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  INTRODUCTION


  The Olympic Games have been rightly described as the Mount Everest of Sport. No other sporting event has more prestige or is given more publicity. Every four
  years young men and women representing virtually all the nations of the world come together to compete against one another in a great variety of sports.


  The growth of the Games has been phenomenal. In 1896, when the first of the modern Olympics was held in Athens, there were only three hundred athletes from eleven countries. When
  the Olympics returned to Athens in 2004, some eleven thousand athletes competed from more than two hundred countries. Despite the cost of the Games, their commercialisation and razzmatazz, and the
  controversies that seem inevitably to surround them, the Olympics mean something special to people and are extraordinarily popular.


  The lofty ideals, such as the promotion of harmony and goodwill and universal peace, with which the modern Olympics were launched more than one hundred years ago, may
  now have little resonance. But millions of people are drawn to the Games as a singularly human institution, a great and sometimes beautiful spectacle, where emotions run high and heroic deeds are
  played out before them.


  The ancient Olympic Games are regarded as starting at Olympia, Greece in 776 BC and were discontinued in AD 393 by the Roman Emperor Theodosius the Great when he outlawed all Greeces
  religious landmarks and its pagan ceremonies. Towards the end of the nineteenth century, it was mainly through the vision, enthusiasm and efforts of a Frenchman named Baron de Coubertin that the
  Olympic movement was resurrected. He was able to promote enough interest in the idea for the first Olympiad of the modern era to be held in Athens in 1896. Before the Olympics came to London in
  1908, three more Games were held, in Paris in 1900, St Louis in 1904, and the so-called intercalated or interim Games of Athens in 1906.


  The opening ceremony of the 1896 Athens Games on Easter Sunday drew huge crowds. The Games could hardly be considered an international event since two-thirds of the competitors were Greek,
  together with a mere twenty-one Germans, nineteen Frenchman, fourteen Americans and eight Britons, together with a smattering of other nationalities.


  The Greek spectators, hungry for success, grew more angry and frustrated as one event after another was won by the Americans. It was a Greek shepherd called Spyridon Loues who came to their
  rescue when he won the marathon. A devout man, he was said to have spent most of the previous evening in prayer and had fasted the entire day before the race.


  The popular response to Loues victory, and the national celebrations which followed, were so great that they created just the momentum needed for the Olympic experiment to feel confident
  enough to move on to its next selected venue  Paris.


  Unfortunately, the Paris Games of 1900 were not a success. They took place over a period of two months, and since they were arranged as a peripheral part of a World Fair, they were hardly
  noticed by visitors. Athletes from twenty countries competed, but most of the competitors were said to have treated the Games as a huge joke. Competitions were held in dismal facilities and were
  poorly organised.


  The track and field events were held in the Bois de Boulogne. Races took place on the grass because the French did not want to disfigure the grass with a cinder track. The discus and javelin
  throws got caught in the trees which the French refused to cut down. The swimmers and divers were compelled to compete in the polluted waters of the Seine. Swimming the river downstream, the
  Australian swimmer, Frederick Lane, was swept along so fast by the current that he smashed the official 200 metres record by thirteen seconds!


  The 1904 Games held in St Louis, USA, were equally disappointing, and generally regarded as the worst in the history of the Olympic movement. They have been described as being bathed in
  nationalism, ethnocentrism, controversy, confusion, and bad taste. (Findling & Pelle  Historical Dictionary of the Modern Olympic Movement). Faced with a transatlantic
  voyage and a 1,000 mile train ride, most Europeans decided not to attend what some suspected to be a wilderness settlement menaced by Indians. British journalists covering the event claimed later
  that their most abiding memory was that the sole fare on the menu was buffalo meat(Guttman  The Olympics).


  Only nine nations were represented and the Games turned out to be little more than a United States sports fixture. Americans won twenty-two out of the twenty-three track and field events. Once
  more, it was the marathon that provided the real excitement. The American athlete Fred Lorz thrilled the home crowd by finishing well ahead of anyone else in the race but the euphoria soon
  evaporated when he was disqualified for travelling part of the way on a truck.


