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FOREWORD

As a runner, I was fortunate to have been a member of several teams—at Lincoln High School in my hometown of Canton, Ohio; at Bowling Green State University; and the United States Olympic team at the 1972 Olympic Games in Munich, where I captured the gold medal in the 800 Meters.

Competing in the Olympic Games is an interesting endeavor. On the one hand, you are competing for your country, while on the other hand, you are competing for yourself. It is an intriguing mix of pride in country and pride in self. While I will always be proud of my accomplishment at the Munich Games, I am just as proud of being a part of the truly special fraternity of US Olympians.

Knowing what it took to win in Munich gives me a real reverence for the Olympians who came before me, and especially for the pioneers who started it all. What Robert Garrett, Thomas Burke, James Connolly, the Paine brothers, and the other members of the first US Olympic team accomplished in Athens went well beyond anything they did at the track or the shooting range. Their memorable performances were integral to creating the American Olympic movement—and making it possible for future generations to become Olympians as well.

So to those first US Olympians, I say “thank you.” I hope you’ll enjoy getting to know them as much as I have.

DAVE WOTTLE
MEMPHIS, TENNESSEE






AUTHOR’S NOTE

The term Ivy League is well known, generally referring to eight institutions of higher learning in the northeast United States—Harvard, Yale, Princeton, Brown, Columbia, and Cornell universities, the University of Pennsylvania, and Dartmouth College. Ivy League schools compete in an athletic conference of that name and are best known for academic excellence and selectivity in admissions. So in the spirit of full disclosure, this book refers to “Ivy Leaguers” to describe members of the 1896 US Olympic team, though the term would not appear in print for another three decades. According to The Yale Book of Quotations, the 1930s-era New York Tribune sports editor Stanley Woodward was the first to use the phrase in print, taking it from Caswell Adams, a colleague. While comparing the merits of Fordham’s powerful football team to those of Princeton and Columbia, Adams remarked disparagingly of the latter two, saying they were “only Ivy League.” Woodward made note of the term and printed it the next day. “A proportion of our eastern ivy colleges are meeting little fellows another Saturday before plunging into the strife and the turmoil,” Woodward wrote October 14, 1933, in describing the football season.

Note that Woodward used the term, “ivy college,” not “Ivy League” as Adams is said to have used. So there is a discrepancy in the theory, although it seems probable the terms ivy college and the later Ivy League came from the sports world, particularly in 1954 with the formal start of the Ivy League conference.






CAST OF CHARACTERS

THE US TEAM

Arthur Blake (Boston Athletic Association—BAA) Track and Field—1,500 meters, Marathon

Thomas Burke (BAA) Track and Field—100 Meters, 400 Meters

Ellery Clark (BAA; Harvard) Track and Field—Long Jump, High Jump

James Connolly (Suffolk Athletic Club, South Boston) Track and Field—Triple Jump, Long Jump, High Jump

Thomas Curtis (BAA) Track and Field—110-Meter High Hurdles, 100 Meters

Robert Garrett (Princeton) Track and Field—Discus, Shot Put, Long Jump, High Jump

William Hoyt (BAA; Harvard) Track and Field—Pole Vault, 110-Meter High Hurdles

Herbert Jamison (Princeton) Track and Field—400 Meters

Francis Lane (Princeton) Track and Field—100 Meters

John Paine (BAA) Shooting—25-Meter Military Revolver

Sumner Paine (BAA) Shooting—Free Pistol, 25-Meter Military Revolver

Albert Tyler (Princeton) Track and Field—Pole Vault

Charles Waldstein (also known as Walston) (IOC) Shooting

Gardner Williams (BAA) Swimming

OTHER INFLUENTIAL ATHLETES

Launceston Elliot (Scotland/Great Britain) Gymnastics, Weight Lifting, Track and Field

Edwin Flack (Australia) Track and Field—800 Meters, 1,500 Meters

Alfréd Hajós (Hungary) Swimming—100-Meter Freestyle, 1,200-Meter Freestyle

Spiridon Louis (Greece) Track and Field—Marathon

George Robertson (Great Britain) Track and Field, Tennis, and Author of the Olympic Ode

