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INTRODUCTION

For two and a half weeks every fourth summer, the planet reliably goes sports crazy. The most watched event in history wasn’t the 1969 moon landing, the episode of Dallas which revealed who shot JR, or Charles and Di’s wedding. It was the opening ceremony of the Beijing Summer Olympic Games. Over a billion people tuned in to at least part of the extravaganza. And 4.7 billion of us - around 70 per cent of the world’s population – watched the sporting festival at some point over the next two and a half weeks.

In July 2012, we will all be at it again. Yet if we’re honest, there’s a gaping hole at the heart of the Olympic experience: most of us know remarkably little about most of the sports we’ve suddenly gone nuts about. Of course, you could just plonk yourself down on a sofa and keep your eyes open. No harm in any of that, but to get the most out of the Olympics it really helps to know HOW TO WATCH the proceedings. Which is where this book comes in: a training programme for the Olympics, or, to be precise, a five-point-plan of crucial need-to-know information for each sport.

The first, overarching question is WHY WATCH any given sport? Why exactly do South Koreans turn out in their tens of thousands to watch the nation’s leading archers? Why do Turks venerate a 4ft-11in weightlifter? Are they all mad? Sometimes, the thrill is straightforward. Other times, you need to know the STORY OF A SPORT – why it has mattered and to whom. Only then will you grasp why Denmark comes to a standstill during the women’s handball or why it seems so terribly important to the Hungarians to beat the Russians in that water polo match.

Next, you need a grasp of the basics. To make sense of what is going on, you have to know the object of the exercise and understand the constraints the participants are operating under. How does one win, how does one lose, how does one score and how long will it all go on for? In other words, you’ve got to know the rules. Once you’ve cleared this hurdle, you are ready to take on board some of the FINER POINTS. This will enhance your enjoyment immeasurably. Understanding the different spins, for example, will improve your experience of table tennis no end. Appreciating the tactical stratagems of basketball will turn the blur of bodies into a sharply focused and thrilling encounter.

At this point, you will be in good enough shape to move on to the OLYMPIC HISTORY of the sport. This section provides historical context and introduces you to the legends, scandals and rivalries, showing how the sport’s trajectory at the Games has reflected and occasionally shaped our times.

Finally, there are some Olympic topics that are so interesting, controversial or otherwise important that they merit sections of their own. You will find the main text sprinkled with features devoted to everything from the history of drugs in weightlifting to the peculiar antics of the man who popularised recreational canoeing. Oh – and there’s a useful appendix at the end of the book listing the 26 PREVIOUS OLYMPIC GAMES, with details of their host cities, their key events. . . and, naturally, their mascots.

We hope you will treat this book as an amusing, knowledgeable and bizarrely passionate friend – on hand to help you get the most out of the Games. We realise you’re not an expert on the finer points of dressage; we won’t laugh at you if you confuse a kayak with a canoe; and we know there’s something faintly ridiculous about competitive walking, or a cycling race in which the competitors can sit still on their bikes for half an hour. But we have the greatest respect for what THE GAMES are about – a cosmopolitan celebration of humanity, a demonstration of the universal power of sport and play, a showcase for the wonders of the human body and spirit – and we want to help you to enjoy them.

David Goldblatt and Johnny Acton

PS: THE IOC

Olympic sports are littered with JARGON and ACRONYMS. You don’t need to know the half of it to enjoy the sports, though where you do, you’ll find the low-down under each relevant section of this book. The one key acronym, which crops up in any discussion of the Olympics, is the IOC. This is the INTERNATIONAL OLYMPIC COMMITTEE,  created  by BARON PIERRE DE COUBERTIN in 1894 to oversee what we know as the ‘modern Olympics’ . The IOC is made up of senior figures from international sports federations (Sepp Blatter from FIFA, for example), prominent former Olympians, and the great and the good (it helps to have a royal connection) . The IOC runs both the Summer and Winter Games, selects the host cities and approves the inclusion of new and existing sports (each of which are governed by their own international federations).

There  are  also  206 NATIONAL OLYMPIC COMMITTEES,  which organise their countries’ teams and officials. Their number is rather more than the 193 states represented at the UN, as it includes such ‘nations’ as Aruba, Guam and Cook Islands. Palestine is also recognised as an Olympic nation.
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THE OPENING CEREMONY

27 JULY 2012
 
OLYMPIC STADIUM

Athletes: 12,000 (if they all show up)

OLYMPIC PRESENCE

THE 1896 GAMES OPENED WITH SPEECHES AND HYMNS. PARIS failed to put on an opening ceremony in 1900 and ST LOUIS wasn’t much better in 1904. But since LONDON 1908 the ceremony has been a permanent fixture.

OLYMPIC FORMAT

LIKE SYNCHRONISED SWIMMING AND DIVING, THE OPENING ceremony has a fixed and a free programme. The fixed programme is set by Olympic protocol and includes a parade of athletes, flames, torches, flags and oaths. The free section is open to artistic interpretation by the host city.

PAST CHAMPIONS

LONDON, PARIS, ATHENS, LOS ANGELES: 2 EACH.

WHY WATCH THE OPENING CEREMONY?

WHAT EVENT GETS THE BIGGEST TV AUDIENCE AT EVERY Olympics? Which tickets are the most oversubscribed? The OPENING CEREMONY of course. It is the moment at which after four years and more of relentless hype, cynicism, argument, scandal and uncertainty the curtain finally goes up. And it’s a show that has changed out of all recognition since its first appearance at the 1896 Games, becoming  along the way a strange amalgam of global ritual, military marchpast, TV spectacular, Broadway musical and circus.

The ARTISTIC PROGRAMME, with which an Olympic opening ceremony now always begins, can be seen as a costumed folly or as a message of the host nation’s self-image – or both. And after that, there are the old favourites of the COMPULSORY PROGRAMME to look forward to – the PARADE OF NATIONS, the ARRIVAL OF THE OLYMPIC FLAG, the LIGHTING OF THE CAULDRON. The pleasures here are many: the extraordinary national costumes of the athletes, the partisan response of crowds to a nation’s foes, friends and favourites ... and, not least, the possibility that something might go a bit wrong.

OPENING CEREMONY BASICS

THE ORGANISERS AND CHOREOGRAPHERS OF THE OPENING ceremony for LONDON 2012 have made it clear that they won’t try to compete with Beijing – which featured over 15,000 performers and cost around $100 million. The 2012 director’s gig for both the opening and closing Olympic ceremonies went, somewhat surprisingly, to the Oscar-winning film director DANNY BOYLE (Trainspotting, Slumdog Millionaire). Very little has leaked as to what will be on show. But here’s a taste of the main ingredients ...

THE ARTISTIC PROGRAMME
 
IN THE ERA OF THE GIGANTIC STADIUM SCREEN AND GLOBAL television coverage the opening ceremony of the Olympic Games is choreographed down to the last detail. This even applies to the COUNTDOWN to the start of the show. At BEIJING 2008 LED-embedded drums not only beat out the seconds in the countdown to the Games but spelled out the numbers themselves in Chinese and Arabic numerals.

Once we reach zero it really is anyone’s guess what’s coming next. Since MOSCOW 1980 raised the stakes with a gigantic, apparently endless, array of formation dancing, marching and gymnastics and a cast of many thousands, the artistic programme has run riot. LOS ANGELES 1984 opened with the entire stadium holding up coloured squares to form the flags of each participating nation; SEOUL 1988 started in the middle of a river; and SYDNEY 2000 went with a formation horse troupe. Thematically, the ambition has often been overweening – the story of humanity, five millennia of Chinese history, a treatise on balance and entropy in the universe.
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BEIJING 2008 PRESENTS FIVE MILLENNIA OF CHINESE HISTORY, WITH A CAST OF THOUSANDS

THE COMPULSORY PROGRAMME
 
ATHLETES ON PARADE

THE ARTISTIC PROGRAMME IS FINALLY DONE. THE LAST MIME artistes and creatures from the black lagoon have gone. It time for the athletes. The form now is for each team to be led out by a STANDARD BEARER provided by the hosts plus a team member who carries the national flag. The GREEKS always open proceedings and the HOSTS bring up the rear. In between, countries go in alphabetical order according to the host language. It’s once around the track and then the teams line up in the centre of the stadium. The costumes worn by the (usually female) standard bearers have often proved divertingly kitsch, as at SEOUL 1988, where they were decked out in white leather boots and peaked caps.

The response of the crowd to the teams is always interesting. ATHENS 2004 proved particularly partisan, with Turks, Israelis and Macedonians getting the silent treatment while the Palestinians and the Serbs received very positive vibes. The biggest cheers were reserved for Greece, countries with big Greek populations like Cyprus and Australia, and war-torn Afghanistan and Iraq.

THE SPEECHES

NOW FOR THE SPEECHES: THREE OF THEM! PRESUMABLY THEY are scheduled here to give the audience a chance to get a drink or go to the toilet after the marathon of the athlete’s parade. There’ll be something anodyne from the head of the local organising committee and something in a similar vein from the PRESIDENT OF THE IOC – it is their Olympics after all. Finally, the host’s head of state or their representative declares the Games open. Mercifully there is strict protocol on what the head of state can say, and it isn’t much.

THE OLYMPIC ANTHEM

SOMETIMES THEY PLAY THE OLYMPIC ANTHEM NEXT, SOMETIMES they bring the flag in and play it during or after the flag has been raised. Either way they are going to play it. The anthem was composed for the first modern Games in 1896 with music by SPIROS SAMARAS and words by the poet KOSTIS PALAMAS, but it didn’t become a fixed feature of the ceremony until 1960. Some hosts, like the Chinese in 2008, go with the original Greek version; others get it translated into their own language, like the Italians at ROME 1960 or the Japanese version sung at TOKYO 1964. Language politics being a complicated thing in Spain, at BARCELONA 1992 the anthem was sung part in Catalan, part in Spanish and part in French.

MUNICH 1972 featured an instrumental version. In Anglophone countries an English version has been sung, with various attempts to put old school Greek poesy into some kind of plausible modern English. It does go on rather, with a lot of choral work, but the first two stanzas should give you the drift of things.

Immortal spirit of antiquity
Father of the true, beautiful and good
Descend, appear, shed over us thy light
Upon this ground and under this sky
Which has first witnessed thy unperishable flame

Give life and animation to these noble games!
Throw wreaths of fadeless flowers to the victors
In the race and in the strife
Create in our breasts, hearts of steel!

FLY THE FLAG

THE FLAG IS UP NEXT AND IT IS INVARIABLY CARRIED BY A selection of the host nation’s great Olympians – eight seems to be the preferred number for ease of manoeuvre. Outfits vary, but all-white has been the look most organising committees have gone for.

FLAME ON

MANUAL LIGHTING OF THE CAULDRON BY THE FINAL torchbearer continues to be used at the Games, but there has been a turn to novelty acts. In 1988 SEOUL went with three torchbearers, four years later BARCELONA’S flame was lit by the flight of a flaming arrow. At SYDNEY 2000 the cauldron was ignited by a flame that passed through water, while at ATHENS 2004 it was lowered down to the torchbearer on a long pivot. In BEIJING a gymnast was flown by wire around the stadium before lighting a long fuse that initiated the conflagration.

Whatever the method, the lighting of the cauldron is a peak moment of the ceremony. Over the years, the criteria used to decide who should be the final torchbearer have varied wildly. GIANCARLO PERIS lit the flame in ROME in 1960 having won a junior cross-country race to secure the honour. Schoolteacher KIM WON-TAK was one of three torchbearers who lit the flame in SEOUL in 1988 – she had won a marathon. In TOKYO in 1964 YOSHINORI SAKAI was chosen as he was born on the day the Hiroshima bomb was exploded. MONTREAL 1976 went with two teenage torchbearers representing French and English speaking Canada; a symbolic point that did not go unnoticed among First Nation Canadians. Leading Olympians have made obvious choices, like PAAVO NURMI at HELSINKI in 1952. The choice of the aboriginal Australian runner CATHY FREEMAN at SYDNEY 2000 and MUHAMMAD ALI in 1996 at ATLANTA were acknowledgements of the contested ethnic and national identities of the hosts.

CATCH THE DOVES

AT ONE POINT IT WAS USUAL FOR THE DOVES TO BE RELEASED prior to the lighting of the Olympic flame. However, in SEOUL in 1988, many of the birds came to rest on the rim of the Olympic cauldron and were incinerated when it was lit. The doves now follow the lighting of the flame. At BEIJING, the Chinese decided to dispense with the birds altogether and symbolically substituted them with yellow fireworks.
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FORTUNATELY, LIVE PIGEON SHOOTING WAS NO LONGER A SPORT AT LA 1932

NO CHEATIN’, PROMISE!

