark hair. She seemed to understand him instinctively. When Koubek would panic about his future, Jarmila knew how to calm him down. Together, they went out to the movies and inhaled films starring Greta Garbo, Audrey Hepburn, and Marlene Dietrich. They met at cafés, braving the winter rain to gossip about sports or celebrities. With Jarmila’s support, Koubek cut his hair shorter, so that it looked more like a boy’s. Koubek noticed his confidence returning.
In his subsequent writings, Koubek never clarified the nature of his relationship with Jarmila. Outsiders still assumed Koubek was a woman at the time, and any romantic relationship they may have had would have been coded as queer—a dangerous prospect. But there was undeniably something special about what the two of them shared.

By the spring of 1934, anticipation around Koubek was building. The Women’s World Games in London were mere weeks away, and Czech sports fans were abuzz with the possibility that their hometown hero might bring home gold.
Athletes from seventeen countries were planning to attend—almost all of them European, aside from small delegations sent by Palestine, Japan, Canada, the United States, and British-colonial South Africa.6 Koubek was all but certain to qualify, but he faced difficult odds at the tournament itself. Czech athletes had long lagged behind their Polish and German counterparts in women’s track and field, mainly because of funding. Poland and Germany had made a point of training women athletes and building facilities for women’s sports; Czechoslovakia had not. On the field, that differential in investment became clear. Four years prior, when Prague hosted the Women’s World Games, not a single Czech athlete won a medal.7 Koubek was the country’s sole chance this time, and Czech sports fans knew it. National celebrities started to back him. In June, a Czech film star, Anny Ondra, heard about Koubek’s successes on the track and contributed 3,000 Czech crowns to cover the cost of the Czech women’s team’s expedition to London.
On August 7, 1934, it was time to leave. Koubek said goodbye to Jarmila at the train station in Prague.8 Alongside three other track-and-field athletes and several members of the Czech handball team, Koubek crammed into a third-class train car bound for Nuremberg, Germany. The trip was long, punctuated only by ambient conversation and the occasional musical interlude. (One of the players had brought a saxophone to pass the time.) Though in his later writings Koubek did not dwell on it, signs of creeping fascism were everywhere. Koubek brought with him a stack of Czech newspapers to read on the train, but when he reached the German border, Nazi officials forced him to turn them over. Only Nazi-approved literature was allowed inside the country, they said.
Instead, Koubek, who knew little English, began leafing through a dictionary workbook called One Thousand Words in English, to prepare for his arrival in London. As he looked out at the farmlands blurring by, Koubek whispered a single English sentence to himself: “I have a new suit, you have a new suit.”
The next morning, the train stopped on the coast of Belgium, where Koubek boarded a boat to England. Most of his teammates huddled on deck chairs, exhausted and seasick, trying desperately not to throw up. Koubek looked out, awed, as they crossed the English Channel. It was the first time he’d ever been at sea.
By the time the team arrived at Victoria Station in downtown London, Koubek’s nerves had intensified. London was bigger and more cramped than any city he had ever visited. Every street corner seemed to lurch toward chaos. Metros, double-decker buses, luxury cars, sprawling palaces, and traffic cops shouting directions at throngs of pedestrians all might pack a single block. Koubek discovered he hated British food, which left him feeling nauseated after most meals. He relied on broken English, gleaned from the workbooks he’d read on the train, to navigate the city. Most of all, he worried constantly that officials from the Women’s World Games would somehow be able to discern his secret: that, increasingly, he was feeling more and more like a man.

The White City Stadium opened in a former orchard above Notting Hill in April 1908, just ahead of that year’s London Olympics.9 At the time, it was the largest sports stadium in the world, so big that the planners fit a swimming pool in the middle of the track-and-field course. In the years since, it had lost its sheen. Instead of big track-and-field events, after the war, White City mostly hosted greyhound racing, car racing, and occasionally soccer. The Women’s World Games was its biggest event in years.10 On the morning of August 9, standing in front of an enormous crowd at the White City, Lord Desborough, a British aristocrat who contributed funding to Alice Milliat’s organization, declared the Women’s World Games open. He reminded the crowd that the games were played “for the honor of women’s athletics and for the glory of sport.”11 Then he released a dove into the air. Alice Milliat, even though she had organized the event, did not speak.
The track-and-field competitions began that afternoon. Koubek sat in the stadium, scribbling notes. The Czech newspaper Star had tasked him with writing dispatches about each game,12 since the paper couldn’t afford to send a real journalist to London on its behalf. There wasn’t much to report. The Germans swept every competition—the high jump, the discus, the shot put—and only the Nazi flag was displayed on the flagstaff.13 From the stands, Koubek heard the Nazi national anthem blast over the loudspeakers so many times that he memorized the words.
The next day, Koubek turned out for his signature event: the eight-hundred-meter dash.14 At the track, he lined up alongside a half-dozen athletes, including Britain’s Gladys Lunn and Sweden’s Märtha Wretman. Koubek bent down and took a breath. The crowd fell to a hush, waiting for the start. When the referee fired a pistol, the athletes were off.
Koubek missed the jump, and Wretman and Lunn leapt out ahead of him. The first lap around the track, he trailed in third place, while Wretman sprinted ahead in first.
Koubek saw his window closing. He pushed himself faster, faster.15 Suddenly he was in a full-body sprint. Koubek sensed the audience around him going quiet, waiting to see how long he could keep up this speed. “In astonishingly quick time,” the papers reported later,16 Koubek edged out Lunn, and he was within a few feet of Wretman. On the third and final lap, Koubek pushed past the Swede. He didn’t slow, not for a second. He barreled across the tape.
When a megaphone declared Koubek the victor, the Czech team erupted into cheers. Koubek was still at the finish line, gasping for breath, when he heard the first notes of the Czech national anthem. Someone raised the Czech flag. Koubek was flooded with emotion. Watching his teammates rush to embrace him was an “unforgettable moment,” he wrote later.
At some point, a teammate or a coach or an official told him that he’d broken a world record. His time was 2 minutes and 12.4 seconds, over four seconds ahead of the previous best. Koubek had won gold at the Women’s World Games, and in the process he’d bought himself a spot in history. Koubek, though, didn’t let himself savor it. In the evening, in a dispatch he wrote for Star, the gold medalist sounded oddly dismal. He lamented that if he’d given himself a better start, his record-setting time “might have been even better.”17

The Germans continued to dominate the second day of the Women’s World Games. By the close of the event, they claimed nine of the twelve available gold medals, with Poland and Czechoslovakia taking the other three. In the newspaper dispatches from the games, the German sweep was second only to one story: the rise of Zdeněk Koubek. Attendees seemed to be taken with the young sprinter. One report noted that he was “irresistible” to watch, and he “looked and ran just like a splendid male athlete.”18 Another called his eight-hundred-meter dash “the performance to command most admiration” at the Women’s World Games.19 Unspoken was the possibility that, in two years, Koubek might make it all the way to the Berlin Olympics.
Sports executives were eager to meet the new world record holder. That night, Koubek was meant to attend a banquet for the winning athletes alongside members of the European press.20 In his hotel room, Koubek, dressed in a green suit, stared at himself in the mirror. He couldn’t believe how sad the person staring back at him seemed. He knew this wasn’t what winning was supposed to feel like. He’d spent years training for this moment. He’d achieved his dreams, shattered a world record. There was no reason to be despondent.
In truth, he felt like a fraud. Tears glistened in his eyes. Why had he traveled to London? he asked himself. Now everyone was going to identify him as a winner of a women’s competition, a word that seemed to fit him less and less by the day. He glanced down at the gold medal in his hand, which suddenly felt unbearably heavy. He thought about hurling it out the window and onto the streets of London.
Or maybe, he wrote later, he would go back to the White City Stadium and shout: “Keep your golden reward, I don’t want it! It doesn’t belong to me! It is intended for the winner of a women’s contest. And I…!” He thought back to that conversation with Karel Ryska, the boy who had tried to kiss him months earlier. I’m not a girl at all!
A phone call interrupted his spiral. Numb, Koubek picked up the receiver and listened as a Czech official urged him to hurry over to the celebrations. “I hope you are already dressed,” the voice said. “We’ll be there in half an hour! The banquet is right at eight!” Koubek said that he’d be there soon. When he hung up, he thought again about the medal. Yes, he decided, he could return it—he could drop out of the games, and Alice Milliat could just pass his award on to the second-place finisher. Then he’d be free.
He reached for his keys. That was it: he would go to the banquet and give the medal to Wretman, the second-place finisher, “even at the cost of an international scandal,” he later wrote in a personal essay.
He was on his way out of the hotel room when he heard a knock. He opened the door, expecting to see his coach. Instead, Jarmila was standing outside. He couldn’t believe it. She hadn’t told him she was coming. He’d left her at the train station in Prague just a few days earlier. Now there she was, in his hotel room in London, surprising him.
Koubek quickly confessed his plan. When he told her he was going to attend the banquet and return his medal, Jarmila stopped him. He needed some air, some time to think, she said. She took him to a café on the bottom floor of the hotel.
Minutes later, as dusk settled over the streets of London, Koubek was sitting at a table across from Jarmila, sipping lemonade through a straw. He thought about the banquet, which he knew had already started. “I shouldn’t have listened to you,” he told Jarmila. “I should have gone there. Everyone will be there and I could have returned the medal in front of everyone.”
Jarmila laughed at him. “Don’t speak nonsense. You don’t really mean that.” When Koubek tried to protest that he didn’t feel comfortable receiving the award, Jarmila shook her head. “We didn’t come here to argue.”
“But I can’t bear this anymore,” Koubek said into his drink. “Come what may, at least I will be able to get rid of the hated title of record woman.”
Jarmila squeezed his hand. “I understand you,” she told him. “I am all for you returning the medal, but do it in such a way that there won’t be the slightest doubt of the rightness and legitimacy of your actions. Until then, think of the medal as a kind of deposit.” In other words: don’t jettison your career, not until you are sure about your gender.
As the streets of London emptied for the night, the two sat and talked in the café for another hour. At some point, Koubek asked Jarmila how she’d gotten to London in the first place, and why she hadn’t told him she was here. Jarmila admitted it was a last-minute plan—she’d sweet-talked her father into paying for her trip, which she pitched as a three-month excursion to improve her English. She had made it in time to watch Koubek win gold at the White City Stadium earlier that day.
“I arranged it specifically so that I could see your international triumph,” she told him proudly. “It was really hard for me to hold myself back and not rush the field with the other fans and congratulate you right there after your victory.”

What Koubek didn’t know then was that at the banquet he had skipped, a mutiny was brewing. Camera bulbs flashed; athletic officials clinked champagne glasses; the winners sat together at a long white-cloth dining table. There was one empty chair. Throughout the night, Koubek’s coach kept staring at it. Where was his team’s star athlete?
A rumor began floating around the room. Koubek, some people whispered, looked a little bit too masculine on the field that day. Koubek’s subsequent account identified the origin of the rumors as a British journalist named “Mr. Simpson,” but it’s unclear that a sports journalist by that name even existed. Koubek was likely referring to Bertie C. Sims, a white South African sports official who had served as the coach of the South African women’s team.21 Sims was convinced that his team had been cheated. Many of their competitors, he believed, were not nearly feminine enough to be women. He had wanted to confront Koubek at the banquet, at least according to a later essay written by Koubek himself—and when Koubek refused to show up, it only confirmed the South African leader’s suspicions.22
The day Koubek left London, a thick fog blanketed the city. Jarmila stayed behind. Her father had already committed money to let her study in the city for three months, and she wanted to make the most of it. Koubek watched her through the train window. As he pulled out of the station in London, she waved at him, her fingers curled around a white handkerchief. Then, when the train hurtled forward, she melted into the haze.
For a few weeks, they kept in touch. Jarmila sent a steady stream of letters, including updates on how the British press was covering the aftermath of the Women’s World Games. A month or so after the games, Koubek opened a letter from Jarmila that left him devastated. His closest friend in the world had fallen in love. “I have met up with Dr. K. here who is great company. Once you see us together in Prague it will be no wonder to you that I got engaged to him so fast like some romantic little girl,” Jarmila wrote. “Don’t be mad at me about it. Even if I won’t have as much time for you, I remain your good friend.”
Jarmila was married by the spring. After that August, Koubek saw her only one more time, sitting in the window of a Prague café. Then, like so many others in his life, she was gone.

In the days after the Women’s World Games, Koubek arrived back in Prague; Alice Milliat returned to Paris; the sports press moved on. But Bertie C. Sims could not let go of his suspicions. A week and a half later, in his report to the British Empire Games Association, he made a surprise plea.23 He wanted his country, British-colonial South Africa, to withdraw from the Women’s World Games. His reason was simple: the Women’s World Games were permitting sex fraud.
“I am very much against our taking part in these events,” he told the members. “The class of person representing foreign countries in these games is, to say the least, most peculiar, and one heard remarks on all sides that they were not women.” Sims didn’t have any actual evidence outside his own gut feeling. “From my personal observations I must say I am very much in agreement with these opinions,” he told the committee, “as quite a number of the outstanding foreign athletes were shaved, and had very deep voices, and gave the impression of being of the masculine sex.”24
For the first few weeks after Sims made his recommendation, nothing came of it. He had suggested that South Africa abandon the Women’s World Games in a closed-door meeting. Only a select group of sports officials heard him, and for all anyone knew, they may have dismissed the comments as ludicrous and Sims as a conspiracy theorist. Then, on September 20, the British press got their hands on his remarks. They must have known right away that it was a sensational story. Newspapers across the country carried excerpts of Sims’s speech, affixed with headlines like “World Games ‘Women’ Really Men, Says Track Coach”25 and “Claims Men Posed as Girls in Sport Events at London.”26
When a Canadian coach and newspaper columnist named Alexandrine Gibb read about Sims’s comments, she felt a surge of relief. That August, she had traveled to London to coach the Canadian track-and-field team. Gibb had watched her athletes shuffle into their dressing room, dejected. Some athletes started “asking what chance they had when they were forced to run against ‘men’ in the women’s world games,” Gibb wrote in a newspaper op-ed.27 She didn’t know how to respond—she thought it wasn’t right: “I had a dressing-room full of Canadian girls weeping because they had to toe the mark against girls who shaved and spoke in mannish tones.”28
In the first half of the twentieth century, aside from Alice Milliat, few people had done more to shape the development of women’s sports than Gibb. In 1925, she founded the Women’s Amateur Athletic Union, which soon became one of the premier athletic organizations in Canada.29 From there, she worked her way up the ranks of international governance. Beginning in 1932, the IAAF, that international track-and-field federation, offered her a spot on its Committee for Women’s Sports, alongside Avery Brundage, making her one of the few women to receive such a position.30
Gibb, though, was becoming concerned about the femininity—or lack thereof—of top female athletes. In a column in the Toronto Daily Star days after the Women’s World Games, Gibb lamented that while her Canadian team members were paragons of femininity, “a number of the English girls are extremely mannish.”31 These physical differences between women, she said, made the competitions unfair; the worst part was that everyone could see it. At the White City Stadium, she said, a massage therapist had told her that the Canadians needed more “husky girls” if they ever wanted to win. “These frail lilies of Canadians are so different to the others,” the therapist had apparently said to Gibb.
Reading about Sims only seemed to harden Gibb’s convictions. When a reporter dismissed the Sims comments as ridiculous, Gibb punched back. “It wasn’t so amusing,” she wrote at the end of September, “not when you were there and saw real feminine Canadian girls forced to compete against that sort of a mannish athlete in track and field events.”32
The Sims story created a firestorm in the sports press—though in truth, most reporters didn’t know what to make of it. Despite the fervor, the idea that many competitors were not women most likely seemed ludicrous. Many journalists called up other athletes who had competed in the Women’s World Games to get their perspectives. A South African field athlete named Eileen Crockart told the press that though many women athletes had facial hair and “we often thought they were men athletes when we saw them on the track,” these were only aesthetic discrepancies. “There was no doubt, however, that they were women,” she said.33
Hilda Strike, a Montreal sprinter, laughed when a journalist asked her about men competing in the Women’s World Games. “They seemed feminine enough to me,” Strike said. Yes, “one or two of these athletes had a little hair on their faces and had to shave,” she said, but many women—athletes or not—“had the same difficulty.” According to another athlete, “Some of the girls looked mannish and they were certainly very big, but the statement that they were men is absurd.”34
Yet for all the skepticism it inspired, the Sims story marked a departure for the sporting world, the opening salvo, in many ways, in what would become a regime of surveilling femininity. While whispers about masculine women dated back to the start of the Women’s World Games, never had a prominent official so directly accused opponents of challenging a normative understanding of womanhood—and worse, of cheating, by way of gender fraud.
Neither Sims nor Gibb mentioned any athlete by name, but many in women’s sports knew who they were describing. Between his avoidance of the women’s locker rooms, his boyish new haircut, and the traces of stubble on his chin, Koubek had become a focal point of suspicion. Rumors soon trickled out that during the Women’s World Games, a medical group testing to see how strenuous exercise impacted women had asked to examine Koubek for their study. Without explanation, Koubek had refused. While it should not have been suspicious for an athlete to want privacy, Koubek’s unwillingness to sit for the examination “gave rise to rumors that there was some mystery about [him],” a Prague newspaper reported.35
When Koubek first read the comments by Sims, he felt his face get hot. For a time he thought about using the story as a chance to come forward. It would be so easy to just tell the press that Sims, while misguided, was at least directionally correct—that, yes, Koubek wanted to live as a man. Eventually, though, he thought better of it. When his friends asked him about the article, he told them that it was “nothing new under the sun. They are just good old Czech gossip, dressed in English clothes.”36

Alice Milliat did not comment on the Bertie C. Sims report publicly, but according to Koubek, she was furious. The report hit the Women’s World Games “like lightning,” Koubek wrote later, and Milliat placed urgent calls to Sims, threatening to dismiss him from the FSFI, the organization that oversaw the Women’s World Games, if he didn’t retract his statement.37
The allegations could not have come at a worse time. Milliat could feel the influence of the Women’s World Games waning. Her back-and-forth with Sigfrid Edström, the head of the IAAF, was getting more contentious. Edström was plowing ahead with his plan to wrest control of women’s athletics from the FSFI, having decided that Milliat was “completely impossible” to negotiate with.38 Milliat was insistent that she would not give up organizing the Women’s World Games. The IAAF “had done nothing for women’s sport and was not interested in it,” she told the membership of the FSFI.39
Still, she could see the writing on the wall. Women’s sports were not a particularly profitable enterprise, and putting on the Women’s World Games every four years had sunk her deeper into debt. She started taking out newspaper ads that made overtures to social conservatives, claiming that women’s sports could extinguish “social evils” and cut infant mortality rates, and urging readers to buy a subscription to the FSFI for as little as 3 francs.40
By September, the FSFI’s coffers were so empty that Milliat grasped at increasingly implausible solutions. She wrote a letter to Avery Brundage, noting that the group was 1,500 francs in debt, and asked for help.41 When Brundage shared the letter with Edström, the Swede admitted that Milliat’s question “caused me to smile.” Milliat’s organization had been such a burden on the IAAF, Edström said, that “we certainly have no interest at all to support it.”42 Perhaps if the Women’s World Games ran out of money, Milliat would finally disappear.

FSFI or not, the regulation of amateur sports for both women and men remained a consistent source of controversy. One day in the spring of 1935, a Czech official opened up a copy of Sport, a popular German-language newspaper published out of Zurich.43 Flipping through its pages, he stumbled across an ad for Ovaltine, a milk-flavoring product that marketed itself as an energy booster. The ad featured the brand’s slogan, “A daily cup of Ovaltine keeps the body in shape,” alongside a photo of a familiar athlete: Zdeněk Koubek.
The official was furious. Koubek, as an amateur athlete, was not allowed to collect any money from his sport or from his associated celebrity. This ad looked a lot like a product endorsement, which was illegal under the rules of amateur sport. The official reported the ad to the Czechoslovak Amateur Athletic Union, the organization that governed track-and-field sports in Czechoslovakia. The group threatened to classify Koubek as a professional, which would make him ineligible for the upcoming Berlin Olympics.
Koubek denied the charge that he’d participated in the ad. The newspaper, he maintained, had simply used his photo out of context, without his permission. Though he did like Ovaltine and drank it regularly before his sprints, he hadn’t actually agreed for his image to be used in the ad. In a letter to the press, Koubek insisted, “I cannot keep track of all the things that people write about me.”
The Czechoslovak Amateur Athletic Union didn’t believe him. That June, the sports organization sent a blue slip to his dorm in Prague, informing him that he no longer had a place in amateur sports. The fallout was swift: VS Praha expelled Koubek from its team. No matter, Koubek thought. He would continue to play sports, just on his own. But when Koubek tried to sign up to run an eight-hundred-meter race independently, officials turned him away, telling him only members of a club were allowed to join. Defeated, Koubek watched the race from the stands. Only two runners participated, and they both ran so slowly, he thought, “that they might have been walking.”
Koubek could have fought back. But he was exhausted and annoyed, and he hadn’t had a vacation in years. Politically, his country seemed to be backsliding: just a month earlier, the country’s pro-Nazi party, the Sudeten German Home Front, had won nearly 1.25 million votes, more than any other.44
There was also the matter of his gender. If the Ovaltine ad had truly run without his consent or participation, the Czechoslovak Amateur Athletic Union most likely wouldn’t have banned him. His unceremonious expulsion from amateur sports had the hallmarks of an ulterior motive. Perhaps officials were so quick to cut ties with Koubek because they had heard the rumors about him, and, worse, believed them. Koubek made the only decision he could. On June 23, he told The Czech Evening Word that he was retiring indefinitely from sports.45
The news sent shock waves through Czechoslovakia. Here was one of the country’s top athletes, exiting the spotlight before he had even reached his prime. The Czech Evening Word wrote up a glowing obituary to Koubek’s sporting career, heralding him as “our most popular runner” and “the most photographed woman in Czechoslovakia.” But the Word alluded to the possibility that more opaque motives had influenced Koubek’s sudden decision to quit. “The reasons for this genuinely surprising decision are of a distinctly private nature,” the paper wrote.
In the months after his resignation, Koubek returned home to Brno with hardly a penny to his name. He visited the bonfires where he had first learned to sprint. He thought about how unhappy he had been as a child, how out of place he felt. At some point, everything clicked. For as much as the Ovaltine scandal infuriated him, he knew, deep down, that it wasn’t the real reason he’d chosen to step away from sports. There was something else he needed to reckon with first, something he’d been pushing off for his entire life.



CHAPTER 10
ON OCTOBER 5, 1933, four men stepped out of an armored Mercedes-Benz and onto the field surrounding the German Stadium. Adolf Hitler followed Theodor Lewald and Wilhelm Frick, the Nazi interior minister, onto the scrubby surface where Germany’s original Olympic stadium stood.1
Twenty years earlier, the German Stadium was Berlin’s crown jewel, the embodiment of its global sporting ambitions. By now, it looked out of date, and Hitler was visibly unimpressed. When Lewald and Werner March, the thirty-nine-year-old architect who was tasked with revamping the site, explained the planned upgrades, the dictator shook them off. Their vision wasn’t ambitious enough. “German sport needs something gigantic,” Hitler told the men.2 He demanded a stadium that could host over a hundred thousand people.3 Then he climbed back into his Mercedes-Benz and zipped back to the city center.
Werner March submitted an alternative stadium idea four days later.4 Hitler was still unsatisfied. He didn’t want only a new stadium, he decided—he wanted an entire sports field, something that could capture the imagination of the world. Eventually, he and March settled on a concept they called the Reich Sports Field, a sprawling, gated campus that would include lecture halls; interlocking athletic fields for hockey, tennis, swimming, and track and field; and, at its center, the Olympic Stadium.5
Construction on the Reich Sports Field began in the spring of 1934.6 By the end of the year, it was on track to go hopelessly over budget.7 The Nazis found the money, but the new subsidy came with strings attached. Hitler wanted to do away, at least privately, with the fallacy that the Organizing Committee, led by Theodor Lewald, was an independent operator. Lewald had little choice but to comply. On October 15, 1934, Lewald and Carl Diem met in secret to sign a document formally rejecting the independence of the Organizing Committee.8 The Nazi Party would now have full control over organizing the Olympics. It was Lewald’s last glimmer of leverage, and he signed it away.
None of this was telegraphed abroad—not that international sports officials were particularly eager to probe for the truth. By the end of 1934, Avery Brundage, for one, assumed he’d extinguished the controversy around the Olympics once and for all. Shoring up his confidence was a poll in March 1935, which found a healthy skepticism of the boycott movement, with 57 percent of Americans saying they were against a boycott and 43 percent saying they were in favor.9 The American Olympic Committee had already accepted the invitation of the Organizing Committee, which meant Brundage had one last obstacle to clear. In its final meeting, slated for December 1935, the Amateur Athletic Union still needed to certify its athletes for the Olympics. Certification was typically a bureaucratic process, little noticed by the public, and Brundage had no doubt that it would sail through, as it always had.
That sense of stability lasted for only the first few months of 1935. On the evening of July 15, 1935, two hundred Nazi partisans dressed in military boots poured into the streets of Berlin’s posh Kurfürstendamm neighborhood, chanting, “Out with Jews!”10 The Nazis chased, attacked, and beat Jewish citizens. They affixed signs with slogans like “The Jew is the cause of all our troubles” to shop windows. When cars drove past, they forced open the doors and dragged out anyone they thought looked Jewish. Bystanders placed urgent calls to the police, but it was useless: the police were on the same side as the rioters.11
It became one of the most violent bursts of antisemitism since Hitler’s ascension, and it also almost didn’t make the news. In Hitler’s Germany, Nazis exerted full control over the press, and they could typically suppress stories they didn’t like. The news of the massacre might not have reached America if a reporter for the magazine The Living Age hadn’t been there to witness it. His subsequent report confirmed what many already knew: Hitler’s regime was lurching toward a violent extermination of Jewish residents.12
Days later, the American Jewish Committee repeated its call for America to boycott the Berlin Olympics. This time, the boycotters won a key convert. Jeremiah Mahoney, Brundage’s successor as president of the Amateur Athletic Union, pledged after the attacks that he intended to block the United States from joining the Berlin Olympics.13 Brundage was outraged. Mahoney had his sights on the New York City mayoralty, Brundage knew, and Brundage claimed that his sudden opposition to the Olympics was nothing more than a gambit to win political support.14 The possibility that Mahoney, or any other official, might have been genuinely horrified by escalating Nazi violence did not seem to occur to him.
Brundage, if he had ever felt sympathy for the boycotters, had by then lost it. The naked fascism on display in the Kurfürstendamm neighborhood bothered him far less than the resurgence of the boycott movement. In fiery letters to sports officials, he parroted antisemitic talking points, insisting that New York newspapers were “largely controlled” by Jewish people and that Jewish people “have been clever enough to realize the publicity value of sport and are bending every effort to involve the American Olympic Committee.”15 Brundage raged against “Jewish merchant advertisers” who “may have something to do with” the onslaught of negative press about the Olympics.16
IOC officials were equally willing to downplay the Nazis’ escalating violence. Charles Sherrill, an American member of the IOC, decided that a PR blitz would be enough to contain the boycotters.17 On August 24, 1935, as tensions flared, he visited Hitler in Munich. If he could get Hitler to say on record that the Nazis would not bar Jewish athletes from the Olympics, he thought, then the American public would come back around. It wasn’t supposed to be a contentious visit—Sherrill assumed he and the dictator would be in agreement. But when Sherrill brought up the idea that Germany should allow Jewish athletes to compete, Hitler scoffed. If the IOC forced his hand, Hitler informed the American, Hitler would stage a “purely German Olympics” instead.18
Sherrill wrote a frantic letter to IOC president Henri de Baillet-Latour immediately after the meeting, warning him that he would be “in for the greatest shock of [his] life.”19 Sherrill decided to withhold the details of his trip from the press, but he still didn’t withdraw his support of the Olympics. Despite Sherrill’s professed commitment to “fair play,” Hitler’s blunt refusal to allow Jewish athletes at the Olympics wasn’t enough to convince Sherrill to back out.
More severe warning signs soon followed, though they, too, could not puncture the delusional aura of credulity that had captured top IOC officials. That September, the Nazis passed the Nuremberg Race Laws, a set of violently racist rules that stripped Jewish people of citizenship and made it illegal for them to marry “Aryan” Germans.20 (On November 26, 1935, the Nazis broadened the scope of the Nuremberg Race Laws to exclude Black and Romani people from citizenship.) Anyone could have deduced that the laws foreshadowed a devastatingly dark future for Germany. Many boycotters said as much: one Los Angeles sports leader warned that the “German public may successfully present, outwardly, the appearance of Olympic hospitality,” but “the Hitler government has violated the true Olympic doctrine.”21 Even so, to the IOC, the laws looked less like a step toward genocide and more like another public relations headache.
Brundage and Edström begged their friend Karl Ritter von Halt, the IAAF member who had registered as a Nazi, for a credible explanation of the Nuremberg laws. Typically nonchalant, von Halt wrote back that “on his word of honour Jewish athletes would be treated just as the other German athletes,” as Edström explained to Brundage.22 It was, nearly to the word, the same tenuous commitment that Nazi officials had been making since Hitler first took power. World events had long since revealed von Halt’s platitudes to be rooted in lies, but again that didn’t matter to Edström or to Brundage. They refused to see what was plainly in front of them. Without further protest, the pair chose to believe him.
In October 1935, less than a year before the start of the Olympics, Baillet-Latour admitted he was “terribly worried” about the American boycott movement, a feeling he shared with Theodor Lewald, with whom he was in frequent communication.23 They began pitching increasingly ridiculous stunts that they hoped would win back the public. Lewald suggested that he board the famous airship Hindenburg and fly to America, where he could act as an ambassador of Olympic peace.24 When Brundage was let in on the plan, he blocked it. Baillet-Latour then offered to fly to America himself. Brundage again turned him down,25 worrying it would be seen as a sign of weakness if the IOC leader spoke to the American people on Brundage’s behalf.26
Though Brundage insisted to both men that he had the situation in America under control, privately he was nervous. By the fall, thousands of anti-Nazi demonstrators were regularly pouring into Madison Square Garden to protest the Berlin Olympics. A group of 138 Protestant clergymen had just issued a joint statement urging the United States to back out of the games.27 Even some of Brundage’s longtime supporters were “beginning to waver,” Brundage admitted to Edström.28 If he was being honest, he had no idea how to stop the movement.
Brundage’s saving grace arrived in the form of a carefully planned Nazi publicity stunt. In the days following the passage of the Nuremberg Race Laws, the German propaganda machine revved into action. In late September, the Nazi sports czar Hans von Tschammer leaked to Charles Sherrill, the IOC official, a letter that he’d written to a Jewish-German athlete, Helene Mayer, asking her to join the German Olympic team.29 Mayer, who had won a gold medal at the Amsterdam Olympics in 1928, was already a well-established star. “I beg you to consider yourself as member of the pre-selected German team,” Tschammer had told her. Tschammer explained to Sherrill that he hoped the letter would “support considerably” the American’s fight against the boycott movement. “You will find from this that we work entirely in the spirit of the Olympic Statutes,” Tschammer said.
The letters did not come with a response from Helene Mayer, or a guarantee that she would participate in the Olympics at all; Mayer was now living in the United States,30 and the Nazis had, in fact, just stripped her of her German citizenship rights, owing to her Jewish heritage. But Sherrill took the letters at face value and dutifully leaked them to the US press. That fall, citing Sherrill, US newspapers reported that Jewish athletes were receiving invitations to join the German Olympic team,31 obfuscating the very real violence on the ground in Germany. The idea that he might be propping up a violent regime by leaking the letter did not seem to occur to Sherrill.

Despite the leak of the Mayer letter, Brundage soon suffered a significant blow from within the IOC. Ernest Lee Jahncke, a New Orleans–born shipbuilding magnate,32 was one of three American members on the committee, though undoubtedly the least powerful and least memorable. In truth, except in title, Jahncke was barely part of the IOC. He almost never attended meetings. He was nominated in 1927, at a meeting in Monte Carlo that he did not attend.33 He also skipped the IOC meeting in Amsterdam the next year, citing business demands. Then, in 1929, the new US president, Herbert Hoover, appointed him to be assistant secretary of the navy, a role that kept him from taking any extended European excursions.34 He skipped the 1930 and 1931 IOC meetings, making an appearance only in 1932, when the Olympics were staged in nearby Los Angeles. Despite a colleague telling him that it would be “most unwise” if he skipped the 1933 session as well,35 Jahncke did it anyway.
If Jahncke had fully removed himself from his IOC duties before, the Berlin Olympics brought him back. The more he learned about the state-sponsored violence in Germany, the more infuriated he became.36 In November 1935, Jahncke broke eight years of near silence when he sent an open letter to Baillet-Latour decrying the IOC’s continued defense of Nazi Germany. In the letter, Jahncke urged the Olympics to abandon Berlin as the host. By exacting violence against racial and ethnic minorities, he said, the Nazis had ensured that a truly open and fair Olympics would not be possible.37 “It is my opinion that under the domination of the Nazi Government the German sports authorities have violated and are continuing to violate every requirement of fair play,” he wrote to Baillet-Latour. The pledges from Nazi authorities that all athletes had a chance to compete, he said, were worthless. By repeating these claims, the IOC’s top brass were repeating “an argument used by propagandists.”
When Baillet-Latour read the letter, he was furious. He called it “discourteous” and “one-sided” and speculated that Jahncke hadn’t even written it himself.38 When asked for his response to Jahncke’s comments, William May Garland, the third American member of the IOC, told The New York Times that Jahncke “never attended” an IOC meeting “except for about fifteen minutes here in Los Angeles in 1932.”39 The timing of Jahncke’s public rebuke of the IOC wasn’t a coincidence. With the Berlin Olympics now only months away, members of the boycott movement felt they had one final chance to keep the United States out of the games—the Amateur Athletic Union’s typically mundane December meeting. If they could convince the AAU not to certify any athletes for the Olympics, they thought, the United States might not be able to send a team.
For Brundage, the stakes were dire. The international sports world was watching. On December 5, two days before the AAU meeting, Baillet-Latour told Brundage he was “anxious to hear the result.”40 Brundage’s career at the Olympics—and the Olympics themselves—was riding on how he handled the meeting. But secretly, Brundage felt sure that his side would win.41 As usual, he had a plan.

