Columnists

An Olympic Story

John Godina’s Shot for the Gold

by Suzanne and Chris Shoemaker

Family Magazines (FM) caught up with John Godina, shot putter extraordinaire and gentle giant. John is remarkably the most decorated shot putter in U.S. history, having won Olympic Silver (1996) and Bronze (2000) medals, as well as three World Outdoor Championships (‘98, ‘99, ‘01).

Speaking with John on July 5th, approximately two weeks before he earned his place on the 2004 USA Track & Field team, one quickly recognizes his deep commitment and dedication to life and shot putting. FM: Have you been to Athens before? GD: Yes, in 1997 I won the World Championships there. This year, the shot putters won’t compete in the Olympic Stadium for the Olympics. We’ll actually throw in the Olympia, which is where the ancient Olympics were. The Olympics had to get special permission from the Greek government to use this site. They haven’t used the Olympia for thousands of years, so we are the first to use it in a long, long time.

FM: Take us back to your beginnings in the sport of shot putting. This will be your third Olympics? GD: Yes. Back in 1995, I did really well in college. That snowballed into my first world championship. Since then, I’ve worked hard to maintain that level of competition, continuing to win good titles and make a lot of teams. Getting here was hard, but staying here is a lot harder. I’ve seen a lot of athletes come and go, and it’s just amazing that it takes so much energy to get to the top. To stay here you need great mental focus. There are too many things that can go wrong…too many distractions. You ride that adrenaline rush to get better and better and better until you reach the top. When you hit there, everybody tends to plateau. FM: What does going to the Olympics mean to you? GD: It’s hard to explain to people, but when it’s your job, you just really don’t have time to enjoy it the way you’d like to. Having said that, I enjoyed Sydney (2000) more than Atlanta (1996). You know you have to do well, because it’s your livelihood. It makes competition less idealistic than everyone imagines it. It’s work.

FM: Is competing at the Olympics that much harder than other major competitions? GD: Yes. The Olympics are neat for the people who come along, and neat for the people who watch them, but the Olympics can actually prevent you from achieving your best performance. You must learn how to extricate your performance from within the Olympics’ system. The system in place is not there to help you perform well; it’s there to market to fans and television. This makes the process difficult and you have to learn how to deal with it if you hope to win.

FM: What directed you to turn pro? GD: When I won the NCAA championships (1995) and my mark was 2 feet past everyone else’s in the world. That gives you a pretty good idea that you need to do your thing. It was really seamless for me because I competed in the NCAA, two weeks later I went to the US Championships to make the team, then three or four weeks later I was at the World Championships and I won that - it all just flowed.

FM: Were you peaking as an athlete at that time? GD: You know, I had really peaked at the NCAA competition and I had a slight drop off at the US Championships and barely made the team. I ended up getting second place on my very last throw. At the World Championships I won with my very first throw so my competitive level was back up. I had no idea I’d get to the level I was at.

FM: What’s one of your all-time best memories, athletic or non-athletic? GD: Winning the NCAA championship in 1995. That’s the best memory that I’ll ever have, because I trained for so long to win that meet. I’d never won it before then. I far exceeded what I thought I could do. It was the NCAA shot put record at that time and that record still stands, nine years later. FM: How long will you continue to compete? GD: At least another four years. I’d like to shoot for competing in five Olympics in my career. We’ll see - I’ll be 40 years old by that point, so I may be too rickety to throw! Who knows, after that, I may become an actor. Governor Schwarzenegger did okay!

FM: Well John, we, along with the rest of America, will be rooting for you to win gold.

GD: Yes...let’s go get some gold!

Update: John Godina competed in the Men’s Shot Put Final in Olympia on August 18, 2004. Unfortunately, he did not make the gold, placing ninth with a throw of 20.19. The gold went to Ukranian Yuriy Bilonog and the silver went to fellow American Adam Nelson.
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