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            Introduction

         
 
         The 1908 Olympic Games were a watershed in the history of modern athletics. Previous Olympiads were open to everyone who could make the journey. They were held on rough tracks or in fields. The swimming events were held in rivers or even the open sea. The Games of 1908 changed all that.
         
 
         A superb stadium was specially built at the White City site for the events, which took place between 27 April and 31 October. For the first time all contestants appeared as members of their national teams. Some 2,035 athletes were reckoned to have taken part. Britain furnished over 700 competitors and France more than 200. The USA, concentrating on track and field events, provided 122 handpicked athletes. At the other end of the scale, Argentina and Switzerland each had a solitary representative. Irish-born athletes won gold medals for Great Britain, the USA and Canada.
         
 
         There were other innovations. Qualifying heats were introduced. The Winter Olympics, added in 1924, were heralded in London with the staging of ice-skating on the programme. The marathon distance was extended to 26 miles, 385 yards, which eventually became the official distance for the race. The relay race was introduced and in the winning US team was John Taylor, the first black athlete to secure an Olympic gold medal.
         
 
         Other experiments were short-lived, with powerboat racing taking place for the first and last time. Field hockey, diving and ice-skating lasted longer. It was the end of an era at the London Games for the standing high jump and standing long jump events – effectively putting an end to the international career of the multi-medal winning Raymond Ewry, variously known as ‘the human frog’ and ‘the rubber man’.
         
 
         Families were represented at the highest levels. The first brother and sister to win Olympic medals were the British archers William and Charlotte Dod. The Swedish father and son team of Oscar and Alfred Swahn won medals in shooting events. Husband and wife team Edgar and Martha Syers took bronze medals in the pairs skating.
         
 
         World and Olympic records were broken in the track and field events, although not in the sense that modern competitors would understand. This was a period in which records and record-keeping were hazy affairs and there was no central validating body. Nevertheless, runner Melvin Sheppard set new Olympic records in the 800 metres and 1500 metres and broke the world best time at the shorter distance. He also secured a gold in the relay. As far as can be ascertained, world records were also established in the 110 metres hurdles, the 400 metres hurdles and the classical discus throw.
         
 
         The London Games also had their share of characters. The Cork-born English policeman Con O’Kelly was tough and determined enough to win a gold medal in the heavyweight freestyle wrestling event, but probably was not as fierce as he seemed, because he received a reprimand from his superiors for allowing street urchins to steal his helmet while he was on his beat in Hull.
         
 
         Some competitors were more fortunate than others. There were only two entrants in the seven metres class yachting competition and one of those withdrew, so Charles Rivett-Carnac and his wife won gold without even getting their feet wet.
         
 
         The London Olympics were full of charm and drama. Yet today they are remembered, if at all, for the quarrels, scandals and international disputes which threatened to rend the tournament apart. The intrigue may have been deplorable but it kept a huge Edwardian audience engrossed for months. For the athletic achievements, human stories and plain bloody-mindedness displayed at all levels, the 1908 Olympic Games deserve to be remembered as a fascinating footnote in sporting history.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            One
 
            Dr Badger Cries ‘Foul!’

         
 
         
            ‘That Halswelle was badly bored and obstructed is, of course, beyond question.’
            
 
            The  Olympic  Games  of  1908  in  London:  A  Reply  to  Certain Charges  Made  by  the  American  Officials
            

         
 
         There were two finals of the 400 metres in the 1908 London Olympics. The first took place on 23 July at 5.30pm. It was the last athletics event of the day to be held at the newly constructed White City Stadium. The arena was capable of holding 150,000 spectators, with seating for 68,000, 17,000 of them under cover.
         
 
         There were four runners on this drab day. Representing Great Britain was Lieutenant Wyndham Halswelle. A few years earlier he had served with the Highland Light Infantry in the Boer War and taken part in several skirmishes in South Africa. His embryonic athletic ability had been noted by a veteran Scottish athletics coach called Jimmy Curran, who was also serving with the Highland Light Infantry during the South African war. He had urged the young Halswelle to take running seriously when he returned to the United Kingdom.
         
 
         Known to everyone except, presumably, the men under his command as ‘Jock’, Halswelle won silver and bronze medals in the 400 metres and 800 metres respectively in the unofficial 1906 Olympiad held in Athens. At the Scottish championships held later at Edinburgh’s Powderhall Stadium, on one afternoon Halswelle had won the 100, 220, 440 and 880 yards championships. He also set a Scottish record for 300 yards that was not beaten until 1961, when Menzies Campbell, later for a time to be the leader of the Liberal Democratic Party, took it away from him.
         
 
         In the semi-finals of the London competition he set a new Olympic record of 48.4 seconds. This established him as the favourite for the final. He had won his two heats by 10 and 12 yards.
         
 
         A few days before the race the New  York  Times,  referring to the runner’s achievement in the Amateur Athletic Association (AAA) final had said, ‘Lieutenant Halswelle is the man England expects to see win the 400 meter run and his 0.48.2-5 on a poor track would seem to put the event at his mercy.’
         
 
         The other three finalists were all Americans. John Carpenter represented Cornell University and was a former star Washington DC high school athlete. The Nebraska  State  Journal  called him ‘a bright and quiet young American’. William Robbins ran for Harvard College. The third member of the team, John Taylor of Pennsylvania University, was one of the first African Americans to represent the USA at any sport. He was frequently bumped and bored in races by less talented white athletes, as they tried to elbow him to one side or push past him where there was no room, because of his skin colour. To counter these ploys he had taken to running his races from the rear of the field, relying upon a surge of pace to take him to the front in the later stages. He had graduated from the Pennsylvania School of Veterinary Medicine only a few weeks previously and had hardly practised his new profession at all. In his class’s year book for 1908, his entry had read, ‘We of the class of 1908 are proud and can boast of having one of the greatest athletes the world has ever known.’
         
 
         Already a cloud hung over the proceedings. For some days before the race there had been rumours that the Americans, accustomed to a more robust running style than the English, were going to try to hustle the dignified Halswelle out of the competition. The horseshoe-shaped track would lend itself to such tactics because it was not marked into lanes by strings. Accordingly, British judges were stationed ostentatiously around the contours of the arena at 20-yard intervals, to the considerable annoyance of the American officials.
         
 
         Trouble started in the British dressing room as Halswelle tried to prepare for the final. He was bombarded with conflicting advice by the dozens of officials and hangers-on who had crowded into the room in an effort to give their man moral support. Some urged him to sprint from the line, while others urged caution and told the lieutenant to tuck in behind several of the Americans. In the event Halswelle took this last piece of advice, with unfortunate consequences.
         
 
         Before the race started, the apprehensive American trainer, Mike Murphy, who had coached John Taylor at Pennsylvania University, gathered his charges together and warned them what a good man they were competing against – Halswelle, the son of an artist, was Mayfair-born and Charterhouse and Sandhurst-educated. The trainer noted newspaper forecasts that the Americans were out to nobble the Briton and ordered the team to avoid disqualification – they were to be fair but run their hardest.
         
 
         The runners lined up with Carpenter on the inside, Halswelle next to him and Robbins on the officer’s other flank. Taylor occupied the outside berth. There were none of the customary handshakes before the event. Starter Harry Goble sternly warned the competitors that the penalty for any ganging-up, illegal elbow work or deliberate obstruction could be immediate disqualification.
         