NEXT UP ARE THE ATHLETE’S AND OFFICIAL’S OLYMPIC OATHS. They are taken by one person on behalf of everyone, sometimes while holding a corner of the Olympic flag. The athlete’s oath was first said at the 1920 Games, while 1972 saw the introduction of the official’s oath. Time has not been kind to the language of the Olympic oath. The first version, taken by the fencer VICTOR BOLIN, had an old fashioned grace to it:

We swear, we will take part in the Olympic Games in a spirit of chivalry, for the honour of our country and for the glory of sport.

The most recent version has been amended by committee:

In the name of all the competitors I promise that we shall take part in these Olympic Games, respecting and abiding by the rules which govern them, committing ourselves to a sport without doping and without drugs, in the true spirit of sportsmanship, for the glory of sport and the honour of our teams.

At LA 1984 hurdler EDWIN MOSES stalled midway through the oath and was forced to repeat the same sentence three times before he finally remembered the rest of the oath. Today’s autocues make a repeat unlikely.

FIREWORKS AND MIMING

IT’S BECOME STANDARD FOR EACH OLYMPIC OPENING CEREMONY to culminate in a FIREWORK DISPLAY. These have grown progressively longer, louder, larger and more expensive – though it is hard to imagine how any display could surpass the gigantic cascades of colour coming from the roof of the Bird’s Nest stadium at BEIJING 2008. That said, what most of the world saw on TV was in fact a computer-generated version of the display, the organisers having panicked that weather conditions might adversely affect the real one.

Such obsessive control freakery had been foreshadowed at SYDNEY 2000, where the SYDNEY SYMPHONY ORCHESTRA mimed its way through the ceremony. At Beijing the singer LIN MIAOKE mimed as the Chinese flag entered the stadium. The real singer – a seven-year-old girl with buck teeth – was not considered suitable for display.

THE OPENING CEREMONY STORY

CEREMONIALLY, THE MODERN OLYMPICS GOT UNDERWAY WITH the unveiling of a statue of Georgios Averoff, the Greek tycoon who was footing the bill for the 1896 ATHENS GAMES. Dues paid, a few days later the focus moved on to the Olympic stadium, where 80,000 spectators endured a series of speeches before the massed bands of the Greek army, navy, Athenian municipalities and far-flung provinces struck up the newly composed OLYMPIC HYMN. A quick blast from the trumpet followed, the athletes arrived and the Games began.

The 1900 PARIS GAMES saw the Olympics reduced to a small athletic sideshow – a lost and chaotic component of the much grander WORLD FAIR that was running concurrently. Consequently there was no opening ceremony of any kind. The ST LOUIS GAMES of 1904 were hardly any better. This time the Games were subsumed within the LOUISIANA PURCHASE CENTENARY EXHIBITION. David Rowland Francis, president of the show’s organising committee, came along to the first day of athletics with a few local worthies and conducted a brief inspection of the competitors lined up on the field,. The athletes then dispersed, warmed up and got on with the sport.

Flushed with success by their inaugural 1896 Games, the GREEKS had agitated to host the Olympics every four years, while the IOC wanted the event to travel the world. As a compromise, Greece was permitted to hold the 1906 ATHENS OLYMPIC INTERNATIONAL EXHIBITION but the IOC has never recognised the Games held on that occasion. These largely forgotten ‘INTERCALCATED GAMES’ were in most ways a complete disaster, but they did feature an ATHLETES’ PARADE in which teams were preceded by national flags.

The LONDON OLYMPICS of 1908 picked up on this and in the dark drizzle Edward VII and Queen Alexandra took the salute from the flags of every competing nation but the US. As the shot-putter Ralph Rose, carrying the Stars and Stripes, famously remarked, ‘this flag dips to no earthly king’. At STOCKHOLM 1912 the Swedes added standard bearers with countries’ names to the parade, but that was the only flourish. The rest of the ceremony was a sermon, a hymn and a few words from King Gustav V.

Baron de Coubertin had been beavering away at the Olympic logo for years and in June 1914 his FIVE INTERLOCKING RINGS device was approved by the IOC congress. Six years and a world war later, the logo got its first outing at the 1920 ANTWERP GAMES on a plain white flag. Since then this emblem of amateurism and internationalism has become one of the most fiercely guarded trademarks on the planet. (We’re not allowed to reproduce it – nor any image of the Olympic torch – in this book.)

PIGEONS made their first appearance at the Olympics in 1900 when the Belgian Leon de Lunden led the carnage in the LIVE PIGEON SHOOT contest. De Lunden killed 21 birds and was entitled to a 20,000 francs prize but in a magnanimous and Olympian spirit the top four finishers agreed to split the winnings. The event was discontinued, which was just as well as the PARIS GAMES of 1924 saw the first mass release of doves as part of the opening ceremony – a gesture of peace rather than slaughter.

The 1928 AMSTERDAM GAMES retained all these elements of the ceremony but oddly decided to stage the athletes’ parade separately from the rest of the show – a running order that has not been repeated since. More significant was the ARRIVAL OF FIRE. Given the ancient Greek love of symbolic and sacred flame it was only a matter of time and technology before the modern Olympics got in on the act. A FLAME was first lit inside the Olympic stadium in Amsterdam in 1928, though without great ceremony. LA in 1932 brought a little staging to the torch and flame, but it took BERLIN 1936 to make its ignition the big finale that the ceremony needed.

CARL DIEM, one of the leading organisers of the Berlin Games, tapped into the Nazi nation’s obsession with classical Greece and arranged for a fire to be kindled and a torch to be lit using a parabolic mirror in Olympia. The flame was then carried by a relay of runners to Berlin through the Balkans, on a route uncannily similar (if in reverse) to the movement of German armies southwards just a few years later. No one was doing this stuff at the ancient Olympics, but Diem was tapping into a wider vein of Hellenic fire imagery: there were torch races in Greece, the myth of Prometheus’ theft of fire from the gods was important and the sacred Olympic truce was communicated by runners across Greece. By the time the final torchbearer reached the stadium a real sense of drama had been created.

As one would expect of the austerity Games, the LONDON 1948 opening ceremony was a low key affair. Boy scouts served as stewards. The crowd, still living on rations, brought their own picnics and the British women athletes had to supply their own blouses for the parade: a 21-gun salute prior to the arrival of the torch bearer was the chief theatrical flourish. HELSINKI 1952 was equally unflamboyant, enlivened mainly by German peace activist BARBARA ROTRAUT PLEYER who, clad all in white, ran across the track and on to a podium in an effort to speak.

MELBOURNE’s 1956 ceremony broke little new ground, though the equestrians, who had to compete in Stockholm due to the prohibitive expense of shipping horses to Australia, conducted their opening ceremony entirely on horseback. Over the next decade the stadiums would be become larger but ROME 1960 and TOKYO 1964 retained the same format. Tokyo’s release of 10,000 balloons was the only notable change.

MEXICO 1968 was conducted in the shadow of the widespread political protest and vicious repression that had been conducted out on the streets of Mexico City just weeks before the Games. The ceremony was both chaotic and bombastic. With just half an hour to go, the audience was treated to screaming military music over the PA and last minute lawn mowing. Drum rolls and chants of ‘Viva Mexico’ accompanied almost everything, while unifomed marines carried in the Olympic flag. Pleasingly, the athletes broke ranks at the end, spreading across the track and forcing the final torchbearer to push her way through a scrum. Many of the 10,000 doves slated for release after this were too hot and too ill to fly.

MUNICH 1972 reacted strongly to this display of nationalism and militarism. Paranoiacally aware of the tarnished grandeur and hubris of Berlin 1936, the Munich organisers went to the other end of the spectrum. While the Berlin Games had used a great Teutonic bell to call the athletes to the stadium, Munich went with a Dutch glockenspiel playing easy listening classics like ‘Jingle Bells’. The athletes’ parade was accompanied by cheesy tunes specially selected for each team: the Turks got ‘Turkish Delight’, the Hungarians ‘Gypsy Love’ and the Cubans ‘Habana Alegre’. Brightly-clad schoolchildren danced in circles and handed out flowers to the athletes.

The game changers in the history of the Olympic opening ceremony were MOSCOW 1980 and LOS ANGELES 1984, in which the two Cold War superpowers refused to go to each other’s parties and in the other’s absence tried to put on the biggest and best show yet. Moscow drew on the traditions of both the Red Square military parade and the gigantic COLLECTIVE GYMNASTIC DISPLAYS beloved of communist Europe. The ace in the pack was the very low-tech use of colour-square cards, held by the audience above their heads. Choreographed with precision, one segment of the stadium provided a constant and changing visual commentary on events. The opening parade was a kitsch fest of Greek imagery and Russian style. Chariots, gods, and goddesses carrying the flag of Moscow rolled by. Later on there would be conversation with cosmonauts, mass displays of rhythmic gymnastics, dancing from all fifteen Soviet republics, and a stadium full of Mishas – the Games’ ursine mascot. LA countered with high-tech razzamatazz and Americana in the sun, with a ceremony that included mass marching bands in candyfloss colours and toy solider uniforms, and a SPACEMAN with operational jet pack flying into the stadium.

While Moscow and LA had been statements of established power, SEOUL 1988 was a great big coming out party for South Korea. A country in ruins at the end of the Korean War, it had in just three decades transformed itself into a major industrial power. The opening ceremony was suitably enormous and the dance sequence – which purported to tell the story of balance and discord in the universe – marked a step change in the narrative ambition of this element of the ceremony.

In the twenty-first century, the soaring ambitions of Olympic hosts, allied to new staging and lighting technologies, have made for a series of increasingly spectacular and expensive opening ceremonies. SYDNEY 2000 opened with 130 horses riding in formations (including the Olympic rings), used nearly 13,000 performers, had a band of 2000 musicians orchestrated by six conductors, and offered a tableau that went from the life of the ocean floor to the notion of eternity by way of Australia’s aboriginal and colonial histories.
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THE ANCIENT SPORT OF MINOAN BULL-JUMPING RE-ENACTED IN THE ATHENS OPENING CEREMONY

ATHENS 2004 threw the kitchen sink at the opening ceremony, Eros flew, a giant helix of DNA spun round, massed ranks of Bouzouki players were assembled and everyone from Alexander the Great to the Goddess Hera got a walk on part. The stadium floor was filled with over two million litres of water, all of which had to be drained away in minutes to provide a hard surface for the parade of nations that followed.

All of this, however, was to pale in comparison with the blow-out in BEIJING 2008. Four hours long, and with over 15,000 performers, it trumped everything that had gone before. Its centrepiece was a visual retelling of Chinese history, emphasising the nation’s great technological innovations – movable type, paper, gunpowder – while managing to avoid most of the twentieth century. It concluded with the rising of a phoenix and a celebration of the burgeoning Chinese space programme. The world got the message. China is big, back and it means business.


ARCHERY

27 JULY–3 AUGUST 2012
 
LORD’S CRICKET GROUND, LONDON NW8 8QN
  
Athletes: 128 | Golds up for grabs: 4

OLYMPIC PRESENCE

1900–20, 1972–PRESENT.

OLYMPIC FORMAT

THERE ARE FOUR ARCHERY GOLDS AT STAKE, IN INDIVIDUAL and team competitions for men and women.

CURRENT CONTENDERS:

THE SOUTH KOREANS’ STRENGTH IN DEPTH MAKES THEM favourites for the team events and their women seem unstoppable. In the men’s events, expect competition from the leading Americans, French and Ukrainians.

PAST CHAMPIONS:

SOUTH KOREA: 16 | USA: 14 | BELGIUM: 11

WHY WATCH ARCHERY?

WITH THE OLYMPIC STADIUM ON MONTJUIC PLUNGED INTO darkness, the climax of the opening ceremony of the BARCELONA 1992 Games was approaching. The Olympic torch made its final journey into the stadium, where Spanish paralympic archer Antonio Rebollo lit his arrow from it. He turned to face the high metal tower on which the Olympic flame was due to burn, and launched his burning arrow towards the top of the structure, where the arrow flew through a plume of gas, igniting a column of fire that rose high into the night sky. Not even a stadium-full rendition of Queen’s Barcelona, specially written for the Olympics, could compete.
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DOUBLE OLYMPIC CHAMPION IM DONG HUYN. REMARKABLY, HE IS LEGALLY BLIND IN HIS NATIVE SOUTH KOREA

Target archery competitions may not pack quite the same spectacular punch, but each shot offers a sequence of excitement: the tension as the archer draws back the bowstring; the snap of the arrow’s release; the swish of its 150mph flight; the split-second of impact. And archery often produces exceptional sustained drama, like the nail-biting final of the men’s team bronze medal match in ATHENS 2004, in which Ukraine pipped the USA 237–235. Composure under pressure, perfect balance and focus – Olympic archery is like competitive meditation with lethal weapons.