  After the disappointments of Paris and St Louis, the whole Olympic movement might well have ground to a halt. However, a group of Greek sports supporters, remembering the relative success of the
  1896 Games, decided to mount another bid. They set about persuading the International Olympic Committee (IOC) to agree to Greece holding in Athens what became known as the Intercalated (Interim)
  Olympic Games of 1906. In fact these Games were something of a sop to the Greeks who were bitter about the refusal of the IOC to accept their proposal to make Greece the permanent home of the
  Olympic Games. De Coubertin, who effectively dominated the committee, remained insistent that the chance to hold the Games should be shared among the large capitals of the world.


  Although the 1906 Games, therefore, have never been recognised officially as Olympic Games, they were the first truly international event held under IOC auspices. They were much
  better organised than the two previous Olympiads. Twenty nations sent nearly nine hundred athletes to Athens. Competition was keen and public support good. Despite shortcomings, such as a lack of
  competition rules and accusations of partiality among the judges, the 1906 Games were considered a success. They had the effect of rekindling public and national interest in the Olympic
  concept.


  The IOC agreed with Baron de Coubertin that it would be very appropriate for the fourth Olympiad of 1908 to be celebrated in Rome  the Eternal City. Italy eagerly welcomed the opportunity
  to demonstrate its credentials as a truly major European power and accepted the invitation. Unfortunately, in 1906 Mount Vesuvius erupted, and such was the damage and devastation caused, that the
  Italians asked to be relieved of the responsibility of staging the Games for financial reasons. Great Britain was the only country that seemed to have the wherewithal to rescue the 1908 Games at
  such desperately short notice, and the IOC turned to it for help. In November 1906 a letter was sent to the IOC stating that Britain was prepared to take over the Games.


  The British responded to the enormous challenge of staging the 1908 Olympics with widely-praised drive and efficiency. With barely two years notice and with limited resources, the
  organisers managed to stage the best-organised Games and the largest and most representative gathering of athletes ever before seen. However, there were also eruptions in London of a very different
  kind than those that had affected Rome.


  They were scarred by a bitter round of disputes based mainly on an intense rivalry between the British and Americans  the so-called Battle of Shepherds Bush. Consequently the
  London Games have gone down as one of the most controversial and dramatic in Olympic history.


  This book has two main objectives. First, to describe the achievements of the London Games and its excitement and drama. It sets out to capture the major controversies that occurred, the reasons
  for them and their repercussions. It is not therefore a book of reference, a complete history of the entire 1908 Games, or of all its relevant statistical information.


  The second objective relates to the people who in one way or another took part in the London Games. All Olympics have their heroes and owe much to many people. But the 1908 Games were
  particularly rich with the number of remarkable people whose sporting lives and achievements were truly memorable. Several will make a brief appearance on the pages of this book as events unfold.
  But there are some who stand out as deserving more attention.


  Included therefore in this book is a series of personal portraits of some of those people  nine men and one woman  whose lives were touched deeply by the London Games, and who were
  never quite the same again. They came from widely different backgrounds, cultures, countries and sports. All were heroes in their own way, although not all Olympic champions. The Games launched a
  few of them into unprecedented fame and fortune as sporting superstars. For others, life thereafter was an anticlimax as they sunk into obscurity, and for some life came to be cruelly cut
  short.


  


  Chapter 1


  London prepares for the Games


  
    
      
        
          The curtain descended on the Tibers stage and rose soon after on that of the Thames.  Baron de Coubertin

        

      

    

  


  The Challenge


  Once Italy had announced it was no longer able to stage the 1908 Games, Baron Pierre de Coubertin realised that the task of organising them with less than two years to go would
  be an extremely arduous one, and well beyond the scope of most countries. But he was determined that they should go ahead and in desperation he turned to Great Britain for help. Britain, after all,
  was regarded across the world as the motherland of sport, and had established a reputation for organising large-scale sporting events such as the Amateur Athletic Association (AAA) Championships,
  Wimbledon and the Henley Regatta.


  He was fortunate that his eminent and influential British friend, Lord Desborough, shared his sporting enthusiasm and thought the idea an exciting one and just possible. In the event,
  Desboroughs organising ability, and his drive and determination, proved very influential in ensuring that all the preparatory work for the Games was completed on time.


