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Early Development
Skating is one of the many sports (including running, horse racing, swimming, and cycling) in which people learned how to make a game out of their tools and techniques of transportation.  Of the three forms of skating--speed skating, ice hockey, and figure skating--speed skating was the first to develop as a sport.  This form of ice sport was already highly developed in Holland by the sixteenth century and, apart from improvements in style and equipment, speed skating does not differ much in its general aspects now from its early days.  The word "skate" probably comes from the very old Low German word "schake", meaning a shank or leg-bone, and other words such as the Dutch "schaats", Danish "skoite", English "scatch", and Scottish "sketcher".

Nobody knows where man first started to skate.  It is quite apparent that the ice skate had its origin and development through its predecessor, the ski.  When a deep coat of snow covered the ground, the Vikings would use snow shoes (skis), and when the water froze on the rivers and lakes they would use ice skates.  In all countries where the Vikings have made their power felt, the archaeologists have found numerous ice skates of Viking manufacture, not only in England, but in Germany, Switzerland, and other countries.

Early Scandinavian literature is full of allusions to skating on an iron skate as early as AD 1200.  For many centuries before this, the people of the northern countries--Sweden, Finland, Norway, Russia, Holland, Scotland--used skates made of polished animal bones for transportation over frozen lakes, rivers, canals, and icy fields.  During the fourteenth century, people began to make skates with runners of highly waxed wood instead of bones.  As there was no sharp edge on bone or wood runners, a long pole was pushed against the ice to propel the skater across the surface.

About the year 1400 mention is made again of skates with metal runners secured in a wooden sole.  This latest development of skating had its origin in Holland.  A woodcut, printed in Holland in 1498, is the oldest known portrayal of skating.  This earliest illustration shows women enjoying skating on iron-clad wooden skates, and an accident on the ice which actually happened to a fifteen-year-old girl, Lidwina.  Born in Schiedam in Holland in 1380, she fell and broke a rib while skating with some friends in the winter of 1395.  Because of the many complications caused by the fracture, Lidwina became an invalid in constant pain.  Having been deeply religious all her life, she began to pray more fervently, and she claimed to have divine visions.  At first she was suspected of being a fake, but after she was tested by the church and acknowledged to be genuine, no one any longer doubted Lidwina's nearness to God.  Miracles began happening at her bedside except the greatest miracle of all--her own recovery.  After thirty-eight years of agony she passed away on Easter Day in 1433 at fifty-three years of age.  A shrine was built over her grave where the devout came to pray for centuries.  In 1891 she was canonized by Pope Leo XII and became the patron saint of skating.

Here and there, European blacksmiths covered wooden skate runners with iron, but it was not until 1572 that a Scottish innovator made the first pair of all-iron skates.  With them, the formal story of skating as an organized sport had its start.

By the early part of the eighteenth century, when the first ice club in the world, the Skating Club of Edinburgh, was organized, speed skating was a popular sport in Scotland.  The first recorded speed skating competition was on the Fens in England over a distance of fifteen miles on February 4, 1763.

Soon, skating clubs and tournaments spread all over northern Europe.  In those pre-artificial ice centuries, skating was exclusively an outdoor, winter sport.  Wherever there was enough ice, races were organized.  The participants were mostly laborers whose daily work in winter gave them practice in skating fast over the frozen canals.  The aristocrats, who were more inclined toward artistic skating, served as judges and spectators for the speed skating competitions.  Handsome cash prizes were awarded, and heavy betting and sweepstakes were common practices.  In 1879 the National Skating Association of Great Britain was founded to protect speed skating from these dubious practices and to promote the sport in an orderly and uniform manner under the direction of an international council.  Thirteen years later, in 1892, the International Skating Union was formed.

As skating spread throughout Europe, other countries held competitions; Norway in 1863; Sweden in 1882; Finland in 1883; Russia in 1884.  By the middle of the nineteenth century, speed skating dominated ice sports in Holland and was considered the national sport.  Scottish settlers in the New World had made skating a popular sport in North American colonies.  However, the first championship held on American soil was not until 1889.  G. D. Phillips was the winner.

The first amateur speed skating championship of the world took place in Amsterdam in the winter of 1892-93.  Four distances were skated:  500, 1500, 5,000, and 10,000 meters.  It was necessary for a skater to win three out of the four races to be called Champion of the World.  Jaap Eden of Holland was declared the first official Champion of the World when he won the first three races.

