
They called him the 
Maybe they should have called UST's 

only Olympic medalist the 'Comeback Kid' 

'Powderhorn Pegasus' 
by Jim Winterer '71 

1 943 was an absolutely horrible 
year in the life of Bob Fitzgerald. 

Whether that year taught him a pro-
found lesson, or whether he simply 
tapped some huge reserve of grit, 
Fitzgerald went on to be one of the 
greatest athletes — and the only 
Olympic medalist — ever to attend 
St. Thomas. 

Newspapers across the country 
carried banner headlines during the 
'30s and '40s about Fitzgerald's suc-
cess as a world-class speed skater. 
One story described him as "the 
Powderhorn Pegasus"; in another he 
was "the fastest skater in the world"; 
and in still another, "one of the great-
est ice skaters ever." 

While the stories praised his 
power and speed, not one ever told 
the whole story about what hap-
pened to Bob Fitzgerald. Maybe 
reporters back then didn't write about 
"those things," or maybe it was 
because, in Fitzgerald's words, "I 
wasn't wearing it ... as the Irish 
would say ... on my sleeve." 

They left out the part about his 
painful, frustrating and sometimes 
embarrassing injury, but most of all 
they left out the part about his bull-
dog determination and a real-life 
comeback that sounds like it could 
have been written for the movies. 

Fitzgerald grew up in South 
Minneapolis, not far from where he 
lives today, and first started racing on 
an old pair of skates he borrowed 
from his sister. He was wearing them 
in his first race at Stewart Field. He 
won, got serious, and took $3.50 
from his paper-route stash to buy his 
own skates at the neighborhood 

Bob Fitzgerald and his Olympic medal. 

hardware store. He won more races, 
and the 12-year-old was invited to 
join the Oscar Johnson-coached 
Powderhorn Skating Club. 

Sweeping national titles at 17 

By 15, Fitzgerald won the junior 
national title, and at 17 he swept 

the three major intermediate titles of 
the day: indoor, outdoor and North 
American. It was like winning the 
grand slam in golf or the triple crown 
in horse racing. In those days, ice rac-
ing commanded huge headlines in the 
sports pages, and huge crowds at the 
Sunday afternoon races. Crowds of 
20,000 to 30,000 were common at the 
Powderhorn Park outdoor races. 

Along came World War II and 
racing was put on the back burner. 
Fitzgerald graduated from Minneapo-
lis South High School in 1941, and 
shortly after turning 18 ... and Pearl 
Harbor ... he enlisted in the Army Air 
Corps. He completed a year at 
St. Thomas before being called up for 
officer and pilot training. 

And then IT happened. He had 
just completed preflight training and 
he and his squadron had a couple of 
days to kill before starting pilot school 
in California. "They wanted to keep 
us busy, so we did a lot of exercising. 
We thought we'd play a game of 
touch football, but it was a lot 
rougher than touch," Fitzgerald 
recalled. "We were diving for the ball 
and a guy planted his GI boot in my 
back, and another on the back of my 
head. I was knocked out for a couple 
of hours, but afraid to report it; I was 
afraid that an injury would wash me 
out of the program." 

He walked like a drunk 

The injuries left him with serious 
problems both upstairs and 

downstairs. He continued to suffer 
blackouts, and his depth perception 
was ruined. Below the waist, he lost 
feeling in his legs ("you could have 
stuck an ice pick in my leg and it 
wouldn't have hurt") and he had trou-
ble walking ("people thought I was 
drunk"). On top of all that, the spinal 
damage left him incontinent. 

Still afraid he'd be washed out, 
Fitzgerald hid the injuries as best he 
could. One thing the air cadet could 
not hide, though, was lack of depth 
perception. Flying with his first 



instructor, Fitzgerald nearly collided 
with another plane. With his second 
instructor, he nearly creamed the air-
port tower. 

Washed out of pilot training, he 
applied and was rejected as a para-
trooper. He was sent to radio school, 
but his medical problems got worse 
and he finally landed in the hospital. 
X-rays showed he had a congenital 
weak spot in his spine, right where 
he caught the boot. "An Army sur-
geon told me I would have been his 
133rd operation to fix this kind of 
injury, but none of the first 132 had 
been a howling success so he decided 
to stop with me," Fitzgerald recalled. 

Sent home in March 1944 with a 
medical discharge in his pocket, 
Fitzgerald visited the surgeons at the 
VA hospital in Minneapolis. "The doc 
said he could try an operation to fuse 
my spine, but he'd never done one 
like that before. I said, 'See ya.'" 

Things were not looking up. Still 
in constant pain from hip to knee, still 
walking like a drunk, and still inconti-
nent, he couldn't work, he couldn't 
skate, he couldn't even go out on a 
date. The doctors gave him a clamp 
to help with the incontinence. That 
stayed on, he said, about 15 minutes. 
Instead, he found a tube-like device 
at a pawn shop for 75 cents, and that 
worked a little better. 

