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Preface



SCENE SETTING


IN 1908 The Sportsman published in London the first of 13 volumes intended to become an authoritative survey of ‘British Sports and Sportsmen past & present’. One volume is taken up with racing, the ‘king of sports’; there are volumes on ‘Yachting and Rowing’, ‘Polo and Coaching’ and ‘Country Life Pursuits’. ‘Hunting’ takes up a complete volume and ‘Big Game Hunting and Angling’ another. (The latter includes an evocative parade of ‘rifle celebrities’, studio portraits of well-to-do men with receding hairlines and expressions ranging from constipated, through vacant to stiff.) ‘Athletic Sports’ – including the track and field events – are bundled up in Volume 8 along with boxing, swimming, fencing, croquet, ‘Highland sports’ and ‘tennis, rackets and other ball games’, including fives and bowls. The Sportsman’s series would take a decade or more to complete and in that time the world of the Edwardian sportsman it commemorated would have vanished. It was overtaken by a new breed of international sport: a spectator sport carried far and wide into the homes and hearts of a new breed of sports fan through newspapers, photographs, radio, film and, eventually, television.


Almost by accident, the 1908 Olympics were the first to be filmed. At the time the moving picture was still a novelty. The Pathé brothers’ Cinematograph booths happened to be one of the sideshows in the Franco-British Exhibition grounds which housed the London Olympic stadium. The Pathé brothers’ cameramen were reputed to have shot 80 miles of film every day capturing activities around the Exhibition and the events of the Olympic Games became part of the programme. In those days the film was coloured: ‘The natural colours reproduced clearly and without a trace of blurring or jumping.’ According to the advertising material at the time it was ‘difficult to realise that one is looking from a darkened hall ... instead of really participating in the incident enacted’. The images that survive today are flickering and faded and the colour is gone. The stunning intimacy of film when it was new has been translated into distance. But what might seem at first merely a nostalgic glimpse into quainter times unfolds on examination into a surprising story.
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Pathé brothers’ still showing a gymnast in the first week of the Games (note the empty stands).


By a series of accidents, in spring 2006 I was contracted to research the 1908 marathon for a film company. I took on the task as an opportunity to investigate what was to me virgin territory. I was intrigued by the underlying assumption – central to the Olympic vision – that sport is one of the few things that unites us all.


It would be hard to find a human being on this planet who has not heard of the Olympics. The faces of entire cities have been permanently altered by the quadrennial Games; half the world’s population will watch the Olympics on television when that season comes round. Whatever the routine complaints about the massive complications of coordinating the efforts of hundreds of thousands of people, or about all the millions – even billions – spent on the project, the four-yearly Olympic circus amounts to a common good. All this has sprung from the dreams of a group of fin de siècle aristocrats who, inspired by the verse of Pindar, wanted to rekindle in the modern world the spirit of the ancient Olympic games.


Early on in my researches I was struck by a 1908 article written by one Dr Emil. In discussing the importance of the then forthcoming London Games Emil wrote of the emotional power for those who had – like him – found their ‘most important experiences in sport… In a game of cricket there is a novel, a drama, a tragedy; there is a science and calculation; there is the uncontrollable element of chance; there is the mysterious power of personality; there is nearly the whole of human forces.’


When I first picked up a Spalding’s Almanac – those yearly bibles of American sport from the early twentieth century -all I saw was page after page of statistics. Rankings in brittle, small print interspersed with grainy photographs of a man in mid-jump, or a man breasting the tape at the end of a race – pictures so blurred as to be almost generic, the name in the caption a mere courtesy. Human effort and aspiration reduced to statistics without personality, motivation or character – or so it seemed to me, at first.


But then there is that picture – ‘the’ picture from that year. It is the one thing people remember about the 1908 Olympics: Dorando Pietri, the little Italian with knobbly knees and a look of Charlie Chaplin, staggering towards the finishing line herded by a semicircle of officials and policemen. It is the iconic image of the ‘ordinary Joe’ almost killing himself to achieve his goal. That picture began to open me up to the drama Dr Emil wrote about. An investigation that began from curiosity to understand how the leisure interests of a certain portion of the population came to hold such sway over the rest of us led me into an entrancing story.
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The image that made the 1908 Olympics memorable: 22-year-old Italian Dorando Pietri staggering across the marathon finish line with the clerk of the course, J.A. Andrews (in the boater) supporting his elbow and race physician, Dr Michael Bulger, urging him on.