OFFICIALS AND NOTABLES

Eben Alexander: US Ambassador to Greece, Romania, and Serbia

Eugene Andrews: Cornell Archaeologist and Journalist

Baron Pierre de Coubertin: Founder of Modern Olympic Games

Basil Gildersleeve: Journalist

John Graham (BAA): Manager of US Track and Field Team

Crown Prince Constantine of Greece: Olympic Supporter and Benefactor

George I, King of Greece: Olympic Supporter and Benefactor

Burton Holmes: World Traveler, Ace Photographer and Journalist, and Chronicler of the 1896 Olympic Games

Albert Meyer (Germany): Influential Photographer and Chronicler of the 1896 Olympic Games

Olga, Queen of Greece: Olympic Supporter and Benefactor

Rufus B. Richardson: Journalist

William Milligan Sloane: Princeton Professor and Leader of US Olympic Movement

James Sullivan: Director of US Amateur Athletic Union (AAU)

Benjamin Ide: Wheeler Cornell Archaeology Professor and Spectator






BEGINNINGS

“Nothing More Than a Glorified Pickup Squad”

ELLERY CLARK HAD AN ISSUE. A HARVARD STUDENT WHO WAS ABOARD the SS Fulda on his way to Athens to compete in the 1896 Olympic Games, Clark wanted desperately to practice his specialty, the high jump. But the massive tanker’s constant pitching and rolling in the choppy Atlantic Ocean made practicing the event on the ship deck next to impossible. In the turbulence of open waters, a successful practice jump depended on the angle of the ship. “If the deck was going up, about two feet was the limit; if [it were headed] down, there came the glorious sensation of flying through space,” Clark said. “A world’s record appeared to be surpassed with ease; and your only fear was of overstaying your time in the air, and landing, not upon the decks again, but in the wake astern.”

In another part of the SS Fulda, James Connolly faced his own dilemma. Clark’s teammate at Harvard and headed to Athens to take part in the triple, long, and high jumps, Connolly had strained his back working out in the college gymnasium only two days before sailing. For now, he could do little more to ease his discomfort than take daily walks around deck, sleep in the oversized steamer chairs—and hope he would feel better. So hour after hour each day, Connolly stretched out in his steamer chair, “content with just sitting there and looking out on the blue sea through the open rails,” he recalled. At the same time Connolly harbored a desperate fear that the injury would fail to heal in time for the start of the Games, he vowed to maintain an upbeat perspective by absorbing the excitement and reveling in the adventure. “After all, the Games were only part of the voyage,” the Bostonian said. “Here I was sailing the high seas, and Athens would be there when I got there … It was swell. Just to be gazing out on the deep blue waters was satisfying something deep inside of me.”

Acknowledging the cramped conditions and taking a liking to the young Americans, all men, the ocean liner’s captain had cleared the lower deck in the rear of the ship most days for an hour starting at 3:00 p.m. so they could practice. “All our fellows could do was to get into a track rig with rubber-soled shoes and bounce up and down on the well deck, where no passengers were,” Connolly said. So that became the routine for the entire sea voyage: Before lunch and again in the late afternoon before dinner, Connolly circled the promenade deck six times. It seemed barely adequate for a highly conditioned athlete about to compete in the first modern Olympic Games, but Connolly and his American teammates were doing the best they could.

Most everything about the journey had been arduous. By April 4, 1896, the American athletes and their comrades wanted little more than to land in Athens and get to their hotel and rest. Numbering almost 20, they had been seen off more than two weeks before in Hoboken, New Jersey, by a small group of friends and then sailed across the Atlantic aboard the Fulda. Owned by the North German Lloyd Steamship company, the steamship had been anything but plush with no real room for exercise beyond a stroll about the deck—a true impediment for a group of athletes about to represent the United States in the revival of the Olympic Games in Athens.

