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Superpower politics reappeared as an issue at the 1980 Olympics, but this time with major 

consequences. With Soviet tanks rolling into Afghanistan in late 1979, the United States urged 

other nations to boycott the Olympics in Moscow — or pushed for the Games to be moved. 

More than 60 countries joined a U.S.-led boycott, and several nations marched in the opening 

ceremony behind the Olympic flag instead of their national flags to protest Soviet military 

actions. Nearly 30 USC athletes qualified for the Moscow Games in 1980, but the boycott kept 

all but 10 from competing. USC junior and hurdler Anthony Campbell was among the athletes 

who had qualified for the Games but missed out. Frustrated, he came to understand the 

meaning behind the boycott. “Later, we had the idea that if it was going to save someone’s life 

or prevent some war, then it had to be worth sacrificing all those years of working,” Campbell 

told the Daily Trojan. Despite the politics, the Moscow Games were marked by tremendous 

athletic successes, including 36 new world records. Ethiopia’s Miruts Yifter, who missed the 

previous Games due to the 1976 apartheid-related boycott, won gold medals for the 5,000 

meters and 10,000 meters on the track, emulating the feat of Finland’s Lasse Virén in 1972 

and 1976. Also in track and field, Great Britain reveled in its modern golden era of running 

when Steve Ovett surprised teammate and rival Sebastian Coe to win gold in the 800 meters. 

Coe then turned the tables in the 1,500 meters, breaking Ovett’s 45-race winning streak in 

that event. Soviet gymnast Aleksandr Dityatin won a medal in each of the eight gymnastics 

events — three of them gold. Dityatin was the first athlete to receive a perfect score in men’s 

gymnastics at the Olympics. Romania’s popular gymnast Nadia Comăneci took her own her 

career medal count to nine. 
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James Gilkes ’76, MPA ’81 (left) of 
Guyana competed at the Moscow 
Olympics after missing the 1976 
Games during the African nations’ 
boycott. Herwig Bayer ’85 (below) 
swam in the 100-meter freestyle and 
100-meter backstroke for Austria. 

1980HERWIG BAYER     CAROLYN BECKER*     MIKE BOTTOM*     COLIN BRADFORD     ARTO BRYGGARE     TONIE CAMPBELL*     CHRIS CAVANAUGH*     BOB COFFMAN*     LUCI COLLINS*     JEFF FLOAT*     MICHELLE FORD     PAULO FRISCHKNECHT     NANCY GARAPICK*     JAMES GILKES     BILL GREEN*     DEBBIE GREEN*     KAREN LABERGE*      
DEBBIE LANDRETH BROWN*     GEORGE NAGY*     MIMI NUMANO*     STEVE PICKELL*     LI HONG PING*     TERRY PLACE BRANDEL*     DONALD QUARRIE     BRIAN RONEY*     DEBBIE RUDD     DANIEL SAYNER*     RANDY WILLIAMS*     CYNTHIA “SIPPY” WOODHEAD*     SUE WOODSTRA*     HERWIG BAYER     CAROLYN BECKER*      
MIKE BOTTOM*     COLIN BRADFORD     ARTO BRYGGARE     USC AT THE 1980 OLYMPICS  •  1 GOLD   2 BRONZE     TONIE CAMPBELL*     CHRIS CAVANAUGH*     BOB COFFMAN*     LUCI COLLINS*     JEFF FLOAT*     MICHELLE FORD     PAULO FRISCHKNECHT     NANCY GARAPICK*     JAMES GILKES     BILL GREEN*     DEBBIE GREEN*

*Denotes athletes who boycotted the 1980 Games



128    UNIVERSITY OF SOUTHERN CALIFORNIA

MICHELLE 
FORD 

Growing up in a bayside suburb of Sydney, 
Michelle Ford ’84, MA ’86 was a natural in the 
pool and seemed to have aquatics in her blood. 
Barely in her teens, she broke three Australian 
records and six state records in the span of only 
three days — a feat that would be a harbinger of 
her Olympic success.

1976 was a banner year for the young swimmer. 
At only age 13, she qualified for the 1976 
Olympics in Montreal in both the 200-meter 
butterfly and 200-meter freestyle after standout 
swims at the 1976 Australian Championships. 
In Montreal, she reached the semifinals in both 
events, but failed to reach the final.

After the Montreal Olympics, Ford shifted her 
focus to longer distances. In 1978, she broke 
the 800-meter freestyle world record — only 
to improve it two weeks later by nearly four 
seconds. Ford’s triumphs continued with a total 
of five medals, including one gold, at the 1978 
Commonwealth Games.