The first London Olympics were not a roaring success. The Fourth Olympiad has been relegated to short paragraphs and summaries a thousand times over on websites and in sporting compilations, in histories of the marathon, or of athletics or the Olympic movement. There is half a page here, a couple of pages there – and that photograph of Dorando. There is the authoritative blue book, one volume among seven chronicling each of the first Olympic Games of the modern revival, but otherwise the story has been overlooked as insufficiently substantial to warrant detailed reconstruction. But in light of the forthcoming Olympics of 2012 it seems appropriate to revisit the first London Games.


In the twenty-first century, mounting the Olympics in London takes an Act of Parliament, a London 2012 Organising Committee, and an Olympic Delivery Authority ‘working with key stakeholders from national and city government and sport’. In 1908 a group of English sporting enthusiasts, headed by Lord Desborough, agreed to take on the mounting of the Fourth Olympiad in a bare two years, after the original host city, Rome, dropped out. As I write in summer 2007, the anticipated costs of mounting the third London Olympic Games are estimated at close on £9.3 billion. With five years to go, there are still concerns that facilities will not be completed in time. In 1908, the organisers of the Franco-British Exhibition built their stadium with seats for 68,000 and standing room for 23,000 in just ten months for around £85,000 – just over £6 million in 2006 values.1
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The pattern of Edwardian sportsmanship: Willie Grenfell, later Lord Desborough, the man who brought the 1908 Olympics to London. Vanity Fair Spy cartoon, 1893.


In 1908 the Olympics were a showcase of amateur sport. Today they are a development agency to regenerate mankind. Sport is almost crushed with the load of expectations: land will be reclaimed, communities regenerated, we are promised a lasting legacy to ‘benefit sport, the environment and the local and global community’.


For those of us who like milestones, the 1908 Games were the first Olympics in which national teams competed in an organised form. They were also the first to attract substantial media attention. They were not only the first to be filmed but the first to generate widely published photographic images. Across the Atlantic, Randolph Hearst was conducting his circulation war with William Pulitzer, expanding sports pages, employing photographs and cartoons and vivid reporting in the fight to grip the reader and take his two cents. Much of the drama of the 1908 Olympics was driven by the American papers; picking up complaints from the US team about biased British judges (the judges at the 1908 Games were all British), they assaulted British ‘fair play’ to the point where it was rumoured that King Edward VII was sufficiently offended to withdraw from attending the closing ceremonies in the Shepherd’s Bush stadium.


This account is not intended to be a comprehensive record of the Fourth Olympiad. That book is Bill Mallon and Ian Buchanan’s The 1908 Olympic Games: Results for All Competitors in All Events, with Commentary, a solid, authoritative 500 pages of statistics and facts and names, with extensive appendices. My narrative revolves around the White City stadium. I largely pass by the Olympic events held outside it and the winter Games. The 1908 Olympics would hardly have registered in the collective memory but for its alliance with the Franco-British Exhibition of that year and the massive stadium the Exhibition Company built to showcase the Games. This is a tale of the extraordinary endeavours of ordinary men – sugar bakers and policemen and market gardeners. And more – there is a White City of palaces built by a Hungarian showman who knew how to deploy his fairy lights; a heroically dutiful sporting aristocrat and the greatest stadium in the world (at the time); international controversy and a diplomatic queen, and a Red Indian struck down by strychnine.


I hope this book will amuse both the sportingly challenged, like me, and with luck the sporting faithful as well.




A note on statistics: Although the IOC ruled that Olympic performances should be recorded in metric units, in 1908 the Anglo-Saxon press generally used imperial measures. I have tried to list both measurements, but occasionally I have only found one. If the reader is confused by this switching between different styles, I apologise, but it reflects the lack of standardisation in 1908.







