

[image: image]




[image: image]




[image: image]





First published in Great Britain in 2012

By Wharncliffe Books

an imprint of

Pen and Sword Books Ltd

47 Church Street

Barnsley

South Yorkshire S70 2AS

Copyright © Maurice Crow and Juliet Morris, 2012

ISBN 978 1 84563 149 9

The right of Maurice Crow and Juliet Morris to be identified as the authors of this work has been asserted by them in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

A CIP record for this book is available from the British Library

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any formor by any means, electronic or mechanical including photocopying, recording or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission from the Publisher in writing.

Printed and bound in England

by CPI Group (UK) Ltd,

Croydon, CR0 4YY

Typeset in Helvetica Light by

Chic Media Ltd

Pen & Sword Books Ltd incorporates the imprints of Pen & Sword Aviation, Pen & Sword Family History, Pen & Sword Maritime, Pen & Sword Military, Pen & Sword Discovery, Wharncliffe Local History, Wharncliffe True Crime, Wharncliffe Transport, Pen & Sword Select, Pen & Sword Military Classics, Leo Cooper, Remember When, The Praetorian Press, Seaforth Publishing and Frontline Publishing

For a complete list of Pen and Sword titles please contact

Pen and Sword Books Limited

47 Church Street, Barnsley, South Yorkshire, S70 2AS, England

E-mail: enquiries@pen-and-sword.co.uk

Website: www.pen-and-sword.co.uk




CONTENTS

  1      THE EARLY YEARS

  2      1948: LONDON

  3      1952: HELSINKI

  4      1956: MELBOURNE

  5      1960: ROME

  6      1964: TOKYO

  7      1968: MEXICO CITY

  8      1972: MUNICH

  9      1976: MONTREAL

10      1980: MOSCOW

11      1984: LOS ANGELES

12      1988: SEOUL

13      1992: BARCELONA

14      1996: ATLANTA

15      2000: SYDNEY

16      2004: ATHENS

17      2008: BEIJING

18      THE WINTER OLYMPICS

19      THE PARALYMPIC GAMES

20      THE CULTURAL OLYMPIAD

21      THE DREAM COME TRUE 2012: LONDON






CHAPTER 1

The Early Years

[image: image]At the Opening Ceremony of each Olympic Games one athlete, chosen to represent all competitors, takes the following oath: “In the name of all the competitors I promise that we shall take part in these Olympic Games, respecting and abiding by the rules which govern them, in the true spirit of sportsmanship, for the glory of sport and the honour of our teams.”

The Olympic Oath was first voiced publicly in 1920 but the ideals it espouses go back almost 3,000 years. According to legend, the ancient Games were founded by Heracles (known to the Romans as Hercules), a son of Zeus. The Olympian Games were the most famous of the four ancient Games – the others being the Isthmian, Pythian and Nemean – and were named after the location in which they were held: Olympia in south-west Greece, Zeus’s most important shrine. Archaeologists have demonstrated that the Olympics date back to the second millennium before Christ, but the very first gathering for which there are written records was in 776 BC.

In that year a naked runner, Koroibus, won the main event, known as the stade, a run of approximately 192 metres (210 yards). This made Koroibus, a humble local baker from Elis, the very first Olympic champion in history. Other early victors included a cowherd and a goatherd. Their prize was an olive wreath. In those days the Games were strictly for men, who competed naked or wearing only a thong. For this reason, women were banned, even as spectators – although teenage girls were later allowed to compete in separate, limited races, wearing short tunics with their right breasts exposed.



We know that from at least 776BC the Games were held every Olympiad, a four-year period used in the Greek calendar. During the spring of the chosen year messengers were despatched to all the principal city-states urging them to send their finest athletes. They could be rich or poor but had to be of Greek descent and classed as men of honour. Those who returned successful with a prize of an olive wreath could expect to be feted for the rest of their days, eulogised by poets and offered an allowance from state coffers. The most successful Olympian of these times was Milo of Croton, an associate of Pythagoras, who won five men’s wrestling titles between 536 and 520BC.

The ancient Olympian Games grew and continued to be played for more than 1,000 years. During the first 300 centuries of its recorded history, the events were contained within a single day. In 472BC it was expanded into a five-day event beginning with a full day of sacrificial worship to Zeus. The programme of events included boxing, wrestling and a fighting discipline called the pancratium. Boxing was challenging enough, the pugilists progressing from gloves of soft leather strips to ones of tough hide weighted with lead. The pancratium was still more demanding, the fight ending only when one battered contender accepted humiliating defeat.

Sprinting events were considered the most prestigious but some other contests required a degree of wealth on the part of competitors. One test involved racing in full body armour. In the equestrian events the contenders had to provide their own horses. There was also a pentathlon, comprised of sprinting, wrestling, long jump, javelin-throwing and discus-hurling. The discus was oval-shaped and made of bronze, while the standard javelin technique involved a strap wound around the shaft that was ripped downwards at the moment of delivery to give greater distance and accuracy.

The pagan aspects of the ancient Games were its downfall. Roman emperors, having adopted Christianity, began to look with disfavour upon Greeks worshiping their gods of old. Theodosius I, the last of his kind to rule over a united east-west Roman Empire, finally banned all forms of pagan worship in 391AD. Three years later he abolished the Games.

The sporting ideals that had flourished in Ancient Greece died and remained moribund for more than a millennium, through the Dark Ages and the Mediaeval Period. It was not until the early nineteenth century that European aristocrats, schooled in the classics and enticed by the Greek ethos of mind and body in harmony, were drawn to pastimes such as fencing and tennis. A sporting renaissance spread from the nobility to the new middle classes.