For eight days, the Fulda had been at sea—crossing the ocean and passing through the Straits of Gibraltar across the Mediterranean before docking at Naples. Then the travelers had boarded the local train and headed across Italy to Brindisi, where they hopped on a tiny olive boat and headed down the Adriatic Sea to the Corfu, and then to the port of Patras on the western Peloponnesus in Greece. From there, it had been another train ride—the slow-moving local again, this one taking 10 hours in all—to Athens, where the modern Games were about to start on the site where the Greeks had staged their hallowed ancient event.

The athletes, mostly drawn from Princeton and Harvard universities and accompanied by a trainer, assorted friends, and one wealthy mother and benefactor, had traveled 1,000 miles to run, jump, swim, and shoot as part of a competition about which few Americans seemed to care. Despite their many advantages and the good fortune afforded to those enrolled in prestigious universities, they had sacrificed a considerable amount to be among the first Olympians in more than 15 centuries.

[image: art]

Still, from all accounts, the team had enjoyed their spirited but small send-off back on Saturday, March 21, in Hoboken. For the group of Princeton athletes, it had been the second of two impromptu and celebratory bon voyages among family and friends. Leaving school directly after morning chapel on Friday, March 20, they were seen off at Princeton’s cozy rail station by an enthusiastic crowd of students, professors, and townspeople who serenaded them with “cheer after cheer,” according to a brief dispatch in the New York Herald. The team’s immediate destination was Manhattan, where they spent a restful evening at the Murray Hill Hotel before heading Saturday morning on the ferry across the Hudson River to Hoboken. Arriving at the pier in plenty of time before the scheduled 10:20 a.m. departure, the team’s four Princetonians basked in a pleasant dose of attention—“mobbed in most agreeable fashion by a bevy of girls, who fixed bouquets and whispered encouragement in a fashion calculated to inspire an athlete of the coldest blood,” said a reporter. Maybe it was the attentive women, or perhaps it was all the flowers they received—many in a combination of black and orange for the school colors—but the Princetonians and their admirers were in a chipper mood.

Familiar cheers pierced the morning air at the pier. Launching into repeated football-style orations in honor of their school—“Rah, Rah! Rah! Tiger! … Sis! Boom! Ah! Princeton!”—the traveling party and their admirers “woke up the staid residents of Hoboken,” according to a reporter. Otherwise, the athletes weren’t saying much for the record beyond that they felt “fit and confident.” That description applied especially to the shot putter and discus thrower Robert Garrett, the Princeton captain, who, as one wrote, “looked trained to the hour.” Cool and understated, Garrett gave the press the perfunctory: “You may rest assured,” the captain said, “that we will give a good accounting of ourselves.” Pole-vaulter Albert Tyler, better known as a tackle on Princeton’s national-champion football team, spoke more brashly, predicting he would return to America as the Olympic champion.

But where were the other US Olympians, the Bostonians? They were late, nowhere to be seen—and concern spread that they would miss the launch. Then, a few minutes before 10:00 a.m., there they were—five athletes in all, and led by the Boston Athletic Association (BAA) trainer John Graham, soon to establish himself as the de facto leader of the American team and its most vocal advocate. At 34, Graham was the right man for the task: A Liverpool native, he had been a teenage running star in Britain before emigrating to Boston and carving a reputation as one of America’s top track coaches. In his 20s, Graham had coached at Columbia, then Harvard. In 1889, he had accepted a position in Boston as manager at Charlesbank Gymnasium, the first outdoor gym established and maintained by a US city. Since 1893, the slight, mustached Graham had overseen the BAA, whose well-to-do members were footing the tab for most of the New England athletes.

Graham told reporters all the appropriate things, stating his BAA athletes “could not possibly be in better shape.” Recognizing that his greatest challenge was keeping his team fit during the ocean voyage, Graham had shrewdly arranged with the ship captain to set aside a space on the deck for training. His BAA runners would combine a healthy dose of brisk walking with a series of daily dumbbell and chest exercises, and practice starts for the sprinters and hurdlers, he said. Given the unsteadiness of the deck, conditions were a tad tricky for the high-jumpers and pole-vaulters, but as Clark would demonstrate, they would do their best. Graham knew virtually nothing of the competition his athletes would face in Athens, but exuded an air of confidence, particularly about the fortunes of 400-meter runner Tom Burke. A world-class athlete who had triumphed at the 1895 US–Great Britain meet in New York, Burke was ready to take on the world, Graham proclaimed. “[Burke] never enjoyed better health than at present, and if he weathers the trip successfully,” the trainer said, “I think he will have no trouble in disposing of all his opponents.”