CHAPTER
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ATHENS
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Since the Olympic movement began no such successful games had previously been held as those of 1906 in Athens…


THEODORE COOK


ON THURSDAY 12 APRIL 1906, Theodore Andrea Cook, 39 years old, blind in one eye and half an inch shy of six foot, arrived at London’s Victoria Station carrying his cricket bag. The bag contained his duelling swords, fencing mask, golf clubs and a lawn tennis racket. Cook was heading for Greece for the very first time. He was going as captain of the British fencing team to compete in the 1906 Olympic Games in Athens.


Theodore Cook was editor of the St James’ Gazette – a paper published ‘for gentlemen by gentlemen’. He was also a leading light of the Amateur Fencing Association, an enthusiastic promoter of the sport in England at a time when it was often overlooked as a European pastime practised by Frenchmen and the occasional Italian. During the social round of 1905 Cook met Mr Marinaky of the Greek Legation in London. Marinaky just happened to be secretary of the Greek Olympic Committee.
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Theodore Cook in 1925: the passionate fencing amateur who recruited Lord Desborough to compete at Athens in 1906 and thereby made the connection that led to the mounting of the first London Olympics.


‘As soon as he explained that an athletic gathering of an important international character was to be held in Athens in 1906,’ Cook recorded, ‘I felt that it would be an unrivalled opportunity to take out a British Fencing Team and compete with the épée de combat upon that historic soil.’1


The journey to Athens was formidable* and not cheap. But for this cultured son of a headmaster and an artist mother – holder of a second-class Classics degree from Oxford – the lure of Olympic competition on Greek ground was irresistible. Athens in 1906 represented the harmony of Theodore Cook’s two passions: his admiration for the classical world of ancient Greece and his commitment to pure-hearted sportsmanship.


It was 12 years since Baron Pierre de Coubertin had first gathered together a group of like-minded friends and aristocratic acquaintances at the Sorbonne in the spring of 1894 to discuss his dream of a modern revival of the Olympic Games of ancient Greece. There had been three ‘Olympiads’ since then – 1896 in Athens, 1900 in Paris and 1904 in St Louis – but after a moderately fruitful start in Athens, the two subsequent gatherings had not been a success. The Greek king and his government were keen to exert the prior claim of Greece to its own heritage. Prince Wilhelm, elected King George I of Greece in 1863, was born a Dane. For the relatively new Greek royal family, their endorsement of the Olympic revival served as a means to bond with their people. Inspired by the national enthusiasm aroused by the first revival of the Games in 1896, the Greek authorities declared that they would hold their own Olympics in spring 1906 to mark the ten-year anniversary. De Coubertin stood aside from the 1906 Games. From his perspective they represented an unfortunate distraction from his ‘official’ four-year cycle in which the Games moved from capital to capital, but at this stage in the development of his vision he was in no position to do anything about it. (Today the Athens Games of 1906 are not officially recognised by the International Olympic Committee. They are referred to as the ‘Intercalated Olympics’.)
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Baron Pierre de Coubertin, the fin de siècle gentleman who inspired by the ruins of Olympia had the romantic notion of reviving the ancient Olympic Games of Greece.


Theodore Cook had been recruited to de Coubertin’s Olympic movement the same year he met Mr Marinaky. In the summer of 1905 the well-known sportsman and MP Willie Grenfell, a British member of de Coubertin’s International Olympic Committee (IOC), invited Theodore to join the newly formed British Olympic Association (BOA) which he chaired. A few weeks later Grenfell was created Lord Desborough, 1st Baron of Taplow.