  A British Olympic Association was already in existence and Desborough, very ably assisted by its secretary, the Rev RS de Courcy Laffan, used this body as the basis for the organisation of the
  London Games. Its role and authority were quickly strengthened by turning it into the British Olympic Council (BOC). The Council proved to be remarkably effective and met virtually every fortnight
  over a period of two years.


  The preparatory work was massive. Desborough and Laffan recognised that the planning for a programme consisting of more than one hundred events in twenty different forms of sport had to be
  meticulous.


  The chaos of the earlier Games was still fresh in the memory. As well as no running track in Paris in 1900 there had been more competitors than spectators and the French and Americans spent the
  time arguing with one another.


  The St Louis Games of 1904 had been even more of a disaster. Britain and France did not send one competitor and each day of competition was marred by fresh protest and counter protest. The BOC
  were determined that the London Games should set new standards of organisation and performance.


  It was decided from the outset that all the preparatory tasks would be finished on time only by devolving most of the detailed work to each of the different British athletic and sporting
  associations representing the particular sport concerned. The membership of the BOC therefore was enlarged by including a representative of each sport participating in the Games. The associations
  immediately set about the daunting task of codifying the Olympic rules for all the competitions. Each sport required separate books of rules to be drawn up and agreed by more than twenty different
  nations. Once agreed, the rules were then translated into French and German and circulated to all the competing countries.


  The stadium


  The first and most important decision of the council was just where in London the main part of the Games should be held. There were several possible sites but the council had no
  money to invest in them. It was not able to turn to the Government for support for it was an accepted doctrine of the time that such projects should be carried out by private enterprise.


  However, the council was extremely fortunate to find that an important FrancoBritish Exhibition was also to be held in 1908 and that work had already started on a massive one hundred and
  forty-acre site in Shepherds Bush in west London. The brilliant white buildings making up the exhibition were being laid out in a cross pattern and soon attracted the name of the
  White City.


  When the organisers of the exhibition proposed that the Games should be held alongside the exhibition as had happened earlier at the Paris and St Louis Games, the council jumped at the offer. In
  fact, the terms proposed were remarkably attractive. The exhibition agreed to build the entire stadium at its own expense of not less than 40,000, complete with all the
  facilities required. Moreover, it was agreed that the Council could also receive one quarter of the gross receipts of the Games.


  Lord and Lady Desborough laid the first foundation stone for the White City Stadium on August 2nd 1907 and it was completed in the astonishing time of less than one year by a large labour force
  which worked by day and night. It made a most impressive sight. Built of five thousand tons of steel, it was the largest stadium constructed anywhere in the world and capable of holding one hundred
  and fifty thousand people, seventy thousand of whom could be seated.


  The cinder running track, reckoned to be the finest in the world, measured three laps to the mile and contained no awkward corners. Outside it was a banked concrete cycle track. At one side of
  the stadium there was a swimming tank one hundred metres in length and with a maximum depth of fourteen feet for the high diving competition. Inside the running track there was a central arena for
  the field events, the association football, rugby football, hockey and lacrosse matches, and an area where the gymnastics and archery competitions could be held. Underneath the spectator terraces
  there were fourteen large dressing rooms for three thousand competitors, together with facilities for the police and ambulance services. No allowance was made for the serving of alcohol but there
  were five temperance restaurants. It was reported that the stadium cost about 85,000 to build, although some sources suggest the actual cost was closer to 200,000.


  By May 1908 the stadium was ready for competition. On May 14th, the Prince and Princess of Wales formally opened both the Franco-British Exhibition and the adjoining stadium which they dedicated
  to the cause of international sport. It was hardly a propitious start since on the day the stadium was declared open the rain fell continuously.


  Although the Olympic organisers had undoubtedly secured a great stadium, they were still faced with raising the substantial sum of money needed to run the Games, plus all the hospitality
  expenses involved in an international event. In all, seven official banquets were organised in London by the BOC, attended by three thousand five hundred people.


  Since there were no funds forthcoming from the government, the organisers were faced with a big financial problem. With just two weeks to go before the start of the Games, they were still short
  of 10,000. In desperation, Lord Desborough turned to the press baron, Lord Northcliffe, for help. Although Northcliffe personally was not keen on the Olympics, he reluctantly
  agreed to use his popular newspaper  the Daily Mail  to launch a final appeal to the public for support. In blatantly patriotic terms, the newspaper urged that, Let the
  thousands who go to football matches in the winter; the thousands who watch cricket in the summer; the millions eager about all the games and exercises which all the year round form their greatest
  recreation  let them come forward now and contribute, in however small a measure, to the Ideal which England represents.


