The Okemos Sprint King

The Self-made Athletic Superstar
that inspired the team with his
hard work, dedication
and confidence in his ability

The Story of
Dick Ewing
Class of 1953

As told and compiled by Rod Ellis ‘65

I was there in 1964 when the track records went up…
This was the “new” school built in 1960. It was very nice to have a full-sized gym
in the new high school, but it lacked history and tradition. With the vision of Jon
Overholt ’64 and Gary Sturk ’64, they proposed a project to The Student Council to
fund a display of the Track Records. By no coincidence, the same guys were
racking up records themselves and who wouldn’t like to see your accomplishments
displayed! This was a new display of the hand written records that Coach Baker
kept in his desk and Jon, Gary and John were wall mounting the records as they
existed in 1964. The record they are hoisting in the picture is for the “880 YARD

RELAY” they set the year before in the Spring of 1963. The record race time of
1:34.4 was quite a story and recounted in the memoir of the German Exchange
student, Hans Wiegand ’63…but, we didn’t know anything about the “old” record
they had beaten. When the placard’s were in place, we saw names familiar to us
students like “Parisian 1963 HIGH HURDLES”, “Belnap Ashley Overholt Turner
1962 ONE MILE RELAY”, “Guy Turner 1961 440 YARD DASH”. Other than
that, we never knew the “old” guys…except “Starr Keesler 1937 BROAD
JUMP”… who in 1964 was the Chairman of the Okemos Board of Education!
Wow, was that an old record!
For 2 years, I stared at that board and finally noticed that the name “Ewing”
appeared. Little did we know, if the “old” records had been on display since 1960,
we would have seen the name “Ewing” two more times under the 880 RELAY and
SPRINT MEDLEY RELAY. The 1963 German student, Hans Wiegand, had been
the only threat to breaking the 100 and 220-yard dash, but no one else threatened
the 100 and 220 for many years to come!
Never accused of rushing in to anything, 50 years later, I looked at that picture
again, and stared…who was this guy Ewing? I emailed the Okemos Alumni
Association’s Historian and Genealogist, Sherrie Paty ’66, to ask her if she could
find anything about Richard Ewing ’53…10 minutes later, she emailed me back,
“He’s alive and well, living in Harrison, Michigan, here’s his phone number”!
Sherrie is amazing. (Sherrie has taken on the task of finding or writing the life story
or tribute of everyone from Okemos High School…ever!) So, 11 minutes after I
asked the question, I was talking to Joann Ewing…”Hello, Mrs. Ewing…did your
husband go to Okemos High School?” “Why yes…would you like to talk to
him…he’s outside, I’ll call him.” Now I’m excited, but what do I ask? I don’t
know anything about him, except that he could sprint in 1953!
“Hi Dick, I’m Rod Ellis from Okemos 1965…so you went to Okemos in 1953 and
ran track?”
“Why yes…I haven’t had anyone ask me that in 60 years!”
“I see from some old yearbooks that you were quite a sprinter…you didn’t happen
to keep and still have a scrapbook?”
“Why yes…I’ll look around and send it to you.”

A week later, looking through his scrapbook, the story was all there…and what a
story…one of the greatest athletes from Okemos, and I had only seen him as a name
on the wall!

It’s a nice, thick scrapbook with many
newspaper articles. He and his relay
teammates got lots of press and the press
photographer gave him many of the glossy’s
that appeared in the newspaper. His scrapbook
cover is a press glossy of his winning and
record setting 880-yard relay team after they
won the State Meet in May, 1953.
With Ewing anchoring, they clocked a record
time of 1:36.7. They would have been “on the
wall” if Okemos had a display before Jon
Overholt and Gary Sturk hung their own, new
1963 school record for the 880 relay.

High School began the fall of 1949 for Richard Ralph “Dick” Ewing. Raised by his
grandparents on Grand River Rd., family guidance got thinner quickly when his
grandfather died his freshman year. His grandmother was a great source of
encouragement, but training and development was completely on his own. Dick
thought football was his calling, encouraged by some fast footwork in a 3rd place
finish in the 1948 (7th Grade) Okemos Inter-Class Track Meet on a Mile Medley
Relay Team and a 3rd place in the 1949 (8th grade) Inter-Class in the 100 Yard Dash.
He thought George Richards was a good football coach and a great motivator. “The
uniforms were worn out and the pads thin, but we always played all out.” Some
inner drive pushed him and he earned a varsity football letter his Freshman year,
Fall 1949.

Dick trained by himself, seven days a week,..”ran down the Grand Trunk Rail
Road, next to the rail, stones and all. I was self-taught…coaches didn’t know
anything about track.” Dick was pretty much on his own. At a young age, his
parents in Haslett couldn’t raise all 9 children, so his grandparents took over the
responsibility for Dick. When not in school or training, Dick was working. First a
paper route, then in the late 1940’s he carried beer cases for Paul Revere’s Bar on
Grand River. His grandparents lived a block behind Paul Revere’s. Revere’s was
owned by Paul Luck (historical note: between the 1970’s and 2015, Paul Revere’s
was owned by Okemos grad, Jim Driscoll ’63). Dick also worked as a busboy at
Warren Populars Fine Dining, located across from Paul Revere’s.

His Senior Class yearbook picture summarizes his High School career and adds the
quote “Speed is the essence of all things.” Although a Senior quotation, he showed
promise early.

