RUNNER’S STORY: WHY DID KATHY ORMSBY 
JUMP OFF THAT BRIDGE?

By


SHARON ROBB 


This article first appeared in the Fort Lauderdale Sun-Sentinel in June of 1986. Sharon Robb is an experienced sports journalist who has covered football and basketball for the Sun-Sentinel as well as three Olympics. As with Joan Ryan, another female sports journalist, this article evolved from an experience of dissonance occasioned by the seemingly unaccountable tragedy of Kathy Ormsby.
On the surface, Kathy Orsmsby had it all. The adoration of her hometown, a straight- A average in pre-med and the respect of her peers as one of the premier female distance runners. 

But something must have been torturing Kathy Ormsby. On the evening of June 4 in Indianapolis, she dropped out of a race, ran to a bridge and jumped, an apparent suicide attempt. Today she lies in the Duke University Medical Center, paralyzed from the waist down. There is little hope she will walk again. 


Only Ormsby knows why she jumped. And for now, friends, relatives and teammates are trying to figure out why the 21- year-old record-setting junior from North Carolina State, who seemed to have everything, would want to throw it all away. 


“It’s going to take a while for me to get a handle on this,” said N.C. State women’s track coach Rollie Geiger, who found Ormsby crumpled in the grassy field below the bridge. “How can I tell you what I felt when I found her? I love her. We all do. She was—still is—a very caring and loving person. She was a true reflection of our program. 


“If I were going to pick an athlete to be in our program, it would be Kathy. If I were going to pick an individual to be my daughter, it would be Kathy.” 


“I will never accept that it was a suicide attempt in the classical sense,” said Ralph Robertson, principal of Richmond County Senior High School, where Ormsby was valedictorian and a hero to the townspeople. “I don’t think she was Kathy Ormsby at that point—not the Kathy Ormsby we know. I am convinced she made no conscious decision to do this.” 


In Rockingham, Ormsby won friends with her selfless devotion, but at the same time worried them with her drive for perfection. 



“You get a Kathy Ormsby but once in a lifetime,” Robertson said. “She was the classic overachiever, doing nothing but the best. Track just seemed to be a sidelight from her studies, we thought.” 


On the night of June 4, Ormsby was competing in the 10,000 meters of the NCAA Outdoor Track and Field Championships at Indiana University’s stadium. She was in fourth place and within a step of third with 3,500 meters to go in the race when she broke away from the pack. 


Said Harley Lewis, NCAA track rules committee member and former Oregon track coach: “She was in a position where she could have won the race. She apparently just felt she was no longer able to continue at that pace and quit. Usually when they quit, they drop off to the inside of the track and walk. She didn’t. She walked to the outside and disappeared.” 


Ormsby slowed her pace to duck under a railing and ran past Wisconsin coach Peter Tegen. She picked up speed again and ran up a set of steps into the stands and vanished. Geiger had seen Ormsby leave the race and had gone outside to look for her. 


According to witnesses, she ran across a softball field, scaled a 7-foot chain-link fence and then ran west for two blocks alongside New York Street, a main thoroughfare, toward the bridge. 


When she reached the steel bridge over the White River, she apparently climbed a four-foot guard rail and jumped. Instead of landing in the water, she fell onto a hard field beside the river. 


Geiger went looking for her. About 10 minutes after she ran off the track, Geiger spotted Ormsby on the river bank, flagged down a motorist to call an ambulance and then climbed down the bank to her side and waited for help. 


When a campus policeman, Bill Abston, questioned the coach, Geiger replied, “She said she jumped.” 


Police called it a suicide attempt. 



The cost of success is sometimes a price runners are too willing to pay. In Ormsby’s case, the price was too high. Ormsby probably never realized the social and psychological aspects of her growing period were sometimes more strenuous than the endless workouts that she demanded of herself. 



She earned a partial track scholarship to North Carolina State and enrolled in a premed program with hopes of becoming a medical missionary. Although she made the dean’s list every semester, running came first. She found herself on a team full of high school champions. Overcome by anxiety to do well, Ormsby started blacking out and dropping out of big races. At Geiger’s suggestion, she started seeing a sports psychologist a month ago. 


Ormsby blacked out her freshman year in a meet at Lehigh and again last fall in Milwaukee at the NCAA cross country championships. She would faint during the race and after a minute or two get up on her own and take herself out of the race. Most other times she ran well. 


She was becoming a star collegiate runner her junior year. She set a U.S. collegiate women’s record for 10,000 meters (32:36.2) at the Penn Relays April 24. In her first 10,000-meter race on the track, she broke another record. 


“It was great,” Geiger said. “We had just wanted to find out how fast she could run the event.” 


“That’s why she ran so well, she was relaxed,” said teammate and close friend Connie J0 Robinson. “It was her first time running the distance and she was an unknown. No one expected her to win.” 


After her Penn Relays performance, Ormsby told Track and Field News, “One thing that has helped me is not placing so much importance on my performances and trying to please other people. I just have to learn to do my best for myself and for God, and to turn everything over to Him. It seems like I have been able to do that better this track season than ever.” 