A restoration of Olympian athleticism needed only a catalyst – and that came from one man. The father of the modern Olympic Games, Baron Pierre de Coubertin, was born in Paris on 1 January 1863, a member of an old aristocratic French family. From his teen years he was fascinated by classical Greek architecture and ideology. He read how, 100 years earlier, British scientist Richard Chandler had discovered the location of ancient Olympia. And when, between 1875 and 1881, German archaeologist Ernst Curtius uncovered the actual remains of Olympia in the Greek Peloponesse, De Courbetin was enthralled. Curtius himself suggested reviving the Games there but Greece already played host to the popular Pan-Hellenic Games, launched in 1859.

De Coubertin switched the emphasis. Lauding the “noble and chivalrous character” of physical exercise, he saw the global scope of the new Games and set about devising an international sporting event expressed by means of fair competition between nations with equal opportunity for all contestants. The amateur ideal was a prerequisite – and the notion of athletes reaping commercial rewards for their achievements was anathema to him.

As he later declared: “I shall burnish a flabby and cramped youth, its body and its character, by sport, its risks, even its excesses. All this is to be for everyone, with no discrimination on account of birth, caste, financial standing or occupation.”

De Courbetin penned articles, lobbied the authorities and held numerous public meetings with the stated aim of “re-establishing the Olympic Games to ennoble and strengthen sports and to assure their independence and durability and, moreover, to allow them better to fulfil an educational role which was their duty in the modern world”. This, he later wrote, would be “for the glorification of the individual athlete, whose existence is necessary for the physical activities of the multitude, and whose prowess is essential to continuing general emulation”.

Finally, at a Paris conference on 23 June 1894, (regarded as ‘founder’s day’ of the Olympic community), de Courbetin won the unanimous support of the delegates of twelve countries to reconvene the Games in Athens in 1896. He was authorised to form an International Olympic Committee (Comité Internationale Olympique) whose constitution was strangely based on that of Britain’s Henley Royal Regatta.



A Greek, Demetrious Vikelas, was chosen as the IOC’s first president, and an early move by that nation was to build a permanent venue for the Games on its own soil. The plan was voted down as being against the principles of international partnership. De Coubertin, who initially acted as the committee’s secretary general, took over the IOC’s presidency from 1896 until 1925.

The enthusiasm of the fledgling IOC and de Courbetin’s own idealism were not enough to ensure success, however. The first modern Games could so easily have been a disaster but for the financial backing of Crown Prince Constantine of Greece, who established a fund-raising committee, and of Greek benefactor George Averoff, who paid for the refurbishment of a major stadium. Thus, in Athens on 6 April 1896, King George of Greece opened the first Olympic Games of modern times in front of an audience of 60,000. Some 200 men from fourteen countries competed in forty-three events. Most were Greek citizens but many international competitors arrived in Athens, having paid their own way to enter the history-making event.

In addition to track and field, there also featured gymnastics, wrestling, fencing, weightlifting, cycling, shooting, swimming and tennis. Because of a lack of entrants, both the scheduled soccer and cricket tournaments had to be cancelled. And bad weather caused the abandonment of the rowing and sailing competitions. The first champion of the modern Olympics was an American, James Brendan Connolly, who won the triple jump.

It was the final event, however, that produced the most popular winner. Greek runner Spyridon Louis won the first modern marathon. The legendary 26-mile run from Marathon to Athens had been made by a herald to announce victory in the battle of Marathon in 490BC. The idea of recreating the event in commemoration of the heroic feat had been proposed by a French archaeologist, Michel Breal. That the recreated race should have been won by a poor water carrier from an Athens suburb made Spyridon Louis a national hero.

The Athens Games of 1896 were voted a success by all who participated. There was no pot of gold for the participants, however – indeed, no gold medals. Winners were presented with an olive branch, a certificate, and a silver medal. The runners-up received a laurel sprig and a copper medal.

Athens was an encouraging debut for the de Courbetin dream. But it was a false start. The 1900 Games in Paris (24 countries, 95 events, 997 athletes) were notable for being the first to allow women competitors – though only twenty-two of them and in limited events, like golf and tennis. The Games were also notable for their poor organisation, the sporting championships being piggy-backed on to the city’s World’s Fair and being spread over five months. The result was a lack of excitement among both athletes and spectators – of whom there were disappointingly few.

The hesitant start to the sporting century continued with the 1904 Games in St Louis, Missouri (12 countries, 91 events, 651 athletes, six of them women), which was also linked to an international fair and dragged on from July to November. Even the medals bore the words ‘Universal Exhibition’ on the front and ‘Olympiad’ on the back. Just as in Paris, the crowds stayed away.

Back in 1901 the IOC had ignored de Courbetin’s entreaties and decided to stage Games biannually, with Athens hosting every two years and other cities taking the intervening years. The result was a return to Athens for the 1906 Games, which proved unexpectedly successful after the debacles of Paris and St Louis. Medals in gold, silver and bronze were awarded. These interim or ‘Intercalated’ Games were later downgraded and the experiment was dropped.

It is a surprise to many outside the world of sport that Britain’s 2012 Olympic Games mark the capital’s third role as host. In 1908 London came to the rescue at short notice following Rome’s withdrawal because of the crippling cost of the 1906 eruption of Mount Vesuvius. These Games of the IV Olympiad (22 countries, 110 events, 2,008 athletes, 37 of them women), opened in the White City Stadium by King Edward VII, were staged purely as a sporting event and not merely as a side-show to a world exhibition.