‘If one were asked to name the most typical Englishman of his generation,’ once wrote the editor of Vanity Fair, ‘one would be inclined to name Lord Desborough.’2 A little over six feet tall, a reticent, well-proportioned man with a strong sense of duty, Willie Grenfell was the Edwardian ideal of the gentleman sportsman. As a schoolboy at Harrow he had demonstrated his talent for cricket at the yearly match between Eton and Harrow. While up at Balliol College he won his Oxford Blue, rowing to victory for his university against Cambridge. He was the first man to be president of both the Oxford University Boat Club and the Oxford University Athletic Club at the same time. In his youth he rowed as stroke to a crew of eight, crossing the Channel from Dover to Calais in a fragile clinker-built boat with sliding seats – a hair-raising trip during which capsizing and catastrophe were only narrowly averted by ‘prompt and dextrous bailing’. Nothing daunted, he subsequently crossed the Channel a second time in a one-man scull. He shot tigers in India, lions in Africa and grizzly bears in the Rockies. He climbed the Matterhorn three times and twice swam across Niagara just below the Falls (once, it was said, in a snowstorm). And, according to Theodore Cook, his swordsmanship was ‘as good as anything else he ever touched’. In short, Willie Grenfell, Lord Desborough, was a symbol of the sportsmanship that many of his English contemporaries liked to believe they gave the world. Theodore Cook admired him deeply. He was thrilled when Grenfell agreed to join the Athens expedition.


With Lord Desborough signed up, Cook had no trouble gathering four more ‘thoroughly representative swordsmen’ to defend Britain’s honour in Athens. It was part of the code of honourable amateurism that gentlemen should pay for themselves, which put the trip beyond the pockets of the ordinary young athlete. Cook’s five swordsmen ranged between 26 and 52 years of age and included two lords and a knight.


Charles Newton Robinson, the lightest, shortest and oldest of the bunch at 5ft 7in and 52 years old, had a reputation with the épée. Sir Cosmo Duff Gordon, 43, was a friend of Lord Desborough from the Bath Club (a London club of which Desborough was co-founder and president). A prominent Scottish landowner, Sir Cosmo was too much of a gentleman to participate in public tournaments as a rule, but was well thought of by the ‘best judges’ for his unorthodox and ‘characteristic’ style. Edgar Seligman, a lithe 38-year-old, was British amateur champion in both foil and épée. Another leading light in the revival of English fencing, he had been competing for five years and was good enough to come second in French competitions. The junior member of the party was Lord Howard de Walden, aged 26, a competent swordsman with foil, sabre and épée who might, Cook suggested, become first rate if he would practise consistently. He was listed as the ‘spare man’. Walden had other assets, most notably his seagoing yacht, the Branwen.
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Five ‘Thoroughly Representative Swordsmen’ - the English fencing team at Athens 1906, snapped by their captain, Theodore Cook. From left to right: Charles Newton Robinson, Sir Cosmo Duff Gordon, Edgar Seligman, Lord Desborough, Lord Howard de Walden.


Lord Desborough’s presence in the team transformed the expedition. Edwardian society was a world of personal connection. Desborough did not just bring with him those networks of sporting fellowship forged at public school and Oxbridge. He was a friend of the King. As Prince of Wales, Edward VII had been a witness at Willie Grenfell’s wedding to Ettie Fane in 1887. When, at short notice, His Majesty’s government received a formal invitation from the Greek government to send a pair of representatives to the Athens Games, it was natural – particularly since he was already going – that Lord Desborough should be appointed alongside Mr Bosanquet, Director of the British School in Athens. As it happened, King Edward VII, his wife Queen Alexandra, and the Prince and Princess of Wales were all attending the Games. (It was something of a family holiday – the King of Greece was Queen Alexandra’s brother.) So from his first romantic notion of taking a group of English swordsmen to uphold the honour of their king on this ‘historic soil’, Cook found himself swept up in the skirts of exalted circles.


Theodore’s baggage swelled with importance. The Foreign Office advised him that although court dress would not be required, ‘top hats and frock-coats were almost certain to be wanted’. And his team received official sanction before they left. With eager pride he distributed among his band ‘those articles of clothing which are now among our most treasured possessions – the little Union Jack on our left arms and the white international cap with the Tudor rose that commemorates the first royal recognition of English swordsmanship by Henry VIII’. In contrast to the previous Olympic Games of de Coubertin’s cycle at which British athletes had competed as individuals, Cook’s men were going out as a team to defend the honour of their king and country.
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The Branwen moored at Venice. The cruise was not entirely pleasant. The knights ran into some gusty spring weather near the Straits of Messina. Theodore Cook remembered the little ship taking the waves ‘as a steeplechaser takes a hedge’.


