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As the saying goes, “I love exercise. I could watch it all day.”  (adapted 

from Jerome K Jerome, “Three Men in a Boat (Not to Say Nothing of the 

Dog),” JW Arrowsmith Publishers, 1889)` 

In fact, I am addicted to the Olympics. Although I am no athlete, I watch 

the Olympics on television faithfully every two years. In fact, I even get 

up at 5 a.m. in the winter to watch the events, particularly curling, when 

they are not in North America. I have often talked about going in person, 

but have never done so. 
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The Olympic movement goes back to Ancient Greece and the city of 

Olympia. Tradition places the first games in 776 B.C. One myth credits 

Hercules with organizing the first games. 

The games were gradually increased from one day to five days, with two 

days reserved for religious ceremonies for Zeus. They were held every 

four years. 

The Greek City-State wars did not impede the games, even competition 

played between warring cities, with the athletes granted safe travel 

passes. The early racers were mostly women, but later only free-born 

men were allowed to compete, and eventually they raced naked. Married 

women were forbidden to attend the naked races. 

The athletes had to attest to at least 10 months of training. Events 

included foot races, chariot races, discuss throwing, jumping, wrestling, 

boxing and running with armor. Several events were also included in 

combined races, such as the decathlon or pentathlon. 

The top prize for each event was an olive branch, but local support often 

made the winners wealthy and famous men. The Olympics dwindled in 

the Roman Empire era and were finally ended around 395 A.D. when all 

pagan festivals were banned by Christian Rome. 

An interesting anecdote about Lucius Domitius Ahenobarbus (later Nero 

Claudius Caesar Augustus Germanicus): Racing in the chariot races in the 

67 A.D. games, he was thrown from his chariot and did not finish the 

race; BUT the judges saw wisdom in awarding Emperor Nero first prize 

anyway, since if he had finished, he of course would have won the race. 



The modern Olympic movement traces its start back to France and 

England. In 1796, France held an Olympics Game, and not to outdone, 

England followed in 1850, with the Liverpool Games of 1862 becoming 

the most prominent. 

The Greeks also got involved in the new effort. The Games of 1859 were 

supported financially by Greece and Evangelos Zappas, who also rebuilt 

the Panathenaic Stadium in Athens for the Games. The International 

Olympic Committee (IOC) officially was organized in 1894 in Paris by 

Frenchman Baron Pierre de Coubertin, and the first modern Olympic 

Games were held in 1896 in Athens. 

The United States Olympic Committee was founded in 1894 and now 

maintains a large office and training center in Colorado. It has other 

training centers in California, Maryland, New York and Texas. 

The First Modern Games were deemed a great success and have grown 
over the years into the Olympics we know today. 

The Olympic Games are held every four years, with the IOC choosing the 

site 16 to 20 years in advance. The Winter Games were begun in 1924, 

and since 1994, they have been held two years between each Summer 

Games. 

There now are three prizes for each competition: gold, silver and bronze 

medals, with an awards ceremony for each event at which the national 

anthem of the winning athlete’s country is played. Of course, now both 

men and women compete, but usually in men-only and in women-only 

events, clothed, with strict rules on country representation. Dual 

nationals must make a choice, but athletes from Bermuda, Aruba, Taipan 

(under a different name) and Puerto Rico are allowed to compete 

independently. There also are strict rules on genetic makeup and use of 
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performance-enhancing drugs.  The official languages are English, 

French and at most two of the host languages. The host country can enter 

any event it wishes, without qualification 

The Games now are a very big deal, with the Summer Games running 

over two weeks and drawing huge television audiences. Often more than 

200 countries and more than 10,000 athletes participate. Approximately 

1,200 are awarded medals. And the events seem to be endless. 

Northern Europe and North America tend to dominate the Winter 

Olympics, and North America and Asia excel in the Summer ones. 

Political competition between countries, of course, feeds into athletic 

competition, such as between Argentina and Brazil, between Russia and 

the United States, between France and England and between China and 

Japan.  The movie “Chariots of Fire” (by Collin Welland, Hugh Hudson 

and David Puttnam, Warner Brothers and Twentieth Century Fox, 1981) 

highlighted this national Olympic competitiveness. 

The modern Olympics originally were established to highlight fair and 

honest athletic competition, amateurism and goodwill among the 

nations. But now professional athletes are allowed (since 1992 

professionals can compete, with the exception of boxing and wrestling), 

although the other ideals are maintained. 

The Coca-Cola Company has sponsored the Games since 1928, but the 

Los Angeles Games took fund raising to new heights and thereafter 

turned the Olympics into a serious business. Television started 

broadcasting the Games in 1950 and has added to both the appeal and 

business of the Games. The IOC charges a fee of at least $50 million for a 

four-year national membership. 



World war has impeded the Games, and they were canceled in 1916, 

1940 and 1944. Around the world, various nations or groups of nations 

have boycotted individual Games for a variety of policy or political 

reasons. For example, the United States boycotted the 1980 Moscow 

Games. In response, the Russians boycotted the1984 Los Angeles Games. 

Unfortunately, the 1972 Games in Munich were married by the horrific 

terrorism against the Israeli Olympic team. 

The modern Games have been hosted by 46 cities in 25 countries. The 

United States has hosted eight Games. 

Addition:  the Summer Olympics of 2020 were postponed to 2021 due to 

the Corona Virus Pandemic 

 