The West London venue, built for the Franco-British exhibition earlier that year, had a running track, a velodrome and a large swimming pool. It attracted crowds of 100,000, who saw the emergence of major sporting stars. Most successful were British swimmer Henry Taylor (400 metres, 1500 metres and 4 × 200 metres freestyle) and American athlete Melvin Sheppard (800 metres, 1500 metres and relay), each of whom won three gold medals. There were, however, unsavoury accusations against Britain of home bias from representatives of five countries, most volubly the United States.

One of the most memorable occurrences, however, was the sad failure of an utterly exhausted Italian, Dorando Pietri, to win the Marathon. On entering the stadium, he astonished 90,000 spectators by turning right instead of left – then fell exhausted to the ground. He was helped to the finishing line before collapsing once again and being stretchered away. His hugely popular ‘win’ was withdrawn after a US objection forced a doctor’s ruling that Pietri could not have completed the race unaided, victory thereby passing to America’s John Hayes.

An enduring motto that has been handed down to athletes for over a century was first voiced in London in 1908: “The important thing in the Olympic Games is not winning but taking part.” Although often attributed to Baron de Courbertin, it is actually based on words used in a sermon by the Bishop of Central Pennsylvania, Ethelbert Talbot, during an Olympic service at St Paul’s Cathedral on 19 July. His full text was: “The most important thing in the Olympic Games is not to win but to take part, just as the most important thing in life is not the triumph but the struggle. The essential thing is not to have conquered but to have fought well.”

It was not until Stockholm in 1912 that the Olympics notched up a universally acclaimed success (28 countries, 102 events, 2,407 athletes including 48 women). The Swedish hosts ensured that events ran smoothly, making the Games of the V Olympiad a model for the future. For the first time there were athletes representing every continent. Women were allowed to challenge in more sports, principally in the pool. Another innovation was the photo-finish for track and field events and the introduction of the electronic timer – though only as a back-up to the trusty stopwatch.

The American Jim Thorpe became one of the first true superstars of the modern Games by winning both the pentathlon and decathlon. Tragically, the following year he was stripped of his medals after the IOC decided that his amateur status was flawed by the revelation that he had received payment as a baseball player in his youth. Thorpe died in 1953 but it was not until 1982 that he was rehabilitated and his medals restored to his family.

The Games of the VI Olympiad had been due to take place in Berlin. They became an instant casualty of World War I – and many of the young men who had performed so magnificently in London and Stockholm now fell on the killing fields of France and Belgium. But even though the Berlin Games had been cancelled, their designation as the VI Olympiad was not passed on – so that the first post-war Games became the VII Olympics, staged in 1920. They were awarded to Antwerp, Belgium, itself ravaged by the conflict.



The Belgians won praise for organising the Games at such short notice. The event was marked by a requiem Mass for the war dead, and the IOC barred entrants from the defeated powers: Germany, Austria, Hungary, Bulgaria and Turkey. Although battered Belgium did its best, the Games (29 countries, 154 events, 2,626 athletes including 65 women) were marked by low attendances. Antwerp did provide some powerful symbolic legacies for the movement, however.

The Olympic Oath was first voiced in 1920 by Belgian fencer and water polo player Victor Boin. The stirring words are still repeated today by a single sportsman representing the host nation on behalf of all competitors. The Olympic Motto ‘Citius, Altius, Fortius’ (Swifter, Higher, Stronger), devised by a Domincan monk, Father Henri Didon, also made its first appearance at the 1920 Games. Pigeons or doves, which had been first released at the opening ceremony of 1896, were reintroduced as a symbol of peace in 1920 and have subsequently become a regular feature of every host’s ceremonial.

The other enduring symbol first witnessed at Antwerp was a large white banner bearing the five interlaced Olympic rings of blue, yellow, black, green and red, symbolising the five continents. De Coubertin had found this emblem at Delphi in 1913 and decided that the colours would match those in the flags of every nation represented. He had presented the flag to the Olympic movement on its 20th anniversary but it was not until 1920 that it became the official symbol of the Games. The actual standard that flew for the first time in Antwerp was produced by the Belgian Olympic Committee. Made of embroidered satin, it would be flown at every Games until 1988, when it would be replaced by a replica made in Korean silk.

The indefatigable de Coubertin had shouldered much of the administrative burden of the IOC for a quarter of a century. Until the First World War, the headquarters had been his own Paris home, but when he enlisted in the French army in 1916, he temporarily passed the presidency to a Swiss, Baron Godefroy de Blonay, and the organisation relocated to Switzerland – a logical move since de Coubertin had long wished to base the IOC in a neutral state. With de Courbetin back in charge after the war, the IOC in 1922 established its HQ in a manor called ‘Mon Repos’ in the Swiss city of Lausanne. The organisation remained there until 1968, when the need for more space required a further move to the Chateau de Vidy on the shores of Lake Geneva.

It was from Switzerland that the IOC organised the next Games, a return to Paris in 1924 (44 nations, 126 events, 3,089 athletes including 135 women) that gave the city a chance to make amends for its faltering performance in 1900. This time the French made every effort to ensure the Games ran smoothly. Money was lavished on the facilities. An Olympic Village was built to house the athletes, a 500 metre track was laid at a new track-and-field stadium near Colombes, and a 10,000-seater swimming arena built at Tourelles.

For the first time, fans listening to their wireless sets at home could follow the action through live radio transmissions. And action there was in one of the greatest sporting dramas of all time. For the 100 metres sprint crown. America’s Charley Paddock was favourite but two Britons, Eric Liddell and Harold Abrahams, challenged his supremacy during preliminary runs. When it came to the final, however, Liddell, a devout Christian, refused to race because it was held on a Sunday and instead went to preach at a church in Paris. Abrahams, who was Jewish, went on to win a gold medal, covering the 100 metres in 10.6 seconds. The story of the British pair’s differing paths to glory was retold in the film ‘Chariots Of Fire’.

