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Wilma Rudolph was born in America in 1940, she was born early and was a tiny 

baby. When she was very young she became sick with a disease called polio. 

Although Wilma eventually got better the doctors told her that she would never 

be able to walk again. 

Wilma’s mum didn’t believe the doctors. Wilma said “My doctors told me I 

would never walk again. My mother told me I would. I believed my mother.” 

Wilma came from a really big family, with 21 brothers and sisters! Her mum 

showed them all how to rub (massage) Wilma’s legs in a special way to help 

them get stronger. Every day after school her brothers and sisters took it in turn 

to massage her legs. 

By the time she was 9 years old Wilma could walk with special braces on her 

legs. Soon she stopped using these and could walk with a special pair of shoes. 

By the time she was 12 she was playing basketball for her school team! In fact, 

she became their star player becasue she was so good! 

At one game there was someone watching from the USA Olympic Team. He saw 

how fast Wilma was on the court and thought she would be a good runner. He 

asked her if she wanted to come and train with the Olympic Team. 

In 1956 she entered her first Olympic games – which were in Australia that year. 

She was only 16 – the youngest member of the American team. She did really 

well and won a bronze medal. When she came home she knew she had four 

years before the next Olympics to get even faster! 

Wilma Rudolph became 

known as ‘The Fastest 

Woman on Earth’! But that 

name hadn’t come easily… 



 

In 1960 the Olympics were in Rome, Italy. Wilma travelled there with the rest of 

the USA team. 

This time she did even better. She won THREE gold medals! 

 

Wilma quickly became famous all around the world. Newspapers called her ‘the 

fastest woman on earth’! When she went back home to America they wanted 

to have a big party to celebrate. It was the first event in her city where black 

people and white people could all be together (because Wilma said she wouldn’t 

go otherwise!) 

When she got older Wilma decided to become a teacher and teach other 

children how to run fast like she had!  

 

 Do you like running? Have you ever entered a race? Why not try out at 

school? 

 

 

 

  These are some other olympic sheroes 

 – was an olympic swimmer, she 

won a gold & 2 bronze medals in  1924 (and was the 

first woman to swim the English Channel! 

 – another Olympic runner like 

Wilma, she won 4 gold medals for Australia. 

 – won 11 olympic medals, including 

7 gold, in gymnastics. 
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Wilma’s Wins: 

 GOLD in 100m race – 11 seconds flat! 

 GOLD in 200m race – new Olympic record! 

 GOLD in relay race – new WORLD record! 