In recent years, the sport has also bent over backwards to become more spectator (and TV) friendly. Simultaneous competition with dozens of archers firing together is out, allowing cameras and audiences to focus on the drama of head-to-head contests. Very long rounds of arrows have been replaced by short sets that make errors more costly and upsets more likely. Split screens, big screens and electronic scoring have all been introduced. In South Korea, the world’s leading archery nation, this has produced huge TV audiences and very large and noisy crowds.

Lord’s Cricket Ground is unlikely to generate quite such a raucous atmosphere, but – given that archery’s competitive dynamics are not far from darts and its aural and visual pleasures not unlike golf – it would be good to think that the sport might get a bigger airing than it usually receives.

THE STORY OF ARCHERY

SKILL WITH A BOW AND ARROW HAS BEEN CRUCIAL TO THE development of humanity. Cave paintings in France and Spain, created around 25,000 years ago, depict archers in hunting scenes, while stone arrowheads litter numerous Neolithic archaeological sites. The first great civilisations may have relied on agriculture for subsistence, but archery was essential to hunting and organised warfare – bowmen were a central component of the armies of ancient China, Persia, Egypt, Greece and Rome.

Alongside hunting and warfare, archery had a ritual and competitive aspect: in Homer’s Iliad, for example, the GREEKS hold a shooting contest at Patroclus’ funeral games. Fourteenth-century records show that the archers of the OTTOMAN EMPIRE competed to see who could fire an arrow the furthest, while in Japan the medieval Oyakazu archery contest is widely recorded. In the only known form of MARATHON ARCHERY, competitors were required to fire as many arrows as they could in 24 hours through a hole in a wall. The record, set in 1886, was 8132 scores from 13,053 attempts.

In all of these cultures, gunpowder radically altered the status of archery. By the end of the sixteenth century, the longbow and crossbow had been abandoned by most European armies, and the rest of the world would soon follow. In Britain archery endured in high society as a quasi-militaristic recreation, but by the middle of the eighteenth century it was a dying art. Its revival was brought about largely through the efforts of the antiquarian and collector Sir Ashton Lever, who, in addition to creating the largest aviary in Britain, founded in 1781 the Toxophilite Society, which combined target archery with an enormous amount of eating and drinking. Joseph Strutt, in his survey of Georgian sport, observed: ‘I have seen the gentlemen who practise archery in the vicinity of London, repeatedly shoot from end to end, and not touch the target with an arrow’.

Although it was already attracting a rather select crowd to its events, the patronage in 1787 of George, the Prince of Wales, saw the status and membership of the Toxophilite Society boom. Aristocratic archery clubs sprang up all over England and for the next thirty years provided a space for conviviality and flirtation. The latter was assured when, in the early nineteenth century, the Royal British Bowmen permitted women to join. The decorum of archery was such that, as one contemporary wrote, ‘it is the only field diversion they can enjoy without incurring the censure of being thought masculine’. Indeed, the 1829 Young Lady’s Book: A Manual of Elegant Recreations, Exercises and Pursuits suggested that ‘the moment of the bending of the bow is particularly graceful’.

In the 1820s British archery peaked as a lordly pastime, with great gatherings of archery clubs on heaths and parks in huge tented enclosures. Competition was definitely secondary to the feasting and merry-making, and to the display of the extraordinary costumes invented by archery societies, many inspired by the period’s cult of medievalism. In some cases, large crowds of the poor and curious would gather to watch the event.

Queen Victoria herself was a patron of the Royal St Leonards Archers, but archery never quite returned to the heady days of Georgian England. Over the next eighty years the sport lost much of its high-end glamour and settled down to a quieter life in garden parties and national meets. It did, however, evolve as sport, with issues of format, scoring, technique and etiquette becoming stand-ardised. It was this more sober culture that spread to countries with a strong tradition of hunting – notably AMERICA, FRANCE and the LOW COUNTRIES – and in turn led to archery’s arrival at the 1900 OLYMPICS.

GAME ON: ARCHERY BASICS

SCORING

THE 1.2M DIAMETER TARGET IS DIVIDED INTO TEN CONCEN-tric rings, with 1 point being awarded for hitting the outermost ring and 10 points for hitting the bullseye, which is just 12.2cm across. Arrows that land on a line score the higher of the two scores. Within the bullseye there’s a smaller ring called the x10. There are no additional points for hitting this, but in the event of a tie, the archer with the most x10s wins the contest. In all Olympic events, the archer stands 70m from the target, which from that range appears to competitors to be the size of the head of a carpet tack held at arm’s length.

OLYMPIC FORMATS

THE ARCHER WITH THE HIGHEST NUMBER OF POINTS WINS – that much is straightforward. But the way the Olympic archery events are structured is quite complicated.

Sixty-four archers take part in the INDIVIDUAL competitions, which begin with the RANKING ROUND, in which contestants shoot 72 arrows (in 6 ENDS of 12 arrows), after which they are ranked by score from 1 to 64. In the ELIMINATION ROUNDS, the 1st-ranked archer competes against the 64th, the 2nd against the 63rd, and so on. Archers shoot simultaneously, firing 18 arrows in 6 ends of 3. In the QUARTER-FINALS, SEMI-FINALS and MEDAL MATCHES each archer shoots 12 arrows, in 4 ends of 3, but contestants shoot alternately, which makes for better drama. The losers of the semi-finals play each other to determine the bronze medal.

Each TEAM in the team events consists of three archers who have competed in the individual competition. Their scores in the individual ranking round are added together to determine the team’s ranking score. Suitably seeded, teams play off in a series of knock-out matches, which consist of 24 arrows per team, shot in 4 ends of 6 arrows, with each member of the team firing twice per end.
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ETIQUETTE

AS ONE WOULD HOPE IN A SPORT THAT USES LETHAL WEAP-onry, etiquette and safety are high on archery’s agenda. Competitors must wait for the command to start and are not allowed to collect arrows while other people are shooting.

If you hear someone shouting ‘Fast!’ it is not an attempt to increase the pace of shooting but to stop it. The call requires everyone to stop shooting immediately and return any unshot arrows to their quivers. Rather quaintly, archers are expected to offer to pay for any damage caused to a competitor’s equipment.

THE RECURVE BOW

THE DEFINING FEATURE OF THE MODERN OLYMPIC BOW HAS been in existence for more than three millennia. Called the recurve bow, it has tips that curve away from the archer when the bow is unstrung. This allows the bow, when tense, to store more energy than a straight-limbed bow of the same size. Today’s bows are made of complex layers of fibreglass, carbon and wood, with detachable limbs and all manner of additions and contraptions to aid stability and thus increase accuracy.

BOW PARTS

THUMB RING A twanging bow string and flying arrow can rough up your fingers. Archers use these small leather flaps as protection.
 
CLICKER Archers try and achieve the same strength of draw every time they fire. The clicker is a small wire attached to the central part of the bow to help them with this. The clicker sits on the arrow as it is drawn back and drops off it when it has been pulled back the correct distance.

KISSER Consistency is everything in archery. To ensure they get into the correct positions when drawing, competitors touch these little buttons placed on the strings to their faces or lips.
 
STABILISER Archers like their bows evenly balanced to fit their styles and postures. Stabilisers are rods of varying length and weight which are attached to bows to absorb vibration.

THE FINER POINTS

FOR THE SPECTATOR, MUCH OF THE PLEASURE OF ARCHERY comes from watching how an individual athlete or a team performs over a series of contests, each of which brings a higher level of tension. Most archers at the Olympics are hitting the bullseye most of the time, so the difference between winning and losing comes down to fractions of a centimetre, and tiny wobbles and movements when firing. Look for signs of cracking under pressure, such as fussing with the equipment. Competing at Olympic level requires all-round composure and a meditative poise and balance.

Archers compare using the bow to a golf swing. It can be broken down into tiny component parts, from the stance, to the raising of the bow, to the pattern of breathing. Each of these must be perfected and all of them must put together in a smooth automatic set of movements that can be executed faultlessly under the highest competitive pressure.

ARCHERY GOES TO THE OLYMPICS

ARCHERY APPEARED AT EVERY OLYMPICS BUT ONE BETWEEN 1900 and 1920 and took a different format every time. Unlike most other early Olympic sports, the archery event was open to women from the start: British archer Queenie Newall won a gold in 1908 at the age of 53, still the record for the oldest female champion in any Olympic sport. Archery’s embrace of diversity has extended more recently to disabled athletes: in 1984, in Los Angeles, the archer Neroli Fairhall of New Zealand became the first paraplegic competitor in Olympic archery.

The star of the early Games was HUBERT VAN INNIS of Belgium, winner of six golds and four silvers between 1900 and 1920. However, archery was then ditched from the Olympics, on account of the low number of competitors it had attracted: only France, Belgium, the USA, the Netherlands and Great Britain had ever taken part.
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53-YEAR-OLD SYBIL ‘QUEENIE’ NEWALL AT LONDON 1908

Archery established an international federation for itself in 1931 but the sport was really sustained for the next half-century by the USA. In the mid-1950s Sports Illustrated reported that there were more than four million amateur archers in the country. FRED BEAR (his real name) and his TV descendants drew on backwoods nostalgia and the mystique of big-game hunting to keep archery in the public eye, while in Hollywood HOWARD HILL – the self-styled ‘world’s greatest archer’ – advised ERROL FLYNN for his role as Robin Hood and offered dazzling bow-work and trickery in his own films. More recently, enthusiasts like WILLIAM SHATNER (Star Trek’s Captain Kirk) and actress GEENA DAVIS (who just missed out on inclusion in the US Olympic team) have sprinkled some stardust on the sport.

When archery returned to the Olympics in 1972, the Americans swept the board, and they repeated the feat at Montreal in 1976. Only the US boycott of the 1980 Games prevented them from making it three in a row. American dominance continued in the men’s events through the 1980s and 1990s. At Los Angeles, DARRELL PACE was so far ahead of the field that he held a press conference mid-event on the final day. In 1996 the gold went to twenty-year-old JUSTIN HUISH, who as a kid had learned the sport by firing arrows through his parents’ garage from a neighbour’s lawn. He turned up at the Olympics looking like a classic California slacker, with his beard, pony-tail and reversed baseball cap. First impressions weren’t entirely incorrect, as in the run up to the 2000 Games Huish was busted for possession of marijuana; he quit the team and has since retired from the sport

American archery has been in decline ever since and at ATHENS 2004 the US team failed to win any kind of medal. The new masters of the sport are the SOUTH KOREANS. An Olympic gold secures a South Korean a generous life-long pension and huge public acclaim. The nation’s women have dominated every team event since 1988 and often take all three medals in the individuals. KIM SU-NYEONG, the most successful archer of the modern era, has taken four golds, one silver and one bronze at three different Olympics. The men’s team, meanwhile, has won gold at four out of the last six Games. Solidarity in the Korean squad reached new heights in 2008 when PARK SUNG-HYUN and PARK KYUNG-MO, South Korea’s top male and female archers, announced their impeding marriage – which made it three couples inside the national squad. Nothing suggests that they will all be anything less than brilliant in London.
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IN THE ZONE DUDE! JUSTIN HUISH SHOOTS FOR GOLD AT ATLANTA 1996


ATHLETICS

3–12 AUGUST 2012
 
OLYMPIC STADIUM (Track, field and combined events)

LONDON, FINISH AT THE MALL (Road events)

Athletes: 2000 | Golds up for grabs: 47

OLYMPIC PRESENCE

MEN 1896–PRESENT; WOMEN 1928–PRESENT.

OLYMPIC FORMAT

24 TRACK EVENTS, 16 FIELD EVENTS (4 JUMPING AND 4 throwing for each gender), 5 road events (men’s and women’s marathons and 20km walks, men’s 50km walk), and 2 combined events (men’s decathlon and women’s heptathlon).

CURRENT CONTENDERS:

AMERICA HAS TOPPED THE ATHLETICS MEDALS TABLE IN ALL but three of the 26 Modern Olympic Games and may well do it again in London. On the evidence of Beijing, however, their position is far from safe. RUSSIA, KENYA and JAMAICA each collected six golds in 2008, just one less than TEAM USA.

PAST CHAMPIONS:

USA: 311 | USSR/RUSSIA: 64 | GREAT BRITAIN: 49 | FINLAND: 48

WHY WATCH ATHLETICS?

ATHLETICS, BOXING AND WRESTLING ARE THE SPORTS THAT connect the ancient Games to the modern Olympics, and whether the yardstick is worldwide television audience or iconic historical moments, athletics is the biggest of the three. Does anyone not have an indelible image in their head of Fosbury flopping, Flo-Jo with her bionic physique and unworldly talons, or Usain Bolt annihilating his opponents in Beijing? And that’s before you consider the politics – from Jesse Owens’ defiance at Berlin to the Black Power salutes at Mexico 1968.