While the summertime Olympics grew in stature, a lengthy campaign by winter sports lovers had gathered momentum. Figure skating had been included in the London Games of 1908 and ice hockey had been added in Antwerp in 1920 but it was not until 1924 that the IOC dropped its resistance and staged an ‘International Winter Sports Week’ at the French resort of Chamonix. So successful was it that a year later the first Winter Olympic Games were announced, to be held in the same year as the next Summer Games. (The full story of this is covered in a further Chapter.)

Around the time of the 1925 authorisation of a separate Winter Olympics, the ageing Baron Pierre de Courbetin stepped down and was replaced as IOC president by Belgian Henri de Baillet-Latour, whose tenure would last until 1942.

A further change of heart by the IOC came at this time with the announcement that women would at last be allowed to enter track and field competitions – something de Courbetin had fought against. Nevertheless, the next Summer Games, held in Amsterdam in 1928 (46 countries, 109 events, 2,883 athletes, all but 277 of them men), still barred women from competing in races longer than 200 metres, a ruling that endured until 1960. De Coubertin was not there to witness the female newcomers. Illness kept the sixty-five-year-old from the Games, the first he had missed since 1908.



Another innovation at Amsterdam was the introduction of the Olympic torch. It was a belief of the ancient Greeks that fire had sacred qualities given to humanity by the god Prometheus, so torch relays were part of their Games rituals – a sacred flame lit in Olympia at the altar of Zeus. In 1928, at the top of a tower within Amsterdam’s magnificent Olympic Stadium, a flame was lit for the first time in the modern Games and remained lit throughout. (At this time the Olympic torch relay had not yet been invented.)

The most successful athlete at Amsterdam was Finnish runner Paavo Nurmi, who at his third Games picked up his tenth, eleventh and twelfth Olympic medals. Another crowd pleaser was American swimmer Johnny Weissmuller, who went on to become the most famous of all movie Tarzans. Germany was allowed to re-enter the Games after a sixteen-year exile and its team won ten golds, still far short of the USA’s twenty-two.

The 1932 Los Angeles Games (37 nations, 117 events, 1,332 athletes including 126 women) were muted because of the Great Depression. So soon after the 1929 Wall Street crash, sports budgets were a low priority even by the host nation. Nevertheless, a festive atmosphere was created, particularly at the opening ceremony where a 100,000 crowd gathered in the Coliseum to be entertained by 3,500 musicians. The Games were the first to take place over sixteen days. Other innovations included the use of a three-level podium for the medal ceremonies, automatic timing for track events and the photo-finish. Male athletes were accommodated in a single Olympic village, following up an idea first tried at Athens in 1906.

The LA Games were marred by controversy even before they opened. The Finnish runner Paavo Nurmi, aged thirty-five, had hoped to cap his career by capturing the marathon gold medal to add to his other honours, which included nine Olympic golds, three silvers and twenty-five official world records. But the IOC banned him for violation of amateur regulations – on the grounds that he had claimed expenses for travel to sporting meetings.

The last Games before World War II were held in Berlin in 1936 (49 countries, 129 events, 3,963 athletes, 331of them women) and were opened by Chancellor Adolf Hitler. They were judged a success – despite the overt manipulation of the Olympics as a publicity platform for the glorification of the Nazi regime.

Berlin had been due to host the Games back in 1916 but, ironically, it was World War I that shelved that plan. The restoration of the German capital as venue was a popular choice at the time the decision was made – before Hitler came to power. But in the run-up to the 1936 event protests grew. In the United States Jewish groups in particular called for a boycott. US Olympic officials began to have second thoughts but Avery Brundage, chairman of the US National Olympic Committee and future IOC president, argued that the Germans had proved themselves adept at organising the previous Winter Games at Garmisch-Partenkirchen and the Americans finally voted by fifty-eight to fifty-six to send a team.

So the Berlin Games went ahead – marked by some remarkable moments and some vital innovations. The Games of the XI Olympiad were the first to be broadcast on television, relayed via closed circuit to the city’s cinemas. But more significantly it was the first to introduce the ritual of the Olympic torch relay.

The idea is attributed to Carl Diem, chairman of the Games organising committee, who suggested that a flame be lit in Olympia and brought by a series of relay runners from Greece and across Europe to Germany. Thus, in July 1936, the Olympic torch, sparked alight by the sun in front of the Temple of Hera, was relayed by 3,075 torchbearers to the German capital where, on 1 August in Berlin’s impressive 100,000-seat Olympic stadium, a cauldron was lit that would burn for the duration of the competition.

Much to the delight of Hitler and his swastika-waving spectators, the German team was overall winner of the Games, with thirty-two golds ahead of America’s twenty-four. But it was as well that the US team came to Berlin – because it allowed one man’s achievement to make a mockery of the Nazi creed of Aryan superiority. That hero was, of course, Jesse Owens.

This grandson of slaves proved himself one of the all-time greats of athletics by winning the 100 metres sprint in 10.3 seconds, matching the Olympic record, setting a new 200 metres world and Olympic record of 20.7 seconds, winning a new Olympic record with a long jump of 8.05 metres and being a member of the world record-beating 100 metres relay team. Ordinary Germans cheered Owens’ achievements but, infamously, an angry Hitler refused to celebrate the awarding of four gold medals to a black winner.

Owens’ spectacular rebuttal of the Nazi creed overshadows that of one other hero of Berlin. Owens’ long-jump opponent Luz Long, a fair-haired blue-eyed German, befriended his black opponent and encouraged him when he was in danger of going out through fouls during the qualifying round. Long, who was first to congratulate the American after his win, was later lauded by Owens in these words: “You can melt down all my medals and cups and they would be just a plating on the 22 carat friendship I felt for Luz Long at that moment.”

