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			Introduction


			We all know the story, right? There were the ancient Olympics, those battles of strength and speed, in the center of what was then the known world. And in 1896, they returned to Athens, rejuvenated and modernized, and the Olympics—Faster! Higher! Stronger!—became what they are today.


			But what if the origin is far more complicated than that? What if the Olympics, as we now know them, really started in a small English town of 2,500 people? 
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			The ancient Olympic hoplitodromos was a foot race in which competitors ran with helmets and shields.





			We concede these facts about the ancient Olympics, the forerunner of it all: that in 776 BC, when ancient Greece ruled the world, a cook named Koroibos of Elis won a footrace and a movement was born. That they were, in large part, a religious ceremony meant to honor Zeus, with cows slaughtered as a sacrifice. That they drew crowds of some 40,000 spectators in Olympia, home to the statue of Zeus, one of the original Seven Wonders of the Ancient World. That they ended in AD 393 when the Roman emperor Theodosius I, banned the Games as being part of pagan cults. That these stories of tremendous athletic achievement survived the fall of the empire and were—and continue to be—passed down through the ages. But the modern revival of the Games wasn’t another mythic story about naked runners and godlike feats of strength by godlike figures. The Olympic revival has a lot more to do with the Wenlock Olympian Games than anything else.


			Much Wenlock is a small town in the West Midlands of England. It looks permanently stuck in the 1800s, with its charming town square, Victorian architecture, and complete lack of anything cosmopolitan. Today, we’re told, you can sit on a bench in the square and “it won’t be long before the person sitting next to you is willing to talk of the old times.” It was in the old times, 1890 to be precise, that a young Frenchman named Baron Pierre de Coubertin stepped off the train at the town’s station, his thick handlebar mustache on display for all to see. It would be here where the modern Olympics were born.
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			Pierre de Coubertin, founder of the modern Olympics





			Pierre de Coubertin came from the French aristocracy and grew up in a time of rapid change in his country. He was witness to the establishment of the Third Republic, the Dreyfus Affair, and the defeat in the Franco-Prussian War. Perhaps this time of middle-class revolt, of terror and uncertainty, steered him away from politics; he instead chose a life of the mind, with a focus on educational reform, particularly in regard to his academic studies in physical education. The worldly baron had traveled to this small back­water to meet with someone who shared the same ideals.


			William Penny Brookes was Much Wenlock’s town doctor. He had studied in London, Italy, and Paris, and also served as town magistrate. He was literate and learned, founding the Agricultural Reading Society, a sort of library for the working class. Like Coubertin, he believed deeply in the melding of a healthy mind and body. He had written to Parliament to petition for educational bills that would promote physical education along with traditional studies. He felt that the mind was only working at its full capabilities if the body was healthy as well. In that spirit, it was his idea to provide a competition to “promote the moral, physical and intellectual improvement of the inhabitants of the town and the neighborhood of Wenlock.”
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			Dr. William Penny Brookes, the Wenlock Games organizer who inspired de Coubertin





			The first such competition, the 1850 Wenlock Olympian Games, featured soccer, cricket, and quoits (a game where you throw rings near or around a peg). Later Games included both a wheelbarrow race and an old women’s race, with the prize being a pound of tea. One year, there was a pig chase that ended with the animals cornered in “the cellar of Mr. Blakeway’s house.” (Suffice it to say that this isn’t quite the high-level competition we’ve come to expect from the Olympics.) Even so, the Wenlock Games became a yearly event, and Brookes had grand ideas. He would go on to establish the National Olympian Association, which held similar events across England.


			Coubertin, the organizer of the world’s first Congress on Physical Education and Scholar Competitions, was keen on improving the state of athletics within schools. He placed a newspaper ad to learn more about the state of physical education, and received a response from Brookes. He traveled to watch the Wenlock Games and saw events like the 120-yard hurdles and tilting of the ring (a form of jousting where a horseback rider attempts to place his sword between tiny rings). 


			The two hit it off, and letters reveal the plotting of the next Olympic Games. They discussed, as Brookes wrote, that “such gatherings shall be held in rotation in or near capitals of all nations joining the movement.” They were both admirers of ancient Greek culture, and of course, their elaborate athletic competitions. Coubertin wrote the idea of the Olympic Society was to make prizes available for the “most outstanding feats of strength and skill.” 
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			The first 100-meter race at the 1896 Olympics in Athens was won, in a surprise, by American Thomas Burke.





			Coubertin would take the ideas generated in Much Wenlock and apply them to the first modern Olympics in Athens in 1896—officially known as the Games of the I Olympiad. Unfortunately, Brookes died just a few months before the Games began. But many of his ideas from the Wenlock Games lived on. There was an opening ceremony, in which the athletes, led by children singing and tossing flower petals, marched around town. The winners were given laurel wreaths. The medals had Nike, the Greek goddess of victory, emblazoned on them, as do many medals today. 


			The Wenlock Games continue on—today’s version is a bit low budget, costing a modest $14,000 to operate. But we remember Wenlock because it is the hidden origin story to a movement that itself has thousands of hidden stories. We watch the Olympics every two years in awe; we learn new names and new faces, and celebrate their incredible achievements. And then we move on, more or less. Sure, some names stick. Most, though, fall to history.


