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A LOOK BACK AT CCNY 

GETTING UP TO DATE WITH OLYMPIAN RUDY SUWARA’S VOLLEYBALL HISTORY

After reading the two wonderful articles about 
CCNY’s Olympians in the Summer, 2021 issue of 
“Alumnus,” I realized just how fortunate I had been 
to know so many great Beaver athletes: Henry 
Wittenberg, Daniel Bukantz and Albert “Albie 
Axelrod.”  

Another Olympian stood out to me because we 
were classmates as undergraduates at City. Rudy 
Suwara was a talented athlete, perhaps the best in 
our class, on the varsity basketball team, although I 
knew nothing about his volleyball prowess. 

I had not seen or spoken to Rudy since he left New 
York, shortly after graduating from college in 1965. 
With some luck, I was able to contact Rudy via 
email and begin a virtual conversation with him. He 
also sent me a copy of his book, “From the Bronx 
to the Beach” which details his professional and 
personal life. 

Upon graduation, Rudy headed out to the West 
Coast to pursue his volleyball dreams and to 
join his brother, Ernie, who had left CCNY before 
graduating and played on the 1964 U.S. men’s 

Olympic volleyball team. Ernie, considered an 
alumnus despite not graduating from City, adds 
another Olympian to City’s roster of greats! 

I learned that both Ernie and Rudy had played for 
the New York City volleyball powerhouse, the West 
Side Y while studying at City because volleyball 
was not yet an NCAA sport. Most other competitive 
volleyball teams were from the West Coast, the hot 
bed of volleyball. 

Once on the West Coast, Rudy was selected for the 
U.S. national team that toured Canada and faced 
off against  the powerful Russian team. When the 
U.S. national team won the 1967 Pan American 
Games, the team and Rudy qualified for the ’68 
Olympics. For Rudy, the highlight of the ’68 Games 
was defeating the great Russian team in their first 
match of the competition, before going on to a 
respectable seventh place finish.
 
Rudy was far from finished with volleyball though. 
He combined playing indoors, playing on the beach 
and coaching into a long career. Volleyball was 
becoming an American sport for men and women, 
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both in the gym and on the beach. He had successful 
coaching stops at both UC Santa Barbara and San 
Diego State. After giving up his coaching career, 
Rudy was among the leaders of the growing beach 
volleyball world. Over time, he competed against 
the likes of Wilt Chamberlain and Tom Selleck, 
both indoors and on the sand. The picture of Rudy 
“talking strategy with the Big Dipper” is a sight to 
behold! They even played together on the beach in 
four-player tournaments! 

Over the course of his long career, Rudy met many 
famous people  and competed against the best 
players in the world and won some impressive 
laurels. He was nicknamed “The Taz,” short for 
the Tasmanian Devil, and “the Master Showman 
of Volleyball” by the International Volleyball  
Association. He was elected to the USVBA’s 
Volleyball Coaches Hall of Fame and was voted 
an “All-Time Great Player” in 1976 by the USVBA. 
Rudy was selected as a member of the All Era Team 
(1953-77) by the same USVBA.

Rudy Suwara was named to City College’s Athletic 
Hall of Fame, even though volleyball was not a 
varsity sport when he attended the College. In a 
phone conversation, he said that playing on City’s 
men’s basketball team under coach Dave Polansky 

was an important part of his life. There was great 
camaraderie on the team and he learned much 
from his basketball coach that helped him as a 
volleyball coach.  

Members of the Alumni Varsity Association rightly 
recognized Rudy as a great athlete and competitor, 
an alumnus who went on to make the City College 
proud! I recall him as a great athlete, a nice guy and 
a friend!