So, as the world lurched again towards war, the enduring image of the Berlin Games was of a heroic black champion and a defiant white rival ignoring the poisoned politics of their Nazi hosts to support so publicly the Olympic Ideal.

Less than a year after the closing ceremony under the swirling swastika banners in Berlin’s Olympic Stadium, the outbreak of the Sino-Japanese war meant that the XII Summer Games, due to be staged in Japan in 1940, were transferred to Helsinki. The Winter Games, also awarded to Japan, were transferred first to St Moritz and later to Garmisch Partenkirchen. Both switches were, of course, soon invalidated in 1939 by the Soviet invasion of Finland and the declaration of war between the Allies and Germany. The 1944 Summer Games of the XIII Olympiad scheduled for London and the Winter Games planned for Cortina d’Ampezzo were also cancelled.

In 1944 a ceremony was held in neutral Switzerland to mark the fiftieth anniversary of the Olympic revival. Only a handful of IOC members turned up. Yet World War II failed to extinguish the Olympic flame. In 1940 a group of Californian athletes and coaches decided to stage their own ‘mini-Olympics’ at the Los Angeles Coliseum. The event was titled ‘Champions of 1940’, a track and field meet, with proceeds going to the Finnish Relief Fund to help Finns driven from their country by the Soviet Union’s invasion. Fittingly the Finn Taisto Maki, the world’s foremost two-miler, was the star name.

As the world struggled out of conflict and into a period of Cold War suspicion and enmity, the International Olympic Committee, under the Swede Sigfrid Edstrom, elected president in 1946, began to evaluate its previous pledges to possible Olympic host nations. It became obvious that first-class athletic performances could not disguise the fact that the Olympics were in danger of being misused by post-war nations in their struggle for prestige.

It was fortunate, therefore, that one city came forward to demonstrate how sport could reunite a world torn apart by war. The Games of the XIV Olympiad resumed in 1948 … once again with London as proud host.






CHAPTER 2

1948: London

29 July – 14 August

Games of the XIV Olympiad

Countries participating: 59

Athletes participating:
4,104 (3,714 men, 390 women)

Events: 136 in 19 sports

[image: image]How did we ever do it? Europe was ravaged by war. Cities were still in ruins. Starvation was rife. Across the rest of the globe, nations were struggling out of the abyss to which the years of conflict, cruelty and genocide had condemned them. Yet, from the darkest days of modern history, London lit the flame that rescued the Olympic Games.

The last Games had, notoriously, been held in Berlin in 1936 when the Olympic ideal had been corrupted and turned into a propaganda exercise by the Nazi regime. After that, two Olympic years, 1940 and 1944, had been wiped from the calendar by the Second World War. London had been due to host the latter event, which is why the capital was now offered the Games of the XIV Olympiad for 1948.

But surely it was an impossibility? London was on its knees. Could not the one rich, surviving nation not rescue the Games? The United States did indeed consider offering to stage them – until it became obvious that it would be unreasonable for countries impoverished by war to be asked to send their teams across the Atlantic to compete. And it quickly became clear that no-one else was willing to make the necessary arrangements to host such a monumental undertaking. So London valiantly agreed. It would be the second occasion that London had hosted the Olympics, the city previously being the venue in 1908. At that time the capital had been at the height of imperial power, hope and glory; Forties Britain was a very different land.

After the VE and VJ Day celebrations had died down and sombre reality set in, there remained only two years to meet the deadline of restoring the Games to their regular schedule. Yet Britain was still in the grip of wartime rationing with food, fuel and building materials in desperately short supply. London, blitzed and battered for five years, had ended up broke and with more bomb sites than usable sporting venues. One iconic stadium had survived, however… Wembley. And it was in the shadows of those famous ‘Twin Towers’ that the major events of what became known as ‘the Austerity Games’ were to be held.

That there was even a Wembley as a workable stadium was largely due to one ingenious entrepreneur, Arthur Elvin, an ex-scrap dealer and cigarette kiosk owner who ended up buying the stadium after it was deemed ‘financially unviable’ following the British Empire Exhibition there in 1924. Ten years later he opened a new indoor Sports Arena and Empire Pool alongside the main stadium. Used for the 1934 British Empire Games, it was later renamed the Wembley Arena.

In 1946 Sir Arthur Elvin, who was knighted that year for his services to sport, rose to the challenge of creating a modern facility suitable for the post-war period. Firstly, to cope with the crowds, a new road was created from a specially enlarged Wembley Park tube station to the stadium. It was called Olympic Way, although sports fans have always known it as Wembley Way. The Wembley local authorities realised that hosting the Olympics would have to be non-profit making, but still offered to bear the £120,000 cost of creating the new route. For work inside the stadium itself a special Act of Parliament was required to make structural changes, build modern dressing rooms, recondition the terraces, widen corridors and improve car parking facilities.

At pitch level substantial reconstruction was also required. The running track, first laid in 1923, had been buried beneath a greyhound course. With only three weeks to go before the opening ceremony, 100 workmen began the task of recreating a world-class running surface, digging down to the foundations, laying 800 tons of cinders and using scientific measuring equipment to set levels and distances. The excellence of their work in creating that brand new track resulted in seventeen world and Olympic records being broken during the course of the Games.

Because of food shortages and rationing it was agreed that Britain should not bear full responsibility for feeding the athletes. So the visiting teams actually arrived with their own supplies. Any surplus food was then donated to local hospitals. Athletes were allowed to break rationing rules, being given increased rations to match the intake of British dockers and miners – 5,467 calories a day as opposed to the normal 2,600 calories.

