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This is a photo of a swimming pool with diving 
platforms and springboards.

Dr. Sammy Lee was born in Fresno, California, on 
August 1, 1920. His parents had immigrated to the 
United States from Korea, and they opened their 
own restaurant in California. Growing up, Sammy 
had two goals-to win an Olympic gold medal and to 
become a doctor. Over the course of his life, he 
would achieve both of those impressive goals.
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This is a poster for the 1948 London Olympics.

The road to success was not easy for Sammy. When 
he was young, diving became his sport of choice. 
But if he wanted to go to the pool to practice, he 
could only use the pool once a week. There were 
rules dictating when Asian Americans and other 
minorities could use the pool. However, instead of 
giving up, Sammy found another solution. He 
practiced diving from a diving board into a pit of sand 
in his coach's backyard. This helped strengthen his 
leg muscles and made him a better diver.

Sammy became one of the best divers in the 
country, but he had to wait until 1948 to compete in 
the Olympics. Both the 1940 and 1944 Olympics 
were canceled because of World War II. When his 
turn finally came, Sammy stepped up to the 10-
meter diving platform and executed a number of 
elegant dives to win. His victory made him the first 
Asian American man to win an Olympic gold medal! 
He also won a bronze medal at that Olympics.

Before the 1948 Olympics, Sammy graduated from 
college in 1943. During the years after college, he 
didn't focus as much on diving. He joined the army 
and attended medical school. He graduated with his 
medical degree in 1947. After the 1948 Olympics, he served as a medical officer in South 
Korea during a war. Because of his service, Sammy didn't participate in many competitions 
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between the 1948 and 1952 Olympics.

Even so, Sammy still qualified for the 1952 Olympics in Helsinki, Finland. With the support of 
the U.S. Army, he went and won one more gold medal. He was the first person to win 
consecutive gold medals in the platform diving event at the Olympics.

Despite winning multiple Olympic medals and serving in the army for years, Sammy 
continued to face discrimination. For example, he and his wife, Rosalind, had trouble buying a 
home. They were even turned away by one real estate agent because of his Korean heritage. 
Experiences like this pushed Sammy to work harder and succeed.

Sammy retired from diving in 1953 but remained involved in the sport. He coached other 
future Olympians and served as an ambassador to the Olympics under three presidents. On 
top of these accomplishments, Sammy also practiced medicine in California for 35 years. And 
he continued to swim laps in his local pool for many years.
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