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Ben Plucknett’s career went from rogs lo

riches, then bock to rags. Now he s
working to regain the riches once more,

As g Missouri senior, he finished Tth in the

1976 Qlympic Trials discus. Three seasons fater, he

had Improved to 216-11, In 1980, his 3rd at the
Trials kept venerable Al Oerter off his 5th

Ofympic teamn. But 1981 was Ben Pluckneft’s o By ' 1'
) Wi’ .

year,

On g warm Moy day in Modesto, Plucknett
broke the World Record with 233-7. He won the
TAC and in fuly lemgthened the record ta 2374 in ¥ ; 1 .
Stockholm, still the longest discus throw in y . '
history. .

But he doesn't hold the World Record as he iy
was banned from competition for 18 months ’
shortly thereafter when the IAAF reported he had
tested posithely for steroids at @ winter meet In
Australia, Stunned, Plucknett tried to fight his sus-
persion in the courts, with his lawyers citing what
they calfed many Instances of inconsistency fn the
process gs it had been applied to Ben, It was to no
avalf.

His return in 82 was cut short by fifury.
Last season, he reached bevond 230 feet in an un-
precedented three consecutive meefs, He made the
Warld Championships team, but tore g muscle near
his right showlder in the East German meel. Injury
artce rmare ended his season,

Plucknett has been intently preparing for the
Olyvmpic season ahead—despite recurring trouble
wilth the pectaral infury. And @ recent case of the
flu feft him weakened, if it fs possible to weaken g
bear of a man wha stands 6-7 and welghs more
than 3000 during the competitive season

He s saft-voiced, bul simemering just below
his gentle exterior is an intensity and flerceness
that s formideble—and subtly  frightening.
Plucknett’s feelings and opinions run deep, but
only recently hos he opened up fo the press
folfowing @ self-imposed sflence dating buck to
T85],

He says he controlled his anger by finglly
facing the fact of the ban and then getting an with
life, 50 he is talking publicly again, and you get
the feeling it is partially because he loves his sport
and wants the intricacies of lt—which greatly
affect all athietes and how they perform—to be
clearly understood by peaple. Plucknett wanlts fo
do alf he can to aild In that understanding:

T&FN: You made the 7973 U5
Jurior team, the first to tour Europe. Then
you safd vour main goal was just to win the
Big 8 discus. That must seem like ages ago,
but was there ever a time when you
drastically reassessed your goals? Or has alf
that has happened in vour career recently
just been a gradual evalution?

Plucknett: Mone of it has been a
gradual evolution. | go in cycles. | come
from the Midwest, so |'m very conservative,
And in my training, even though 1've been
out here in California for eight years, I'm
still very conservative, My goals were con-
servative up to a certain point. That point
changed after Modesto in 1981, when the
first American Record was set.

When | was growing up, | was told
that when you are throwing beyond 200
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feet, once the discus gets past about 160
feet, it actually flies on its own. There is no
power left in the throw from your actual
throwing effort.

| realized that after 230 feet, every-
thing is just numbers, the abstract ideas
that people put on it. From 230 feet to
240 is just a couple of minor things that
will happen to be right that particular day.

Of course, you have to have the com-
petition there on that day. Otherwise, you
probably won't get those one or two flaws
out of your technigue. Or you might not
have any flaws, but you might not be 100%
accurate on your technique that day,

T&FN: Competition, then, is a real
key for you?

Plucknett: It's everything for me. At
least that's what my record shows, | only
throw far and throw well when | have com-
petition.

T&FN: You have been quoted that
witenn veou are on, you feel vou are un-
beatable,

Plucknett: Yes, | do. | don't believe
there is anyone who can beat me. Well, let
me rephrase that: when I'm “on,” | throw
as well as anyone else but with the extra
advantage for me of the way | compete
under pressure.

Even if I'm really off in a particular
competition, | feel | should never throw
less than 3rd-place. If everybody else is an
but I'm off, | still should be able to call up
enough reserves to get at least into the first
three places,

T&FN: What does being the longest
discus thrower in history mean fo you?

Plucknett: That idea means nothing to
me, It does mean that I'm &-7, I'm taller
than most other throwers and | weigh mare
than most throwers. 5o, potentially for my
height and weight and angles of levers, |
should throw a certain distance. By accom-
plishing that, | would become the longest
discus thrower in the world.

Another thing is the idea that Ben
Plucknett didn't crumble under pressure.
He tried to reach his potential even after
everything else that happened to him.

T&FN: /s it more important that you
prove (o people vou can bear up under the
fremendous weight that was put on you,
rather than throw 240, which you have said
in the past you would fike to reach?

Plucknett: Well, 240 is very realistic
now, so |I'm looking more towards 75m
|246-1]. Even though | haven't thrown
240 competitively, or even 238, | feel that
potentially | can now throw 75m,

T&FN: [n wanting ta show you have
been able to handle oll that has happened
to you, has overcoming the memory of the
ban become g prime motivating force?

Plucknett: | can't say it isn’t. It's a
motivator on some days. Against certain
athletes, or in a meet put on by a certain
promaoter, it is a motivating force. At other
times it isn't. Then I'm motivated by the
actual competing under pressure.

| see this year not as me versus the
other American throwers, but as East
versus West in an Olympic vear. It's East
versus West in athletic programs, politics,
government, everything. It's all tied in.

