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SALUTE chronicles Peter Norman’s involvement in the Black Power salute at the 1968 Olympics. 

For the record, the true story of an unsung Australian hero.

THE STORY

The picture of the three men on the winner’s podium after the Men’s 200m final at the 1968 Mexico City Olympics is still considered one of the most powerful images of modern history. Almost forgotten in the ensuing years is the seemingly quiet and composed man in the left of the picture, the Australian silver medalist Peter Norman.  

Why is he considered a household name throughout the United States even today? 

And why do the other medalists Tommie Smith and John Carlos consider him a brother?  

This is the story of the quiet man, the forgotten man and a salute to him, directed by his nephew, Matt Norman.  

______________________________________________________

SALUTE is a journey back to the 1960's to examine what has now become one of the most famous Olympic moments in history. 

During this era the world was just three years away from the Cuban missile crisis and the threat of nuclear war, the horror of Vietnam, the assassinations of John F. and Robert Kennedy, Malcolm X and Martin Luther King. Frightened and desperate people were rioting in the streets of Europe, and throughout the U.S. where there was an urgent push for civil rights. Black nations were threatening to boycott the Olympics in protest and black athletes within the U.S. team were being urged to boycott the Games.  

Into this atmosphere walked Peter Norman, whose performance had taken the U.S. team by surprise.  Who was this unknown sprinter from Australia?  He wasn’t a typical sprinter – he was quietly spoken, short legged and white.

In the 200-metres final, he ran the race of his life and split Tommie Smith and John Carlos, winning silver. As they waited for the presentation ceremony, Smith and Carlos told Peter of their plans. One had left behind his pair of black gloves, and at Peter’s suggestion, they wore one each.

Despite it not being a situation that affected him directly, Peter asked the Americans if he could join their protest.  He felt there was a moral imperative on him to stand up against something he felt was wrong.  Like Tommie and John, Peter wore an Olympic Project for Human Rights badge in support of their silent protest.

The image of the three of them on the dais, heads bowed, the Americans delivering the "Black Salute", is regarded as one of the most powerful images of the 20th Century.

Lasting repercussions followed. Smith and Carlos were dropped from the relays and the team.  They were kicked out of the Olympics and banned for life. Their lives were ruined, with Carlos’s wife later committing suicide.  

The punishment of Peter was less dramatic but ultimately as destructive.  Coming from a conservative family in a country that still had a white only immigration policy, Norman’s stance caused a storm.  He was hated in parts of the Australian establishment and the media turned on him.

His chance to win gold at the 1972 Munich Olympics was stolen from him.  Despite being the favourite to win gold, qualifying 13 times for the 200m and five times for the 100m, the powers that be refused to take him to Munich. For the first time Australia was not represented in the sprint events at an Olympics.  

At the Sydney 2000 Olympics in Australia, Peter Norman was not invited to attend in any official capacity.  Australia’s best sprinter ever, whose 200m Mexico games time of 20 seconds flat would have won the gold medal at Sydney and whose Australian record still stands nearly 40 years later, wasn’t even invited to the 200m final by the Australian Olympic authorities.  He was, however, invited by the U.S. team who flew him to Sydney and he was treated as an American guest. 

Due to his unique connection with the story Peter Norman’s nephew, Matt Norman, has been able to get an extraordinary level of access to the three medalists and for the first time film all three of them together, talking about the event and the impact it had on their lives.

Tragically Peter Norman died October 2006, soon after seeing a rough cut of the film. Both Smith and Carlos were pallbearers at Norman's funeral.

One of Peter’s last wishes was that his story be told.  

The Peter Norman Story 

Peter Norman was born in 1942 to George and Thelma Norman in Thornbury, Melbourne. His father, who met him for the first time when he was only two years old after returning from the war in New Guinea, would be one of Peter’s biggest admirers. 

At 14 years of age during the 1956 Melbourne Olympic games, Norman would wag school to attend the Olympics, securing a job at the Melbourne Olympic Stadium (the MCG) selling pies in the stands. His excitement grew when he saw the Golden Girl of Australian track and field, Betty Cuthbert, run. 

After leaving school to become an apprentice butcher, Peter knew that he wanted to be the best in his chosen sport – track and field.  

Peter immediately impressed with his ability to break records, landing a spot at the Olympics in Mexico, 1968. On returning from the games Peter was headline news not for his amazing second place in the 200 metres but instead for his political stance. 

The gold and bronze medalists were Americans Tommie Smith and John Carlos. On the medal podium, during the playing of "The Star-Spangled Banner", Smith and Carlos famously joined in a black power salute.