 
         As soon as the starting gun was fired there were roars of disapproval from the crowd, who thought that Robbins, making a fast start in order to cut across and gain the inside position on the track, had impeded Halswelle. As the field settled into place, Carpenter slotted into the second position with Halswelle doggedly trying to cut down the lead of the two Americans ahead of him. An apprehensive Taylor, who was reported to be unwell, settled in at the back as usual.
         
 
         This order was maintained until the last bend when Halswelle made his move. Carpenter edged forward so that he was running shoulder to shoulder with Robbins on the final bend, forcing the British runner to veer wide in order to try to pass the pair of them. Inexorably, Carpenter continued to muscle his way sideways across the track, forcing the helpless Halswelle towards the outer curb.
         
 
         The crowd and the British officials were both infuriated by Carpenter’s tactics. One of the umpires, Dr Roscoe Badger, cried ‘Foul!’ He later declared in his evidence to the committee, as delineated in the official report, ‘I at once ran up the track, waving my hands to the judges to break the worsted.’
         
 
         Badger’s declaration was the signal for fellow officials to spring into action. Several of them snapped the winning tape before any of the runners could breast it. Others ran along the side of the track like angry clockwork toys, shouting irately at the runners to stop. It was later claimed that some of them had sworn at the runners. Ignored, they dashed towards the competitors, gesticulating wildly and, as one newspaper pointed out dryly, expending at least as much energy as the runners.
         
 
         The innocent and inoffensive Taylor, who was running some way back out of contention in fourth place, was physically manhandled off the track. Watching was American Les Stevens, knocked out in the heats of the 100 metres three days earlier. He claimed in disbelief, ‘The Negro boy was tackled.’
         
 
         Ray Ewry, an American competitor, had left the standing high jump competition to watch the 400 metres final. He believed Halswelle had panicked on the final bend.
         
 
         The three runners who had not been bustled out of the event crossed the finish line – Carpenter, Robbins and finally Halswelle. The winner’s unofficial time, according to those who continued to study their stopwatches for anyone still interested, was anything between 47.8 and 48.6 seconds. Few were concerned with the time.
         
 
         British spectators were booing the American runners. American onlookers were howling imprecations at the British officials. The four competitors, looking confused and embarrassed, were escorted off the track and down to the dressing rooms. It was taken by some Britons as a further black mark against Carpenter that he was, by then, wearing a particularly well-cut raincoat over his shorts and vest. Caspar Whitney, an American editor, claimed the crowd had started to shout, ‘Disqualify the dirty runners!’
         
 
         An announcer quickly declared through a megaphone that the race had been declared void. The important announcements were made by the City of London toastmaster, who was resplendent in an odd but fetching combination of uniform, morning dress and top hat. No reason was given for the decision he announced. A great cheer went up from the home supporters, countered by uproar from the American contingent in the stands. Remarkably for a staid British athletics tournament, thousands of spectators began to flood down the aisles on to the track, some arguing, others demanding more information. A contingent of helmeted London policemen was dispatched to counter the possibility of escalating disorder.
         
 
         The AAA convened an immediate meeting to discuss the matter. Photographs of the footprints of the runners on the muddy, puddled surface were ordered. The track officials and Wyndham Halswelle were called before the meeting, but American athletes and officials were not invited. In his evidence, Halswelle refuted rumours that Carpenter had beaten him back savagely with his elbow, but asserted the American had impeded him by forcing him some distance across the track with his arm. The committee deliberated for several hours. Most of the spectators had left the stadium by then.
         
 
         Transport had been set up, optimistically, by the organisers to disperse 80,000 fans at the White City Stadium in an hour. Some visitors to the Franco-British Exhibition that summer were less sanguine. Herbert Shaw, a journalist, commented: ‘It is a terrible fighting, that struggle which begins outside the Wood Lane entrance and is continued for many miles beyond the ken of Wood Lane. It is more terrible on Saturday night, when half-a-million people, about the hour of nine or ten, suddenly remember that they have homes.’
         
 
         Fans travelled by carriages, motor omnibuses and on foot. Many of them would be using the new Wood Lane tube terminus from which trains pulled by electric locomotives would take them to Bank station via Shepherd’s Bush. Tourists intending to visit the Games had been advised, ‘American and colonial visitors staying at the principal West End and Central hotels will find the Central Line (Twopenny Tube) the most direct and quickest route; book from Tottenham Court Road, Oxford Circus, Bond Street or Marble Arch Station to Shepherd’s Bush (Exhibition Station)’.
         
 
         Horse cabs, for the more affluent visitors, cost two miles for a shilling within the central four miles of the city. New-fangled motor cabs charged eight old pence for the first mile and another eight for each succeeding mile.
         
 
         An official statement was finally received by the damp spectators who remained huddled against the cold on that grey, drizzling afternoon at the White City. It said that the race had been declared void and that the final would be re-run the following Saturday, the last day of the athletics tournament. John Carpenter, however, had been disqualified for his action in deliberately denying Wyndham Halswelle racing room. The announcement ‘No race’ was flashed on to the telegraph board.
         
 
         Matthew P. Halpin, the manager of the United States’ athletics team lodged a protest as soon as the announcer had declared through his megaphone that the final had been postponed. This action was followed up by James E. Sullivan, the Commissioner to the Games of the US team. He held a meeting of his senior officials at a London hotel that evening. Sullivan, who was still only in his 40s, had been a founder member of the American Amateur Athletic Union, and was influential in Olympic circles. His detractors doubted his total impartiality, claiming that he was on the payroll of the Spalding sporting goods company. For this reason he was commonly known as the Spalding Man. On this occasion he made no effort to pacify his colleagues, causing his former friend Baron de Coubertin to sigh, ‘I just could not understand Sullivan’s attitude…he shared his team’s frenzy and did nothing to calm them down.’
         
 
         There was no doubt that the organisation of the London Olympiad was already providing something of a culture shock to the visiting Americans. At the last official Games, held in St Louis in 1904, American officials had it all their own way. In total there had been only about a hundred foreign competitors; the Games had been little more than an extended version of the United States championships. The American officials were accustomed to running matters as they saw fit. Now they were being thwarted by equally determined and insular British judges.
         
 
         As a result of the meeting chaired by Sullivan that evening, it was decided to protest strongly against the disqualification of the American runner. The stakes were raised suddenly when William Robbins, the Harvard competitor, announced that as an act of solidarity he would not compete in the final either. That put the onus on John Taylor, the remaining runner in the final. Robbins made it clear that he was exerting no pressure on the African American competitor. Taylor was free to make up his own mind what to do. The pressure was intense.
         
 
         Taylor was accustomed to being treated with indifference by athletics administrators. He felt strongly that athletic supremacy should be expressed on the track rather than in a committee room. On the other hand, when the former Pennyslvania University man saw the degree of satisfaction covertly expressed by Sullivan and his fellow committee members at Robbins’ decision, reluctantly he knew how unpopular he would become if he insisted on running. Instead he threw in his lot with the others and stated that he too was withdrawing from the event.
         
 
         An official announcement was made to the effect that the three American runners would not compete in the re-run of the 400 metres final the following Saturday. To make up for their disappointment, the committee issued the American runners with special medals.
         
 
         Sullivan went on to complain about the overall organisation of the race. He was particularly incensed about the positioning on the line of John Taylor, who, he stated, had to run yards more than the other starters. He denied that there had been any orchestrated plot on the part of the Americans to stop Halswelle running: ‘It is ridiculous to talk of a team boring or packeting as good a man as Halswelle in a quarter-mile race. No team could do it. We had nothing of the kind in view, we just raced him off his feet and he couldn’t stand the pace.’ (‘Packeting’ consisted of athletes surrounding a runner so that he could not breakthrough.)
         
