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Even as a runner who stops in the heat of the race, trying to understand the meaning of it all: to meditate is an admission that one is winded.

E. M. Cioran, Anathemas and Admirations



Introduction

First, we have to go back to the year 50 BC.

In a clearing in a wood in the northwestern corner of ancient Gaul, a Roman athlete is training for the Olympic Games. He runs past two flummoxed Gaulish warriors – a big fat one, and a small, wiry one – who are in the woods to hunt boar. ‘What’s the matter with that Roman?’ asks the bigger warrior. ‘I haven’t a clue,’ replies the smaller one. ‘Perhaps someone’s after him.’ So the fat warrior runs after the athlete, his legs moving so fast that they are no more individually discernible than the spinning blades of an aeroplane’s propellor. Holding on to his helmet to stop it from falling off with his velocity, he courteously asks the Roman if anyone is after him. Then the little warrior, his own legs moving as fast as his companion’s, comes up on the other side – to the astonishment of the Roman – and says, ‘Leave that Roman alone, and let’s go and find some boars.’ ‘All right,’ he agrees, and off they zoom away from the Olympian. ‘They overtook me!’ he says, crushed. ‘Both of them!’

He recovers his self-confidence and, uprooting a sapling slightly taller than himself, says: ‘Anyway, when it comes to throwing the javelin … I’m the greatest!’ (This last, we know, has been his watchword – up until now, as it turns out.) He hurls the sapling into the woods. But, as he shades his eyes and looks into the distance, back comes a massive tree-trunk, which hits him – PAAAF! – right in the face.

These are the first humiliations experienced by the legionary Gluteus Maximus, a character in Goscinny and Uderzo’s Asterix at the Olympic Games. First published in French in 1968, to coincide with the Games of Mexico City, and then in English translation (by Anthea Bell and Derek Hockridge) in 1972, to coincide with the Munich Games, this work remains, nearly half a century later, as fresh and useful a guide to the ideals (and potential corruption of those ideals) of the Olympics as anything you will find (or at least that can also be understood by the average ten-year-old). For those who do not know, the reason the Gauls in these woods can run so fast is because their druid, Getafix,* brews a magic potion which gives all who drink it superhuman strength. Thus they are able to repel the invaders; the last village in Gaul to do so. When they hear about the Olympic Games – once they find out what Gluteus Maximus (a big, blond, Aryan brute of a man) has been up to in the woods – they decide they want to take part, too. They are stymied when told that they cannot, as only Hellenes and, by special dispensation, Romans, are allowed to. But then Asterix has a brainwave: ‘But, by Toutatis … we ARE Romans!’ ‘Since when?’ ‘Since old Julius conquered Gaul! He’s commented on the subject at length, hasn’t he?’*

And so begins a very funny story with all the elements familiar to a modern audience: the dodgy adoption of nationality, crowd partisanship, the thirst for victory and the political capital that comes with it, sporting hysteria, over-confidence, lack of discipline in the Olympic Village and – above all – doping. In the book’s dénouement (I would advise those of you who would rather discover this for yourselves to skip to the next paragraph) the Romans, who have been lured to a cauldron of the potion by the cunning Asterix and Getafix, are revealed as cheats. Getafix has added a ‘permitted colouring matter’ to the potion, and all those who have drunk of it have had their tongues turned blue. We discover what the Romans’ tongues look like when Asterix accuses them by sticking his own tongue out and shouting, ‘Cheats! YAAAH!’ The Romans, en masse, unwisely reply with the same gesture, ‘YAAAH yourself!’

You might not think this worth mentioning had not various commentators been baffled by the appearance, usually post-victory, of athletes prominently sporting blue tongues. The BBC website had this to say about it:


A number of readers noticed that Team GB football goalkeeper Jack Butland and a number of other athletes appeared to have unusually blue tongues. No definitive answer can be given, but the culprit might appear to be a blue drink provided by sponsor Powerade.

Even Powerade says it isn’t certain, but adds: ‘The berry and tropical flavour does have the potential to temporarily colour tongues in berry-like shades.’



Now, I am not at all saying that the real reason these athletes had blue tongues was because they overheard that, in the shed over there with the door that doesn’t shut properly, the one that isn’t guarded at night, there was a cauldron of magic potion laced with permitted colouring matter. I’m just mentioning the coincidence, that’s all.

My own experience of the Olympics is confined to 1972, the first and, really, the last time I caught anything like Olympic fever.