Unfortunately, there are four main
discus throwers fighting for three spots on
the team—and no one is certain to get a
place. | wish all the throwers good luck this
year because | would like to see all three
Olympic medals go to throwers from the
Free World.

T&FN: How has vour outlook toward
this sport changed, in general and prior to
19817

Plucknett: Prior to '81, this sport was
just for fun because | wasn't a contender,
You could go out to any meet and have a
good time. You could throw a good throw
or a bad throw and not worry about the
ratings. You didn't worry about what
people think of you having a bad day. Now
when you are a contender, you have to
throw respectably every meet,

So, on the way to being a contender
you lose friends. You can't go to a meet
and compete and have fun. If you want to
have fun, you go to a meet as a spectator.,

In the future, the sport for me will
take on a form like the middle distance
runners use. In the past, | threw in 25-30
meels a year. Next year, | probably will
throw only 2-3 meets in the US., including
the nationals. Then | will go to Europe and
pick 5 to 10 meets which are very impor-
tant there and then | will train for the
World Cup.

I will have no choice about it. If | am
to represent the US. in the future, and
represent myself as a premier discus
thrower, | must choose my meets very care-
fully. In doing that, | expect to make a lot
of people angry because | won't be
throwing in their meets. But | have to
watch out for myself from here on,

T&FN: You said once that yvou felt
vou had changed as o person (0 your quest
to reach the top, but vou dida’t like some
of those changes. Could yvou have done it
any ather way, or (s the quest to reach the
top so intense that an athlete is going to
change whether he wants to or not?

Plucknett: It will force an athlete to
change even if he doesnt want to. But
there aren’t many different ways you can
reach the top. If there were, there would
be a lot of athletes reaching the very top in
their event or sport,

| sit back now and wonder sometimes
why certain people don't reach the top.
Some of it is hereditary; some of it is
training and being able or unable to change
training methods as the athlete changes;
some of it is changed pricrities as they get
older.

T&FN: /t seems that once you get to
the top, things get more complicated.
Would you rather be the underdog, the
darkhorse of 1980, rather than the major

contender you are in 19847

Plucknett: | always was the underdog,
in everything | did, up to '81. Of course, |
would still like to be the person who comes
out of the woodwork and captures it all.
There is something special about that. But
being my size and weight, you can't always
have what you want.

If you want the glory, you have to put
up with the pressure along with it. When
I'm depressed | remember being told by a
coach that hundreds of athletes would
trade places with me, just to have the
chance to go through what | have. So my
depressed days are never as bad as someone
who has never been there,

T&FN: Couwld anyvthing in your career
make up for the ban—throwing 240,

throwing 75m, winning the Olympic
Games?
Plucknett: Throwing 75m in an

enclosed stadium. As far as the Olympics
go, | feel that by the time you take your
first throw in an Olympic competition, all
the places except the order of the first
three have already been decided. All the
circumstances at an Olympics make it the
one meet at which you have the least
amount of control over the competitive
conditions.

T&FN: Would regaining the World
Record ever mean as much to yvou again?

Plucknett: Mothing probably will ever
replace throwing against Wolfgang Schmidt
in his last competition in the Free World, in
Stockholm in 1981, That was my first meet
in Stockholm, plus it was the last meet
where anyone would have Schmidt as well
as Mac Wilkins ganging up on them at once,

S0 to win the meet—and set a2 World
Record, and beat those two—is a feeling
that will never be replaced.

Other important things to me have
been beating Al Oerter to make the 1980
Olympic team, throwing the World Record
in Modesto, and then the Stockholm meet.
And last year to throw over 230 in three
consecutive meets,

But Stockholm is just more special.
Mac had the meet record at 227 and yet |
won by 10 feet, That is why that American
Record is very important to me.O

Walter Ben Plucknet? was born April 13, 19564, in Boat-
rice, Mobraska, and is 8-7/326. Graduated from Baatrice
High School in 1972 and the University of Missouri in
1976, Hos st two ARs: 71,20 (233-7) '81; 72.34 (237-4)
“B1. Both waers sugarior 190 WR, but not ratified as such by
1AAF, Hai shot PR of 67-6% from 1981 whan he was
ranked N, T LS. and placed Bih at TAC. His progression
fweith Warld and U5, Rankings in parantheisa):

¥aar Aga Al Class DT Major Moots
1972 1B NBHE Sfr 1788 hs

1873 19 Missouri Fr 1823 g NCA A 1]Jr
1974 20 gy So 1731

1978 T Jr 1B4-6 BINCAA

1976 22 e S 2071-10 (x, 8 TIOT 4)NCAA
1977 23 Maccabl 19810 (x, 8 SITAC

1978 24 WWTC 204-5 (= 7} BITAC

1979 25 Tobiss 216-11{10, 5] BITAC

1880 26 AF Strid 2238 {6,3) 30T ATAC
1881 27 5C Strid 2374 (1,1} 1ITAC

1982 28 ok 2249  {x, d)

1983 20 4 Corners 2340 {5, 2) 2TAC

by Jon Hendershott