 
         Sullivan said if there had been any collusion it had been among the British officials, whose protests, in his view, had seemed suspiciously orchestrated: ‘When Carpenter started leaving Halswelle behind, the officials cried “Foul!” in unison’ he said accusingly, ‘and the announcer also ran, yelling “Foul!”’
         
 
         The next morning, newspapers around the world were full of stories  about  the  previous  day’s  race  and  the  subsequent ramifications of its being declared void. The  Times  gave the British version of the action on the final bend. Referring to Carpenter’s tactics, the newspaper said: ‘He appeared to run diagonally, crossing in front of the Englishman so that he was obliged to lose several yards.’ The American newspapers, not unnaturally, took a different view of the proceedings. The  Daily  Kennebec  Journal summed up the feelings of many Americans when it stated of the first running of the 400 metres final: ‘The unfortunate state of disputes which has arisen since the opening of the Olympian games…culminated this afternoon in an occurrence which threatened to wreck the inter-Olympic meetings.’
         
 
         The  Cleveland  Plain  Dealer,  referring to the disqualification of Carpenter, said: ‘It is impossible to imagine Americans adopting towards visiting athletes the tactics which have already made these British games odious.’
         
 
         The Pittsburgh  Press  concurred: ‘There is neither the spirit of true sport, nor the spirit of ordinary courtesy and hospitality in the attitude of the Britishers, which has called forth vigorous complaint from the American contestants.’
         
 
         The  Syracuse  Post  added, ‘Athletes from other countries are completely at the mercy of the English officials who are conducting their events.’ On the other hand, the respected American writer Caspar Whitney was of the opinion that the decision of the judges was final and that the Americans should have kept their mouths shut and abided by the official decision.
         
 
         He was almost alone among his countrymen in his view. Mike Murphy, the American coach, was particularly bitter. ‘“Highway robbery” is pretty strong language, but there are no other words for it,’ he growled.
         
 
         Murphy was a formidable character and a sports veteran. He was a former professional six-day runner who had been brave enough to assist with the coaching of the fierce and often drunken world heavyweight boxing champion John L. Sullivan; Murphy was small, deaf and feisty. He had been one of the first to introduce the crouch start for sprinters and was a particular favourite of James E. Sullivan, who more than once had publicly praised the trainer for his ability to shave and adjust the rules in favour of his athletes, almost to the point of resorting to outright trickery. It was said that Murphy could judge a sprinter’s time and forecast his potential personal best just by watching him run once. One of his aphorisms was engraved on a plaque at the University of Pennsylvania: ‘You can’t lick a team that won’t be licked.’
         
 
         Several years later Murphy was to be the first conditioner to guess that the former heavyweight boxing champion James J. Jeffries was hopelessly out of shape for his comeback contest against the champion Jack Johnson at Reno. He had confirmed his theory by following Jeffries on one of his solitary so-called training runs. He saw Jeffries stop after a mile and spend the rest of the morning fishing before trotting back to his training camp. The promoter Tex Rickard had tried to bribe Murphy not to spread the story, but the tiny trainer ordered one of his large footballing friends to throw Rickard out of a window.
         
 
         In the course of his globe-trotting coaching career, the 48-year-old Murphy had often clashed with the English athletics establishment and was not impressed with his experiences. Interviewed in the Daily  Tribune  about the Halswelle affair, he had been particularly incensed. ‘I have been up against the English officials for years, and it has always been the same story – they would have robbed us of everything they could.’
         
 
         Throughout the heated accusations and counter-accusations, Carpenter continued to protest his innocence, claiming that literally he had run a straight finishing burst, never deviating from a direct line after he had rounded the bend and headed for the tape, making absolutely no contact with Wyndham Halswelle. He told the New  York  Times, ‘I did nothing to warrant my disqualification, and the action of the British officials was a big surprise to me. On the morning of the race the English newspapers printed a warning notice, advising that the race should be carefully watched by all Englishmen. All of the stories inferred that the Americans would do something to win the race, either by fair means or foul.’
         
 
         Even the normally reticent Taylor expressed his feelings to reporters, ‘The deal those Englishmen gave us was about the worst thing I ever heard of,’ he said. ‘It was simply a plain piece of robbery!’
         
 
         Whatever the private feelings of the organisers about this statement, behind the scenes efforts were still made to get the Americans to change their minds and to compete in the rescheduled final. All fell upon deaf ears. Two days later at midday, Wyndham Halswelle turned up alone to compete in the rerun of the 400 metres final. He had been the subject of criticism in the press for days. Some American writers had dug up an incident in the 800 metres final of the Athens Olympics two years earlier. Halswelle, they claimed, had been muscled out of first place towards the end of the race on a track with very tight bends by a more determined runner, an American called Paul Pilgrim, a last-minute entrant who had paid his own way to Greece. A shaken Halswelle had finished third. The implication of the articles was that Halswelle could sometimes falter under pressure and that was probably what had happened at the White City.
         
 
         As he approached the starting line, the lieutenant was hissed by the many Americans in the crowd. A forlorn but dignified figure, the English-born Scot completed the course in a creditable time of 50.00 seconds. In a triumph of restraint only one national newspaper used the headline HALSWELLE THAT ENDS WELL.
         
 
         Four hours after the lieutenant’s solo performance, the track and field section of the first London Olympics ended. Without a doubt the fourth modern Olympiad had not been the success that its organisers had hoped for. One American newspaper summed up the views of most when it told its readers, ‘The Halswelle affair, coming as it did at the end of the athletics section of the Olympics, proved the last nail in the coffin of the ill-fated London Olympiad.’
         
 
         There was no doubt that amid all the other noises in the vast stadium, the thud of two cultures clashing could be heard clearly by those with an ear for such things. Yet it had all started with such high hopes.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Two
 
            The Smoke-Filled Stateroom

         
 
         
            ‘We are very well aware that many shortcomings were apparent in the organisation of the most complicated international meeting that has ever taken place.’
            
 
            The  Olympic  Games  of  1908  in  London:  A  Reply  to  Certain Charges  Made  by  the  American  Officials 
            

         
 
         The London Olympiad had its inception in the stateroom of Lord Howard de Walden’s small yacht the SS Branwen.  It was August 1906, the time of the unofficial Olympiad, and the yacht was moored in the Bay of Phlerum off the coast of Athens. On board was the British fencing team.
         
 
         Even by Edwardian standards the assembly represented a concatenation of eccentric privilege and talents. William Henry Grenfell, Lord Desborough, was the enthusiast. He was 51 years old and a prominent sportsman. He had been in the 11 at Harrow and rowed for Oxford in the celebrated 1877 dead heat with Cambridge. He also represented the university in the three-mile track race. In 1878 he achieved the unique honour of becoming president of both the Oxford Boat Club and the Athletic Club.
         
 
         For good measure he also found time to become Master of the University Draghounds, taking over from fellow undergraduate Cecil Rhodes, who was about to return to South Africa to become a diamond magnate and coloniser of Rhodesia. Desborough slightly mistrusted the South African because he had a loose seat on a horse. It was typical of Desborough’s organising ability that when he came to stable the draghounds near at hand he also took care to house a fox in close proximity, so that at a pinch his dogs would always have something to chase.
         
 
         By the time of the Athens meeting, Desborough had been an occasional Liberal and then Tory MP, winning and losing several elections, stroked an eight across the English Channel, climbed the Matterhorn by three different routes and swam twice across the foot of Niagara Falls, once in a blizzard. He also won the national punting championship and married an heiress. All these feats were performed in conjunction with those normal pursuits of a country gentleman: deer stalking in the Highlands, deep-sea fishing off the coast of Florida, and big game hunting wherever the fancy took him.
         