Cook met Seligman and Robinson at Victoria Station. They travelled together to Paris where they joined Baron de Coubertin for a convivial dinner. The next morning they parted. Seligman and Robinson made their way across land to Athens. The more privileged Cook headed for Naples where he was to join Lord Desborough and Sir Duff Gordon on Lord Howard de Walden’s yacht.


The Englishmen arrived in the aftermath of the eruption of Mount Vesuvius. Seligman and Robinson, travelling overland to Athens via Brindisi, found ash dust spread eastward from sea to sea. Even Paris had been visited by a brown fog one day when the wind changed. Ash had stopped falling in Naples but in places its streets were a foot deep in fine, grey silt.* In the bay, where the Branwen, Walden’s 135ft, two-masted yacht bobbed in bright sunlight, the crew were working double shifts to keep engines, decks and brassware clean.


Inland hundreds of families were left homeless; scores of people had died. The Englishmen visited a devastated town, wearing driving goggles and respirators against the black pall that made it dark at noon. Cook was fascinated to walk on lava ten feet thick, the tip of his walking stick glowing red-hot as it poked through the crust. They watched mangled bodies being carried out of crumpled buildings by soldiers – but their real aim was the museum at Pompeii. There, hardly ten minutes from the edge of the recent lava flow, they strolled through forum and streets ghostly in the drifting volcanic smoke. The contemporary disaster added poignancy to Cook’s contemplation of the petrified Roman corpses in the museum.


The Branwen left Naples harbour on the afternoon of 17 April, its gentlemen passengers swapping Homeric references in the original Greek. Cook spent happy hours poring over charts next to the captain, testing his pet theory that Homer’s Odyssey was based on the Phoenician ‘Pilot’s Guide’. As he wrote in International Sport: ‘The sea itself was mysterious, romantic, breathing old history upon its breezes: at any moment might have risen on the horizon the black ship of the old sea-rover, faring homeward from Troy’s ruins to Penelope.’


Cook’s published account of his Greek adventure is peppered with comical little drawings of small knights doing battle against unseen enemies in clouds of smoke. The doodles were Howard de Walden’s contribution. They played on the nickname the team shared among themselves: ‘the knights’. Allowing for an element of traditional English self-deprecation, that spring Cook was starring in his own romance. As they sailed across choppy spring waters through the Straits of Messina, towards the Gulf of Corinth, ‘the thought of the Athens Tournament loomed like another siege of Troy’.


The Branwen dropped anchor in the Bay of Phalerum in the lee of an English cruiser squadron during the late afternoon of Saturday, 21 April. Desborough, Cook, Gordon and de Walden disembarked to catch the little local train from Piraeus up to the town. They shared a carriage with an enthusiastic footballer from Smyrna who was eager to know what they thought of the chances of his team. They were diplomatic – in view of the fact that no British amateur eleven had made its way out to Athens.


Their goal was the Imperial Hotel, close to Athens’s central square. There they were reunited with Seligman and Robinson. The hotel was packed with visiting sportsmen. Just over 900 athletes had put their names down to take part in the Games. They came from all over Europe, from North America, from Australia; there were even a couple from Samoa and Egypt.


The next day, at the opening ceremony, Lord Desborough – dressed in his top hat and frock-coat – led the British contestants in procession around the white marble stadium. Built on the site of the original arena dating to the fourth century bc, the stadium represented Athens’s commitment to the Olympic revival. The King of Greece had initiated the first excavations of the site in the 1870s. A rich merchant from Alexandria, Mr Avéroff, paid for the ‘reconstruction’ of the horseshoe-shaped stadium, including its stately columned entrance, in time for the first modern Olympiad in 1896. The local population had turned out in force to fill the 60,000 seats; they did so again in spring 1906. As was fitting for a knightly romance, royalty was much in evidence. The athletes paraded past a royal box dense with monarchs and princelings: King George I of Greece and his wife Olga (a Russian grand duchess), King Edward VII of England and his wife Queen Alexandra, the Prince and Princess of Wales and miscellaneous members of the Greek royal family. The contestants drew up for the formal salute to the King, between two columns topped by a pair of ancient marble heads recovered from the original site and encircled with wreaths of fresh laurel leaves; while the Pantheon, that shrine of the Golden Age of Greece, looked down from the heights of the Acropolis.
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Greek boys giving a gymnastic display at the 1906 Athens Olympics. At the front, flanking the circle of mown grass, are the two heads recovered from the ancient site draped with wreaths of laurel – a reference to the wreaths which, according to tradition, were the sole prizes awarded winners at the original Greek games.