			Total Olympics is a book of both familiar and lesser-known tales. The Olympics, by definition, are a wide-ranging, all-encompassing international enterprise. Something is hidden behind every star, every moment, every medal, every nail-biting finish, every heartbreak, every triumph. The Games are a perfect vehicle to look back in time and see what was important—and what, perhaps more tellingly, was not. They give us a window through which to see who we are and what we’ll do to win. 


			Each Olympics is a mishmash of thousands of little stories, all making up a glorious two-week adventure. Multiply those thousands of stories by 51 Olympiads over 122 years, and you get a collection of sports yarns unlike any other. Sure, we all know the major events from Olympics past: Michael Phelps winning everything; Usain Bolt outrunning everyone; Kerri Strug’s landing; Michael Johnson’s spikes; the Dream Team spreading the gospel of basketball; US Hockey believing in Miracles. But for every story that has been ingrained into the sports fan’s consciousness, countless others have slipped through time.


			This book recalls those forgotten moments, the rich and controversial history, the untold stories, and the fascinating people who achieved Olympic glory—or, in some cases, Olympic shame. It’s about the Japanese marathoner who went missing; the Olympics that Denver lost; the Cuban mailman who took a midrace nap; the first Nazi Games in Garmisch-Partenkirchen. It’s about the shooter who was disqualified for drinking two prematch beers; the doves who died; the ducks who lived; the water-filled blood and spylike escapes; and the Games that Shakespeare saw—well, sort of.


			The Olympics aren’t just about athletes aiming for global glory. They’re about people—talented, flawed people who have transformed an ancient pastime into a worldwide spectacle. This book celebrates those people—flaws and all—to illuminate the very best stories that make the Olympics the world’s event.
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			FORGOTTEN HISTORY


			Though the Olympics are sporting events first and foremost, they are also inexorably linked to historical events of the day. They aren’t immune to war, political rivalries, or scandal. The Games are billed as a politically neutral event, but they are often anything but. Geopolitical rivals become foes on the field. Developing countries look to make their marks on the world with winning athletic performances. Some host nations look to announce that they have arrived by the grandeur of their stadiums, the discipline of their opening ceremony dancers, the modernity of their metros. Who could forget all the times broadcasters gushed that the Beijing Games were China’s “introduction” to the world?


			The Olympics can also be plain odd. They’re about bans over coffee commercials, competitions played on the sides of highways, and shin-kicking tournaments. Sure, the Games are a race for global supremacy. But when we look back at its storied history, we are just as liable to shake our heads and ask, “What the—?”


			The Great American Gambit


			Alex Cushing’s Confidence Game Pays Off
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			Cushing was more concerned with ginning up publicity for his new ski resort than the Olympics themselves.





			How do you persuade the International Olympic Committee (IOC) to hold the Winter Games at a ski resort featuring just one dilapidated chairlift? With some good old-fashioned American chutzpah, that’s how.


			Alex Cushing wasn’t a skier and, apparently, not all that attracted to the Olympics, telling Time magazine in 1959 that he had “no more interest in getting the Games than the man in the moon.” He was extremely interested, however, in the Games as a ploy to lure customers to his fledgling ski mountain. A lawyer by trade, Cushing had visited the tiny community of Squaw Valley, California, seven miles north of Lake Tahoe while on vacation. He saw tremendous potential there and decided, with financial assistance from the Rockefellers, to develop it into a world-class ski resort in 1949. The bid for the 1960 Olympics was as good a publicity stunt as any.


			Cushing had the odds stacked against him. After first earning the US Olympic Committee’s approval of the site, he met with the unforgiving IOC president Avery Brundage. Upon hearing of the squalid state of the resort, Brundage told Cushing, “This is worse than I thought. If you win the Games, you’ll set the Olympics back 25 years.”


			But a worldwide lobbying tour convinced doubters. Ever crafty, Cushing focused on securing the votes of South American countries, who weren’t used to being courted for Winter Games. He built a 3,000-pound model of the site, so big that it didn’t fit in the IOC’s exhibit hall at its headquarters in Lausanne, Switzerland. Despite the resort already nearing bankruptcy, Squaw Valley won the right to host the 1960 Games. (The more established Innsbruck, Austria, was the runner-up, with Garmisch-Partenkirchen, Germany, and St. Moritz, Switzerland, also in the running.) That earned Cushing state assistance, which allowed him to renovate the mountain, build more lifts and lodging, and create an ice arena. It did not, however, include funds for a bobsled track, making 1960 the only Games to skip the sport.


