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Awareness of Ludwig Guttman, the “angel of the Paralympics,” is undergoing a revival
By Miriam Shaviv 

Jewish gold medalist Raisman is an athlete with a conscience 
Rafael Medoff/JNS.org 

LONDON (JTA) — In 1917, Ludwig Guttmann, 
a young German Jew volunteering as an orderly in 
the local Accident Hospital for Coalminers, came 
across a strong miner with a broken back. The 
patient, he was told, would be dead within three 
months. In fact, he died after five weeks.

“Although I saw many more victims suffering 
the same fate,” Guttmann wrote in his memoirs, “it 
was the picture of that young man which remained 
indelibly fixed in my memory.”

The encounter changed history.
Guttman, who eventually fled Nazi Germany 

to the United Kingdom, became a doctor and was 
inspired to specialize in patients with spinal inju-
ries. He eventually founded a sports competition 
for the disabled, which evolved into the Paralym-
pics, and now is commonly regarded as the “fa-
ther” of the Paralympic Games.

The Games, which use the Olympics facilities, 
run this year from Aug. 29 through Sept. 9.

While awareness of the German-English 
refugee had faded since his death in 1980, it 
is now enjoying a revival. One of the Olym-
pic mascots was named Mandeville; during 
World War II, Guttman was asked by the 
government to set up a spinal unit at Stoke 
Mandeville hospital, north of London, to 
help the expected many disabled veterans 
from the war.

Also, earlier this month, the BBC screened “The 
Best of Men,” a drama based on Guttman’s work 
at the hospital. And London’s Jewish Museum is 
showing a small exhibit about Guttman’s work 
through Sept. 16 comprised mainly of photos and 
documents from Stoke Mandeville and the early 

Games, and memorabilia that Guttmann brought 
back from the second Paralympics, in Tokyo. 

Meanwhile, a life-size bronze statue of Gutt-
mann has been placed at the Stoke Mandeville 
hospital’s stadium that will be transferred later to 
the hospital, while a new bust of Guttmann will be 
present at every future Games.

“It is a huge irony,” says Abigail Morris, chief 
executive of London’s Jewish Museum. “Hitler 
tried to kill all the Jews and people with disabili-
ties. Thanks to his actions, Guttmann ended up 
here, in the UK, and this year over 4,000 athletes 
will compete in London at the Paralympic Games. 
It’s the triumph of human spirit over adversity.” In 
fact, Guttmann had an even broader legacy than 
the Paralympics — he is widely credited with revo-
lutionizing the treatment of spinal injuries.

Guttmann, who was born in 1899 to a tradi-
tional Jewish family in Tost, Upper Silesia, was 
a senior neurosurgeon at Breslau Hospital until 
1933, when the Nazis made it illegal for Jews 
to work in Aryan hospitals. Guttmann moved 
to the local Jewish hospital and was elected its 
medical director in 1937. 

Two years later, the Council for Assisting Refu-
gee Academics brought him to the United King-
dom with his wife and two young children. He 
was partially escaping the attention of the Gestapo, 
who first noticed him on the night of Kristallnacht 
in November 1938, when he admitted more than 
60 men to the hospital, fictitiously claiming that 
they all had serious medical conditions. 

At first he worked in medical research at a pres-
tigious infirmary in the university town of Oxford; 
Germans were not allowed to practice medicine in 

the UK. Soon, however, the government noticed 
a paper he wrote about how to treat people with 
spinal injuries. They were expecting many disabled 
veterans from the war and asked him to set up a 
special spinal unit at Stoke Mandeville.

At the time, people with spinal injuries were 
“left as lumps of waste” to die, says Mike Macken-
zie, chairman of the Poppa Guttmann Trust, which 
promotes Guttman’s legacy. Guttmann, however, 
actually wanted to treat them. He realized that the 
two main causes of death were sepsis from pres-
sure sores and urinary infections, and instructed 
the nurses to turn patients in their beds every two 
hours to prevent the sores from developing. He 
also improved catheterization.

Initially he faced resistance from the medical 
staff. But, says Mackenzie — himself a patient 
in Stoke Mandeville after breaking his back in a 
car accident in 1993 — “people finally stood a 
chance of living.”

Guttmann also focused on their mental 
health. “He was ahead of the curve with the idea 
that your mental state makes a massive differ-
ence, that your bodies and brains are one,” Mor-
ris says. “For these men to live, they had to want 
to live. You had to give them a life worth living.”

One of Guttman’s ideas was to involve them in 
sport. On the day that the 1948 Olympic Games 
opened in London, Guttmann organized an ar-
chery competition for 16 patients at Stoke Mandev-
ille, which he then repeated every year. In 1952, the 
games became international when a team of Dutch 
ex-servicemen was included. In 1960, for the first 
time, the games took place at the same venue as the 
mainstream Olympics. The Rome games attracted 

400 athletes from 23 countries and are commonly 
regarded as the first Paralympics, although the 
term did not become official until 1988.

According to Mackenzie, Guttmann’s belief in 
the healing power of sport partially stemmed from 
his experience as a youth in Germany.

“A number of Jewish fraternities used sports to 
prove to themselves that they’re as good as anyone,” 
he says. “Guttmann was a fencing athlete and knew 
what it had done for him and his fellow Jews in 
Germany, giving them confidence and ability.” He 
was fueled by an “extraordinary mixture” of empa-
thy with his patients and ruthless determination.

