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Who needs
the Olympics?

By George F. Will

When the Olympic Games were foolishly revived in 1896 after a
merciful 15-century lapse, American athletes arrived in Athens 11
days late. They had not been told that the Greeks were still using
the Julian calendar. This year, too, the games are off to stumbling
starts.

‘‘Operation Snow Lift’’ is under way in Innsbruck, Austria, where
the winter games begin Feb. 4. There has been no substantial snow-
fall since November and snow is being trucked in. And Montreal
says facilities for the summer games may not be ready by July 17,
opening day.

The winter games mock the Olympic myth about the universality
of the games - all nations competing as brothers and sisters, etc.
Winter events - skiing, the luge (tobogganing, sort of) - are strange
to many nations. Imagine assembling an Angolan luge team. No
wonder only 14 nations have won medals in Winter Olympics.

(The wisest recent decision by American voters was by Coloradans
who repudiated the politicians’ invitation to host the winter Olympics
thereby preventing incalculable damage to Colorado’s solvency and
ecology).

Summer games are worse because they are larger. They are a
burden to the host country’s taxpayers, and they are a net loss to
international good will.

The 1972 Munich Olympics cost $657 million, but Germans were
willing to pay to erase the memory of the 1936 games, a Hitler pro-
paganda festival. And they believed Olympic facilities would be
money-makers for years. The facilities are not making money, and
the games are remembered for the massacre of 11 Israeli athletes.

OTHE R MUNICH memories include the exclusion of an integrated
Rhodesian team to satisfy various nations, most of them dictator-
ships; officials setting back the game clock, which had expired, to
enable the Soviet basketball team to beat the United States team; a
United States rifleman’s score being electronically verified for a
gold medal, but the medal going to the runner-up, a North Korean who
complained about the verifying machine; several nations joining the
United States in protesting - in vain - the ludicrously low scores
given an American diver by a Russian and two East German judges;
and an Italian judge who gave top scores to all Italian divers.

There are many sinilar Munich memories, but let’s hurry to Mon-

treal, where politcians told their constituents that the Olympics
would cost $130 million - or $300 million, tops. The final price
will be about $1 billion, leaving Montreal with interesting debts and
white elephants disquised as facilities, athletic and otherwise. The
elephants will be gathering dust when the 1980 games open in Mos-
cow’s Lenin Stadium before 103,000 proletarians cheering the Soviet
Union’s full-time, state-supported‘‘ amateurs, ’’

There are only two kinds of motives - political and commercial -
strong enough to sustain this quadrennial farce. Montreal politicians
are like most municipal politicians, only perhaps more so. They will
fight to their constituents’ last dollar for a publicity bonanza.

Brezhnev, like Hitler, understands the propaganda value of having
the world’s television cameras tightly focused on games, without a
glance at the Gulag. And medals won by Communist bloc athletes
are hailed in the E ast German ‘‘newspapers’’ as proof that social-
ism, like Wonderbread, builds strong bodies nine ways.

Anyway, Olympics are boons to many businesses-hotels, airlines,
trinket-makers, and especially television. ABC has paid more than
$40 million for the right to broadcast this year’s festivities, which
should be the usual feats of international comity, to wit:

In 1900, United States athletes protested the sacrilege of Sunday
competion.

In 1908, in London, Finns refused to march behind the Russian
flag. Americans refused to dip the flag to King Edward VII andpro-
tested most things British, including the boots British wore in the
tug-of-war. h

In 1912 Finns again squabbled with Russians, Italiana fought
with French.

In 1920, at Antwerp, a Belgian crowd went berserk when the
British won at water polo.

That, of course, was nothing compared to the Soviet-Hungarian
water polo war in 1956, when the water ran red with blood.

Olympics are like the United Nations: They often replicate, and
sometimes, magnify, the unpleasantness in the world That is
reason why both are mistakes. .

The ancient Olympics degenerated into commercial, corrupt, and
riotous carnivals until, in 304 A.D., they were stopped by the Roman
Emperor Theodosius. A sound fellow, Theodosius; he deserved a

gold medal for judgment.
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LES MEETINGS AUTOMOBILES, No. 184. By Thierry Wirth. Pub-
lished 1975. 32 pp. 10 francs. This study covers slogan cancels,
cachets and vignettes used in conjunction with French auto races
and rallies, starting in 1912 and going through 1974; includes Le
Mans, Monte Carlo and Monaco as well as the less well known
events. In most cases, results and winning times also listed. A
fine guide for the auto topicalist. Typographed with stiff covers,
SY% x 8Y%, illustrated, in French; available from Mondes des Philate-
listes, 11 bis, Bd. Haussmann, F-75009 Paris, at face value plus
1.50 francs postage (seamail). PHILATELIC LITERATURE
REVIEW.