 
         He was not averse to newspaper publicity and usually had a ready fund of anecdotes for reporters. Describing his experiences as a war correspondent in the second Suakin campaign in Egypt in 1888, one journalist reported admiringly, ‘He was surprised and chased by a party of dervishes when out alone some distance from the British camp. Lord Desborough won his exciting sprint by a few inches, thanks to the athletic prowess that enabled him, as a boy, to run his mile in four minutes, 37 seconds.’ There were further reports that Lord Desborough had been clutching an umbrella at the time of his ambush and that with true British phlegm he retained a firm grip on it throughout the sprint back to the British lines.
         
 
         A gossip writer said of Willie Desborough during his parliamentary days, in the following gushing terms, that he stood ‘well over six feet in height, with the frame of a Hercules and with health and strength written all over his manly face’.
         
 
         He had been awarded a peerage just the year before in 1905 upon his final retirement from politics. To fill the void left by his departure from the House of Commons, he threw himself heartily into public life. At one time it was estimated that he was serving on 115 different committees, in tandem with being a justice of the peace and president of the MCC. Desborough also persevered with his love of fencing, which had brought him to Athens on the Branwen.
         
 
         A fellow member of the team and owner of the yacht was Thomas Evelyn Ellis, Lord Howard de Walden, who was putting up the team for the duration of the Olympiad. He was 24 and had been educated at Eton and Sandhurst, served in the Boer War and was the artistic dilettante of the group. He had had a difficult childhood. When he was only 12 his mother Blanche had sued his father, Frederick George Ellis, the seventh Lord Howard de Walden, for divorce on the grounds of cruelly in a notorious case. The couple wed in 1876, Blanche 19 and de Walden 46. According to the Gazette  the court proceedings had revealed ‘an extraordinary story of cruelty and debauchery’. The newspaper refused to print all the details.
         
 
         The case attracted a large audience of fashionable women in gay costumes. Among the more acceptable charges levelled against the peer by his wife were drunkenness, miserliness, twisting her arm and throwing a heavy book at her in the presence of a Major Graham, ‘who had intercepted the missile’.
         
 
         The peer was also accused of setting fire to Blanche’s bedroom, locking her out of the house, refusing to admit her mother into the building and shooting guns up the chimney. In addition, a scandalised Lady Molesworth, who had lived opposite the de Waldens, claimed to have seen the master of the house naked at his window.
         
 
         Further evidence was given by the reclusive and eccentric 86-year-old Duke of Portland, who stated that he had tried to prevent de Walden from forcing his way into the bedroom of his sick wife. The Duke went on to say that he had refused to allow Lord de Walden to visit him at his home, Welbeck Abbey, because the younger man was a drunkard and disgusting in his habits. Actually, the elderly Duke rarely received any visitors because he lived in strange monastic seclusion in a series of tunnels dug beneath his estate by a team of miners, giving rise to intriguing rumours that he was either disfigured or had contracted leprosy. He spoke so seldom that he was known as the Prince of Silence. Nevertheless, his evidence convinced the jury. After the hearing, a decision was made, within five minutes, in favour of Lady de Walden. She was granted a judicial separation, costs and the custody of her son. A counter-claim from Lord de Walden for his wife’s alleged adultery was dismissed.
         
 
         All that was in the past as far as the 8th Lord de Walden was concerned. He had inherited his title five years earlier and now owned thousands of acres of land in Scotland and one of the largest collections of armour in the world. For much of his time he flirted with the fringes of artistic society, eagerly contributed forewords to books and wrote and backed bad plays under an assumed name. He was also considered one of Great Britain’s wealthiest and most eligible bachelors, much sought-after by debutantes and their ambitious mothers. He was one of the reserves for the fencing team using the épée – a light sword with a blunted point and no cutting edges.
         
 
         A third member was 42-year-old Sir Cosmo Duff Gordon. Another wealthy Scottish landowner, sheriff and magistrate, he had served with the Gordon Highlanders. He was tall and handsome, had lost an eye in a shooting accident and was dominated by his mother. For a time he had harboured aspirations to become a singer, and had trained in Italy. Giving that up, he had become an enthusiastic member of a rather odd London martial arts establishment known as the Bartitsu club, in which kick boxers, swordsmen, stick fighters, wrestlers and fencers prowled with muscular menace. He gave house parties in which he tested the courage of his younger male guests by making them wear fencing masks while he enthusiastically fired wax bullets at them.
         
 
         Duff Gordon was married to an international fashion designer known as Lucille, who was the sister of Elinor Glyn, the best-selling and, for the times, raunchy novelist. He was wealthy but relatively inconspicuous at the time. Later he was to become the subject of an international scandal.
         
 
         The other members of the team present could actually fence a bit but possessed neither the clout nor the connections of the three aristocrats in the vessel’s stateroom. Edgar Seligman, a talented professional artist and a veteran of the Boer War, was 37 and the current British épée champion. Charles Newton-Johnson, the oldest member of the group at 52, was a published poet with The Viol  of  Love  and was credited with introducing the épée to Britain as a competition weapon at an assault-at-arms display at the Steinway Hall in 1900.
         
 
         The final member of the team, its captain and the second reserve was the 35-year-old Theodore Cook, a former head-boy of Radley College and an Oxford rowing blue and founder of the university fencing club. Not the luckiest of men, his athletic career was to be terminated abruptly when he was kicked in the ribs by a racehorse being paraded before the running of the Oaks at Epsom.
         
 
         There had not been a great deal of competition for a place in the side. Fencing was an upper class sport, the Olympic competition was not highly regarded and few could afford to make the trip to Greece. Several months before the Games were due to start, The  Times  of 28 February reported, ‘The English team for the Olympian games in Athens next April has not yet been definitely chosen. In consequence of Mr C. Leaf Daniel’s having been asked to be Captain of the Amateur Fencing Association’s team to Paris he cannot go to Athens and his place among the fencers from whom the English team will be chosen has been taken by Sir Cosmo Duff Gordon.’
         
 
         Nevertheless, the scratch team had done well. All the members of the side were on a relative high on the evening of their meeting. In the team épée competition they had defeated Germany and Belgium and tied with France in the final, although after a fight-off which the French won 9–6 the Britons then had to be content with the silver medal, causing Desborough to write smugly, ‘We have done much better than I expected and better than the score makes out, as we suffered in the judging which is more important than the fighting.’
         
 
         The loyal and opportunistic Cook backed him up, ‘Lord Desborough was at the top of his game with the épée,’ he wrote unctuously, ‘and no one has ever     been worse treated by an international jury than he was in our most critical fight against the French.’
         
 
         Their successful efforts in the heat against Germany had been witnessed by no less personages than King Edward and Queen Alexandra, following a slight delay in starting the proceedings due to some of the German team over-sleeping. The match took place in the enclosed garden of a gymnasium. A keen gambler, Edward was said to have laid a substantial bet on the British team to win and was so pleased with the result that he consented to become the patron of the Amateur Fencing Association.
         