  The response exceeded all expectations. Contributions simply poured in from all parts of Britain and overseas and from the rich and the poor. In just over a week over 12,000 had been
  subscribed, and the newspaper had to request its readers not to send any more money. The largest single individual contribution of 1,500 came from the famous strongman and bodybuilder of the
  time, Eugen Sandow. Out of the total sum for expenses of around 15,000, just over 5,300 was spent eventually on entertainment and hospitality. In the final outcome, the British
  Olympic Association finished with a remarkable profit of more than 6,000 on the Games.


  The public attendance at the stadium during the first week was low, partly because the July weather was particularly wet and windy. But the Games had not been publicised well enough, and the
  entrance charges were initially set too high. On some days the attendance fell as low as ten thousand. Lord Desborough lamented, Do they realise what they are missing? The greatest and most
  wonderful athletic meeting in the history of the world is in progress (The Sporting Life). When at the beginning of the second week the entrance charges were reduced by half, and word
  got round about the events taking place, attendance improved markedly. By the time the marathon was run towards the end of the Games, the attendance in the stadium had risen to nearer ninety
  thousand.


  The Programme


  The programme for the Games had been approved by the International Olympic Committee (IOC) meeting at The Hague in the spring of 1907. As regards the sports to be included, it
  drew largely on the previous Games held in Paris, St Louis and Athens. They had laid down the basic principle that no competition should be approved which was not practised by several different
  nations. This meant that some of the sports initially proposed by the British such as cricket, baseball and pelota, were rejected.


  Oddly, however, motorboat racing was included and seven boats raced for the three gold medals. In all, there were twenty-one different sports on the programme, far larger than had ever been
  included before. The 1908 Games were also the first time that events were spread around the country, so yachting, for example, was held at Ryde in the Isle of Wight, and the rowing at Henley. In
  total, some eight hundred officials were required to control the various events. Even then there were mutterings that the Games had become too big and should be shortened on future occasions.


  The London Games took a significant step forward to increasing the participation of women. Women took part in the lawn tennis, which was reinstated at the Games having been dropped after 1900,
  and they also competed for the first time in the figure skating, which was introduced into the programme for the first time as a legitimate competitive event. A separate Winter Olympics was not
  held until Chamonix in 1924. Another addition, and one with considerable importance for the future, was the inclusion of a demonstration event for women gymnasts. All this was not entirely to the
  Baron de Coubertins liking since he viewed the Olympics as essentially a sports festival for men and he would have preferred women to remain as admiring spectators.


  In fact the 1908 Games were spread out over some six months to coincide with the Franco-British Exhibition held alongside the White City stadium. The Games were divided essentially into four
  phases. The first part of the so-called Summer Games began in late April and included activities such as golf, tennis and polo, then came the White City stadium events, primarily the
  track and field and swimming competitions. The rowing and yachting events, held at venues outside the stadium, followed and then came the so-called Winter Games including skating,
  association football, rugby and hockey.


  Events at the stadium were on every weekday morning and afternoon until Saturday July 25th, when in the afternoon there was to be a solemn presentation of the
  prizes and commemorative medals. As a mark of goodwill, the British organisers adopted the metric measurement for the events, with the exception of the marathon.


  The programme had been arranged so that the athletic races of 1500 metres and upwards, apart from the relays and marathon, would take place in the first week together with the cycling and
  gymnastics and some of the swimming events. All of the short distance races, the jumping and the remainder of the swimming were scheduled for the second week. With the permission of King Edward
  VII, the marathon was arranged to start from the private grounds of Windsor Castle on the afternoon of July 24th.


  Rules and Regulations


  The fair judging of all the various competitions had already emerged as a serious problem in earlier Games as there was no international agreement in place acceptable to all
  nations. Thus disputes over how juries should be drawn up, and charges of bias and incompetence, were legion. The IOC took what turned out to be an ill-fated decision when rather than appointing
  juries composed of different nationalities, they left the whole of the arrangements for judging the Games totally in the hands of the British governing association for each sport.