The hold Olympic athletics has on the global imagination is connected to the SIMPLICITY of the constituent disciplines. We can all relate to running, jumping and throwing, and there is an extraordinary thrill in watching individuals who can do these things better than anyone else on the planet. And while all sports are to some extent dramatic, the starkness of athletics magnifies the drama: little can compare with the despondency of the relay runner who lets down his team by dropping his baton, or the elation of the javelin thrower who produces a medal-winning personal best after a sequence of no-throws.

Another fascinating aspect of Olympic athletics is the POLITICAL dimension. The glory attendant on athletic success has always been co-opted by the powers that be, from the rulers of ancient Greek city states to the Third Reich and beyond. The stadium is an arena in which a nation can demonstrate its supremacy both to its citizens and to the rest of the world. The stakes may not now be quite as high as during the Cold War, when Olympic athletics amounted to a blatantly symbolic battle between opposing regimes, but there are still plenty of engrossing nationalistic and ideological subplots. How quickly are the Chinese catching up with the Americans, for example?

Although athletics is self-evidently elitist, it is also remarkably democratic. There are events tailored to short and nippy people (STEEPLECHASE), human stick insects (HIGH JUMP) and the super-sized (HAMMER and SHOTPUT). This diversity and the universality of athletics mean that everyone should be able to find something with which to identify, while at the more recherché end of the spectrum, some of the minority sports can make one marvel at the oddity of the competitors’ excellence. How exactly does one go about becoming a champion at the POLE-VAULT, for example, and what can possibly induce a person to commit his or her youth to Olympic WALKING?

THE STORY OF ATHLETICS

THE ACTIVITIES AT THE HEART OF ATHLETICS ARE SO FUNDA-mental that providing dates for their origins is close to meaningless. Walking is an Olympic discipline, for example, and hominids are thought to have been at it for four million years. As for the javelin, even wild chimpanzees have been observed using spears.

We are on slightly firmer ground when we try to trace the roots of what might be termed organised athletic events. The oldest known example was the bizarre SED FESTIVAL, conducted in Egypt from the First Dynasty (3100–2890BC) onwards. After thirty years on the throne, pharaohs were expected to demonstrate their continued vigour by running between points representing the borders of their kingdom. They did this in public, with jackals’ tails tied to their waists.
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PHARAOH DEN (C.2945 BC) SHOWS HE STILL HAS THE LEGS FOR THE JOB AT THE SED FESTIVAL

A related practice in many ancient societies was the use of athletic challenges for initiation. Young men of the Hamer tribe of south-western Ethiopia jump cattle to prove their virility (a man must leap over a bullock four times before he is permitted to get married), and have doubtless been doing it since their ancestors took to pastoralism back in the mists of time. Bull-leaping (in which both girls and boys took part) was similarly important to the Minoans of Crete (2700–1450BC).

The next stage in the evolution of athletics was the introduction of the crucial ingredient of COMPETITION. The emerging empires and city states of the Bronze Age naturally wanted their soldiers to be fit and proficient at throwing spears and so forth, and track and field events developed skills that were useful on the battlefield. At the same time, athletics worked in the other direction, by channelling aggressive impulses that might otherwise have led to fighting. To borrow George Orwell’s phrase about football, it was ‘war minus the shooting’. Rulers sponsored athletic competitions because this allowed them to demonstrate their power while diffusing the combative energies of their subjects, or of rival cities.

Many of the earliest recorded athletic meetings were held as part of FUNERAL CELEBRATIONS. According to legend, the Irish Tailteann Games, which included pole jumping, high jumping and spear throwing, were initiated by King Lugh in 1829bc to commemorate the death of his mother. Funeral games also play a prominent role in the Iliad, Homer’s account of the Trojan Wars. Achilles, the hero of the Greek armies frequently referred to as ‘the fast runner’, responds to the death of his beloved friend Patroclus by holding commemorative games which feature a foot race, boxing, wrestling and a spear-throwing contest. The competitions had a triple purpose: they established a basis for the distribution of the fallen warrior’s possessions; they allowed his comrades to get his death out of their systems by asserting their strength and fitness; and they provided opportunities for ‘immortal fame’.

GREECE was, of course, the seedbed of modern athletics. The great quadrennial meeting at OLYMPIA (see feature box), and the other pan-Hellenic sporting festivals at Corinth, Nemea and Delphi, served many of the same functions as the modern Games. They fostered a sense of cultural unity, provided an opportunity for rival states to assess their relative strengths, and satisfied the perpetual quest for glory.

ATHLETICS AT THE ANCIENT OLYMPICS
 
The ancient Olympic Games were part of a religious festival dedicated to Zeus, the king of the Greek gods. Conventionally dated to 776BC, they took place every four years at OLYMPIA in south-western Greece, and endured until around the end of the fourth century AD, when they were suppressed by the Christian Byzantine emperors.

The festival was initially a local affair but by the fifth century BC it had expanded to receive competitors from the Black Sea to the western Mediterranean. A few months ahead of each Games, heralds would travel throughout the Greek-speaking world to invite athletes and spectators to travel to Olympia, declaring a sacred truce which guaranteed their safe passage. That this was generally observed during a period of almost perpetual warfare between city states illustrates the religious significance of the Games.
 
The ZEUS link was emphasised throughout the festival. On arrival at Olympia, the athletes had to swear in front of a fearsome image of the god that they were free Greek men who had been in training for at least ten months. A hundred oxen were sacrificed to Zeus during the gathering, and in around 432BC a colossal gold and ivory statue of the god, by Pheidias, was unveiled in his temple on the site. Standing thirteen metres high, it was one of the Seven Wonders of the ancient world.
 
In its early days, the sporting aspect of the festival consisted of nothing but athletics. Indeed, for the first fifty years or so there was only one event: the STADE, a 192-metre sprint along the length of the stadion or stadium. It was run bare-footed on a course of rolled sand. The winner of the first recorded race, in 776BC, was a cook from the nearby city of Elis called Koroibos.
 
Other events were gradually added to the schedule. In 724BC the authorities introduced the DIAULOS, a race to the end of the stadium and back, which was roughly equivalent to the 400m. The DOLICHOS or ‘long race’, which consisted of between 20 and 24 lengths of the stadion, made its debut four years later. Only in 708BC did the first non-athletics event, WRESTLING, get added to the menu. Later additions included CHARIOT RACING, BOXING, a nasty form of no-holds-barred combat called the PANKRATION (which, alarmingly, has recently been revived), and the HOPLITODROMOS, a race of two lengths of the stadium run in armour.
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AND THEY’RE OFF... GREEK RUNNERS ON A VASE, 6TH CENTURY BC

More interesting from an athletics perspective was the PENTATHLON, which was introduced at the same time as wrestling. It consisted of a stade foot race, a jumping event, discus and javelin throwing, plus wrestling. On the evidence of a fifth century BC poem composed in honour of a pentathlete named Phallyos, which claims he leapt over sixteen metres in the course of winning the competition, the JUMPING event must have involved multiple bounds, like today’s triple jump. The DISCUS, in contrast to modern practice, was launched from a platform with the feet in fixed position. Its weight and dimensions were not standardised: instead, competitors had to use the biggest projectile that any of them produced for the occasion. The JAVELIN was also thrown in a way that’s unfamiliar to us now. It was wrapped in cord, one end of which was tied to the fingers of the thrower. At the moment of release, the cord would unwind at terrific speed, imparting a stabilising rotation to the javelin that allowed it to sail well over 100 metres.
 
Athletes initially competed clothed but in 720BC a sprinter called Orsippos became separated from his loincloth during the stade race and went on to win it. A Spartan named Akanthos figured this was no coincidence, and promptly won the double-stade in a similar state of undress. Thereafter, NUDITY became standard. It is tempting to think this is why unmarried women were not allowed to attend the Games but the real reason is likely to have been religious. Zeus was a macho god who wouldn’t have taken kindly to the dilution of the testosterone-charged atmosphere.
 
Then as now, there were no financial rewards for the winners. They had to make do with OLIVE WREATHS, plus the right to have their statues installed at Olympia. But the spin-off benefits of success were considerable. Promising athletes were generously sponsored by their native city states and victors could expect to be showered with gifts, pecuniary and otherwise. Indeed, the kudos attached to having a winner at the Games was so great that athletes were frequently poached. Sotades, for instance, won the long race at the 99th festival as a Cretan, only to appear at the subsequent Games as an Ephesian. An early example of the big money transfer.
 
The main perk of victory, however, was IMMORTALITY. This wasn’t entirely illusory: athletes like LEONIDAS of Rhodes, who won all three running events at four consecutive Games between 164 and 152BC, are still remembered today.
 
The ROMANS inherited the Greek taste for organised games, which they often linked to religious festivals. But they famously liked their sports bloody, preferring gladiatorial contests and chariot races to purely athletic disciplines. In PRE-COLONIAL AMERICA, by contrast, tribes like the Jicarilla Apache and Osage built running tracks to keep their warriors fit, while in the remoter parts of Europe throwing contests were used as tests of manhood. The VIKINGS, for example, used hammer-throwing as a method of divvying up newly conquered land – the further a warrior threw the implement, the more territory he could claim.

The most glamorous sporting competitions in MIDDLE AGES and RENAISSANCE EUROPE were the jousting tournaments, held to hone the fighting skills of the knights. But it was the activities of regular soldiers that fed more directly into the evolution of modern athletics. SHOT PUTTING, for instance, grew out of the practice of hurling cannon-balls.

By the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the main sponsors of athletic competition were the ruling classes of the British Isles. Aristocrats were much given to organising foot races between their employees, and gambling on the results. The Earl Bishop of Cloyne in County Cork famously held a curate’s race to determine the winner of an ecclesiastical post in his gift, forcing the competitors to run through boggy ground for his amusement. It was the near worship of the classical world by the same British elite that provided the spur for the first pan-athletic meeting of the (reasonably) modern era. In 1612, a lawyer named Robert Dover established the annual COTSWOLD OLYMPICK GAMES near Chipping Campden in Gloucestershire, with King James I’s blessing. The programme included running, jumping and sledgehammer throwing.

The classical revival also underpinned the OLYMPIADE DE LA RÉPUBLIQUE that was held in revolutionary France, as well as the attempts by the Greeks to revive the ancient Games in 1859, 1870 and 1875, and the GRAND OLYMPIC FESTIVAL held annually at Liverpool from 1862–7, which had a programme startlingly like that of the 1896 Games in Athens. Another symptom of admiration for the ways of ancient Greece was the incorporation of physical exercise into the curriculum of schools and colleges in Europe and the USA. This played a vital role in the development of modern athletics. The meetings held at Shrewsbury School in 1840 and Exeter College, Oxford in 1850, for example, were among the first pan-athletic competitions of the modern era.

Outside the academies, a two-man gravel running track was built around the perimeter of Lord’s Cricket Ground in LONDON in 1837 and in 1863 the first known indoor athletics meeting was held at Ashburnham Hall in the same city, featuring four races and a triple jump competition. The next stage was the establishment of national associations and championships. The ENGLISH AMATEUR ATHLETICS ASSOCIATION kicked off the process in 1880 and was soon followed by the AMERICAN ATHLETIC UNION (1888) and the UNION DES SOCIÉTÉS FRANÇAISES DE SPORTS ATHLÉTIQUES (1889). The world governing body, the IAAF (International Amateur Athletics Federation) was founded in 1912, and continues to govern the disciplines, having relaxed its ‘Amateur’ rules in 1982. It finally changed the tag from ‘Amateur Athletics’ to ‘Athletics Associations’ in 2001.

GAME ON: ATHLETICS BASICS

THE DIVERSE DISCIPLINES THAT CONSTITUTE ATHLETICS FALL into five categories: running, jumping, throwing, walking and combined events. Unless stated otherwise, the events below are contested – separately – by both sexes.

The excitement of athletics events tends to be proportionate to the simplicity of the challenge. ‘Jump as far as you can’ is a clearer proposition than ‘do as big a hop and skip as you can, leaving something in reserve for a huge jump’. Consequently, the long jump enjoys a higher status than the triple jump, except where the viewer’s priorities are twisted by patriotism (as with the British and triple jumper JONATHAN EDWARDS). Similarly, being the FASTEST MAN ON EARTH is more liable to impress than being the best at negotiating various obstacles over 3km. But dismissing the minority disiplines would be a mistake. It may not be easy to think your way into the mind of a hammer thrower, but the skill and dedication of such competitors are invariably breathtaking.
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RUNNING

ALTITUDE MAKES A SIGNIFICANT DIFFERENCE TO PERFORMANCE.Runners at the 1968 Games at Mexico City (2240m above sea level) benefited from a reduction in air resistance that had a similar effect to a tailwind of 1.5m/sec. This was of benefit to the sprinters, but runners over longer distances suffered, as there was approximately 3 per cent less oxygen available to them than at sea level. Athletes who live and train at altitude, such as those from Africa’s RIFT VALLEY, have a definite advantage in distance events as their bodies become accustomed to using oxygen more efficiently. When they come down to sea level, their lungs are supercharged with the gas.