Mounting the gangplank, Graham and his four athletes—Burke and Clark, William Hoyt, and Arthur Blake—headed to the railing near the bow of the big boat, not far from the Princeton contingent who did the same. Here stood the bulk of the American Olympic team, yet their concept of a national team was different than today’s. Their affiliations lay mostly with their schools and clubs.

Departure was imminent, but not without a final bit of ceremony—more flowers, basketfuls taken on board and presented as corsages to the clusters of athletes. This last, vast floral tribute was courtesy of one Solon J. Vlasto, the cofounder and publisher of the New York-based Greek-American newspaper, Atlantis. Though most of America wasn’t yet attentive to the revival of the Olympic Games, the coming athletic contest in Athens was already big news in the country’s Greek community.

The teams came together, prompting more cheering, namely another few rounds of “Sis! Boom! Ah! Princeton!” from the orange and black contingent and a corresponding “BAA—Rah! Rah! Rah!” from the Boston crew. The ice had been broken between these two separate groups of athletes, whose schools had been rivals for decades. With the big boat pushing off at its scheduled time, the Boston crew gave another cheer for themselves and then magnanimously for the Princetonians, who returned the tribute. A final “bon voyage” roared from the orange and black rooters watching from shore and waving as the boat drew away into New York Harbor, turning east toward the Atlantic Ocean.

What to make of the send-off? After some trepidation that the Bostonians would miss the voyage, the team had left on time, reporters noted. Otherwise, their send-off was loud but small. “The majority of those assembled on the pier were at a loss to account for the vocal pyrotechnics set off by such a small and inoffensive looking group,” one wrote. Nearby, an admirer tried putting the occasion in perspective for a group of slightly bewildered women, drawn by the commotion: “These lads, you know, are American college boys going over for the big football match against the Marathon Club,” he said. “They are all from Yale, Harvard, University of Pennsylvania, and Cornell, and will simply mop up the gridiron with the Europeans!”

Not exactly. But the gentleman knew more than most. Americans at the time were showing next to no interest in their country’s inaugural set of Olympians as they pushed off for Athens. Why even bother to compete in what was perceived as a European creation designed for Europeans? No big-city journalists had seen the team off, and the next day, most of the New York papers buried the two-to-three-paragraph accounts of the team’s departure in the back pages. How unfortunate, for this unlikely band of Olympians had come together improbably, on short notice, and in the case of some, at considerable personal risk. Just getting this far was an accomplishment.

Equally remarkable was that the man most responsible for putting the team together—one William Mulligan Sloane—was noted more for scholarship than for athletics. And yet Sloane, the eminent Princeton University historian, had been a tour de force in building the US team. As the American representative of an international committee appointed by the French nobleman Baron Pierre de Coubertin to revive the ancient Greek games, Sloane had worked for two years to assemble a US Olympic team. Overlooked and belittled by US amateur sports officials who showed no interest in the Olympics, Sloane had soldiered on, determined to find a way to get his small band of athletes to Athens.

It hadn’t helped that the Games were set during the first part of April, smack dab in the middle of spring semester for the collegians and during their outdoor track season. So Sloane went to work on his fellow Princeton faculty members—and with their buy-in turned to Garrett to secure a kind of in-house US Olympic team. Administrative support for the final collection of Princetonian Olympians—Garrett, Tyler, sprinter Francis Lane, and 400-meter-runner Herbert Jamison—was tepid at best. Jamison was a last-minute substitution for freshman James Colfert, a talented, 50-second quarter-miler whose parents forbade him to leave school. After all, the student-athletes would miss a substantial portion of their classes, some five weeks in all, and make it back shortly before exams. “The trip will no doubt be a good thing for Princeton in the outside world,” the Daily Princetonian editorialized, but there was concern that a prolonged absence of the athletes “may affect our prospects in the coming contests [in May] with Yale and Columbia. Such a result would be at most deplorable; and if it were anticipated, the trip would hardly be warranted.”