Housing the contestants was also hand-to-mouth. No Olympic Village was erected, the athletes instead being accommodated in schools, military camps and private homes. The bulk of the male athletes were housed at RAF and Army camps in Uxbridge, West Drayton and Richmond, and the women in dormitories at women’s colleges, such as Southlands in south-west London.

Other sites were earmarked for sporting activities far beyond Wembley, including: Empress Hall, Earl’s Court (boxing preliminaries, wrestling, weightlifting, gymnastics), Harringay Arena (basketball), Royal Regatta Course, Henley-on-Thames (canoeing, rowing), Herne Hill Velodrome (track cycling), Windsor Great Park (cycling road race), Central Stadium, Aldershot Military HQ (equestrian), Tweseldown Racecourse, Hampshire (equestrian), Finchley Pool (water polo preliminaries), National Rifle Association Ranges, Bisley (shooting), and the waters off Torbay (yachting). Football preliminaries were held at: Arsenal Stadium, Highbury; Crystal Palace’s Selhurst Park; Craven Cottage, Fulham; Goldstone Ground, Brighton; Champion Hill, Dulwich; Green Pond Road Stadium, Walthamstow; White Hart Lane, Tottenham; Brentford’s Griffin Park; and Ilford FC ground. And the hockey preliminaries were held at: Lyons’ Sports Club, Sudbury; Guinness Sports Club, Park Royal and Polytechnic Sports Ground, Chiswick.

When the Games officially opened on 29 July, in the presence of the IOC’s newly-elected Swedish president Sigfrid Edstrom, London had prepared for the arrival of teams from fifty-nine nations comprising more than 4,000 competitors. Wembley Stadium itself would see thirty-three track and field events being contested by more than 800 athletes from fifty-three of those countries. Significant absentees were Germany and Japan, the aggressors of World War II, who were not invited to participate. Significant entrants included competitors from countries that now found themselves under Communist governments.



An impressively vast timber scoreboard had been constructed and a concrete platform laid to house the Olympic Flame. On a brilliantly sunny 29 July, King George VI, who officially opened the Games, Queen Elizabeth, and other members of the Royal Family – plus 85,000 commoners – watched an impressive ceremony, serenaded by the massed bands of the Brigade of Guards. Seven thousand pigeons, symbolising doves of peace, were released and a twenty-one-gun salute was followed by the arrival of the Olympic flame, borne aloft by Cambridge Blue John Mark. And that Olympic torch was very different to every other in the history of the Games – as is explained in the panel on p27.

The welcome speech to the athletes was given by the Games chairman, Lord Burghley, president of the Amateur Athletics Association and a gold medal winner at the 1928 Olympics. He set the tone by urging them to “keen but friendly rivalry”. London, he said, represented “a warm flame of hope for a better understanding in the world which has burned so low”.

He added this rallying call: “Your Majesty, the hour has struck. A visionary dream has today become a glorious reality. At the end of the worldwide struggle in 1945, many institutions and associations were found to have withered and only the strongest had survived. How, many wondered, had the great Olympic Movement prospered?”

The answer might well have already been provided by the century’s early pioneers under Baron Pierre de Courbetin, founder of the International Olympic Committee. These were the first Games to be held following his death in 1937, but the noble sentiments first expressed in 1908 were particularly pertinent in a Europe so recently ravaged by war: “The most important thing in the Olympic Games is not winning but taking part. The essential thing is not to have conquered but to have fought well.”

And so it proved. The first post-war Games were a triumph in every way: a celebration of peace and a symbol of how sport could unite a war-weary world. The era of professionalism, or even semi-professionalism, had not yet dawned and the events in and around London were conducted in the most innocent and honest sporting spirit.

Many names unknown to the British public became overnight heroes. Some sports were also novelties. A new sporting body, the Union Internationale de Modern Pentathlon, was founded during the Games, on 3 August. The modern pentathlon, made up of five sports, was contested over six days. And a thirty-three-year-old Swedish artillery captain, Willie Grut, astounded the organisers by scoring the most decisive victory in the history of the event by finishing first in three of the five disciplines: horse riding, fencing and swimming. Not only that but he finished fifth in pistol shooting and eighth in 4,000 metres crosscountry running. It was a confirmation of his all-round sporting abilities for earlier that year, Grut had finished second in a demonstration pentathlon at the St Moritz Winter Olympics, consisting of equestrian, fencing, downhill skiing and cross-country skiing. He later became Sweden’s national team manager.

The decathlon provided an equal surprise. It was won by Bob Mathias of the United States at the age of just seventeen. He became the youngest ever Olympic gold medallist in athletics, an even more remarkable achievement given that he had only taken up the event earlier that year at the instigation of his high school coach. When asked how he would celebrate, the Californian teenager replied: “I’ll start shaving, I guess.” Mathias went on to win all eleven decathlons he contested over the next twelve years, including the retention of his title at the Helsinki Games in 1952.

Back at Wembley drama surrounded the end of the marathon as the first man to enter the stadium, Belgium’s Etienne Gailly, stumbled into view exhausted and almost unable to run. As the crowds willed him on, Argentinia’s Delfo Cabrera and Britain’s Tom Richards passed him, with Cabrera winning the gold, Richards the silver and Gailly struggling across the line to take the bronze.

A seemingly more effortless performance at Wembley was given by emerging superstar Emil Zatopek, twenty-five, then an unknown Czechoslovakian army officer who smashed the world 10,000 metres record by twelve seconds and went on to dominate distance running for many years. He is best known for winning three gold medals at the 1952 Olympics.

