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l l tâPUTO - Stx years ago, whea
she wae l5  and poor ,  Mar la  de
Lurdes Mutola pretended she wag
a  b o y  a n d  p l a y e d  s o c c e r  f o r  a
Mozamblcan team.

But  Joy  q t r tck ly  tu rned to  tears
when her team won the Maputo clf-v
league but were dlsqtral i f ìed * 'hen
the runrìer-up dlscovered t Ì rat  the
winners had Íìelded a gtrl.

" U n f a i r . "  t h e y  s a i d .  S h e  h a d
scored the rvinning goal.

That seeirred to be the end of  a
pronrising sporting career but then
along canle her country 's greatest
poet. Jose Craveirinha, a sports fan,
ç 'ho  encouraged her  to  take  up  a
less ma-le-donrinated sport.

L u r d e s ,  a s  e v e r ! ' o n e  i n
Mozan-rbique stÍl l  calls t ire girl. bet-
te r  knorvn  to  the  * 'o r id  as  Mar ia
Mutola, took his advice and trained
everyday under the poet's watchful
eye.

Today the once-impoverished girl
from one of the poorest countries ln
the  wor ld  i s  the  champion o f  the
u ' o r l d  o v e r  8 0 O  m e t r e s ,  o n e  o f
Africa's newly emerglng queens of
the track.

M u t o l a ' s  r a g s - t o - r i c h e s  s t o r y
sounds like a fair_v tale even to lier.
'l sti.tl cannot beiieve what has hap-
pened in my llfe," says Mutola.

She was born in the poor Maputo
suburb of Chamanculo on October
2 7 ,  1 9 7 2 ,  w h e n  h e r  c o u n t r v m e n
\f,'ere fighting for independence from
P o r t u g a l .  A f t e r  i n d e p e n d e n c e  i n
1975 the country was racked bv cird
\À-ar unt i l  a peace agreelnent rvas
signed last October.

But despite NÍozambique's contin-
uing pol i t ical  problenrs in the late
l9tìOs, her international reputation
rvas starting to grow.

She made her country's team for
the 1988 African championshÍps in
Algeria as a lS-year-old just a ferv
r n o n t h s  a f t e r  h e r  i d e n t i t v  \ , t ' a s
"urrrnasked" on the soccer íìelcl.

She rvon a silver medal ln tÌrose
charnpionships -  an amazin$ suc-
cess for such a raw talent -_ and
al thou$h l t  was no surpr ise rvtren
she was el iminated in t ì re hcats of
the ïÌOO at the Seoul Olyrnpics socìn
aÍtcru;rrds.  people had not iced her
olrvrrrus potential.

ï 'he fo l lou, inÊ, vear.  she rvent to

study and train ln the Untted States,
a  r n o v e  m a d e  p o s s i b l e  t h r o u g h

'  Craveir inha's support  and a grant
f r o m  t h e  O l y m p i c  S o l i d a r t t y
Comrnittee for Third World aürletes.

W h t l e  s t t r d y t n g  a t  S p r t n g f l e i d
Hlgh School tn Oregon her running
talents were ref ined and careful ly '

-  nur tu red  '  and honours  s ta r ted
conring her way.

In  1g9O she won bo th  the  8O0
and I  5OO met res  a t  the  Af r tcan
ct iampionships,  whl le tn 1991 sire
won the  80O go ld  a t  the  Af r i can
Garnes and -  st i l l  onl_v l8 -  f tn-
ished fourth in the wor ld champi-
onsh lps  800 in  Toky 'o  ln  a  wor ld
j u n i o r  r e c o r d  a n d  A f r i c a n  s e n l o r
record time oí I rninute 57,63 sec.

T h e r e  w a s  r e l a t i v e  d l s a p p o i n t -
ment  in  t Ì re  Barce lona Ol1 ;s1p iç5
ç'hen she was fifth in the 8OO arid
ninth in the I  50O. but there was
some consolation a few weeks after-
wards when she won the 800 at the
World Cup ln Havana. Cuba.

But this has been her truly gold-
en year.

Those two v ic to r les  p rove Jus t
how far she has developed in terms
of tactical awareness since betng
cr l t lc ised by her country 's sports-
writers for being over conÍìdent ln
Barcelona.

In Toronto. she ran frorn the front
to win - ln Stuttgart she made a
late burst. That kind of adaptabilitv
ls a sure sign of nrattrre track crafts-
rnansh ip  in  a  runner  no t  2 l  un t i l
next month.

Everv chanrpion in Sttrttgart not
onl5' \r 'on a goìcl rnedal, but also a
Mercedes.

Things have certainÌy changed for
Mutola in a slrort tirne and she sa1's
she rviìl probably sell the l\'Íercedes
- -  s h e  a l r e a d y  h a s  a  c a r  i n  t h e
United States.

A s k e d  r e c e n t l l .  w h a t  s h e  w a s
thinking of  whi le str id ing torvards
the  f tn ish  l ine  in  S tu t tgar t  -  t l te
Mercedes, the medal or her fami l l '
b a c k  i n  C h a n r a n c u l o .  M u t o l a
replied: "I only thought of winning".

And ícrotball?
" l  h e l p  l n  a  f o o t b a l l  s c h o o l  i n

A m e r i c a .  I  s h o w  t h e m  m y  b e s t
shots."

- Ziana-Reuter