In the months after he quit sports, Zdeněk Koubek felt like a pariah whenever he walked down the street.42 People with whom he had once exchanged smiles now looked the other way, fixated on something down the block. It was, he thought, like he’d fled from a leper colony. He began to despair about his future.
Sometime in the fall of 1935, he received a letter that turned his life around. Josef Burda, the owner of a sports betting agency, asked Koubek to come to Prague for a job interview. The next day, Koubek found himself in a fifth-floor office in downtown Prague, listening as Burda, a balding, round-faced man, offered him a salary to work for him. Burda doubled as a sports manager, and he gave Koubek a tantalizing proposition: under Burda’s watch, he said, the young athlete could reenter track-and-field sports—not as an amateur this time, but as a professional. It would mean he couldn’t qualify for the Olympics, thanks to the IOC’s amateur rules, but at least he could compete again. In truth, Koubek missed sports—missed the rush of lining up in front of a track, the tense anticipation, the cacophony of cheers when he crossed the finish line. He said yes.
The first step was for Burda to find a sports club that would accept Koubek into its ranks. The two tried Moravian Slavia, a local track-and-field club, but the officials said they would permit Koubek to compete on only one condition: He first needed to submit to a medical exam. If he wanted to return to women’s sports, he needed to “prove” that his body aligned with what they perceived as a normative woman’s body. Koubek refused. Instead, he found a spot on AC Sparta, a budding soccer club. But the experience rattled him. Though he knew the Czech sports community had been whispering about him, he could not believe that anyone, much less the upper management of a sports club, would take the rumors so seriously.
On a gray October day, Koubek slipped into a doctor’s office in Prague and asked for a consultation. Living outwardly as a woman had become untenable, and he wanted to know whether a gender transition was possible. The doctor told him she wasn’t the right person to help, but she provided him the name of a different doctor, whom Koubek later only ever referred to as “Professor H.” Koubek agreed to meet with him. Over the next two months, Professor H. gave Koubek a series of exams that Koubek described as “painstaking.” He felt like a “guinea pig” at the clinic, the most personal parts of his body turned, uncomfortably, into a subject of study. But that was the cost of getting access to medical care in 1935. What sustained him through the humiliation was the thought of a future in which he could live as his true self. Koubek could not stop imagining his “subsequent transfer to that dreamt-of place—the other shore.” By the end of November, Professor H. certified him as “an individual of predominantly male characteristics” and recommended that Koubek have surgery. The doctor said that Koubek should prepare to live publicly as a man.
Around this time, rumors of Koubek’s gender transition reached a reporter with The Czech Word. A journalist whom Koubek identified only as “Hlava” reached out to Koubek, asking whether it was true that the former track star was going to transition gender. Koubek realized it was only a matter of time before the news became public. He told his new boss, Josef Burda, that soon he would show up to the office with new clothes and a new name. To Koubek’s relief, Burda assured him there would still be a place for him. With the guarantee of employment secured, Koubek responded to Hlava. If she wanted, he said, he would do an interview.
On that Sunday, November 30, Koubek was sitting in a café in Prague when a waiter placed a stack of newspapers by his table. Among them was The Czech Word. Koubek flipped to the sports section, where a headline featuring the feminized version of his last name—“Koubková Is Undergoing Surgery”—splashed across the page.43 He smiled as he read it. It felt, he explained later, “not as though reading [my] own obituary but rather the news of the birth of a new person.”44
The report was contained within two simple paragraphs:
For some time, sports fans have been familiar with the rumors surrounding our popular runner Zdeňka Koubková, who, as it is well-known, is a world record holder. Previously we reported the news that the career of our best female runner had concluded in its current form. According to the information we have now, Koubková has decided to end even her short sporting episode with AC Sparta, where after an extended pause she was to compete. Koubková has now told the [Czech Amateur Athletic] Union that she has left the organization.
We have learned that she will soon undergo an operation, after which it will be possible to continue to engage in sport, but not in the capacity of women’s track and field.
When Koubek put down the paper, he met the eyes of the other customers in the café, who blushed and looked away, pretending they hadn’t just been gawking at him. He realized he wasn’t embarrassed.45 At least everyone knows now, he thought. Within a few weeks, he would undergo surgery, and he would live full-time—finally—as a man.
Koubek’s time in the limelight could have ended there, with a few reports in Czech daily newspapers. Koubek probably assumed as much. There was no reason for anyone outside Czechoslovakia to care about his gender transition. The times he had been covered internationally, it was almost never in a stand-alone news story; a line about his achievements might appear in a larger article in The New York Times,46 but he wasn’t the subject of full-scale profiles outside his home country.
Things changed when the story in The Czech Word caught the eye of a Prague-based reporter from the news service Reuters, who likely noticed the article’s cryptic wording—implying, but not outright saying, that Koubek was no longer identifying as a woman—and decided it might have legs. Within a few days, Reuters published its own report on Koubek’s transition, stating that the young athlete was planning to live as a man. It was immediately picked up by newspapers across Europe and the United States.47 It happened fast. Neither Koubek nor the IOC would ever be the same.

The news reached the United States on December 3, when a photo of Koubek in his sleeveless track-and-field jersey graced many of the country’s biggest newspapers. American editors knew they had something special on their hands, and they slapped on sensational headlines to entice readers: “Girl Athlete’s Sex to Be Changed” (New York Daily News), “Champion Girl Athlete Will Become ‘Man’” (San Francisco Examiner), “Girl Athlete Changes Sex and Legal Status” (Los Angeles Times).48 Koubek, the reporters noted, had consulted multiple doctors about his gender. They all recommended that he pursue a surgery to become a man, and, the papers noted, he’d decided they were right.
It was an unprecedented, shocking story, less owing to Koubek’s stature in the sports world than to the idea of transitioning gender at all, which still had the ring of science fiction. Tellingly, the reports couldn’t agree on how, exactly, to explain Koubek’s identity. Some called his transition a “metamorphosis,”49 implying that his physical body had somehow spontaneously changed to mirror that of a man’s; others noted that Koubek had long lived “on the border line between masculinity and femininity,”50 suggesting that he would fit a contemporary definition of intersex. (This was probably the only logical way to explain a gender transition in an era when gender as a psychological concept disentangled from biological sex did not exist.) Koubek “has the choice of either sex, and she has decided to become a man,” one outlet reasoned.51 The San Francisco Examiner wrote that “Koubek was born a bi-sexual,”52 a term that, at the time, roughly corresponded to “intersex” today. Other newspapers tried to establish for their readers that there was precedent for Koubek’s transition. “Such instance of ‘women into man’ are not rare in medical history,” a British wire service, whose article on Koubek was widely carried in the United States, claimed.53
The coverage was bombastic, but not all that negative. To London Life, a British magazine with a penchant for covering stories that challenged popular understandings of sex and sexuality, Koubek’s transition was a “marvellous story” that “definitively proved” that gender transition was possible in humans: “Within the last five years there have been at least six authenticated cases in this country of women becoming men, and men becoming women.”54
London Life hailed the power of medical science to allow people like Koubek to medically transition. “Surgery is coming to the aid of those who in the past have been dismissed as freaks of nature,” the paper declared.55
American and British readers didn’t actually hear from Koubek directly until December 16, when he gave a lengthy interview to the International News Service.56 He told the outlet that he first began suspecting he was a man in early 1935, which was what led him to quit women’s sports. He was happy that his secret was out, he said, but he wanted privacy. Speculation about his physical body was blanketing every major newspaper in the world. “I feel as if suddenly the world had caught me in the nude,” he told reporters. The attention felt like “oppressive shackles.” He couldn’t go anywhere, couldn’t even enter a coffee shop, without someone recognizing him. Ultimately, “my other wishes are to lead a normal life and to get away from the world’s curiosity, so that I can live like anybody else and devote myself to sports.”57
With the Berlin Olympics rapidly approaching, Koubek’s participation became an inevitable question. He was no longer registered as an amateur, so his presence seemed like a distant possibility, but Koubek, oddly, didn’t rule it out. If his forthcoming surgeries were “unsuccessful,” he said, then he might attempt to run in the Berlin Olympics on the women’s team.58 Certainly, he wouldn’t give up his love of sports. After his transition, he planned to join a men’s sports team and continue competing.
The first hurdle was his legal status. Koubek began seeing a lawyer, whom he called “Dr. Č,” about correcting the sex marker on his government-issued documents.59 On December 19,60 three days after Koubek sat for the International News Service interview, Dr. Č filed a petition to the provincial office in Brno, the city where Koubek had grown up, to change his name and sex on his birth certificate. As he waited on the decision, Koubek continued to show up at his office job in traditionally feminine clothing.61 It captured the peculiar limbo of gender minorities in 1935: everyone now knew that Koubek planned to live as a man, but because cross-dressing was a crime in Czechoslovakia, Koubek worried he would be arrested if he wore men’s clothes before his birth certificate was amended.
When he walked from his house to the train station, he couldn’t escape the comments: “Why is that Koubek still wearing a skirt when everyone knows he’s a boy?” It was humiliating. The Czech government, Koubek wrote in his personal essay in a national magazine several months later, “has sovereign domain over all the skirts and pants.” He lamented, “Without the permission of the authorities not even a single skirt is allowed to come off the registers unauthorized.”62
The day before Christmas, Koubek trudged into work, dejected. He still hadn’t heard anything from his lawyer. He had recently started dating a girl, and he was supposed to meet her parents the next day, but he couldn’t possibly show up dressed in a skirt. Then, around 11:00 a.m., a clerk delivered a letter to Koubek’s desk. It was from his lawyer. Dr. Č had good news—though the bureaucrats had yet to respond to the petition, Dr. Č was “convinced” that Koubek would be “entitled to wear men’s clothing from today onward,” without interference from authorities. He included a doctor’s note attesting to the fact and told Koubek to keep it with him at all times. “Forthwith, this letter provides you with that legitimization until the day of an affirmative official settlement of your application,” his lawyer said.63
Koubek was ecstatic. The letter was “the most beautiful Christmas present” he had ever gotten. After work that day, the first thing he did was go out and buy a pair of pants.
A few days later, Koubek returned to his office clad in a knee-length men’s coat, a blue tie, his new pressed pants, and a brimmed hat. His blond hair was cut short, parted slightly to the left. It was his first time presenting as a man to his colleagues. “Is that you?” one coworker exclaimed. “How chic you are!”64
The news that Koubek was officially dressing as a man spread swiftly. “Czech Athlete Now a Man,” The New York Times declared on December 29,65 as if a mere change of clothes was the deciding factor in validating his gender. For journalists, Koubek’s new presentation introduced some novel linguistic difficulties: How should they refer to someone who, in their eyes, had just crossed the boundaries between man and woman? While most reporters switched off between male and female pronouns to describe Koubek, others simply dubbed him “the changed person,” seemingly torn on what to make of Koubek’s current gender status.66 Another split the difference: “Ex-Woman Makes Debut as Man.”67 Though they didn’t always apply the most sensitive language to describe him, most newspapers remained largely unalarmed by Koubek’s transition. To the public, it seemed, it was intriguing to consider that the boundaries of sex were so permeable.
It didn’t take long for the public fascination with Koubek to trickle down into his day-to-day life. Shortly after Christmas, Koubek took his new girlfriend out on a dinner date. The sight of Koubek kissing the young woman on the hand and locking arms with her as they walked across the street caused a “sensation” among onlookers, according to one newspaper.68 Just a few weeks earlier, when the world understood Koubek to be a woman, a public display of affection for a girlfriend would have been illegal. As a man, he could kiss her in public without fear. Columnists joked about what would happen if others followed Koubek’s lead and transitioned. “Certainly if we must be prepared to find our men friends suddenly become women, and our women men, a new terror has been added to life,” a British writer quipped. “For—well, think of the things men say exclusively to men!”69
By January, Koubek had figured out how to parlay his newfound fame into a business. Koubek’s doctors weren’t charging him for his surgeries, citing their scientific interest in understanding sex-change procedures.70 But the other aspects of transitioning, like hiring a lawyer to correct his sex marker, weren’t cheap. To pay the bills, he started charging for photographs and interviews. Paparazzi pictures of him were “commanding high prices,” and Koubek hired an “ex-professional boxer” to serve as his manager, according to one report.71 Whenever the press tried to take a picture of Koubek without permission, the boxer threw himself in the way. It turned out that journalists were more than happy to pay for the chance to interview him, a practice that was not uncommon among tabloids at the time. Koubek asked for $500 from a US wire service in exchange for an exclusive interview.72 An unnamed French newspaper, likely Paris-soir, paid 1,000 francs for a sit-down with him.73 In just a few weeks, Koubek had become an international media sensation.

The Koubek news put Alice Milliat in a bind. The founder of the Women’s World Games had spent years trying to prove that sports could socialize women into models of normative femininity. A prominent athlete within her federation coming out as a man seemed to provide all the ammunition her enemies needed to finally take her down. Within days of Koubek’s announcement that he would live as a man, reporters began peppering Milliat with a single question: Would she take away Koubek’s gold medal from the Women’s World Games?
Why this would even be a controversy is complicated and speaks largely to the era’s understanding of how sex worked. There was no concept of gender as a personal and psychological experience distinct from biology. If Koubek had decided to undergo surgery, readers assumed, it must have been because he already possessed more of the physical traits typically associated with maleness than with femaleness. This wasn’t necessarily the case—in the 1930s, people we would consider trans today often had to pretend to be intersex in order to receive medical care—but it didn’t stop reporters from making assumptions about Koubek’s body.
Milliat didn’t want to succumb to panic. She valued her athletes, and she didn’t see any reason to abandon Koubek because he wanted to live as a man. It was simple, she thought: Koubek identified as a woman when he was part of the Women’s World Games. Now he was identifying as a man. There was no deception at work. She decided to stick by him. “If it is proved that Koubková has become a man, it is logical to consider that previously she was a woman,” Milliat said in an interview on December 13, less than two weeks after the Koubek news broke. “In that case it would be necessary, in my opinion, to maintain the name of Koubková and that of her country in our records.”74
Central to Milliat’s argument was her belief that Koubek was an isolated case. “I do not share the opinion, held by many athletic agencies, that other women athletes will follow Koubková’s example and let themselves be operated on in order to become men,” Milliat said in another interview in early January.75
It was cold comfort to the male-dominated sporting apparatus. Rumors that sports officials were looking at ways to block masculine-presenting athletes spread almost immediately after Koubek’s announcement. On January 2, 1936, Prague officials reportedly floated a requirement that would force any athlete in a women’s sports league to undergo a medical exam “if their sex is doubted.”76 It wasn’t clear what this meant. Was “doubted” sex a specific reference to, say, reproductive organs, or could any woman with traits associated with masculinity, such as a deep voice, be pushed out of competition? Few reporters seemed to press this question. Such a policy, one newspaper speculated, would cut at least two more prominent athletes from competition, though the paper didn’t name the competitors whose sex it “doubted.” The New York Daily News, in turn, reported that rumors in Europe suggested all women might need to submit to medical exams “in order to remove any doubts as to their femininity” at the Berlin Olympics in the summer.77 Again, the Daily News did not clarify what would lead an athlete to be disqualified under these rules. What did it look like to have “doubts” about an athlete’s “femininity”?
As the Koubek news continued to radiate out across international tabloids, calls to regulate women’s sports grew. The Canadian sports columnist Alexandrine Gibb again raised the alarm. Koubek’s transition, she thought, vindicated what she’d been saying for years: it wasn’t fair for some women to “pit their slight feminine frames”78 against athletes whom she characterized as more muscular and masculine. Though she didn’t make clear exactly why this was such a problem—wouldn’t different athletes of the same assigned sex inevitably have different body types?—she insisted that other athletes would soon transition gender. “My own guess is that half a dozen more of the girl athletes who competed in those world games last year, could make a choice of sex,” Gibb wrote.
She found a prominent ally in Wilhelm Knoll, the head of the International Federation of Sports Physicians, an influential group of sports doctors who advised the IOC and IAAF on medical matters.79 Knoll was incredibly well-connected and equally focused on a murky definition of “fairness.” He was friendly with Carl Diem and Sigfrid Edström, among other powerful officials. When he first read about Koubek that December, he was disgusted that the American, British, and French press were largely championing the Czech athlete. Knoll reached out to Sport, the German-language magazine printed out of Zurich, with an idea. He wanted to change the tenor of the coverage of Koubek—to discourage anyone like Koubek from ever coming forward again. If more athletes like Koubek transitioned, Knoll thought, it would mark a dark new future for sports.
Knoll was born in Frauenfeld, Switzerland, in 1876, with the given name Willi.80 After graduating from school, he became interested in the science behind competitive skiing and eventually studied the impacts of track-and-field sports on the body.81 Sports medicine was a budding field, and Knoll attracted a following quickly. At the 1928 Olympics, when a group of doctors decided to form the International Federation of Sports Physicians, Knoll was selected to be its president.82 A year later, when the University of Hamburg announced it was hiring its first sports medicine professor, Knoll sent in his name. His application emphasized his emotional connection to the German people. Knoll wrote that he had long been “an outspoken representative of the German idea in Switzerland.”83 Knoll wasn’t the university’s first choice, but when other candidates said no to the job, the University of Hamburg settled on him. He was granted German citizenship; to celebrate, he changed his first name to Wilhelm.84
Knoll’s title as head of the International Federation of Sports Physicians belied his extremist beliefs. He joined the Nazi Party on May 1, 1933, shortly after Hitler took power. He registered as a supporter of the SS, the Nazis’ paramilitary arm, on October 1.85 At the University of Hamburg, Knoll gave lectures dressed in a Nazi brownshirt uniform, a swastika pinned to his shirt.86 He was known for his frequent antisemitic rants and for his praise of National Socialism. That ideology inevitably trickled down into how he thought about sports. Knoll wrote of his desire to remove “unsuitable elements” from competitive sports,87 a group that seemed to refer variously to Jewish people, racial minorities, and gender minorities like Koubek.
In early January, Knoll published his op-ed in Sport, accusing Koubek of “deliberately fooling” sports officials about his biological sex.88 “I feel obliged to discuss the affair publicly in order to prevent a repetition in the future,” Knoll wrote. He called on the IAAF to ban Koubek from all international sports competitions and to strip him of his world records. Koubek, Knoll said, “has seriously damaged women’s athletics because henceforth everybody will gravely doubt women’s outstanding feats.” By competing in the Women’s World Games, Koubek “unfairly makes use of superior physique, as a man, against frail women.”89 The only way to prevent a repeat in the future, Knoll wrote, was to introduce physical examinations of all women competitors in order to keep anyone whose body did not match a rigid understanding of womanhood out of sports. Knoll did not specify what he expected a standard woman’s body to look like; he seemed to treat it as self-evident that a universal standard was already in place. Even as a sports doctor, he did not consider that people’s bodies naturally existed on a spectrum or that he would need to define womanhood itself if he wanted to impose these medical exams. Was he talking about genitalia? What about body hair or muscle mass? At what point would a woman’s body become a “superior physique,” as he called it—and thus something to be regulated?
Also unaddressed was the fact that Koubek no longer wanted to participate in women’s sports. In interviews, Koubek made clear his desire to play with other men; he only left open the possibility of returning to women’s sports should officials block him from joining the men’s team. Knoll was minting panic about cheaters in women’s sports, even though his main example—Koubek—was actually trying to leave the women’s category behind.
Yet Knoll’s position as a sports doctor gave his statements, however unfounded, a degree of cachet. Several American newspapers republished excerpts from the Sport op-ed, identifying its author only as a “doctor” named “W. Knoll.” Knoll’s fellow Nazis quickly embraced his talking points, too. On January 11, 1936, the newspaper Der Führer, a longtime organ of the Nazi Party, circulated Knoll’s comments about Koubek. Der Führer thanked Knoll for getting right to the point: Koubek’s story was “nothing but cheating,” the paper wrote, and proved that female athletes needed to be medically examined before each competition.90 Neither the Nazi Party nor Knoll himself pointed out that standardized medical exams to determine womanhood were truly novel: no major institution, governmental or otherwise, had imposed such tests on a widespread basis before. Knoll was fashioning the idea of mandatory medical exams to determine sex more or less out of thin air.
The calls for examination trickled back into the borders of Czechoslovakia. When the commissioner of the Czechoslovak Amateur Athletic Union, Czechoslovakia’s top track-and-field organization, first read about Koubek in the daily press, he was so “mystified” by the story that he assumed it was false.91 But as the story continued to spread, he realized there might in fact be some truth behind it. He decided to find out from the source. He repeatedly sent letters to Koubek, asking for an explanation of the athlete’s transition. The Czechoslovak Amateur Athletic Union, he said, wasn’t interested in sanctioning Koubek. They simply wanted to know whether he was now legally a man so they could figure out which league—men’s sports or women’s sports—to register him under.
When Koubek didn’t respond, the commissioner tried reaching out to the medical clinics that treated him. He got no reply from the medical establishment, either. Frustrated, the commissioner wrote on March 5 to the police director of Prague. He wanted to know where Koubek stood with the law: Had he officially been declared a man? If so, could he wear men’s clothes without the police deeming him a criminal? “If this change were true,” the CAAU leader told the police director, “and the athlete had sent us a valid application, or an official confirmation of this change, this matter would be settled for us.”92 The police had little information to offer. Yes, they replied, Koubek was now presenting as a man, but they had no idea if Czech authorities had officially approved a change to the athlete’s identity documents.93
Though Koubek’s transition might not have directly perturbed the CAAU, the organization’s commissioner needed an explanation, fast. He claimed that pressure was bearing down on him from the IAAF. The commissioner wrote that the international track-and-field group had accused the Czech sports establishment of “having consciously sent a man in disguise to races, which made it much easier to achieve success in women’s disciplines.” That meant the IAAF believed one of Czechoslovakia’s top athletic accomplishments—Koubek’s world record from the Women’s World Games—was won by cheating. According to the CAAU, “this is what we are blamed for the most.”94
Defending itself against fraud accusations was not going to be easy for the CAAU, especially because the IAAF, too, seemed confused about the nature of Koubek’s transition. To sports officials not well-versed in the nuances of sex science—and the vast majority were not—the idea that Czech officials had conspired to register a man to play in women’s sports might have seemed like the only logical explanation. It probably isn’t a coincidence, either, that these charges so closely mirrored the accusations that Wilhelm Knoll, and then the Nazis, had leveled a few weeks prior. Most of the IAAF correspondence from this period is unavailable, but it seems plausible that Knoll, who was well-connected in the IAAF, had successfully turned Edström’s organization against Koubek.
After Koubek’s transition, there was a “shadow cast” on women’s sports in the country, Czech sports leaders explained in a subsequent report.95 One Czech track-and-field official tried to explain to his colleagues that Koubek’s story was not cause for alarm, but his efforts failed. “I found only misunderstanding in Prague itself,” he said.



CHAPTER 11
AS THE WORLD GRAPPLED WITH THE NEWS that a star athlete was in the midst of transitioning gender, Avery Brundage was fighting to contain the resistance within the Amateur Athletic Union, America’s top track-and-field organization. On December 6—a frigid Friday morning—hundreds of delegates from across the country jostled their way through midtown Manhattan and filed into the lobby of the Commodore Hotel, where they planned to settle the question of US participation in the Olympics once and for all.1 Christmas was in the air. Tourists crowded into popular stores like Woolworth’s, searching for last-minute gifts. For the third year in a row, city officials lit up a massive Norwegian spruce in Rockefeller Center.
Brundage walked in with a swagger. He scoffed at the possibility, much discussed in the press, that the AAU could reverse course and, at the last minute, pull the United States out of the Olympics. “If anyone expects bombs to burst during the convention, he is sadly mistaken,” Brundage said.2 He claimed that most executives favored participation, as did most athletes. He said he’d received letters on the topic from 139 Olympic athletes, of which 138 urged him to allow the United States to participate.
For all the chaos of recent weeks, Brundage felt sure he had a winning hand. After over a decade working for the AAU, he had an intimate familiarity with the structure of the organization. In the lead-up to the annual meeting, he’d worked the phones to ensure that his allies, including those AAU members who were not closely involved with the Olympics, were present. That morning, delegates from the antisemitic group the American Turnerbund and the easily persuaded National Cycling Association showed up to support Brundage, even though they had rarely been involved with the AAU in the years prior.3
The fight was dirty from the start. Before the full meeting of the AAU, a small group of high-ranking AAU executives gathered for the group’s executive committee.4 Once he called the meeting to order, Jeremiah T. Mahoney, the new president of the AAU, having replaced Brundage in the role, asked that the AAU “give no support or encouragement to the formation of an American team to compete in the Games” and “take no part in the Games either as spectators or competitors, if they are held in Germany.” When the votes came in, the delegates rejected Mahoney’s proposal, 7–6. But Mahoney wouldn’t accept defeat that easily. He decided to cast a vote of his own, splitting the vote 7–7.5 A group of Brundage supporters accused him of corruption, but they couldn’t stop the process.
The following afternoon, when the full committee gathered, Brundage outmaneuvered Mahoney. As soon as Mahoney presented his recommendation to the full AAU, Brundage’s allies moved to table it. One delegate asked that the resolution be removed; another quickly seconded. Mahoney was furious, but it became clear that Brundage had the majority, thanks to another backroom deal, negotiated ahead of the meeting. Brundage had informed delegates that if they swatted down the boycott resolution, he would introduce a compromise measure. The choreography played out perfectly. A sports official named Gustavus Kirby, a Brundage ally, stepped forward to introduce a resolution that affirmed US participation in the Olympics.6 Kirby urged the IOC and the IAAF “to continue their vigilant investigations” of the German treatment of Jewish athletes but concluded, “It is the hope and desire of the AAU that America be represented in all Olympic contests.”
When Kirby began to lay out the claim that conditions in Germany had improved since 1933, Mahoney interrupted.7 Nazi Germany, he reminded those assembled, remained a vile, oppressive country, wholly incapable of upholding any tenets of equality. “It is a question of the conditions that are there, so horrible and unbearably contrary to our concept of the kind of an atmosphere that should exist in that country to which we want our boys and our girls to go,” Mahoney told the delegates. “Can the Olympic pledge be kept by any representative of the Nazi administration? I say no.”8
Brundage spoke next. “I am going to present the facts in this situation, if you will bear with me.”9 He held up an article claiming that 260 Jewish sports clubs remained active in Germany, which he positioned as proof of Jews’ equal access to sports. “I know of two Jewish lads from New York attending the Berlin University who are on the basketball team in their spare time,” he informed the group. He also pointed to his trip to Berlin the prior summer: “When I was in Germany a year ago, many German Jews told me that they deplored this activity in the United States. They thought it was wrong.”10
Brundage closed with his most potent rebuke. This entire discussion, he told the members, was entirely symbolic. Even if the AAU refused to certify the athletes for the Olympic Games, the IOC was prepared to accept American athletes anyway. “The only thing that would be accomplished would be to wreck the AAU,” Brundage said.11 He turned to the Jewish delegates in the room. “There are many Jewish citizens whom I have talked to that are opposed to the boycott.” Ultimately, “what would be gained if we stayed home?” he said. “The games would go on, Hitler would go on, the Nazis would go on. We can’t stop them.”12
The next day of debate was no less bitter. Delegates in favor of the boycott took aim at Theodor Lewald, whose position as a man of Jewish ancestry on the Organizing Committee amounted to “window dressing”13 to make the Nazi regime seem less antisemitic. Another delegate enumerated Brundage’s Nazi ties and cast him as a double agent. Brundage, the delegate said, “did not talk for our great country, the United States, but evidently was here as a representative of the German Government.”14
New compromise proposals were introduced, then appended with so many amendments they lost their original intent. One delegate wanted to defer the AAU’s decision and appoint an independent commission, comprised of prominent figures like Franklin Delano Roosevelt, to again investigate the treatment of Jewish athletes in Germany.15 Another suggested that the AAU approve its athletes for the Winter Olympics, to be held in February, and then decide later whether to green-light the more consequential Summer Olympics.16
Yet by the time a vote was called in the early evening, Brundage’s careful maneuvers had worked. He wasn’t particularly charismatic, but his ability to wheel and deal—such as convincing Nazi-sympathetic sports leaders to fly out to New York to support his cause—made it easy to whip up a majority within the AAU. His allies narrowly rejected the proposal to appoint an independent commission and approved the proposal to go forward with the Olympics. Brundage was elated and became even more so when Mahoney, his rival, announced his intention to resign as president of the AAU. Mahoney told the room that he couldn’t support the Olympics as they currently stood. “I did not agree with it, I do not agree with it, as President of this organization I cannot in good conscience carry it out,” he said. “I want to beg of you not to consider my name in any respect as any officer of this Association.”17
Minutes later, the coup was sealed. A delegate nominated Brundage to return as president of the AAU. It was quickly seconded, then thirded. Applause erupted as Brundage was escorted to the president’s chair at the front of the ballroom.18 Brundage thanked the body for choosing to support the US entry into the Olympics. “The games belong to the athletes and to them alone,” he declared.
With the boycott movement at last defeated, Brundage had won the biggest battle of his career. Yet instead of forging a truce with members of the boycott movement, Brundage, in victory, called for an expulsion of his critics. He told the AAU that he would make sure all members held views “in accord with the ideals of the AAU,” and that they were not subject to pressure from “organized minorities”19—a thinly veiled reference, it seemed, to Jewish groups.
As the US boycott movement disintegrated, so, too, did similar efforts in European countries. In November, France witnessed what the publication Sport called a “wave of protests”20 against the Olympics, which led three hundred ex-athletes to create the Committee Against the Hitlerian Games in early December.21
Sport ran a separate editorial demanding “not a penny, not a man for Berlin.”22 A prominent Socialist politician brought the issue to the French parliament, declaring that Nazi Germany had “applied its despicable ideas to sport” and that France’s attendance at the Olympics amounted to an endorsement of Nazism.23 But despite galvanizing the French left, his proposal to pull the French team out of the Olympics failed by a vote of 410–161.
Britain’s boycott effort was flagging as well. Though some prominent newspapers, including the Manchester Guardian, had agitated for a boycott for years, a full-scale movement never took off.24 Lord Aberdare, the British representative on the IOC, had called for an end to the “uncivilized” behavior of the Nazis,25 but in a letter to Theodor Lewald that December, he lodged only a meek request. “It would be a splendid thing, if you could give me proof of the re-Appointment of some eminent Jew who has been displaced” in the sports field, Aberdare wrote.26 When Lewald supplied it, Aberdare issued a statement of support for the Olympics.
Lewald had won, sort of. The Berlin Olympics that he and Carl Diem had fantasized about for two and a half decades now seemed assured, yet the whole business tasted bitter. When a US diplomat confronted Lewald on his claims that Germany was free of discrimination, Lewald had “tears in his eyes,” according to the diplomat.27 The diplomat asked Lewald, as a friend, what had made him do it. “He replied that I must know what the consequences would be to him if he had made any other reply.”
Not everyone had the same moral conflict about promoting a Nazi-hosted Olympic Games. Having survived his challenge within the AAU, Brundage was seeing his stock on the International Olympic Committee rise. On December 12, just a few days after the close of the AAU meeting, IOC president Henri de Baillet-Latour congratulated Brundage on his victory. “You have fighted [sic] like a lion and deserve great praise for your achievement.”28
Brundage’s fate was sealed. Sigfrid Edström had raised the possibility of installing Brundage on the IOC as far back as April 1934.29 Now it seemed like a given that Brundage would claim a seat. He was the talk of the committee—and with Baillet-Latour’s endorsement, Brundage’s future looked bright indeed. Thanks to him, the Americans were heading to Berlin.