			Much to Cushing’s delight, the 1960 Winter Olympics were the first to be televised. CBS bought broadcasting rights for $50,000, and the network showed 15 hours of competition. (Compare that to 2018, when NBC streamed 1,800 hours. In a sign of things to come, the rights for the 1960 Games in Rome, seven months later, went for $550,000; in 2014, NBC paid $7.75 billion to broadcast all Games through 2032.) The competition was a smash. It fueled American interest in skiing and turned Squaw Valley into a favored destination for the wealthy.
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			The brand-new Blyth Arena, site of the opening and closing ceremonies





			The Squaw Valley Games also marked the first time that computers were used to crunch numbers. There was a glass-walled IBM processor on-site, which was a huge attraction for visitors. The computers had a tangible effect on the events themselves. In previous Games, officials would take up to five hours to post results calculated by hand. Now they were available in less than two minutes. 


			Though Cushing succeeded in wrangling the IOC to award the Games to Squaw Valley, all that self-assuredness came at a cost. The IOC, fed up with his confidence game, his over-the-top style, his grating ability to persuade, didn’t invite him to the opening ceremonies. But Cushing had the last laugh. Today, Squaw Valley is one of the largest and most popular ski resorts in the country. The confidence game paid off. 


			Like a Spy Novel—Only in a Magazine


			Cold War Intrigue at the 1956 Summer Games
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			Tanks patrolling downtown Budapest 





			Bunked in the Red Star Hotel, on Svabhegy Hill overlooking Budapest, the delegation of Hungarian athletes listened to gunfire. There was a revolution breaking out in their home country, a revolt against the Communist regime propped up by the Soviets. It started with students, marching through Budapest to the Parliament, and continued with the AVO, or state police, firing on the civilians who had torn down the statue of Joseph Stalin in City Park.


			The athletes—men and women, water polo players and swimmers, divers and fencers, and more—were just weeks away from traveling to Melbourne to compete in the 1956 Summer Olympics. Holed up in the hotel for their protection, they understood the magnitude of what was happening. In an act of solidarity, a few took down the red star that decorated the hotel’s facade. But the revolutionary spirit couldn’t trump the politics of the day. Upon landing in Australia, the Hungarian delegation found out that Soviet troops had invaded Hungary and a new puppet government had been installed. Some 2,500 Hungarians were killed, another 20,000 arrested, and more than 200,000 were forced to leave the country.
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			The official Olympic poster for the 1956 Summer Games





			For the athletes at the Olympics, there wasn’t much to be done. The team felt, as long jumper Olga Gyarmati later put it, “a great spiritual depression.” Though the Hungarians competed admirably, winning golds in gymnastics, fencing, and water polo, the Games did eventually come to an end, and each team member had to make an enormous decision: Defect or go back home? For 34 Hungarians, leaving was the best option. And in a move out of a spy novel, they called upon Sports Illustrated to help them. The fledgling magazine, using utmost secrecy and code names, became the Hungarians’ lifeline. Managing editor Andre Laguerre, who was leading the magazine’s Olympics coverage, met privately with the Hungarian delegation several times. Laguerre sent telegrams back to SI offices, and the magazine worked with the State Department to grant asylum for 34 Hungarians.


			Though some eventually returned to Hungary, most ultimately defected by staying in the United States. For rower Robert Zimonyi, that meant continuing his sporting career. At the 1964 Games in Tokyo, he won gold on the eights rowing team. Sixteen years after winning his first medal with Hungary, Zimonyi took his place on the podium, this time listening to the “Star-Spangled Banner.” 




				2016 REFUGEE OLYMPIANS
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			Congolese refugee Popole Misenga





			In 2016, the Refugee Olympic Team competed for the first time. Consisting of 10 athletes from the Democratic Republic of Congo, Ethiopia, South Sudan, and Syria, these men and women were forced from their homes by war, persecution, and lack of opportunity. They represent the more than 65 million refugees around the world looking for new homes.


			Their stories were a triumph of human perseverance. Take Yusra Mardini, of Syria, who got on a boat in Turkey—the motor died in the Aegean Sea, and she and her sister helped push and drag the boat to shore at the Greek island of Lesbos. They walked and rode on trains for 25 days through four countries with the hopes of ending up in Germany. First, though, they had to escape a squalid refugee camp in Hungary. Finally, Mardini found solace in a pool in Berlin.


			They all found peace and hope in sport. Competing under one flag before the world, these worthy athletes each played their sport at the highest level. Though none of them scored a medal, one soared: Popole Misenga, a Congolese refugee, became the first from the refugee team to win a match, in judo.





			The Golden Girls of Zimbabwe


			The Best of the Rest When Boycott Strikes
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			The Zimbabwean women’s field hockey team found unexpected glory in Moscow.





			Sixty-six countries boycotted the 1980 Olympics in Moscow in response to the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. Although that left a whole lot of medals for the Soviets to win, it also meant that the competition needed some augmenting. Take women’s field hockey: Five of the six teams scheduled to play in the competition, including the United States, participated in the boycott, so organizers scrambled for replacements. They were able to call upon Czechoslovakia, India, Australia, and Poland, all countries that had been eliminated in qualifying. But that still left one team. Here’s an idea: How about we call Zimbabwe? 


			When the country was known as Rhodesia, it competed in three Olympics. But it was banned from participating in 1972 after other African nations pressured the IOC not to recognize Rhodesia’s racist, white-minority government. Independent Zimbabwe came into being in 1980, and it was again eligible for Olympic competition. The Zimbabwean women’s field hockey team, however, remained all white. The roster was composed of former members of the Rhodesian national team, which, in keeping with the previous government’s policies, had barred any black players. 