Skating Acquires "Wings" of Steel

The old iron skates were heavy, and the blades lost their sharp edges after a few hours of even casual skating.  Then, in 1850, E. W. Bushnell of Philadelphia started to make all-steel skates.  They were light, strong and maintained their sharp blade edges for months of hard use.

The new steel skates turned skating from a hardy Spartan sport to a popular craze.  They were so light that another American, Jackson Haines, combined his professional talents as a ballet master and his enthusiasm as a skater to create the new diversion of figure skating.  The new steel blades were also practical enough to turn speed skating into an organized international sport.  Axel Paulson of Norway, in collaboration with Carl Warner, also constructed a racing skate of thin metal tubes and a blade 1/16 inch wide, attached to a boot.  The modern hockey skate is the outcome of this speed skate.

The American Skating Congress was organized at Alleghany City, Pennsylvania in 1868, and skating competition gradually evolved in the United States from this post Civil War era, primarily through individual clubs.  Lack of uniform rules governing races eventually led to a call for a convention of all clubs and organizations in the United States and Canada.  The result was the formation of the first skating union organized in North America as the International Skating Union of America.  It was organized February 3, 1907, at the Montreal Amateur Athletic Club, Montreal, Canada, by delegates representing the then skating associations of North America.

Its purpose was set forth as "establishing a legislative body with power to make uniform laws, to regulate and control skating contests throughout the United States and Canada, and between the two countries."  The Union was composed of several associations having specific geographic areas for their activities.  They included the Eastern Skating Association, New England Skating Association, Western Skating Association, Amateur Skating Association of Canada, and the Western Skating Association of Canada.  Our present handbook contains many of the same phrases for rules and regulations evolved at this convention, and it appears that this group had an immense influence on the development of the sport and organized competition.  This organization was the governing body of speed, figure, hockey and roller skating in the United States and Canada.

The International Skating Union of America functioned under that name until the winter of the 1926-27 season when the Amateur Skating Association of Canada severed their affiliations with the United States skating associations and the International Skating Union of America was dissolved at Boston, Massachusetts, in November, 1927.  It was succeeded by the Amateur Skating Union of the United States with new articles of alliance whereby the amateur skating associations of Canada were to conduct their own affairs and the Amateur Skating Union of the United States was to be the governing body over the skating sport in the United States, with a further understanding that sanctions for holding skating events involving North American championships were to be alternated between the two countries.  Relationships with the Canadians have been revived from time to time with "Articles of Alliance," which define the regulations for conducting meets jointly such as the "North American Championships."

National Championships
Canada and the United States were among the first countries to hold national skating championships - Canada in 1887 and the U.S. in 1889.  By 1921, the U.S. followed the Canadian lead in including speed skating championships for women.  A list of National and North American Champions appears in another section of this handbook.

Competition in Olympic Games
Speed skating became a men's Olympic sport in 1924.  In 1960 women's speed skating events were held for the first time as an official Olympic sport.  (Note:  women's events in 1932 were considered unofficial).

Charles Jewtraw won the gold medal for the U.S. in the 500 meter Olympic speed skating race at Chamonix, France, in 1924.  He was the only U.S. medalist.  The Chamonix games were marked by the victories of Finland's Class Thunberg in the 1500 and 5000 meter races, and his silver medal in the 10,000 meter event.  Thunberg was also awarded the all-around gold medal.

Four years later, at St. Moritz, Thunberg picked up two more gold medals in the 500 and 1500 meter races.  John Farrell's bronze in the 500 meters was the only U.S. medal won in 1928.  The St. Moritz games also saw the debut of Norway's Ivar Ballangrud, who took the 5000 meter gold and the 1500 bronze medals.

At Lake Placid in 1932, the best that Ballangrud could do was place second to U.S. champion Irving Jaffee in the 10,000 meter race.  John Shea of the U.S. won the 500 and 1500 meter races; Jaffee also won the 5000 meter gold medal, and his teammate Edward Murphy came in second.  It was the best showing U.S. speed skaters had made in Olympic competition up to that time.

Ivar Ballangrud, racing in his third Olympic Games in 1936, became the first triple crown winner in Olympic history, taking the 500, 5000, and 10,000 meter events, and finishing second in the 1500.  Leo Freisinger's third place bronze in the 500 meter race was the only medal won by the U.S. team.