Races up to 400 metres are run in LANES, as is the first 100m of the 800m, after which the athletes ‘BREAK’ – they are allowed to leave their starting lanes and move to the inside of the track, which offers the shortest and quickest route. In the longer races, athletes break from the start. The race time of an athlete is determined by the moment at which his or her torso breaks the finishing line.

SPRINTING

IN EVENTS OF 400M OR LESS, ATHLETES BEGIN IN STARTING BLOCKS. Explosiveness is the name of the game as they aim to spring out of their blocks and reach top speed as soon as possible. A FALSE START is registered if a runner leaves his or her blocks less than a tenth of a second after the starting gun is fired (the time it takes for the information to be relayed from the ears to the brain and muscles). It used to be that athletes were each allowed one false start but the rules were amended to allow just one false start by anyone in a race – and instant elimination thereafter. Then in 2010 they were further tightened so that just one false start led to disqualification: an absurd decision that soon had major repercussions, when Usain Bolt false started at the 2011 world championships in Korea and was unable to defend his 100m title.

A GOOD START is vital in the sprints, though perhaps not as vital as people tend to think. A bad start is only about five hundredths of a second slower than a good one and a top runner may be able to make up the difference during the race. But the psychological advantage of getting away quickly is invaluable. Mental condition is one of the key determinants of sprinting performance. Watch how the athletes PSYCH THEMSELVES UP before their races, posturing, blocking out crowd noises and indulging in ‘hundred metre stares’.
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USAIN BOLT CASUALLY SHATTERS THE 100M RECORD AT BEIJING

Note that RECORDS do not count in the 100m and 200m (and the sprint hurdle events, long and triple jump) if a TAILWIND of 2.1m/second or more is recorded at any point during the race.

100M

THE ULTIMATE EXPRESSION OF HUMAN SPEED IS RUN OVER A straight course. To save surveyors and building contractors from going nuts, international 100m courses are allowed to deviate by up to 2cm in length and to rise or fall up to 10cm between start and finish.

At Olympic level, men usually complete the course in 43 to 46 strides and women in 47 to 52. A top male sprinter typically reaches a maximum speed of around 12 METRES PER SECOND (26.8mph) between 60 and 70m into a race. The equivalent figures for women are about 11m/s (24.6mph) at 50–60 metres. During the acceleration phase, both sexes run about 4.6 strides per second.
 
100M OLYMPIC RECORDS

MEN: 9.69 SEC, USAIN BOLT (JAMAICA), BEIJING 2008.

WOMEN: 10.62 SEC, FLORENCE GRIFFITH JOYNER (USA), SEOUL 1988.

 200M

THE 200M IS SIMILAR IN DISTANCE TO THE ANCIENT STADE but is actually derived from the furlong (220 yards, one eighth of a mile). Throughout modern Olympic history, the event has been run on a 400m track with athletes going round a full bend, but prior to 1960 Americans competing in domestic competitions ran the 200m on straight tracks. Evidence accumulated before that date suggests that the technical demands of running around a bend add about one-third of a second to race times.

The athletes are still going flat out – USAIN BOLT’S world record time is almost exactly twice his equivalent in the 100M – but there is a noticeable decline in speed in the second half of the race.
 
200M OLYMPIC RECORDS

MEN: 19.30, USAIN BOLT (JAMAICA), BEIJING 2008.
 
WOMEN: 21.34, FLORENCE GRIFFITH JOYNER (USA) SEOUL 1988.
 
RACING AND RACE
 
There are two elephants in the locker room of international athletics. One is the role of drugs in the sport, the other the relationship between race and athletic performance. Almost everyone agrees about the former (the use of artificial chemicals as contrary to the competitive spirit), at least in theory. The second subject is highly controversial.
 
What are the facts? As of 2011, the world record for every Olympic men’s running discipline was held by an athlete of AFRICAN DESCENT. Indeed, aside from the 100m, 200m and 400m and the hurdling events, they were all held by Africans.The comparable statistics for women are much less clear cut but both sprint records currently belong to black athletes. There are lies, damned lies and statistics, but are black people simply better runners than everyone else?
 
The answer is ‘yes and no’: yes, in that it clearly helps to have African ancestry; no, because the notion that people in that category form a single ethnic group couldn’t be more erroneous. Africa is, by a distance, the most genetically diverse continent, and Zulus and Berbers, for example, have about as much in common physically as Scandinavians and the Chinese.
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THE EAST AFRICAN EXPRESS: KENENISA BEKELE OF ETHIOPIA SHOWING THE WAY HOME TO KENYAN ELIUD KIPCHOGE AT BEIJING 2008

What is incontrovertibly true is that two ethnic groups overwhelmingly boss Olympic running. The best SPRINTERS have WEST AFRICAN ancestry and the top LONG DISTANCE RUNNERS are almost invariably EAST AFRICAN. Remarkably, a huge proportion of them come from just one area – the Kalenjin region of the Upper Rift Valley in Kenya. Scientists point to the typical physiologies of the ethnic groups concerned. West Africans and their American, Caribbean and European descendants tend to have narrow hips, well-developed musculature and an unusually high proportion of fast-twitch muscle fibres – all qualities that are advantageous to sprinting. Kalenjins, on the other hand, are usually small and light, with muscles packed with slow-twitch fibres. They also come from a high altitude region, which makes for more efficient use of oxygen. In other words, they are ideally equipped for endurance running.

Interestingly, the Chinese openly embrace the concept of racial differences in athletic ability. In 2004, the People’s Daily reported that the CHINESE have ‘congenital shortcomings’ and ‘genetic differences’ that mitigate against track and field success. This might be seen as a case of getting the excuses in early. However, the doctrine allows the success of the likes of Liu Xiang, winner of the 110m HURDLES in Athens, to be attributed to stereotypical Chinese virtues like discipline, hard work and clever technique. It’s also interesting to note that the JAPANESE have always produced strong MARATHON runners – their trainers often put their success down to a combination of low body fat and a very good attitude to pain.
 
One thing is certain: only a fool would bet on a non-East African winning the men’s 10,000m, or a white man winning the 100m. But a Jamaican winning the former or an Ethiopian the latter is just as unlikely.

400M

THE 400M MAKES DEMANDS ON COMPETITORS THAT HAVE led the IAAF to describe the event as an ‘endurance sprint’. Even the fittest athletes are incapable of running at top speed for more than 30–35 seconds before they start to suffer the effects of oxygen depletion. At this stage the body begins to respire anaerobically to make up the deficit, and the consequence is a build-up of lactic acid in the muscles. As anyone who has experienced a ‘stitch’ can testify, this is decidedly uncomfortable. Successful 400m runners therefore need to be cussed individuals with an ability to ignore pain. Needless to say, they must also be extremely quick.

Once upon a time, top 400m runners could be divided into 200/400m and 400/800m specialists, the latter including the great Cuban ALBERTO JUANTORENA, who won both events at Montreal 1976, and the former MICHAEL JOHNSON, who won both 200m and 400m at Atlanta 1996. It seemed inconceivable that either feat would be repeated, until it was revealed that USAIN BOLT is considering a move up to 400m.

400M OLYMPIC RECORDS

MEN: 43.49, MICHAEL JOHNSON (USA), ATLANTA 1996.

WOMEN: 48.25, MARIE-JOSÉ PÉREC (FRANCE) ATLANTA 1996.

MIDDLE DISTANCE

MIDDLE DISTANCE RUNNING IS MUCH MORE TACTICAL THAN sprinting, because athletes cannot go flat out all the way through their races. They must conserve as much energy as possible until the final bend, while constantly monitoring what their opponents are doing.

This is what’s fun to try to assess. Do the athletes look as though they have something left in the tank for a sprint finish? Or are they feeling the strain? If an athlete BREAKS AWAY from the main pack before the end, have they gone too soon or timed it to perfection? You can expect to see the best runners cruise up from mid-pack to second or third as they pass the bell – unless they are oddballs like Kenya’s 1970s star HENRY RONO, who used to accelerate every second lap or so, to break all resistance well in advance of the last lap.

800M

THE SHORTEST OF THE MIDDLE DISTANCE RACES CONSISTS OF two laps of the stadium. Competitors start off in lanes but ‘break’ after 100 metres. A bell is rung at the beginning of the final lap, as it is in all multi-lap races. At this point the pace picks up via a para-Pavlovian reaction which adds considerably to the drama.

800M OLYMPIC RECORDS

MEN: 1:42.58, VEBJØRN RODAL (NORWAY) ATLANTA 1996.
 
WOMEN: 1:53.43, NADEZHDA OLIZARENKO (USSR) MOSCOW 1980.

1500M

THE ‘METRIC MILE’ IS THE BLUE RIBAND EVENT OF MIDDLE distance running. It demands greater stamina than the 800m but almost as much leg-speed – to compete at this level a male competitor needs to run consecutive laps in an average time of 55 seconds – plus an ability to gauge the precise moment to break out of the pack and hit the front. The 1500m and to a lesser extent the 800m are often rough races, with plenty of jostling and barging. Britain’s Steve Ovett used to create space for himself by shoving the runner in front with a straight arm. Competitors in big 1500m races have been known to come to blows.

1500M OLYMPIC RECORDS

MEN: 3:32.07, NOAH NGENY (KENYA), SYDNEY 2000
 
WOMEN: 3:53.96, PULA IVAN (ROMANIA) SEOUL 1988.

STEEPLECHASE

THE STEEPLECHASE – WHICH BEGAN AS A FORM OF IRISH cross country in which participants raced between churches – is a muscle-sapping 3000m race with 28 hurdles and 7 water jumps. The obstacles are 36in high in men’s steeplechasing and 30in in women’s; they don’t collapse if you crash in to them, so some competitors deliberately land on the top of the fences to help themselves get over them. The water jump consists of a hurdle followed by an upward sloping pit of water 12 feet long. The further the athletes jump, the less wet they get, but they nearly always land with one foot in the water, on the upper part of the slope, to reduce the jarring.

STEEPLECHASE OLYMPIC RECORDS

MEN: 8:05.51 JULIUS KARIUKU (KENYA) SEOUL 1988.
 
WOMEN: 8:58.81, GULNARA GALKINA (RUSSIA) BEIJING 2008.

LONG DISTANCE

THE OLYMPICS HOST 5000M, 10,000M AND MARATHON events. In earlier times there was also CROSS COUNTRY but this was dropped after the catastrophic Paris 1924 event, in which the competitors were poisoned by fumes from a power plant.

5000M & 10,000M

LONG-DISTANCE RUNNING IS LIKE MIDDLE DISTANCE RUNNING, only more so. It is extremely tactical, with the athletes either trying to break their opponents by building up unassailable leads or making damned sure they have something left in the tank for the last lap. Despite the energy-sapping earlier stages of these races, the last few hundred metres are often thrillingly fast.

5,000M OLYMPIC RECORDS

MEN: 12:57.82, KENENISA BEKELE (ETHIOPIA) BEIJING 2008.
 
WOMEN: 14:40.79, GABRIELA SZABO (ROMANIA) SYDNEY 2000.

10,000M OLYMPIC RECORDS

MEN: 27:01.17, KENENISA BEKLE (ETHIOPIA) BEIJING 2008.
 
WOMEN: 29:54.66 TIRUNESH DIBABA (ETHIOPIA) BEIJING 2008.

MARATHON

THE MARATHON WAS DEVISED AS A HEADLINE-GRABBING centrepiece for the Athens Olympics in 1896. It was inspired by the legend of PHEIDIPPIDES, a Greek soldier who in 490bc supposedly ran 26 miles to Athens to deliver news of the Greek victory over the Persians at the Battle of Marathon, only to drop dead of exhaustion. The standard distance was extended at the London Games in 1908 at the behest of the British royal family, who wanted the race to begin beneath the windows of the nursery at Windsor Castle and to finish opposite the royal box in White City Stadium, 26 miles and 385 yards away.

Marathon runners obviously need great STAMINA. They also have to SHIFT. The men’s world record time of 2:03:59 and the women’s 2:15:25 equate to 26 sub-five-minute miles in a row. Until the 1970s you could be a top-class male marathon runner on stamina alone, but it has since become the domain of men who can do a sub-four-minute mile, not just sub-five – and you now have to be able to sprint at the finish. Women’s marathon racing likewise. In the light of which, it’s no surprise that 10,000M RUNNERS often double up in the marathon, or move on to marathon when they’ve finished with the 10k – notably the sublime HAILE GEBRSELASSIE.

MARATHON OLYMPIC RECORDS

MEN: 2:06:32, SAMUEL WANJIRU (KENYA) BEIJING 2008.
 