On the morning of February 6, 1936, Theodor Lewald, Carl Diem, and Karl Ritter von Halt woke up in the southern German town of Garmisch-Partenkirchen relieved to find snow.30 For weeks leading up to the kickoff of the Winter Olympics, a series of warm winds and rain had turned the mountain slopes into muddied brown slush. All three men had worried that Germany wouldn’t be ready for the competitions to come. The snowstorm had saved them.
Later that day, as Adolf Hitler declared the Winter Olympics open, the sounds of thousands of onlookers chanting “Sieg Heil!” echoed across the stadium through the biting wind. A gun went off; despite the heavy snow, a band started playing. It was the opening salvo of Germany’s tenure as an Olympic host, and all eyes were on the US team. Because of the intensity of the American boycott movement, some feared that the American team might still find a reason not to come. A British ambassador quipped that everyone felt “considerable anxiety and relief” when “it was heard that the American team had actually arrived in Garmisch-Partenkirchen for the Winter Games.”31
The ceremony—and really, the Winter Olympics itself—had the air of a dress rehearsal. Though the Nazis invested heavily in the event, constructing an artificial ice rink and a set of ski-jumping hills for the occasion,32 the world mostly tuned out the Winter Olympics. The Winter Games had always been the lesser sibling, wielding only a small fraction of the clout of its summer counterpart. Many prominent officials, including Brundage himself, thought the Winter Games should not exist at all.33 Perhaps it was no surprise, then, when only 4,400 visitors from outside Germany showed up,34 or when organizational snafus—delayed food shipments, hour-long waits for meals, hotel space so overbooked that one American speed skating official had to sleep in a bathtub35—dominated the early days.
The Nazis in turn used the games as an opportunity to perfect their propaganda strategy. How could a fascist nation sanitize its image to the rest of the world? Garmisch-Partenkirchen was the testing ground. It was a true Nazi town, and in the months leading up to the Winter Games, it was riddled with antisemitic propaganda. Signs that announced “Jews Not Wanted Here” blanketed the town; hotel owners informed the Nazis they would not host any Jewish guests during the Winter Olympics; copies of the antisemitic newspaper Der Stürmer were sold on many street corners.36
IOC president Henri de Baillet-Latour was concerned. He told Hitler, tepidly, that “the signs that greet visitors to the Games are not in conformity with Olympic principles.”37 Hitler was unmoved—“When you are invited to a friend’s house you don’t tell him how to operate, do you?” he replied—but on December 3, 1935, the same day that Zdeněk Koubek’s gender transition ricocheted across the sports world, the order went out to scrub all evidence of antisemitism from Garmisch-Partenkirchen. A Nazi official asked the city to remove “all signs and posters relating to the Jewish question” until the end of the Olympics.38 The gambit worked, and many of the foreign guests left with a sanitized vision of Nazism. A New York Times reporter who visited declared in early February that “not the slightest evidence of religious, political or racial prejudice” could be found at the Winter Olympics.39
Those US journalists who had less positive impressions of the Olympics, meanwhile, were shunted to the side. When a Chicago Daily News writer complained about the “strong-arm authority” of the Nazi soldiers, who were a constant presence, Karl Ritter von Halt expressed his displeasure to the American Olympic Committee, led by Avery Brundage. Von Halt urged the Americans not to give a press pass for the Summer Olympics to the journalist who wrote “in such a hateful way” about Germany.40 By the time August rolled around, the German embassy refused to approve the journalist’s visa.

On March 7, Hitler sent troops to the Rhineland, a contested strip of land between the borders of France and Germany.41 The Treaty of Versailles, signed after World War I, had made the Rhineland an officially demilitarized zone. Hitler didn’t care. The move sent shock waves through a Europe still less than two decades removed from world war.
In the following days, the future of the Berlin Olympics once again looked imperiled. France’s foreign minister suggested on March 10 that the country pull out of the Olympics as a rebuke to Hitler.42 Three other countries—Czechoslovakia, Romania, and Yugoslavia—all publicly flirted with the possibility of abandoning the Olympics,43 perhaps sensing that the Nazis would turn to invading them next.
The news irritated Brundage, who assumed the boycott had been finished once and for all. When asked about the potential that some countries would pull out of the Olympics, he replied that it didn’t matter what any individual country chose: the only thing that would stop the Berlin Olympics from happening was all-out war.44 German officials were more concerned. Lewald wrote a letter to Pierre de Coubertin, the French aristocrat who founded the Olympics, at the end of March, begging him to respond to the most recent wave of boycott demands.45
In the end, the only country with a legitimate risk of boycotting was France. There, the International Committee for the Defense of the Olympic Idea—a pro-boycott group founded in 1935 that had members in Britain, France, Switzerland, the Netherlands, and Czechoslovakia—made a last pitch for a boycott in June,46 shortly after the election of a new leftist government. At the conference, the novelist Heinrich Mann, the brother of the more famous Thomas Mann, gave a keynote speech. “People know what the Nazi state is, and yet they are still going to the Olympics,” Mann told the crowd. France had a simple choice, he insisted: “He who goes to Berlin deserts the Popular Front! Anti-Fascists, stand up and act! World public, protect the Olympic ideal!”47
The group had a further mechanism in mind to jettison the Olympics: France still hadn’t approved the final round of funding,48
equal to 1.8 million francs, to dispatch its Olympic team to Berlin. If the boycott group could block parliament from releasing the money, French athletes might not make it to the Olympics. But garnering a majority was complicated. While he supported the boycott attempt in theory, France’s new leftist prime minister, Léon Blum, feared that resisting the Olympics would alienate moderates in his country. On June 19, Blum expressed support for allocating most—but not all—of the necessary funds to send the French team abroad,49 a half measure that disappointed both sides. He budgeted 1.1 million francs, significantly less than the French Olympic Committee wanted50 but still enough to pay for the team’s travel. When Blum sent the budget to parliament, politicians fought over it for three weeks.51 In the end, on July 9, parliament approved the funds.
It was the last in a series of close calls for the Germans. Somehow, despite violating a global treaty, stripping Jewish people of citizenship, and expelling racial minorities from top sports organizations, the Nazis would be allowed to proceed as Olympics hosts. Even in victory, Germany’s allies couldn’t let go of their frustration with the boycott movement. Brundage complained often that “Radicals and Communists” had used the boycott as a pretense to try to derail his career. They needed to “keep their hands off American sport.”52 One colleague on the American Olympic Committee grew weary of the continued screeds. “I take it that the fundamental difference between you and me is that you are a Jew hater and Jew baiter and I am neither,” the colleague told Brundage.53 Brundage bristled at the accusation. “I am too busy to hate anyone and I certainly do not enjoy being hated,” he replied.54 But it was hard to deny the fundamental truth behind the claim.



CHAPTER 12
“I FEEL MYSELF POSITIVELY and completely a man,” Zdeněk Koubek told the New York Daily News on February 23, 1936, exactly a week after the close of the Winter Olympics.1 He had just finished his first surgical operation, a process that he did not detail, except to say that it “did not hurt me at all.” He planned to restart his athletic training—this time, in the men’s category. His heart was set on winning a men’s track-and-field championship, which, he thought, would “prove my athletic prowess to the world.”2
Some Czech sports officials wanted Koubek to return immediately—in the women’s category. A year earlier, the Czechoslovak Amateur Athletic Union had hired a new track-and-field coach for the Berlin Olympics: the American sprinter Ted Meredith. After learning about Koubek’s plans, Meredith tried to convince the athlete to delay his new life as a man until after the end of the Olympics.3 Meredith apparently did not consider the emotional or spiritual importance of Koubek’s decision to transition gender. “I argued with her, but lost the decision,” Meredith lamented later. “She was the best woman athlete I had,” he said, but “she is now a male athlete.”4
Koubek returned to the clinic in Prague for a plastic surgery operation less than a month later, on March 21. At the time, the technology for female-to-male surgeries was limited. The first phalloplasty wasn’t performed until that fall, in Russia.5 Koubek again didn’t discuss the specifics of his operation, but Czech bureaucrats later remarked that his plastic surgeries had removed “all the characteristics of the female sex.”6
After it was finished, a nurse led him to the men’s ward, where he found a hospital bed waiting for him with his new, masculinized first and last names scrawled across: Zdeněk Koubek, as he is known today. Sun poured in through his bedside window. He watched as blackbirds flitted around the garden. Koubek realized it was the first day after spring.7 Life soon changed for the better. As the press around his transition faded, Koubek felt, for the first time, a glimmer of peace. He grew closer to his new girlfriend. In April, after another one of his surgeries, she visited him in the hospital. Some reports suggested that the two planned to marry.8
By that point, Koubek had become one of the highest-profile people in the world to publicly transition gender. The last time a gender transition made international news had been in 1930, when a Danish painter named Lili Elbe received one of the first publicized sex-reassignment surgeries at Magnus Hirschfeld’s clinic in Berlin. When Elbe’s memoir was published posthumously in 1933, American media covered it under the headline “The Astounding Case of the Man Who Was Changed into a Woman.”9
What made Elbe and Koubek stand out was not the fact of their transitions but the publicity they received. It was not unheard of for people in the early twentieth century to live as a gender different from the one they had been assigned—they just tended to do so privately. As far back as 1836, a New York court asked Mary Jones, a Black woman who had been assigned male at birth, to explain why she wore women’s clothes. Jones replied, “I always dressed in this way.”10 As historians like Jen Manion have documented,11 local newspapers regularly covered stories of gender bending throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, but rarely did these stories transcend a particular region. By the start of the twentieth century, people with access to wealth and connections could find a fractured network of trans healthcare services if they looked hard enough. Ewan Forbes, the child of an aristocratic Scottish family with claims to a baronetcy, was assigned female at birth, but at a young age he expressed a desire to live as a boy. When he was fifteen, around 1927, he and his mother traveled to Vienna, Prague, and Budapest to meet with doctors who could help him transition.12
Without a concept of sex as independent of gender, many people who transitioned claimed that their physical bodies had spontaneously changed, thus requiring them to reject the identity they’d been assigned at birth. A mysterious illness was sometimes presented as a catalyst for a gender transition. In 1935, newspapers published the story of a seventeen-year-old assigned female at birth who had “always wanted to be a boy.” The teenager fell mysteriously ill for weeks, after which he began to exhibit increasingly masculine traits. Physicians reported that the teenager was experiencing “a mild war of the sexes.”13 By the time he left the hospital, he had experienced a “metamorphosis” into a boy named Mac. A year earlier, doctors marveled at a twenty-three-year-old whose gender presentation began changing without warning. “Two years ago, they said, ‘Miss X’ was pretty and wholly feminine in manner, action and physical being,” the Los Angeles Times explained. “Today,” they declared, “she has luxuriant sideburns, a mustache, her muscles have hardened and developed the characteristics of the male and her hands have taken on a distinctly masculine appearance.”14 Noting the recent proliferation of people who transitioned, one British columnist suggested creating a Ministry of Sex Determination that could approve sex-change applications.15
The reason that trans people relayed dubious tales of illness and spontaneous bodily transformations was that their access to healthcare depended on it. Social acceptance necessitated retrofitting their lives into simple narratives that the public could understand. Often, that meant focusing on biology—explaining not that they felt psychologically like a certain gender, but rather that their physical body had shifted in some consequential way. Especially within the medical field, contempt was rampant for those who rejected a neat gender paradigm. In 1892, an anonymous doctor took to the New York–based journal Medical Record to warn medical professionals that “the hermaphrodite belongs to the dangerous classes.”16
Even sympathetic doctors were poorly equipped to prioritize the needs of their patients. Doctors agreed to perform surgeries—or, later, prescribe hormones—only in certain cases, and only when a patient was prepared to lead a life that would look, on the outside, normal. These medical professionals were less concerned with evaluating a person’s psychological gender than with preserving a notion of heterosexuality. A typical doctor’s note looked like one that Houston-based J. Mark O’Farrell wrote in 1935, attesting that a patient was “clean minded and there is no suspicion of perversion,” meaning that the person, if they transitioned, would then be attracted to the opposite sex.17 Another doctor once described encountering a patient whom he perceived as “a homosexual female.” He decided to conduct the surgery because “by making the patient male, the perversion socially ceases to exist. This, of course, is desirable from the standpoint of the community.”18 Some doctors went as far as to recommended surgeries that clashed with the will of their patients. In 1925, doctors at Johns Hopkins Hospital examined a seven-year-old child who had been assigned male at birth but whom the doctors concluded, based on the child’s internal organs, was in fact a female. Two years later, physicians surgically removed genitalia that they considered nonnormative for a female. The child grew up feeling like a man anyway, and when he was sixteen, he announced that his name was John and that he wanted to wear men’s clothes.19
Among the team of doctors who eventually operated on Zdeněk Koubek was František Burian,20 a prominent Czech plastic surgeon who’d made his name during the first Balkan War in 1912. Burian, who was part of a delegation of Czech doctors providing humanitarian aid to wounded soldiers, performed reconstructive plastic surgeries on soldiers with damaged hands and disfigured faces.21 He learned to graft skin into place, ultimately making his patients feel more secure in how they looked. In 1921, he established what would eventually be known as the Plastic Surgery Institute at the Jedlička Institute.22 It was one of the first plastic surgery clinics in the world, equipped with thirty-six beds and, by the 1930s, the site of nearly one thousand annual operations. Burian was not an expert in gender-affirmation surgeries—or “sex change” surgeries, in the parlance of the time—but neither was anyone else. His knowledge of plastic surgery was enough to make him a top candidate to operate on Koubek.
Koubek didn’t complain about his experience with Burian, and in fact did not discuss it in much detail at all, but his interest in dating women almost certainly helped him receive a surgery. His whiteness also lent him an air of credibility, especially given the pervasiveness of eugenics in the medical field at the time. Even in Koubek’s autobiographical writings, glimmers of this understanding surface. To the press, Koubek repeatedly emphasized his physical strength as a child and his early battles with regulating his facial hair, as well as his repulsion toward other boys, as if to drive home the point: I was always a masculine heterosexual. These details might all have been true. But it is also undeniable that both Koubek’s medical care and his social standing depended on convincing the public that he had always been masculine, that he was only ever interested in women—in other words, that he was not a threat to the era’s sex paradigm.
It is this tension—this struggle to survive in a medical system set up to discount his humanity—that makes it so hard to retroactively apply a label like “trans” or “intersex” to Koubek today. It is also perhaps what made athletic officials fixate on Koubek so much in the first place. They understood him to have always possessed physical characteristics they attributed to masculinity. That, they assumed, meant he had cheated. Any psychological explanation for his transition was beside the point.

By the end of spring, Koubek realized he had a problem. The worldwide coverage of his transition had drawn the attention of theater producers in New York and Paris, and they had invited him to appear on Broadway. The bookers offered him an eye-popping salary, more than anything that Koubek had ever earned.23 He agreed to make the trip.
It was all good news—except that Koubek’s identity documents no longer matched his masculine public presentation. His Czech passport, which had been issued in 1934, featured a photo of him prior to his transition—his hair in a bob, a fur coat draped over his shoulders24—and listed him as female. He feared that when immigration authorities saw the discrepancy, he would be prohibited from leaving the country. Meanwhile, Czech bureaucrats were still stonewalling Koubek’s application to change his official name and sex marker. His request was on appeal at the Ministry of the Interior, and it could be many months before they reached a decision.
Koubek wrote a letter to Prague’s chief of police on May 23, begging him to help. Experts, he told the police chief, had confirmed that “male characteristics prevail in me,” and he had already done the due diligence of requesting a modification of his identity documents. He couldn’t wait any longer for the Czech government to validate what he and his doctors knew to be true about himself. “Since I urgently need to go on a tour in America and have applied for a passport, please include a note in my passport that I may cross the border in men’s clothing,” Koubek wrote.25
The police were surprisingly helpful. They assured Koubek that authorities at the border would not give him a hard time about wearing men’s clothing. They agreed to add a formal note in his passport in case anyone questioned the discrepancy between the female sex marker in his passport and his status as a man.26
At the same time that Koubek was preparing to go to America, the former track star also started writing a series of personal essays. The Prague Illustrated Reporter (Pražský ilustrovaný zpravodaj), a popular magazine founded in 1920,27 had commissioned him to tell his full life story. Koubek spared no detail in compiling it, narrating his life from his birth in Paskov until his first surgery.
The Prague Illustrated Reporter unspooled Koubek’s narrative essay serially, with a new section publishing every Thursday. The first article, which was published on the magazine’s third page on February 13, 1936, opened with an introduction from Koubek. The athlete explained his experience living in the international spotlight. He had to endure months of press reports that, he wrote, teemed with “a load of conjectures and largely false deductions.” By distilling his life story into an article, he wanted to clear up the misunderstandings. But there was one caveat: he would not turn his life into further gossip fodder. “I will not fight sensation with sensation,” he wrote. “If that is what you are expecting, you will be disappointed.”28
Ultimately, Koubek hoped the Czech public would receive his story—and the stories of others like him—with compassion:
Do not look upon me as a person who wants to be shown for effect at the entrance to a zoo. Not that. Look at me as a citizen, who after a brief, unpleasant delay wants to get on the right track and ultimately reach the intended destination via a peaceful path of progress.
Each has their own aim.
And I also have mine: I want to be a lawful and legitimate citizen of the republic and moving forward, continue with my great love: for sport.
Taken together, Koubek’s narrative essay spanned nineteen long pages. The Illustrated Reporter continued to publish installments from it every week, with the final edition dropping on July 2,29 just a month before the start of the Berlin Olympics.



CHAPTER 13
FOR MOST OF HIS CAREER, Mark Weston, the shot-putter from Plymouth, England, rarely questioned the gender that had been assigned to him.1 Sure, in school he mostly hung out with boys,2 and since he had turned eighteen he had a desire to wear men’s clothes3—but, he claimed later, he never read too deeply into any of it. Something changed on his trip to the Women’s World Games in 1930. Weston never explained why, preferring to maintain his own privacy, but he called the following years “a sort of twilight zone where I doubted my own sex.”4
The same year, Weston started studying anatomy as a part of his massage work. The more he learned about the natural diversity of human bodies, the more he began to contemplate living as a man. He tried to bottle up his feelings—there was no one to share them with—but he knew he no longer felt safe in women’s sports.5 Without explanation, he started to withdraw from competitions. In the years following 1930, when Weston did compete, he did so only for short stints, and only when British sports executives begged him. Eventually Weston had enough. In February 1932, he announced he was retiring. He wanted to work full-time as a physical trainer instead.6
By the early 1930s, Weston also realized he was attracted to women.7 He began spending more time with Alberta Bray, a childhood friend. Bray frequently attended Weston’s matches; when Weston took the midnight train to London in 1931, for instance, Bray accompanied him there and back.8 In public, they called themselves best friends. Secretly, the two of them began a love affair.9
The beginning of 1936 proved to be a period of whiplash for Weston. His father, Stephen, fell ill and died in January.10 Around the same time, Weston decided he wanted to seek out answers about his gender. He wrote to Lennox Broster, a prominent London surgeon who had been operating predominantly on intersex patients for several years. Broster agreed to meet, and on April 15, 1936, Weston was admitted for surgery at Charing Cross Hospital.11
Broster, a white, South Africa–born physician, had developed a focus on people whom the world perceived as female but who felt an affinity toward masculinity—a condition that Broster dubbed “virilism.” A graduate of Oxford,12 he first operated on a patient in 1927, at the request of a fellow physician.13 Five years later, he made headlines for performing masculinizing surgeries on three people, which British newspapers erroneously hailed as “the first of their kind.”14 By 1938, he claimed to have operated on twenty-four British patients who wanted to live as men.15
Unfortunately for Weston, Broster tended to have a low opinion of his patients. He wrote that he’d noticed a “high percentage” of “mental illness” among the men he operated on. Often, he claimed, they were “pitiably conscious” of their bodies, which Broster referred to as “their disabilities.”16 In one interview, Broster said his role was to make sure an intersex person “reverts to normal,”17 by which he meant changing their physical anatomy to match normative understandings of what a male body looked like. He also saw surgical operations as a way to codify heterosexuality. For gay patients, a surgical operation might be enough to remove their “perverted sex psychology.”18
Broster was a eugenicist. He believed that the proportion of people who were born intersex was on the rise, and without surgical intervention, humanity would start “drifting towards a neuter state.”19 Broster lay part of the blame for this “neuter” future on two familiar foes: feminism and interracial relationships. “The emancipation of women has been a big change; there is overpopulation in many parts of the world; there are many factors in our social lives leading to race deterioration,” he said in a speech, “and they must react on the individual,”20 in the form of creating intersex traits. This idea that intersexuality was disseminated as a kind of social contagion anticipated the rhetoric that transphobic doctors used to refuse healthcare to young trans people nearly a century later.
That the doctor who gave medical advice to Weston was more concerned with enforcing heterosexuality and normative understandings of sex than with the autonomy of his patients underscores how difficult it was for Weston, or someone like him, to get real, affirming healthcare in 1936. Broster would have come into his meeting with Weston assuming, from the start, that Weston was broken and in need of fixing. Weston was probably lucky: he was white, which made him seem less suspect to Broster, and dating a woman. Broster also dealt exclusively with people who wanted to live as men; a trans woman, for example, probably would have had far more difficulty receiving care from him.
Weston’s meeting with Broster seemed to go well, at least as far as the doctor was concerned. Broster wrote that the young man was a “triumph of instinctual development”21 and praised the fact that Weston had never harbored romantic or sexual feelings for men. Even though his family had raised him assuming he was a girl, Weston claimed to Broster that he had never been with a man, and therefore, to Broster’s delight, “no trace of homosexuality was to be found” in him.
Broster had no problem recommending a surgical operation. “In his personality, his psychosexual life and in every way he was a complete male—it was only the misfortune of his environment which prevented him from showing it,” Broster wrote after his meeting with Weston.22 He recommended a minor urethral surgery; Weston, he decided, didn’t need to undergo what today we would call top surgery. Then Broster got to work. First in April, then in May, he performed two operations on Weston.23 While Weston recovered, Broster looked after him.

The tip seemed to reach the offices of the Western Morning News, the newspaper covering the Plymouth area, that same May. Weston was now living quietly as a man. When a reporter from the newspaper showed up at Weston’s mother’s cottage, Weston opened the door.24 The former athlete, dressed in trousers, a tie, and brown shoes, agreed to an interview. He brought the reporter into the sitting room, where he handed over a certificate that Broster had signed for him. “This is to certify that Mr. Mark Weston, who has always been brought up as a female, is a male, and should continue life as such,” the certificate read. Weston explained that he was planning to petition the British government to get his name formally changed, but for now, this was the closest he had to an accurate identity document.
At the reporter’s prompting, Weston began to recount his story. He said he had known he was different from most girls but had never questioned his sex until the late 1920s, at which point he began to feel “abnormal.” He considered that he might be a man, but he “did not have the nerve” to see a doctor, he said. He finally gave in, thanks to the prodding of his girlfriend, Alberta Bray, whom he was still portraying as a best friend. The surgeries were not without their risks—at one point, Weston said the operation triggered a fever that hit 104 degrees—but they had succeeded. Broster, Weston said, changed his life. After a seven-week stint in an all-male ward of the hospital, Weston said, “I realize I am now in my true element. Before I was going about abashed, but now I can keep my head up and look everyone in the face.”
Weston had finally returned to his mother’s house a week earlier, following his second operation. He spent his time in isolation drafting letters to his friends and family, informing them that he was now a man. He wrote to his closest friends and his loyal massage clients, explaining that he was named Mark and would dress in men’s clothes. To his relief, they embraced him. “Your letter came as a great surprise,” one massage client wrote back, but “if by chance you are still carrying on your profession as before, you know you will be just as valuable to us as formerly.”
The Western Morning News story first ran on May 28 under the headline “Devon Woman Athlete Who Has Become a Man” (a reference to Devonshire, the region where Plymouth is located).25 A day later, the paper published a follow-up story featuring a photograph of Weston wearing white trousers, a tie, and a sweater vest, standing in the back garden of his mother’s cottage.26
This time, the Morning News fixated on just how “strange” it was going to be for Weston to live publicly as a man.27 He had a new set of mannerisms to learn, according to the paper. He would have to remember to hold open doors for women, give up his seat on the bus, and tip his hat. “You can fool some of the people some of the time, but you cannot fool all the people all the time,” Weston told the paper, but he insisted he was up for the challenge. He’d already taught himself to deepen his voice,28 and he was working through other changes. He admitted, “I sometimes catch myself thinking in terms of a woman rather than of a man,” and he had to dismiss thoughts that he considered too feminine.29 Even in an era before scientists, and the public, made a real distinction between biological sex and gender, Weston was talking about being a man in the socialized, psychological framework used today.
For the most part, Weston told reporters, he was just thankful that his friends had been so accepting.30 Having not thrown a discus or put a shot seriously in half a decade, he was much more ambivalent about what his transition meant for women’s sports generally. When asked about his medals, he insisted that he had “won them in good faith” because, he said, “I honestly believed at the time that I was a woman.”31 Still, he seemed ambivalent about their fate. If Alice Milliat requested that he return any of his awards, he said, “I shall do so without hesitation.”
In the days after the Western Morning News article, Weston’s neighbors reached out to express their support.32 Even members of the local sports world embraced him. A male Plymouth official named J. B. Cousins, who also owned a department store, asked Weston to begin serving as a sports executive in Plymouth.33 “I feel I must write and congratulate you on becoming one of us,” Cousins told Weston. He was acknowledging Weston’s status as a man—though his letter also betrayed the possibility that a trans woman would not have had the same warm reception. “Has it ever occurred to you how much worse you would have felt had the change been the reverse way?” Cousins wrote. “Though possibly I should have had another customer for a wig.”
Despite the reception, Weston was leery of becoming a media spectacle. After first explaining himself to the Western Morning News, he gave only a handful of subsequent interviews. He dodged questions he deemed too personal. When the reporter Milton Bronner, an American literary critic who traveled to Plymouth to meet Weston, asked about his gender transition, Weston replied, “I suppose it would be interesting to students of mentality if I attempted to set down my various states of mind during the different phases of my existence, but I don’t want to do it.” Instead, “I want to get away from publicity and be allowed to live my own life.” Bronner was impressed by him. The critic wrote that Weston “has a man’s grip when he shakes your hand.” Were an onlooker not to know his history, “he would best be described as a good-looking young man” with “little trace of femininity.”34

As a teenager in Newcastle, Wyoming, in the 1930s, far away from the bustle of cosmopolitan Europe, the future gay activist Elver Barker often drove into town with his friend to buy the queerest thing around: a pulp publication called Sexology.35
Sexology was, ostensibly, a magazine of science. It took the reams of medical research on sex and sexuality and distilled them down so that regular people could understand. In an era in which mainstream newspapers referred to homosexuality only through euphemisms, Sexology was the one place many readers could encounter frank discussions about queer issues. For being a magazine of science, Sexology had a complicated relationship to evidence, at times letting sensationalism guide its editorial strategy. But its pop-science ethos also helped it push boundaries. In the early 1930s, it published articles about whether homosexuals could conduct happy lives or about women who lived together in pseudo- marriages.36
Queer people flocked to it. The United States didn’t have a publication catering openly to the queer community and hadn’t since Chicago police shut down the short-lived gay newsletter Friendship and Freedom in 1924.37
Sexology was, in 1936, the closest analog to a gay magazine. Readers wrote into the Q&A section, offering a rare glimpse into the fabric of queer experience in 1930s America. One reader asked whether it was possible for a surgeon to construct an artificial vagina; the magazine responded that yes, it was.38 Another wrote concerned that she was attracted to both sexes; Sexology counseled her not to worry, though it suggested that she focus on dating men.39
When Sexology first reported on Koubek and Weston in August 1936, it noted that their gender transitions had proven “intriguing to the general public,” but it wanted to correct some misinformation. “Here we are undoubtedly dealing with an intersexual case,” Sexology wrote of Weston and Koubek. “Nature was uncertain as to her intentions while a baby was being formed, as to whether it should finally be man or woman.”40
It would turn into a blockbuster story for the magazine. When Sexology published that first article on the two athletes, “a considerable number of readers were much stirred,” as the magazine explained in a follow-up article. “Some of them wrote and inquired whether the same could not be done for them”—and if so, how could they go about it? What kind of surgical operation would they need, and who could they go to for more information?41
Letters poured in from across the United States, from trans and intersex people of all genders. The stories of Koubek and Weston prompted one person, whom the world perceived as a man, to ask Sexology:
Could I live the balance of my life as a woman, as I have desired to be all my life? It seems to me that it would repay me for the years of suffering I have already put in. As I understand it, female sex hormones will cause the ability to give milk from the male breast. These are conditions which are foremost in my thoughts; I have always desired to be able to nurse a baby.
Another letter that Sexology excerpted came from a reader who, despite being perceived publicly as a woman, wrote that “there is nothing feminine about me.” They asked, “Would it not be advisable to undergo what operations are necessary to become the male I wish to be? Can you refer me to a competent surgeon who would be interested in my case?”
The outpouring of responses from readers baffled the editors of Sexology, who grasped at an explanation for why so many were interested in transitioning gender themselves. The editors referred at least one reader, a textile worker from Alabama whose story the historian Jules Gill-Peterson has chronicled, directly to a medical expert for care.42 “Is this mere caprice?” the magazine asked its audience.43 But the letters captured something else: the news was offering a lifeline to a heavily marginalized queer community, an alternate future with a different, more fluid understanding of gender. Zdeněk Koubek and Mark Weston each lived across the world from the mostly American readers of Sexology, but many saw themselves in the two men anyway.
It is in the pages of Sexology that glimmers of a queer and trans embrace of Koubek and Weston surface. For people whose genders did not align with the one that had been assigned to them at birth, Koubek and Weston may as well have been folk heroes—proof that transitioning and creating a new life were possible, even on a national stage. The letters written to Sexology are one small data point, but they suggest a second dimension to the importance of Koubek and Weston. The two athletes didn’t just change the sports world. They also brought new attention, and possibility, to queerness itself. Anyone struggling with their own gender could look to these two athletes and feel a rush of relief. Perhaps they were not alone after all.
One of those queer admirers was an English diplomat living in Tokyo who went variously by the names Thomas Baty and Irene Clyde. If they were alive today, Clyde likely would fit a framework of trans identity. Though they publicly identified only as a man, Clyde wrote in their subsequent memoir that, for many years, they “longed passionately to be a lady—and have continued to do so.”44 They “could not bear” the thought of embracing traditional masculinity.45 Clyde ran a privately printed journal called Urania, which was designed to showcase broader possibilities for gender expression, namely, to celebrate masculine women and feminine men who transgressed gender norms. “There are no ‘men’ or ‘women’ in Urania,” the journal declared. Instead, gender was a spiritual experience, determined internally by the individual: “We do not hold that the physical envelope matters.”46 To prove their point, Clyde often wrote “woman” in scare quotes.
When Clyde learned about Koubek, they were thrilled. In January 1936, under the boldface headline “Authentic Change of Sex,” Urania hailed the news of Koubek as “a clinching corroboration of our main thesis: that sex is an accident.”47 Six months later, in the issue published that June, Urania ran an article titled “Another Extraordinary Triumph”: Mark Weston had transitioned, too. Clyde was elated. Koubek’s news, they wrote, “seemed so rare” that “it is extraordinary that it should be followed by another equally well-authenticated case.”48
That invisible queer community stretched all the way to Belgium, where, in the final weeks of 1935, the cyclist Willy de Bruyn was leafing through De Dag, a popular newspaper in his home country.49 De Bruyn was a rising star in women’s cycling competitions across Belgium, but in recent years, he had felt a strong pull toward masculinity. That December day, he was searching for news about the upcoming Berlin Olympics when he stumbled on the article that would change his life. The paper had published a short item stating that Koubek was now living full-time as a man, and that he’d petitioned his government to change his name and sex marker on his identity documents.
To most of the readers of De Dag, the Koubek news was an oddity, further proof that nature—and sex—continued to evade their understanding. But when de Bruyn read about Koubek’s transition, he said later, his “salvation appeared.” De Bruyn and Koubek were linked in more ways than one. Though not as famous in Belgium as Koubek was in Czechoslovakia, de Bruyn was also a minor athletic success. He’d won the women’s world cycling championships in 1934, in a competition against athletes from seven other countries. De Bruyn beat out a French racer by just a few feet.50
Also like Koubek, he’d spent years agonizing over his gender. Since the summer of 1934, he had researched whether a gender transition could be possible. He was often depressed, but he reminded himself that his gender was not a personal failing. “Should one blame an individual, when he is victimized by the imperfections of medicine and of the legal system?” he wrote later.
Though he’d felt certain he was a man, it wasn’t until he read about Koubek that de Bruyn realized he could do something about it. He felt, for the first time, hope. In the early months of 1936, de Bruyn reached out to a doctor in Belgium, who examined him and wrote up a medical certificate verifying that he should begin living as a man.
The doctor’s note in hand, de Bruyn traveled to the civil court of Oudenaarde, the Flemish municipality where he lived. He explained that he wanted to change his name and sex on all his identity documents. If the request surprised the clerk, she didn’t show it. When de Bruyn announced his desire to register as a man, the clerk gave him a “very friendly reception” and directed him to collect more documentation. De Bruyn met with a second doctor, who also signed off on his desire to present as a man.
His next stop was to hire a lawyer, who helped him file a formal application to change his documents. Then there were more tests and medical exams, the costs of which piled up. De Bruyn applied for jobs in Brussels under his masculine name, Willy. He knew it was risky: the Belgian government was still processing his identity documents, which meant that, on paper, Willy de Bruyn didn’t exist. He found a job as a dishwasher at a hotel in Brussels, but shortly after starting, his manager called him into his office and sat him down. “We are working on the necessary administration for your pension card,” the manager said. “The city council of Erembodegem claims that there is no Willy de Bruyn registered there. What is the meaning of this?” When de Bruyn confessed his history, the manager told him that because he was still legally considered a woman, he couldn’t work there anymore: “Yes, that is all well and good, but I am not authorized to employ women in my kitchen.” His hands were tied, he said.
Throughout 1936, de Bruyn ran into the same problem again and again. He was hired as Willy de Bruyn at an array of jobs—delivering bread, operating an elevator, working at a lumber warehouse—only to be discovered, then summarily fired, days or weeks later. Every manager had the same excuse: they couldn’t hire him until his sex marker was legally changed. Only in early 1937, around a year after he first filed his application to change his civil status, did he receive a new identity card in the mail. He trembled when he opened it. In broad, round letters, the government of Belgium had affirmed his new name: Willy.