The worst part wasn't the pain 
cc
D 

 ut really, by far, the worst part 
was feeling like I had let every-

one down. It was frustrating and 
demoralizing. Here everyone else in 
my family was an officer. My friends, 
my skating buddies, my high school 
classmates, they were all in the ser-
vice. I saw the homes in my neigh-
borhood with the gold stars in the 
windows, homes where a family 
member had died. I felt like I was let-
ting down my folks, my family and 
my country. It made you feel kind of 
dumb, like a jerk." 

Then a couple of things hap-
pened. He was riding a streetcar 
when it passed the office of a 
Minneapolis chiropractor. Although 
his disability benefits would cover just 
about anything except chiropractic 
treatments, he thought he'd give it a 
try. "The chiropractor said he could 
probably help, but it would take time, 
and we began a series of spinal  

adjustments," he said. 
Next, Fitzgerald went over to the 

32nd Street beach at Lake Calhoun 
and paced off 50 yards. "I was sure 
determined. I didn't want to be like 
that anymore. I told myself that 
someday I would run the whole 50." 

Shuffling 5 yards was torture 

The first day he ran, or shuffled, 5 
yards. It was, he recalled, sheer 

torture. But he kept running, and he 
kept returning to the chiropractor. 
Nearly two years after that boot land-
ed on his back, the feeling finally 
started to return. By May, he regained 
control of his body functions and by 
the end of summer he was running 
up and down his 50-yard course at 
Lake Calhoun. By fall he was able to 
ride a bike, and then began a training 
ritual he'd learned as a kid ... pound-
ing up and down a long set of stairs 
at Powderhorn Park. He also learned 
that squatting, like many people in 
Asian cultures do, took pressure off 
his damaged nerves. "Sure I got tired 
muscles, but the nerves were coming 
back." Late that fall, he laced up his 
favorite pair of longblades. 

"Oh it felt good, just to start skat-
ing again. And it turned out that the 
skating position was a lot like the 
squatting, and that helped even more. 
I began to think that, hey, maybe 
things aren't going to be so awful. I 
just tried to be positive, and to cram 
as much good into life as possible," 
he recalled. Even though very few 
knew the details of his injuries, 
Fitzgerald surprised the racing com-
munity when he showed up at the 
track that winter. 

In February 1945, 11 months 
after he could barely shuffle those 
first 5 yards, Bob Fitzgerald broke a 
longstanding world speed-skating 
record for the half mile. 

The Powderhorn Pegasus 
was back 
TIDipping around tracks like 
iksomeone launched from a 
slingshot, he kept right on winning 
races and setting records; at one 
point Fitzgerald held seven national 
records and three world records. At 
age 27 he traveled to the 1948 Winter 
Olympic Games in St. Moritz, 
Switzerland, where he set an Olympic 
record in the 500 meters. The record 

held for about 30 minutes. In a later 
heat, a Norwegian beat Fitzgerald's 
time by a tenth of a second, and "the 
Powderhorn Pegasus" came home 
with the silver medal. 

When he wasn't skating, 
Fitzgerald was studying. He graduated 
from St. Thomas with a bachelor of 
science degree in 1946. He was 
inducted into the Amateur Skating 
Union Hall of Fame in 1979, but has 
never been named to St. Thomas' 
Athletic Hall of Fame. That's partly 
because the St. Thomas hall generally 
has been limited to accomplishments 
in a varsity sport (although that's not 
as iron clad as it used to be), and 
partly because, well, no one at 
St. Thomas realized there was an 
Olympic medalist among the universi-
ty's 40,000 alumni. 

At least not until Monsignor 
James Lavin, helping recently with 
preparations for the Class of '46 
reunion this summer, came across a 
reference to Fitzgerald in a 50-year-
old copy of The Aquin student news-
paper. Lavin got to talking with 
Fitzgerald, who is now involved in 
reunion planning, and the story 
unfolded. "Quite a bit of St. Thomas 
history during and shortly after the 
war has sort of fallen through the 
cracks," Lavin noted. 

Of course there was the hard 
work and determination on his part, 
but Fitzgerald places much credit for 
his recovery on the shoulders of three 
chiropractors who "each brought me 
to a higher level of health." He decid-
ed to help others the way he was 
helped, and enrolled in the North-
western College of Chiropractic, 
where he graduated in 1950. His wife, 
Judi, also is a chiropractor and togeth-
er they operate the Fitzgerald and 
Fitzgerald Chiropractic Clinic on Lake 
Street in South Minneapolis. 

Not everyone can point to a sin-
gle moment that changed her or his 
life. For Fitzgerald, it was the split 
second he got nailed by a GI boot. 
"As I look back now, it might have 
been the best thing that ever hap-
pened to me." 

Fitzgerald retired from racing 
after the 1952 Olympic season, but he 
still goes for a spin on the ice now 
and then. "But you know," he said, 
"I've never again played football." 
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