WOMEN: 2:23:14 NAOKO TAKAHASHI (JAPAN) SYDNEY 2000.

HURDLING

RHYTHM AND TECHNIQUE ARE EVERYTHING IN HURDLING. The best performers seem to float over the barriers, expending the minimum of energy and not disrupting their step patterns in the slightest. The world record times for the women’s and men’s 400m hurdles are less than four seconds slower than those for regular races over that distance. Maintaining a consistent STRIDE PATTERN is extremely difficult. The standard way of clearing a hurdle, with the leading leg extended and the other one bent either sideways or underneath the body, is also very demanding.

The HURDLES themselves are designed to collapse if they are hit sufficiently hard and there are no penalties for doing this, provided the contestants make reasonable attempts to jump them. They often are hit, although this is something hurdlers seek to avoid. A collision disrupts RHYTHM and slows progress in proportion to its severity. In extreme cases it can cause a highly unpleasant fall. But hurdlers learn to cope with knocking a few over in the course of a race if that’s what it takes.

When watching the hurdling events, attempt to get an early fix on who is running with the best rhythm. The smoothness or otherwise of their LEADING LEG movements is the key – if a runner has to stutter to correct their STRIDE PATTERN, they’re finished.

110M (MEN), 100M (WOMEN), 400M (MEN AND WOMEN)

ALL OLYMPIC HURDLES RACES CONSIST OF TEN JUMPS. THE women’s sprint is 100m, the men’s 110m. There are differences too in the height of the hurdles (1.067m in the men’s race, 0.8m in the women’s) and the distances from starting line to the first hurdle, one hurdle to another and the last hurdle to the finish. The hurdles used in the 400m races are lower – 0.914m and 0.762m for men and women respectively – but this time the course is laid out in the same way for both sexes: a 45m dash to the first obstacle, 35m between subsequent hurdles and a 40m sprint at the end.

110M HURDLES OLYMPIC RECORDS

MEN: 12.91, XIANG LIU (CHINA) ATHENS 2004.
 
WOMEN: 12.37, JOANNA HAYES (USA) ATHENS 2004.

400M HURDLES OLYMPIC RECORDS

MEN: 46.78, KEVIN YOUNG (USA) BARCELONA 1992.
 
WOMEN: 52.64, MELANIE WALKER (JAMAICA) BEIJING 2008.

RELAYS: 4 X 100M, 4 X 400M

OLYMPIC TEAMS ARE COMPOSED OF EACH NATION’S FASTEST runners, but speed alone is not enough: smooth HANDOVERS are essential to success. Exchanging a baton with a colleague without substantially reducing the speed of its progress is an art, and teams often come to grief under pressure. Batons must be passed within a transition zone which extends ten metres each side of the nominal distance of each leg. The recipient must start on the inside of the first line and time his or start so as to be going as fast as possible when the baton is handed over. They mustn’t go too fast however, or they will have to slow down dramatically to ensure that the handover occurs before they cross the front of the zone.

The 4 x 100m is run in lanes staggered as for a regular 400m race. The first leg of the 4 x 400m is also run in lanes, which continue through the transition zone to a point 100 metres into the second leg. At this stage the runners BREAK, seeking a good position on the inside of the track. The transition zones thereafter can look extremely chaotic, with the teams jostling for position along the nearside line of the zone and several athletes often taking off from much the same point at much the same time.

Traditionally, the FIRST LEG of a relay is run by the second fastest member of a team, the SECOND by the third fastest, the PENULTIMATE by the slowest and the final leg – the ANCHOR LEG – by the quickest.

4 x 100M RELAY OLYMPIC RECORDS

MEN: 37.10, JAMAICA, BEIJING 2008.
 
WOMEN: 41.60, EAST GERMANY, MOSCOW 1980.

4 x 400M RELAY OLYMPIC RECORDS

MEN: 2:55.74, USA, BARCELONA 1992.
 
WOMEN: 3:15.17, SOVIET UNION, SEOUL 1988.

JUMPING

SPEED OF APPROACH IS THE KEY TO LONG- AND TRIPLE-JUMPing success. Pay careful attention to the consistency of the competitors’ TAKE-OFF POINTS. If they are erratic, or if they are repeatedly taking off too early, it is likely to prey on their minds during the run-up. For HIGH JUMPERS it is a question of getting in the zone, bouncing jauntily and smoothly on the approach and gauging the optimum launching point. For all of them, it’s vital to make a good start. A jumper rarely recovers from a series of bad jumps in the early rounds.

As with sprinters, jumpers’ PRE-PERFORMANCE RITUALS are worthy of attention. Long jumpers in particular are known for their strange psyching techniques, acting out a complete jump in their minds, with accompanying jerks and twitches, before setting off. Jumpers also often encourage the crowd to clap a rhythm to which they can match their stride – runners tend to shut out the noise, whereas jumpers like it.

Rather sadly, contests for STANDING JUMPS were abandoned in 1912, depriving us of such exponents as RAY EWRY, aka ‘THE HUMAN FROG’, who made a clean sweep of the standing jump events at three consecutive Games between 1900 and 1908. Paradoxically, the key to his success was a bout of childhood polio. The young Ewery exercised his way out of his wheelchair, developing legs so powerful that he was able to leap more than nine feet backwards.

HIGH JUMP

EACH CONTESTANT HAS A MAXIMUM OF THREE ATTEMPTS AT every height, after which the BAR IS RAISED until only one jumper is left in the competition. In the case of a TIE, the jumper with the fewest failures at the last cleared height prevails. If these are identical, the number of failures in the whole competition is taken into account and if all else fails there is a JUMP-OFF.
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DICK FOSBURY DEBUTS HIS FLOP AT MEXICO CITY, 1968

TAKE-OFF POINT is crucial in the high jump. Too close to the bar and the jumper will clip it as they rise. Too far and they will hit it as they fall. The angle of approach is equally critical. Most top high jumpers arrive at an angle of 30–40 degrees. The aim is for the body to reach its highest point just as it reaches bar level, which is easier said than done.

Prior to 1968, high jumpers typically crossed the bar facing downwards. After DICK FOSBURY won the Mexico City event with his face pointing skywards, his revolutionary ‘FLOP’ technique became standard almost overnight.

HIGH JUMP OLYMPIC RECORDS

MEN: 2.39M, CHARLES AUSTIN (USA) ATLANTA 1996.

WOMEN: 2.06, YELENA SLESARENKO (RUSSIA) ATHENS 2004.

LONG JUMP

SUCCESS HINGES ON SPEED ON THE RUNWAY AND TRANSLATING it into forward motion through the air. This explains why many top sprinters – notably CARL LEWIS and MARION JONES – have adapted quite easily to long jump.

TAKE-OFF POINT is again critical. Competitors must take off from a point on or before a 20cm-wide board laid flush with the running track – ideally, the front foot leaves the ground a few millimetres from the forward edge. FOUL JUMPS frequently occur and are verified by a slab of putty in front of the take-off board, which takes on an imprint of the foot of any jumper who goes over the line.

Each jumper gets THREE ATTEMPTS, then the eight with the longest jumps to date go through to the final, where they get another three goes. The longest jump of the day wins the competition.

LONG JUMP OLYMPIC RECORDS

MEN: 8.90M, BOB BEAMON (USA) MEXICO CITY 1968.
 
WOMEN: 7.40, JACKIE JOYNER-KERSEE (USA) SEOUL 1988.

TRIPLE JUMP

THE RULES AND STRUCTURE OF THE TRIPLE JUMP ARE MUCH the same as those for the long jump. Smooth transitions between the HOP, SKIP AND JUMP are vital. In the hop phase, competitors must land on the foot with which they took off. They then take a giant step, landing on the opposite foot, before jumping in such a way as to land on two feet. As in long jumping, the distance of a jump is taken from the mark in the sand nearest to the launching board.

TRIPLE JUMP OLYMPIC RECORDS

MEN: 18.09M, KENNY HARRISON (USA) ATLANTA 1996.
 
WOMEN: 15.39, FRANÇOISE MBANGO (CAMEROON) BEIJING 2008.

POLE VAULT

THE POLE VAULT INVOLVES RUNNING DOWN A TRACK WHILE holding one end of a long, flexible pole, planting the other end in a small box and using the energy of the unbending pole to climb as high as possible. Skilful exponents are able to push themselves upwards from the top of the pole just as it reaches a vertical position, which allows them to clear heights of 6m or more. The rules are much the same as in the high jump – THREE FAILURES at a given height and you’re out.

POLE VAULT OLYMPIC RECORDS

MEN: 5.96M, STEVEN HOOKER (USA) BEIJING 2008.
 
WOMEN: 5.05, YELENA ISINBAYEVA (RUSSIA) BEIJING 2008.
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THROWING

STRENGTH IS OBVIOUSLY VITAL IN THE THROWING EVENTS, but speed is equally important. The distance an object is thrown is directly related to the speed of the relevant parts of the body at the instant of release. In the javelin and shot put, the VELOCITY OF THE THROWING ARM is what matters; in the discus and hammer, what matters is the rate at which the whole BODY IS SPINNING at the moment of truth. Top performers glide across the launching circles like twenty-stone ballet dancers. Getting your ANGLES RIGHT is also essential. If the trajectory of a throw is too high, its energy will be wasted on vertical climb rather than horizontal distance; too low and the projectile will come to ground prematurely. SMOOTHNESS OF DELIVERY is another imperative. The best javelin throwers make their implements slice through the air with scarcely a flutter.

Olympic athletes have THREE INITIAL ATTEMPTS in all the throwing events. The eight athletes who register the longest distances during this phase of the competition go through to the final, where they are allowed another three attempts.

DISCUS

MEN USE A 2KG DISCUS 22CM IN DIAMETER, WOMEN A 1KG model, which explains why the women’s Olympic record is superior to the men’s – uniquely in Olympic sport. Competitors skip-spin across a 2.5m throwing circle, turning one and a half times, before using their momentum and the torsion generated by rapidly twisting their bodies to hurl the discus as far as possible. The optimum ANGLE OF RELEASE is around 35 degrees. For a throw to count, the discus must land within 20 degrees of a line projecting straight forward from the throwing circle.
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NO ATHLETE, MALE OR FEMALE, HAS THROWN THE DISCUS AS FAR IN THE MODERN OLYMPICS AS EAST GERMANY’S MARTINA HELLMANN

DISCUS OLYMPIC RECORDS

MEN: 69.89M, VIRGILIJUS ALENKA (LITHUANIA) ATHENS 2004.

WOMEN: 72.30M, MARTINA HELLLMANN (EAST GERMANY) SEOUL 1988.

JAVELIN

BY THE 1980S, JAVELIN THROWERS HAD BECOME SO GOOD (the top men were hurling their weapons over 100m) that their efforts were starting to threaten athletes on the running track. The IAAF responded by changing the design specifications of competition javelins, altering their centres of gravity to make them plunge to earth sooner than they otherwise would. For a throw to count, the tip of the javelin must strike the ground before any other part of it, but it’s not necessary for it to actually stick in the ground.

Men’s javelins must weigh at least 800g and be 2.6–2.7m long. The comparable figures for women are 600g and 2.2–2.3m.

A fast but controlled RUN-UP is essential, as is launching the javelin at the optimum angle: it should be pointing upwards by 30–40 degrees. The throwing arm should move smoothly but rapidly and the follow-through should generate as much power as possible. Javelin throwers typically perform a little skip before braking and launching. And they often wear huge support belts to reduce the stress these movements put on their lower backs.

JAVELIN OLYMPIC RECORDS

MEN: 90.57M, ANDREAS THORKILDSEN (NORWAY) BEIJING 2008.
 
WOMEN: 71.53, OSLEIDYS MENENDEZ (CUBA) ATHENS 2004.

SHOT PUT

THE MEN’S SHOT PUT WEIGHS 7.26KG AND HAS A DIAMETER OF 110–130mm, while the women’s is 4kg and 95–110m across. The aim of the exercise is to launch the projectile solely by a rapid extension of the throwing arm, which initially cradles it under the thrower’s chin. Putters add OOMPH to their throws by moving rapidly across a 2.135m throwing circle and slamming the leading foot into a 10cm high stop board, thus setting up a Newtonian counter-reaction that adds energy to their puts. Some putters glide across the circle in a straight line, others spin once before releasing the metal ball.

SHOT PUT OLYMPIC RECORDS

MEN: 22.47M, ULF TIMMERMAN (EAST GERMANY) SEOUL 1988.

WOMEN: 22.41, ILONA SLUPIANEK (EAST GERMANY) MOSCOW 1980.

HAMMER

THE HAMMER CONSISTS OF A METAL WEIGHT OF THE SAME mass and dimensions as the shot put attached to a wire 1.17–1.215m in length, with a grip at the far end. As with the shot, the throwing circle is 2.135m in diameter. Athletes ROTATE up to four times, using a heel-toe-heel footwork sequence, before launching the hammer. They wear gloves to prevent the handle from skinning their fingers.