Weston’s story quickly spiraled outside his control. Within two days of the Western Morning News article, Weston’s face was plastered across newspapers in the United States and Europe. The story by the American journalist Milton Bronner was reprinted by countless outlets.
With the news spreading both underground through publications like Sexology and across mainstream outlets throughout the world, it didn’t take long for the media to zero in on the curious similarities between Weston’s story and Koubek’s. If one athlete publicly transitioning could be dismissed as an oddity—the kind of tale of gender subversion that had cropped up in local newspapers off and on for many decades—then two athletes signaled something else entirely: a pattern.
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CHAPTER 14
IN THE SUMMER OF 1936, the American magazine Time tried to make sense of a puzzling phenomenon for its readers. “Such cases of ‘sex change’ fascinate not only tabloid editors but also serious students of the tremendous complexity and almost infinite variations of human hermaphroditism,” Time wrote.1 The magazine had been intrigued by the back-to-back announcements from Zdeněk Koubek and Mark Weston, and it wanted to find an explanation. Gender transitions happened far more frequently than most people realized, it announced, as “nature some times [sic] blurs sexual development in men & women.”
Time was referring to one of the era’s dominant theories of biological sex. Many sexologists believed that in the womb, all embryos began with both male and female traits. Then, shortly before a child was born, the characteristics of one sex started to overtake the other. In this understanding, even people whose bodies corresponded to a normative understanding of male or female always maintained the traits of both sexes. According to one gynecologist in Chicago, “There are few 100 percenters among human beings from this standpoint, there being a bit of the feminine in all men and a corresponding tinge of the masculine in all women.”2
Time’s relatively straightforward, nonjudgmental accounting of Koubek and Weston was hardly exceptional. Amid the deluge of stories that the duo inspired, most tried to promote sympathy for people who transitioned gender. Physical Culture, one of the most popular American sports magazines, tasked a sexologist named Donald Furthman Wickets with explaining the transitions to its audience.3 Wickets said that Koubek and Weston existed on a well-understood spectrum of biology: “Sex is relative. No man is 100 per cent male, no woman 100 per cent female. Every male, even the lustiest, retains certain rudimentary characteristics of the other sex.” While Wickets acknowledged that much of the science surrounding biological sex remained in flux, he did feel confident in calling stories like Koubek’s and Weston’s somewhat normal. Echoing the embryo theory, Wickets said all people were born with their sex “more or less undifferentiated.” While in “95 out of 100” cases, people fell into the normative understandings of “man” or “woman,” that left 5 percent of people, in Wickets’s estimation, who didn’t. “It is not surprising that nature should produce ‘freaks’ who possess both male and female sex organs,” Wickets concluded. “It is only surprising that such cases do not occur more frequently!”
That one of the largest sports magazines in the United States would publish an essentially nonjudgmental article about transitioning athletes, minus the use of a word like “freaks,” was significant. By coming out as men, Koubek and Weston were inspiring a much wider discussion around the nuances of biological sex. Newspapers ran numerous op-eds in support of the athletes. Dr. Morris Fishbein, the long-serving editor of the Journal of the American Medical Association, penned a nationally syndicated op-ed about Koubek and Weston, positioning the men as part of a long history. “Cases like this are repeated again and again in the pages of medical publications,” he wrote in his op-ed. If Fishbein had one piece of advice to the average reader, it was to be more understanding. “No doubt in various places in the United States today there are little girls growing up who will eventually turn out to be predominantly male and who will need the type of diagnosis and surgery that has been mentioned,” he wrote. Instead of judgment, “what they need most at this time is proper understanding by their parents, by their doctors and by the community in general.” Fishbein, like many of his contemporaries, elided discussion of trans women—and of anyone else who might transition from male to female.4
As the media continued to embrace Koubek and Weston, sports officials deepened their suspicions of the two athletes. In the weeks following Weston’s transition, the top brass of the IOC and the IAAF fired off frantic letters about the need for action ahead of the Summer Olympics, which were now less than two months away. Wilhelm Knoll, the Nazi sports doctor who had first accused Koubek of deception earlier that year, began lobbying officials to act. On June 19, holed up in his office at the University of Hamburg, Knoll wrote a flurry of letters to various international sports federations, which oversaw leagues like track and field, soccer, and swimming.5 Identifying himself as the secretary-general of the International Federation of Sports Physicians, Knoll urged these officials to take a stance against Weston and Koubek.6
One of Knoll’s letters ended up in the hands of Carl Diem, the German official who, in addition to his work on the Organizing Committee of the Berlin Olympics, was now a prominent member of the IAAF. “Two bogus cases of hermaphrodites have been in the press lately,” Knoll wrote to Diem, citing Koubek and Weston by name, “proving that women’s elite sports contain elements that do not belong there and must be eliminated at all costs.” If the Organizing Committee wasn’t proactive about the threat of “abnormal” athletes playing in women’s sports, Knoll warned, then the Nazis risked enduring accusations of cheating at the forthcoming games.
Knoll concluded: “I request that all female participants in the Olympic Games should have their gender checked beforehand by a specially-commissioned doctor.” He suggested that these checks be done at the women’s dormitories shortly before the start of the Berlin Olympics. Since all the women were going to live together in the same dorm, called the Friesenhaus, implementing a sex test should require “no technical difficulties.” Knoll made no mention of testing athletes in men’s competitions. In his framing, trans and intersex women, whom he called “hermaphrodites,” a common term at the time that in Knoll’s writing retained a derisive edge, were the only group worthy of concern. The fact that one of the inspirations for his letter, Koubek, was now preparing to play in men’s sports and therefore would not have even been examined under this framework, did not seem to cross his mind. Knoll signed off, “Heil Hitler!”7
Knoll still had not developed a clear explanation of how he wanted sports officials to “check” the female athletes or what they should even be looking for: What defined an “abnormal” athlete in the first place? Though he occasionally nodded to the misconception that certain “abnormal” women possessed athletic advantages, he didn’t make clear what those advantages were. Would he have considered a woman with too much muscle or body hair to be “abnormal,” and at an advantage, and therefore worth disqualifying on the grounds of cheating? What about tall women? Didn’t they have an advantage in some sports, too? Or was he simply concerned with genitalia—and if he was, what genitalia would he have considered disqualifying?
Reading between the lines of these letters underscores the truth: there was no coherent ideology or intellectual idea behind Knoll’s push for sex testing. For as adamant as he was that the Olympics needed to regulate athletes on the basis of their bodies, he seemed to spend shockingly little time considering what those regulations would look like. He simply hadn’t thought it through. Instead, Knoll’s push for sex testing could be seen as a reactionary measure, colored almost entirely by his own anxieties about masculinity and femininity—and, perhaps not incidentally, by his commitment to eugenics.
Knoll’s campaign for medical exams sounded a lot like his prior statements urging that Nazi leaders purge “unsuitable elements,” a group that he included to mean Jewish and non-white people, from sports. To Knoll, regulating women’s bodies was probably an extension of that fear of difference. A woman who didn’t meet his standards of femininity, whatever those standards were, represented a challenge to the eugenic state. The Nazis associated masculine women with sterility and lesbianism; they were seen as unable to reproduce and, therefore, should be swept to the margins of society.
When Carl Diem received Knoll’s letter, he passed it on to Sigfrid Edström, the head of the IAAF, who received it warmly.8 Edström, himself often sympathetic to the Nazi point of view, didn’t seem to notice any of the holes in Knoll’s plan. As his years-long skirmish with Alice Milliat had made clear, Edström felt, at best, ambivalent toward women’s sports, and he was sympathetic to fears about masculine women entering track and field. “I am extraordinarily happy that you have brought this question [of testing] into discussion,” Edström told Knoll a week later. But for now, he lamented, there was not much he could do. With the Berlin Olympics less than two months away, the IAAF didn’t have time to make the “investigation” of women athletes obligatory. He promised that the IAAF would address the issue at its board of directors meeting, which was scheduled for Berlin at the end of July, and he underscored how sympathetic he was to the idea of bodily examinations. “In the principle, the matter is perfectly clear,” Edström wrote. “Only women shall participate in the competitions for women.”
It was an empty statement, meaningless on its surface. Stating that women’s competitions would be reserved exclusively for women was intentionally redundant; it made an incredibly complex topic sound simple. Of course, the real work of the IAAF should have been in defining what “woman” meant in the first place, but leaning on fearmongering allowed Edström and Knoll to skirt that question altogether. Both men seemed to take the view that they would know a supposed outlier when they saw one. They couldn’t have known it then, but their lack of foresight would come to haunt the sporting world for the rest of the century and beyond.
Knoll was thrilled by the IAAF’s response, in part because the track-and-field organization was the only international federation that seemed receptive to his proposal. The other federations to whom he had recommended creating a sex testing policy, he lamented later, “decided the question is not worth considering, and do not seek to understand it.”9
Knoll and the Nazis weren’t the only ones campaigning for sex examinations. The need for sex testing became a particular topic of fascination among fascists in Europe, whose embrace of eugenics made them naturally suspicious of trans people, intersex people, and really any woman they deemed too masculine. An Italian fascist newspaper suggested that medical exams could “protect” athletes from “future unpleasant surprises of the kind brought up in this case by the gender switch of a woman.” Fixating on Koubek, the paper deployed Knoll’s dog whistle about supposed athletic advantage: it noted that after his transition, Koubek’s “record performances became understandable and—less imposing. Were they even really world records?”10
In Canada, Alexandrine Gibb, the sports columnist who had complained about the masculine women at the Women’s World Games in London, dashed off a series of columns about Weston in May and June 1936. Writing that “another Mister has come out of the ranks of the girl athletes,” Gibb railed against the warm reception that the public had given to both Weston and Koubek.11 Sports leaders, she complained, weren’t realizing “their responsibilities to the 100 per cent girls” and were instead prioritizing “men-women” like Koubek and Weston. Like Knoll, she had a solution: medical exams. If sports officials were to inspect the bodies of athletes ahead of each international competition, she said, they could begin to weed out the “men-women” who were threatening the “dainty girl runners” who had previously, in her mind, been the norm at the Olympics.
Like Knoll, Gibb did not specifically explain what kinds of athletes should fail medical exams. What was a “man-woman,” to use her parlance? A muscular woman? A woman who shaved? She used “man-woman” to refer to Koubek and Weston—but Koubek and Weston had actively transitioned gender, and neither of them wanted to continue to play in women’s sports after their transition. Invoking both athletes seemed to be a tactic to whip up panic, creating the impression that an athlete who was now living as a man could still enroll in women’s sports.
As the Olympics grew closer, sports officials continued toying with the idea of instituting physical examinations in women’s sports. In early June, Avery Brundage received a letter from an anonymous sports fan warning him that a prominent American sprinter was not a “normal” woman.12 Citing the sprinter’s deep voice, the writer demanded that “rules should be made to keep the competitive games for normal feminine girls and not monstrosities.” Addressing the complaint to Brundage made sense, given Brundage’s position as head of the American Olympic Committee. But Brundage was also uniquely sympathetic to the fear that masculine women were taking over sports. Privately, he’d long harbored concerns that some top women athletes displayed the characteristics of men.13
On June 23, Brundage forwarded the letter to two prominent Olympic executives, Henri de Baillet-Latour and Theodor Lewald.14 He couldn’t resist adding his own commentary. “I do not know whether hermaphrodites are as common today as they evidently were two thousand years ago,” Brundage wrote, “but I do know that the question of the eligibility of various female (?) athletes has been raised because of apparent characteristics of the opposite sex.” He connected the risk of “hermaphrodites” at the Olympics to the recent news about Mark Weston, whom he said had garnered “considerable publicity” in the United States following his transition. “Perhaps some action has already been taken on this subject; if not, it might be well to insist on a medical examination before participation in the Olympic games,” Brundage said.
The letter marked a turning point in the history of gender surveillance in sports. Here was a high-profile official asking the head of the IOC to embrace sex testing. Brundage’s intentions were most likely not this ambitious, but really what he was requesting was for the IOC—a sports organization made up of wealthy white men with no real medical training—to draw a firm delineation between “male” and “female.” What was a woman? The IOC, Brundage was saying, should be the ones to decide.

That sports officials would endeavor to sort people into a sex binary based on cursory medical exams was, in many ways, bizarre. Human bodies vary so wildly that, in the 1930s, surgeons who worked with intersex patients were still arguing over how to simply define sex. Many medical authorities were coming to terms with the possibility that there might not be a universal distinction between male and female at all.15 “It used to be thought that a woman was a woman because of her ovaries alone,” William Blair-Bell, a high-profile British doctor, wrote two decades earlier. But “there are many individuals with ovaries who are not women in the strict sense of the word, and many with testes who are really feminine in every other respect.”16
In pushing forward sex testing policies, Brundage was doing something radical—taking a concept of sex that even medical professionals had not resolved, and enshrining it into institutional policy. He was codifying the idea that “male” and “female” were distinct biological categories, ones that not only could be but should be identified and measured. Even as doctors around him were struggling to define methods to clearly distinguish men from women, Brundage was reinforcing the misconception that sex distinctions were natural. The stature of the Olympics would, whether he intended it to be or not, become the ideal vector for this kind of fiction. If the biggest sports event in the world decided that it needed to create a stringent definition of “female,” then why shouldn’t other regulatory bodies, or societies, do the same?
Sports became the platform for sex sorting almost accidentally, driven by a misguided fear of women’s sports as inherently delicate. The very same sports executives who had fought to pry the Women’s World Games away from Alice Milliat, and who despised the idea of a separate, women-led competition, immediately turned around and litigated which kinds of women could be allowed to participate. Though Brundage didn’t state it outright, the idea of sex testing seemed to come from a belief that more masculine women—or intersex women, as his “hermaphrodite” comment seemed to be referring—would have an advantage against traditionally feminine athletes.
That’s the most generous read of Brundage, at least. The less charitable understanding is simply that Brundage, along with many of his colleagues, didn’t like looking at masculine women. Brundage said as much many times throughout his career. A few years earlier, he had memorably suggested abandoning women’s sports entirely. Perhaps, at first, a part of him envisioned sex testing as an excuse to remove women who seemed to challenge patriarchal gender conventions. In this understanding, trans and intersex women would become collateral in a campaign to impose ideals of femininity across the entire women’s category at the Olympics.
Decades later, this type of sex sorting would come to be an expected part of life in a gendered society. Prisons, single-sex colleges, social services agencies, and operators of swimming pools and changing rooms would all construct working definitions of “male” and “female” that present both, wrongly, as binary and stable biological categories. Often, administrators and bureaucrats have wielded those definitions to exclude trans and intersex people, usually out of fear that they would spread some kind of moral or sexual perversion. But in the 1930s, few regulatory bodies had yet taken it upon themselves to build out regimes of gender surveillance. That sports would become the center stage for this attempt to regulate gendered bodies is a strange twist of history.
Take women’s prisons during this time. Occasionally, prison officials removed women whom they discovered to be trans or intersex. For instance, Mary Baker, a Brooklyn trans woman, was incarcerated at the Women’s House of Detention for two days in 1937 before officials discovered she was trans and moved her to a men’s prison.17 Yet cases like Baker’s seemed to be largely one-offs; prison officials there or elsewhere didn’t instantly create policy around how to define and measure the meaning of “woman.” Even governments often lacked formal definitions of “male” and “female.” The United States did not have any laws that governed when to permit people to change the sex on their legal documents. Instead, decisions on when to change sex markers were highly personalized, a byproduct of the whims of local judges.18 Only in 1955 did Illinois become the first state to codify a pathway for trans and intersex people to amend their birth certificates. The law allowed identity document changes for a “person” who “by reason of [medical] operation” needed “the sex designation on [their] birth record … changed.”19
Perhaps the only organizational body where gender surveillance had become a matter of policy by 1936 was the US Bureau of Immigration, which, since at least 1909, turned away immigrants whom they deemed “degenerates,” a broad group that included people we might today categorize as gender nonconforming, intersex, and/or homosexual.20 As the historian Margot Canaday has documented, border officials, alongside teams of doctors working with the Public Health Service, were trained to weed out potential degenerates at the border, often claiming that they risked becoming “public charges” in need of state support. It was maddeningly circular logic: sexual and gender minorities were not tolerated in America, bureaucrats pointed out; therefore, they would not be able to find economic or personal stability stateside and should be blocked from entering the country in the first place.
A 1918 manual titled Manual for the Mental Examination of Aliens, for instance, instructed doctors to watch out for immigrants with bodies where “the characteristics of one sex may approach those of the other,”21 seemingly a reference to intersex and gender-nonconforming people. Likewise, a Public Health Service inspector told his team to single out immigrants who displayed “an oddity of dress” or “unusual decoration worn on the clothing.”22
The extent of this gendered border surveillance varied based on the location of the border crossing and on the race of the crosser, according to Canaday. At Ellis Island in New York, where many migrants were arriving from Europe, inspections tended to be far more cursory than those at Angel Island in California or at the Mexican border. Similarly, because notions of degeneracy were heavily racialized, Asian and Latino men were more likely to be strip-searched than their white counterparts.23 The end result was that people deemed to be gender or sexual minorities were deported because, one official explained, they “present bad economics risks.” The official wrote, “It is pretty difficult for these unfortunates to get or retain jobs.”24
By pushing for the IOC to consider a sex testing policy, in other words, Brundage was taking a leap that only the American immigration system had ever actually institutionalized. Under his watch, the Olympics was on its way to becoming one of the first global institutions to enshrine into practice gender surveillance. And because the Olympics, unlike the immigration system, was so visible to the public, Brundage’s policy prescriptions, despite being rooted in forms of hysteria and panic, would inevitably inspire similar efforts far beyond the realm of athletics.
Brundage may have been the loudest proponent of sex testing, but he didn’t speak for everyone in the sports world. Some officials did not see the need to make substantial policy changes simply because of Koubek and Weston. Even in the June 10 issue of Reichssportblatt, a Nazi-run sports magazine, Heinrich Voss, a German delegate on the IAAF, made the case that the recent news about Koubek and Weston shouldn’t result in more regulation of women’s sports.25 While he said that “boyish types” were “always reproachfully cited” by opponents of women’s sports, he found this line of argument misleading. Sports didn’t turn women masculine, he stated. “That one can make a girl boyish by running and jumping and throwing is a claim that cannot be proven and in any case contradicts all experiences,” he said. Anyone who understood biology knew that women who had some traditionally masculine features were a fact of life. “These boyish types did not become, but came: as they generally appear in life, so they also came to sports.” Voss seemed to shoot down the possibility of implementing a wider regime of physical examination. Referring to the measures suggested by critics of women’s sports, Voss said, the “eternal attacks and the extraordinarily clever investigations” suggested by some athletic officials “are pointless.”
Brundage and Knoll disagreed, and their voices proved to be the loudest in the room. Within the IOC and the IAAF, the plan to implement medical exams exclusively for female athletes quickly gained traction. In retrospect, it might be easy to assume that these early advocates of sex testing were specifically targeting trans or intersex women, as sports organizations do today. That may be true—but assuming that the past parallels our present elides just how confused and disingenuous this inception of sex testing policy was. Brundage and Knoll discussed sex testing in such vague terms that if, say, a very muscular woman showed up for a medical exam, they may well have been able to call her “abnormal” and disqualify her.
There was no driving ideology behind these early sex testing proposals. Perhaps that was because these officials were too naive to realize that the sex binary did not exist at all. Or perhaps the vagueness was the point. They could eliminate anyone they wanted, just by calling that athlete’s femininity into question.



CHAPTER 15
ALICE MILLIAT BELIEVED SHE’D BEEN DUPED. Certainly, she had never trusted Sigfrid Edström. She’d known for years that he and Avery Brundage were angling to get her to give up the Women’s World Games.1 But his sheer lack of shame surprised her. In late June, Edström bluntly informed her that he didn’t want any delegate of the FSFI, Milliat’s organization, at the IAAF’s upcoming session in Berlin.2 At this point, he told her, “it would be advisable that the [FSFI] give up its work.” Milliat replied that his approach, which was to appoint a group of men with little knowledge of gender issues to govern women’s athletics, was “quite wrong.” Women needed to be involved in the governing of women’s sports, she said.3
The mechanism by which Edström was planning to push Milliat out was confusing, but it boiled down to this: if the IAAF could convince the IOC to institute more track-and-field events for women, then the Women’s World Games would lose its appeal and necessity. The Olympics remained far more influential and, importantly, better-funded than Milliat’s project. Surely any diminished interest in the Women’s World Games would spell disaster for Milliat. It was a cold calculation, made by a political operator who didn’t seem to care about the years of work Milliat had poured into women’s sports.
By the summer of 1936, Milliat was staring down the end of her career. Her health was failing, and had been since as far back as 1926.4 A year earlier, in March 1935, she had announced her plan to retire from the FSFI.5 Despite her health, she wasn’t content to be cut out of her own organization just yet. She pressed for a meeting with the top brass of the IAAF before her departure. Edström agreed to schedule a session for Paris on June 27. When Milliat arrived, she expected to greet three representatives from the IAAF, including Edström.6 Instead, only a single member, the French official Joseph Genet, showed up. Edström, Genet told her, was too sick to attend. He apparently hadn’t bothered to let her know in advance.
Once the conversation began, it became clear that Genet was little more than a conduit for Edström. Milliat noticed that Genet was carrying “a number of telegrams of instructions” from the IAAF leader. He referred back to his bundle of files throughout their discussion, parroting the party line.7 The IAAF takeover was happening whether she liked it or not, Genet said. He insisted that the IAAF “would do what is necessary for women to have a more substantial program at the Games.”8 His commitments were vague, which was probably intentional. Edström and Genet knew that the IAAF needed the IOC’s approval in order to add more athletic competitions for women, so they tried to assuage Milliat without actually committing to anything.
Alone with Genet, Milliat began to despair. The IAAF was better respected than the FSFI would ever be. If Edström was this intent on taking her down, then she couldn’t see a way to stop it. “The methods of force” that Edström had used “to keep us far away from the IAAF Congress, away from the jury, far away even from the stadium” had convinced Milliat that she was outgunned. Edström “would not back away from any means of killing the FSFI,” she concluded. Defeated, she agreed to Genet’s proposal.9
Milliat promised she would not resist the IAAF takeover of women’s athletics on two conditions. First, she wanted the IAAF to recognize all world records from the Women’s World Games. Because the IAAF was a subsidiary of the Olympics, that would automatically turn all the records from the Women’s World Games into Olympic records. And second, if the IAAF could not guarantee an expanded slate of women’s athletics for the 1940 Olympics, she informed Genet that the FSFI would hold one last Women’s World Games—the 1938 Games in Vienna, Austria. As Genet summarized in a letter to Edström, “Mrs. Milliat and her colleagues would agree to disappear” as long as those two conditions were met.10
The problem for Milliat was that Edström had the upper hand, and he knew it. Though he insisted he would try to recognize the records from the FSFI, he hated the idea of another Women’s World Games. In early July, while still sick in bed, he wrote Milliat a letter rejecting the possibility that a fifth Women’s World Games would take place under his watch.11
Milliat was out of moves. She seemed to be too ill to travel to Berlin,12 her organization was bleeding money,13 and Edström seemed on the verge of destroying her life’s work. That July, just a few weeks ahead of the 1936 Olympic Games, the reality finally sank in: her dream of a women’s sports competition governed largely by women was dead.

By the end of June, as the American boycott movement faded from public view, Avery Brundage had one final concern. He needed money. Financially speaking, it wasn’t looking great for the American Olympic Committee. Sending teams to the Olympics had never been a particularly lucrative enterprise, but that year in particular, thanks to the combined burdens of the Great Depression and the public fury that a Nazi-hosted Olympics had generated, the Olympic team was short on funds. Few people wanted to donate. On March 17, the secretary of the American Olympic Committee had given a curt assessment of the situation to Brundage: “We are in a hell of a hole financially.”14 The American Olympic Committee had just $9,844 to its name, and it needed to scrounge together $350,000 in order to afford to send its team to Germany.15
Brundage hated fundraising. It was undignified, he felt, and it underscored just how little the US government cared about sports. While other countries subsidized their Olympic teams, the United States did not.16 Even so, Brundage had no choice but to push aside his frustrations and begin a “strenuous campaign” to raise funds before his team’s departure on July 15.17 He courted wealthy Germans, whom he thought would be sympathetic to an Olympics held in Berlin. To rally support, Brundage leaned on red-scare tactics. Communists, he said, were trying to “trick” American athletes into boycotting the Olympics.18 He needed money to fight back.
Brundage also attempted to court Jewish business owners, though his appeals dripped with antisemitism. In a letter to Albert Lasker, a Jewish advertising entrepreneur, Brundage wrote that donating to the Olympics was the best way to stave off “the great and growing resentment in athletic circles in this country against the Jews.”19 He seemed to position money as a salve for rampant antisemitism. Giving to the American Olympic Committee, according to Brundage, “might be useful in the future” to Jewish leaders.
The appeals didn’t work. As the Olympics approached, Brundage was growing desperate. One American official approached the radio news channel NBC and demanded that it pay the American Olympic Committee $100,000 for the right to interview American athletes during the Olympics in Berlin.20 NBC balked. When the organizers of the Olympics, Carl Diem and Theodor Lewald, found out about the demand, the two men asked the Americans stop. Germany, they insisted, had sole control over broadcasting rights, and it was already planning to offer access, for free, to a radio control room tucked under the Olympic Stadium, a twenty-one-meter-long device called the 40-Nations Switchboard.21 It didn’t need the American Olympic Committee to get in the way.

Eventually, Brundage scrounged together enough cash to at least get the athletes on the boat. The morning of July 15, a track-and-field athlete named Helen Stephens, along with the rest of the Olympic team, boarded the SS Manhattan from a port in New York City. A morass of thousands of radio reporters, sports fans, dockworkers, and at least one movie star—the actress Helen Hayes—gathered at the end of West Twentieth Street for the send-off.22
It was a sticky summer day, the tail end of a heat wave that had sparked forest fires and left 375 people dead.23 Stephens was too ebullient to mind the heat. She was on her way to the Olympics, and for the first time in her life, she felt like a celebrity.24 Over the past year, she had become, alongside Jesse Owens, one of America’s preeminent stars ahead of the Olympics. Many commentators predicted she might come home from Berlin with a gold medal in track and field.25 As she checked in and boarded the ship, bystanders held out autograph notebooks and shouted questions.26
A pair of radio reporters with NBC and CBS were on hand, relaying the scene aboard the Manhattan to millions of Americans. They flocked to Stephens and Owens. Asked about her chances of victory, Stephens was humble. “I figure I’m just as good as they are,” she said.27 By 10:30 in the morning, the entire US Olympic team, 384 athletes in total, had crammed onto the ship.28 The food rations—25,000 apples, oranges, and grapefruits; three tons of beef; eight tons of milk; and 2,400 bottles of Coca-Cola—followed shortly thereafter.
Brundage, fresh off a flight from Chicago, arrived to give the goodbye speech. “We have the best athletes in major and minor sports ever to represent us,” he said.29 Then he pivoted to discussing his financial woes. The American Olympic Committee was still short of its fundraising goal, and the axe was swinging in every direction. Dee Boeckmann, who coached Stephens and the rest of the women’s track team, had agreed to forgo her salary in order to travel to Berlin.30 Many athletes needed to pay for the cost of the trip themselves or else return home.31 One sprinter on the women’s team, who was warned that she might be cut in order to save money, secured her spot on the SS Manhattan only when she showed up at the last minute with a check for $500. “I shall not rest content” until the committee managed to bring in another $25,000 of funding, Brundage told the American athletes.32 The Olympics would go forward either way, but Brundage wanted to keep the American Olympic Committee from slipping into debt.
At the send-off party, little trace of the boycott movement that had consumed the United States for nearly three years remained. To the average attendee, it probably looked just like any other Olympic goodbye. Only if you squinted could you see the cracks. Not a single important federal official had shown up to wish the team luck: President Franklin Delano Roosevelt, whose advisors had warned him not to weigh in on the boycott debate, hadn’t even sent the traditional farewell message.33 A single picketer showed up outside the Manhattan, bearing a sign that declared, “Boycott Hitler Germany; fight for tolerance, freedom and liberty.”34
Soon after the Manhattan departed, it became clear that the Olympic boycott movement wasn’t dead, exactly—it had just gone underground. Covert messages, aimed at specific athletes, now replaced massive protests at Madison Square Garden. Stephens watched the Statue of Liberty fade into the distance as they left New York Harbor, then headed downstairs. When she settled in her small third-class cabin on the lowest level of the Manhattan, she discovered a stack of pamphlets on her bed. Stephens leafed through them and realized they had been left by boycotters. Treating the Berlin Olympics as an ordinary event, one pamphlet warned her, was a mistake. The Nazi regime was too brutal to be normalized. It urged Stephens to take a stand against the Nazis, suggesting that she throw her race as a form of protest.35 Stephens wasn’t swayed. She reported the incident to Brundage, who was furious. He confiscated the pamphlets and threatened anyone on board caught distributing anti-Nazi literature.36
Otherwise, Stephens had a “grand” time on board the ship.37 The Manhattan had a movie theater, a putting green, and a dance floor.38 Lunch was roast beef and baked potatoes, while dinners included chicken with gravy and mashed potatoes, plus some ice cream and candy for dessert.39 Every morning from 9:00 until noon, Stephens ran drills on deck with the track-and-field team.40 In between training, she mingled with the other athletes and—still not used to the fact of her own celebrity—asked them for autographs, as if she were a regular spectator, not a star in her own right. Jesse Owens signed her autograph book, wishing her luck at the competition.41
Stephens did not know it, but she had been the subject of the letter that Brundage had received in early June, the one that warned him of a suspiciously masculine American sprinter who was soon to attend the Berlin Olympics. The anonymous writer, who had reportedly met Stephens, complained to Brundage about her “deep bass voice” and her “10 ½ inch shoes.” She was, according to the writer, “a border-line case if there ever was one.”42 It was a common reaction. When most people met Stephens, they first noticed her voice, which had a deep, raspy timbre because of a childhood accident: while Stephens was a child in Fulton, Missouri, she tripped and fell face-first in the front yard while playing with her dog, Doogie.43 A wooden arrowhead she was wearing around her neck pierced her larynx. Stephens, unable to speak, rushed into the kitchen, blood oozing onto her clothes. For the rest of her childhood and adolescence, her voice would stay several octaves below that of her peers.
Stephens was never concerned with fitting in. As a child, she rebuffed her mother’s requests that she learn to play the piano, opting instead to help her father herd cattle and pitch hay on the family farm. She went to middle school at a one-room building a mile away from her house. Every day, she jogged the distance between home and school. Sometimes she raced her cousin, who traveled on horseback just to keep up with her.44 In 1931, by the time she was thirteen, she enrolled in Fulton High School. Even at that age, Stephens was taller and more muscular than most of her classmates. It was a blessing and a curse. While the other kids steered clear of her, the school’s track coach asked her to try out for the track team, starting with a simple fifty-yard dash. Stephens agreed to give it a shot. After finishing the sprint, she jogged back over to the coach to see how she’d done. The track coach looked at his watch, then at her, “puzzled-like,” Stephens said later.45 He told her he didn’t quite get her time and asked her to run it again. When he clocked her the next time, it was nearly the same result—an astonishing 5.8 seconds.
Over the next two years, her high school dispatched Stephens to larger and larger competitions. In the spring of 1935, her coach convinced the school to send her to St. Louis for the Amateur Athletic Union championships, her highest-profile event yet. Money was tight, but the school scrounged just enough to book a hotel room. Stephens’s coach drove her across the state in his old Ford,46 where Stephens faced off against the veritable star of women’s track and field, Stella Walsh. Walsh, the onetime Olympic gold medalist who had a few years prior met Zdeněk Koubek in her hotel room in Prague, usually got along with her competitors. She had been friendly to Koubek, and before him, to the Japanese sprinter Hitomi Kinue.47 But something about the Fulton star rubbed Walsh the wrong way. Ahead of the race, Walsh dismissed any suggestion that Stephens could beat her. Surely, “that greenie from the sticks,”48 she said, didn’t stand a chance.
To Walsh’s shock, Stephens won. Walsh later accused her of cheating. Stephens started running before the gun went off, Walsh said. But losing to a high school student rattled her. For the next year, Walsh repeatedly canceled her scheduled meets against Stephens,49 pointing to scheduling conflicts. Now, in Berlin, they would finally have a rematch.
The two women were much more alike than either preferred to admit. Most of the sports world regarded them as insufficiently feminine. The columnist Alexandrine Gibb, for instance, suggested that Stephens would have an unfair advantage at the Berlin Olympics because she was “six-footed” and “mannish.”50 Gibb fantasized about creating a separate event for athletes that she thought were too muscular to play in women’s sports. “I’d like to see a special 100 metres at the Olympic Games,” she wrote. “In it I would put Stella Walsh, Helen Stephens, a couple of special German contestants, at least two English girls, and one or two other Europeans.”

