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Have you ever run a marathon?

The marathon is a popular sports event. It is a long-distance foot
race. To finish it, the runners have to cover a trek of 42.195 kilometers,
or 26 miles 385 yards.

Nowadays, many big cities have their own annual marathons.
Boston, for example, was the first in the world to have one on a regular
basis. The city held its first race on Patriots' Day in 1897. At the time,
only 18 people joined the race. But that number has been on a steady
increase ever since. In recent years, the event attracted about 20,000 runners. (In the 100th running of the Boston
Marathon, however, that number swelled to 38,000!) They came from all over the world. They joined the race
not so much for the cash prize. Rather, they did it because they were honored to be part of this prestigious event.

Sure, the Boston Marathon is famous. It is extremely popular, too. But do you know who "invented" the
marathon?

To answer that question, we have to travel back in time to ancient Greece.

In 492 B.C., Darius I (or Darius the Great) of the Persian Empire wanted to invade Greece. He sent his
son-in-law to do the job. But the mission was cut short by a violent storm off the coast of Mount Athos. Two
years later, Darius the Great decided to try again. This time, his army advanced all the way to the Plain of
Marathon, about twenty-five miles north of Athens. As the showdown became inevitable, the Athenians sent a
young man by the name of Pheidippides (also spelled as Phidippides or Philippides) to Sparta to ask for more
troops. Pheidippides ran all the way to Sparta, covering a trek of 240 kilometers (or 150 miles) in two days.
According to Herodotus' account, the Spartans agreed to help on one condition: they wanted to wait until they
finished observing a religious festival which would end a few days later on the full moon. Disappointed,
Pheidippides left Sparta to relay the bad news. Now the Athenians simply had to make do with whatever
resources were at their disposal. They had to fight the Persians themselves. The Athenians knew that they were
outnumbered almost three to one. If they wanted to win the battle, they had to think of a smart strategy. When
the two sides collided, the Athenians made their weak center force feign a retreat. Seeing an opening, the
Persians pushed forward. They had no idea that they had just walked into a trap! Of course, by the time that they
realized their mistake, it was already too late! All of a sudden, the Persians found themselves surrounded by the
Greeks. They had to drop their bows and arrows to engage in close combat. Knowing that they were fighting a
losing battle, the Persians broke ranks and tried to escape. But they were doomed. In the end, Herodotus
estimated that the Athenians killed 6,400 Persians and captured seven ships. They really could not ask for a
sweeter victory!

After the Battle of Marathon ended, it was said that the Athenian commander Miltiades once again dispatched
Pheidippides to Athens to announce the good news. The young man ran all the way -- without ever stopping, as
the legend goes. When he finally arrived in Athens, he shouted, "We have won!" and then instantly fell dead of
exhaustion.

Now fast forward to 1896. There was a strong interest in reviving an ancient tradition, the Olympic Games.
The Greeks organized their first Olympic Games in Olympia, Greece, in 776 B.C. From that time on to 393 A.D.,
they held the competition every four years. After the Romans conquered Greece and made Christianity the only
official religion, they finally put an end to this thousand-year-old custom. When the International Olympic
Committee (IOC) was formed in 1894, they chose Athens to be the host city of the very first modern Olympic
Games. One of the contests was to re-enact Pheidippides' legendary run from Marathon to Athens. The IOC
called the 40-kilometer (or 24.85 miles) foot race "the marathon."
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On April 10, 1896, seventeen runners took part in the marathon, thirteen of whom were Greeks, and one each
from Australia, the United States, France, and Hungary. About halfway through the race, there was an uphill
stretch. This obstacle exhausted the runner from the United States. He dropped out. And then just before the
32-kilometer mark, the runner from France collapsed. At that point, the runner from Australia was in the lead.
But with only four more kilometers to go, he, too, became so tired that he had to drop out. Now with the three top
contenders gone, the Greek runner Spiridon "Spiros" Louis steadily gained momentum and made his way to the
finish line. When he entered Athens, he had to fight his way through a welcoming crowd. Even the Crown
Prince Nicholas and Prince George stepped out of their royal box to run with him to the finish line. He completed
the race in 2 hours 58 minutes and 50 seconds, or 2:58:50. (Here is an interesting tidbit: unlike Pheidippides who
never made a stop, Louis did supposedly drop by a local inn to have a glass of wine first before he continued on
with the race.) Kharilaos Vasilakos, another Greek runner, took the second spot. He completed the race in
3:06:03. Shortly after he arrived, another Greek, Spiridon Belokas, reached the finish line (3:06:30). He was
followed closely by Gyula Kellner of Hungary (3:06:35). At the time, it seemed that the gold, silver, and bronze
medals would all go to Greece. But, as it turned out, it would not be so because Spiridon Belokas was caught
cheating. He never finished the course on his own. He took a carriage ride for part of the race! After he was
disqualified, Gyula Kellner moved up one spot and became the rightful owner of the bronze medal.

From that year on, the marathon is always one of the most watched events of the Olympic Games. Its course
was first stretched to 26 miles 385 yards in 1908 when London was the host city. Why did the Londoners want to
elongate the trek? Well, they did it so the race could finish in front of the royal family's viewing box! After a
heated debate, the IOC finally made this distance official in 1924. Now, if you look up the word "marathon" in
any dictionary, it will tell you that it is a foot race covering a course of 26 miles 385 yards.

A Short History on Marathon

Questions

1. Which of the following about the marathon is true?

A. The marathon made its debut in the 1908 Olympic Games.
B. Crown Prince Nicholas of Greece decreed that the official distance of the marathon to be 26 miles 385

yards.
C. The New York City Marathon is the world's oldest annual marathon event.
D. When the ancient Greeks had their Olympic Games, they did not have a contest called the marathon.

2. Which of the following events took place first?

A. The Persians aborted their plan of invasion after running into a violent storm off the coast of Mount
Athos.

B. Pheidippides ran to Sparta to ask for help.
C. The Romans conquered Greece.
D. The Athenians won the Battle of Marathon.

3. When did the marathon first become a regular contest of the Olympic Games?

A. 2000
B. 1924
C. 1896
D. 776 B.C.
E. 1908
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4. How often and when is the Boston Marathon?

A. Once a year on Saint Patrick's Day
B. Once a year on Patriots' Day
C. Every two years on Independence Day
D. Once a year on Presidents' Day

5. Who refused to send more troops right away to help Athens fight the Persians?

A. Sparta
B. Olympia
C. Iona
D. Macedonia

6. Who banned the ancient Olympic Games?

A. The Persians
B. The Egyptians
C. The Mongols
D. The Romans

7. Which of the following countries did NOT participate in the first marathon?

A. The United States
B. Australia
C. Germany
D. Hungary

8. Which of the following events took place first?

A. The IOC officially made the distance of the marathon to be 26 miles 385 yards.
B. Boston held its first annual marathon race.
C. London hosted the Olympics Game.
D. The first Olympic marathon was held in Athens.

9. Who was caught cheating and was disqualified in the first Olympic marathon race?

A. Spiridon Belokas
B. Spiridon Louis
C. Crown Prince Nicholas
D. Kharilaos Vasilakos

10. Which country's Olympic marathon helped define the official distance of this foot race?

A. France
B. Greece
C. The United Kingdom
D. The United States
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What is your favorite event of the Olympic Games? Describe it and explain why you like it the most.


