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Nadia especially loved climbing trees! She would hang from the branches and swing up high before letting go and flying through the air.
Even when Nadia was at home, she was always charging through the kitchen or bouncing on the beds. When she was four, her mum took her to nursery school. She told the teacher, “My daughter has too much energy! What can you do with her?”
The teacher just laughed and said, “I think we have just the thing for Nadia!”
The teacher took her to the school gymnasium. Nadia looked in wonder at the uneven bars and the balance beams and the mats, as well as the bigger kids doing all sorts of flips and jumps. She felt right at home there!



		I n the land of Romania, there once lived a little girl called Nadia. She might have been small, but she was a tough tomboy who was always running around and getting her clothes dirty.



		Nadia, Who Dreamed of Flying!
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Nadia invented two gymnastics moves that were named after her! The ‘Comaneci Salto’ and the ‘Comaneci Dismount’ are very tricky techniques used on the uneven bars.



		
Fun fact!



		
The gymnastics team she joined was called The Flame, and Nadia soon became their brightest star. Learning new moves gave her a feeling of achievement – and the coach would reward her with chocolate if she worked hard!
Nadia loved the sense of freedom she felt while doing gymnastics. It was like flying! “I’m going to be the greatest gymnast ever!” she would tell people.
They would reply, “Look how big your nose has got!”, which is what Romanians say to boastful people.
When Nadia was six, a man with a big droopy moustache came to her school and saw her doing cartwheels in the playground. “Would you like to go to my special school for gymnasts?” he asked her.
Of course, Nadia said yes – and her parents agreed, too! The man with the droopy moustache was called Bela, and he was a coach at the school. He made sure the students did all their exercises, ate healthy meals and got lots of sleep, which helped to make them healthy and fit.
The gymnastics school was magical for Nadia. She liked doing maths and chemistry in the mornings – but she loved doing gymnastic exercises in the afternoons! She got her first leotard, and was so excited that she went to bed with it instead of a teddy bear.
Learning how to perform moves on the high beam, the uneven bars or the mat wasn’t always easy. Sometimes, Nadia would get hurt and had to stop doing gymnastics until she got better – but then she kept on practising.
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She was a tough girl and wasn’t about to give up on her dreams!
When Nadia was nine, she went to her first national competition – which was a big deal for her! She had been practising for months, but this was very different from doing her routines in the school gym. She felt nervous!
There was total silence as she began…When she climbed onto the high beam to do her routine, she went through her first steps gracefully.
But while doing a big jump, she lost her concentration and tumbled off one side of the beam. Red-faced, she climbed back on… only to fall off the other side! She breathed deeply as she got back up on the beam and continued her routine, just as she had rehearsed it.
But while doing a forward roll, she fell off for the third time!
Bela had some advice for her: “Don’t worry! Put your fears out of your mind and just do your best!”
Inspired by his words, Nadia worked even harder, and in the next competition, she won some medals. She beat gymnasts from other countries – even though most were older than her!
Bela came to Nadia one afternoon with exciting news. “You have been chosen to represent Romania in the Olympic Games!” he said.
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Nadia was only 14 and didn’t really know what the Olympic Games were – but before long she was on a plane, flying to Montreal in Canada. She was amazed by how huge and busy the Olympic Village was! She met athletes from all over the world, and tried new foods like ‘pizza’, ‘peanut butter’ and ‘cereal’. They didn’t have Western products like these in Romania, so this was very exciting!
When it was time to compete, thousands of spectators and television cameras from around the world were focusing on her, but Nadia was calm. She was doing what she loved, and wanted to do it as well as she could.
She jumped onto the uneven bars and swung and flipped between them, while executing flawless tumbles and splits. It was an amazing performance, and the crowd gasped.
When she was finished, she knew she had done well, but wondered what score she would receive. Performances were rated from one to ten. Very good routines would usually score a 9.7, since it was practically impossible to be perfect. Would she get a 9.5, or even a 9.6?
There were some whispers in the judges’ box, and after a breathless wait, her score flashed up on the electronic scoreboard: a 1.0!
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Nadia also won medals at the 1980 Olympic Games in Moscow. In 1981, she went on a special tour of the United States to show off her skills. During this tour, Bela decided to ‘defect’, which means to go and live in another country without his government’s permission.
The Romanian government was afraid that Nadia might follow Bela, so they started to watch her very closely to make sure she wouldn’t leave. In 1990, though, she finally left Romania and went to live in the United States. She became a coach and passed on her love of gymnastics to a new generation of kids.
Nadia is still well loved in Romania, however. Her achievements have made her a national hero, and she is an inspiration to every young kid who dreams of turning cartwheels in the air.



		What happened next?



		
Had something gone wrong? Nadia’s performance had been worth more than that!
She and her coach were confused and upset – but a judge told her that she had actually been given a ‘perfect 10’! Nobody had ever received this score before and the scoreboard couldn’t show it – so it had shown a ‘1.0’ instead...
Cheers erupted in the crowd, and Nadia hugged her coach while crying tears of joy!
Nadia received six more perfect 10s at the Montreal Olympics, as well as three gold medals, a bronze and a silver. Nadia was overjoyed! Her hard work had paid off, and she was the greatest gymnast of all time.
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