			The Zimbabweans were nowhere near ready to play. They had six weeks to practice and had never trained on artificial turf. The team relied on amateur players. Ann Grant was a bookkeeper. Christine Prinsloo was an insurance underwriter. Their coach, Anthea Stewart, also played. Despite the rush to come together—and flying to Moscow in a plane normally used for shipping meat—the Zimbabweans excelled. They won three games and managed a draw in two others. Pat McKillop was tied for the tournament lead in scoring, with six goals.


			At halftime of the final against Austria, the Zimbabwean minister of sport came onto the field. He told the team that if they won, each player would receive an ox. With that extra bit of motivation, they prevailed 4–1 and would take the gold medal, the very first ever for Zimbabwe. “It still feels like a dream standing on that podium,” said McKillop. Nicknamed the Golden Girls, they returned to their country as heroes. But they would not get a chance to defend their crown. In 1984, all the traditional field hockey powers were back at the Games, making this golden opportunity a once- in-a-lifetime shot at glory.


			The Austerity Games


			Post-War Belt Tightening at the London Olympics
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			Official poster for the 1948 Summer Olympics, which was considered a remarkable success.





			In order to pull off the 1948 Summer Games in London, some unusual sacrifices had to be made. Female athletes crafted their own uniforms. Gymnastic equipment was borrowed from abroad. Each country’s teams brought their own food, and boxers ate just custard and jelly. New Zealanders endured a six-week boat ride to get to the Games. 


			These weren’t minor concessions. The fact that the 1948 Games went off at all was a miracle in itself. London was supposed to host the 1944 Summer Olympics, which were canceled because of the war. And even though the IOC quickly reawarded the Games to London in 1946, the city itself was not in peak condition. Bomb sites littered the streets. Churches had yet to be repaired. Even the House of Commons needed work. Some 700,000 homes had to be built, and only a third of London homes had running water in the bathrooms. Gas and food were heavily rationed as well. No wonder they nicknamed these Olympics the “Austerity Games.”


			“Our country will not be able to handle the Games,” said Frank Butler, the sports editor of the Daily Express. “It will take too long to rebuild London. England would be jolly well satisfied never to hold the Games again.” But the Olympics were meant to be uplifting, a symbol of international cooperation and rebirth—even if they had to stick to a strict budget. “It was a liberation of spirit to be there in London,” said legendary Czech runner Emil Zatopek. “After the dark days of the war, the revival of the Olympics was as if the sun had come out. There were no more frontiers, no more barriers, just the people meeting together.”


			Things were difficult, but the unique power of the Olympics—that every-four-year occasion of worldwide friendship and peace—made it a bit more tolerable. Male athletes stayed in nearby Royal Air Force camps instead of an Olympic Village while the women lodged in local colleges. (It was better than the original plan, which was to house athletes in prisoner of war camps.) Meals were still rationed, and even though the athletes got increased limits, food wasn’t aplenty. Some consumed unrationed whale meat. “It was horrible,” said Sylvia Cheeseman, a 200-meter runner, “but I was so intent on getting my protein that I ate it.”


			Americans had more resources to work with, and passed out steak, bacon, and eggs to their fellow competitors. The French brought wine. Fruit had been so rare during the war that it was a welcome surprise when Australians presented their tins of oranges and peaches. But there just wasn’t a ton to go around. The British eights rowing team won silver—and blamed a lack of red meat for not winning gold. And it wasn’t just food: The Canadians donated two Douglas firs to make the diving board, and the Finns brought wood for the basketball court.


			Despite these challenges, the Games were considered to be quite a success. England won 23 medals, and only three golds, but the spirit of the athletes shone through. More important was regaining a sense of purpose after the war. The sparse conditions didn’t detract from the quality of the competition, either. Dutch track-and-field star Fanny Blankers-Koen, a mother of two kids known as the Flying Housewife, won four gold medals, and American Bob Mathias became the youngest person to win a track-and-field gold medal, taking the decathlon as a 17-year-old. Indeed, the Games went on just as they should.


			Looking back, of course, the 1948 London Olympics look pretty shabby, especially compared with today’s high-tech spectacles awash with cash. (Consider the fact that Pyeongchang’s $109 million stadium built for the 2018 Winter Olympics was demolished just one month after the Games.) But as bidding prices to host the Olympics continue to rise, it’s worth remembering the lesson of the Austerity Games: It really doesn’t matter whether Olympians compete in the most expensive stadiums or in dilapidated fields. Boil it down, and the Games are about the unparalleled talent and unflappable spirit of its athletes.


			Blood in the Water


			The Fight for Gold and Freedom
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			The distraught Hungarian delegation walks in the opening ceremony in Melbourne.





			“The Olympics,” wrote Hungarian water polo player Istvan Hevesi, “the whole thing has lost its importance, its beauty, because of what’s happening back home.”