Another Czech hit the headlines in 1948 – but only in Britain and for a very different reason. Marie Provaznikova, the fifty-seven-year-old president of the International Gymnastics Federation, refused to return home to Prague, citing “lack of freedom” after her homeland was swallowed up by the Soviets. This made London the first Olympics to see a political defection.

Another kind of breakthrough in London came in the high jump when America’s Alice Coachman became the first black woman to win an Olympic gold medal in track and field with a leap of 1.68 metres. Coachman had dominated this discipline since 1939 but had been unable to demonstrate her Olympic supremacy because of the war. In 1948 she made her winning jump (then marked as 5ft 6⅛in) on her first try. Her unlucky rival, Great Britain’s Dorothy Tyler, matched it but only on her second try.

A pioneer of Caribbean athletics, Arthur Wint became the first Jamaican to win an Olympic gold medal. Wint had come to Britain during the war and served as a flying officer in the RAF. He went on to study as a doctor and ran simply for enjoyment, appearing at London’s White City stadium to excite the crowds with his 440 yards and 880 yards dashes. But it was at Wembley that he made his mark internationally. He took the silver medal behind America’s Mal Whitfield in the 800 metres, then went on to win the 400 metres ahead of his more fancied Jamaican team-mate Herb McKenley, with Whitfield third. His 46.2 seconds equalled the Olympic record.

Sadly, the twenty-eight-year-old ‘Gentle Giant’, as he was nicknamed, missed his third medal in the London Games by pulling a muscle in the 4 × 400 metres relay final. Tragedy struck when, seized by cramp, Wint collapsed on the cinder track and his team could not finish. Heroic Dr Wint, who became Jamaican High Commissioner to London from 1974 to 1978, also appeared at the next Olympics in Helsinki, where he took silver in the 800 metres and his team won gold in the 4 × 400 metres relay.

Another competitor of professional distinction was Frenchwoman Micheline Ostermeyer, a highly talented concert pianist whose delicate hands proved versatile at Wembley. The twenty-five-year-old, who graduated from the Conservatoire de Paris with high honours, had spent the war at her family’s home in Tunis where she was the star of a classical radio show. But Wembley Stadium saw her most celebrated performance, winning gold medals in both the shot put and discus – despite having picked up a discus for the first time just a few weeks before the event. She also took the bronze at the high jump.

After winning the shot put, Ostermeyer ended the day by performing a Beethoven concert for fellow team members at their headquarters. While continuing her career as a pianist she went on to win twelve French titles. As such a talented all-rounder she would have been a prime candidate for the pentathlon, but the multi-event competition was not added to the Olympic programme until many years later.

Ostermeyer’s performance was only overshadowed by that of one other woman in 1948. She, of course, was the legendary Fanny Blankers-Koen who won four gold medals – and could well have won six if she had been encouraged to compete in two other events. The next occasion any woman came close to matching her feat was in 1988 when Florence Griffith Joyner raced to three golds and a silver in Seoul.

Twelve years earlier the Dutch teenager had appeared at the Berlin Olympics where she had finished sixth in the high jump. While there, she had asked Jesse Owens for an autograph. Now, in London, Blankers-Koen matched her hero’s achievement. But it had not been an easy path to glory…

Blankers-Koen already held the world record for the 100 yards when Germany invaded Holland in 1940. Suffering under Nazi occupation, she continued to train and compete when opportunity allowed but by the time of the London Games in 1948 there was little indication that this unassuming mother of two would become the heroine of the Austerity Games.

Yet Blankers-Koen, the ‘Flying Dutchwoman’, won gold medals in the 100 metres, 200 metres, 80 metres hurdles (in which she set a new world record) and 4 × 100 metres relay – four of the only nine events that women could enter at that time. If she had also contested the long jump and high jump she could well have won those as well, because they were both disciplines in which she was the current world record holder. As it transpired the long jump winning mark was far short of her personal best. Incredibly, however, her chances had been dismissed beforehand by Jack Crump, the secretary of the Amateur Athletics Association, who suggested that, at thirty and with two children, she was too old to enter.

After the Games Blankers-Koen arrived home to a rapturous welcome. In sharp contrast to the riches that subsequent female Olympians like Griffith Joyner have earned, Holland’s national heroine was rewarded by the city of Amsterdam with a new bicycle. The Flying Dutchwoman, who died in 2004 at the age of eighty-five, never asked for nor expected anything more.

Interviewed at the age of eighty, she said: “With the war so soon over we were surprised but happy that Britain was organising an Olympic Games, but I had no great expectations of it – nor of myself, because I had had two babies during the war.

“I remember the track had been made only weeks before the event. It was cinder and there had been quite a lot of rain, but we were just very happy to be able to run and compete again.

“There was no Olympic village and we girls were housed in a school, six to a room, about half an hour’s journey by train from the stadium. We used to walk to the station, wait for a train and then make our own way to Wembley. Now athletes are very well looked after. It is a great commercial business enterprise these days. Back then there was much more in the way of friendship and we were all happy just to be taking part.

“In 1948 no-one ever thought it would be possible to make money from doing something you enjoyed. We were happy to have the opportunity to travel, see interesting places and meet nice people.

“If people can make lots of money from doing something they are good at, then I am pleased for them. But it doesn’t mean they are having any more fun than I did when I competed. I think money often brings only pressure, not happiness. I have no regrets because I have my memories and they are worth all the money in the world as far as I’m concerned. Anyway, that bicycle was very good. It lasted me for many years.”