Looking through his scrapbook, a great story unfolded…

The press noticed him right away…Lansing State Journal, early 1950…”Rich
Ewing has had some good times this spring in the dashes.-B.H.” (Bob Hoerner)

Freshman Ewing explodes…with teammates to match!
Okemos is suddenly the track team to watch.
As a Freshman in Spring, 1950, Ewing won or qualified
for all the League and Regionals meets and ran for the
State Championship title in the 100 Yard Dash.

1950 Lansing State Journal Freshman Ewing with 3 firsts over Resurrection

As a Freshman in the Fall of
1949 he also Varsity lettered in
Football…with his speed, just
throw him the ball and he was
gone!
1949, as an 8th grader, he
placed 3rd in the all school
Inter-Class Track Meet in
the 100-Yard Dash. He
got his taste for speed at a
very young age.
He earned his Track
Varsity letter 1950 as a
Freshman.

Sophomore
Track 1951

Football fall of
1950

Sophomore Spring 1951, 1st 100 Yard Dash at the Ingham County Track Meet.

Lansing State Journal Press Photo

“I had hand-me-down shoes.”

Sophomore year 1951

“At Howell”, Dick’s flashback to 70 years ago under the lights, “it was just
eery…that was my first
night meet…I had never
been to a night event!”
Another win,
nevertheless.

As a Sophomore in 1951,
Ewing…
set School records in 2 events
and Qualified to compete for
the State Title in 3 events,
earning a 2nd in the 880
Relay.

1951 had been another Varsity Letter year with more records. Dick qualified all the
way to the State Finals again, but a Championship Title still remained elusive. Still
etched in his memory, “It rained all
day and you can still see the mud
stains on my numbers”, Dick told me
65+ years later in 2017.

On their march to the 1951 State
Finals, the paper read, “…records
were smashed in the sprint
Medley…”, as Roosa, Ewing,
McDonald and Hartsuff set new meet
record at the Hastings Relays and also
won the 880 Relay.

All during the 1952 season,
anticipation was building.

Ewing breaks
and re-breaks
records…

…and Titles!

Dick Ewing 1952 State Champion 100-Yard Dash &
State Champions 880-Yard Relay
A picture of Hartsuff and Ewing at the State Meet, Ann Arbor 1952

1953 Senior year for Richard Ewing
“Speed is the essence of all things”
…and
Dick
Ewing
Takes
it All

And breaks more speed
barriers.

Dick Ewing 1953 State Champion 100-Yard Dash &
State Champion 880-Yard Relay
(and another school record)

On the final leg of the ’53 State
Finals of the 880-Yard Relay,
Ewing passed five teams for
the victory (color picture of the
finish).

1953 Track Year in Review

A Hall of Fame-caliber Record of Accomplishments in Track

The summary stats the career track performance of Dick Ewing

Dick Ewing
In Track, set…

11 Okemos School Records
3 Meet and Invitational Records
10 times in the State Championship Final Title races

Won 4 State Championship Titles
3 time State Champion Title runner-up
…and earned 8

varsity letters in 2 sports*

An unequalled athletic record in Okemos Consolidated School Sports

*Did I mention that Dick played football…?

Dick Ewing, lettered and starred from his Freshman 1949 to Senior 1952
Football Season. Okemos grad Jim Breckenfeld ’60 recalled seeing
Ewing play football and said “I don’t remember if they had All-State
recognition back then, but Dick Ewing sure deserved it.” The 1952 team
picture with #65 sitting with the game ball…why not…Ewing carried it
most of the time
for four years!
“We went ‘all
out’ and never
saved ourselves
for the next
game. Got
knocked out in
the Haslett game
and just laid
there for 20 minutes…got up and played the rest of the game.” He added,
“They’d never do that today!” Dick said he did get a better helmet and
shoulder pads out of the ordeal. “In those days, Haslett was the big rival,
‘the enemy’…they gang tackled, punched and stuffed sand in my mouth in
the pile and even got my pants ripped off…team stood around me while I
switched pants.” Dick confessed, “A few years later, I went into enemy
territory and married a Haslett girl.”
“Whoa, let me talk to Joann! …so Joann, how did you two meet?” “My
sister fixed us up on a blind date in 1956. She said he was a nice person, a
football player and a track star. He was very modest.” And then she
recalled they had “met” years before at a Haslett football game, “Dick got
knocked out and just lay there…we didn’t pay a lot of attention…he was
on the ‘other’ team, and Haslett won!”

Dick was not only honored as an outstanding athlete by Okemos High
School and the newspapers, but the colleges took notice also.

So there you have the story of a Hall of Fame-caliber athlete who’s
accompolishments shall not be forgotten. A star that drew the attention of
fans and sportswriters from the big Lansing schools to suburban Okemos
Consolidated Schools. The kind of attention that “put us on the map”.
Thank you Richard R. Ewing ‘53
Rodney Ellis ‘65
President, Okemos Alumni Association
September 20, 2017
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On September 20 2017, I visited Dick and Joann. Nestled in their cabin in
the central Michigan woodlands, their abode full of collections from 3
children’s world tours with the military. Dick, now in his 80’s is fit, trim
and looks like he could still rip off 100 yards way ahead of the pack. He
was eternally grateful that we remembered him…I assured him how
thankful we were to find and meet “The Okemos Sprint King”.

(By the way, Dick went to Central
Michigan)

A selfie with Rod Ellis

The plaque reads “Happiness is Being Married To Your Best Friend”.

Joann and Dick Ewing, married 61 years and “best friends”.

Dick “never had
toys growing up…so
now I collect ‘em”.

Richard “Dick” Ewing Okemos Class of 1953
The Okemos Sprint King