On July 16, while the American team cruised toward Europe, the Nazis wrote a letter to Gretel Bergmann, the most important Jewish athlete planning to compete on the German team. Bergmann, the letter announced, would not be allowed to participate in the Olympics. Her “mediocre performances,” combined with the fact that the Jewish sports club to which she belonged was not an official member of Germany’s governing track-and-field organization, meant they could no longer offer her a spot on the team.51 Instead, the Nazis offered to give her a free standing-room-only ticket to attend the Olympics as a spectator.
When Bergmann read the letter, then reread it several times, she did not cry. “A stream of invectives came pouring out of my mouth,” she said later.52 It was a ridiculous excuse to give to a prospective gold medalist—not least because it was the Germans’ own policies that kept her Jewish club from being recognized. Just a month earlier, in June, Bergmann had tied the German record in the high jump.53 She was nearly certain to take home a medal for Germany, if not win outright. But after years of promoting violence against Jewish people, there was no reality in which the Nazis allowed a Jewish woman to win on their home turf, especially not under the banner of Germany.54
The timing of the letter, just days after the Americans had already set sail for Berlin, was probably not an accident. The Nazi sports czar Hans von Tschammer, who wrote the letter, knew that expelling Germany’s most prominent Jewish athlete—and the only athlete on the slate who had two Jewish parents—from the Olympic Games could reignite the boycott debate. By axing her just a few days before the Olympics itself, von Tschammer wasn’t leaving enough time for any international delegation to respond. His plan worked. Although the letter should have caused an international uproar, it barely made a blip in the press. In the United States, the Jewish Telegraphic Agency was one of the only papers to cover Bergmann’s expulsion from the German team.55
The Bergmann news didn’t appear to register with Avery Brundage or any of the athletes on board the Manhattan, either. On the morning of July 25, the ship finally came to a halt outside Hamburg, Germany. Helen Stephens and the rest of the Olympic team disembarked after breakfast,56 but not before Brundage offered one last warning to his team. “I hope you will not be outdone in politeness and courtesy any more so than you are on the field,” he told the athletes, noting the political sensitivity of the coming games.57
With that, the athletes, dizzy from over a week at sea, marched down a ramp leading off the ship. The first thing Stephens saw in Germany was a pair of flags, hung on the edge of the dock. A Nazi flag, featuring a swastika, was nestled alongside the American flag. In the middle, a banner announced, “Welcome to Germany.”58 The athletes tried not to see the port where the Manhattan had docked—wharf 13—as an omen of bad luck.59
The teams took buses to Hamburg’s city hall, where the mayor was waiting to greet them in a massive room stocked with marble statues and oil paintings.60 Brundage gave a short speech and passed out fruit punch and cigars. Then they were off again, boarding a train to Berlin. Stephens watched through her window as the train blazed across the countryside,61 farms and forests blurring together in the distance. Arriving at Berlin Central Station floored her. Some of Germany’s top athletic officials were waiting for the American team on a platform festooned with flowers and flags, including Theodor Lewald, Henri de Baillet-Latour, Hans von Tschammer, and Carl Diem.62 Outside the station, at least twenty-four thousand Germans crammed behind street barricades, jockeying to get a look at the American athletes. Some stuck their heads out of apartment windows, while others cheered from balconies or roofs. It was more of a welcome than many of the athletes had ever received. The Americans laughed and waved back before boarding a bus to downtown Berlin.63
Eventually, Stephens and the rest of her teammates made the trip out to the edges of the Grunewald Forest, where the old German Stadium once stood. Twenty years after the canceled 1916 Olympics, it had been converted into a vast lawn featuring assorted sports stadiums, including the new Olympic Stadium. The lawn was called the Reich Sports Field, and also within its bounds were the women’s dorms, where Stephens dropped off her bags.64 While male athletes slept in gleaming new facilities in the Olympic Village—or, in the case of the rowing team, in a castle outside Berlin—the women’s teams settled in a former student military barracks,65 which the Nazis called the Friesenhaus. Despite the difference in accommodations, the Germans, it seemed, had spared no expense. They hired catering companies that produced separate menus for each national team, tailored to the specific tastes of their countries. The Americans received milkshakes and steaks cooked medium rare, while the French had anchovies, bread, and wine and the Chinese were given soy sauce and fish.66 The Nazis offered generous helpings of items like butter, which was in short supply throughout the country, to give an illusion of abundance.67
Nazi Germany wove its propaganda into all parts of Stephens’s stay. At the Friesenhaus, Stephens found her movements heavily restricted. Though in their free time she and the other Olympic women athletes often walked along the Reich Sports Field, they couldn’t leave the perimeter, which was surrounded by a fence. If they wanted to go shopping or eat out in Berlin, a personal translator assigned to them by the Nazis needed to join.68 These translators wore white suits emblazoned with the Olympic rings. Stephens’s coach later called the translators “very fine girls,” seemingly oblivious to the fact that they had been asked, in part, to spy on each athlete.
Brundage, too, was on top of the world. He was the first to exit the train when the American team arrived in Berlin. Theodor Lewald rushed to embrace him. In the crowded station, the aging former bureaucrat planted a “lusty” kiss on Brundage’s cheek,69 according to news reports. Lewald had reason to be grateful: without Brundage, the American team might not have shown up at all— and without the American team, the entire Olympics might have collapsed.70
To Brundage, it felt like a hero’s welcome. Officials led him, Lewald, and a group of American athletes into the redbrick Berlin city hall, where Lewald had held the first meeting of the Organizing Committee over three years earlier. There, a Nazi official presented Brundage with a commemorative medal and gave a speech in German, a language few of the athletes—and certainly not Brundage himself—spoke with much fluency. Officials passed out German-language propaganda books about Nazi Germany, which most of the Americans could not read. “They have lovely pictures,” one athlete remembered, “but I don’t have any idea what they are about.”71 When it was Brundage’s turn to talk, he lavished his hosts with praise. “No nation since ancient Greece has captured the true Olympic spirit as has Germany,” Brundage told the audience,72 a puzzling and slightly anti-American statement given that the previous Olympics had been hosted in Los Angeles.
Beneath the surface, it wasn’t hard to see that something in Berlin was off. Nearly everyone in the city was dressed in military uniforms: street sweepers, bus drivers, soldiers.73 Draped over every light post was a Nazi flag, and instead of “hello,” locals greeted the athletes with “Heil Hitler.”74 Whenever an athlete met the eye of a Berlin resident, the resident always managed to beam back— a fact that was charming at first but soon turned eerie as it kept happening, again and again, as if scripted. The most unsettling part, though, were the absences. There was no graffiti, no garbage, no dirt in the streets. Every blemish, it seemed, had been expunged.75
Before the athletes’ arrival, the state had directed the press to whitewash the realities of the regime. A ban on jazz music, which the Nazis had implemented because of the genre’s origins in Black America, was briefly lifted, though with the caveat that radio stations could only play jazz performed by all-white orchestras.76 The Nazi press was also instructed to keep racist rhetoric to a minimum. When one newspaper quoted a racist book on sports, Nazi leaders chastised its editor. Such explicitly hateful remarks, officials said, were certainly not wrong, but journalists needed to bite their tongues until after the Olympics had finished.77 And occasionally, when foreign visitors tried to talk politics with the locals, they received looks of fear. When one Kansas schoolteacher asked passersby, “Are you a member of the Nazi Party?” she received hushed responses. “I don’t want to talk about it,” one local whispered.78
Though the Nazis worked hard to sanitize their ideology, they continued to enforce prohibitions on racial mixing. Ahead of the games, German Jewish residents were told not to buy concessions out of concern they might strike up a connection with an “Aryan.”79 During the Olympics, the state police censured fifty-two white German women for flirting with “colored foreigners” in “an undignified manner.”80 Ahead of the games, officials deported a group of six hundred Romani residents of Berlin to a concentration camp near the outskirts of the city,81 where many would be imprisoned and killed. Other members of marginalized groups met a similar fate: state police arrested a number of actual or suspected homosexuals, including one salesman who had allegedly made “advances” on two Argentinian visitors.82
The Nazis unsurprisingly built an entire surveillance apparatus around the Olympic Village. Plainclothes officers abounded, and the secret police held daily meetings to discuss potential threats.83 Any mail that came in and out of the city was read and sometimes censored. A police unit at the Charlottenburg post office reportedly discarded hundreds of letters that included messages critical of the Nazis. On August 8, Nazi officials found a cluster of seventy-four good luck cards from England that, inside, contained anti-fascist writings.84 One letter asked Jesse Owens to refuse to accept his Olympic medals as a public rebuke against a “government that preaches racial hatred.” The Nazis confiscated the letter before Owens could see it.
On a few occasions, these letters slipped past the censors. Their content was, for the visiting athletes, uniformly terrifying. While in Berlin, Dorothy Odam, a British high jumper, remembered opening a letter from someone imprisoned in a concentration camp. It was “about how terrible the camps were,” Odam recalled to the author Guy Walters decades later. The letter writer had asked Odam to report the abuses in Nazi-run concentration camps to British authorities. But Odam was fearful of what would happen if the Nazis caught her with the letter. Unsure of what to do, she turned it over to her German chaperone. “I felt that it had nothing to do with me,” she remembered. “Who would I have given it to?”85



CHAPTER 16
RAINSTORMS BOOKENDED THE FIRST FEW DAYS in Berlin, leaving the athletes holed up in their dorms. An “epidemic” of sore throats, sore muscles, and colds swept through the American team.1 More than a hundred Americans asked for medical treatment, and journalists began to wonder whether the US contingent would be ready to compete at all. The sick and injured weren’t missing much. The Nazis had organized vaudeville shows designed to be legible to audiences that spoke dozens of different languages, which meant they contained almost no dialogue.2 Most athletes found them incredibly boring. With little else to do, athletes wandered the city instead. The British teams enjoyed responding to the constant greetings of “Heil Hitler” with their own hello: “Heil King Edward!”3
Neither the chilly weather nor the wave of ailments could spoil Avery Brundage’s mood. This, he knew, was going to be an Olympics he would never forget. In the waning days of July, Brundage gave a few interviews and speeches, but mostly he attended parties. A rotating cast of Nazis, including Joseph Goebbels, Adolf Hitler, and the future foreign affairs minister Joachim von Ribbentrop, hosted a series of swanky banquets throughout Berlin, and Brundage was a fixture at all of them. He attended a dinner for two thousand guests on Peacock Island, a small body of land on the other side of the Grunewald Forest that the Nazis festooned with paper lamps.4 He also joined a private tour of the Temple of Zeus at the Pergamon Museum.5 There, in a room overflowing with newly excavated Greek sculptures, Brundage listened to a performance of Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony.6 Lewald passed out gold chains, featuring the Olympic rings, to the gathered executives.7
Hermann Göring, the Nazi leader who a few years earlier had created the Gestapo, hosted a grand buffet for hundreds of dignitaries outside his house on Potsdamer Platz.8 Brundage loved it. Dozens of tables of food had been laid out for the guests, taking up so much space that Brundage estimated it stretched a hundred meters. At the end of the night, a set of curtains parted to reveal a full orchestra. After the performance finished, Göring led his guests to an amusement park he had set up in the backyard. “The evening must have cost well over one hundred thousand dollars,” Brundage, awed, wrote later.9
To Brundage, Germany felt positively alive. New streets had been paved; everywhere he turned, public works projects were underway. The people, too, seemed happy. Whereas before Hitler, he wrote, the German people had been “discouraged and demoralized,” today they were “believing in themselves and in their country again.”10 It was no wonder that Brundage found the Germans to be a “friendly, courteous and obliging people” who, he thought, couldn’t be capable of tolerating the kinds of atrocities many American newspapers alleged they supported.
Yet there was something else different about this Olympics, something Brundage may not have noticed, but Helen Stephens certainly did. In the press and in the dorms, a new system of gender surveillance seemed to be taking hold. Neither Zdeněk Koubek nor Mark Weston was attending the Berlin Olympics, but their stories had begun to inform policy.
If two world-class athletes had transitioned gender in a matter of months, some in the sports world figured, then other stars could soon follow. And everyone was waiting to see who it might be. “The recent multiplicity of these cases of sex transformation has caused sex, for the first time in the age-old history of the Olympic Games, to become a major controversy among competitors,” the British magazine London Life explained to its readers. “Girl athletes of every nation, particularly Britain, are complaining bitterly about the running athletes whom, rightly or wrongly, they regard more as men than as women.”11
Athletes who competed at the Berlin Olympics were on high alert. Some became attuned to which women showered and changed with the others and which avoided the locker rooms altogether. Stephens felt these pressures firsthand. Physically, she stood apart from many of her peers. She was nearly six feet tall, and she lacked the classically feminine aesthetics that male sports executives expected of women. It made her a target. On board the Manhattan, the American diver Velma Dunn wrote to her mother that Helen Stephens “acts very mannish and talks lower than most men.” Meeting her in person, she said, gave her “the surprise of my life.”12
Under this intensified surveillance, many athletes took Stephens’s deep voice as proof of her masculinity. The DNB, Nazi Germany’s official press office, reported that “there was always a bit of a panic in the [women’s dorms] when Helen Stephens’s masculine voice echoed through the corridors.”13 The DNB decided that Stephens, who possessed a “raw cowboy bass voice that sounded as if it came from a deep ravine,” had the deepest voice of all the female competitors. A British newspaper insisted that “some women athletes who had arrived in Berlin looked more like men,” adding to the urgency for sports leagues to address what the newspaper called the “problem of the ‘man-woman.’”14 Other commentators complained that it was going to be difficult to watch “the English girls compete against freaks.”15
On newsstands across Berlin, even scientific journals were parroting these talking points. That month, Wilhelm Knoll, that persistent Nazi sports doctor, published an article about sex in Olympic sports in German Medical Weekly. Knoll warned that the quest for personal glory was convincing intersex athletes, whom he called “pseudohermaphrodites,” to enroll in women’s sports, a reality he treated as inherently nefarious. “We also see a strange phenomenon in women’s sports that has serious pathological traits and is likely to damage the really good women’s sports,” he wrote. “It is the appearance of manly pseudohermaphrodites in women’s sport, who usually boast good performances.”16
Knoll directly named Koubek and Weston and informed his medical audience that something needed to be done. Nazism practically guided his viewpoint. Knoll called these athletes a “deviation” and a threat to the “health” of sports. He insisted that sports federations should “thoroughly clean women’s sport of such elements.” Knoll said he had written letters urging sports leaders to institute mandatory sex testing policies for all women competitors. The same urgency needn’t be applied to men, because “of course, men’s sport is not at risk in this respect.” Knoll hardly gestured to the supposed concerns around “fairness” that some advocates for sex testing would later adopt. Instead, his push for medical exams at the Olympics sounded much more unapologetically like eugenics.
There, in Berlin, in the summer of 1936, the climate around gender and sports had become irreversibly steeped in suspicion and even paranoia. Stephens tried to brush the comments aside and focus on her training, but the insinuations struck close to home. When she arrived in Berlin, she was harboring a secret of her own. Months earlier, she had fallen in love with a woman, and on the boat ride to Germany, she had penned a series of letters to her.17 Stephens was not open about her attraction to women, nor could she be: openly queer athletes were few and far between, especially in a country as hostile to queer identity as Nazi Germany.18 None of the whispers about Stephens included a word like “lesbian,” but to Stephens, the insinuations about her gender felt dangerously close to the truth. What if someone found out?

The fears of masculine women at the Olympics gained new legitimacy on July 28, when a group of eight IAAF members filed into the auditorium of the House of German Sports,19 a lecture hall located in the former German Stadium, where Carl Diem had once planned to host the 1916 Olympics.
Avery Brundage slunk in from the rain,20 as did Sigfrid Edström and their mutual friend Karl Ritter von Halt. It was the meeting of the organization’s highest-ranking members, who made up the IAAF Council. The group was incredibly powerful. It decided what to present to the full membership of the IAAF, and it tended to have the final say. If the council was behind a measure, the rest of the IAAF usually fell in line.
Inside the meeting hall, which was flanked by rows of spare stone columns, the group ticked through agenda items. The eight men approved the minutes of the previous meeting, analyzed their expenditures, discussed taking over the Women’s World Games from Alice Milliat, and debated whether to accept Malta’s application to join the organization. Finally, toward the end of the session, the IAAF’s secretary, Bo Ekelund, turned the group’s attention to Zdeněk Koubek and Mark Weston. In light of the recent news stories, the IAAF, he said, needed to figure out what to do about athletes who transitioned gender. He titled the agenda item “Sex questions in Women’s Sport.”
Ekelund read aloud the letters that Wilhelm Knoll had written to the IAAF about the need for medical exams over a month earlier. Knoll’s letter was clearly bigoted, calling for “hermaphrodites” to be expelled from sports, but it went over fine with the men in the room. After hearing Knoll’s complaints, they “considered that this question was very important and that a paragraph should be inserted in the IAAF Rules” that could give the hosts the right “to order medical inspection,” according to the subsequent meeting minutes. Ekelund, the secretary, resolved to write the wording of the new rule, which he would circulate to the IAAF membership in advance of their next meeting. The final decision would be made on August 10, when the full group of IAAF members met.
No one in the room seemed to acknowledge the gravity of what they were proposing, nor did they ask why it was even necessary. Why were a group of eight men in a sports governing body so interested in mediating the differences between “man” and “woman”? What stake did the IAAF really have in delineating who could qualify as a woman? Perhaps these men had become so lost in their suspicion of athletes they regarded as improperly feminine that they didn’t stop to consider what would happen when they opened up the floodgates. There was no real plan, just an ambient sense of panic motivated by groupthink and pseudoscience. The critical nuance that Koubek and Weston, the twin inspirations for the proposal, were now living as men, and had no desire to play in the women’s category again, was also lost on group members. The IAAF’s certainty that Koubek and Weston had committed fraud was their only guiding motivation. They felt something had gone wrong, and they wanted to create regulations to stop it—even if those regulations were so unspecific that they amounted to a “we’ll know it when we see it” doctrine.
When the meeting of the IAAF Council adjourned, Edström, Brundage, and the rest of the membership filed out. They disappeared into downtown Berlin, off to attend the high-profile parties that a rotating cast of Nazi officials and European diplomats had planned. The IAAF meeting received no coverage in the press. The public had no sense of how deep the obsession with sex had become—and how consequential that obsession would be.

July 30 was Avery Brundage’s coronation day. Over the past few years, he had proven to be a dutiful foot soldier of the IOC, putting the success of the Olympics above geopolitics. He was ready to be rewarded. That morning, dozens of members of the IOC filed into a large domed hall on the outskirts of the Reich Sports Field, where the German College for Physical Exercise,21 the sports university Carl Diem had pushed to create, once held lectures. Brundage was not invited to the IOC’s opening meeting, since he was not a member, but he stayed close by. He knew what was coming.22
After opening the IOC session, Henri de Baillet-Latour ran through the plan that he and Brundage had spent months choreographing: he moved to have Ernest Lee Jahncke, the American representative who had called for a boycott of the Berlin Olympics, expelled from the body on the grounds that he had missed too many meetings.23 It was the first time that the IOC had ever publicly removed one of its own members, but the gathered delegates seemed to agree that the disruptive Louisianan had to go. Only one committee member, the American representative William May Garland, refused to vote on the issue, though even Garland expressed his “profound disapproval” of Jahncke for his comments in support of the boycott movement. Then came the kicker: in Jahncke’s place, William May Garland moved to elect Brundage as the second of three American members on the IOC. The IOC agreed, and in a 49–0 vote, Brundage was chosen to join the board.
Brundage was asked to sit for the rest of the meeting to help the IOC sort through its growing array of agenda items. At 4:00 p.m., the afternoon session opened with a warm welcome.24 Twenty-four years after competing in the Olympics, Brundage had finally made it into the inner sanctum.
The main order of business was to consider two sharply conflicting visions for the next Olympic Games from dueling prospective hosts: Helsinki, Finland, and Tokyo, Japan. Across three days of IOC meetings, both cities presented their plans to the members. Helsinki, for its part, chided the organizers in Berlin for turning sports competition into a spectacle. The Finnish delegates promised that, if chosen, they would return the Olympic Games to “Spartan simplicity.”25 “We wouldn’t attempt to compete with Germany in flags and dinners,” the mayor of Helsinki, who had traveled to Berlin for the occasion, told the members of the IOC.26 It was a curious pitch, given the IOC’s appetite for the extravagant, and it paled in comparison to the expensive project that Japan had in mind, which involved a new $4.5 million stadium and half a million dollars in public transit subsidies.
Financial commitments aside, Japan had another advantage, which was that the IOC liked the idea of expanding the Olympics into Asia. In forty years, the Olympics had not chosen a single host outside the United States or Europe. Brundage himself felt that picking Japan would broaden the reach of the Olympics internationally.27 In the end, in a 36–27 vote, Tokyo won the bid to host the 1940 Summer Olympics. Brundage voted for Japan,28 and despite his lack of experience on the IOC board, he reportedly managed to persuade many of his colleagues to do the same. What did not appear to get addressed was that a few years prior, Japan had invaded Manchuria; that the IOC was choosing a host country with a distinctly fascist orientation, which was ripe to attract a boycott movement along the lines of the anti-Nazi one, did not seem to cross the mind of anyone present.
The next day, on July 31, Brundage entered the German College for Physical Exercise holding what was likely the letter he had written to Baillet-Latour a month earlier, the one suggesting that the IOC deal with “hermaphrodites” in women’s sports.29 Late that afternoon, after a discussion about whether to allow Ireland to compete under its own flag, the IOC members turned their attention to Brundage, who presented his letter. The discussion topic was listed as “Abnormal Women Athletes.”30 Brundage had a simple question for his new group of colleagues: Should the IOC begin requiring medical examinations for all women’s competitions, as a way to screen out these so-called abnormal athletes?
It was a major moment—the first time in the history of the IOC that sex testing was officially discussed. The minutes of the meeting are sparse and offer few glimpses of the back-and-forth conversation between the representatives, but the IOC officials seemed to recognize that they were in over their heads. Determining a definition of “woman” was probably not the most comfortable job for the aging male aristocrats. After some debate, the IOC concluded that it would “forward a letter from the American Olympic Committee on this subject to the international federations of sport in which feminine participation is allowed,” including the IAAF. These federations could then make their own decisions on how to evaluate female athletes and therefore take the heat off the IOC itself for any fallout. It seemed the IOC didn’t mind the idea of sex testing, but it certainly didn’t want to answer for it.
This first sex testing debate at the IOC was surprisingly perfunctory. More than an actual prescriptive policy, Brundage’s campaign had the air of covering his bases. The proposal made little effort to engage with the evolving science of biological sex. Brundage didn’t specify who, exactly, he thought he would be weeding out with these tests or why those particular athletes represented a threat to the integrity of women’s sports. In fact, there is little record of what Brundage was thinking at all, because he hardly discussed sex testing in the copious letters he sent in 1936. Brundage saved nearly all his files from this period, yet few of them contain references to sex testing or gender surveillance. He didn’t consult doctors or other sports officials on the merits of sex testing. He seemed to conceive of the idea himself, perhaps influenced by the agitations of Wilhelm Knoll, and pushed it through without real consideration of the impacts.
It probably wasn’t a coincidence, either, that the IOC first considered sex testing policy at the same time that the Women’s World Games was on the verge of collapse. The IOC was about to become the primary arbiter of women’s sports, which meant the all-male committee could do as it pleased. Many members had long expressed repulsion for masculine-presenting women; Brundage, too, found butch women unpleasant to watch. Now, if they wanted, they had the power to simply ban masculine women from competing.
The Associated Press wrote about the IOC debate the next morning, describing Brundage’s proposal to make all women undergo “sex examinations.”31 The United Press published a story of its own, which cited Koubek and Weston as the primary motivators for the IOC potentially introducing a sex test.32 The New York Daily News printed a photo of Brundage with the provocative caption “Girls must be girls,”33 and the Richmond News Leader wrote that Olympic officials seemed “somewhat bothered” by the recent high-profile transitions of Koubek and Weston.34 But beyond those stories, coverage was scattershot. Likely only the most attentive sports news consumer knew the debate around sex testing was happening at all. Amid the frenzy of headlines about Hitler and the boycotts and Jesse Owens, Brundage’s amendment at the IOC meeting was a mere blip.35
When columnists did weigh in on the sex testing proposal, they were critical. In the days after the IOC meeting, Jimmy Powers, a sportswriter for the New York Daily News and a Brundage skeptic, dismissed the push as part of Brundage’s long history of antagonism against women. He wrote that Brundage was “fixing to get his ears pinned back” by women sprinters. According to Powers, it wasn’t clear what problem sex tests solved. Some of America’s most prominent women athletes, including its rising track star Helen Stephens, might have “biceps like cantaloupes,” he wrote, but that didn’t negate their femininity. In the long run, Powers worried that a campaign to regulate the category of “woman” could hurt sports. He speculated, jokingly, that if Cleopatra and Helen of Troy were alive in the 1930s, the IOC would have singled out them for sex tests. Left to simmer, the “Brundage scepticism [sic] is a deadly virus which will affect us all.”36
In some ways, Brundage had already won. The IOC may have punted the final decision on sex testing to the individual federations, but he had convinced the other executives that medical exams could be a useful tool to deploy against insufficiently feminine women. After the meeting, Brundage told the press that sports executives in Berlin weren’t afraid to selectively examine any female athlete who attracted too much scrutiny. In the coming days, “if a specific case arose where there was a definite question of sex, an examination would be made,” Brundage said.37
It proved to be prophetic.

At eight o’clock on the morning of August 1, IOC officials staying at Hotel Adlon in downtown Berlin woke up to the sound of a German band playing celebratory music outside their windows.38 Despite the early hour and the gray skies, the streets swelled with tens of thousands of spectators, who had begun jockeying for spots two hours earlier.39 It should have been a madhouse. But aside from the band, a strange hush blanketed the crowd. The hundreds of soldiers and Hitler Youth officers who stood by seemed to want it that way. “No one spoke in the street. Not a word,” a French athlete remembered later.
The gates to the Olympic Stadium didn’t open until noon. Throngs of tourists, journalists, and sports officials, 110,000 people in all, took the train to the edge of the Grunewald Forest, hurried through the gates of the Reich Sports Field, and poured into the new Olympic Stadium to get their seats. The famous zeppelin Hindenburg hovered above the stadium,40 decorated for the occasion with Nazi swastikas and Olympic rings.
The Nazis bused Helen Stephens, along with the rest of the competitors, to the promenade that led into the Olympic Stadium. The athletes were asked to stand at attention as high-ranking officials from Germany and beyond marched inside. Everyone had their distinctive national outfits: the French in blue berets and white pants, the Canadians in red blazers.41 The Americans couldn’t hold their pose for long. Standing perfectly erect was exhausting. Many sat down and, to the horror of the German organizers, waved at foreign dignitaries from their perch on the grass.42 When Hitler’s Mercedes-Benz crept along the promenade, a group of Americans rushed to the front of a rope barrier to get a better look. At the sight of Hitler, the audience inside the Olympic Stadium erupted into screams that one athlete, who heard it from outside the walls, remembered as “blood-curdling.”43
A few minutes shy of 4:00 p.m., trumpets cut through the summer air, and the procession of the athletes began. The Greek team marched in first; inside the stadium, the audience roared and held up their arms in the Nazi salute. Around 5:00 p.m., Avery Brundage led a group of 383 American athletes, dressed in blue and white, inside.44 They stopped in front of Hitler, who wore a brownshirt uniform and a Nazi armband, before taking their spot on the field. Some Americans whispered that the dictator looked like Charlie Chaplin.45 Theodor Lewald and IOC president Henri de Baillet-Latour stood by as well, dressed in gray clothes and top hats. In a sea of brownshirts, they seemed laughably out of place. Later, the Nazi propaganda chief Joseph Goebbels would sneeringly compare the IOC officials to “flea-circus directors.”46
The ceremony began after the German team marched into the stadium. The recorded voice of Pierre de Coubertin, the founder of the modern Olympics, boomed over the loudspeakers.47 “The important thing at the Olympic Games is not to win, but to take part,” Coubertin instructed the audience, once again oblivious to the spirit of nationalism that he had allowed to infect the games. Lewald spoke next, in a meandering speech that went on for an astonishing twenty minutes. It was a small miracle when his pronouncements about “harmony and friendliness” finally drew to a close. Hitler then strode up to the podium.
Baillet-Latour had worked hard to downplay Hitler’s role in the proceedings as much as he possibly could. He allowed Hitler only to speak a single line, which Baillet-Latour had prewritten. When Baillet-Latour first handed him the canned statement, Hitler promised he’d “take the trouble to learn it by heart.”48 Standing there that evening, in the middle of the stadium he had constructed, Hitler read it aloud. “I announce as opened the Games of Berlin, celebrating the eleventh Olympiad of the modern era,” the dictator said. Then the Olympic flag was flown, a flock of pigeons shot into the air, and the audience broke into applause. Germans gave the Nazi salute, perhaps knowing it would be perilous not to; any German citizen who failed to salute was quietly arrested after the ceremony.49
Most of the visitors left the Olympic Stadium impressed. Helen Stephens wrote in her diary that it was a “thrilling day” that would “long be remembered.”50 But the tight choreography of the ceremony alarmed others. After the ceremony, the American writer Thomas Wolfe sent home a postcard remarking on the militarism of the German people.51 “We can never learn to march like these boys,” Wolfe wrote, adding an ominous prediction: “And it looks as if they’re about ready to go again.”
He was not wrong. During the Olympics, even as he played the part of diplomat, Hitler had war on his mind. In early August, the dictator began drafting a secret memo, later called the Four-Year-Plan Memorandum, that directed his government to prepare for conflict in the next four years. For over a century, the dictator wrote, “the world has been moving with ever increasing speed toward a new conflict,” one that would pit Germany against Bolshevism. Germany, he warned, needed to be prepared. “A victory of Bolshevism over Germany would not lead to a Versailles treaty, but to the final destruction, indeed the annihilation of the German people.”52 Hitler, in between glad-handing IOC representatives, was making plans for the next world war.

On the morning of August 4, Helen Stephens woke up to rain. It was a cold, wet day, and the intermittent downpour was enough to muddy the cinder-and-clay track inside the Olympic Stadium.53 In the women’s locker room, Stephens threw on sweatpants and a tank top emblazoned with an American flag. Over it, she slipped on a navy tracksuit. Nothing could spoil her mood. “At last the great day arrived!” she wrote in her diary.54
Stephens had multiple events scheduled for that day. First was the discus. It had never been her best sport, and in this case, it was little more than a warm-up. That morning, she kept looking at the one-hundred-meter track, where she watched her rival, Stella Walsh, prepare for the sprint. “I was really beside myself with anxiety,” she said later.55 Stephens came in tenth place in the discus, then hurried over to the track.
The one-hundred-meter race started soon after she arrived. Stephens’s cleats were covered in mud, but she tried not to worry. When she fell in line alongside the other runners—Stella Walsh, Käthe Krauss, Marie Dollinger, and Annette Rogers—she dug her shoes into the clay, creating a starting block for herself.56 She shook her arms, trying to focus, and leaned forward. The wind was gone. All that remained was a light drizzle. Stephens took a deep breath. It was just a hundred meters, she reminded herself. She’d run it thousands of times before.
As soon as the starting gun went off, Stephens shot forward. Though she later claimed she’d gotten off to a bad start,57 the ninety-five thousand spectators in the stands hardly noticed. Within thirty paces, she’d taken the lead.58 Stephens moved so quickly that the parts of her body seemed to blur together. The crowd cheered twice: first when Stephens crossed the finish line in first place, well ahead of Walsh, and again when an announcer declared that, at 11.4 seconds, Stephens had established a new world record.
Officials raised the American flag to celebrate her victory. Stephens described it as a “thrill.”59 As she walked over to the winners’ stand, where she was given her gold medal, she was surprised when Walsh warmly congratulated her. The two shook hands, provoking a frenzied reaction from the audience. Bill Henry, the CBS radio reporter, hailed Stephens for accomplishing “the most remarkable performance of all time” for a woman athlete. “I can tell you there are a lot of fellas running for colleges in the United States today who can’t run a hundred meters in eleven and four-tenths seconds,” Henry told radio listeners back in the United States.60
That evening, Stephens shared the spotlight with America’s biggest sports celebrity: Jesse Owens. Around the time that Stephens broke the one-hundred-meter record, Jesse Owens had set a new world record in the broad jump, earning him his second gold medal in two days.61 The two dominated headlines the next day, and Stephens sat for a series of radio interviews. In Stephens’s home state of Missouri, residents raised American flags outside their houses.62 People in St. Louis could be seen with their ears pressed to their radios, waiting for updates about the hometown hero. To Stella Walsh, American reporters were much less kind. After her loss, one newspaper called Walsh a “has-been.”63
At some point in the evening, the conversation turned. The months of coverage about Zdeněk Koubek, Mark Weston, and the possible IOC sex testing policies reached their inevitable end point—with an accusation of gender fraud. In Poland, Walsh’s home country, Stephens’s victory was greeted with skepticism, even disgust. Some Polish reporters had heard the whispers about Stephens’s deep voice and muscular biceps, and they decided to speak out. Before the day was finished, the Warsaw-based newspaper Kurier Poranny sent an inflammatory story to press, insinuating that Stephens was not a woman at all. “It is scandalous that the Americans entered a man in the women’s competition,” the Kurier Poranny wrote, in reference to Stephens. Walsh, the paper reported, “would have gained first place if she had competed only against women.”64
Another Polish newspaper, Kurjer Warszawski, issued a similar claim. The Warszawski wrote that “Miss Stephens does not betray any femininity. She has broad shoulders, fully masculine arm muscles and legs, and runs like men.”65 The Polish newspapers were not the only ones to level accusations against Stephens. In a column published in the French newspaper Petit Parisien the same day, the writer Roger Mahler speculated about whether Stephens would undergo a surgery to become a man, “as this is the fashion right now.”66
Exactly what the newspapers were accusing Helen Stephens of was never made clear. Were they claiming that Stephens was intersex? That she was born a cis man and was masquerading as a woman? That she was just too masculine? Perhaps it didn’t matter. The mere suggestion of duplicity was enough to send shock waves across the Olympics.
Stephens found out about the comments while appearing before a group of reporters on the morning of August 5. One journalist translated the Polish article aloud for Stephens. Instead of expressing sympathy, the reporter dug in. “Are you really a woman? Are you disguised, a man running in women’s races?” the reporter asked her.67 Stephens was mortified. She could only manage an angry retort: she told them, as she would paraphrase to her biographer decades later, “to check the facts with the Olympic committee physician who sex-tested all athletes prior to competition.”68 Of the rumors, she told the journalists, “It’s just sour grapes.”69
Americans rushed to her defense, accusing the Polish of stirring up “ugly rumors” with “no proof.”70 One writer called it “dirty journalism.”71
Time published an article calling the accusations an example of “what is now a routine lack of chivalry toward female Olympic competitors.”72 The publicity continued to fuel speculation. A day later, on August 6, Stephens’s mother, who was still at home in Fulton, Missouri, because the family couldn’t afford a trip abroad, spoke out. “Helen is absolutely a girl,” Stephens’s mother said in a telephone call with an American reporter. “No one else in all Helen’s life has ever raised such a question.” She was horrified that her daughter would face such an accusation in what should have been a moment of triumph. “I had better not say what I think of any one who would charge that she is anything else.”73
The incident shook Stephens. Even though she kept an extensive diary of her time at the Olympics, she didn’t write about the accusations that she was a man. She wanted to put the negativity out of her mind.74 Yet the story didn’t die. In the following days, a number of newspapers published a tantalizing revelation: German officials had apparently already given Stephens a sex test.75 The officials, according to these reports, had expressed concern about Stephens’s biological sex soon after her arrival, and Nazi authorities had asked her to undergo a physical examination to verify her sex before the start of the Olympics. They let her compete only after they felt satisfied that she was a woman, according to the newspapers.
The reports were bombastic. If true, it would mark the first time that an athlete was sex tested at the Olympics. Concern about masculine women had reached such a fever pitch that Nazi authorities had physically inspected the body of a top American sprinter to determine whether she looked, to them, like their understanding of a woman. It was a violation of Stephens’s privacy, and a dramatic first lurch into an era of bodily surveillance, one in which athletes, particularly female athletes, would be stripped and studied to satisfy paranoia about so-called gender frauds.
Almost as soon as the reports surfaced, however, Avery Brundage denied them.76 He told the press that the Nazis didn’t administer a sex test on Stephens. No further evidence surfaced, and indeed the story seemed to disappear in the following days, lost in successive news cycles about gold medals and Hitler’s antics. Exactly what happened may forever be relegated to speculation. Everyone had a different story: in his book Farewell to Sport, which was published in 1938, the sports columnist Paul Gallico suggested that American sports officials, not the German Olympic organizers, had examined Stephens ahead of the Olympics. According to Gallico, after the Poles “accused Miss Stephens of being Mr. Stephens,” the Amateur Athletic Union, which oversaw track-and-field sports in the United States, “revealed solemnly” that Stephens had undergone a sex test. Before Stephens even boarded the SS Manhattan on her way to Berlin, Gallico wrote, “the Olympic Committee had had La Stephens”—meaning Helen Stephens—“frisked for sex and had checked her in as one hundred per cent female.”77 This exact revelation does not appear in press accounts from 1936, however; whether Gallico had insider knowledge, or whether he’d simply gotten the story confused in the intervening two years, is not clear.
Similarly, Stephens implied to her biographer that “an Olympic committee physician” had “sex-tested all athletes prior to competition.”78 In 1936, doctors were regularly checking American athletes to assess their health, and Stephens likely did sit through a basic physical before the Olympics—but the goal was usually to make sure the athletes were physically well, not to check their sex. Maybe Stephens was misremembering. Or maybe she had been singled out.