“He was a bit of a tyrant,” Mackenzie says. “Pa-
tients got seriously blasted if they skipped a session 
in the gym. He was liked and loathed by patients 
and other authorities, but was considered to be re-
markable in what he achieved. By the end of rehab 
everybody was grateful to him.”

Guttmann, who was knighted in 1966, died 
of heart failure in 1980 after achieving consid-
erable international renown. In 1974 he vis-
ited Heidelberg, Germany, where a street was 
named for him. Newspaper clips in the small 
Jewish Museum exhibit show him described as 
“the famous Englishman from Germany” and 
“the angel of the Paralympics.”

For Morris of the Jewish Museum, ultimately, 
Guttmann’s is a very Jewish story.

“It’s that moment when not only do you pick 
yourself up but you make the world a better place, 
helping people who literally are forgotten and left 
to die,” she says. “Guttmann gave these people life. 
It’s the spirit of l’chaim — to life.” n

The gutsy Massachusetts teen followed her 
stunning gymnastic achievements at the Lon-
don games, including two gold medals and one 
bronze, with a moving tribute to the Israeli ath-
letes murdered by Palestinian terrorists at the 
1972 Olympics—a tribute that the Olympic 
Games leadership refused to authorize, despite a 
worldwide outcry.
JNS.org spoke with Shuli Eshel, the Israeli-Amer-
ican director of the critically acclaimed 2007 doc-
umentary, “Jewish Women in American Sport: 
Settlement Houses to the Olympics,” about Rais-
man’s triumph—on the gym floor and beyond.

JNS.org: What were you thinking when you heard 
Aly Raisman, moments after her victory, pay-
ing tribute to the Munich massacre victims?

Eshel: I thought about how tens of thousands of 
people around the world petitioned the Inter-
national Olympic Committee to have a mo-

ment of silence 
for the murdered 
athletes and all 
their pleas were re-
jected—but then 
one teenage girl 
had the courage 
to speak out and 
put the IOC in its 
place. That’s a true 
champion.
  In the 

early 1900s, in Jewish 
neighborhoods in cities like New York City, 
Chicago, and Philadelphia, there were institu-

tions called “settlement houses,” kind of like 
JCCs—they provided social services to im-
migrants and city girls. And they had sports 
facilities, but women were not allowed to use 
them. The general attitude was that women 
should stay in the home, or in the sweatshops, 
but should not be involved in “men’s activities” 
like athletics. It was considered un-feminine.

JNS.org: How did that finally change?

Eshel: Brave individual women broke down the 
barriers one by one. Bella Uttenberg founded 
the Young Women’s Hebrew Association in 
1902 in order to start giving women access 
to those facilities. Swimming coach Char-
lotte Epstein, the only woman member of 
the American Olympic Committee, lobbied 
relentlessly to allow women to take part in the 
Olympic swimming competition, which was 
finally achieved in 1920.

  By the way, these breakthroughs helped 
non-Jewish women athletes, too. For exam-
ple, Gertrude Adderly, who was not Jewish, 
swam the English Channel as part of the 1926 
Olympic games, which was an astounding ac-
complishment. She reached that level because 
she had been a member of Charlotte Epstein’s 
swimming team.

  Some were. In my film, Prof. Linda Bor-
ish, the leading historian of Jewish women 
in sports, describes how Epstein fought for 
women’s rights and staged women’s swimming 
meets to raise money for the campaign to give 
women the right to vote. She, together with 
swimmer Janice Lifson-Stuart and track and 

field stars Lillian Copeland and Syd Koff, were 
among the very few American athletes who re-
fused to take part in the 1936 Berlin Olympics 
because of the Nazis’ persecution of the Jews.

JNS.org: That was not an easy position to take.

Eshel: For athletes who devote the best years of 
their lives to training for the Olympics, to then 
boycott the games as a matter of conscience—
that’s a remarkable thing to do. Very few have 
that kind of courage. 

JNS.org: Which brings up back to Aly Raisman.

Eshel: Yes. For starters, she’s a proud Jew. That’s 
a thrilling thing to see. The music she chose 
to have played in the background was the 
best-known Jewish song in the world, “Hava 
Nagila.” And then to stand up there, after win-
ning the gold medal, and to talk about how it 

was the 40th anniversary of the Munich 
massacre, and to speak about those ath-
letes who were killed. I’m sure I wasn’t 
the only one who had tears in their 
eyes. But for me it has a special feeling 
because I know that she stands on the 
shoulders of other brave young women, 
over the years, who had the courage to 
speak out—to speak out as women, and 
to speak out as Jews.

JNS.org: Did you hear that she will be 
visiting Israel soon?

Eshel: I know Israelis will be very excited 
to see her. And that too is part of a strong 
tradition of Jewish women athletes with 

ties to Israel—Lillian Copeland, Syd Koff and 
other Olympic athletes from the 1930s took 
part in the Maccabiah Games. There’s a sweet 
story about how Syd used to wear a beret, and 
she was so admired that when she came to the 
Maccabiah games, Tel Aviv was full of little 
girls wearing berets in imitation of her.

JNS.org: Maybe Aly Raisman will follow in her 
footsteps. Aly did an interview with the Bos-
ton Globe a few months ago in which she was 
asked about the new designs for the American 
Olympic team members, and she replied, “I 
love fashion, so it’s cool to be sponsored by 
Ralph Lauren.”

Eshel: Which proves that while she’s an amazing 
athlete and a proud Jew and Zionist, she’s also 
still a girl!  n
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