Blankers-Koen, whose nickname in Holland was the ‘Flying Housewife’, added reminiscently: “After the Games I remember thinking how strange that I had made so many people happy. But times were harsh and I think people were just glad of the opportunity to celebrate anything. It made me very proud to know I had been able to bring joy into people’s lives.”

By the time the London Olympics closed on 14 August, total expenditure on the Austerity Games had amounted to just £600,000 and final accounts showed profits of £10,000. They sound small sums by today’s standards but they reflected a different age, different tastes and different values. The Games of the XIV Olympiad had been a remarkable success.

American broadcaster Siegmund Smith summed up the spirit of the day with these words: “I record my genuine admiration for the achievements of the British people, not only in staging the Games but in staging them the way they did. I liked the crowd’s behaviour at every event and I admired their sportsmanship.”

The final word on the London Games, however, can be left to the unchallengeable heroine of them. Fanny Blankers-Koen once said: “The Olympics are the greatest uniting competition in the world. Every four years people come together from all over the world to compete against each other, meet one another and share their experiences. They don’t speak each other’s languages but, for a few weeks, they can live together peacefully.

“How different, for instance, my life might have been if others had learned that lesson earlier.”




THE 1948 OLYMPIC FLAME

The Olympic torch that entered the Empire Stadium on 29 July differed from all others in the history of the Games by its similarity to a giant sparkler, spewing a trail of thick, white smoke behind it. It was certainly unlike any of the 1,600 torches that had passed the sacred flame on its journey from Olympia to London.

This apparent irreverence had its origin a fortnight earlier when Castleton Knight, legendary producer of Gaumont-British News, was filming the opening sequence for his Technicolor feature ‘The XIV Olympiad – The Glory of Sport’, hyped at the time as “the greatest combined operation in the history of the British film industry”.

The Opening Ceremony Programme simply recorded: “… a fire was lit on an altar erected on the traditional site of the ancient Olympic temple in southern Greece.” However, as the solid wax fuel produced a flame that was almost invisible in sunlight, cameraman Stan Sayer adjusted the mix until it glowed with colour and emitted a fine trail of smoke.

What transpired next is revealed by author K Angus Robertson in his biography of Castleton Knight, titled ‘Wild Monkey’. Back in England, cameraman Sayer continued experimenting with ways to improve the cinematic look of the Olympic flame using magnesium powder from an RAF flare. The result was a pyrotechnic sacred fire that melted the official aluminium torches, requiring the final torch bearer, John Mark, to circle the track and mount the ramp on the east terrace carrying a much heavier steel version.

This meddling would never be tolerated today but J Arthur Rank had secured the exclusive film rights from the Olympic Games Committee, formed the Olympic Games of 1948 Film Company, and placed his maverick newsreel producer in effective control of all media arrangements, nationally and internationally, a monopoly much resented by his rivals. Knight set up headquarters in his own production village built across the car park in the grounds of the Civic Hall, the hospitality marquee being a magnet for all visiting VIPs and Rank movie stars.
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MEDALS TABLE

LONDON 1948 – GAMES OF THE XIV OLYMPIAD

SUMMER OLYMPIC GAMES












	Nation
	Gold
	Silver
	Bronze
	Total



	
	
	
	
	



	United States
	38
	27
	19
	84



	Sweden
	16
	11
	17
	44



	France
	10
	  6
	13
	29



	Hungary
	10
	  5
	12
	27



	Italy
	  8
	11
	  8
	27



	Finland
	  8
	  7
	  5
	20



	Turkey
	  6
	  4
	  2
	12



	Czechoslovakia
	  6
	  2
	  3
	11



	Switzerland
	  5
	10
	  5
	20



	Denmark
	  5
	  7
	  8
	20



	Netherlands
	  5
	  2
	  9
	16



	Great Britain
	  3
	14
	  6
	23



	Argentina
	  3
	  3
	  1
	  7



	Australia
	  2
	  6
	  5
	13



	Belgium
	  2
	  2
	  3
	  7



	Egypt
	  2
	  2
	  1
	  5



	Mexico
	  2
	  1
	  2
	  5



	South Africa
	  2
	  1
	  1
	  4



	Norway
	  1
	  3
	  3
	  7



	Jamaica
	  1
	  2
	  0
	  3



	Austria
	  1
	  0
	  3
	  4



	India
	  1
	  0
	  0
	  1



	Peru
	  1
	  0
	  0
	  1



	Yugoslavia
	  0
	  2
	  0
	  2



	Canada
	  0
	  1
	  2
	  3



	Portugal
	  0
	  1
	  1
	  2



	Uruguay
	  0
	  1
	  1
	  2



	Ceylon
	  0
	  1
	  0
	  1



	Cuba
	  0
	  1
	  0
	  1



	Spain
	  0
	  1
	  0
	  1



	Trinidad and Tobago
	  0
	  1
	  0
	  1



	South Korea
	  0
	  0
	  2
	  2



	Panama
	  0
	  0
	  2
	  2



	Brazil
	  0
	  0
	  1
	  1



	Iran
	  0
	  0
	  1
	  1



	Poland
	  0
	  0
	  1
	  1



	Puerto Rico
	  0
	  0
	  1
	  1







* The authors believe that the medal tables throughout this book are up-to-date. The results have been thoroughly researched but, mainly due to subsequent disputes and disqualifications, there are discrepancies even among official sites.

* The list of sports take into account principal categories, with subsidiary events omitted.


SPORTS - LONDON 1948

Events: 136 in 19 sports – Athletics | Basketball | Boxing | Canoeing | Cycling | Diving | Equestrian | Fencing | Field hockey | Football (soccer) | Gymnastics | Modern pentathlon | Rowing | Sailing | Shooting | Swimming | Water polo | Weightlifting | Wrestling.
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