To many, the contingent of departing Olympians was an afterthought. On March 25, 1896, the Trenton Times devoted front-page coverage to news that the manager of the University of California track team had been invited to join the Princeton-Yale track meet that spring in New Haven, barely mentioning the Olympians at the end of a piece about the Penn Relays. The pervasive lack of interest in the Olympic venture was doubly ironic at a time when major newspapers gave massive coverage to most things Ivy League: That month alone, the New York Times devoted nearly half a page to the Harvard-Princeton debate, citing “unusual attention in the struggle,” and nearly as much space to a plea by Yale professor Henry Farnam for donations to offset the cost of running the school library. Princeton in particular seemed to enjoy the Times’s special attentions, as in another major piece that March heralded the departure of several of the college’s professors for a scientific expedition to South America. The Times even gave far more attention than it did the Olympic team to the February 29 decision by the Intercollegiate Association of Amateur Athletics of America to add bicycle racing to its annual Games.

About the same time as Princeton’s student editors were fretting about the prospects of its tracksters against Yale, the BAA decided to make its own Olympic contribution. After the club’s governing board balked at the cost, club members launched a subscription drive, but after two weeks raised only half the amount it needed. Finally, on March 18—only three days before the SS Fulda was set to depart for Europe—club member Oliver Ames, a former Massachusetts governor, stepped in and made up the difference. Preparations for both the Boston and Princeton athletes were so last-minute that the US team had no standard uniform, with each group deciding to wear their college and club colors adorned with the American flag.

Most of the Bostonians were current and former Harvard athletes—Clark and Hoyt along with a recent graduate, the distance runner Arthur Blake. Connolly had also been a Harvard student, but withdrew from school after the dean denied him the leave to attend the Games. Paying his passage to Athens was another Boston athletic group, Suffolk AC. Meanwhile, Hoyt withdrew from Harvard as well, though he would return and graduate. Connolly, however, would never graduate, his resentment of the dean lingering long after his jumping days. Vowing that he was done with Harvard, he stuck to his guns, never attending another class there. Only decades later when the college awarded Connolly a varsity “H” would he again set foot on campus.
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Aboard ship, the American athletes wrestled with the logistics of at-sea conditioning. On the first day at sea, the Boston contingent walked about the rear deck. Then, after visiting the captain for clearance to run about the deck for a short time each day, they donned workout clothes and threw together an impromptu open-air, at-sea gymnasium: There were two 25-yard straightaways for the sprinters and a short oval pathway, some 24 laps to the mile, for the middle-distance and distance runners. A day or so later, the captain relented and gave permission to create a more spacious training area that covered the length of the ship through two narrow passages on the bow and back to the stern again, a distance of about 300 yards. Though hardly ideal, it served its purpose and the Boston athletes exercised twice a day—at 11:00 a.m., taking a vigorous walk in regular clothes, and at 3:00 p.m., donning athletic costumes for an hour of more serious training in their makeshift gym. Burke took advantage of the straightaways for the 100- and 400-meter races. Sprinter and hurdler Tom Curtis took a more creative approach, setting up hurdles, jumping rope, jogging, and even hopping in potato-sack races. The swaying ship and a constant southwest wind made things difficult at times, but the athletes did their best, cautioned by John Graham’s constant nagging to be careful not to turn an ankle. They had fun too, charming some of the older, more sedentary passengers with their efforts in clearing the deck just for a little exercise. They amused one another as well; when Curtis somewhere found a Napoleonic hat, it naturally found a way to his head, where it remained for an afternoon workout.