Two U.S. skaters, Kenneth Bartholomew and Robert Fitzgerald, finished in a three way tie with Norway's Thomas Byberg for second place in the 500 meter race in 1948.  In 1952, at Oslo, two Americans, Kenneth Henry and Donald MacDermott, finish first and second in the 500 meter sprint.  But 1952 went down in the Olympic records as the year in which a Norwegian truck driver, Hjalmar Anderson, won the 1500, 5000, and 10,000 meter races to become the second triple crown winner in Olympic competition.

In 1956, at Cortina, the Russians--whose skating traditions go back as far as all other north countries--entered their first Olympic skating team since Nikolai Panin won a 1908 gold medal for figure skating.  Russia's Evgenij Grishin won the 500 and the 1500 meter events; his teammate Boris Skilkov won the 5000 meter race.  Sivgard Ericson of Sweden won the 10,000 meter race.  There were no U.S. medalists.

The U.S. came back to the medalists' circle in the 1960 Winter Games at Squaw Valley, when Bill Disney took the silver medal in the 500 meter race, and Jeanne Ashworth scored third in the women's 500.  But the Russians took six golds in a total of twelve Olympic speed skating medals, including double wins for Eugenij Grishin and Lidija Skoblikova.

The only gold medal won in the 1964 Winter Olympic Games at Innsbruck, Austria, by a United States representative was won by Terry McDermott of Essexville, Michigan, in the 500 meter event in a record time of 40.1 seconds.

Terry's record and performance were doubly important when it is realized that the United States did not have one 400 meter artificial track on which to train or compete.  The first such track in the United States was built at the Wisconsin State Fair Grounds in West Allis, Wisconsin, through the efforts of the newly formed United States International Skating Association and its president, Philip Krumm and his associates, notably Lamar Ottsen, James Hawkins, and George Howie.

The results of the 1968 Winter Olympic Games at Grenoble, France attest to the value of having proper facilities on which to train.  Terry McDermott placed second in the 500 meter event and three U.S. girls, Jenny Fish, Dianne Holum, and Mary Meyers, tied for second at 500 meters.  An additional bronze medal was won by Dianne Holum in the 1000 meter distance.

Great publicity was accorded speed skating competitors in the 1972 Olympic competition in Sapporo, Japan, when our women made headline after headline.  Unprecedented wins by Anne Henning and Dianne Holum, gold medals in the 500 and 1500 meter events respectively with an additional bronze in the 1000 for Miss

Henning and a silver medal in the 3000 for Miss Holum disproved the previous notion that American skaters could excel only in the short sprint distances.  In addition to the Olympic results, subsequent events provided the United States women the distinction of winning a clean sweep of gold medals in the 1972 World Championship for Ladies.  In the World Sprint Championships, Sheila Young and Leah Poulos had proved by their gold medals in two consecutive years that American ladies would be major competitors in future events.

While the results of the 1968 and 1972 Olympic games pointed indelibly to the superior achievements of U.S. women, 1976 revealed the fact that men would not be denied, even though no medals were won by them in 1972 in Sapporo, Japan.

And so in Innsbruck, Austria, a gold medal by Peter Mueller and a bronze by Dan Immerfall reinstated the men in the winning column.  Nevertheless, the spectacular triple medal winnings, a gold, a silver, and a bronze by Sheila Young, the first such triple achievement by any U.S. skater, together with the silver medal won by Leah Poulos perpetuated the already established tradition that U.S. women would continue to issue a challenge with their prowess in the keenest of ice skating competition.

The construction of the second U.S. artificial Olympic speed skating track was at Lake Placid, New York for the 1980 Winter Olympic Games.  In 1987, another track was built in Butte, Montana, which is excellent for high altitude training.  These additional tracks and the establishment of training centers in Lake Placid, Marquette, Michigan, and Colorado Springs bode well for the future of Olympic skating.

In the 1980 Olympic games the name of Eric Heiden was outstanding as he won five gold medals and set five Olympic record times.  This was the first such achievement by any skater.  The U.S. women continued to excel with Leah Poulos Mueller receiving two silver medals and Beth Heiden winning a bronze.

In 1984, at Sarajevo, Gaetan Boucher of Canada won the 1000 and the 1500 meter events for men.  The East Germany team dominated the women's events.  There were no U.S. medal winners.

The 1988 Olympic Games at Calgary, Canada were highlighted by Bonnie Blair of Champaign, Illinois, who won the Gold Medal at 500 meters and the bronze at 1000 meters.  Teammate Eric Flaim of Pembrooke, Massachusetts, won the silver medal at 1500 meters.  For the first time, short track speed skating was included in the games as a demonstration sport resulting in its acceptance as an official sport in future Winter Olympics.
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