			The team was torn between their sport and their homeland, where a bloodbath had begun. In the autumn of 1956, the Soviet Union was crushing Hungary. A large group of Hungarians had started a revolt in Budapest, hoping to replace the Soviet-led Communist regime with a democratic government, but Soviet forces quickly responded with tear gas and gunfire.


			“We were in midair to Melbourne when the pilot told us the news: Soviet tanks had invaded Budapest,” remembered Dezso Gyarmati, the water polo team’s captain. “We knew they would drown the revolution in blood.” More than 200,000 Soviet troops had stormed Hungary’s capital. The revolution stood no chance.


			Now, with uncertain news about their families back home, the water polo team suited up for Olympic competition. They didn’t have much of a choice but to find a way to put the bloodshed aside and compete for their country when they faced off against the Soviet Union in the semifinals. To some at the Games, surely the Olympics could’ve been just another match. For this group of Hungarians, it was a chance for national pride. 


			With a spot in the gold medal game on the line, play between these rivals was dirty from the start. They kicked each other under the water and punched each other above it. “We were yelling at them, ‘You dirty bastards. You come over and bomb our country,’” Ervin Zador said. “They were calling us traitors.” 


			This wasn’t just a semifinal match. This was everything. Gyarmati told his team to fight to their last breath. As the Hungarians led 4–0 with time expiring, it was Zador who bore the brunt of the Soviet aggression that day after calling Soviet player Valentin Prokopov a loser. Zador then looked away for a moment, and Prokopov lifted his entire upper body out of the water, swinging for Zador’s head in a sucker punch. A gash spread over the Hungarian’s right eye, blood spilling everywhere. “You know,” said Lazlo Ujvary, a diver who was in the stands, “a little blood in the water very soon makes a lot.”
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			Zador left the pool bloodied, but the Hungarians had the final say with their gold medal.





			Officials called the game a minute early and police officers escorted the Soviet team from the arena. The Hungarian fans were hoping to join in on the fight. Zador’s cheek was split, so he couldn’t play in the final. But Hungary won gold—a huge victory for themselves, an even bigger triumph for their country. After the game Zador sat with his gold medal and cried, knowing that Hungary was in chaos, and that returning home might not be an option.


			Zador was one of a large group of Hungarians who emigrated to the United States after the 1956 Games. He settled in California, where he trained Mark Spitz in swimming. Zador’s daughter Christine scored the game-winning goal in the 1999 NCAA water polo championship for the University of Southern California. But the photo of blood dripping down his cheek is his legacy. “I deeply regret that picture,” he said. “I would have loved to be remembered as one of the best young players in the world, rather than the guy hit by the Russian.”


			Zador’s blood in the water may be the first thing most people will know about him. But if they look beyond the cut, they’ll find something else: a group of water polo players who loved their country, who would have done anything to uphold its honor, even as it began to fall. 


			The Apartheid Boycott


			Turmoil at the 1976 Summer Olympics


			An international friendly rugby match that wasn’t even held in the Olympics threatened to bring down the entire 1976 Games in Montreal. It all started with a trip abroad for the New Zealand rugby team.


			The United Nations had implored countries to stop all athletic competitions in South Africa, as part of a growing international boycott to force the end of apartheid. Indeed, the IOC had banned the nation from Olympic participation since 1964—a ban that would last until 1992. Despite this, and the recent uprising in the city of Soweto—in which police killed hundreds of demonstrators only a month earlier—the New Zealand rugby team ignored the boycott and traveled throughout South Africa in the summer of 1976 for games against local teams. It sparked international condemnation, and with the Olympics coming up, African nations responded in unison.


			Just days before the opening ceremony in Montreal, 22 African countries announced they would boycott the Games. They would participate only if New Zealand was banned. The IOC, however, found no reason to ban the country, saying that rugby was outside their purview as a non-Olympic sport. “Principles are more precious than medals,” said Kenya’s foreign minister, James Osogo. Other countries made the trip to Montreal, only to turn around before the Games officially started. “We’re leaving as soon as we can make the plane reservations,” said Musa Keni Kasonka, the leader of the Zambia delegation.


			Only two African nations ended up staying: Senegal and Ivory Coast. None of their athletes made it to the final rounds of their respective disciplines. There were also new strictures in place for the New Zealand delegation. Security was tight, and armed guards kept watch in some of their rooms. The athletes were asked not to talk to the media about the boycott. 


			The Games would end up losing a million Canadian dollars in cancellations and refunds. But the boycott brought something else: widespread attention to the plight of millions of South Africans under apartheid. It started pressure campaigns across the world, marking a powerful example of sport strongly impacting the political realm.


			Amateur Hour


			Karl Schranz, the Superstar Scapegoat
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			Karl Schranz was banned for making money off his skiing talent, something that’s commonplace today.





		Like so many other issues in Avery Brundage’s long, controversial tenure as head of the IOC from 1952 to 1972, the issue of amateurism came to a head. In fact, in one of his last acts before retiring, the 84-year-old Brundage was willing to kick out top athletes in downhill skiing—nearly blowing up the sport—just to keep the ideal intact.