What is less known is that Norman, donned a badge on the podium in support of their cause, the Olympic Project for Human Rights (OPHR). It was also Norman who suggested that Smith and Carlos share the black gloves used in their salute, after Carlos had left his gloves in the Olympic Village. This is the reason for Tommie Smith raising his right fist, while John Carlos raised his left. Asked about his support of Smith and Carlos' cause by the world's press, Norman said he opposed his country's government's White Australia policy.

Australia's Olympic authorities reprimanded Norman and the Australian media ostracized him. Despite qualifying 15 times for the 100m and five times for the 200m during 1971/72 the Australian Olympic track team did not pick Norman for the 1972 Summer Olympics. That year was the first ever where no Australian sprint team went to the Olympics.

He kept running, but contracted gangrene in 1985 after tearing his Achilles Tendon during a training session, which nearly led to his leg being amputated. Norman died of a heart attack on October 3, 2006 in Melbourne, Australia at the age of 64. The U.S. Track and Field Federation proclaimed October 9, 2006, the date of his funeral, as Peter Norman Day. Both Smith and Carlos were pallbearers at Norman's funeral.

THE FILMMAKERS

MATT NORMAN (Director/Writer/Producer) 

Matt Norman’s debut film All The Kings Horses won Best Film at the Darwin Film festival in 2004, while his second film Shank was selected for Best of the Rest at Tropfest in 2004 and then went onto win Best film at the Ballarat International film festival in 2005. In 2004 he also shot The Writer starring Kim Gyngell, John Flaus, Krista Vendy, Mel Butel and Rob Carlton. 

He also shot The Umbrella Men starring Damian Walshe-Howling and Benji McNair about the landing on the shores of Gallipoli. 

Matt’s writing credits include Imperial Myer, Shackle, Marmalade, Canary, and Sing Valley Rose.

Matt is the nephew of Peter Norman.

DAVID REDMAN (Producer)

DAVID REDMAN is one of the founders of Melbourne based media group Instinct Entertainment. 

Most recently Instinct produced Strange Bedfellows starring Paul Hogan, Michael Caton and Pete Postlethwaite, and Till Human Voices Wake Us starring Guy Pearce and Helena Bonham-Carter. Redman also line-produced Take Away, You and Your Stupid Mate, the black comedy Muggers and the upcoming Bollywood film Singh is King.

Prior to this David worked as an associate producer on the Oscar nominated, UK/French/Macedonian co-production Before the Rain, the U.K./German co-production The Young Poisoners Handbook and the UK/Canadian co-production Sweet Angel Mine. David also produced the short film Hand of Fate and the feature Funny Man.  David previously ran the U.K. based sales, distribution and exhibition company, Recording Releasing, a joint venture between Island Records founder Chris Blackwell and producer Jeremy Thomas.
Instinct is currently in post production on the L.A. set thriller, Torn with Costas Mandylor and Damien Richardson, in production of an R-rated animated feature, Little Johnny the Movie, and, its children’s division, instinct kids, is in production of a live action children’s series Zokky the Kangaroo.
DAVID HIRSCHFELDER (Composer )
David Hirschfelder is one of Australia’s leading composers having scored over thirty-five film and television productions. Originally a member of the popular Australian rock outfit LITTLE RIVER BAND, he has subsequently forged a career in the world of film and television, having been nominated for two Academy Awards, three BAFTAs (winning for Shine), a Golden Globe’s and three Australian Film Institute Awards. Some of his previous film credits include Elizabeth, Shine, Sliding Doors, Strictly Ballroom, The Interview, Better Than Sex, Irresistable and the upcoming The Children of the Silk Road.
JANE MORAN and JOHN LEONARD (Editors)

Jane Moran has worked in the editing room on some of Australia’s biggest films, assistant editing such films as Strictly Ballroom, Muriel’s Wedding and Moulin Rouge in addition to The Portrait of a Lady, The Mosquito Coast and Witness.
As an Editor she previously edited Deck Dogz, Soft Fruit, Bootmen, Jewboy and the upcoming How To Change in 9 Weeks.
John Leonard previously edited for television Prep for Life, The Upstairs Neighbour and 21 episodes of Murder Call. In addition to Salute his upcoming feature credits include Torn, produced by Instinct Entertainment.
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IN MEMORY OF:

PETER GEORGE NORMAN

June 15, 1942 - October 3, 2006

My best friend, my uncle. You will be eternally

Missed and never forgotten. Matt Norman.

WILLYE WHITE

January 1, 1939 - February 6, 2007

A caring and generous woman.

Your soaring spirit will never be forgotten.
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