 
         When, after dinner on the Branwen,  Desborough mooted the matter of the venue for the 1908 Olympics, his fellow fencers were in a mellow and receptive mood and nodded the proposal through, although they could have had no idea of what they were letting themselves in for.
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         The modern Olympics had been instigated 12 years earlier by an aristocratic French educationalist, Pierre de Frédy, Baron de Coubertin. Obsessed by the ideals of the ancient Olympics, he had travelled the world making contacts and propagating his theories on international sport. During his journeys he had been influenced by the work of an English doctor, William Penny Brooks, who shared Coubertin’s interest in the Olympiads and instigated his own idiosyncratic and parochial mini-Olympics in the village of Much Wenlock in Shropshire.
         
 
         There had been a number of attempts, of varying scales, to revive the idea of the Greek Games in Britain, dating back to the 17th century. At one of them, at the Crystal Palace in 1866, the 17-year-old W.G. Grace, later to become the greatest English cricketer of his time, won the 440 yards hurdles, in the process he had abandoned a game of cricket in which he was playing, ran up a hill, secured first place in his event and then hurriedly returned to his match.
         
 
         Coubertin was greatly impressed by such examples of muscular Christianity being displayed across the English Channel. Gradually, he began to make headway with his international scheme. At an international congress held at the Sorbonne in Paris in 1894, he proposed the restoration of the ancient Olympics. Representatives came from 13 nations and a further 21 conveyed written messages of support. The baron’s idea was well received and the International Olympic Committee (IOC) was formed. The official congress report said, ‘The re-establishment of the Olympic Games was decided unanimously and before the Congress adjourned, it appointed a permanent International Olympic Committee entrusted with ensuring the rebirth of the games.’
         
 
         It was decided that the inaugural modern Olympiad would be held in Athens. For a time it was mooted that Athens would be the venue for the Games every four years. Later this was amended to moving the competition from nation to nation.
         
 
         The Greek prime minister had his doubts about the expense of the proposed Games, but he was persuaded, thanks to the support of the Greek royal family and a substantial donation from a Greek businessman, to rebuild the ages-old stadium. The first Athens Olympiad was reasonably successful. It was a modest affair. At first it seemed as if it might collapse from lack of support but a few European countries sent teams. Even so, the Games would have been largely a parochial affair if it had not been for the arrival of a small squad of athletes from the USA. It was a scratch crew, consisting mainly of some Princeton athletes, a Harvard freshman and a handful of runners, jumpers and throwers sponsored by the Boston Athletic Club. Apart from the Bostonians all the other competitors paid their own expenses.
         
 
         The Americans reached Athens after an uncomfortable sea journey. A day out from New York a freak wave broke across the deck, injuring several of the athletes on board. Once they arrived they wasted no time. There were 12 track and field events in the first Olympiad. Americans won nine of them.
         
 
         The first modern Olympiad was a place for versatility. An Islington-born Australian named Edmund Flack won the 800 metres and 1500 metres races and was one of the leaders in the marathon before he collapsed. Immediately he was attended to on the ground by a solicitous Greek spectator and by Mr W. Delves-Broughton, the butler of the British ambassador, who was wearing a bowler hat despite the heat of the day. When the two men came to his assistance, the disorientated Flack punched the local man. The semi-delirious runner was then transported in a carriage to the stadium to be presented with an old Greek coin by the royal family. He wrote in a letter to his father, ‘All along the roads there were crowds of people. I think that almost every house and building in Athens must have been locked up and their occupants present to see the finish.’ Undeterred by his marathon failure, Flack later borrowed a racquet and entered the singles and doubles tennis competitions.
         
 
         Flack’s partner in the doubles was Englishman George Stuart Robertson, later to become a QC. He also took part in the throwing the weight and the discus competitions, although not familiar with these disciplines. As an Oxford classical scholar, he was interested in their antecedents. He had only become aware of the Olympics when he saw an advertisement in the window of a travel agent’s shop. He commented on the British entry. ‘No direct appeal was made to Oxford or Cambridge athletes to compete until March, just before the Games. Thus only six British athletes were there – including one who lived in Athens.’
         
 
         The energetic Robertson did his best to make up for the shortage of Britons at the competition. In addition to his throwing and tennis-playing activities he composed and delivered a Greek ode at the closing ceremony on the tenth day. He even conspired with the King of Greece in order to deliver it: ‘The committee would not allow it to be recited, as they had refused sundry Greeks who had sought permission to do so,’ he explained, ‘so he arranged with me, that when he gave the signal, the ode should be delivered. He was so pleased with his victory over the committee that he gave me both the olive branch, the laurel branch and a valuable present as well, which was some consolation for my failure in the discus.’
         
 
         Some athletes overcame the handicaps they encountered. The American shot-put winner Robert Garratt, who had taken his mother with him on the excursion from the USA, also entered the discus event. He found that the discus to be used in the competition was of a sort he had never encountered before but he still won the competition. ‘I wanted as much action as I could get, because it meant fun,’ he explained. ‘I got into the discus thing never figuring I’d do anything but finish an absolute last.’
         
 
         Baron de Coubertin insisted that the next Olympiad be held in Paris. Yet, for all his efforts, it was not a success. Barely a thousand spectators attended the five-day competition. It was an offshoot of the 1900 Paris Exhibition and was relegated to the status of a sideshow. The athletic events took place in what was little more than a field. There was no cinder running track and no jumping pits. The area was so cramped that a powerful heave of the hammer or javelin would send it right out of the field.
         
 
         But despite the deplorable conditions, the standard of performance in the athletic events was much higher than that of the Athens Olympics. New records were set in every track and field event. Americans won 17 of these events, their outstanding athlete being Alvin Kraenzlein who won the 60 metres, the 110 metres hurdles, the 200 metres hurdles and the long jump. His jump defeated Polish-born Syracuse University student Meyer Prinstein by one centimetre in the final, held on a Sunday. The Syracuse authorities refused Prinstein, who had performed his leap in a heat, permission to jump on the Sunday, although he was Jewish. The opportunistic Kraenzlein went ahead and performed his winning leap on that day, although he had assured Prinstein that he would not compete then either. When Prinstein heard what had happened he punched Kraenzlein in the face.
         
 
         The Americans housed the 1904 Olympics, in St Louis. These were held as an adjunct to the celebrated World Fair and turned out to be little more than a glorified American National Championships. Hardly any European athletes made the long and expensive journey to compete, so once again the Americans swept the board.
         
 
         Emil Breitkreutz, who represented the USA in the 800 metres, described the eclectic nature of the entrants for the competitions: ‘The two-man throwing contingent from Greece was supplemented by ten Hellenic hopefuls from the local Greek community, who entered for the marathon…Also in the marathon were two Africans who worked at one of the concessions.’ The Africans were Len Tau and Jan Mashiani of the Tsuana tribe. They had been employed as runners in the Boer War. The concession to which Breitkreutz referred was in fact a mini-reproduction of the Boer War, with four or five hundred participants from the two sides recruited to re-create some of the battles they had fought in South Africa.
         
 
         The two South African runners finished a creditable 9th and 12th. One of them, contemporary accounts are not clear which, might have done even better if he had not been chased off the course for some distance by two stray dogs.
         
 
         The 1906 Athens Olympiad was something of an anomaly. The IOC had overreached itself by devising an intercalated series where every four years, half-way between the other Olympiads, there would be an Olympics held in Athens, as a tribute to the original Greek Games. The idea did not catch on, and although it was successful, the 1906 Athens meeting is generally considered an unofficial Olympics. The next Olympiad, to be held in 1908, would represent a return to the original four year cycle.
         