It was the year of Mark Spitz and Olga Korbut, whose too-young body nevertheless inspired strange yearnings in me (I was nine; does that make it better, or worse?), and it represented the high-water mark of my interest in athletic events. When you’re nine you lap up all sorts of easily digested rubbish. Reading about earlier London Games in 1908 and 1948 in my copies of World of Wonder, and happy to buy into and endorse a sense of blind patriotic entitlement, I spent some years wishing badly that they would return here. This was a real, deeply felt wish. And then the fever died away, I started thinking of other things, and, without a regret, put my Olympian feelings in the recycling bin, where they mulched into hopes for a country that would be at ease with itself, proud and with good conscience, where one could be safe and happy in the knowledge that one’s taxes were going to maintain hospitals, pensions, the relief of poverty, and not pay for the bonuses of bankers or for the meaningless achievements of those who might have a chance of running around an elliptical track faster than anyone else, for all the good that would do anyone but themselves.

I assure you, though, that this never stopped me from wanting us to thrash Australia again one day at cricket. There are some feelings that never die.

And this year was proving very trying: there had been an overdose of Union flags leading to a kind of pattern blindness; the wedding between William Windsor and Katherine Middleton had left me utterly unmoved. I have form on being unmoved by royal weddings. When I was younger, the prospect of the nuptials of Charles and Diana had propelled me out of the country. Eighteen years old, I holed up, thanks to tenuous, and since broken, family connections, in an attic room in a smart part of Paris; seven floors up, in what the French call a chambre de bonne, a maid’s room, with the only private bathroom facility a sink barely large enough to wash my balls. My French landlords resided in splendour four floors below, where they graciously invited me to a small party whose central attraction would be the broadcast of the wedding service. I had arrived in France a month or so after the Brixton riots; the shock was still raw, and my sympathies were – and remain – with the rioters rather than the police. To celebrate a union ensuring the continuation of a system that perpetuated the kind of social divisions that would make such violent demonstrations not only inevitable but excusable seemed to me obscene. (Not that I had anything against Diana, who, a helpless product of her upbringing, still did more to undermine the principle of monarchy than any republican. Moved, much moved in fact, to my astonishment, by her death, in that crazy summer of 1997, with the landslide election of an as-yet-untainted Labour government, when the country collectively lost its mind in both grief and excitement, I learned that I was not, after all, immune to the feelings of my fellow-citizens* and that not all mass popular movements are ignoble, unworthy or the first step on the road to consensual tyranny.)

The Toxteth riots came afterwards. My French landlords called me down to see those, too, and I thought, now that’s more like it, but my instincts are against any mass popular movement which involves flag-waving. I also remember being frightened and horrified by the surge of jingoism that put the wind in the sails of the fleet which sailed towards the Falklands in 1982, for all that I loathed the Galtieri regime of Argentina and accepted the justice, however barmy it seemed to me, of the islanders’ wish to remain British. As far as I’m concerned, the only flag that gives me the creeps more than the Union Jack is the cross of St George, because at least the Jack testifies to a union of countries, whereas the plain red on white motif indicates you can’t even bear the thought of being allied to Scotland or the other ones.

As for my interest in sports … well, this isn’t going to keep us long. In athletics, I considered it a triumph if I didn’t come last in a race. This is not an exaggeration. Boxing? Don’t make me laugh. There was a brief window between my finding that I enjoyed diving off a high board – conquering terror is not only hugely rewarding to the self, it’s free – and my eyesight getting so bad that I couldn’t see the surface of the water I was hurtling towards. Tennis I actually liked, but I gave that up when my sixty-something mother-in-law beat me on a court in Harpenden. Darts I respect; snooker I love, but my best break is in the very, very low twenties, and probably always will be. Football, to play, disgusts me – if football had a consciousness I think I would be able to say that the feeling was mutual – but I love it to bits by comparison with what I think about rugby.

On sports day every year, when I was between the ages of eight and thirteen, a teacher would place something bizarre, such as a discus or a javelin, in my bewildered hands and I would try to fling it as far away from me as I could, but pretty much everyone else could fling it further. Cricket remains the only game I can both play and watch till the cows come home. At the more rural grounds, this is more than just a turn of phrase. I think we’re done now; you get the idea.

So: combine athletic sport and flag-waving, and you have pretty much the two things that I dislike most about the modern and ancient worlds, short of slavery, genocide and boy bands. When my friend Zoe, a woman wiser than her years and with a gift for the invective phrase, announced her intention to avoid every second of the Olympics, and added, before it started, ‘It’s all ball bags,’ I was in no mood to contradict her.

Then, of course, there was the run-up to the Games. I have a document, thirteen pages long and consisting almost entirely of URLs, in which I noted every cock-up that announced itself in the months leading to the Big Day. It is a diary of dyspepsia, which it would be wearisome for me to reprint and you to read, so – pausing only to mention its first item: the story that residents of Newham were advised not to die during the Games as funeral cortèges would be impossibly delayed – instead, I give you a brief piece I wrote for the Big Issue, published on the day before the Games started, which neatly summarizes my feelings at the time, and also goes to show just how wrong you can be.