  Such, it was confidently claimed, was the respect the world had for the English love of fair play (Official Report). De Coubertin himself supported the idea but it was one that he
  was to come to rue. Unfortunately, subsequent events showed that the famed British impartiality did not necessarily extend to the world of sport.


  Another difficult problem facing the BOC was the definition of amateur status. At that time the Games were officially regarded as reserved strictly for the amateur competitor, the underlying
  principle being that an athlete loses his amateur status if he makes money out of the sport.


  Unfortunately, getting a universal agreement on how the principle should be applied proved impractical, so each sport had to have a definition of its own. In practice the concept of the amateur
  was already proving something of a farce, not least when the French cycling team turned up in London with free cycles, free facilities and training expenses provided by British cycle firms seeking
  publicity! (Dobbs  Edwardians at Play)


  The definition of the word country also taxed the Council. For the first time strict regulations were laid down regarding the nationality of the competitors. At previous Olympiads,
  members of any amateur athletic club in a country could represent that country irrespective of their nationality. Under the new regulations which the BOC drew up, only national-born or fully
  naturalised subjects of a country or of a sovereign state of which a country forms part were eligible to represent that country. This definition adopted was to some extent forced upon
  the Council by what had been agreed in earlier Games, and became unfortunately another cause of contention among the competing nations.


  It was agreed all contestants had to be certified by their national Olympic Committees. Restrictions on the number of competitors who could be entered were agreed and entry deadlines were
  established. It was no longer possible for anyone to simply turn up on the day and decide to compete. At the 1896 Games in Athens a British tourist, IP Boland had entered the tennis tournament on a
  whim and had won. And at St Louis in 1904, a Cuban postman hitch-hiked his way to the Games to compete in the marathon in what was reported to be his night shirt!


  High Hopes


  As the date of the Opening Ceremony grew nearer, the level of optimism rose. The organisers and other authorities predicted that the Games as a whole were going to be a
  resounding success and would set the standard as to how they should be organised in the future. The magazine, The County Gentleman, predicted that There is not the slightest doubt
  that it will be a series of gatherings the like of which the world has never seen. The Times declared its confidence that whoever won or lost would go away satisfied and
  feeling that every opportunity has been given and every courtesy shown to him. Echoing those sentiments, the Manchester Guardian said that England would suffer lasting disgrace
  if the Games of 1908 are not only equal in extent and interest to those which have preceded them, but so far superior as to develop a vast increase of zeal for these international
  gatherings.


  Governments too had come to realise that the Games were now a major international event with the potential for much political impact. In 1908 political tensions across much of Europe were
  running particularly high. The Times announced that the Games cannot but make for the prospects of world peace that ten of the worlds civilised states should meet in friendly
  rivalry of the simplest and cleanest form of sport. The greatest modern gathering of athletes would, it was predicted, be conducted from beginning to end in a spirit of perfect
  harmony, and people would be able to look back on the Games as having a powerful impetus on the brotherhood of the world. And who, therefore, in British eyes was more fitted to
  open the fourth Olympiad than King Edward the Peacemaker?


  Sadly, some of this idealism was painfully misplaced. The Games from day one fell far short of perfect harmony. Even the Gods showed no favours, for the weather virtually
  throughout the Games was cold and wet. Only the day of the ill-fated Marathon was free from persistent rain, and then the weather was so hot and humid as to make long distance running highly
  uncomfortable. And as for the brotherhood of man, only six years later a World War broke out which took the lives of more than eight million young men.


  


  Chapter 2


  The Games Begin


  
    
      
        
          This was the most important international contest in the history of track and field events, for here were gathered the cream of the worlds athletes; the
          champions of champions.  Caspar Witney, American sports writer.

        

      

    

  


  Competition among nations


  The preparations were complete and the athletes had assembled. Compared with the earlier Games, the number of foreign competitors taking part was astoundingly
  large (The Times, July 11th). There were around three thousand entries (although only just over two thousand actually competed), making the event much the greatest athletic gathering
  on record.


  Great Britain had by far the largest number of competitors with seven hundred and thirty-six, made up of six hundred and ninety-seven men and thirty-nine women. The next largest were France with
  two hundred and eight, Sweden with one hundred and sixty-eight and the United States with one hundred and twenty-two.