 
         The 1908 Olympiad had originally been designated for Berlin, but prescient doubts were expressed by Germans about the expense likely to be incurred. The games were offered to Italy, Baron de Coubertin particularly enthused by the idea of a modern Olympiad being set against such an historic background. He said it could be recognised as ‘an international homage to Roman antiquity’. However, arrangements got off to a bad start when two committees were formed and started bickering almost from the start. One of the committees was headed by Prince Colonna, the Lord Mayor of Rome and a member of an ancient aristocratic family. Its decisions were disputed persistently by a second organisation, called the Municipal Board, supervised by Count de San Martino. Both groups came under an almost continuous fusilade of sniping fire from the city of Milan, which considered itself ‘the moral capital’ of Italy and was jealous that Rome had been selected to host the Games. There were also complaints from the city of Turin, which regarded itself as the centre of national sport.
         
 
         In some despair Coubertin, by now president of the International Olympic Committee, tried to take over the planning of the Rome Olympiad. For a year he lobbied the King and Queen of Italy, sought out potential sites, drew up budgets, attempted to raise funds and submitted hopeful but deferential papers to the Rome authorities. Unfortunately, the two committees were locked in such deadly internecine combat that its august members could spare no time for the French aristocrat’s aspirations. The presidents of both boards left, but their successors merely continued the squabbles. Ominously, the Italian government constantly refused to contribute funds to their Olympiad.
         
 
         By the time of the 1906 Athens Olympics, it was apparent to the exasperated Baron de Coubertin that a fresh locale would have to be sought for the 1908 Games. He reported as much to the IOC, which called a special meeting under the chairmanship of the Italian member of the committee, Count Brunetta d’Usseaux, an enthusiastic amateur rider and rower. Coubertin was not present at the discussions, which took place in Athens in April at the same time as the Games, but acting on his advice it was decided at that late date to take the Olympiad away from Rome and offer it to another city.
         
 
         There were a number of influential Englishmen in the Greek capital for the intercalated Games and the IOC resolved to make an unofficial approach to Willie Desborough in the hope that the well-connected sportsman would like the idea of moving the 1908 Olympics to London. The networking to that end would begin from his berth on the Branwen.
         
 
         It was the sort of challenge that the hyperactive Desborough loved. He immediately made contact with King Edward VII, who was still in Athens and was receptive to the idea. The monarch gave the peer permission to start the ball rolling, as long as it did not cost his government any money. The monarch reasoned that, after all, England was accustomed to organising such large-scale sporting events as Henley Royal Regatta and the All-England Lawn Tennis championships at Wimbledon. An Olympics tournament should not worry the redoubtable Willie Desborough.
         
 
         Roused from its inertia by this development, the Italian government made the expected token protests about being deprived of the next Olympiad. Then its attention was diverted by the eruption of Mount Vesuvius. The volcano had been rumbling for some time, but on 7 April it exploded and continued to disgorge molten lava until the end of the month. Rocks and lava poured down the mountain’s side in a bubbling molten river over a mile long and 500 feet wide. Black smoke and ash obscured the sky. Trees and vineyards were set alight. Small towns and villages on the fertile lower slopes were helpless before the inexorable progress of the threatening lava. Naples itself was scorched by the blast and houses in the city were destroyed. Hundreds of miles away in Paris, the volcano made its presence known as a yellow fog choked the streets of the French capital. Thousands of people in the vicinity of Naples fled from their homes or were evacuated by the government. Over the course of the dreadful month the official death count around the Bay of Naples rose to over 200.
         
 
         Lord Desborough and his fencers had anchored in the Bay on their way to Athens, shortly after the eruption. Concerned, the party made a journey some way up Vesuvius. A subdued Theodore Cook reported, ‘Soldiers were still taking out the mummified bodies of victims who had been caught in the last lara flow, looking exactly like the bodies we had seen in Pompeii of the victims of 1800 years before.’
         
 
         For all its tragedy, the eruption provided the face-saving excuse for which Count Brunetta and his Italian colleagues had been hoping. It was announced officially that funds intended for the Rome Olympics were being diverted to the relief of the victims of the eruption in the Bay of Naples area and that Rome was reluctantly withdrawing from its patronage of the 1908 Games.
         
 
         Lord Desborough had no trouble in recruiting the fellow-members of the British épée team on the Branwen  to his banner. They espoused the cause vigorously and promised to do what they could to help. In fact, two years later, each one of them dutifully played his part in the London Olympics.
         
 
         The remaining member of the 1906 épée team, Theodore Cook, who had been scraping a living as a freelance journalist for press agencies and writing a laboured rowing column under the nom de plume of An  Old  Blue  in the Daily  Telegraphy  was released temporarily by the newspaper to represent fencing and became a member of the British Olympic Committee charged with the actual organisation of the London Olympiad. Cook was put in charge of a sub-committee supervising medals and decorations. Later, on behalf of his committee, he would write a pamphlet in the wake of the 1908 Games’ controversy, refuting some of the major accusations of inefficiency levelled at its administrators: The  Olympic  Games  of  1908  in  London:  A  Reply  to  Certain  Charges Made  by  the  American  Officials.
         
 
         But all this lay in the future. In August 1906, Desborough set out on what would be a fraught and sometimes painful journey, which was to culminate in the 1908 London Olympiad. And at the time, following the obfuscation and petty-mindedness of the Olympic Italian experience, it seemed as if a bright new day might just be dawning for the IOC. As Coubertin later expressed it, perhaps a little too warmly, ‘The curtain descended on the Tiber’s stage and rose soon after on that of the Thames.’
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            A Vision Of Dazzling Whiteness

         
 
         
            ‘For a long time – many will think for too long – we have remained silent under the calumny and abuse which have been heaped upon the management of the Olympic Games.’
            
 
            The  Olympic  Games  of  1908  in  London:  A  Reply  to  Certain Charges  Made  by  the  American  Officials 
            

         
 
         The SS Branwen  made a leisurely return to England via Ithaca, Corfu and Venice, where the fencers celebrated de Walden’s birthday and then returned to London by different routes, enabling Lord Desborough to commence the not-insignificant task of organising the next Olympiad.
         
 
         Theodore Cook, who was now committed to the cause and was to have a bird’s eye view of proceedings throughout, wrote admiringly and with truth of the peer, ‘Sheer force of personality and prestige enabled Lord Desborough to carry out a task which no one else could have attempted.’ It was certainly undeniable that all through his life Desborough was someone who got things done. And there was much to accomplish.
         
 
         First, enough money had to be raised to secure the building of a suitable stadium and cover the enormous running costs of the proposed London Olympiad. Upon his return to London from Athens, Lord Desborough remained true to British traditions: when in doubt, establish a committee. The British Olympic Association had been launched at a meeting in the House of Commons in the previous year, but at Desborough’s instigation the British Olympic Committee was formed within that body. It was to have the sole purpose of organising the London Olympics and liaising with Baron de Coubertin and the International Olympic Committee. It had 38 members, representing the nation’s different sporting bodies.
         
 
         Coubertin was delighted to see the British apparently swinging into action so quickly. He had a soft spot for the country, having visited it on a number of occasions. His own views on the efficacy of physical education in schools had been influenced earlier by Thomas Hughes’ novel Tom  Brown’s  Schooldays,  published in 1857. Coubertin embraced the full-blooded concept of God-fearing athleticism portrayed in the book, as summarised by the author’s sturdy defence of individual combat:
         
 
         
            After all, what would life be without fighting, I should like to know? From the cradle to the grave, fighting, rightly understood, is the business, the real, highest, honestest business of every son of man. Everyone worth his salt has his enemies, who must be beaten, be they evil thoughts and habits in himself, or spiritual wickednesses in high places, or Russians, or border-ruffians, or Bill, Tom or Harry, who will not let him live his life in quiet till he has thrashed him.
            

