
Student Handout 1-The Jim Thorpe Story

The 1912 Olympics in Stockholm, Sweden, were a tremendous success for the United States, mostly 
because of the feats of one man in track and field events. Jim Thorpe, a Sauk and Fox Indian from 
Oklahoma and student at the Carlisle Indian School in Pennsylvania, won the gold medal in the 
pentathlon and the decathlon. “Sir,” King Gustav V of Sweden said as he placed a laurel wreath on 
Thorpe’s head, “you are the greatest athlete in the world.” The plain-spoken athlete replied, “Thanks, 
King.”

Jim Thorpe was the most famous student to attend the Carlisle Indian Industrial School during its forty 
years of operation. Like most Carlisle students, he was not from Pennsylvania, but his time within the 
state’s borders greatly changed his life. It also had an impact on non-Indian Pennsylvanians, who took 
great pride in claiming the man called “the greatest athlete in the world” as one of their own. They took so 
much pride in his accomplishments that a community he never visited took his name when he died. (Can 
you find the town of Jim Thorpe on a Pennsylvania map?)

Jim Thorpe was born in the U.S. Indian Territory (modern Oklahoma) in 1888. His mother named him the 
Indian word for “Bright Path,” Wa-tho-huk. Both of his parents were of mixed European and Native 
American heritage. His father had Sauk and Fox ancestry as well as Irish, and his mother was Chippewa 
and French. Thorpe’s parents moved to Oklahoma because of a government policy in 1830s which made 
Indians who lived east of the Mississippi move west. This policy was made to allow Europeans to settle 
the east coast, and it was called the Indian Removal policy. By the time of Thorpe’s birth, however, a man 
named Colonel Richard Henry Pratt and other reformers were experimenting with a new way of relating to 
Indians. They proposed taking Indian children off reservations and put them in boarding schools that 
taught them job skills and European history. This way, the reformers thought, Indians could become a part 
of white society. Colonel Pratt founded the Carlisle Indian School, the school Jim Thorpe attended, for this 
purpose. The idea Colonel Pratt and other reformers had is an example of assimilation. Assimilation is 
when a smaller culture is absorbed into a larger culture.  

As a boy, Jim Thorpe attended a reservation school and then a boarding school in Kansas before arriving 
at the Carlisle School at age sixteen. He immediately showed what a great athlete he was, excelling in 
every sport the school offered: track, baseball, basketball, boxing, tennis, and others. Famed coach Glenn 
“Pop” Warner made him the centerpiece of Carlisle’s football team, which managed to beat teams from 
the University of Pennsylvania, Harvard, and other much larger and better funded schools.

Thorpe’s celebrity as “the greatest athlete in the world” after the 1912 Olympics was short-lived. A year 
later his medals were taken away when officials learned that he had played semipro baseball in the minor 
leagues in 1909. At the time, this was against Olympic rules. As an athlete you could not accept any 
money for playing a sport. The incident, still considered one of the great injustices of Olympic history, 
really affected Jim Thorpe. He continued to excel in sports, playing professional baseball in the 1910s and 
professional football in the 1920s. After retiring from sports, he made a living in Hollywood as a laborer 
and an actor with small parts in films. During World War II, he served in the Merchant Marines. He died in 
Philadelphia in 1953, poor, but still widely thought of as the greatest athlete in American history.
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