			From the outset, the Olympics were meant for amateurs only, celebrating a true expression of the love of sports, not the potential for financial gain. Nowadays, of course, that ideal has fallen by the wayside. But both Brundage and Olympic founder Pierre de Coubertin before him were deeply committed to maintaining amateurism and separating the Games from the professional realm. For years leading up to the 1972 Winter Games in Sapporo, Brundage had complained about skiers, in particular, receiving endorsements, calling them “trained seals of the merchandisers.” He was reported to have a list of up to 40 he wanted to ban. In the end, he chose just one.


			Karl Schranz, a 33-year-old Austrian skiing legend, was a favorite to win the downhill. A world champion, he had won every major international skiing honor except an Olympic gold medal. The 1972 Games were his last chance to achieve his dream, but three days before the Olympics started, Schranz was banned for accepting sponsorship offers from a coffee company. He was reportedly making at least $40,000 a year from the sport and endorsements. (That’s nearly $250,000 in today’s dollars.) Brundage was tight-lipped about his decision, stating publicly only that they had “sufficient evidence.”


			Schranz became the third athlete in Olympic history, after American decathlete Jim Thorpe and Finnish runner Paavo Nurmi, to be banned for violating amateurism rules. The IOC voted 28–14 in favor of the ban, and Schranz was not invited to make his case before the committee. Other skiers suspected that Brundage was making an example of Schranz as a warning to all Olympic athletes. Schranz was outraged, and an attempt by the Austrian Olympic committee to reverse the ban was unsuccessful. He retired from competitive skiing after the 1972 Games. 


			Indeed, the Olympics are not, for most athletes, the cash cow that many believe them to be. There’s a reason that every four years we see commercials about how Home Depot graciously allows Olympians to create flexible schedules while they work. It’s because Olympic sports, especially the more obscure ones, don’t pay much. Schranz, who grew up poor in Austria’s Arlberg Mountains, told the press, “If we followed Mr. Brundage’s recommendations to their true end, the Olympics would be a competition only for the very rich. No man of ordinary means could ever afford to excel in this sport.”


			The Austrian people sided with Schranz. Upon returning home, he received a hero’s welcome unlike any other seen in Vienna. (Alpine skiing is a huge deal in Austria.) Some 100,000 people lined the streets from the airport to the city. It was a bigger crowd than John F. Kennedy or Queen Elizabeth II received. 


			In 1988, the IOC deemed Schranz to have behaved in a “fitting manner” since 1972 and agreed to reinstate him. He was given a symbolic medal to mark his participation at the Sapporo Games. But that surely doesn’t ease the sting of missing out on a real one. 


			Seen today, Brundage’s view seems absurd. Michael Phelps earned $12 million in endorsements in 2013 alone. Schranz, of course, did what all athletes should be able to do: He used his talents to make money.




				BANNED FOR PROFESSIONALISM
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			Marika Kilius (left) and Hans-Jurgen Baumler (right) made a big no-no by signing with Holiday on Ice.





			In 2014, Americans Ronald and Vivian Joseph won a bronze medal for pairs figure skating at the 1964 Winter Games in Innsbruck, Austria. In case you blinked and missed it, that’s a 50-year wait for a medal.


			The brother-sister duo had finished fourth in the pairs competition, missing out on a medal by just three-tenths of a point. In 1966, however, the IOC disqualified the 1964 silver medal winners Marika Kilius and Hans-Jurgen Baumler of West Germany when they signed a professional deal to perform in the Christmas show Holiday on Ice. So, the pair had to return their medals and everyone below them was bumped up a spot. 


			The Josephs received their medals later that year in that most glamorous of Olympic venues: a Sheraton hotel in Chicago. And that was that, until 1987, when the IOC, without much publicity or explanation, gave Kilius and Baumler their medals back. The reasoning? The couple was “rehabilitated.” 


			But no one told the Josephs, and different record books contained different information. It wasn’t until someone Vivian Joseph met at a party disputed her claim to a bronze medal that the Josephs began to look into it. In 2014 the IOC officially awarded the bronze to the American siblings, while the Canadian pair shared silver with the West Germans. (The Soviet Union remained the gold medal winners, blissfully unaffected by the whole debacle.)





			Truckin’ (to a Bronze)


			Lithuanian Basketball at the 1992 Olympics 
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			These new Deadheads took the support of the legendary band all the way to the medal stand.





			Oh, what a long, strange trip it was. On its face, the Lithuanian men’s basketball team was a major contender for the 1992 Games in Barcelona—Lithuania’s first Olympics as an independent nation since 1928. They had legitimate stars in Arvydas Sabonis, Sarunas Marciulionis, Rimas Kurtinaitis, and Valdemaras Chomicius, and four had played on the gold-medal-winning 1988 Soviet team. They’re completely basketball-crazy in Lithuania. But with the country’s recent separation from the Soviet Union, money was tight and they still had to qualify. To make their Olympic dreams a reality, they received massive help from . . . the Grateful Dead?