         
 
         Baron de Coubertin had also been impressed by the rapid growth of amateur athletics throughout the UK, starting with the first Oxford–Cambridge tournament in 1864 and reinforced by the foundation of the Amateur Athletic Association several years later and its subsequent rapid growth. A visit to Henley Regatta in 1888 had reinforced the baron’s conviction that one day Britain would be ideally placed to host an Olympiad. He was particularly impressed by the rowing club’s organisational structure. A core of committed workers powered the body, a second group was encouraged to devote their time to it, and a third carefully selected circle was put in place to contribute power and influence. De Coubertin was to adapt this composition sedulously when nurturing his embryonic Olympic movement
         
 
         In 1905, even before Britain had been offered its Olympics, Coubertin had presented Lord Desborough with an Olympic Diploma of Merit. It was to encourage the peer, who was also a member of the IOC, in ‘his great love of sporting achievement and his work in favour of sports development’.
         
 
         With the British Olympic Committee (BOC) in place and William Desborough scurrying about everywhere using his contacts to publicise the Olympiad and move it forward, it was obvious that a talented and dedicated Secretary would be needed in order for the BOC to achieve its aims. The Reverend Robert Stuart de Courcy Laffan had been the Principal of Cheltenham College and was a friend and protégé of Baron de Coubertin. He was a pompous, ambitious man – he added the ‘de Courcy’ to his name with little apparent justification – but a workhorse and extremely gifted, especially as a linguist.
         
 
         He was the son of Sir Robert Laffan, a professional soldier, and attended schools on the continent while his peripatetic father was engaged in various military engineering projects. He managed to develop a precocious gift for languages. At Merton College, Oxford, he obtained a First Class in Classical Moderations and BA, First Class, in Latin and Greek. He was ordained some years later. Laffan became a schoolteacher and a successful headmaster at King Edward VI School at Stratford-upon-Avon, where he more than doubled the school roll in seven years. In 1895, he accepted the post of Principal at the prestigious Cheltenham College. By then he was calling himself de Courcy Laffan.
         
 
         It was not the successful career move that Laffan had anticipated and planned. At his previous school he had been a big fish in a small pond. At Cheltenham College he came into conflict with entrenched views and inviolable traditions. He did his best to modernise the school but met with obstructions from both the staff and the alarmed governors. To make matters worse, Laffan’s wife Bertha made herself unpopular from the start. She was highly intelligent and was a successful and popular novelist, with such books as Colour  Sergeant,  No  1  Company  and A  Garrison  Romance. For a time she had been on the editorial staff of the magazine All  the Year  Round,  once owned by Charles Dickens and then taken over by his son. She was also tactless and something of a busybody. At King Edward VI School she had held sway; at Cheltenham, she soon found that she was fighting out of her class.
         
 
         Matters came to a head when she tried to interfere in the running of the boarding houses at the college. The affronted and firmly entrenched housemasters were accustomed to a great deal of autonomy in the running of their fiefdoms. They were unwilling to allow even the Principal to have any say in the matter, let alone his outspoken wife. There were arguments, complaints and finally an unprecedented request for an official enquiry by the school governors.
         
 
         Laffan tried to fight back on behalf of Bertha but found himself outmanoeuvred at almost every turn by Machiavellian pedagogues spoiling for a fight. As a final blow, his wife was even accused of contributing to the moral corruption of the pupils. In 1899, Laffan conceded defeat and resigned. Casting about for something else to do, he left teaching and became rector of St Stephen’s at Walbrook in the City of London.
         
 
         It was not the glittering promotion for which Laffan had been hoping, but fortunately he already had another string to his bow. Several years before his resignation he had attended the 1897 Congress of the International Olympic Committee in France. He was there as the representative of the Headmasters’ Conference, the public schools’ association. Although he was not an athlete, Laffan had caught Baron de Coubertin’s eye at the assembly with a speech delivered at short notice in fluent French in which he stressed the importance of physical education in schools. Laffan then went up still further in Coubertin’s estimation by delivering a rousing toast to France at the closing banquet.
         
 
         The delighted baron went on record saying that he was convinced that ‘a collaborator of the most invaluable quality has come down from the heavens to help us’. He invited the Principal to join the IOC. Laffan was already in trouble at Cheltenham and recognised a lifeline when he saw it. He accepted the baron’s offer with gratitude and threw himself enthusiastically and energetically into tide Olympic cause in Great Britain.
         
 
         In 1904, Laffan made the arrangements for a meeting of the IOC in London. He attracted much favourable attention with its faultless organisation and his ability to arrange meetings for the representatives with such luminaries as the Prince of Wales and King Edward VII. In the following year he helped form the British Olympic Association and became its Secretary to Lord Desborough’s president. The two men undertook similar posts with the British Olympic Committee, and Laffan’s new path as a leading sports administrator was marked out for him. He was to follow it for the next 30 years, until his death in 1927.
         
 
         Laffan threw himself into the details of preparing for the Olympics. It was said that he wrote 11,000 letters for the cause. He certainly translated the rules of the Games into French and German. His most important contribution, however, was to conduct negotiations with the Franco-British Trade Exhibition to persuade its patrons to agree to the building of a new stadium for the Games. Both the 1896 and the 1904 Olympiads had been held as adjuncts to international trade fairs. Desborough and Laffan both appreciated that the aid of a similar commercial backer would be needed if London were to host the great sports meeting successfully.
         
 
         Fortunately, one was at hand. As far back as 1905 the French Chamber of Commerce had been planning to celebrate the entente cordiale  and strengthen Franco-British ties by building a great trade exhibition featuring the two countries in London. Officials of the BOC approached the Chamber of Commerce and made their pitch for the Franco-British Exhibition to finance the Olympiad to be held in the same year. To their surprise and delight the backers of the fair agreed to spend £44,000 on building a vast stadium and to make a donation of £2,000 to the committee’s costs. In return the BOC would have to donate 75 per cent of the takings to the exhibition from the sports events held in the new arena. Desborough and Laffan knew a good thing when they saw one and agreed at once.
         
 
         The fair was to be held on a recently purchased 140-acre patch of an agricultural estate at Wood Lane in London. The man selected to realise the project called it disparagingly ‘a bit of farm land lying half-forgotten at the very doorstep of London’. The form that the exhibition would take and the shape of the proposed athletics stadium was not yet decided. Time was running out, but the exhibition organisers were not worried. They had done what any far-sighted proponents of spectacular events of the time would do. They had sent for Imre Kiralfy.
         
 
         Kiralfy had the name of a villain in a John Buchan thriller, the obsessive determination of a hungry tiger, thick skin and the ability, if not to move mountains, then to manufacture facsimiles of them to order. He was an Austro-Hungarian born in 1845 in Pest, before it became Budapest. He was the oldest of seven children, his father in the clothing industry. He fell upon hard times and for some reason changed the family name from Konigsbaum. At the age of four, Imre Kiralfy went on the stage. For a decade he toured Europe as a boy actor, musician and conjurer with his siblings or as a solo act in third-rate travelling companies.
         
 
         He stumbled inadvertently across his vocation in Paris in 1867, when he visited the International Exhibition. Kiralfy was entranced by the scope and variety of the exhibits but was convinced that he could make a far better display. He talked his way into being allowed to produce several fetes in Brussels and then journeyed to the USA, convinced that his future lay there. ‘I saw instantly that the great popular want in America was spectacle,’ he later wrote.
         