Of all the throwing events, the hammer offers the highest chance of mayhem. If a competitor releases the projectile prematurely, the PROTECTIVE CAGE that surrounds much of the throwing circle is likely to be demolished.

HAMMER OLYMPIC RECORDS

MEN: 84.80, SERGEY LITVINOV (USSR) SEOUL 1988.
 
WOMEN: 76.34, OKSANA MENKOVA (BELARUS) ATHENS 2004.

WALKING

RACE WALKING GREW OUT OF A CRAZE FOR COMPETITIVE ‘pedestrianism’ in the UK and USA in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Huge wagers were staked on how long it would take selected individuals to walk between specified points. Celebrity walkers ranged from mutton-chop whiskered men to elderly women. In 1749, an 18-month girl walked the half a mile length of Pall Mall in 23 minutes, to the delight of her backers.

20KM WALK (MEN & WOMEN), 50KM WALK (MEN)

COMPETITORS MUST HAVE ONE FOOT IN CONTACT WITH THE ground at all times and the ADVANCING LEG must be straight from the moment it touches the ground to the point where it is in a vertical position. Several judges are on hand along the course to monitor the walkers and issue RED CARDS if they infringe the rules. If a competitor receives three such cards (each judge can only issue one per athlete), he or she is disqualified.

20KM WALK OLYMPIC RECORDS

MEN: 1:18:59, ROBERT KORZENIOWSKI (POLAND) SYDNEY 2000.
 
WOMEN: 1:26:31, OLGA KANISKINA (RUSSIA) BEIJING 2008.

50KM WALK OLYMPIC RECORDS

MEN: 3:37:09, ALEX SCHWAZER (ITALY) BEIJING 2008.

COMBINED EVENTS

‘IS THE WORLD’S SECOND GREATEST ATHLETE GAY?’ ASKED Daley Thompson’s T-shirt at a press conference following his victory in the DECATHLON at LA in 1984. Clearly aimed at Carl Lewis, the jibe wasn’t the most charming moment of the Games, but beneath the yobbishness lay a valid question. Was Lewis, who had just won golds in the 100m, 200m, long jump and 4 x 100m relay, really the best male athlete in the world or did that title properly belong to the man who had outdone all-comers over ten different events? A similar question could be asked of women heptathletes with reference to their specialist sisters.

DECATHLON (MEN), HEPTATHLON (WOMEN)

THE MEN’S DECATHLON IS HELD OVER TWO DAYS. ON DAY one the 100M, LONG JUMP, SHOT PUT, HIGH JUMP and 400M are contested, while the 110M HURDLES, DISCUS, POLE VAULT, JAVELIN and 1500M take place on day two, in that order.

The WOMEN’S HEPTATHLON also takes two days to complete. The order of events is 100M HURDLES, SHOT PUT, HIGH JUMP and 200M on the first day; LONG JUMP, JAVELIN and 800M on the second.

Competitors in both disciplines need to pace themselves carefully. It’s no good exhausting yourself in the 110m hurdles if you have to compete in the discus, pole vault, javelin and 1500m later in the day. As a consequence of the punishing schedules, performances tend to be more pedestrian than they would be if the events were more spread out. The top athletes aim for CONSISTENCY and keeping the leader in their sights. Points are awarded for distances thrown and times registered, and the decathlete/ heptathlete who accumulates most points over the course of the competition is the winner.

DECATHLON OLYMPIC RECORD

MEN: 8893 POINTS, ROMAN ŠEBRLE (CZECH REPUBLIC) ATHENS 2004.

HEPTATHLON OLYMPIC RECORD

WOMEN: 7291 POINTS, JACKIE JOYNER-KERSEE (USA) SEOUL 1988.

ATHLETICS GOES TO THE OLYMPICS

ATHLETICS HAVE BEEN AT THE HEART OF EVERY OLYMPIC Games. Here’s a summary of some of the highlights.

1896

THE FIRST EVENT OF THE MODERN OLYMPIC ERA WAS A HEAT of the MEN’S 100M, which was won in 12.2 seconds by FRANK LANE of the USA. His compatriots went on to collect nine of the twelve winners’ medals on offer (silver rather than gold). For home fans, the victory of SPYRIDON LOUIS in the MARATHON was the highlight. Some 70,000 euphoric Greek spectators cheered home the 24-year-old water-carrier, who was joined on the last lap by the nation’s two crown princes.

1900

NOBODY WOULD CALL THE 1900 PARIS OLYMPICS A TRIUMPH of organisation. Most of the athletic events were held in an uneven field dotted with trees, with a grass track 500 metres long. Nevertheless, heroes managed to emerge, most of them American. RAY EWRY (the frog man – see ‘Jumping’) won all three standing jumps and ALVIN KRAENZLEIN became the first modern Olympic great, winning the 60m sprint, the 110m and 200m hurdles and the long jump in the space of three days. In the process, he introduced the world to the extended leg method of hurdling (athletes had previously bunny-hopped over the obstacles with both legs tucked under their bodies) and narrowly avoided being beaten up by the man he defeated in the long jump after reneging on a promise not to compete on a Sunday (Alvin turned up, his trusting rival didn’t).

1904

US DOMINANCE OF ATHLETICS CONTINUED IN ST LOUIS, NOT least because 197 of the 233 competitors were American. GEORGE POAGE and JOSEPH STADLER became the first AFRICAN-AMERICAN medallists (in the 400m hurdles and the standing high jump respectively) and Ray Ewry again sprang his way to a clean sweep of the standing jump titles. The apparent winner of the MARATHON, a New Yorker named FRED LORZ, was discovered to have covered eleven miles of the course in a car. The gold medal was snatched from his neck and awarded to THOMAS HICKS of Massachusetts, who completed the race fortified with brandy and strychnine.

1908

THE MARATHON AGAIN STOLE THE HEADLINES IN LONDON IN 1908. The first runner to appear in front of the 90,000 crowd was an exhausted Italian waiter named DORANDO PIETRI. In his delirium he tried to run around the track the wrong way, collapsed five times and was eventually helped over the line by officials. Not surprisingly, the American runner-up JOHNNY HAYES lodged a complaint. It was upheld and he was awarded the gold. (Pietri was, however, given a silver cup by Queen Alexandra – oddly enough, at the suggestion of Arthur Conan Doyle). As had become the norm, the USA won far more athletic gold medals than anyone else (sixteen) but the British and Irish team did manage to claim seven of their own.

1912

THE 1912 OLYMPICS IN STOCKHOLM PRODUCED FURTHER evidence that the Europeans might be beginning to close the gap between themselves and the Americans. This time the main challengers were the FINNS, who won six athletics titles compared with the USA’s sixteen – a thrashing on paper but a stunning victory on a per capita basis. HANNES KOLEHMAINEN was the pick of the bunch, winning the 5,000m, 10,000m and cross-country. But the biggest story of the Games was JIM THORPE, who won both the pentathlon and decathlon, breaking the world record in the latter with a score that would have still have earned him silver in 1948.

1920

THE ANTWERP GAMES INTRODUCED THE WORLD TO PAAVO NURMI. The original and greatest ‘FLYING FINN’ won gold medals in the 10,000m and the individual and team cross country events, helping his nation to match the USA’s total of nine athletics victories. He also won a silver in the 5000m.

1924

NURMI COLLECTED FIVE MORE GOLDS IN THE SECOND PARIS Games, which coincided with a fierce heatwave. He would almost certainly have won a sixth had the Finnish authorities not prevented him entering the 10,000m out of concern for his health. Long jumper WILLIAM DEHART HUBBARD became the first BLACK ATHLETE to win an individual gold, although the shine was slightly tarnished by the fact that his fellow American ROBERT LEGENDRE had broken the world record for the discipline the previous day while competing in the pentathlon.

1928

AS WELL AS INSPIRING CHARIOTS OF FIRE, THE AMSTERDAM Olympics threw up two significant firsts. WOMEN were finally allowed to compete in track and field events, though their programme was soon drastically cut (see box) and Japanese triple jumper MIKIO ODA of Japan won Asia’s first gold medal.

‘ELEVEN WRETCHED WOMEN’: THE 1928 WOMEN’S 800M

Although the IOC had graciously allowed females to compete in the relatively demure disciplines of tennis, golf and sailing since 1900, with archery added to the list in 1904 and swimming and diving in 1912, there were no Olympic WOMEN’S TRACK AND FIELD EVENTS until the 1928 GAMES IN AMSTERDAM. Even then, the decision to include them was controversial.

The prevailing view in certain circles was that women were not biologically suited to strenuous exercise, an attitude supported by spurious scientific claims that athletic activity threatened women’s fertility by jiggling their internal organs around. Harold Abrahams, the winner of the 1924 100m, as immortalised in Chariots of Fire, spoke for many when he wrote: ‘I do not consider that women are built for really violent exercise of the kind that is the essence of competition. One has only to see them practising to realise how awkward they are on the running track.’ Heaven knows what he would have made of JARMILA KRATOCHVILOVA, the 1980s Czech middle distance runner, who had pecs like Arnold Schwarzenegger. Unfortunately, the women’s 800m final at Amsterdam played into the hands of those who saw such events as abominations. One old-school sports reporter wrote that, ‘Below us on the cinder path were eleven wretched women, five of whom dropped out before the finish, while five collapsed on reaching the tape.’ In fact, footage of the event shows that there were only nine runners, all of whom finished the event. But several of them did then collapse in exhaustion.

[image: image]

AN UNDIGNIFIED SPECTACLE? LINA RADKE (GERMANY) LEADING THE FIELD HOME IN 1928’S INFAMOUS WOMEN’S 800M

As more progressive observers pointed out, this would have been considered routine in a men’s race, where competitors were expected to give their all. The event had also been won (by LINA RADKE of Germany) in a world record time of 2:16.8, and so might have been expected to be rather draining. But the dinosaurs seized on the ‘unfeminine’ sight of spent females sprawled on the ground and banned women from racing further than 200m, a ruling that was not rescinded at Olympic level for 32 years.

1932

IN LOS ANGELES, AUTOMATIC TIMING MADE ITS FIRST appearance, ditto the PHOTO FINISH, which was used to correct the result of the 110m hurdles. The bronze medal was initially awarded to Jack Keller of the USA, then to Donald Finlay of Great Britain. The great all-rounder BABE DIDRIKSON qualified for all five women’s events on her home soil and won golds for the javelin and 80m hurdles, and a silver for the high jump.

1936

BERLIN 1936 IS BEST REMEMBERED FOR JESSE OWENS, who made a mockery of the Third Reich’s theory of racial superiority with victories in the 100m, 200m, 4 x 100m relay and the long jump. The local crowds took Owens to their hearts and Germany’s Luz Long publically befriended him during the long jump competition, to the dismay of the Nazi authorities. They weren’t best pleased with the medals table either – Germany came second with five golds while the Americans racked up fourteen.

[image: image]

JESSE OWENS ON HIS WAY TO A FOURTH OLYMPIC GOLD AT BERLIN

1948

THE STAR OF THE SHOW AT LONDON’S SECOND GAMES WAS Dutch housewife FANNY BLANKERS-KOEN, who won golds in the 100m, 200m, 80m hurdles and 4 x 100m relay. USA’s ALICE COACHMAN won the high jump to become the first BLACK FEMALE Olympic champion, while the men’s decathlon title was claimed by seventeen-year-old American BOB MATHIAS, who remains the YOUNGEST MALE Olympic athletics champion. When asked how he intended to celebrate, he said ‘I’ll start shaving I guess.’ MICHELINE OSTERMEYER, a French concert pianist, used her delicate fingers to win the first women’s Olympic shot put competition – as well as winning a gold for the discus and a bronze in the high jump.

1952

WITH THEIR FINE RECORD IN LONG-DISTANCE RUNNING, THE Finns had every reason to expect a hatful of victories on their home soil. They had reckoned without Czech phenomenon EMILE ZÁTOPEK. Having collected golds in the 5000m and 10,000m, he thought it might be worth trying his hand at the marathon, a distance he had never attempted before. He won it by more than two and a half minutes.

1956

THE HOME NATION GOT OFF TO A STORMING START IN THE athletics at Melbourne, with BETTY CUTHBERT completing a double in the women’s 100m and 200m and anchoring Australia’s victory in the 4 x 100m relay.

1960

AFTER 64 YEARS, A RUNNER FROM A NON-ANGLOPHONE NATion – Germany’s ARMIN HARY – won the men’s 100m in Rome. ABEBE BIKILA of Ethiopia broke the marathon record, running in his bare feet, becoming the first black African gold medallist. Women were finally allowed to run more than 200m again, with LYUDMILLA SHEVTSOVA (USSR) claiming the first women’s 800m since 1928. The athletics cold war also heated up, as the SOVIET UNION came within a whisker of matching the American haul of victories – the final tally was eleven golds to twelve.