At the opening ceremonies of the Games of 1896, ten years earlier, the audience filling the Athens stadium had been edified by a specially written ode, delivered in classical Greek by its English author – Mr George Stuart Robertson, a Wykehamist.*It began, in translation:




Up, my song!


To this Athenian home –


Yet not like Persian plunderers of old,


But in frank love and generous friendship bold!





There was much more in the same vein. No doubt it sounded better in the Greek, but these verses written and delivered so prominently in ancient Greek by an upper-class Englishman underlined the spiritual connection with the English public school. Baron de Coubertin’s Olympic vision germinated from his admiration of that public school regime initiated by Dr Arnold, the famous early Victorian headmaster of Rugby School whose moral reforms and efforts to turn schoolboys into Christian gentlemen were developed into the Victorian ideal of sporting, honourable manliness. Although – as the knights discovered – their Greek was quite useless in modern Athens (the stresses and pronunciation being entirely different), as educated English gentlemen, brought up to venerate their Greek poets, they regarded classical history with proprietorial pride. As Cook remarked, ‘We can imitate the songs of Pindar more closely than the inhabitants of Pindar’s home.’ The knights winced their way through a special performance of Oedipus Tyrannus in the stadium, the Acropolis brilliantly lit up in the night above them. The actors used modern stresses on the ancient stanzas and were ‘quite incomprehensible’. (As the Times reporter at the same event commented sniffily: ‘scientific study of the usages of the ancient stage seems to have made little progress at Athens’.3)


When Theodore Cook first climbed the Acropolis, he was nearly overwhelmed with emotion by his first view of ‘the chaste perfection of the Parthenon against a burning sky’. He saw before him the soul of the classical education that made an English gentleman, the inspiration of his physical ideals and the touchstone of his artistic taste.


Out of this mingled, hurrying modern life, with all its telegraphs and railway trains and daily newspapers, you have walked suddenly into the Temenos of ancient Hellas, into the ordered shrine designed by men whose dream was harmony and balance and proportion, whose victory over the Barbarians had been won as much by the intelligence of their brains as by the courage of their heart, who here determined to put into tangible, eternal form those disembodied theories of philosophic reason which they knew and felt.
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The Parthenon, the most important surviving building of Classical Greece, the temple to Athena built in the fifth century BC.


There were 77 athletic events contested at Athens. Apart from the fencing competitions, the largest amount of space in Cook’s account of the Games was dedicated to those events ‘which most faithfully recall the classical festivals of ancient Greece’, the discus and javelin contests – sports reconstructed from a couple of ancient statues and a clutch of decorative pots. (Specifically, in the case of the discus, the standing Discobolus in the Vatican and the Discobolus by Myron in the Palazzo Lancelotti in Rome. The difficulty of interpreting such inanimate sources was evident in complicated rules at Athens which, for instance, planted the discus competitor on a small downward-sloping platform and strictly prescribed the acceptable movement of his limbs.)


Inspired by the ancient Greece of literature, statues, friezes and classical ruins, in the white marble stadium of Athens that spring Theodore Cook glimpsed a manifestation of an intellectual ideal. It was a return to ‘that purer dawn of physical culture when “personal expenses” were unknown, when the “shamateur” was yet unborn, and when the joy of generous contest and the strength and health of youth were considered the best blessings Providence could bestow upon a grateful nation’.
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Martin Sheridan throwing the discus ‘Athens style’ from the slanting pedestal as prescribed by the rules at the 1908 London Olympic games.


Struggling to express the feelings aroused by his participation in such pure sporting contests carried out between good fellows in manly informality, Cook borrowed an English academic’s description of the ancient Greeks’ appreciation of Pindar’s Odes: a combination between the emotion ‘with which one listens to an anthem, and that with which one witnesses the victory of one’s old school at cricket’.