Following graduation from school, Ford moved 
to Nashville to train with Hall of Fame coach 
Don Talbot. After winning the 800-meter and 
the 1500-meter freestyle and placing second 
in the 200-meter and 400-meter freestyle at 
the 1980 Australian Championships, she was 
Olympics-bound. Competing in three events in 
Moscow amid controversy — as many athletes 
had boycotted the 1980 Games — Ford won 
gold in the 800-meter freestyle and took the 
bronze medal in the 200-meter butterfly. It was 
a great moment for Australia: Never before had 

an Australian woman won individual Olympic 
medals in two distinct, specialized strokes.

At the urging of Australian swimming legend, 
Olympic medal-winner and former Trojan 
swimmer Murray Rose, Ford enrolled at USC. 
She aimed to train for the 1984 Games in Los 
Angeles. Ford returned to Australia for the 
Olympic Trials but missed selection because she 
finished out of the top two places in her events. 
She soon retired from international swimming.

Following her competitive career, Ford was 
elected to the board of the International Olympic 
Committee Athletes Commission. A member of 
the Olympic Academy from 1984 to 1988, 
Ford was selected as a Member of the Order 
of the British Empire in 1982 for her work 
in swimming and was inducted into the 
International Swimming Hall of Fame as an 
Honor Swimmer in 1994. She has also served on 
the boards of the Australian Sports Commission 
and Australian Sports Foundation.
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It was July 1976. I was 13 and stepped off the 
plane in Montreal for my first Olympics. I was 
young and modest but determined to bring home 
the gold. This was the beginning of my Olympic 
journey, and a huge eye-opener.

My record-breaking times had secured my place 
on the Australian swimming team. I was excited 
and full of ambition. Reflecting back, I realize we 
lacked in planning and resources, and were never 
really on par with the other programs such as the 
United States. Australia did not invest in sport 
during this era. We were merely a collection of 
individuals attending the Games, relying solely 
on our own self-belief and aspiration to succeed.

1976 was the start of East German doping and 
dominance in the pool. We were at odds with 
their whole team approach, and their size was 
daunting. At 13, I remember walking into the 
changing rooms in Montreal and hearing male 
voices. I turned and ran out. To my amazement 
these were the East German girls — and these 
were to be my competitors!

I finished 16th in Montreal, which was a 
disappointment for me. Unfortunately, the 
Australian team won no gold medals at the 
Games. Overall, Montreal was fantastic, and I 
was overwhelmed by the power of the Olympic 
spirit.

Returning home, I had to make a decision. I 
started weighing the hard work with my social 
life, my schooling and, sadly, the lack of support 
from the sport’s administration. At this point, I 
told my coach that I did not want to continue.

Jealousy reigned strongly within sport in 
Australia, and the administration continuously 
came down hard, making it extremely difficult 
to continue. This was a hurdle for every great 
Australian swimmer, from Dawn Fraser to 
Murray Rose. Nevertheless, my dream of that 
Olympic gold was still alive, albeit the difficulties. 
I was determined to fulfill my dream.

At 17, I was older, wiser, and knew what 
was required to win. A year before the 1980 
Olympics, motivated and resolute, I left home 
to train in the U.S. In heavy training and already 
selected for the Olympic team, I saw the world 
come crashing down. When the U.S. announced 
the boycott of the Moscow Games, my heart 
sank.

The Australian government followed in support 
of the U.S. to boycott, but the Australian 
Olympic Committee questioned this. Still in the 
U.S. and hardly motivated to train, I would get a 
call from my parents telling me we were going, 
then another saying that we weren’t. The debate 
went on for weeks. It was a wild mix of emotions, 
and demoralizing to see the sacrifices of athletes 
left to the whim of a political agenda.

Four weeks out from the Games, in spite of the 
government, the Australian Olympic officials 
decided to send a team. It was a celebration, a 
flow of hope. But this was tarnished when the 
government offered every athlete $6,000 not to 
go. For me it was simple: With all the years of 
training, how could you give up on your Olympic 
dream? If you have an opportunity to compete at 
the Olympics, you don’t let that go.

I returned home to training camp, but the 
situation was unbearable. The nation was divided. 
There were death threats toward team members 
and animosity throughout the country. We 
were supposed to be the heroes of the nation, 
the Olympic Team, proud athletes representing 
their country. But as it got worse, we secretly left 
the country to continue our already-hindered 
preparation.

We all had sacrificed too much to give up on 
our dreams, but arriving in Moscow, the threats 
kept coming, and even on the morning of my 
race, I received a telefax calling me a traitor. My 
head was all over the place. It was hard to keep 
perspective. It was tough. The living conditions in 
Moscow were terrible. We slept seven to a room, 

the toilets were disgusting, the bedding like hay, 
and inedible food. On the day of competition, 
the bus “got lost,” and I missed my warm-up. I 
was a mess, but 
I forced myself to stay focused. I was the world-
record holder, the favorite, and determined to 
triumph and beat the East German machine.