Some took a more relaxed approach. Bostonian William Hoyt, the pole-vaulter, did some running and stretched, but little more—after all, how does a ship-bound pole-vaulter prepare? Under the weather when he left Boston, Hoyt took full advantage of the chance to sleep long hours and take in the intoxicating sea air. Meanwhile, Arthur Blake, the distance runner, utilized the “track,” jumped rope, and ran up and down stairs—prepping as best he could for the hills that awaited him in one of the Games’ more intriguing events, the 25-mile marathon. Taking a wholly different approach were the four athletes from Princeton; under Garrett’s direction, they limited their training mostly to walking briskly up and down the deck three times a day for a half-hour. That was due in part to the condition of half their contingent—Lane and Tyler were suffering from bad bouts of seasickness.

Entering the Straits of Gibraltar and its celebrated “Rock,” the passengers looked forward to four hours ashore before resuming the voyage to Naples. Here before them were the awesome vast limestone cliffs on Gilbraltar’s northern and eastern sides rising almost a quarter-mile into the sky. They were passing through the two Pillars of Hercules, a thought that captivated several of the Americans who had spent years steeped in the classics, then a mandatory part of many university educations, and felt fortunate to be headed to the land of Homer and Aristotle. Connolly was feeling downright giddy as the big steamer nosed into port before the looming cliffs on a picture-postcard, sparkling sunny morning. Rising carefully from his deck chair on account of his sore back, he suddenly felt no pain. Just like that, Connolly’s ache had vanished with “me feeling loose as ashes,” he said. It was a minor miracle and a bit of a mystery—but the triple-jumper would take it. And just like that, Connolly’s dream of Olympic glory in Athens took a quantum leap forward.

In Gibraltar, some passengers on the SS Fulda hired carriages and local guides to sightsee. But not the dutiful band of American athletes who had done their reconnaissance—having discovered and secured permission for their first substantial on-land training session in more than a week, at a horse racetrack belonging to English officers. Gathering their spikes, the athletes piled into carriages and made their way to the track—all but Blake, who was hoping to squeeze in some miles in preparation for the marathon, an event that was longer, a lot longer, than he had ever run before.

A carriage full of American tourists heading out of town and trailed by a lone runner was quite a sight for groups of small boys along the route. So Blake decided to have some fun, periodically stopping to catch his breath and pretending to collect coins from the ground behind the carriage. Every time Blake stopped and pretended to find a coin, he shrieked with delight, which drew the curious onlookers. “The small boys,” said Clark, “were easy victims.”

At the racetrack, the athletes got down to business. Some, like Connolly and his fellow Harvard compatriots Clark and Hoyt, stretched and jogged out the kinks from the voyage. Meanwhile, Blake; the hurdler Curtis, an MIT graduate; and Burke, a Boston University graduate, did some running. Joining the workout were the Princeton athletes, led by Garrett, the shot putter who was thinking of entering the discus though it wasn’t a part of American track and field competition. Like their Boston teammates, the Princetonians were happy just to get off the boat, with Tyler and Francis Lane perhaps happiest of all to reach solid footing and some measure of relief from their seasickness. Like their counterparts at Harvard, Princeton administrators weren’t supporting their athletes, all of them juniors from the class of 1897. But they had been given six weeks’ leave, reluctantly, with the firm understanding they would not receive any breaks for the studies they were missing and had better be ready for the really important events of the spring—those track meets against Yale and other rivals of the Ivy League. Just who paid their way to Athens was a mystery at the time. Years later, the truth was revealed: Garrett’s mother, Alice Whitridge Garrett, was their benefactor; she was part of the Olympic traveling contingent, accompanied by her maid.