CHAPTER 17
MURIEL CORNELL couldn’t believe she was dealing with this. Early in the morning on August 6, 1936, the former sports star hurried into the lobby of the Russischer Hof, a hotel in downtown Berlin, several miles from the Reich Sports Field. It was the first meeting in two years of the Fédération Sportive Féminine Internationale (FSFI), the organization that put on the Women’s World Games, and with Alice Milliat entering retirement, the future of the organization seemed more tenuous than ever.1
Cornell had made her name in England as a long jump champion, though she could never quite secure a gold medal for herself. She finished second to Hitomi Kinue twice in the Women’s World Games, in both 1926 and 1930. Then, in 1934, she injured her leg, ending her career.2 She moved into sports governance, joining the British Olympic Committee.3
So far that summer, Cornell’s trip to Berlin had been full of disappointments. She vociferously opposed the IAAF’s planned takeover of women’s sports.4 She wanted to focus on keeping the Women’s World Games alive—but suddenly, sports officials couldn’t stop talking about sex testing. The attacks on Helen Stephens the previous day underscored just how tangled the relationship between sex and sports had become.
Cornell tended to think the insinuations about masculine women were all a little bit ridiculous. Two years earlier, when the South African coach Bertie C. Sims had claimed that men were participating in the Women’s World Games, Cornell had called his bluff.5 Sims, she told the British press, wasn’t even there for the final days of competition. How could he possibly know who was a man? But even she could recognize that this story had, at least among the elite sports executives with whom she spent her time, become too big to ignore. The FSFI needed a policy. Though she had her reservations,6 she seemed to believe that some form of testing would, at least, assuage the critics of women’s sports.
Before the full meeting of the FSFI, a six-member, mixed-gender technical commission met in the lobby of the Russischer Hof.7 Cornell opened the session. She announced that the FSFI should require all athletes to sit for a medical exam before entering the Women’s World Games. She suggested that the FSFI appoint a small team of doctors who could oversee the exams. That way, individual countries couldn’t be accused of tampering with the results. Cornell explained that these medical commissions could deal with “doubtful cases” of sex,8 a term she did not define but that likely served as a coded reference to intersex people. Inside the meeting room, the other members were enthusiastic. After some discussion, they agreed to take it to the main FSFI meeting later that day.
A few conversation topics later, before the close of the technical commission meeting, František Bléha, the delegate from Czechoslovakia and a member of the Czech Amateur Athletic Union, brought up the name on the tip of everyone’s tongue: Zdeněk Koubek.9 As a part of the compromise between Sigfrid Edström and Alice Milliat, the FSFI was going to submit its list of world records to the IAAF, so that the records of the Women’s World Games would officially become Olympic records. For the FSFI, Bléha explained, the only remaining question was whether Koubek’s record-breaking eight-hundred-meter sprint should be submitted.
Some sports executives had floated the possibility of stripping Koubek of his records, but Bléha argued that Koubek’s historic sprint should be kept intact. Bléha knew Koubek personally. He had hosted Koubek at his house in Prague back in 1932, when the young athlete traveled to the city for the first time to compete in the national championships.10 Though the meeting minutes provide no indication of what Bléha said,11 his speech must have been compelling. After he finished, the group decided to keep Koubek’s world record. Later that week, when the FSFI forwarded its records to the IAAF, Koubek’s was included.
By 10:30 a.m., the rest of the FSFI delegates arrived for the full congress. W. B. Marchant, a British sports leader and a close colleague of Milliat’s, took charge as the new president.12 He opened the session with an acknowledgment that Milliat, the group’s figurehead and the person who brought women’s sports mainstream, was retiring. Marchant read aloud from a letter Milliat had mailed in, expressing her gratitude for the work of the committee. The members unanimously adopted a resolution recognizing her work over the past fifteen years and naming her president of honor.
The meeting that followed betrayed few signs of an organization whose very existence was in peril. The FSFI announced a change of address for its offices in France, settled on Austria as the next host of the Women’s World Games, and agreed to extend the deadline for the handful of countries that were behind on their membership dues. When it was time for the technical commission to present its conclusions from the morning, Muriel Cornell’s proposal on medical exams came first. A member of the commission read the new rule aloud: “To assure the regularity of the competitions, all national federations are requested to admit to athletic events only athletes with a medical certificate.”13
The idea enthused Mario Tollini, an Italian official. It was critical, Tollini said, to ensure “only women who are really women can participate in the events.” Bléha, who had earlier defended Koubek’s right to keep his world records, was less thrilled. He reminded the group that it wasn’t so easy to come up with an objective definition of “woman.” What happened when intersex women enrolled in the Women’s World Games? “According to the opinion expressed by doctors,” Bléha said, the topic of sex was “in a state of evolution.” It would be “very difficult” for even trained medical authorities to make exact judgments on each athlete’s sex. Biological sex, he argued, was too complicated to regulate.
It was a rare admission from a sports leader that sex, as a stable idea, did not exist, and it didn’t seem to strike a chord with the other committee members. O. L. Shearer, the representative from South Africa, stepped in with what he perceived as a compromise.14 What if, instead of testing all athletes, the FSFI examined only the record holders? In the end, the group settled on that approach. It would require anyone who won a world record to produce a medical certificate “regarding the physical state and the sex.” The policy was seemingly designed to marginalize intersex athletes. As with the IOC and the IAAF, however, the FSFI did not actually specify this intention, nor did it explain what a disqualifying “physical state” meant.
The policy was entirely symbolic. The FSFI had no real power. At the close of the meeting, the members approved a statement that Genet and Milliat had drafted together in Paris in June: “From August 10, 1936, onward, women’s athletics will be governed by the IAAF which will recognize the validity of world records approved by the FSFI.”15 The FSFI voted to kneecap itself. Oddly, though, the group’s leadership was still planning to host one final Women’s World Games in 1938.16 Something must have gotten lost in translation. Milliat knew full well that Edström had no intention of letting that happen.

August 9 marked the conclusion of the Olympic track-and-field events, which, at least for the American visitors, was the spiritual end of the games.17 Thousands of American fans left the city. That was probably for good reason: the next set of events was not nearly as kind to the United States. Japan swept the swimming competitions, which the United States had historically dominated.18 Meanwhile, Germany edged out five of seven gold medals in the rowing competitions, losing only to the Americans in the highly watched men’s eight competition.19
There was one last event that everyone seemed to tune in to: the women’s fencing competition, in which Helene Mayer, one of two athletes of Jewish descent to play for the German team, made her first and only appearance. In the months leading up to the Olympics, Theodor Lewald and Carl Diem had repeatedly touted Mayer’s participation as proof that the Olympics were open to all. The question remained whether the Nazis would actually let her on the field.
Tensions were high. The Nazi press was under strict orders not to comment on Mayer’s “non-Aryan” background.20 After a half-hour battle, Mayer won the silver medal,21 a personal triumph that didn’t exactly earn her favor with her government. The Germans who watched her performance were nervous to show too much enthusiasm. According to one report, at the announcement of a silver medal for Germany, the audience broke into fervent applause—then, remembering the high stakes of a public display of support for a Jewish woman, fell silent.22 Mayer understood the risks of alienating Hitler. With the eyes of the world on her, she gave a Nazi salute.23
After the Olympics ended, Mayer, whose citizenship had been revoked by the Nazis on account of her Jewish heritage, was forced to return to the United States. Months later, she wrote in a letter to a group of friends that she felt conflicted about watching her country descend into fascism: “I know only that I’d like to return to Germany, but that there’s no place for me there now.”24
The spectacle of a half-Jewish woman medaling at the Olympics seemed to satisfy Avery Brundage and Sigfrid Edström, who had long chosen to believe the likes of their friend Karl Ritter von Halt when he told them there would be no discrimination in Berlin. On August 10, the three men, along with the rest of the IAAF, reunited for the full-group meeting of the IAAF.25 They returned to the House of German Sports, the large, ringed lecture hall located off the new Reich Sports Field. At 10:00 a.m., von Halt greeted the IAAF members with a triumphant speech. The Olympics weren’t yet over, but the Nazi official already seemed to be claiming victory. Attendance had been tremendous. The previous Olympics, in Los Angeles, had shattered records by bringing in slightly over one million spectators. The Berlin Olympics boasted triple that.26 By the end of the games, Germany would have accrued the most medals, in large part because of its strength in the women’s competitions. Joseph Goebbels, the propaganda minister, wrote in his diary that Germany was now “the premier sports nation in the world.”27
When Edström, who had recently recovered from his summer illness, took the floor at the lecture hall in the House of German Sports, he praised the Germans for their work in preparing and hosting the Olympics. “We all feel that the Games have been extremely successful,” he said, adding that these were “the largest Olympic Games that have ever taken place.”28
One of the first agenda items centered on women’s sports. Edström read aloud a report written by himself, Karl Ritter von Halt, and Joseph Genet, the members of the IAAF’s Committee for Women’s Sport.29 The report called the existence of separate organizations for men’s and women’s sports, meaning the simultaneous existence of the Women’s World Games and the Olympics, “expensive and troublesome” and noted that women’s sports “has not the same standing” in the IOC as men’s sports. Their goal: cut off the Women’s World Games at the root. The authors ticked through Alice Milliat’s terms—a full athletic program, approval of the women’s world records, and a fifth Women’s World Games—but quickly editorialized with their own recommendations. Though the commission was willing to approve the FSFI’s world records, “the commission is, however, against the 5th Ladies Worlds Games,” Edström read aloud. “The commission wishes that the work of the FSFI finish this year.”30 Edström turned it over to the rest of the members, who quickly fell in line. In a 19–5 vote, the IAAF agreed to approve the FSFI world records—but, following Edström’s advice, the members rejected the FSFI’s request to host a final Women’s World Games in 1938.
It was later in the afternoon that Bo Ekelund, the secretary of the IAAF, put forward Avery Brundage’s sex testing proposal.31 The organization claimed to be discussing “questions of a physical nature,” but Ekelund was blunt in his characterization of what the organization was referring to. Here, Ekelund told the gathered members, they would be discussing “cases where women competitors were believed to be men.”32 It was one of the first times that a sports official directly spelled out a motivation for sex testing, rather than couching their intentions in innuendo about masculine women or the “natural order.” As before, the logic made little sense: no Olympic athlete had ever posed as a woman to compete, and the ability to pull off such a feat seemed impossibly small, if entirely implausible. But, from the limited meeting minutes that survive today, none of the members of the IAAF appeared to have raised an objection.
Brundage had decided to house the sex testing question under the IAAF’s protest rules, which allowed an athlete to lodge a complaint against a competitor shortly after each competition. Protests usually involved an accusation of cheating or unfair refereeing, but Brundage wanted to expand the definition. If anyone believed they had competed against someone who didn’t fit a strict understanding of womanhood, Brundage said, then they should be allowed to lodge a protest under the auspice of fair competition.
Ekelund read aloud the proposed amendment to the IAAF rules:
If a protest concerns questions of a physical nature, the organization responsible for carrying through the meet shall arrange for a physical inspection made by a medical expert. The athlete must submit to the inspections as well as the decision taken on account thereof.33
It left a lot to be desired. As before, the official wording didn’t actually outline what these “questions of a physical nature” looked like, or whom the IAAF was trying to screen out. Would an intersex woman necessarily be disqualified? Or a woman who had undergone a gender transition and was competing in her new gender category? At what point would IAAF officials, as the organization’s secretary put it, believe that a woman was too much like a man?
In light of Koubek and Weston and the controversy surrounding Helen Stephens, the IAAF wanted to look proactive, but none of the gathered men seemed to have a very deep understanding of biological sex or its inherent variations. They also, as the newest stewards of women’s track-and-field sports, knew they had the power to ban whomever they wanted.
In the discussion, no one seemed to point out that Koubek and Weston were both living as men; Weston was retired from sports, and Koubek was publicly expressing his desire to play in the men’s category in line with his identity. The IAAF had already whipped itself into a frenzy that fraud had been committed or at least could be committed. It seemed, to them, wrong that Koubek and Weston had ever played in women’s sports at all.
That sports executives fixated on a pair of trans men who did not even want to continue in women’s sports to justify a rule that would later be wielded disproportionately against trans women is one of the many ironies of sex testing’s origins and history. Sex testing, from the start, was never about an actual threat to women’s sports. It was always about the perception of a threat; the ambient sense of panic around femininity, masculinity, and gender transition; the feeling that something fundamental was shifting in the relationship between gender and sports and that the only way to stop it was to forcibly examine the bodies of anyone deemed suspect. It was policy rooted not in real harm, but in abstract fear. Who was the IAAF really trying to keep out?
During the back-and-forth, IAAF members focused on only one aspect of the proposal. A delegate wanted to know: How much time should an athlete have to lodge a protest? After some debate, the group agreed that protests must be lodged within two hours of the end of a meet.34 Then it approved the new rule.
By the close of the two-day session, the IAAF had officially taken over control of women’s sports. The members voted to make women’s athletics its domain, effectively ending the FSFI. While they did not allow the FSFI to host one final Women’s World Games in 1938, they did officially recognize the records from the previous Women’s World Games. That included Koubek’s record-breaking eight-hundred-meter sprint.
Though no one seemed to make the connection at the time, it was a significant, and ironic, moment. The same day that sex testing was further cemented into sports policy, Zdeněk Koubek was, at the end of the August 11 meeting, officially entered into Olympic history.

Even Koubek probably didn’t realize that he had, in a roundabout way, become an Olympic world-record holder. His mind was elsewhere. He had a Broadway tour to attend to.
On August 5,35 Koubek boarded the Île de France on his way to the United States, clutching a years-old passport that still inaccurately listed his sex as “female.” Though they had yet to change his sex marker, Czech officials had hastily scrawled across it, “The bearer is now officially a man.”36 Six days later, on August 11, Koubek arrived in New York, where immigration authorities registered him as “Mr. Z Koubkova.”37 Wearing a gray suit and a blue felt hat, he welcomed a throng of reporters with a handshake that one writer described as “unmistakably masculine.”38 “I always felt like a man,” he told the journalists, “so I do not feel at all strange now.”39
The Brooklyn Daily Eagle printed a photo of Koubek stepping off the ship under the headline “She Was a Girl, Now He’s a Man.”40
Koubek was there to make his Broadway debut. The producer Clifford C. Fischer was crafting a new variety show for the French Casino,41 a popular nightclub on Fiftieth Street in Manhattan, and he wanted Koubek to appear in it. The gambit was probably a publicity grab on both sides. Koubek’s visit brought a significant amount of press to Fischer’s in-development show: even the trade press, including Variety, referred to the casting of Koubek as an act of “brief but punchy showmanship.”42
Koubek’s growing celebrity was impossible to ignore. Movie producers in Czechoslovakia were asking him to appear in their films, and Koubek claimed that he was in talks to star in a Hollywood movie based on his life.43 As soon as Koubek arrived in New York, he was flooded with interview requests from the United Press, a nationally syndicated wire service, and the British news agency the Central Press. The flurry of coverage brought extra attention to the Broadway show. The journalist Harry Levin noted with approval that Koubek was “very handsome either as a male or female.”44 Throughout his stay in New York, Koubek carted along his manager, a man variously identified in press reports as William Taussig and Hermann Taussig. Because Koubek spoke limited English, when he sat for newspaper interviews, Taussig acted as his interpreter.
In between sightseeing trips up and down Manhattan, Koubek posed for American photographers. One paparazzo snapped a photo of him in his New York hotel room, shaving his face.45 The photojournalist seemed awed that Koubek could grow facial hair. During dress rehearsals, newspapers highlighted Koubek’s skill at styling his female castmates. After watching Koubek brush one female castmate’s hair, a reporter marveled, “He knows all about coiffures from experience, since they were of concern to him when he was the foremost girl athlete of Czechoslovakia.”46
The story that Koubek told American reporters about his gender “transformation,” as it was often nicknamed, was simple, if a little fantastical: he’d spent his life believing he was a woman. Then, in recent years, more masculine physical traits had begun popping up.47 He started to grow a beard; his voice deepened; his muscles grew very large, very fast. Koubek explained that his “soul” was “always more for being a man,”48 implying that his psychological experience of gender had inspired his transition. But without a widespread understanding of gender as a psychological reality, Koubek was limited in how he could describe the actual process. Instead, he needed to convince the public that his physical body had changed miraculously before his eyes.
Some observers might’ve seen a gender “transformation” as a challenge to the norms of American society, but Koubek was quick to position himself as a part of the traditional heterosexual world. The spark for consulting a doctor, he told reporters, was when he met the love of his life, a law student at the University of Prague49— a woman he never identified by name. He realized he could be with her only if he transitioned: “It was all because of her that I decided to have the operations. ‘How can two girls marry?’ she asked me. And so I consulted the surgeon, who promised me that everything would be all right.”
Koubek planned to marry her once his identity documents were changed, he said, flashing an engagement ring on his finger. “I am looking forward with much eagerness to a happy marriage and becoming the father of a healthy and large family,” he said. He also expressed little sympathy for homosexuality. When asked what he would have done if, prior to his transition, a man had asked to make love to him, Koubek replied, “I would have flattened him with a punch.”50 Koubek seemed happy in the United States, where he was, at least for one month, treated as a celebrity. He insisted that he wanted to come back in a few years and live there permanently with his wife, though much of his future remained up in the air.51 He needed more surgical operations. Anyway, now that he was seen as a man, he might be asked to serve in the Czech army.52
The Folies d’Amour, the cabaret show in which Koubek was planning to perform, opened on August 25. Hundreds of people shelled out the $2.50 admission fee53—around $55 today—and piled into the French Casino, a massive Art Deco venue in which the city’s most glamorous people, including a number of celebrities, sipped cocktails and ate filet mignon in front of a stage.54 By all accounts, the turnout was significant. According to the New York Daily News, audiences were eager to “give up money for a view of a guy who used to be a gal.”55
The Folies contained a disjointed series of skits, many of which had a circus-like flair for the dramatic and sometimes the exploitative.56 At one point, a trapeze artist dangled forty feet above the crowd, held in place, reportedly, by only a strand of hair. A double-jointed performer tied herself in “bowknots.” A seal, which had been trained to dance, made a brief appearance on the stage. Koubek opened the second act, right after the intermission. When the curtains were pulled aside, they revealed the athlete dressed in what would become his signature outfit: tennis shoes, white shorts, and a white sleeveless top that showed off his biceps.57 His blond hair was slicked back, and he looked into the crowd with bright blue eyes.
Yet if the guests expected a grand performance from Koubek, they might have been disappointed. Onstage, Koubek sprinted on a treadmill, which was hooked to a timing device. The concept, according to reports, was that Koubek “runs against time.”58 In a cabaret show that included knife throwers, trapeze artists, and gyrating seals, Koubek’s skit might have seemed out of place, far tamer than, say, a dangling gymnast. But the truth was that Koubek himself was the spectacle. The mere fact of his gender transition was so extraordinary, so radical, that it captivated “Gotham’s wonder loving cabaret diners,”59 according to one news service, for whom just laying eyes on Koubek was delight enough.

On August 11, the day of Koubek’s arrival in New York and of his acceptance into the Olympic record books, the American public received another shock: Mark Weston, the British athlete who had transitioned that spring, was now married.60 Alberta Bray, Weston’s childhood friend, had agreed to tie the knot, and the Plymouth clerk’s office had dutifully issued a marriage license.
From the outside, the two must have looked like the picture of heterosexuality. The wedding ceremony had actually happened more than a month earlier, on July 8, but Weston, ever leery of the press, made no effort to publicize it. The Daily Mirror discovered the marriage only during an interview with Weston in August. Weston said that in Bray he’d found “a girl in a million.” Though he noted that she’d been his “helpmate” since 1928,61 he was careful not to allude to any sexual or romantic feelings that either of them might have felt prior to his operation. The prospect that the two might have been intimate at a time when they were both outwardly perceived as women could have damaged the tacit acceptance that Weston had found in Plymouth. Bray, he said, had been his confidante in all matters relating to his sex. Over time, “our friendship as girls together changed to a deeper feeling when I found myself a man,” he told the Mirror. Meanwhile, when the Mirror spoke to Bray, whom it described as a “shy blonde,” she said cryptically, “Mark had always been the one to whom I turned for help long before he became a man.”62
A day later, a reporter for the Western Morning News showed up at Weston’s house and found the former athlete painting the front door.63 Weston told the reporter that he was thrilled to be married. Even more exciting, he said, was to see his name listed as a husband—a formal recognition that he was a man.64
Even though they were in the news concurrently, neither Weston nor Koubek ever seemed to address the topic of the Berlin Olympics—or, for that matter, each other. They were both taking breaks from their athletic careers, and Nazi-controlled Berlin wasn’t a safe place for them to visit as spectators. The German crackdown on queer people had intensified in recent years; Koubek and Weston were too visible for authorities to ignore.
In its report on Weston’s nuptials, the Western Morning News did manage to pose one sports-related question. What, the reporter asked, did Weston think of the decision by the IAAF to institute a sex testing policy at the Olympics? Surprisingly, Weston did not seem put off by the decision. He replied that he “heartily agreed” that women in international sports “should undergo medical inspection to ascertain their sex.”65 It was an intriguing perspective that Weston did not elaborate on any further in subsequent interviews. Perhaps it stemmed from some deeply held belief; perhaps he simply thought that agreeing with the policy would be the easiest way to get the press to leave him alone.

In the days after the Olympics drew to a close, the IAAF’s decision to formalize a system of sex testing received a blitz of press attention.66 When the meeting minutes were made public, reporters balked. They noted that the paragraph on sex tests was “gingerly worded,”67 a fact that they attributed to the IAAF’s tentativeness around governing women’s sports in general.
Some athletes and experts complained about the inhumanity of the new rule. Ted Meredith, the American sprinter, had been coaching Czechoslovakia’s track-and-field team since 1935. In that capacity, he had gotten to know Koubek personally and understood the young athlete’s situation well. Meredith wasn’t happy about the fact that the IAAF and IOC were now in the business of regulating sex. “When the situation reaches a point where it is necessary to subject athletes to an examination to prove whether they sing bass or soprano, the subject becomes not only ridiculous but nauseous,” Meredith told a sports reporter on August 12.68 It was a rare, unvarnished takedown of sex testing as a policy. Meredith wasn’t just critiquing how the IAAF was going about regulating sex—he was taking them to task for doing it at all.
Other sports leaders were tired of discussing the issue. In November, a few months after the Olympics, the German track-and-field magazine Der Leichtathlet published an interview with Heinrich Voss, the IAAF delegate who also wrote a defense of women’s sports that summer. When the magazine brought up Koubek and Weston, Voss seemed annoyed. He couldn’t believe that he was still fielding questions about the two athletes. Voss emphasized that the press had given the question of intersex athletes, whom he called “hermaphrodites,” “exaggerated importance.” Der Leichtathlet did not include exact quotes from Voss, instead paraphrasing his comments. Though “it is often claimed that even today some who take part in women’s competitions are actually men,” the magazine wrote, Voss rejected those ideas outright. He had no reason to think any individual country had been cheating, or that any would try to in the future. “One must not forget that these cases are regrettable exceptions,” not worthy of excessive attention, Voss concluded.
Yet for as much as Voss attempted to quell the brewing—and, for the Nazis, politically useful—panic among sports leaders around these athletes, he was firm in his condemnations of Koubek and Weston. According to the magazine, Voss emphasized that “women stand at a competitive disadvantage toward the hermaphrodites.” Ultimately, these athletes should be “eliminated so that women’s sport can be protected.” To get there, he said, medical exams could be expanded to look for biological “irregularities” in women athletes.69 It was perhaps the most evenhanded perspective that Voss could get away with in a sports magazine run by the Nazi Party—but it further entrenched the unfounded and damaging trope that intersex athletes had inherent athletic advantages over their peers.
It was telling that the IAAF was the only athletic federation to institute sex testing policies following the Berlin Olympics. The IOC had kicked the question back to the individual federations, yet only the track-and-field body—not the swimming federation, not the fencers—was moved to craft a policy. The reason that the IAAF was out in front on sex testing probably stems from the individual anxieties of its leaders, like Brundage and Edström, and perhaps from the fact that both Weston and Koubek were track-and-field athletes. But the IAAF’s singular urgency on the issue of sex testing also has deeper roots.
From the start of the Olympics, panic about masculine women always focused on track-and-field sports. In the context of the Olympics, track and field attracted the highest shares of working-class women and women of color, who were deemed less feminine than their rich, white counterparts. Gender surveillance, in other words, felt most imperative in track and field because of the demographic composition of its athletes. Understanding these class dimensions betrays some hint of what the IAAF might have meant when it stated its intention to exclude “abnormal” women from sports, by way of sex testing.
Brundage was too victorious to pay much attention to the response to the IAAF’s new policies. When he landed in New York at the end of August, his mood was celebratory: he’d successfully rebuffed efforts to boycott one of the most consequential Olympics in history, and he’d been made the newest member of the IOC. The Berlin Olympics, he told anyone who would listen, were “the most magnificent ever held” and “sports leaders are indebted to the German people” for hosting it.70
That didn’t mean Brundage was feeling especially generous toward his skeptics. After one Jewish-American athlete criticized the American Olympic Committee for ignoring the racism of the Nazis, Brundage privately told colleagues that he wanted the athlete expelled from sports.71 Later, when a reporter asked Brundage for his thoughts on the state of women’s sports, Brundage couldn’t help but dish out criticisms. “I am fed up to the ears with women as track and field competitors,” he said following the Olympics. When a woman was running on a track, “her charms sink to something less than zero.”72
It was a demeaning comment from a man who, as a top executive of the IAAF, would now have an outsize say over the governance of women’s sports. It rubbed many former members of Alice Milliat’s FSFI the wrong way. “Women’s athletics have only been recognized by men during recent years, and it seems a pity that control should follow almost immediately upon recognition,” Muriel Cornell, the FSFI member who traveled to Berlin, said in August, in the days following the collapse of the organization.73 She sounded resigned to the inevitable: that, despite all the work they had put in, the IAAF almost certainly would not make space for her or other FSFI delegates on its committee. Instead, men like Brundage were going to govern women’s sports. In keeping with the sentiment, the Daily Mirror lamented, “Women athletes all over the world will be under the thumb of men from now on.”74
On August 20, Helen Stephens finally left Berlin. She took a plane from Germany to France, where she and hundreds of her teammates boarded the SS Roosevelt back to New York. Though Stephens hoped the victory celebrations would take her mind off the rumors of her masculinity, the accusations continued to dog her.75 On August 28, before docking in New York, American officials “inspected” Stephens “with little difficulty,” she wrote in her diary.76 It wasn’t exactly clear whether this inspection had targeted her. At a dinner three days later, a reporter asked her about her biological sex, but her coach, Dee Boeckmann, intervened.77 Next, Stephens took a meeting at the offices of the Amateur Athletic Union, where Boeckmann assured the US sports officials that, as Stephens’s biographer put it, “there wasn’t a shred of truth” to the rumors that Stephens was a man. The exam she had taken after leaving the ship, Boeckmann said, would ease those concerns. But Stephens feared the damage was already done. She was terrified that the accusations, even if they’d been discredited, would ruin her budding romance with a girl she’d met in Fulton, Missouri, or that they would impact her social life that fall, when she was planning to enroll in college.
Stephens had one moment of true escape. On the night of September 3, at the request of the mayor’s office, nearly all members of the US Olympic team showed up at the French Casino to attend a performance of the Folies d’Amour.78 At intermission, members of the American team—which included Stephens and Jesse Owens—reportedly met Koubek.79 It was a full-circle moment, whether or not either Koubek or Stephens acknowledged it at the time. In the history of the Olympics up until that point, no two people had received more scrutiny for their gender. And now there they were, face-to-face.