Let us start with the silliest thing of all. We all know examples of this kind of thing – but here, at the time of writing, is just the latest: a café in Camberwell, which put up, in its front window, five bagels arranged in the familiar pattern of the Olympic logo, has been ordered to take them down. Well, you might say, this café is actually on the Olympic Torch route, so its proprietor might have been asking for trouble – and, to be fair to the Olympic brand police, it was actually wardens from Southwark Borough Council who jumped the gun and told him off. The marvel is that any human being who considers him- or herself a free agent could decide to interpret the law in such a fashion on their own initiative.

And it is also possible that this may be the last such instance of this insanity. The government has finally worked out that such heavy-handedness is tainting what doubtless some people somewhere are calling ‘the whole Olympic brand’ and is trying to let small businesses off the hook when it comes to the zealous application of the rules, but we shall have to wait and see how much wiggle room the Olympic Games and Paralympic Games Act of 2006 allows them, or how much the International Olympic Committee are prepared to give them – or how much the sponsors themselves will.
The big joke, or the not-so-funny side to this all, depending on how you look at it, comes when you compare the zeal and efficiency with which grannies baking cakes, or knitting dolls, or arranging floral displays with Olympic rings on them hundreds of miles away from the Games have been prosecuted, and the staggering ineptitude which has characterized G4S’s possibly more important job of providing anything like the number of competent, trained security officers needed in order to ensure that a terrorist outrage does not happen in a crowded Olympic venue. (As it is, we have since learned that such security staff as we have are being trained to sniff out the difference between water and vodka, and not between water and, say, liquid trinitrotoluene.)
It has come to this because it was always going to be like this. I would argue that this is the way power trends: it’s the direction it pursues, and once you have abandoned – or bought off – the constraints, this kind of thing is inevitable. At the moment it may make for some medium-level indignation of the kind that sees, most unusually, both bolshie grumblers like me and the Daily Mail singing from the same hymn sheet for once, but unless some kind of reaction kicks in, or we wake up to the direction we’re heading, and the way the world could turn out, we are going to be living in the kind of nightmare that not even George Orwell could have imagined. His 1984 was a grey place, a monoculture where you could only drink one beer, or smoke one kind of cigarette, where every brand of everything was called ‘Victory’. But suddenly we wake to find ourselves – especially if we are within 100 metres of an Olympic venue – in a garishly coloured monoculture, where we are only allowed to drink one kind of beer, one soft drink, and eat one kind of food. You may say that it’s a good thing that at least there isn’t an Official Olympic Cigarette; but it isn’t exactly as if Coke and Heineken and McDonald’s feature very much in the diets of the world’s top performing athletes, either.
Let us consider this: that there is a connection between the so-called Olympic Ideal and the will to power. I was going to say ‘predatory capitalism’ but this goes beyond the whole left/right debate. The official Olympic Ideal, I was surprised to learn, goes like this: ‘the premise that individuals, not countries, compete against each other in sport … [in] peaceful competition without the burden of politics, religion, or racism.’ As far as this goes, it looks OK, but last time we checked, the medals tables have little flags next to them, not little pictures of the individuals who have won them.
The problem lies in the confusion between countries and individuals. Ever since we saw Soviets and East Germans with the physiques of stevedores and the flourishing moustaches of Victorian circus ringmasters competing in the women’s weightlifting and shot-putt events, we have known that a rough indication of how depraved a country is can be seen in how far it is prepared to go, how far it is prepared to interfere with the natural processes of humanity, in order to sit more comfortably at the top of the medals table. This is, look at it any way you like, at the very least, an immature way of going about things. It is, for one thing, childish, and for another, it fools, or should fool, no one. But still they do it: the despots looked at the way the founders of the regenerated games equated moral worth with athletic success, and decided that that was the way forward, or one of them.
This is the übermensch mentality that, of course, the Nazis rammed down the world’s throats in the 1936 Games – where, incidentally, the idea of running the torch from Athens to the host city was dreamed up. No one looking at those Games was left in any doubt afterwards that that was what the Nazis wanted the world to look like, just in the way the chairmen of Coke, Heineken and McDonald’s dream of a whole world where no one else is allowed to sell any competing product. And is it a coincidence or not, I wonder, that the architect responsible for the design of the 2008 Beijing Olympics was the son and, indeed, the namesake, of Hitler’s own favourite architect, Albert Speer?



NOTE TO THE READER

You are reading this at leisure; it has been written, and then edited, in frantic haste. This has been the whole point of the exercise. So if not forgive, then at least understand, such mistakes of fact, punctuation, sentence structure, amnesiac repetition or other weird glitches that have escaped the vigilance of writer or editor. Errors of opinion – if you can have such a thing – and interpretation – a thing you certainly can have – are the author’s own responsibility entirely.
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