She was selected a track All-American. 



A week after the Penn Relays, at the Twilight Track Invitational in Raleigh, she blacked out again. “She was seeing a sports psychologist. But who knows if she opened up to him?” Robinson said. 


Stanford’s Brooks Johnson, 1984 U.S. Olympic Women’s track coach, cited the fine line between pressure, impulse and chemical imbalance when dealing with runners, especially women. He said the pressure at national athletic championships leads runners to levels of frustration and identity crises beyond the norm. 


“I think what people have to realize is what happened to Kathy Ormsby could have happened to any runner,” Johnson said. “She was operating in a state of diminished capacity. The heat conditions were severe. The mind could no longer control what was going on. She was pushed to the brink. 


“She was embarrassed because she thought she wasn’t doing well. She was hurt and distraught when she ran off the track. The bridge happened to be there. How many times have you and I thought about committing suicide but never did because the opportunity wasn’t there? Well, this time the opportunity presented itself. The impulse was there, and so was the bridge. Here was a girl who always needed to overcompensate in athletics. People just don’t realize how much pressure these runners put on themselves.” 


For Geiger and his runners, the agonizing began the day after the tragedy. 


“I feel like I missed something along the way, but I had no indication whatsoever something like this would happen,” Geiger said. “When we talked just before the race, she seemed to be looking forward to it— not only that race, but other things this summer.” 


Robert Phillips, a Charlotte sports psychologist, said athletes tend to define their whole reality around that one thing they do and “When you combine total mental, emotional and physical involvement, it’s not hard to define your world as being totally good or bad at that moment. 


“When you’re running in that race, you don’t look ahead to next week or back at last week. There is potential for distortion of reality to a high degree. During the running experience, with chemical reactions going on and with natural opiates released causing a high, inhibitions are greatly reduced. Seeds of depression or stress could come out.” 


Geiger was unprepared for what happened: “Either I missed the signs or there were no signs. Maybe it was something that had been building up through the years. All I know is, if you were to walk into that hospital room, meet and talk with her, you wouldn’t know what to write. She’s the sweetest person you’d ever want to know.” 


Robinson said there were no signals that she would do anything so drastic. “She never mentioned the pressure. She believed her record was a gift from God,” she said. “A lot of new things were happening to her. She had stepped up from being a 5:02 high school miler. She was elite. She was on TV and in the newspapers. Anytime a person excels the way she did, there’s obviously a lot more pressure. When you get better, you are expected to do more, and there’s just no way out. I don’t think she saw a way out.” 


“Running and school are her life,” said teammate Wendy McLees. “She’s always been a pusher, very dedicated to both.” 


Kathy Love Ormsby, born Nov. 1, 1964, grew up in Rockingham, a textile town of 8,284, a quiet place of sandy hills that was the perfect training ground for a long- distance runner. 


She was a shy, Baptist girl with little time for socializing, an overachiever whose motivation was not to glorify herself but God. She loved to win, but was embarrassed by the adulation. She loved to run, but at times would become so lost in her exhilaration at workouts that her coach would have to hold her back. 


She was dedicated to making good grades: She brought her notes to track practice and studied in the car on trips to track meets. She ran at 5 a.m. Sunday mornings so she could get back in time for services at the First Baptist Church, where she was a youth co-pastor and sang in the choir. 


She lived with her parents in a two-story colonial brick house on tree-lined Curtis Street in a middle-class neighborhood. There were no tragic overtones to her background. 


“Even though she’s been a high achiever most of her life, you would never know it because she is so unassuming,” said First Baptist’s pastor, William W. Leathers. 


Ormsby began running in junior high. She ran the 100- and 200-yard dashes. Those who saw her race the first few times knew she was special. 

“You don’t have to know her very long to know she is a very conscientious and dedicated person,” said Rockingham Junior High track coach Charlie Bishop, who converted her from sprinting to distance running. 


The rewards were many for the state high school champion middle-distance runner. Her sophomore year she won the state championship in the 1,600 meters. Her senior year she set state high school records at 800, 1,600 and 3,200 meters. Her only disappointing race was a cross country championship her junior year when she finished second. After the race, her coach found out she had run with a stress fracture in one leg. 


She was as brilliant in the classroom as on the track: No. 1 in her high school class of 600, never making below an A. She was the only student honored by the 12-year-old school with her own day, Kathy Ormsby Day, May 26, 1983. There was an assembly in her honor and a proclamation to hang on her bedroom wall. 


Although pro athletes Franklin Stubbs of the Los Angeles Dodgers, Mike Quick of the Philadelphia Eagles and Perry Williams of the New York Giants graduated from Richmond County Senior High, only Ormsby had her jersey retired. 


She was under great pressure to succeed, not from her parents, coaches or teammates but from within, according to her high school track coach, Pete Pittman. 


