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Digging for Olympic Truth

Professor says Baron de Coubertin's
role in Games’ revival isa myth, and
he knows where bodies are buried.
BY ALAN ABRAHAMBON

Times Stalf Wriler :5&")0 l E

8T, LOUIS = For mare than 100 years, Haron
Plerre de Coubértin of France has been glorified
as the man who “invented” the modern Olymple
Cames,

it's not true, says a University of Florida pro-
fessoy

An English physielan and n gaggle of 10th cen-
tury Greeks did more to revive the Games, among
them an eecentric philanthropist whose body was
buried — per hisinstructfons — in Romania, Alba-
nla and Athens, according to David C. Young, a
classtes profeasor with a long-standing Interest In

the Olympics.
DerCoubertin, Young sald. delivering the I:cy-
note add aln here last weekend on

the import of the Games [n Greeee. was a “late-
comer to the Olympic revival™ who “succeeded in
carry!ng out the ideas of these Olympl: fore-
fathers and took all the credit.”

Young sald afterward Ih an Interview, “The
stuff Is controversial. 1 recognize it's controver-
slal But iVatrue”

Bob Barney, director emeritus of the Cenler
for Olymplec Studies at Canada's University of
Western Ontarlo, said Mondny, "It 12 true,” add.”,
Ing, ~This Is not the first myth David Young hass
exploded,”

In 198, Young wrote a book documenung his
claim there were no “amateur” athletes In the an-
clent Qames. Young taught for 26 years at UC
Banta Barbarn before moving to Florkla in 1988,
he reads anclent and modern Greek and came Lo
his study of the Games after establishing his ex-

' pertise In the anclent Greek poet Pindar, who
wiote about athletes at the Olymplea.

With the Games in Athens In 2004 approach-
Ing, Young's case for the role of others preceding
De Coubertin is likely to receive Increasing atten-
tioh, particularly with Oreek authorities and
Gmek-Ameﬂcnnu committed to highlighting con-

the and modern

Games.

The cor tzed by ] Cosmo-
poulos, professor of Greek studies at the-lniver-
slty of Mt&wurl. Bi. Louls, drew professors from

e an: meilca as well as representa-
um of the Greck government from Athens and
Washington.

in a book published in 1886, “Ihe Modetn
Olympics: A Btruggle Mr Revival” Young frst
made his case for the English doctor, Willlam
Penny Brookes, as we!] as Lhe enigmatic Greek
and others, in-

bl

sluding & Creek poct of the 18308, Panagiolls
Soutsns. The book took maore than 10 years to re-
aenrch; it has recelved scont attention outside the
relatlvely small clrele of Olympic scholars.

In the 183¢s, shortly alter Grecce had won lls
Independence from Turkey, Soutsos published
poems proposing a revival of the anclent Games
Aas o means of aparking natlonal spirit. Thie an-
clent Games began in 778 B.C. and were held, typl-
cally every four yenrs, until the fourth century
AD

The idea intrigued Lthe wealthy Zappas. With
hils backing, the Greeks staged what Young called
the firat Zappas Olymplad in November 1858, in
Athens. DraJkes, after reading about the event in
an English newspaper, sent 1¢ British pounds to
be used a3 8 prize for a running event, Young sald.

Zappaadied in 1885. But with his fortune, tliree
more Zappas Olymplads would follow — in 1870,
1875 and }B8E. ‘The 1870 event, held In a renovated
Panathinaikon stadium, the anclent facllity near
eentral Athens, drew o crowd estimated at 30,000 |
— n mark not tmatched unill the 1924 Paris |
Qames. The 2004 Games wili feature the archery
competition at the same stadlum,

Brookes® interest in the Zappas Olymplad de-
rived from his own push Lo revive the Olymples. In
1850, he bad launched the Wenlock Olymplan ]
Games — dedicated to the *tnoral, physical and
intellectual improvement® of the town, a notlon
that Young sald clearly anticipates De Couber-
tin's far-reaching international Olymple idenls.

1ni 1889 Brookes and De Coubertin struck upn
correspondence, In 1880 the baron pald the doe-
toravisit in England,

Upon retumning to France, however, De Cou- |
bertin wrote there was “no longer any heed Lo in- |
voke memories of Greece and o seek encournge- |
ment of the past.™

But by 1892, he had done & 180-degree turn.
‘That fall, he presented the notlon of an Olymplc
revival 3 o brilltant idea, and one that = as he
claimed In his own 1808 book -— was all hisown.

In 1894, under De Coubertin's direction, the
International Olympic Cormumitiee was formed. In
1898, the first modern CGlames under the direction
of the 1OC and the first 10C president, Demetrios
Vikelas, n Qreek, took ptace — ln Athens.

Meantlme, as his wili preseribed, Zappas' body
was ftrat burled at a church in Romania, ARer four
years, the will ordered, the body was to be dug up
anddecapitated; the siull was to be placed in Ath:
eny, at 8 new Olympic bullding, and the portion
below the neck was to be interred at his native vil:
lage in Albania.

The bultdlng, the Zappelon, now standz in cen-
tral Athens, a short distance from the Panathinsi-
kon stadium. Zappas' head is indeed entombed
there, Young sald.

it 1sn't £0 much that 1 want credi,” Young
sald. “I want the truth to be spread.”