Four other athletes rounded out America’s first Olympic team. Gardner Williams, an 18-year-old swimmer from Boston, a member of the BAA, and the team’s youngest participant, was aboard the SS Fulda. On separate journeys to Athens, meanwhile, were three marksmen: the brothers John and Sumner Paine, former Harvard students and Boston natives, and Charles Waldstein, a native New Yorker who lived in Great Britain. John Paine was headed first to Paris, where he would pick up his brother, a medical student, and Sumner’s wife, Salome. Waldstein, an eminent archaeologist and a member of the International Olympic Committee (IOC), was already in Greece as part of an archaeological dig at Corinth. Of all the athletes, only Burke was a national champion, and he, along with Clark and the Paine brothers, was considered world class. So it went for America’s first collection of Olympians, chosen without a tryout, and, as Olympic historian Bob Fulton put it, a team that “was really nothing more than a glorified pickup squad.”
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Traveling to Athens aboard the SS Fulda was another American, not an athlete but a journalist of sorts from Chicago named Burton Holmes, whose dispatches and photographs of the trip and the events in Athens would go a long way toward legitimizing the Olympic Games for skeptical Americans. At 26, Holmes was a dapper, self-assured man distinguishable by a Vandyke beard and a hefty, ever-present box-model camera he carried everywhere like an appendage of his body, and which seemed to dwarf his elf-like frame. At 16, Holmes had been chaperoned by his grandmother to Europe, where he took a lot of pictures, captivated by the power of photography. The next year, Holmes, his camera, and his grandmother returned to Europe, and took in California and Cuba as well. Back to Europe they went in 1890 after which the Chicago Camera Club, of which Holmes was secretary, asked him to display his substantial collection of travel slides with commentary. He was a hit; the Club took in $350 and a career was born. Holmes soon went into business for himself, marking what he would eventually coin as a “travelogue.”

Holmes would become a famous and wealthy man. But aboard the SS Fulda, he was still a relative unknown, still making a modest living by lugging his camera about foreign lands and taking extensive notes to report his discoveries to audiences back home. “The Olympic Games were the excuse for my intrusion into the land of the scholar and the archaeologist,” he said. “I knew too well that I would bring to Greece only a love of travel, an eye not wholly blind to beauty, and a deep respect for the history, the letters, and the art of Greece.”

Holmes’s commentary could get a bit flowery. Chalk it up to the times and a smidgen of showmanship. His description of life aboard the SS Fulda with his new American college friends is a testament to how far from US shores they had traveled. Holmes noticed that the rules and regulations on the ship were printed in four languages. He took delight in the rules, printed in sketchy English, starting with one that “prohibited … any passenger to meddle with the command and direction of the vessel, the Captain being the only responsible person.” He laughed about another rule, the tongue-twisting “regulation No. 12,” which specified, “Passengers having a right to be treated like persons of education will no doubt conform themselves to the rules of good society by respecting their fellow-travelers and by paying a due regard to the fair sex.” And he could barely contain his pleasure at another rule, stated with the certainty of biblical prophecy: “Thou shalt not go to bed with thy boots on!”

Holmes was captivated by several of his fellow passengers. The Archimandrite of Vienna, a top official of the Greek Orthodox Church, was aboard, and Holmes took his portrait. He took photos of the stunning Adriatic sunsets, and of shipmates who probably did sleep with their boots on—groups of Albanian shepherds and elderly Greek women with distinctive, lined faces. On April 1, four days out of Gibraltar, the Fulda finally reached Naples. After nearly two weeks of travel, the Americans took two days off this time, managing to fit in several more training sessions, mostly by walking. They visited galleries, museums, and the city’s celebrated aquarium. It was a restful time until a couple of the Americans caught a headline in an Italian newspaper that reported the Olympic Games were actually due to start April 6—to their horror, that was only four days away—and not April 18, as the team had thought.

The mix-up had happened because the Greeks observed the Julian calendar, and not the Gregorian, as the Americans and Western Europeans did, something that even the scholarly Professor Sloane, and everyone else for that matter, had overlooked. So instead of having nearly two weeks in Athens to prepare and train for the start of competition, the Americans suddenly discovered they would have a day at most. But that thought paled next to the American team’s new and paramount preoccupation with just getting to Athens for the “real” start of the Olympic Games. That suited Connolly. Thrilled that his sore back had apparently healed, he kept his sense of humor and relished his fast-developing, newfound friendships with several of his American teammates. Even after a pickpocket lifted his wallet from his hip pocket on April 2 in Naples, Connolly was miffed, but didn’t report the loss to either the hotel or the police, lest it keep him from making the trip’s next connection—the train to Brindisi. But the police had other plans—and on the morning of April 3 when the team was set to depart town for the railway terminal for the trip to Brindisi, a plainclothes policeman approached Connolly at the rail station and asked in fluent English if he had lost something.