Beyond the stadium, Desborough, as British representative, led the fencing knights in a happy social round of receptions at the British legation, a delightful garden party given by Mrs Bosanquet, wife of the Director of the British School, and a lunch hosted by the Greek Crown Prince in the Aktaeon Hotel at Phalerum, where the healths of the royal family were drunk in ‘every accent known to civilization’.


Amid all the conviviality and manly athletic contests there were IOC members at Athens with important matters to discuss. At a meeting in 1904 the Fourth Olympiad of the ‘official’ Olympic series, scheduled for 1908, had been awarded to Italy to be mounted in Rome. However, once back home, the good intentions of the Italian representatives had become mired in political rivalries. The authorities of Milan and Turin resented the idea of national resources and international attention being focused on Roman games. The eruption of Mount Vesuvius on 4 April 1906 set the seal on the matter. The Italian representatives arrived at Athens seeking an alternative host for 1908.


Relaxing on the Branwen out in the shining seas of Phalerum Bay, discussion among the knights turned to the possibility of mounting the Fourth Olympiad in London. At one of the many social events, Lord Desborough took the opportunity of having a word with the King. Edward VII expressed his approval.


So it was that at a meeting of the IOC in Athens, with the British King, Queen and Prince and Princess of Wales in attendance, the Italian representatives formally offered the English representatives the privilege of mounting the 1908 Games. Lord Desborough, on behalf of the English, accepted.
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Massed royals processing at the opening of the Athens Games on Sunday 22 April 1906. King George I of Greece and his wife Olga lead, followed by Edward VII and Queen Alexandra. Imre Kiralfy ensured that the opening ceremonies of the 1908 Olympics were rather more elaborate.
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Having assumed the task of organising the Fourth Olympiad in under two years, with no funding in place and no appropriate stadium to serve as principal venue, Lord Desborough suited up to compete in the international épée team tournament. The Crown Prince of Greece had offered a special prize in addition to any Olympic medals, and the King of Greece’s private secretary was president of the jury. At eleven o’clock on Tuesday morning of the concluding week of the Games, King Edward and Queen Alexandra, accompanied by the Prince and Princess of Wales and their hosts, the King and Queen of Greece and their sons, descended on the fencing ground. They examined swords and admired the colours and caps Cook had produced for his team until their opponents – the Germans – arrived rather late.


Lord Desborough and Edgar Seligman proceeded to beat every one of the German swordsmen, winning the round by nine points to two. Edward VII was so cheered by the victory that on his return to London His Majesty would send a message to Theodore Cook, informing him that henceforth the monarch would be the patron of the Amateur Fencing Association of Great Britain and Ireland. That afternoon Great Britain took first and second place in the mile swim across Phalerum Bay and as darkness fell there was a torch-lit procession around the central square of Athens. During the evening the British royal family left Greece for Naples full of the success of the Olympic Games.


Cook’s team made it to the final. They were beaten by the French on points, according to Cook himself; according to The Times they drew to become joint winners. Whatever the truth of the matter, Duff Gordon became the first English fencer to hit four Frenchmen one after the other in the final heat of an international competition – an achievement of which the knights would always be proud.


The good weather held right through to the splendid climax of the Games, the conclusion of the marathon race. It was watched by 60,000 in the stadium and more outside. Greeks from every district south of Turkey packed the heights above the arena, marshalled by a solid line of soldiers picked out against the blue sky around the circling hills.


The next day the prize-giving took place in the white marble stadium. Theodore Cook and Lord Desborough each walked in their turn between the two columns with their ancient marble heads, up on to the royal stand to receive their medals from the hands of the King of Greece.*


‘I still preserve the branch of olive from the ancient Altis of Olympia in Elis which accompanied our medals,’ reminisced Cook fondly, years later. ‘We must have looked rather like a bridal procession as we descended the dais from the royal stand and walked down the centre of the white marble amphitheatre, which was crowded with cheering Greeks.’


