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I was the youngest of six kids and the only girl. As a child one of my favorite sports was climbing...tree climbing. Yes, tree climbing! I prided myself on being the best tree climber in the neighborhood. I used to look for the highest and most difficult tree in order to challenge myself. I wasn't satisfied until I'd out-climbed any boy (girls didn't climb trees back then) who posed a threat to my number one ranking! There were no role models at the time since Lynn Hill wasn’t even born yet. 

I evolved from tree climbing to more conventional sports as I got older. I played basketball, softball, volleyball and tennis but I was particularly drawn to track and field events because I loved to run, jump and throw. However, of all of the sports I participated in as a child, the only one that presented role models for me was track. Wilma Rudolph and Wyomia Tyus were my idols. I wanted to be just like them when I grew up. But, "back in the day", my school didn't have the facilities to pursue that sport. In fact, I still have the scars from the falls I took from long jumping (they called it broad jumping in my time) on concrete! Even basketball had its restrictions for girls because we just played intramural games, while the boys had their varsity teams and NBA idols. 

Nonetheless, I am grateful to my mother, who was a self-proclaimed "tomboy", for encouraging me to pursue sports. Those days were, and continue to be, the happiest times of my life. That's why I am so thrilled to see the advancements women have made in sports over the years. Having had the opportunity to attend the inaugural games of the ABL, WNBA, and WUSA and to watch our U.S. Olympic female softball, basketball, soccer and ice hockey teams bring home Olympic medals in 1996, 2000 and 2002 added another chapter to my sports memories. 

Role models? Now there are almost too many to number: Julie Foudy, Mia Hamm, Cammi Granato, Lisa Fernandez, Dot Richardson, Jackie Joyner-Kersee, Venus and Serena Williams, Jennifer Capriati, Lisa Leslie, Sue Bird, Annika Sorenstam, Vonetta Flowers, Tristan Gale, Chris Witty and on and on…But there are also the moms, dads, teachers and coaches who encourage girls to go after their dreams. These are role models in their own right. Soon the words "this is my game, this is my future…watch me play", words proudly spoken by representatives of each of the participating countries in their own language during the opening game of the 1999 World Cup soccer match in New York, will be echoed by girls playing all sports. Just look at the success women continue to have. Female athletes walked away from the Winter Games having won 60% of the total medals brought home by American athletes. I might have been born too soon in some respects, but I wouldn't trade the pride I feel in watching this growth for anything!
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