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JAMES L. PURSELL
LEISURE WORLDER OF MONTH
FOR MARCH

In the August 2Q, 1948 issue of Time magazine"s cover story
dealing with the world record breaking and Olympic Games
accomplishments of sprinter Mel Patton was this statement:

"Quiet, dark haired James Pursell, onetime relay runner at
USC, was too wise to monkey with Patton®"s basic style.”

That same quiet-spoken man who, as track coach at University
High 1In Los Angeles three decades ago, made a habit of developing
world cluss athletes/ has been chosen Rossmoor Corporation®s
Leisure Worlder of the month for March.

Jim"s host o. friends — and he made many among the tho\;sands
of community tour bus riders he drove as future residents in the last
13 years describing the virtues of Leisure World — are invited to
participate in th™ informal ceremony in the Rossmoor New Sales
pavillion Monday, March 2, when his color portrait will be hung
in his honor.

It 1s unlikely that more than a handful of the people who
rode with Pursell on his _ppointed rounds realized this slender,

blue-eyed man whose hair long since turned to grey, led a storybook

life as an athlete and coach.
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Jim has forgiven the anonymous Time magazine writer for
his error iIn describing him as a Trojan trackman (which he
never was) and laughs off the remark in the story that as Patton®"s
coach he objected to his star attending dances.

"In my 38 years of high school coaching 1 learned a lot of
things including the fact that dancing Is not injurious to a
great sprinter"s legs,” he says with a smile.

"And 1"m sure 1 get little credit for Patton becoming the
first sprinter tc run the hundred in 9.1 and become an Olympic

Games champion at London in 1948."" There he won two gold medals.

Pursell relates the story that, because of a bicycle accident
many thought would cripple the USC star for life, Mel was relegated
to a gym class his freshman year in high school.

"The gym coach told me how fast that so-called cripple was
in tennis shoes so 1 invited Mel to come out for track and put
him on the"B" squad. He beat everyone so far | had to move nim up
to the first team and then he went on to USC where he became the
world®s fastest human of that era."

At that time Pursell had another potential world record
breaker in high school. Hq was Craig Dixon, a hurdler who
attended UCLA and won a bronze medal at London iIn the 110-meter highs.

They, together with a former University High discus thrower

named Lewis Taylor who attended UCLA, collected 44 points iIn the
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1949 national collegiate championships. This led a Los Angeles
Times sports columnist to suggest that Purse®llls stars could
have won the NCAA meet by themselves.

Born and raised near Tulare, Calif., Jim actually never
competed In track. He played football iIn the town that later
would spawn that great Olympic decathlon star, Bob Mathias.

After a tour of duty in the Marines during World War I, he
enrolled at USC where he played his first football as a 153-pound
guard in 1921 under Gloomy Gus Henderson.

Pursell would be the first one to tell you he cut no great
swath as a Trojan gridster. However, he is proud of the fact that
he was a starter iIn the first football game every played in the
Los Angeles Memorial Coliseum. This was iIn 1923 when the Trojans
beat Pomona.

Jim also played in the first football game iIn what now is
called the Rose Bowl. "It was known as "Pasadena Stadium® and
California beat us 12 to 0."

That was the first USC team to play iIn the New Year®s day
classic — the first Rose Bowl game on January 1, 1923 — which
the Trojans won over Penn State 14 to 3. Pursell recalls the
near fight between his coach, Elmer Henderson, and Hugo Bezdek
of the visitors that has become an oft told tale.

"We had taken our usual pregame warmup and were getting

fidgety waiting in the locker room. We didn"t know what was
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happening.™

Penn State was 45 minutes late arriving for the game.

""Coach Henderson was fit to be tied. He thought the delay
was a strategy ploy and told Coach Bezdek so. In the ensuing
shouting match with each calling the other a liar, Bezdek
invited Henderson to take off his glasses and put up his dukes,
but cooler heads prevailed.”

In 1973 Jim attended the Rose Tournament®s 50th anniversary
banquet celebrating that game. He says stories of the near fight
get better with age.

"1 wanted to be a football coach when 1 got my degree 1in
1924. In 1925, when 1 was assigned to coach track 1 went to
Dean Cromwell, the famous USC coach. He gave me a crash course
of five two-hour sessions and dismissed me after that saying,
"champ, now you know everything I know. """

Pursell thinks i1t was poetic justice that Patton decided
to run for Cromwell at USC. "Then, of course, both Patton and
Dixon were on the Olympic team Cromwell coached at London in 1948."

Jim and his wife Gwen had lived here a year before he started
driving a tram for Leisure World Foundation 1in 1967, taking people
to visit the models. He started driving a bus for Rossmoor in
1968 and has been director%of tranéportation since.

An uncomplicated man, Jim Pursell pursues a simple philosophy.

"l try to do at least one thing every day to make someone

else feel good and also do something to make me feel good."

i