Koubek didn’t stay in New York for long. In late October, he boarded the liner Lafayette, bound for France. Some newspapers claimed that he cried on the deck, allegedly upon finding out that he needed more surgery to complete his gender transition.80 On October 31, Koubek docked in Plymouth, England,81 the town where Mark Weston was living. British reporters interrupted Koubek at a dinner to interview him. Koubek’s manager fielded their questions. When a journalist brought up the fact that Weston had a house nearby, the manager said that he knew of Weston’s story. The manager even claimed to have met Weston a few years earlier, but there’s no record that Koubek and Weston themselves ever met.
A day later, Koubek arrived in Le Havre before traveling on to Paris.82 He performed in the music hall Folies-Bergère alongside the world-renowned dancer Josephine Baker and partook in track-and-field exercises onstage.83 The two were top-billed together.84 French newspapers carried a photo of Koubek bending over to kiss Baker’s outstretched hand. One Canadian woman who attended the show remembered Koubek signing autographs at intermission in running shoes, shorts, and a sleeveless top, his manager at his side.85 But Koubek’s stint in Paris lasted only a week.86 Soon, he was on his way back home to Prague, where he’d never been more famous.
Koubek didn’t disclose how much he was paid for his performances in New York and Paris, but he said in a subsequent interview that he made more in a month in America than he would have in half a year in Europe.87 It was enough to furnish his new apartment in Prague and still have savings left over. In early 1937, soon after his return home, Koubek wrote to thank the French Casino for hosting him and expressed his love for New York: “In all my 24 years—man and girl—I’ve never seen anything like it.”88
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CHAPTER 18
WILLY DE BRUYN WASN’T HOME when a pair of journalists from De Dag showed up on his parents’ doorstep in the village of Erembodegem, Belgium, but his mother was.1
It was sometime in the early months of 1937. The journalists had just found out that de Bruyn, the Belgian cyclist, was in the process of transitioning gender, and they were eager to speak to “the Flemish Koubek,” as they later called him. De Bruyn’s mother didn’t like the idea. She didn’t trust these journalists from Brussels, and she worried that bringing extra publicity to her son’s gender transition might only make his new life harder. She agreed, however, to have them back when de Bruyn returned, just as long as they promised to keep the story to themselves until de Bruyn received formal recognition as a man from the Belgian government.
On April 24, 1937, De Dag published a personal essay from de Bruyn, mapping out both his sports career and his early relationship to his gender. It was titled “A New Life: How I Changed from a Woman into a Man.” The journalists claimed they were looking for more than just lurid sensationalism. But in their introduction, the authors framed de Bruyn as an object of pity, writing that his essay would show the reader “the extent of anguish” that he battled. He “suffered in silence,” De Dag wrote, but “after so much uncertainty and fear, he is owed this space” to tell his own story.
When they first received the tip about de Bruyn’s transition, the reporters were skeptical, “not because we did not believe in the possibility of female-to-male transformations,” they said, “but rather because of the delicate nature of the task ahead: to convey to the public the things we learned about this case.” De Dag noted that de Bruyn’s story might sound a lot like Koubek’s and Weston’s. In fact, all three had given rise to a new myth—that athletes were uniquely primed to transition gender: “Curiously, almost all confirmed cases have been associated with the world of sports.”
Koubek, Weston, and de Bruyn were not alone. A few days before de Bruyn’s article hit newsstands, another European athlete also came forward about his own transition.2 That athlete was Witold Smętek, a javelin thrower assigned female at birth who earned national recognition in Poland in 1932, when he won the country’s premier javelin-throwing contest at the age of twenty-one in the women’s category. He continued to enter a variety of track-and-field competitions after: he finished fourth in a cross-country championship in 1934 and placed highly in a series of handball tournaments.
When Smętek moved from Lodz to Warsaw in 1935, his life changed. There, he began meeting with a surgeon named Henryk Beck, who worked at a gynecology clinic not far from where Smętek’s team practiced. At some point, Beck and Smętek agreed that Smętek should begin living as a man. On April 21, 1937, Smętek checked into the Hospital of the Infant Jesus in Warsaw for the first of two surgeries. Smętek, who was an observant Catholic, stopped by a church and received communion. The next day, the Polish press broke the news that Smętek was a man. “I’m happy the operation is behind me and that I can finally start my new life,” Smętek told a reporter from his hospital bed, wiping a tear from his eye. “I am very happy to be a boy now and I no longer need to hide my secret from anyone.”3
Smętek was exhausted, still dealing with the aftereffects of the anesthesia, but he managed to field a series of questions before a nurse ushered out the journalist. He said he chose his new name in honor of a caretaker he had as a child. When asked about his future, he made clear that he didn’t plan to stop playing sports. “I’m not getting out of sports, because I love it so much,” he said. He wanted to stay at his sports club in Warsaw, this time joining the men’s team. He also applied for new identity documents; months later, on September 30, the Polish state would issue him a new birth certificate with little pushback.4
After the news broke, people wrote letters to Smętek in the hospital, asking for autographs or, in some cases, professing their love.5
Newsweek declared him “the latest sex switcher” and told readers that he was going to continue to play competitive sports even after his transition. “I can throw the javelin better than any man in Poland, and almost as well as any man in the world,” Smętek told Newsweek in the lead-up to his surgery. “The doctor said he can change my sex with an operation, and I am ready for his knife.”6
Reporters, unable to wrap their heads around the fact that now four different athletes had transitioned, sought out explanations. Several doctors clarified to one newspaper that “although such cases” of gender transition “have occurred chiefly among sportswomen, it was no proof that they were due to the influence of sport.”7 There was probably a simple explanation, however, one that few people at the time could articulate. Perhaps sports weren’t some special hub of trans or intersex people—it was just that these athletes were watching others like them transition publicly and realizing they no longer had to hide. Perhaps, from across the European continent, the four of them had inspired one another.
Smętek soon cited Koubek as an idol of his. The French newspaper Paris-soir reported in April 1937 that Smętek was planning to befriend Koubek and maybe even compete against him in a friendly sports match. The possibility of a collision between two athletes who had transitioned gender seemed to tickle Paris-soir. “One wonders if these two athletes,” the newspaper wrote, “are not going to join together in an association which will defend the rights and the prerogatives of women-athletes who have become men.”8

While the Polish state hastily approved Witold Smętek’s petition to change his name and sex on his documents, not every athlete was so lucky. Throughout the latter half of 1936 and into the first months of 1937, Koubek’s application to change his identity documents bounced around Czech bureaucracy. Representatives from the Ministry of the Interior, the Ministry of Public Health, the Ministry of Justice, and more fired off letters debating what, exactly, they thought separated “man” and “woman” as distinctive identity categories.
These bureaucrats couldn’t decide what traits should define Koubek’s sex. The Czech Ministry of Health, for instance, conducted an extensive—and invasive—nude evaluation of Koubek, which it ultimately deemed inconclusive. Koubek’s “development did not go unidirectionally in terms of a single sex,” the ministry wrote on February 12, 1937. The Ministry of Health decided to take into account Koubek’s own psychological sense of himself. His “subjective feeling also corresponds to” an identity as a man, a representative from the agency wrote.9
The Ministry of Health ultimately concluded that Koubek’s identity documents should be changed. “Since it is presently possible to find in the examined individual many more male characteristics,” including in “mental terms,” the ministry wrote that “there is no objection from the perspective of medical science for [him] to be registered as a man.” Adding texture to its decision was the fact that, if Koubek’s identity documents were not changed, he could be prosecuted for homosexuality. Koubek was largely attracted to women, and changing his sex marker to male could “safeguard this person from prosecution in the case of following the male sexual drive,” the ministry wrote. An arrest “remains a possibility until she is declared a man.”
A second government agency, the Ministry of Justice, also made a small plea in Koubek’s favor.10 It noted that assigned sex at birth “can hardly be considered definitive and absolutely reliable,” largely because, the ministry believed, biological sex could change throughout a person’s life. “The claim that a once-recorded entry in the birth register about the sex of a child should in such an abnormal case be decisive for the entire duration of such a person’s life, seems to us to be too formalistic.” In other words, the Ministry of Justice supposed that Czech citizens should have some ability to change their sex markers later in life.
Ultimately, however, the deciding agency, the Ministry of the Interior, opted to reject Koubek’s appeal. On May 20, 1937, Koubek received the news that his application had not been approved. The decision was puzzling, given how publicly he had transitioned gender, and Koubek likely found little comfort in the fact that it rested on a technicality. Citing a law from 1844, the Ministry of the Interior informed Koubek that Czech authorities were permitted to amend a birth certificate only if they could prove that there had been a mistake on the original document. Koubek’s birth certificate, the bureaucrats said, had been correct at his birth; he did, after all, go on to live as a woman for many years. Because there was no original error, they couldn’t rewrite it. “Neither the submitted medical certificates nor the official medical examination showed that the entry in the birth register was incorrect,” the Ministry of the Interior informed him.11 The requirement that the birth certificate contain an error in order for it to be amended made little sense, and it showed just how unprepared bureaucratic systems were for any complication surrounding gender. Koubek was a man—wasn’t that proof enough of a mistake?
Hastening the ministry’s decision to reject Koubek’s application might have been the rising tide of fascism that was seeping into Czechoslovakia, thanks largely to the influence of the Nazis. In 1937, a prominent Nazi newspaper called homosexuals “enemies of the state,”12 a sentiment that pro-German newspapers in Czechoslovakia were quick to echo. When a moderate leader of Czechoslovakia’s Nazi-sympathetic Sudeten German Party (formerly the Sudeten German Home Front) was arrested for homosexuality that summer, far-right members of the party used the news to discredit the party’s centrists. One party member suggested that homosexuals should be shot. Another compared homosexuality to a social disease, a “contamination” from which it needed to protect “fellow German citizens” in Czechoslovakia.13 The Czech left, meanwhile, seized on the stain of homosexuality in a right-wing party as proof that the entire Sudeten German Party reeked of “moral foulness.” On both sides of the aisle, scapegoating homosexuals became a convenient way of scoring political points.
Despite not identifying as homosexual, Koubek was not exempt from those threats, and neither were his genderqueer contemporaries. By the end of the 1930s, famed Czech erotic artists like Toyen were going underground. Once the Nazis began encroaching into Czechoslovakia, starting with the annexation of the Sudetenland in 1938 and followed by Hitler’s occupation of the entire country in March 1939, Toyen published their work only in private publications.14
During World War II, Koubek disappeared from public life. In February 1938, even though his birth certificate remained unamended, he managed to receive a driver’s license that identified him as a man.15 The new license may well have rescued him from Nazi violence. In 1940, as the Nazis were actively sending queer and trans people to the death camps, Koubek married a woman named Uršulou Škrobačovou. They lived together in Prague, where Koubek worked at the Czech automobile manufacturer Škoda.16 The couple must have looked like any other: an example of normative, white, non-Jewish heterosexuality. During years of repression in Nazi-occupied Czechoslovakia, the ability to pass probably saved Koubek’s life.



CHAPTER 19
A YEAR AFTER the close of the Olympics, the Nazis started to clean house. In 1937, Hans von Tschammer, the Nazi sports czar, pressured Theodor Lewald, who had done so much to make the Nazis’ treasured Olympics a success, to resign from the IOC. The Nazis couldn’t tolerate a representative of Jewish descent any longer. In his place they installed a military general and former athlete, Walther von Reichenau, who in just two years would lead the Nazi invasions of Poland, Belgium, and France.1
If the IOC members were alarmed by the ousting of Lewald, they didn’t show it. In 1938, the increasingly isolationist Japanese government denounced the IOC and withdrew as host to the 1940 Olympics. The last-minute shakeup left the IOC reeling, and they found a replacement host, once again, in Adolf Hitler. That June, the IOC chose Garmisch-Partenkirchen, the German city that had hosted the little-noticed Winter Games in 1936, as the next host of the Olympics.2 Despite their rapidly accelerating violence and brutality, the Nazis were on track to become Olympic hosts for a second time.
Some IOC members, like Avery Brundage, remained defiant in their sympathy for the German government. In 1938, the Nazi-affiliated director Leni Riefenstahl finished Olympia, her documentary of the 1936 Olympics, which Brundage ardently supported. The film was blatant propaganda for the Nazis, meant to lionize German athletic achievements for the world. To Brundage’s mind, though, it was proof of the glory of the Berlin Olympics, “an artistic masterpiece” whose reception in the United States was in peril because “the Jews, who own all the picture theaters in America, will understandably prevent its being shown here.”3 By November, Riefenstahl traveled to New York to screen the film. A few days after arriving, news of the Kristallnacht massacre reached the United States. Riefenstahl, a steadfast supporter of Hitler, dismissed it as mere “slander” of the Nazi Party.4 Unperturbed by these comments, Brundage told Riefenstahl to screen her film in Chicago instead. He let her stay at his home, and he gathered together a group of thirty-five people for a private viewing. Brundage then convinced his IOC colleague William May Garland to organize a similar screening of the controversial film in Los Angeles.5
Once the Berlin Olympics ended, Carl Diem, that original architect of Berlin’s Olympic ambitions, also saw his political fortunes enter a state of limbo. Out of power, Diem managed to become head of the International Olympic Institute in 1938, a mostly inconsequential Berlin-based research organization that was only tacitly associated with the IOC. Diem began grasping for relevance.6 As war approached, he ignored the escalating crimes of the Nazis in order to advance his political and sporting careers; he became increasingly strident in his conviction that Nazi Germany was now the center of world sports. He declared that “the reorientation of European sport has its geographical and spiritual center in Germany” and followed that up with his expectation that Germany would become “the crossroads of world sport.”7 In some ways, it was what he’d always wanted. Since he had first begun planning the 1916 Olympics, he had dreamed of turning his country into an athletic superpower. Somewhere along the way, he stopped caring about the blood that his country was shedding.

Despite the Nazis’ best efforts at suppressing the German queer community, their leadership soon had to contend with a gender quandary of their own: in the lead-up to World War II, a top German athlete was outed for transgressing gender lines.
Heinrich “Heinz” Ratjen was born on November 20, 1918, near the city of Bremen, Germany.8 His father owned a local hotel.9 He was assigned female at birth, but growing up, he began to question his gender. “I was already beginning to be aware that I was not a girl, but a man,” Ratjen said later. “But I never asked my parents why, if I was a man, I had to wear women’s clothes.”10
He first drew the attention of sports leaders in June 1934, when, at age fifteen, he defeated a gold medalist in the high jump in his home city. The Nazis quickly scouted him for their Olympic team. At the national trials in early 1936, Ratjen shared a room with Gretel Bergmann, the Jewish track-and-field athlete who was ultimately barred from the Berlin Olympics. Bergmann thought he was odd. Ratjen had a deep voice, and he never entered the communal showers. “I knew something was weird, but for a Jew to say something about an Aryan, forget it,” Bergmann recalled later.11 Other competitors made fun of Ratjen behind his back. One fellow athlete pointed out that he shaved,12 although surely they knew that wasn’t uncommon: plenty of women waxed and shaved. “No one knew or noticed anything about her different sexuality,” a German high jumper said later.13
For Ratjen, coming of age under a Nazi regime that persecuted queer people, including people who didn’t conform to its strict gender conventions, must have been terrifying. He didn’t dare share his secret. At the Berlin Olympics, Ratjen was not a top-place competitor, tying for sixth in the high jump, which helped him to escape the scrutiny that the American sprinter Helen Stephens and other gold medalists battled. He continued to play sports, and in September 1938, Ratjen set a new world record, scoring 1.7 meters in the high jump at the European Championships in Vienna.14
It all began to collapse on the train ride home from Vienna. When a ticket inspector saw Ratjen, dressed in a gray two-piece suit, during a train stop in Magdeburg, Germany, the inspector asked a pair of Nazi soldiers to pull him aside.15 They believed him to be a cis man who was dressing up as a woman in order to cross the border—potentially a British or French spy. Ratjen offered up his identity card from the European Championships, but the police didn’t believe him. They noticed he had hair on his hands and seized on that fact as proof that he was in disguise. They arrested him and brought him to the police station, where they took his mug shot and put him through an invasive medical exam. A police doctor wrote after examining Ratjen that “this person is indisputably to be regarded as a man.”16 Ratjen, who had a mix of biological traits traditionally associated with both male and female sex, did seem to want to embrace his masculine side, telling police that he was “happy” now that “everything is out in the open.” But the pressure the Nazis put on him must have been immense. There wasn’t room to say no to the brownshirts even if he had wanted to.
In September 1938, directly because of his arrest, the German Amateur Athletic Union quietly banned Ratjen from women’s sports. The Germans also contacted the IAAF and applied to have Ratjen’s name erased from their records.17 Fearing embarrassment from the revelation, they allowed only one article about Ratjen’s status to appear, in the sports magazine Der Leichtathlet. “As a result of a medical examination,” Der Leichtathlet wrote cryptically, “it has been established that [Heinz] Ratjen cannot be admitted to female competitions.”18 Though the paper never explicitly said that Ratjen was intersex, or that he had chosen to live as a man, anyone who had been following sporting news over the past three years would have been able to read between the lines. On October 12, the Reich Propaganda Ministry demanded that “nothing further” be published about Ratjen. The press obeyed. A high-ranking Nazi SS officer, Reinhard Heydrich, expressed his gratitude that “the Ratjen case has not led to undesirable discussions in the public sphere or even to conflicts in international sport.”19
Ratjen’s nightmare didn’t end there. At the end of 1938, prosecutors began investigating him for fraud, accusing him of intentionally misleading the public. But on March 10, 1939, the charges were dropped. “Fraud cannot be deemed to have taken place because there was no intention to reap financial reward,” a senior prosecutor explained in internal memos.20 Ratjen took the name Heinz—short for his father’s name, Heinrich—and received new government documents identifying him as a man. In exchange, officials offered him membership in the German Labor Front, the Nazi state’s amalgamated trade union, allowing him to work and live freely. That the Nazis had validated Ratjen’s own desire to live as a man probably did not occur to these officials; certifying him as a man perhaps seemed like the easiest way to sweep the entire controversy under the rug. In this one case, it seemed, it was politically expedient to acknowledge that sex and gender were in fact quite porous, and someone assigned female at birth might be able to live a full life as a man. Whatever the case, Ratjen knew not to discuss it: for the next two decades, he lived under the radar.
Ratjen’s ordeal didn’t become a major news story, but it quietly shaped IAAF policy. The Nazis didn’t want a repeat, and they used their influence over international sports to continue to crack down on athletes who didn’t fit normative gender standards. On November 21, 1938, just a month after Ratjen’s arrest, Karl Ritter von Halt—the close friend of Avery Brundage and Sigfrid Edström who was rising in the ranks of the Nazi Party—suggested that the IAAF amend its sex testing rules once again. Rather than physically examine only the athletes against whom a competitor lodged a protest, as the IAAF had decided at the Berlin Olympics, he thought that all “ladies taking part in the Games 1940 shall produce doctors’ certificates stating that they are women.”21
Von Halt’s sudden concern for women’s sports was certainly hypocritical; he once said that “competing disfigures the female face” and “is not female in nature.”22 But the risk of embarrassment to the Nazis from the Ratjen news forced his hand. In a letter to the IAAF on February 16, 1939, Avery Brundage voiced his support, saying, “I am in favor of Karl von Halt’s suggestion that all female competitors be required to obtain doctor’s certificates.”23
A blanket sex testing requirement, in which all female competitors had to sit for an invasive medical exam, was on the slate for the 1940 Olympics. Only war, it turned out, could get in its way. At the end of 1939, Hitler invaded Poland. War in Europe eliminated the possibility that the Olympic Games could be held in 1940, no matter how hard true believers like Brundage tried to fight it. In October 1939, Hitler called off the Winter Olympics, which his country had been planning to host.24 Brundage was crushed. A staunch detractor of American president Franklin Delano Roosevelt, he at first seemed to feel sympathy for the Nazis. He complained that FDR was too close to France and England,25 and he joined the America First cause, the isolationist and often antisemitic movement that attempted to keep the United States out of World War II. Entering the war, Brundage said in a speech in August 1940, was “stupid, dishonest and criminal politics.”26 In a letter to IOC president Henri de Baillet-Latour, he lamented the “propaganda” and “misinformation” that was turning the “gullible” American public toward battle.27
While pushing back against the war, Brundage began organizing an alternative Olympic Games, which he hoped could be held in the Americas instead of war-torn Europe. Only on December 3, 1941, four days before the attack on Pearl Harbor, did Brundage finally give up on trying to rescue the Olympics. The world war, he concluded, was not going to end soon. “The Olympic flame is temporarily extinguished,” he told an NBC radio reporter.28
World War II swallowed up the discussions of sex testing that von Halt had helped to bring to the forefront of the IAAF. But his proposal had long-lasting impacts. After World War II, when international sports resumed, the policy requiring all women to obtain medical exams from doctors was firmly in place at the IAAF. It didn’t matter that some of the regulations’ most vocal supporters, like von Halt and the sports doctor Wilhelm Knoll, were Nazis. Sex testing had already become part of the fabric of track-and-field sports. And even though officials and the media quickly forgot the context in which they were introduced, these policies would continue to haunt athletes, and civil rights, for decades.



CHAPTER 20
ON JULY 1, 1941, a white, twenty-nine-year-old interior decorator petitioned a Los Angeles court to change her name to Barbara Ann Richards.1 Richards, who had been assigned male at birth, was still registered with a traditionally masculine name she no longer claimed as her own. Richards was trans, but she had a clever way of explaining her gender to the court. She had “always lived and worked as a man until about two years ago,” she told the court, at which point, she said, “I realized that some vital physiological change was taking place.” She had, she said, undergone a physical metamorphosis. Without warning, her beard—which she used to shave twice a day—stopped growing. Her voice changed pitch. “I began to observe that my skin had become smoother, that the shape of my face was different, my waist was smaller, my hips heavier, my throat smaller,” she said.
Her petition became a blockbuster news story, especially when, in October 1941, a Los Angeles judge agreed to recognize Richards as a woman. Headlines like “Court Rules ‘Man’ Who Changed Sex Is Now a Woman” blanketed American newspapers, interspersed between dispatches from the European war. By then, the press mostly seemed to have forgotten about Koubek and Weston, but a few made the connection. On July 19, the newsmagazine Pathfinder published an article on Richards, pointing out that her story sounded a lot like what happened with Koubek and Weston a few years prior. While those two athletes had transitioned as men, “a case of the reverse has been occupying the attention of a Los Angeles court,” the magazine said, referring to Richards.2
By the 1950s, gender transitions were once again front-page news across the United States. In 1952, tabloids throughout the country covered the story of Christine Jorgensen, an American ex-soldier who had opted to undergo a gender-affirmation surgery months earlier. Jorgensen helped to bring a rudimentary understanding of trans identity into the public consciousness. While Jorgensen, who was white and blond, was undoubtedly the biggest trans celebrity of the 1950s, other trans women received a blitz of press coverage in the postwar years, too. As the historian C. Riley Snorton has documented, stories of Black trans women abounded in the years directly following World War II. In 1945, Time published an extensive story on Lucy Hicks Anderson,3 a Black woman who worked as a brothel owner and who hosted elaborate parties for many of California’s elite families. In 1951, Ebony wrote about another woman, Georgia Black, under the headline “The Man Who Lived 30 Years as a Woman.” Jet began episodically covering the life of a third Black trans woman, Carlett Brown, starting in June 1953.4
The stories of Jorgensen and Hicks Anderson popularized the notion of gender transition for a new generation, just as Koubek had done fifteen years prior. Yet it wasn’t an increased awareness of trans identity that led the IAAF and the IOC each to ramp up its sex testing procedures at the end the 1950s. Instead, a seemingly unrelated geopolitical reality was turning sex testing—once a perfunctory rule that Avery Brundage had pushed to add to the IAAF handbook—into a top concern of world sports officials.

By time the dust settled on World War II, the IOC emerged with a new leader. Henri de Baillet-Latour had died unexpectedly in January 1942, putting the IAAF leader Sigfrid Edström in line to succeed him as president. When the IOC met for the first time after the war, on September 4, 1946, Edström officially assumed the presidency. Avery Brundage received the title of vice president of the IOC.5
At that meeting, Edström highlighted his postwar agenda. “The great problem will be the question of Russia,” Edström told the members.6 The United States and Russia exited World War II as the indisputable global superpowers, yet Russia was not a member of the IOC or the IAAF. Edström felt the omission of Russia had become glaring, and in his position as president of the IOC, he began making overtures to the USSR.
He had his work cut out for him. The USSR had long considered the Olympics a “bourgeois” event, and members of the IOC, who did quite literally belong to the bourgeoisie, if not the actual aristocracy, weren’t itching to welcome a Communist state into their fold, either. As a form of protest against the Bolsheviks, the IOC had allowed a longtime member, Lev Urusov, a Russian prince who had joined the IOC during the tsarist years, to continue to serve on the committee until his death in the 1930s.7 The IOC, in other words, preferred to recognize a felled Russian monarchy rather than a Communist-run Russian state.
Brundage and Edström were also not fans of the USSR. Though Brundage, who had traveled to Russia in 1912 and 1934, admitted that the country had made significant strides in sports since the Bolshevik Revolution,8 he hated their ideology. “I seriously doubt that it is possible to have friendly sport contacts with any country that adheres to the Communist system,” he admitted to a friend.9 But contempt alone couldn’t stop him. Edström and Brundage were institutionalists first and foremost, and they worried that the absence of one of the two world superpowers made the competition look lopsided.
Bringing on Russia was going to be a long, complicated task. To become an IOC member, each country needed to appoint delegates to all the international federations, including the IAAF. To kick-start the process, Edström invited Russia to join the IAAF twice in the fall of 1945; he received no reply and assumed they were not interested. Both he and Brundage were shocked, then, when they flew in for the European Championships in Oslo in 1946, only to find a team of thirty-five Russian athletes waiting to compete.10 When Brundage landed at the Oslo airport, the chairman of the Oslo organizing committee rushed over to him and blurted out: “The Russians are here. What shall we do?” Ultimately, despite the breach of policy, the IAAF decided to let them play.
Another problem was that Russia did not follow the rules of amateurism that Edström and Brundage each treasured. The men were repeatedly chagrined by reports from abroad that top Russian athletes were receiving stipends and salaries. Russian athletic officials, knowing their use of cash rewards could pose a problem for international competition, requested—and received—a pardon for any athletes who had been paid for their sport prior to July 1, 1947, when Russia did eventually join the IAAF.11
Four years later, in May 1951, the IOC voted to accept the USSR as a member. Brundage was disappointed but probably not surprised when the first two IOC members that Russia selected were Communist Party loyalists who had worked as state bureaucrats.12 The IOC that the Russians were joining looked notably different from the group of men that had met in Berlin in 1936. At the 1946 IOC meeting, half of the members were new to the organization.13
The IOC stubbornly retained other members who seemed like obvious candidates for removal. Brundage was particularly concerned with keeping his close German friends, despite their ties to the Nazi regime, on the IOC.
At most risk was Karl Ritter von Halt, the registered Nazi who had become Hitler’s sports czar after the death of Hans von Tschammer.14 Von Halt, who had funneled money from Deutsche Bank into the coffers of Heinrich Himmler, the architect of the Holocaust, was complicit in genocide. Yet in 1950, Brundage wrote letters on behalf of him and Carl Diem, insisting that neither man was a true believer in the Nazi cause.15 “Dr. von Halt is not a politician and was never a Nazi,” Brundage told a US State Department official. Though other IOC members, including P. W. Scharroo of the Netherlands, raised the topic of von Halt’s very recent past, Brundage and Edström were more than willing to overlook it. Brundage called him “un parfait gentleman,” and Edström, as president, wouldn’t allow the committee to vote on his removal.16 Von Halt stayed on the IOC. On January 6, 1951, he became president of the newly formed West German Olympic Committee, unscathed following his Nazi past.17
Diem’s situation was only slightly less complicated. Though Diem never registered as a member of the Nazi Party, he was, at the very least, uncritical of Hitler. During World War II, Diem led a group of German officials who attempted to stage a takeover of the IOC. Diem told then president Baillet-Latour that all future Olympic Games were to be held in Berlin.18 At one point, he broke into the IOC headquarters in Switzerland. “When Professor Diem attempted to remove the Olympic headquarters [from Switzerland] to Germany, I hid the most important documents in the cellar, and convinced the community that Diem was a spy,” an IOC secretary remembered later. Diem also seemed deeply supportive of his country’s war. In 1945, as Russian forces closed in on Berlin, Diem urged a group of Hitler Youth to defend the capital with their lives.19
Other controversial IOC members included two delegates from Italy who were former members of Mussolini’s Fascist party,20 as well as a French delegate who collaborated with the Nazis and about whom a British diplomat once said, “No decent French person will meet either him or his wife.”21 The IOC refused to expel any of them.

With the war over and 1948 Olympics looming, Sigfrid Edström realized he needed an actual plan for women’s sports. It was going to be the first Olympics since Berlin, and owing to the dissolution of Alice Milliat’s FSFI, it was the first time the IAAF would have complete control over the governance of women’s athletics. Edström had fought for decades for this outcome. Yet now that he’d won, he seemed to lose interest in actually governing. He instead tasked Britain’s Lord Burghley, who had succeeded him as president of the IAAF, to appoint a commission of IAAF members to deal with women’s sports.
A French council member named Paul Mericamp took charge of the new committee, and in the spring of 1947, he issued his first report. In it, he included a section titled “The Question of Sex,” which built on the suggestion that Karl Ritter von Halt had made just before the outbreak of World War II. Mericamp proposed that the IAAF adopt a new rule that made sex testing a blanket requirement for all female athletes: “Each woman athlete taking part in the Olympic Games and the European Championships must produce at the time of entry a recent medical certificate of sex.” In “cases which appear doubtful,” Mericamp added, officials on the ground could demand a “special examination” of the athlete.22 Mericamp was never particularly specific about whom he was trying to screen out. Like his predecessors, he never endeavored to define what he meant by “doubtful” cases. Presumably, Mericamp was referring to women with physically masculine features. As with previous iterations of sex testing policy, the motivation seemed beside the point. Was Mericamp concerned broadly about intersex participants? About any woman with a muscular body? Or was his fear that a cis man might pose as a woman and compete specifically for the purpose of cheating?
His suggestion received swift approval, and a year later, at the 1948 Olympics in London, it went into effect.23 For the first time in history, all athletes who took part in women’s track-and-field sports needed to present a medical certificate, signed by their doctors, attesting to their sex, just as Karl Ritter von Halt and Avery Brundage had imagined it. Athletes in other sports notably didn’t have this same requirement; in the years immediately following World War II, no other federation seemed to consider sex testing necessary. The IAAF, because its leadership felt that women’s track and field was most likely to attract “doubtful” athletes, remained on its own.
What was peculiar about the IAAF’s postwar discussion of sex testing was the amnesia around its origins. IAAF members did not mention Koubek, Weston, or any of the actual athletes who had inspired the policy in the first place. It was as if, during the course of World War II, the IAAF had simply forgotten. A newcomer to the council could be forgiven for assuming that the rules had always been there, a natural part of the business of sports governance.
And these rules—their provenance lost, their institutional support cemented—were now reorienting the careers of up-and-coming track-and-field athletes. On July 8, 1950, a group of Dutch track-and-field athletes reported to the Westeinde Hospital in The Hague, Netherlands, where, one by one, they walked into an examination room, sat down in a gynecology chair, and spread their legs.24 The group was preparing to enter the European Championships in Brussels, Belgium, and they needed to present a certificate verifying their sex. Getting that certificate meant sitting through an invasive medical exam, in which a doctor inspected the most intimate parts of their bodies. Nearly every Dutch woman sprinter showed up—except for the team’s rising star, Foekje Dillema, who had decided that she wanted no part in the process. She wrote a letter to the Dutch Athletic Union that morning, informing them, without further explanation, that she was not going to sit for the exam.
Born in 1926 in a village near Friesland, the Netherlands, Dillema grew up poor, in a tiny, two-room house barely able to fit her seven siblings. For years, three of her sisters shared a single bed. She’d worked as a domestic servant since she was twelve.25 In her free time, Dillema discovered that she had a talent for running, and in 1947, she joined a sports club that was headquartered twenty miles from her house. A year later, she ran the one-hundred-meter sprint in 12.7 seconds, an incredibly fast time for a newcomer. In a subsequent tournament in England, she “provided two shocks for England’s sprinters,” according to reports in the British press,26 when she won back-to-back races. Dutch officials began to position her for the 1952 Olympics in Helsinki.
The 1950 European Championships were supposed to be her first big showcase. Then she refused to show up for her medical exam. Five days later, on July 13, the Dutch Athletic Union sent a telegram to her house, informing her that she was disqualified from competition.27 The telegram didn’t arrive in time. Dillema was already biking to the nearest train station, where she planned to join her team for a competition on their way to the European Championships. At the station, Dutch officials told her she had to leave. She couldn’t come with the team unless she presented a certificate verifying that she’d had her body inspected. Dillema biked back home, humiliated. A representative for the Dutch Athletic Union told the press that “due to a medical condition Foejke would never be able to compete again,”28 without elaborating on what that “medical condition” might involve. Dillema never took part in a sex test and never played with the team again. She was embarrassed and ashamed and barely spoke to anyone for years after the incident.29
What was Dillema so afraid of? Later coverage identified her as having a chromosome mosaic,30 meaning more than the standard XX and XY chromosomes—a rare genetic feature that suggested, depending on her exact situation and her self-identity, that she may have fallen under the contemporary umbrella of intersex. There’s no connection between a chromosome mosaic and athletic performance, but perhaps Dillema backed out of the test because she didn’t want to have her body and her identity scrutinized so crudely.
Dillema was one of the first victims of the IAAF’s sex testing regime, which from the start gave little thought to natural biological variations—whether that be in terms of chromosomes, reproductive organs, hormones, or something else—contained within the category of “woman.” Dillema wasn’t alone in discovering that the new IAAF policies had cut short her career. Another prominent French athlete, Léon Caurla, refused to undergo a medical examination in 1948;31 he was immediately disqualified from international competition. (Two years later, Caurla transitioned gender and began living as a man.)
Dillema and Caurla were only the best known of a much wider array of athletes who dropped out of competition, or opted against pursuing sports, because they refused examinations. What made—and still makes—sex testing especially cruel was that its victims were forced to live in silence and shame. The public saw failing a sex test as proof that someone wasn’t “truly” a woman. It was a ludicrous conclusion, considering that many subcategories of women—cis, trans, intersex, and any intersections thereof—would soon fail tests. But many of the people who were pushed out of sports did not speak up because doing so risked further marginalization and unwanted attention.
The IAAF, which had regulatory control only over track-and-field sports, was the earliest and most prominent proponent of sex testing among the many international sports federations, but other sports leagues would soon join in. In the next three decades, the federations governing basketball, volleyball, handball, and more would all adopt their own sex testing policies.32 Because of the specific anxieties around working-class and masculine-appearing women sprinters, track and field was out in front—but the idea eventually spread.

Not long after Avery Brundage became vice president of the IOC, he set his sights on the top job. Sigfrid Edström, who turned eighty in 1950, was looking ahead to his retirement. Brundage was the obvious choice for his replacement as president, but Brundage began to worry that his enemies might use his past against him. He had not apologized for his cozy relationship to Nazi officials, and even after the horrors of the Holocaust, he never felt he had to. He professed not to understand why IOC members from the rest of Europe felt “so much bitterness and hatred” toward Germany.33 When Carl Diem met with Brundage in the late 1940s, Diem reported the official was “in a depressed mood” owing to the criticism of his politics.34 “He has many enemies and these miserable creatures are at work everywhere,” Diem wrote.
The opposition to Brundage was not trivial. Edström worried that many of the European members wouldn’t allow Brundage to become president of the IOC, in part because of Brundage’s historic stances and in part because the IOC was still seen as a necessarily European institution. As an IOC delegate from Denmark bluntly summarized it to Brundage, “no American should be president of the IOC.”35
Brundage had other problems, too. He was not a people pleaser. He almost never ate meals with his colleagues. He refused to go out to bars with anyone but Edström and von Halt. He “never visited anybody, never went to anybody’s house,” one colleague remembered.36 Worse, Brundage was nervous that a personal secret might spill out into the open, potentially spoiling his election odds. Though he’d been married since 1927, for years he’d had an affair with a Finnish athlete named Lilian Dresden. On August 27, 1951, Dresden secretly gave birth to Brundage’s first son.37 Knowing that Edström would be retiring in 1952, Brundage kept his child under wraps. He had his name removed from the child’s birth certificate, and he refused to acknowledge his son publicly; the world wouldn’t find out about the affair until November 1, 1954, when a San Francisco Examiner columnist wrote a blind item about it.
In the end, the opposition to Brundage, while strong, wasn’t enough to stave off destiny. When the IOC delegates filed into a meeting room in Helsinki in August 1952, after a brutal twenty-five rounds of voting, Brundage finally cleared a two-thirds majority, winning 30–17 in the last round.38 Two delegates refused to fill out their ballots, perhaps as a protest.
On August 14, at a dinner in honor of his election, Brundage described himself as a hard-nosed steward of IOC rules. Sports, he told the gathered IOC officials, were “perhaps the most saving grace in the world at the moment, with its spirit of rules kept, and regard for the adversary, whether the fight is going for or against.”39 The speech’s focus on integrity and rule-following was especially ironic in light of Brundage’s own personal misadventures. At the dinner, Brundage’s longtime wife was by his side to congratulate him on the fulfillment of his lifelong dream. Neither she nor anyone else in the room had any idea when, five days later, Brundage’s Finnish mistress secretly gave birth to another child, the new IOC president’s second son.