  The London Games marked a significant change from the earlier Olympiads in that for the first time there was not only to be competition among athletes but competition among nations. The outcome
  was predictable. National pride and prestige were at stake. For better or worse, from 1908 onwards nationalistic rivalry became an established feature of the Olympics.


  Some countries made their intentions clear before they left for London. The United States team, selected after intensive national trials, was its strongest and largest yet. Its athletes made no
  secret that they were there to win most of the medals; their team captain, Martin Sheridan, boasted that We will knock spots off the British.


  The French Minister of War sent French athletes off to London with the reminder that their efforts would be in vain were not the eyes of those young men always fixed on the flag which was
  the symbol of the Fatherland  and all the sacrifices France had the right to demand of her children (The Times June 10th 1908).


  Several countries had also appreciated the fact that sporting success demanded that their athletes should be carefully selected and prepared for the Games. In contrast to the British position,
  the French, German and Canadian governments all decided to fund their teams.


  The large numbers of countries taking part made predictions of success very difficult, but as the Games grew closer there was inevitably much speculation in the press and elsewhere about who
  would be the winners and losers. Virtually all countries had one or two excellent athletes. A strong challenge was expected from Canada. Most observers agreed that the well-prepared Americans
  looked very powerful and would dominate the sprints, and the field events such as the discus, weight putting and javelin. It should be, predicted The Sporting Life, a keen and mighty
  struggle between the United States and Great Britain.


  Generally the selection of the British competitors had been received enthusiastically and there was not the slightest doubt that they would pull off many of the
  prizes (The County Gentleman). High hopes in particular were held for British chances in the 400 metres and the longer races, including the marathon, and in the relays and walking
  races.


  The Opening Ceremony


  On the afternoon of Monday, July 13th 1908, the Games were officially declared open by King Edward VII, the patron of the Olympic Games, and himself an enthusiastic sportsman in
  his younger days. The day had dawned cloudy and wet and by mid morning the roadway to the Exhibition grounds had turned into a sea of liquid mud.


  But this did not stop some forty thousand spectators making their way to the stadium. Only shortly before 3pm, when the King and his party left Buckingham Palace, did the rain relent.


  On entering the stadium the King and Queen Alexandra drove to the royal box where the band, drums and pipes of the Scots Guards and soldiers from the Grenadier Guards were drawn up (The
  Times July 14th). They were received by Lord Desborough, Baron de Coubertin and members of the International and British Olympic Committees. Also present in the box were the Crown Prince and
  Princess of Greece, the Crown Prince and Princess of Sweden, King Haakon of Norway, and other distinguished representatives from Britain and overseas.


  The box itself was situated in the centre of the west side of the stadium, directly opposite the stand displaying the flags of the competing nations and topped by a crown bearing the
  inscription, Edward VII, Rex and Imperator; a language, it was claimed, which would be understood by all the competitors (The Times July 14th 1908).


  Once their majesties had settled into the box, the royal standard was run up by two bluejackets and the national anthem played. Lord Desborough stepped forward and requested His Majesty to open
  the Fourth Olympiad. The King in one ringing sentence declared The Olympic Games of London are open, whereupon all the competitors and the spectators gave three hearty cheers.


  The competing nations paraded with their standard bearers in alphabetical order. It was said to be a wonderful sight as the teams marched round the track. In total, there were some two thousand
  young men and maidens, in the prime of life and the pink of condition (The Times July 14th).


  They were drawn up in a long line of fours. The French and the Germans found themselves marching together, which The Times hoped was particularly wellomened in view of the
  deeper meaning of the Olympiad (The Times July 14th).


  The red and white stripes of the Austrian flag led the way with the Union Jack bringing up the rear. Some of the delegations dressed up for the event; the Swedes, Germans, Norwegians, Finns,
  Dutch and Italians were particularly impressive, and the Danish women in gymnastic costume were most loudly and deservedly applauded (Official Report).


  The strong United States team were smartly dressed, although in their ordinary walking clothes, and said to have been acclaimed with generous warmth by the whole gathering
  (Daily Telegraph July 14th 1908).