In terms of points and prizes, the British enjoyed limited success at Athens – unless (as Cook did) you classed the Canadian winner of the marathon, Bill Sherring, as British. Lieutenant Hawtrey won gold in the 5 mile race. Britons came first in the high jump, the hop, step and jump (now called, less amusingly, the triple jump), the 1 mile (1,600 metre) swimming race and the clay-pigeon shooting. Two British cyclists won the 2,000 metre tandem race and another the 20 kilometre cycle race. Contrary to Cook’s philosophy, the freestyle discus was won by an American policeman, Martin Sheridan, a man of no classical education who had not attended an English public school but who nonetheless set a new world record of 41.46 metres.


In respect of the next step in the Olympic story and the British contribution to it, the importance of the Athens Games lay in personal connections and experiences. Both Theodore Cook and Charles Newton Robinson would serve on the British Olympic Council (BOC) that organised the 1908 Games. Lord Desborough would be the invaluable president and Cook would compile the official report of those Games. In Cook’s opinion:


Since the Olympic movement began no such successful games had previously been held as those of 1906 in Athens; and it is very largely due to that success and to the fact that it was witnessed and enjoyed by our own King and Queen, and by the Prince and Princess of Wales, that the organisation of the official Games of 1908 in London was undertaken and carried through.


Rather like that ancient citizenship defined by the reach of a herald’s cry, Cook and Desborough’s shining memory of that spring trip to Athens could not entirely be shared by those who did not have school songs or who had never been taught to pronounce Pindar in the ancient Greek. Nonetheless that sunny experience was the origin and glowing inspiration for the First London Olympics of 1908.




CHAPTER
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THE WHITE CITY
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The great attraction in London this year is, without doubt, the Exhibition at Shepherd’s Bush. It will take the Londoner from his desk, and his business, from his suburban home and garden, and land him, family and all, probably more than once or twice, by one railway system or another, in the midst of a new and gigantic pleasure ground.


A PICTORIAL GUIDE TO THE FRANCO-BRITISH EXHIBITION, 1908


LORD DESBOROUGH RETURNED to the sobering light of a damp London. The British government believed in private enterprise; whatever expressions of princely support might have been voiced in Athens, it was not offering any Olympic subsidies. If Desborough failed to deliver there was a chance that the Olympics might slip out of Baron de Coubertin’s grasp. In Athens, the Crown Prince of Greece had been touting the notion that 1906 should become the first of a Greek revival, initiating a new four-yearly cycle of Olympic Games in the white marble stadium. In May 1906 that option must have seemed the more logical course. Desborough had no budget and no central venue in which to mount the London Games in two years’ time. But he was not alone. He had the support of his British colleague on the IOC, the Reverend Robert de Courcy Laffan.


Robert Laffan had become a friend of Pierre de Coubertin in July 1897 when he stood to address an Olympic conference at Le Havre – in perfect French and with peculiar eloquence - on the moral uses of the sporting phenomenon. A striking man, with a ‘face of rare finesse’,1 the English clergyman argued that through sport man came to know himself better and that sport served as a path to the establishment of the Brotherhood of Man. De Coubertin recognised instantly that he had found, as he later recorded, a ‘collaborator of the most invaluable quality’.2


[image: image]


De Coubertin’s chief apostle (according to Cook): Robert Laffan, founder of the British Olympic Association, a silver-tongued enthusiast with Irish roots.


Laffan’s linguistic abilities were not his sole charm. He was attending the meeting as representative of the Headmasters’ Conference. (The distinction of being a British ‘public school’ rested on the headmaster being a member of the Headmasters’ Conference – admittance to which was by invitation only.) Like Rugby’s headmaster, Thomas Arnold, Robert de Courcy Laffan was a Wykehamist. He graduated from Merton College, Oxford, with a first-class Classics degree and was ordained in the Church of England. In 1884, at the age of 31, he was appointed headmaster of King Edward VI School in Stratford-upon-Avon – an institution that counts Shakespeare among its alumni. Having joined the school at a low point in its history, he made a great success of it, but it was not a ‘public school’. So in 1895 Laffan moved on to become headmaster of Cheltenham College, which was. Thus, when he addressed the IOC at The Hague he did so as the voice of the English public school – that manly, learned Christian gentleman, grown out of the teachings of Thomas Arnold, teachings which Pierre de Coubertin had studied and worked to transplant into the French educational system.
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