 
         Always glib and self-confident, Kiralfy was able to persuade several producers to allow him to design magnificent scenes for such stage productions as Jules Verne’s Around  the  World  in  80  Days.  Even this was too limiting for the eager Austro-Hungarian. He raised some money, borrowed the rest and leased an open-air site at Staten Island, New York. He caused a sensation there with historical productions like The  Fall  of  Babylon  and Nero:  the  Burning  of  Rome. There were over a hundred performers, most of them extras, in each of these lavish displays and their success made Kiralfy famous. Receptive to new ideas as long as they contributed to the spectacle, he had been one of the first to introduce electric lighting to Broadway in his production of Excelsior.  The electrical components of the show had even been supervised by Thomas Edison, the great inventor himself.
         
 
         Kiralfy was soon taken up by the elderly but still spry showman P.T. Barnum, who sensed a kindred spirit in the young and enthusiastic producer. The old man was impressed by the bustling Hungarian who refused to be deterred by any practical challenges presented by the problems of depicting scenes of burning cities and rushing waterfalls or even the discovery of America by Christopher Columbus.
         
 
         Kiralfy worked in the USA for 25 years. Until they quarrelled he sometimes produced with his brother Boris. In 1892, he brought an awesome production of Venice,  complete with canals, bridges, gondolas and a working glass factory, to Olympia in London. Having settled in England, he was approached to design the Franco-British Exhibition of Science, Arts and Industries in 1905.
         
 
         The producer accepted eagerly, feeling that such a commission would elevate him from the ranks of mere showmen and bring him into contact with the aristocracy of both nations. Then, unusually, he began to have his doubts. He worried that such a commission was far beyond anything he had attempted before. He could not think of an approach for such an ambitious project.
         
 
         In 1909, he told the editor of the Strand  magazine how the idea finally came to him: ‘One night I lay awake in bed and, as if by magic, I saw stretched out in my mind’s eye an imposing city of palaces, domes and towers set in cool, green spaces and intersected by many bridged canals. But it had one characteristic, which made it strangely beautiful. Hitherto I had dealt in colour, in the shimmering hues of gold and silver. This city was spotlessly white.’ It took Imre Kiralfy two years to realise his concept. In that time there were many problems. The main one lay in the actual building of the exhibition halls.
         
 
         First, the marshy area had to be drained and then the buildings erected. The construction proceeded doggedly around the clock. More than 4,000 workers toiled on the site for long hours each day, with another 2,000 at night, The incessant noise and the lights turned the area into an inferno. It was rumoured that there were hundreds of accidents, some of them fatal, most of them covered up by the authorities determined to see the project succeed. There were timorous mutinies among the architects, objecting to the strict conditions imposed upon their creativity by the rigid Kiralfy. He issued steel outlines and permitted the architects to design only the plaster coverings for them.
         
 
         Gradually, the brilliant white buildings began to emerge from the chaos. They were interspersed with lakes, fountains and caged displays of wild animals. Only France, Great Britain and their associated colonies were allowed to take part, but every display centre was filled. There was the Palace of Decorative Art, the Palace of Women’s Work and the British Palaces of Industry. Britain organised the Ceylon and India Tea Houses and the French supplied a complete, inhabited Senegalese village. The British responded with the stereotypical Irish hamlet of Ballymaclinton. Among the rides were the Canadian Toboggan, the Scenic Railway and the Flip Flap. The latter consisted of two 150-feet counterpoised arms, which carried 50 visitors at a time 200 feet into the sky, giving them an incredible view of London. This was celebrated in a musical hall number called ‘The White City Flip Flap Song’. It began: ‘Good old London’s image,/With its very latest craze…’
         
 
         The song was taken up by a northern character singer and pantomime principal boy called Ella Retford. She had had a great success with her hit song ‘I’m a Lassie from Lancashire’, although subsequent efforts to broaden her range and occupy more exotic settings had failed with an over-ambitious follow-up effort called ‘A Bungalow in Borneo’. ‘The Flip Flap Song’ was much more down-to-earth and suitable for her large and appreciative audiences.
         
 
         Even the architects, with whom Kiralfy had had many quarrels during the construction process, admitted that the finished product was certainly spectacular. Writing in the Architectural  Review  of July 1908, Robert W. Carden said, ‘By day it is a vision of dazzling whiteness, with its tiled court and plashing cool waters, its pointed arcades and latticed windows. At night it is equally effective with its thousands of lights and the rainbow colours of the cascade.’
         
 
         Others were less complimentary. In an article in the Manchester  Guardian  a critic complained that the Court of Honour ‘is neither French nor English, but Mohamedan-Hindu’.
         
 
         Incredibly, the sports stadium was also completed on time. For the first time in such a large structure, steel tubes were used for the stands, reducing costs. A central area of turf was 700 feet long and 300 feet wide. On it lay a swimming pool, 100 metres long and 15 metres wide, marked out in lanes, with a diving tower which could be lowered. Unfortunately, no one had made any plans to clean or change the water and by the end of its first week in use the pool was decidedly murky and odorous. Competitors complained that they could not see more than six inches in front of them through the opaque water.
         
 
         Pitches for soccer, rugby, hockey and lacrosse, however, were laid out meticulously. The entire patch of sward was surrounded by a running track which in turn was encircled by a cycling circuit. Finally, Imre Kiralfy was content with his efforts. To add to his delight, one of his sons, Edgar, was selected for the US 100 metres sprint team. Never one to under-use his employees or family members, Kiralfy also put Edgar and his two brothers to work to help decorate the stadium. When Edgar could get away from his duties in order to compete, he was eliminated when he came fourth in his heat.
         
 
         The exhibition was opened by King Edward VII on 14 May 1908. It was not to close until October. In the intervening period more than eight million people attended. As the summer approached there was no doubt that the Franco-British Exhibition was going to be a triumph. There were high hopes that the accompanying Olympiad would be just as successful.
         
 
         On the day that Edward opened the exhibition, the athletics track had been tried out by the Finchley Harriers, racing and jumping in the presence of the Prince and Princess of Wales. The athletes were impressed by the stadium, although the official reports mentioned that the rain had fallen pitilessly throughout the afternoon. The most promising result in these pre-Olympic trials came from the 5 feet 4 inches of Harold Wilson, who became the first runner in the world to complete the 1500 metres course in under four minutes. He returned a time of 3 minutes 59.8 seconds. A short time later the AAA gave the facilities of the White City an even harder workout by holding its annual championships there. A record entry of 254, including runners and jumpers from the British Empire and the USA, performed before a crowd of 22,000. It looked as everything was going to be in order for the big day.
         
 
         There were occasional disasters. In August 1908, a soldier-of-fortune known as Captain Lovelace was about to embark upon a balloon flight from the White City when someone threw a lighted match on to the ground near the gas cylinders. The resultant explosion killed Lovelace’s secretary and a male assistant, George Waite. The explosion caused a panic among the crowd and several were hurt in the resultant stampede for safety.
         
 
         This did not prevent the crowds from continuing to flock to the exhibition. Lord Desborough and the other committee members hoped that the track and field section of the Olympics would be as popular. After all, as a current guidebook put it, ‘Every effort is being made to make the gathering the greatest athletic meeting that has ever been held.’
         
 
         The staff of Outlook  magazine went even further, predicting optimistically, ‘We have reasonable grounds for believing that the London games will help to dissipate causes of war, on the ground urged by the old class of schoolmaster that a round with the gloves was the best foundation of friendship.’
         
 
         Were the boys at Outlook  ever wrong!
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