“During the three years she ran here, she never once left practice without saying, ‘Coach, is there anything else I need to do?” Pittman said. “She was that way in the classroom, too. She kept her mind on business.” 



There is a clearly defined peak for the academic perfectionist—a perfect score of 100 or straight A’s. But for the runner, there is no ultimate time. 



“As far as who worked hard to be better than anybody else. I’ve never seen anybody like her,” said Richmond Athletic Director George Whitfield. 



Kathy’s mother. Sallie, 49, a nurse at Richmond Memorial Hospital, once told a training mate of Kathy’s, Rockingharn marathoner Jackie Tanner, that she wished her daughter would relax a little—ease up. 


Her father, Dale, 58, a Burlington Industries Inc. textile plant manager in Cordova, said his daughter was under great pressure to succeed. 



“Kathy has always tended to be an overachiever and puts a tremendous amount of pressure on herself,” Dale Ormsby said. “I believe it had something to do with the pressure put on young people to succeed. 



“It’s a question of pressure, pressure to succeed. It was physical, and maybe it was mental, and it blotted out the ability to think rationally. I know she wanted to do well, it was important to her.” 



Ormsby told her father she doesn’t remember exactly what happened. According to a team of physicians, she probably will have significant lapses in her memory for some time. 



Her parents have kept a prayerful vigil by her bedside. Only her two brothers, Dale Jr. and John, sister Donna Freshwater, and close friends have been allowed to visit her, first at the Wishard Memorial Hospital in Indianapolis and now at Duke, where she was moved to be closer to home. 



Robinson said the hardest part of the ordeal was seeing her in the hospital, on a respirator, unable to talk. “1 told her I loved her and that God would love her,” Robinson said. Ormsby squeezed her hand. 



Johnson said it is ironic one of Geiger’s runners would attempt suicide. Geiger is nationally respected and known for sensitivity toward his athletes. 



Orrnsby wasn’t the first runner Geiger dealt with who had a personal crisis. In 1981, former Hollywood McArthur High state champion Sue Overbey Molloy had a 15-month struggle with anorexia nervosa, a psychological disorder characterized by self-starvation. At one point, she dropped to 86 pounds, having lost 29. After coming to grips with her problems, she recovered. Today the newlywed is an electrician’s apprentice, lives in Lake Worth and no longer races competitively. 

“His kind of program is not one that lends itself to that kind of thing,” Johnson said. 



Upgraded from serious to stable condition June 9, Ormsby underwent an operation June 19 to stabilize the spine. A second operation will remove fragments from the spinal canal—before her six-week rehabilitation period begins and she can go home. 



She suffered a broken rib, a collapsed lung and a fractured vertebra, which injured her spinal cord in her middle back. The paralysis has been diagnosed as permanent. She has complete use of her arms. 



“About everybody who goes through this will experience some depression, usually a few weeks down the road,” said Dr. Peter Hall, chief of neurosurgery, who supervised her treatment at Wishard Memorial. 



“Kathy has been told this and has kind of accepted it, and so have her mother and 1,” Dale Ormsby said. “We can only hope that something good will come out of it.” 



Kathy Ormsby’s day of reckoning may have been inevitable; she had lived on the fringes for some time. 



World-class runner Mary Decker Slaney said she “can’t see running becoming an obsession—not to the point of hurting yourself or taking your life.” But she cites the fine line between dedication and obsession. 



One of Orrnsby’s closest friends, Alex Wallace, said he often wanted to tell her she worked too hard. He said when they last talked, two weeks before Ormsby jumped, she seemed happy. 



“I can’t imagine what was going through her mind,” said Wallace, who went to high school with her and is on a baseball scholarship at N.C. State. “To me, everybody looked up to her. She was my hero, even though she was my peer.” 



Missouri women’s track coach Rick McGuire, who has a doctorate in sports psychology, has been working with elite athletes, preparing them for the Olympics. McGuire was going to see Ormsby, but scheduling conflicts set it back. 



“We assume it was a sports-related crisis, and it may not be that at all,” McGuire said. “Maybe things had happened so that she couldn’t handle a highly visible failure.” 



None of her teammates had to ask why. 



“They didn’t need to know why,” Robinson said. They know why. We’re all in the same boat. We feel the same pressure.” 



Honors student and national age-group and high school state champion Mary Wazeter of Wilkes-Barre, Pennsylvania, felt the same pressure when she tried to kill herself by leaping from a bridge in February 1982. Wazeter, 22, now a paraplegic living with her parents and writing a book, said their stories are similar. 

“You think you’re going to find happiness in setting goals, and you think if you win this race, you’ll be happy,” Wazeter said. “So you try to compensate for that with achievement and please people by winning. 



“I would like to talk with Kathy someday. The most important word of encouragement I could offer is to be patient with herself and learn not to be driven and not to be hard on herself. You can’t expect to be superhuman.” 



Source: Sharon Robb, “Why Did Kathy Ormsby Jump Off That Bridge?” Fort Lauderdale 
Sun-Sentinel. June 1986. 