The 800-meter freestyle was on the last day. 
I had won bronze in the 200-meter butterfly, 
falling to the tactics of the East Germans, who 
would send one swimmer out fast to break me 
and the other two to come home. From that, I 
learned that you win gold medals before you get 
in the pool. In the marshalling area I was face to 
face with 
my competitors. I stared them down. This was 
my race, my medal, my dream. When the whistle 
blew to get up on the blocks, 
I looked down the pool, and a sense of calm 
came over me. Eight minutes and 28 seconds 
later, I touched the wall. I looked up, and there it 
was on the scoreboard: Michelle Ford, Australia, 
1st.

I was exhausted and elated. Standing on 
the victory dais with the gold medal around my 
neck, the anthem playing and tears rolling down 
my face was the most glorious moment of my 
life. It was overpowering. 
I had done it. I had won the first gold for 
Australia in eight years and had reunited the 
country. I returned to Australia a hero. I had 
proven to myself and others that you can 
overcome adversity and beat the odds.

It was the first and only individual gold medal 
for Australia, and the only one by 
a female swimmer outside of the Eastern Bloc at 
the Games. I was told later that my gold medal 
was a saving grace for Australian sport and the 
Olympic movement.

My Olympic journey was not easy, but my dream 
came true, and I cherish it every day. 

In Michelle’s Words: 
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“Standing on the victory dais with 

the gold medal around my neck, 

the anthem playing and tears 

rolling down my face was the most 

glorious moment of my life. It was 

overpowering. I had done it. I had 

won the first gold for Australia in 

eight years and had reunited the 

country. I returned to Australia a 

hero. I had proven to myself and 

others that you can overcome 

adversity and beat the odds.”
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FASTER, FARTHER
WOMEN’S TRACK AND FIELD ATHLETES  

BROKE EITHER A WORLD OR OLYMPIC RECORD  
IN ALMOST EVERY EVENT.

TROJAN VICTORIES
AND HIGHLIGHTS OF

THE 1980 MOSCOW  GAMES
usc olympians: 28       gold: 1       bronze: 2

DEBBIE RUDD ’81
A three-time All-American at 
USC, Debbie Rudd of Great 
Britain swam the women’s 
200-meter breaststroke at the 
1980 Olympics.

DONALD QUARRIE ’74 MPA ’77
Jamaican and Trojan sprinter Donald Quarrie 
made the fourth of his five Olympic appearances 
in Moscow. He followed up his 1976 gold in the 
200 meters with a bronze medal in 1980 in the 
same event.

  JAMES GILKES ’76, MPA ’81
Guyanese sprinter James 
Gilkes reached the semifinals 
of both the 100 meters and 
200 meters on the track in 
Moscow in 1980.

HISTORIC GOLD TOTALS
SEVERAL TEAMS MINED HISTORIC MEDAL TOTALS IN 1980; 

ITALY AND FRANCE DRAMATICALLY INCREASED THEIR GOLD 
MEDAL COUNTS COMPARED TO THE MONTREAL GAMES, 

WHILE ROMANIA WON MORE GOLDS THAN IT HAD IN ANY 
PREVIOUS OLYMPICS.
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NEXT UP,  
LOS ANGELES

AT THE CLOSING CEREMONY, AFTER 
FLYING THE FLAGS OF GREECE AND 
THE SOVIET UNION, ORGANIZERS 
RAISED THE LOS ANGELES CITY 

FLAG INSTEAD OF THE U.S. FLAG TO 
ACKNOWLEDGE THE VENUE OF THE 

NEXT SUMMER OLYMPICS.

GREETINGS FROM SPACE
RUSSIAN COSMONAUTS LEONID POPOV AND VALERY RYUMIN 

GREETED OLYMPIANS AND WISHED THEM WELL THROUGH  
A LIVE TRANSMISSION FROM THE SALYUT 6 SPACE STATION 

DURING THE OPENING CEREMONY.

HERWIG BAYER ’85
Swimmer Herwig Bayer competed for Austria in the men’s 100-meter 
freestyle and the 100-meter backstroke at the 1980 Moscow Olympics.

COLIN BRADFORD
In USC sprinter Colin Bradford’s second Olympics, he reached the 
quarterfinals in the 200 meters and was a member of Jamaica’s 4x100-meter 
and 4x400-meter relay teams.

PAULO FRISCHKNECHT
Trojan and Portuguese swimmer Paulo Frischknecht made his second 
Olympic appearance in Moscow, racing the 200-meter freestyle and 
the 100-meter butterfly. He would become a leading administrator in 
international swimming and is now executive director of the European 
Swimming League.