			Yes, after reading a story about the Lithuanians’ lack of funds in a newspaper, those Friends of the Devil chipped in financially, and provided tie-dye T-shirts and uniforms. Rock on, indeed. “We’re always for the underdog,” said drummer Mickey Hart, “and this wasn’t just a basketball team. This was a struggle for life, liberty, and freedom.” Subjected to years of bland Soviet style, the Lithuanians agreed that a pop of color and style was a welcome change. Featuring a dunking skeleton and a psychedelic blend of red, yellow, and green—Lithuania’s national colors—the shirts were a hit, and fans even offered some players cash for them.


			Though the US Dream Team crushed them 127–76, the Lithuanians did manage to capture a bronze medal, beating the remains of the Soviet squad, called the Unified Team, 82–72. “We didn’t have any choice,” said Marciulionis. “We absolutely had to win at any cost.” After the medal ceremony, the Lithuanian locker room was a party. The head of state, Vytautas Landsbergis, visited the team and they sang the national anthem. Alcohol was aplenty, and he ended up soaked in Champagne. So Landsbergis did what any good Lithuanian hooper would do: He suited up in a Grateful Dead tie-dye shirt.


			The Not-Quite-Olympics


			Unofficial Excellence at the 1906 Intercalated Games
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			The Panathenaic Stadium in Athens, site of the 1906 Intercalated Games, a one-time Olympics offshoot now considered unofficial





			“The Olympic Games of 1906,” wrote James Edward Sullivan, the organizer of the 1904 Olympics and one of the founders of the Amateur Athletic Union (AAU), “will go down into athletic history as the most remarkable festival of its kind ever held.” 


			Sure sounds like a blast. So if these Games were so great, why aren’t they officially recognized by the IOC? And why have you never heard of them? In many ways, it comes down to politics. King George of Greece wanted the Olympics to remain in his country permanently. The idea makes some sense, given the high costs and logistical challenges of staging the Games in a new location each cycle. But modern Olympic founder Pierre de Coubertin, for his part, wanted it hosted around the world, so it could be a traveling expedition of sport and culture.


			As a stopgap measure, the two sides came to a compromise. Every two years an Intercalated Games would be held. (The word intercalate, for those without a dictionary handy, means to insert something between existing elements.) It was a smash, and unlike the chaos and disorganization of the early Olympics in Paris and St. Louis, the 1906 version was well-managed and looked very similar to what you see today: Athletes marched in an opening ceremony under their country’s flag, the first closing ceremony took place, and medal winners saw their flags rise above them. A total of 826 athletes—only six of them women—from 20 nations competed. Martin Sheridan, an American track-and-field competitor, won five medals and set a world record in the discus. The United States was third in the total medal count, with 24, and the French led with 40, including 15 gold medals.


			Though the Intercalated Games were a success, and revived international interest for a flagging Olympic movement, the idea of a Games every two years was not to be. For a number of reasons, including Greece’s persistent economic issues and military squabbles with Turkey, a version in 1910 never materialized. By the outbreak of World War I in 1914, the idea had petered out completely. Coubertin had worked to ensure that the Intercalated Games weren’t officially recognized—he didn’t even attend in 1906. He was apparently peeved that his contributions to the reinstitution of the Olympics hadn’t received as much fanfare as he thought it should. 


			In 1948, at an IOC meeting, one member made a proposal to recognize the 1906 Intercalated Games as official. It was routed to the Brundage Committee, led by future IOC president Avery Brundage, and two other members. Coubertin received letters calling him a “thief,” trying to rid Greece of one of its most historic legacies. Despite the public enthusiasm and high level of competition at these not-quite-Olympics, the commission came up with a final ruling: The proposal was rejected, and the Intercalated Games would be lost to time.


			The Games would eventually return to Athens 98 years later in 2004. As costs to host an Olympics skyrocket each cycle, many commentators have continued to call for a permanent Olympic site, and many suggest Greece. But even though Olympic bids are expensive, it is still worth exploring new locales. There hasn’t been a Games in Africa, nor in the Middle East. We’ve seen only one in South America (Rio in 2016). We have more places to go, more countries to see, more people to carry the torch. 




				Zappas Olympic Games


			The Olympics were reintroduced to the world in Athens in 1896—the first official Games since 200 BC—but there were a handful of important revivals in the interim. Evangelos Zappas, a wealthy Greek businessman, helped fund and arrange a competition in 1859. After he died in 1865, three more were held in 1870, 1875, and 1889. Athletes competed at the Panathenaic Stadium in the capital, and events included racing, pole vault, discus throwing, parallel bars, and wrestling. King Otto of Greece presented the winners with a wreath and prize money. 


			 Though one historian notes that the Zappas games are best considered local competitions, these Games did receive some attention far beyond the confines of Greece. They are thought to have influenced modern Olympic founders William Penny Brookes and Pierre de Coubertin. The pair came together to outline the future of a competition that would become the biggest in the world. 





			The Cotswold Olimpick Games


			A Strange Olympic Precursor
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			The frontispiece of the 1636 book Annalia Dubrensia





			Every year, a rider enters Cotswold, England, on horseback. A cannon is fired. A group of competitors dress up in white coats and stuff their trousers with straw. And then they begin to kick each other in the shins.