1964

THE TOKYO GAMES PRODUCED TWO STUNNING VICTORIES from the walking wounded. BIKILA won the marathon again, in another record time, just six weeks after having his appendix removed, and American AL OERTER collected his third men’s discus title while wearing a neck brace.

1968

THE ATHLETIC EVENTS IN MEXICO CITY WERE MARKED BY THE effects of high altitude. BOB BEAMON of the USA sailed through the thin air to break the WORLD LONG JUMP RECORD by almost two feet (his record stood until 1991 and remains the Olympic record). Five of the male triple jumpers exceeded the existing record distance and there were world records in all the men’s races up to and including 400m. Contrariwise, the distance races were won in slow times due to the exhaustion produced by the low-oxygen atmosphere; the great RON CLARKE was nearly killed by the 10km race. Other highlights included DICK FOSBURY introducing the world to the ‘flop’ method of clearing the high jump bar; KIP KEINO, first of the world-beating Kenyans, who won the 1500m by a (still unrivalled) margin of 20m; and sprinters TOMMIE SMITH and JOHN CARLOS being kicked out of Olympic village after their infamous BLACK POWER SALUTES at the men’s 200m award ceremony.

[image: image]

TWO GLOVES, ONE STRUGGLE: TOMMIE SMITH AND JOHN CARLOS GIVE BLACK POWER SALUTES ON THE PODIUM

1972

A NEW GREAT FINNISH LONG-DISTANCE RUNNER EMERGED IN Munich, when LASSE VIREN claimed the men’s 5000m and 10,000m, a feat he would repeat in Montreal. ULRIKE MEYFARTH of West Germany became the youngest individual athletics champion by winning the women’s high jump at the age of sixteen. East German WOLFGANG NORDWIG brought a sequence of sixteen US victories in the pole vault to an end and the USSR finally managed to come first in the athletics medals table, with VALERI BORZOV achieving a sprint double in the 100m and 200m.

1976

ALBERTO JUANTORENA (CUBA) BECAME THE FIRST MAN TO complete the 400m/800m double (he was a newcomer to the latter event). VIKTOR SANEYEV (USSR) won his third triple jump title and Hungarian javelin thrower MIKLOS NEMETH became the first son of an Olympic gold medallist to win one of his own – his father Imre had won the hammer in 1948. The top nation was the GDR (EAST GERMANY), with eleven athletics golds. The GDR would enjoy stunning athletics success until its demise in 1989, much of it attributable to a systematic doping policy.

1980

THE USA BOYCOTTED THE MOSCOW GAMES IN PROTEST AT the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, and the absence of American athletes gave other nations a chance to shine – among them Great Britain. STEVE OVETT and SEBASTIAN COE’s battle in the middle distance races ended with each winning the event for which the other was the favourite (Ovett the 800m, Coe the 1500m).

1984

THE ATHLETICS IN LA WAS COLOURED BY A TIT-FOR-TAT SOVIET-led boycott. The introduction of the WOMEN’S MARATHON was a belated slap in the face to the school of 1928 (see p.60). CARL LEWIS matched Jesse Owen’s achievement in Berlin with victories in the 100m, 200m, 4 x 100m and the long jump, and ED MOSES extended his 400m hurdles winning streak to an incredible 102 races. ULRIKE MEYFARTH now became the oldest winner of the women’s high jump at the age of 28, and Britain’s SEBASTIAN COE retained the 1500m – some achievement in the blue riband event.

The (now discontinued) women’s 3000m is remembered for the clash between MARY DECKER, darling of the LA crowd, and a shy, tiny ‘British’ South African named ZOLA BUDD. Seventeen hundred metres into the final, Decker bumped into Budd, who had to stretch her left leg outwards to avoid falling. The American promptly tripped over the Budd’s other leg, pitching off the track and out of the contest. The crowd booed Budd for the remainder of the race, which was won by Romania’s MARICICA PUICA.

1988

THE STORY OF THE SEOUL OLYMPICS CAN BE SUMMED UP IN two words: BEN JOHNSON. The Canadian athlete astonished the planet by storming to victory in the men’s 100m final in a world record time of 9.79 seconds, then plunged it into dismay by failing a drug test. There was a strong shadow of suspicion, too, over FLORENCE GRIFFITH JOYNER’s scarcely credible performance in the women’s 100m final, winning the race in 10.54 seconds (still the Olympic record). FLO-JO had arrived at the Games having improved inexplicably in the course of the preceding year, and one look at her was enough for many sceptics. As the US coach Bill Dellinger had remarked at the US team trials (albeit not about Flo-Jo): ‘That wasn’t a sprint – that was chemical warfare.’

1992

THE FIRST OLYMPICS SINCE THE FALL OF THE BERLIN WALL SAW Britain’s LINFORD CHRISTIE become the oldest winner of the men’s 100m by a margin of four years. DERARTU TULU of Ethiopia became the first black female African Olympic champion with victory in the women’s marathon. The most emotional episode of the Games began 150 metres into the semi-final of the men’s 400m, when Britain’s DEREK REDMOND felt his right hamstring pop and collapsed to the ground. His father Jim raced down from the stands, put his arm around his stricken son and told him ‘We started your career together so we’re going to finish this race together.’ The 65,000 crowd gave the two Redmonds a standing ovation as they hobbled their way to the finishing line. The USA’s EVELYN ASHFORD won a remarkable fourth gold (for the 4 x 100m relay) in three Olympic Games; she might well have won more had it not been for Flo-Jo.

1996

ATLANTA PRODUCED TWO ASTONISHING DOUBLES: MICHAEL JOHNSON took the 200m and 400m double (the first by any male athlete in a non-boycotted Games), while MARIE-JOSÉ PÉREC of France matched him in the women’s division. Men’s 10,000m champion HAILE GEBRSELASSIE ran the second half of the race in a time which would have won every Olympic 5000m final bar one.

2000

WHEN MARIE-JOSÉ PÉREC CRACKED UP AND FLED SYDNEY under the weight of media scrutiny, the way was clear for Australian CATHY FREEMAN to win the women’s 400m. Her victory, achieved in a hooded bodysuit in front of a record Olympic crowd of 112,524, was of huge significance to the nation’s Aboriginal people. Another highlight was American athlete MARION JONES’ drive for five Olympic titles. She won three of them – the 100m, 200m and 4 x 400m – but in 2007 admitted taking performance-enhancing drugs and was stripped of her medals. Her husband, the gargantuan shot putter C.J. HUNTER, tested positive for nandrolone at Sydney.

2004

THE GREEK HOSTS HAD HIGH HOPES OF VICTORY FOR SPRINTER KONSTANTINOS KENTERIS and EKATERINI THANOU, but to intense local embarrassment, the pair failed to turn up for a drugs test the day before the opening ceremony, claiming they had been involved in a motorbike accident. LIU XIANG became the first male Chinese athlete to win an Olympic athletics gold with victory in the 110m hurdles. Britain’s KELLY HOLMES notched up a double in the 800m and 1500m. Her compatriot PAULA RADCLIFFE had bad luck in the women’s marathon, forced to withdraw 36km into the race due to stomach trouble. Brazilian VANDERLEI DE LIMA had an even worse time in the men’s equivalent – he was attacked by an Irish priest – though he still managed to finish third. The Moroccan HICHAM EL GUERROUJ – perhaps the greatest ever middle distance runner – took golds in the 1500m and 5000m.

2008

ATHLETICS AT BEIJING’S GAMES BELONGED UNQUESTIONABLY TO USAIN BOLT. The 6ft 5in Jamaican produced the most exciting outcome the sport can offer – a world record in an Olympic 100m final. Even more impressive in some ways was his performance in the 200m. Many witnesses of Michael Johnston’s annihilation of the field in the event in Atlanta believed he had set a world record that would stand for fifty years. In fact it lasted just eight, as Bolt justified his surname in a time of 19.30sec.

10 ATHLETIC GREATS
 
TEN OF THE GREATS – IN ORDER OF APPEARANCE.

1. JIM THORPE, USA (GOLD 2)

When King Gustav of Sweden placed a gold medal around the neck of the winner of the 1912 pentathlon and decathlon, calling him the greatest athlete in the world, Thorpe replied ‘Thanks, King.’ This alone would have secured him immortality. The part-Native American, part-Caucasian was given a ticker-tape parade on his return to New York but things turned sour when it emerged that he had earned $25 a week in 1909 and 1910 playing minor league baseball in North Carolina. This was deemed an intolerable breach of the ‘amateurs only’ rules. The IOC asked Thorpe to return his gold medals and struck his name from the record books. In 1983, thirty years after his death, the decision was reversed.

2. PAAVO NURMI, FINLAND (GOLD 9, SILVER 3)

The Flying Finn’s haul of nine gold medals ties him with Carl Lewis as the most successful male Olympic athlete. In 1924, he won the 1500m in a world record time, rested for 26 minutes and then repeated the feat in the 5000m.

3. MILDRED ‘BABE’ DIDRIKSON, USA (GOLD 2, SILVER 1)

At the Los Angeles Games in 1932, the Texan all-rounder won the javelin and 80m hurdles and tied for the high jump (she was relegated to silver by the judges for a style contravention). Such was her versatility that she became, under her married name of Mildred Zaharias, the most successful female golf player of all time. She was pretty damned good at basketball, too.

4. JESSE OWENS, USA (GOLD 4)

One afternoon in May 1935, Owens set six world records in 45 minutes. But the sprinter and long jumper from Cleveland, Ohio is most celebrated for his four victories at the Berlin Olympics in 1936. Adolf Hitler actually treated him marginally better than the leader of his own country, sending him an inscribed photograph. ‘It wasn’t Hitler who snubbed me,’ Owens later said. ‘It was FDR who snubbed me. The President didn’t even send me a telegram.’

[image: image]

TWO OF THE GREATS: MILDRED DIDRIKSON THROWING THE JAVELIN AT LA 1932 AND THE INELEGANT BUT DEVASTATING EMIL ZÁTOPEK AT HELSINKI 1952

5. FANNY BLANKERS-KOEN, NETHERLANDS (GOLD 4)

The ‘Flying Housewife’ from the Netherlands is still the only female athlete to have won four golds at one Games, triumphing in the 100m, 200m, 80m hurdles and 4 x 100m relay in London in 1948. She wasn’t even at her peak when she did it. Having competed in the 1936 Olympics as an eighteen-year-old, FBK’s best years overlapped with the Second World War, a period during which she broke world records for the high and long jumps and various sprint and hurdling events. At the grand old age of 33 she registered another record, in the pentathlon.

6. EMIL ZÁTOPEK, CZECHOSLOVAKIA (GOLD 4, SILVER 1)

Known as the ‘Czech Locomotive’, Zátopek was the toast of the Helsinki Games of 1952, with victories in the 5000m, 10,000m and the marathon (he was carried aloft by the Jamaican relay team after this last victory). He is a rare exception to the rule that a beautiful style is the most efficient: his head rocked from side to side, his torso twisted, and he made a hell of a racket (his loud wheezing was one reason for the nickname). Zátopek was promoted to the rank of lieutenant colonel in the Czech army in recognition of his athletic exploits but was sent to do manual labour in a uranium mine after he lent his support to the 1968 uprising.

7. ABEBE BIKILA, ETHIOPIA (GOLD 2)

Abebe Bikila, the winner of the 1960 and 1964 Olympic marathons only failed to win one race at the distance during his career – the 1963 Boston Marathon. A member of the Imperial Bodyguard of Haile Selassie, the great Ethiopian has a stadium named after him in Addis Ababa. Tragically, he was rendered quadriplegic in a car accident in 1969 and died four years later.

8. CARL LEWIS, USA (GOLD 9, SILVER 1)

The only man to successfully defend Olympic titles in the 100m and long jump, Lewis is the joint most successful Olympic athlete of the modern era (with Paavo Nurmi). At the 1984 Olympics he equalled Jesse Owens’ haul of four golds.

9. MICHAEL JOHNSON, USA (GOLD 4)

No athletics coach would encourage his charges to run like Johnson, who took extraordinarily short steps and leaned backwards. But nobody could argue with the results. Olympic 400m champion in 1996 and 2000, he also knocked an astounding third of a second off the 200m world record in the final at Atlanta. And that record – Pietro Mennea’s 1979 time in Mexico – was widely regarded as the toughest in athletics

10. USAIN BOLT, JAMAICA (GOLD 3)

The laid-back Jamaican showman has taken sprinting into A new dimension, regularly beating top class fields by margins of several metres, and with an apparently casual air. Many believe him capable of running the 100m in less than 9.5 seconds. And he seems to be considering a move up to 400m, to bag further records. He recently announced that he would like to play football for Manchester United when he retires from international athletics.
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