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From 1888 to 1914, the Amateur Athletic Union (AAU) of the USA dominated non-university,
amateur sport and Sullivan was the all-powerful leader of that organization. He was shrewd,
efficient, dominating and autocratic. His brand of super-nationalism and Yankee sporting “moxie”
became both intimidating and fascinating to European sporting nations. Most of all his behavior
irritated the legendary president of the International Olympic Committee (IOC)—Baron Pierre de
Coubertin. Sullivan was utterly unyielding in hisnarrow definition of amateurism (as with Coubertin)
and ruthless in his creation of and nurturing the AAU hegemony. The near-total domination by the
USA in the first six Olympic Games was, to a significant degree, due to the organizational genius of
Sullivan.

A. G. Spalding and Sullivan published the most popular and influential sporting manuals
1890-1910. Sullivan’s day-today involvement with New York City Public School Athletic League
(PSAL), his AAU and Olympic leadership made him one of the city’s most colorful and powerful
leaders. He traveled nation-wide, to Europe many times but always returned to where he was most
comfortable-in the Irish-American community of New York City. At his death in 1914 a memorial
fund was begun and by 1930 the prestigeous Sullivan Award was presented for the first time and it
has been a tradition to the present day.
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