			No, this is not Fight Club. This is the Cotswold Olimpick Games. Started by lawyer Robert Dover in 1612, these games featured a strange mix of obscure sports and time-honored favorites from the ancient Olympics in Greece. There’s King of the Hill—a pentathlon of sorts, featuring static jump, spurning the barre (similar to the Scottish sport of caber toss, which is, essentially, tree throwing), hammer throw, and shot put. Then there is Championship of the Hill (a kind of team version of King of the Hill), tug-of-war, and, of course, the aforementioned shin kicking. Don’t forget wrestling, running, and hare hunting, too. Even those lacking athletic skills can dance around the maypole.


			The games were held intermittently starting with the English Civil War in 1642 and came to a full close in 1862. They were reinstituted in 1951, but a local outbreak of foot-and-mouth disease delayed any hopes of making them an annual affair. It wasn’t until 1964 that the Cotswold Olimpicks became a yearly event, and it takes on the same look today as it did back then. 
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			Just a bunch of blokes kicking each other in the shins





			Though these games aren’t quite Olympic in nature, Cotswold has seen some Olympic-size intrigue. There’s a possibility that William Shakespeare attended—and that the Olimpick Games found their way into his work. In the comedy The Merry Wives of Windsor, one character asks, “How does your fallow greyhound, sir? I heard say he was outrun on Cotsall.” (Cotsall is Old English for Cotswold.) Some also contend that the wrestling scene in As You Like It was inspired by the event at the games. There is no consensus that the two are related—we will most likely never know. But somehow, the Bard watching a shin-kicking match is a literary twist even he could not have concocted.


			The Nordic Games


			Winter Sports Found Their International Footing


			Before Nordic countries dominated the Winter Games, they had their very own version in which to demolish opponents. The Nordic Games, starting in 1901 and lasting until 1926, were among the earliest international competitions for winter sports. There was ski jumping, ski racing, cross-country skiing (up to 210 kilometers long), and hockey. They also included Summer-type events like fencing and swimming, and then some wacky ones, like ballooning, auto racing, and pulka racing (a type of dogsledding).


			In 1909, some 2,000 athletes from Sweden, Norway, and Finland took part. It was, at its heart, deeply political. Viktor Balck, a Swedish general and a charter member of the IOC, thought these games were an important national project, projecting athletic dominance and “honor” to the region. Sweden’s years of experience running the Nordic Games left them well set up to organize the 1912 Olympics in Stockholm.


			The last Nordic Games were held in 1926, two years after the first Winter Olympics in Chamonix, France. But so much of today’s more international winter sports extravaganzas look like yesterday’s Nordic Games—right down to the dominance of the Scandinavian countries. 




				ODD OLYMPIC BIDS


			Over the years, most host cities have made sense: Los Angeles for the Summer Games and Calgary for the Winter Games are no-brainers. Increasingly, countries that don’t seem like the greatest fits for the Olympics are now hosting them. (Who knew Beijing was a snowy winter destination?) And every cycle, some bids seem like the ultimate long shots. 


			One repeat bidder for the Summer Games has been Detroit‚ a city which has tried—and failed—a staggering nine times, the most ever. They aren’t the only ones to struggle. Manchester, England, and Havana, Cuba, each made two unsuccessful attempts. San Juan, Puerto Rico, received not a single vote in 2004.


			The Winter Games might be odder still. Have you heard of Bear Mountain? Probably not—it’s a tiny, 1,283-foot peak north of New York City. That bid failed in 1932, along with both Duluth and Minneapolis. What about Karachi, Pakistan, in 1960? They didn’t receive a vote. (The city also never receives snow.) Zakopane, Poland, is home to only 27,000 people, but it put in a bid for 2006. Sion, Switzerland, has made three unsuccessful bids; the same with Jaca, Spain. Borjomi, Georgia, has a population of 17,000—maybe that’s why their bid in 2014 didn’t go anywhere. 


			There’s a lesson here: If you want the torch, stick to the big cities. 





			The Liberty Bell Classic


			The Games Come Home . . . to the Highway
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			The public was divided over America’s first and only Olympic boycott.





			The United States, along with 64 other countries, boycotted the 1980 Summer Games in Moscow after the Soviet Union’s invasion of Afghanistan. But that left a lot of worthy athletes without a chance to show off their athletic prowess to the world. So the United States decided to hold its own competition. It didn’t quite go as planned.


			The United States State Department considered funding an event in Ivory Coast, whose leader was pro-Western, and looked into organizing a series of multicontinent competitions in Rome, Tokyo, and Beijing, among other cities. Eventually, Congress set aside $10 million for tournaments in a number of sports. The track competition, now known as the Liberty Bell Classic, was held in Philadelphia, and the International Invitational was a gymnastics event held in Hartford.


			Although the Classic wasn’t exactly Olympic level—said coach Jimmy Carnes, “We can’t call this the alternative Games. There’s no alternative”—there were some exciting moments. Renaldo Nehemiah ran the hurdles in 13.31, just .31 off his world record. The American men swept the 100 meters, and Mary Decker, fresh off an 18-hour flight from a track competition in Oslo, won the 1,500 with a US record time.
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