  The British team was led by an Oxford Blue and a Cambridge Blue, and a former member of the Eton Eight. The Russians made their first appearance at an Olympic Games with a team of just seven
  competitors.


  Nonetheless, the parade fell well short of the spectacle now expected at modern Olympics and too many delegations simply paraded in plain clothes, or as in the case of the Australian swimming
  team, in their swimming gear and with bare feet.


  The opening ceremony went down well with the spectators and overall was thought to have been a success. However, it had also marked the first disputes of the Games.


  The Disputes Start


  Even before the Games had started it was apparent that there were some political grievances and sensitivities which had the potential to cause problems. For a start, in 1908
  there were tensions over the fact that Finland was under the political domination of Russia, and Ireland was still governed by Britain. In fact, the Games had begun badly for the Finns since they
  only just made the opening ceremony due to their boat being stranded off Hull with a defective boiler.


  When they were refused permission by Russian officials to march under the Finnish flag, they decided to dispense with a standard bearer rather than march behind the flag of Czarist Russia, much
  to the displeasure of the Russian ambassador who was present. As for the Irish, they were outraged when they were informed that any of their athletic victories were to be counted as victories for
  Great Britain, and some of their most talented athletes withdrew rather than join the British team.


  Those that did compete made a point of marching some distance behind the rest of the British team at the opening ceremony. Similarly, New Zealand had been granted dominion status in 1907 and it
  objected to having to compete with Australia as part of Australasia, whilst Austria, on the other hand, protested when Bohemia was allowed to enter a separate delegation.


  But it was the incidents of the stadium flags which provoked the angriest reaction. When the United States and Swedish teams gathered for the march past they were shocked to discover that their
  national flags were missing from the brilliant forest of the flags of the competing nations that fluttered around the stadium. To make matters worse, the flags of China and Japan, who were not
  competing, were displayed! The Americans fumed and protested and the British explained that there had been an administrative error, and they had been unable to find an American
  flag.


  Since arrangements for the display of national flags had been left to the pro-American director of the Franco-British exhibition, Imre Kiralfy, it is hardly likely that he would have arranged
  for the Stars and Stripes not to be flown. But there were many Americans who suspected that the omission had been a deliberate slight, and during the opening parade several Americans made a point
  of carrying their own flags. The Swedes were equally furious, and when later they fell out with the British judges over the wrestling events, they withdrew from the Games. This proved embarrassing
  since the Swedes were hosting the next Olympics.


  The trouble over the missing flags had barely subsided when another incident occurred which this time enraged British sensitivities. Arrangements had been made that as each delegation marched
  past the Royal Box their flags should be dipped in salute as a mark of respect to King Edward, who was also president of the British Olympic Association.


  The Americans marched past led by their giant shot-putter, Ralph Rose, bearing what was now a particularly large and brilliant flag. To the displeasure of the King, Rose failed to dip the Stars
  and Stripes, and marched on. There were many Britons in the crowd who saw the incident as a deliberate slight to the monarch, and it helped precipitate some of the anti-American feeling amongst the
  spectators which later grew more pronounced. The Irish American Martin Sheridan is often alleged to have added fuel to the fire by making soon afterwards his famous remark that, This flag
  dips to no earthly king. Whether in fact he did say that is somewhat doubtful (see chapter 13 on Ralph Rose). Nonetheless, wittingly or not, Rose had set a precedent, and to this day the
  Stars and Stripes is still not dipped to the head of state at Olympic parades.


  Underway


  With the parade over, the first event of the Games began with the heats of the 1500 metres and the Olympic record of 4 min 5.25 sec set at St Louis was soon broken despite the
  heavy condition of the track due to the rain. However, the stadium was by then far from full and only around one third of the seats around the ground were occupied.


  The King himself stayed until 5.30pm and reportedly showed a keen interest in every detail of the afternoons events, though he was said to be offended by the unruly behaviour of the
  American spectators.


  Unfortunately, the flag incident, although somewhat trivial in itself, upset the American delegation and triggered their suspicions about the fairness of British officialdom. It did not help
  that the weather was miserable, and the team was so dissatisfied with their hotel in London that most of them decided to move to Brighton. From then onwards they were constantly complaining. In the
  first four days alone the Americans ominously lodged four official complaints.
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