As Avery Brundage assumed the most powerful office in sports, many of his contemporaries were disappearing from the spotlight. In the years since Berlin, Alice Milliat fell into obscurity. Though she was largely responsible for bringing women’s track-and-field sports to the Olympics—not to mention advocating for the legitimacy of women’s sports in general—few members of the public knew her name. In 1937, shortly after the dissolution of the Women’s World Games, the IAAF published a report on the history of women’s sports, which noted the existence of a “special women’s sports federation”—the FSFI, though it was not named—that held women’s sports competitions in the 1920s. This federation, according to the IAAF, existed “owing to the fact that the IAAF had hesitated in accepting the control of women’s sports.”40 In a cruel erasure of her legacy, Alice Milliat was never mentioned by name. She died alone, forgotten, in 1957, and was buried in a cemetery in Nantes. Her grave wasn’t identified until a historian located it over a half century later.41
For the athletes who transitioned gender in the 1930s, fading from public life was more of a calculated choice. In the summer of 1936, Mark Weston seemed uncomfortable with the amount of attention that he and his new wife, Alberta Bray, were receiving. He hated the spotlight. After the Berlin Olympics, he disappeared into the life of a private citizen. With Bray at his side, he continued his massage business in Plymouth. The following February, Weston moved his practice to a new address along the waterfront.42 Sometime in early 1942, Weston’s younger sibling—who had been assigned female at birth—decided to undergo a gender transition of his own at the age of twenty-six.43 The Westons started calling him Harry, and like his older brother, he saw a surgeon for two operations. Before his transition, Harry had been depressed, and that continued even after he began living as a man. In July 1942, police in Plymouth reported that Harry had ended his own life. Weston never talked about his brother’s suicide publicly, but it appeared to expedite his disillusionment with England. On June 1, 1951, Weston and Bray boarded a ship from Southampton, England, to New York City.44
By 1954,45 the couple had settled in Clifton, New Jersey, where they rented a house from a landlord named Vincent Laterza at 367 Harding Avenue.46 The couple seemed to be close to Laterza, with Weston driving his landlord to church every morning at 10:00 a.m.47 Weston worked as a mixer at a bakery, according to the Clifton city directory. After his move to New Jersey, Weston only shows up in records in a pair of car accident reports. In 1970, he was listed as retired and still residing in Clifton.48 Then, at some point in the 1970s, he and Bray moved back to Plymouth, where they lived out their final days together. Weston died at Freedom Fields Hospital in Plymouth in 1978. Bray continued to live in town as a widow for the next seventeen years, before dying in 1995.
The American sprinter Helen Stephens never returned to the Olympics, either. No matter what she did, the whispers about her gender continued to haunt her. By the end of 1936, when Stephens enrolled at William Woods University in her hometown of Fulton, Missouri, rumors spread among the faculty about her supposedly masculine traits. When a first-year student befriended Stephens, the dean of students called the young student into her office to warn her about Stephens.49 “I’m sure you’re aware that there are two sexes,” the dean, fidgeting with her pencil, told the student. “Well, you know there are some that are not truly male or female.” Helen Stephens, the dean warned, belonged to this third category, and the first-year needed to stay away: “Don’t let them touch you or get near you.”50
In February 1937, in its inaugural issue, the magazine Look—billed as a competitor to Life—ran a spread of photos under the headline “When Is a Woman Actually a Woman?” The question, according to Look, was a “chief worry among athletic officials.”51 The spread included photos of Koubek, Weston, and other people who had actually transitioned gender, but on the second page, Look added a particularly unflattering photo of Helen Stephens. “Is this a man or a woman?” the magazine asked. “Study the above picture closely and see whether you can tell if it’s a man or a woman.” Stephens was so furious that she decided to sue. That August, she collected a $4,500 libel settlement.52
As the decades passed, however, Stephens began to earn her due. To make extra money after her Olympic career ended, she had turned professional, alternating between basketball and baseball. In 1938, she began managing a semiprofessional basketball team, becoming one of the first women in the United States to do so. Decades later, even though she’d moved on from track-and-field sports, tales of her successes as a sprinter in Berlin continued to circulate. In 1993, Stephens was inducted into the National Women’s Hall of Fame. She died a year later, at the age of seventy-five. Though she’d known for decades that she was a lesbian, she had never discussed it.53 She feared that coming out publicly would hurt her reputation in the sports world. “Homosexuality won’t be accepted in my lifetime,” Stephens told her biographer, Sharon Kinney Hanson, shortly before her death. “Lesbian is a scare word. It can be very hurtful if applied incorrectly to young girls who are athletic.”54
World War II radicalized Witold Smętek, the Polish javelin thrower. In 1946, shortly after Poland had fully expelled the Nazis, he joined the Polish Workers’ Party and began a job in a trade union council.55 In 1950, he decided to go back to school: he started studying history at the University of Warsaw, where he wrote a master’s thesis on revolutionary movements in Warsaw between November 1918 and August 1919. On the side, he earned money as a tour guide for the Polish government, and he volunteered as an instructor in a men’s sports association. Few records remains of Smętek discussing his gender transition. In a résumé he submitted to prospective employers, he wrote that “a significant part of my life was marked by” a “congenital defect,” but “the natural changes that took place when my body matured made it possible to carry out the aforementioned operation, to arrange the formalities for a sex change, and then to take on the name Witold.”56



CHAPTER 21
SOON AFTER THE NAZIS ARRESTED the German high jumper Heinz Ratjen in 1938, Karl Ritter von Halt applied to have the IAAF strike the athlete’s records. But the group took nearly two decades to do it. In 1957, the IAAF finally reached out to the new recordholder, a British woman named Dorothy Odam, to tell her that she was now the top-place high jumper.1
It didn’t take long for the story to leak to the press. With headlines like “High Jump Mark Set by ‘Woman’ in ’38 Was Male,” news outlets in the 1950s characterized Ratjen not as a likely intersex person assigned female at birth but as a cis man who had donned female clothing for the purpose of cheating. Time reported—inaccurately—that Ratjen “had been forced by the Nazis to pose as a woman ‘for the sake of the honor and glory of Germany.’” The magazine quoted Ratjen as saying, “For three years I lived the life of a girl. It was most dull.”2
Time implied that, prior to the Olympics, Ratjen had publicly identified as a man and had only entered women’s competitions so he could win. The reality was more complicated: Ratjen had spent his whole life being perceived as a woman, and he didn’t come to terms with his identity until after the Olympics. Many historians have since questioned whether Time spoke to Ratjen at all. It seems unlikely, especially considering that Ratjen never did any other press.3
The mischaracterization of Ratjen’s story wasn’t the only damaging lie in the Time article. The magazine also reported on Shin Keum-dan (or Sin Kim Dan, as American journalists called her), a North Korean sprinter who dropped out of the Olympics because the IOC had barred her country from participating. Yet somehow, Time bungled the story. The magazine claimed, utterly without evidence, that she dropped out because her father had revealed her to be a man in disguise. The lie stuck. Ratjen and Keum-dan were continually cited as examples of men who had posed as women at the Olympics, giving off the impression that “men in masquerade” were a legitimate threat to the integrity of women’s sports.4
The historical myth that at one point in Olympic history cis men had successfully disguised themselves as women in order to notch world records became an animating justification for sex testing. By way of explaining the history of sex testing, a nationally syndicated news story characterized the 1930s like this: “Even with the emergence of women athletes in the modern games, it was getting harder to tell the girls from the boys. In fact some of the girls were boys.”5 Time, and prejudice, had flattened the nuances in the lives of Zdeněk Koubek, Mark Weston, and Heinz Ratjen.
In America, the transmogrification of Ratjen’s story proved to be politically expedient. In the early 1950s, around the time that Ratjen resurfaced in the tabloids, the USSR was setting itself apart in women’s track-and-field sports. Americans, already prone to suspicion and rumor about the USSR, began to speculate that the Russians were cheating. No duo set off more alarm bells than Irina and Tamara Press, a pair of Ukrainian track-and-field athletes who first entered the Olympics in 1960 and quickly racked up gold medals for the USSR. Tamara Press, a five-foot-eleven track-and-field athlete, won a combined three gold medals and one silver at the Olympics in 1960 and in 1964, while her sister, Irina, won a gold in both the hurdles and in the pentathlon.6 Starting in the early 1960s, American newspapers implied that the Press sisters could not possibly be women. An Associated Press report noted that while the US women’s track-and-field team had “some mighty attractive practitioners,” the USSR’s women’s contingent was “more of a beef trust.” One American track athlete bragged to the wire service, “Right now we live more femininely than the USSRs.”7
It wasn’t uncommon for American sports fans to speculate that the Press sisters were, in fact, cis men in disguise. “The Press brothers” became a common insult.8 “We never thought about it in our sport,” one American slalom racer said of sex tests, “then we read about some husky Russian woman beating our women.”9 As track-and-field athletes, the Press sisters did have to present sex certificates “verifying” their womanhood, but critics became convinced that the Russian doctors who signed them were lying.
Ratjen’s reappearance in the press in 1957 lent an air of credibility to these tales of nefarious cross-dressing. “We shall never know the exact number of men who have competed in the Olympics posing as women,” the Chicago Tribune announced in an article about sex testing, failing to mention that the number was almost certainly zero, “but athletes of questionable gender have been common enough to warrant changing rules this year.”10
The New York Times noted the rise of “complaints that some competitors, principally from Communist countries, were of questionable femininity.”11 Exacerbating the distrust, perhaps, was the USSR’s tendency to distance itself from the rest of the national teams. At the 1952 Olympics in Helsinki, the USSR didn’t allow its athletes to live with the rest of the teams in the Olympic Village, instead housing them at a nearby USSR navy base.12 When the IOC asked to carry the Olympic torch across Soviet territory, the Russians politely refused.
By the end of the 1960s, the IAAF decided to respond with an escalation of its policies. At a series of competitions in 1966, it began requiring female athletes to submit to on-site sex testing for the first time.13 Rather than present certificates signed by doctors from their home countries, which Americans had charged could be manipulated, track-and-field athletes would now sit for an exam by a doctor associated with the IAAF. These were crude physical exams during which doctors would strip down women and inspect their genitalia. This, the IAAF claimed, could eliminate accusations of fraud. The organization either ignored, or did not care to understand, the reality that genitalia was not uniform across people and could not be cleaved into binary sex categories of “male” and “female.”
To the delight of some reporters, as soon as the IAAF toughened up its sex testing rules, some prominent athletes began dropping out. The year that the IAAF made on-site sex testing mandatory, three high-profile Russian women, including the Press sisters, chose not to attend. Though the Press sisters claimed the reason for their nonattendance was their mother’s illness, close watchers of the Olympics, including many athletes who’d competed against the Press sisters, were suspicious.14 “Did Sex Tests Scare ’Em?” asked one headline.15 Speculating that she had dropped out of competition in order to avoid the sex tests, the Vancouver Sun called Irina Press a “husky, out-going queen (or king, as the case might be).”16
If the idea that such a prominent competitor in women’s athletics could actually be a cis man in disguise sounded a bit far-fetched, a London newspaper had an explanation for how Russia could get away with dressing up male athletes as women. “What happens? A big boy in his teens may show all the signs of being a good hammer-thrower or shot-putter. So in some countries they don’t hesitate to feed him on female hormones.”17 Other reporters began linking the need for sex testing explicitly to the dishonesty of the USSR. “If the Commies hadn’t been guilty of substituting men for women in the first place, the new rule by the IAAF wouldn’t have been necessary,” a columnist reported in a Florida newspaper in 1966.18
The Boston Globe, meanwhile, interviewed a Soviet whistleblower who alleged that Tamara Press was in fact raised as a boy named Tim until she was fifteen.19 (This wasn’t true; records from when Press was five years old list her as female.)20 The doctor, Nahum Sternberg, said the USSR had a system in place for recruiting male athletes into women’s sports. The article opened with a factual inaccuracy—the Globe stated that “instances in which a ‘woman’ athlete turned out to be a man have been recorded in the past”—and then dug its heels in further. Sternberg alleged that the Soviet state had a system for enrolling boys in female sports and intentionally deceiving the Olympics.21 When Soviet doctors encountered “female-looking boys,” they reported them to physical education authorities, who brought them to special training camps, injected them with female hormones “until the last vestiges of manhood disappear and the boys become neuters,” changed their name, and then enrolled them in women’s sports. Tamara Press was one of these “neuters,” though she “still is a man from a legal point of view,” according to Sternberg. For as far-fetched as these reports might sound, they lodged into the American psyche. From then on, an athlete taking female hormones became indelibly linked to fraud.
The bombastic reporting was enough to convince the American public that physical examinations for women athletes were necessary to preserve the sanctity of women’s sports. Up until 1966, sex testing was a solution in search of a real problem. But the rise of Cold War hostilities intensified the sense, on both sides of the world, that the other global power was cheating. Subjecting every woman—but notably no athletes in men’s competitions—to invasive and humiliating sex tests seemed like a small price to pay for supposedly weeding out frauds and preserving “fairness.”
The argument unsurprisingly found a receptive audience in the new IOC president, Avery Brundage. Though Brundage had become more sympathetic to women’s sports since the war, pushing the IAAF to add more events for women,22 he remained skeptical of masculine-appearing female athletes. “His suspicion is that some of them—perhaps even a considerable number—are really men,” the magazine Life told readers.23 Brundage himself admitted to preferring “lithe, supple, physically disciplined, strong, slender and efficient” women athletes,24 not their bigger, more muscular counterparts.
That skepticism fueled his continued interest in sex testing. Sometime in either the late 1940s or early 1950s, Brundage solicited comments on women’s sports from an all-male group of his correspondents.25 The group was largely split on the issue, with Franz Joseph II, the prince of Lichtenstein and an IOC member, complaining of the “unaesthetic spectacle of women trying to look and act like men.” Brundage’s friend Norman Cox, a former swimming coach he had known in Chicago, offered a more bombastic response. “One thing the fathers of the Olympics overlooked was making provision for competition among hermaphrodites,” Cox said. “Certainly the ‘child-bearing’ type of woman […] is under a handicap when up against the hermaphrodite, even in swimming. And how normal women are to be protected against such handicap except through the institution of anatomical examination is beyond me.”
Whether or not Brundage actually believed that the USSR was dressing up cis men to compete as women, he didn’t consider it outside the realm of possibility. Brundage declared in 1960 that, owing to the requirements that they did “hard manual labor,” women athletes from the USSR were “a different type of women anyway.” He wouldn’t elaborate further, but the implication was clear. What did they look like? a reporter asked. “Get a picture for yourself,” Brundage replied.26
As the head of the IOC, Brundage couldn’t risk his home country losing faith in the validity of the women’s competitions. By the end of the sixties, however, sports authorities decided to adopt a different approach to testing. Why not use the new science of chromosomes to measure sex? It was supposed to be a simple solution. In place of the bodily inspections of years past, first the IAAF, followed quickly by the IOC, would now test whether women athletes possessed XX chromosomes. Athletes would show up at an office at the site of the Olympics, where a nurse, using a small spatula, would scrape off a sample from the inside of their cheeks,27 smear it on a slide, and then repeat the process to get a second sample. Under a microscope, nurses then examined the nuclei of the cells to see each athlete’s chromosomes. They did this through a slightly simpler process called a Barr body test, but the result was the same: XX women were given a card supposedly certifying their womanhood. All other women would sit for more tests.
The IAAF first used the chromosome test in 1967, then debuted it at the Olympics the following year.28 It backfired almost immediately. Since the 1940s, sex testing had cut short the careers of athletes largely in silence. When the Dutch runner Foekje Dillema dropped out of athletic competition, it wasn’t widely reported in the press. That would change in 1967, when, for the first time, a woman failed her sex test outright. Poland’s Ewa Kłobukowska, according to reports from the IAAF, was removed from competition when a test found she “had one chromosome too many.”29 Like Dillema, the sprinter had a chromosome mosaic, that rare condition with no bearing on a person’s biological sex or athletic performance. At the time, however, IAAF officials saw the presence of the extra chromosome as proof that she was “not truly female” and boasted that it had “managed to keep out six who were hermaphrodites” that year.30
Medical experts could see just how illogical the IAAF and IOC policies had become. Were the two sports bodies saying that a chromosome mosaic made someone inherently not a woman? That the presence of XX chromosomes was now the defining trait of femaleness? Brundage began fielding complaints from sports officials. The president of the Polish Olympic Committee, the group that represented Kłobukowska, wrote to the IOC in October 1967, arguing that the sex tests not only created an “unpleasant atmosphere” for women athletes, but that they also amounted to “a form of discrimination.” When it came to how the group was defining “woman,” the Polish president called the IOC president’s bluff. He wanted to know: With all these new medical examinations, what, exactly, were they trying to test for? “There are no generally accepted criteria of sex for woman athletes,” he said, and the “arbitrariness” with which the group was deciding who would be eligible for competition was damaging.31
In his reply two weeks later, Brundage ignored these bigger questions and instead fixated on a lesser complaint in the Polish Olympic Committee letter: that Kłobukowska’s dismissal from international sport should not have happened so publicly. Brundage agreed that “this is a very delicate subject,” and that the IOC would work to “avoid unwarranted invasion of personal privacy.”32 Brundage made no effort to roll back his sex testing regime. If anything, he doubled down. Two months later, Monique Berlioux, his close confidante who oversaw IOC publications, penned an article titled “Femininity” for the IOC’s official magazine, Olympic Review, defending the sex testing policy. In it, Berlioux emphasized that the new sex tests “will make it possible to put an end to the cheating, which takes place, whether intentionally or not.” Sure, she wrote, “one feels sorry for the ‘unfortunate’ girl who has been disqualified, but is there a voice raised against the person responsible for such cheating? Does anyone think of all those young girls who have been ousted from first place simply because they are women and they have taken part honestly?” Berlioux used the platform of the IOC to air her unfounded belief that intersex women held an unfair advantage over their peers. Allowing these women to compete, she thought, would destroy women’s sports itself. “Nothing is more prejudicial to female sport than this charlatanry; nothing can kill it more surely.”33

Even as Brundage continued to profess support for sex testing, he decided to delegate authority over it.34 At the 1967 session of the IOC, Brundage pushed for the formation of a medical commission within the IOC that could draft rules for administering sex and drugs tests. The commission decided that, starting in 1968, officials would begin testing all women a month ahead of the Olympics, when they first arrived, to avoid a scandal if an athlete needed to be sent home.35
Like the IAAF before it, the IOC’s Medical Commission made chromosome-based tests its metric of choice. A doctor named Jacques Thiébault, who oversaw the implementation of these tests at the 1968 Olympics, had full confidence in their usefulness. These chromosome tests were “among the surest examinations for determining the sex,” he told colleagues. While he expressed some sympathy for people who failed sex tests, noting that “in feminine checks, it is only a natural irregularity which comes to light, and these people are to be pitied,” he saw sex tests as a necessary evil. These tests, he said, were really about protecting women. Without them, “the lay press” would spread rumors about “so-called females who are as strong as oxen and who break so many records.” By introducing sex tests, the IOC was ensuring that “the real representatives of the weaker sex” would not “feel persecuted” by more masculine-appearing women entering the competition.36
Whatever fractured vision the IOC might have had for its sex testing regime in 1968 quickly eroded. In the following years, medical experts began expressing concern that chromosome-focused tests didn’t consider that many people had more than two chromosomes, or that people with XY chromosomes didn’t always get assigned male at birth. The IOC therefore risked excluding certain women who lacked the XX chromosome from the Olympics for no discernable reason. On February 3, 1972, a group of Danish researchers issued a report declaring the IOC testing policy inadequate. “The definition of sex,” they wrote, “is so difficult that it cannot be given ambiguously.”37
These criticisms worked their way back up to Brundage, who, in April 1972, in one of his last letters as IOC president, wrote to tell the Medical Commission he found reports of discrimination against people with chromosomal variations to be “disquieting.”38 Thirty-six years after he first proposed that the IOC get into the business of sex testing, Brundage had finally realized that “apparently technical tests are not the answer” to determining an athlete’s sex. In typical fashion, he couldn’t help but make a joke out of it. If the Medical Commission was unable to draft a policy to screen out masculine women, he said, “maybe the eye of a 25 year old would be better.”
That didn’t mean Brundage wanted the IOC to abandon the idea. Sex testing was his legacy, and publicly, he continued to praise it, insisting that women athletes “are more feminine now” that the procedures were in place.39 On September 11, 1972, just before his eighty-fifth birthday, Brundage retired from the IOC. He died three years later in Garmisch-Partenkirchen, Germany, the site of the Berlin Winter Games in 1936, while on an international trip.

As the years elapsed, and as virtually all the original 1936 IOC and IAAF members died, the origin story of sex testing faded from memory. Zdeněk Koubek and Mark Weston were no longer recognizable names, and neither were Witold Smętek, Willy de Bruyn, and the other athletes who publicly transitioned in the 1930s. The oft-referenced story of Heinz Ratjen continued to be misremembered and misunderstood as an example of a cis man who had “posed” as a woman with the intention of cheating.
By the close of the twentieth century, in fact, few sports executives seemed to understand why sex testing existed at all. In 1987, Mary Glen-Haig, one of the first women to receive a seat on the IOC, consulted with three doctors about how to revise the IOC’s sex testing policies. After the conversation, Glen-Haig realized the IOC had a problem. It wasn’t clear to the public which athletes the organization was trying to weed out with its sex tests. “We should define who we wish to exclude from female competitions,” she wrote to Alexandre de Merode, the head of the Medical Commission. “As an example should women with androgen producing tumors or with congenital adrenal hyperplasia be excluded?”40
As it turned out, no one had a great answer. When pressed, various members of the Medical Commission referred to “abnormal cases.” The IOC Medical Commission member Jacques Thiébault said that sex tests were designed “above all to dissuade the ‘hybrids’ from competing in the Olympics,”41 but the problem was that “hybrids” as a label didn’t really mean anything. Was a so-called hybrid someone who had a chromosome mosaic, someone who had been assigned male at birth but who now lived as a woman, or someone with adrenal congenital hyperplasia, a natural condition that sometimes resulted in a person producing elevated testosterone levels? And why was the IOC focused on these slight variations in chromosomes or sex assignment at birth, given that all athletes had different body types that could give them advantages in some sports and disadvantages in others? No one was limiting how tall a basketball player could be.
The more the IOC tried to defend its sex testing policy, the clearer its historical amnesia became. In 1988, Arne Ljungqvist, the chair of the IAAF Medical Committee, wrote a memo offering a historical perspective on sex testing at the Olympics, in which he claimed that “femininity testing was introduced in the late 1960s after reports that men had been masquerading as women in female sport.”42 Alexandre de Merode remembered the origin of sex testing as a desire “to put a stop to the development of a particularly immoral form of cheating which had been spreading insidiously within high-level competition sport.” In the 1960s, de Merode recounted, “we were informed that in certain regions, a systematic search was taking place for young people presenting sexual anomalies”43 to enroll in sports—seemingly a reference to the accusations against the USSR. Echoing this, another IOC Medical Commission member wrote in December 1987 that sex testing “had to be introduced in 1968 when it became obvious that males tried to participate in female events.” The commission member added, “This type of cheating could reappear if testing would be dropped.”44
When Albert de la Chapelle, a Finnish doctor who repeatedly voiced his opposition to the IOC’s sex testing policy, heard the claim that men had once tried to participate in women’s sports, he found it “surprising.” He asked for more information. What man had ever masqueraded as a woman at the Olympics? If there was truth to this claim, and “if the main target is males posing as females, then a method will certainly be easy to devise” to weed them out, he claimed.45
De la Chapelle never received a reply to his question. It’s not clear which athletes, exactly, the IOC members were referring to when they claimed that “males” had previously been caught “posing as females” at the Olympics. Were they discussing Ewa Kłobukowska, who had a chromosome mosaic? Irina and Tamara Press, who had never actually sat for a sex test? Heinz Ratjen, whose story had been misreported in the press and who never actually “posed” as anyone? Or perhaps they were thinking of Zdeněk Koubek and Mark Weston, the two athletes who introduced gender transition to the mainstream in 1935 and 1936? In a way, it probably didn’t matter. None of these athletes was an example of a “male posing as female.” Decades of geopolitical turmoil and personnel changes had simply erased the origins of sex testing—the specific conflagration of Nazi ideology, 1930s understandings of sex, and the ambitious personalities of men like Avery Brundage that ushered these policies into existence one summer day in 1936.
In fact, the false claims of men masquerading as women offered a distraction from the realities of the IOC’s contemporary sex testing project. What the IOC and the IAAF largely failed to acknowledge was that, by instituting sex tests, they were constructing their own definitions of femaleness. The IOC and the IAAF revised their policies to lend the categories of “woman” and “man” an air of coherence. First, they relied on physical inspections of each athlete’s outward body; then they shifted to chromosomes, which they claimed would be more precise and scientific; later, and continuing into the present, they tried defining sex based on testosterone. Even as these shifts were underway, it was clear to astute observers what the IOC was doing. Daniel F. Hanley, the top physician on the US Olympic Committee, complained in 1967 that chromosome-based sex tests “will establish a new definition of femaleness.”46 Even de Merode once admitted that “it was practically impossible, scientifically, to define the sex of an athlete.”47
Yet the IOC had backed itself into a corner. By implementing sex tests, they were keeping alive the illusion that sports could be inherently segregated by sex, as they had been since the earliest days of the Olympics. Sex testing became part of the fiction that “men’s sports” and “women’s sports” were logical concepts. Abolishing sex testing would mean acknowledging that people cannot be sorted inherently into male and female categories. And if human sex is not built on a binary, fans might start to ask: Why, then, should sports be?
The ultimate irony was that, until 1986, Zdeněk Koubek was alive and able to answer their questions, if the IOC had just thought to ask. Koubek fell off the radar after the war, but neither he nor his legacy disappeared. His world record of two minutes and twelve seconds was broken in 1960, the first year that the eight-hundred-meter dash was put back on the Olympic program. That year, a Russian woman named Lyudmila Shevtsova turned in a time of two minutes and four seconds in the eight hundred meters.48
In 1944, after ten years away, Koubek had quietly returned to sports. He enrolled in a newly formed men’s rugby league, RC Říčany, which practiced in the suburbs of Prague.49 He took the train out twice a week to play.50 Koubek was fast, the quickest-footed athlete on the team. “We knew who he was,” one teammate said in an interview in 2001, though “his past was not discussed” unless he himself brought it up.
In a way, Koubek was living his dream. He had always planned to sign up for men’s sports, even though, because of his advancing age, he suspected he could never reach world-record status in the men’s category. He didn’t care. “Breaking records doesn’t have to be a condition for participating in sport,” he wrote in his essay in the Prague Illustrated Reporter in 1936, because “a true athlete loves their sport even when they end up in last place.”51 By the time he died in Prague on June 12, 1986, he had spent several decades in club sports, far from the glory of the games and his faded international celebrity. But he remained, in his definition, a true athlete. By the time his world record was broken in 1960, Koubek was too tired of his track-and-field trophies to care. He dumped all the medals he’d won into the trash can.52



AUTHOR’S NOTE
In 2021, when I first stumbled on the rich, interconnected lives of the athletes in this book in a digital newspaper archive, I couldn’t believe they had been forgotten—and that they had been largely embraced by the public in their time. They seemed to defy my understanding of the 1930s as being a period when the queer community was forced to exist underground. I needed to know more. And so, ultimately, this book is less a history of sex testing in sports than it is a story of queer possibilities.
When I say my focus is on “queer possibilities,” then, I mean bringing to light these narratives that challenge our assumption that history is linear. Today, even in an era of intense governmental backlash to queer and particularly trans people, it is easy to imagine that the distant past was a worse time to be queer—that, for all our faults, we’ve achieved social progress. Maybe that’s true. But queer history is not, and has never been, so simple. Compare the raft of transphobic coverage written in publications like The New York Times today to the magazine articles about the athletes Zdeněk Koubek and Mark Weston published in 1936, and you start to see the complexities. My intent here is not to romanticize the 1930s. I simply want to un-flatten those years, to start with the premise that maybe this decade has something to tell us, that buried in its temporal crevices are radical queer stories that can add contours to our understanding of gender, sexuality, the body, and queer community today.
This book operates from the premise that sex is not a stable category. That statement might sound self-evident to some and outrageous to others, but the point is historically true: we do not, and have never had, a definitive indicator that separates “male” from “female.” Throughout recent centuries, sexologists who studied chromosomes, hormone levels, external genitalia, physical phenotype, internal organs like ovaries, and more have found again and again that all these traits exist on a broad spectrum. Chromosomes don’t always fit a neat XY and XX pattern; there is no cutoff hormone level that separates male from female; and so on. Many individuals are born with some qualities that we typically associate with maleness and some that we typically associate with femaleness. How a government or regulatory body defines “sex” is actually a subjective choice, one that, over the last century, governments and regulatory bodies have taken it upon themselves to make.
Understanding this is important, because it allows us to see that when the Department of Motor Vehicles adds sex markers to driver’s licenses or, more to the point, when the International Olympic Committee decides whether someone should be allowed to participate in men’s or women’s sports, they are not reflecting some objective reality. Instead, they are making arbitrary decisions about what “male” or “female” means to them at each historical juncture. We tend to think these processes are rooted in science, but they are not and have never been.
The Other Olympians traces the origins of one of the most publicized and controversial versions of sex regulation: sex testing. Beginning in the 1930s, sports executives began cleaving people into poorly defined categories of “man” and “woman” and expelling the largely trans and intersex athletes who didn’t fit their definitions. You can trace a direct line between the International Olympic Committee’s policies of 1936 and more recent institutionalized discrimination, such as World Athletics’ 2023 ban on nearly all trans women athletes. (World Athletics is the new name for the IAAF.) In each moment, athletic officials decided to codify a sex binary, then purged anyone who challenged it.
Today, in a time when we understand gender and sex as distinct categories, it often makes more sense to speak of gender than sex. But throughout the book, I focused on the meaning of “sex” in an attempt to show its holes. “Sex” still masquerades as an objective indicator, one that can be easily cleaved into two categories: male or female. Advocates for sex testing tend to—falsely—assume that “female” and “male” are coherent biological categories with their own unique set of markers. By zeroing in on how sex has been constructed, I hoped to dispel the idea that “sex” was ever a stable category. This line between “male” and “female” was something that top sports officials needed to invent.
In his book Sex Is as Sex Does: Governing Transgender Identity, Paisley Currah analyzes how states regulate sex markers on birth certificates and driver’s licenses—and how and why those regulations shift over time. Currah argues that bureaucracies make decisions on when to allow people to amend their identity documents based not on what sex is to them but on what sex does for them. Currah writes, “The only thing we can say for sure about what sex means is what a particular state actor says it means.” For many years, in the United States, bureaucrats worried that allowing trans people to amend their driver’s licenses would lead to a collapse of heterosexual marriage. A New York–based committee in 1966, for instance, predicted that giving trans people legal recognition would allow anyone to enter into marriages “fraudulently.” Policies loosened up only when same-sex marriage became a more tolerable prospect, starting in the early 2000s. Using Currah’s framework, we can see what defining sex does for sports leaders: namely, that it offers “male” and “female” sports categories an illusion of coherence.
Today, sex testing most often takes the form of measuring testosterone, even though the evidence that testosterone confers any kind of athletic advantage is slim. Scientists like Severine Lamon, for instance, have found that naturally high testosterone levels have no real impact on athletic performance in women. The journalist Katie Barnes also discusses how little we still know about the role of testosterone in athletic performance in their book Fair Play: How Sports Shape the Gender Debates. Testosterone also does not have a 1:1 relationship to sex. Some people who are assigned female naturally produce more testosterone than some people assigned male. Further, testosterone testing relies on a blatant double standard. Many athletic federations put caps on women’s hormone levels, but they do not do the same for men. Let’s say sports officials are right, and testosterone neatly maps onto athletic performance. Why, then, do we measure hormone levels only in women’s sports, when men could also benefit from higher-than-average testosterone levels? It doesn’t make sense to cap women at certain testosterone levels, just as it doesn’t make sense to cap men, either.
The more we probe, the more we can see that sex testing does not exist to ensure “fairness” in sports, as many supporters claim, but rather to lend credibility to the rigid separation between men’s and women’s sports. Sex testing allows athletic organizations to sort people into neat categories of male and female, and, more important, to push out the athletes—most often trans and intersex people—who complicate binary assumptions of sex. It is not a coincidence that modern sex testing originates at the Berlin Olympics of 1936, when the Nazis had deep influence within the sporting world. As we have seen, a small cadre of officials, including a Nazi sports doctor and a number of Nazi sympathizers, first came up with the idea of medical exams to determine sex.
Lastly, a note on sourcing: There is, as ever, not enough of it. Much of the chapters on Koubek and Weston are reconstructed from a series of public interviews that both athletes gave, and, in Koubek’s case, a lengthy narrative essay he wrote for a Czech magazine in 1936. I try to hew as closely as I can to these accounts, even at points that feel slightly exaggerated. Certainly, there are some holes in the narratives that Koubek and Weston presented to the public, some pieces that don’t add up. It is worth keeping in mind that everything we know about Koubek and Weston was filtered. These men were speaking to an audience not versed in the nuances of trans or intersex identities; with every interview they gave, they were, in some sense, put in the position of trying to justify their existence. Perhaps they intentionally obscured some details, like their love lives, that they assumed the public wasn’t ready to hear.
It would certainly be thrilling to uncover an unvarnished account of their lives, an autobiography that Weston or Koubek wrote just for their friends, that fills in the gaps in the narratives we do have. I like to believe that such a memoir is out there somewhere. But a part of me is glad Koubek and Weston saved the full, unfiltered story for themselves.
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