Yes, a wallet, he said, with five sovereigns.

The loss established, the policeman asked Connolly to accompany him to the police station, but the American refused. It was 7:40 a.m., and the Americans’ train left in 20 minutes.

“But you must,” the policeman said. “The police department is here in the terminal.”

So Connolly went. In the station, another policeman, this one speaking virtually no English, conveyed to Connolly that his wallet had been recovered and that he must remain in Naples to prosecute the thief. But that was out of the question; it was now 7:50 p.m. and his train left in 10 minutes.

Asking to be let go because he had a train to catch, Connolly pointed to the clock and refused in his best pidgin English: “No, no, Brin-dee-see train! Otto! Otto!” he pleaded.

Attitudes hardened. Connolly stood and made a motion to leave. Several more policemen entered the room and tried pinning Connolly’s arms to keep him there. The American was getting desperate; with his main event, the Triple Jump, the first scheduled final of the Games, his Olympic dreams would be all but dashed if he missed the connection. So eyeing the clock as it hit 7:59 p.m., Connolly made a snap decision he would never forget or ever regret—springing from the policemen’s grasp, and bolting from the office in a last-ditch effort to make the train.

Reaching the lobby of the spacious railway station, Connolly frantically tried to determine the correct platform for his train. “Brind-dee-see? Otto! Otto!” he kept yelling, hoping in desperation that somebody, anybody, could point him in the right direction.

A burly porter, presumably used to traveler hysteria, caught his eye. Pointing Connolly in the right direction, he ran with him toward the platform until he was winded. Another porter, younger and thinner, took up the run: “Brindisi! Si! Si” he yelled, leading Connolly the rest of the way. The train was pulling out, and without breaking stride, Connolly thrust his hand into his pocket and came up with two 10-lira notes as tips.

“Dees lire por voo! Dees lire por votre comrade,” Connolly yelled to the porter, thrusting the currency in his hands.

But Connolly still wasn’t on board. The train was gaining speed and a guard stepped up and tried to stop him. The fleet-footed American sidestepped him and pulled even with the train’s running board. Taking a flying stride, he was grabbed by the waist and hauled through an open window by Burke, Blake, and Tom Barry, Connolly’s Boston friend who was on the trip.

It had been the closest of calls, but Connolly made his train. Perhaps three seconds more and he would have been stranded in Naples. “I did not realize it then, but if I had missed that train,” the athlete said later, “I would not have reached Athens in time for my event in the Games.”

Two long days of travel remained for the Americans. From Naples, the train chugged west across the “boot” of Italy, winding through a series of tunnels to Brindisi on the Adriatic Sea. Hopping on a boat headed to Patras, a Greek port on the Ionian Sea, team members got their first, puzzling glimpse of the competition they would face in Athens, a stocky, curly-haired Greek man named Lagoudaki who told Curtis that he too was headed to the Games. Lagoudaki had been studying in France and was returning to Greece to run two events—the 100 Meters and the Marathon, the shortest and the longest event of all things—and earnestly told Curtis that he expected to win both. No way, thought Curtis to himself—figuring that if this man were typical of his opponents, maybe the competition wouldn’t be all that steep. “It is difficult to imagine the kind of training he must have been through,” Curtis joked.

At least they were nearly there. Arriving in Patras, the team immediately boarded a train for the journey’s last leg—another 10 hours—to Athens. On the evening of Saturday, April 4—a grueling 14 days after leaving Hoboken—“we caught our first glimpse of the Acropolis,” wrote Clark, “and knew that our journey was at an end.”

Despite their initial glimpse at the competition, the odds were stacked against the Americans. Beat tired and out of peak condition after days at sea, they “were not exactly in what today’s Olympic coaches would call the pink,” remembered Curtis. Not much more than an Ivy League intramural squad, they had been chosen without a trial and more on the basis of availability—and in some cases, against the better judgment of their college officials. For a sports public more focused on the coming baseball season than a European-dominated track meet, interest was minimal.

But
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Foreword by Dave Wottle, 1972 Olympic Gold Medalist
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