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There have been countless moments in history that 
have changed the course of particular sports. When 
looking at the history of women’s sport one particular 
journey stands out; the journey of women to become 
officially recognised competitors in marathons. This 
movement can be traced back to the launching of the 
modern Olympics in 1896, although the height of 
women’s struggle for recognition in this sport con-
veniently coincided with the peak of the women’s 
liberation movement in the 1960s and 1970s.  

Female exclusion from sport had been institutional-
ised through the revival of the Olympic Games since 
organiser, Pierre de Coubertin, felt that their inclu-
sion would be ‘impractical, uninteresting, anaesthetic 

and incorrect’ as the ancient Olympics had been a 
male only tournament. However, one woman sought 
to challenge this. A Greek woman, Stamata Revithi, 
joined the 26 mile and 385 yard run alongside the 
men. Although she was never officially recognised as 
a participant, Revithi completed the marathon in an 
impressive 5 hours and 30 minutes. However, this 
did not spark any change towards inclusivity.  

It wasn’t for another 70 years that attitudes towards 
female competitors were seriously challenged. Two 
young students set to disprove popular conceptions of 
women’s fragility in sport through running America’s 
most famous marathon in Boston.  
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Kathrine Switzer being attacked while running the Boston Marathon, 1967 
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The more famed of the two is Kathrine Switzer, at 
the time a 20-year-old student in 1967 and the first 
woman to run the Boston Marathon as a numbered 
entrant. The Boston Athletic Association rules stat-
ed that women were not allowed to run. Kathrine, 
however, gained her number through signing up 
using her initials K. V. Switzer, how she commonly 
referred to herself in her articles for the college 
newspaper. She also asked her coach to submit her 
medical forms to avoid officials of the race realise 
her gender. Around two miles into the marathon 
organisers realised she was a woman and race offi-
cial Jock Semple attempted to ambush her on the 
course and confiscate her number. This scene was 
captured on camera and the now famous photo at-
tracted considerable media attention.  

The same year, finishing almost an hour ahead of 
Switzer, the lesser known Roberta ‘Bobbi’ Gibb 
ran unregistered alongside the men. A keen long 
distance runner, she had also run the marathon the 
previous year after receiving a rejection of her ap-
plication with an attached letter claiming women 
were not physically capable of running such long 
distance. Donning her brother’s sportswear and 
hoodie, Gibb hid behind a bush near the start line 
and joined the race anyway, eventually being en-
couraged to remove the sweatshirt by supportive 
fellow runners.  

The years following 1967 saw a growing number of 
women running unofficially at Boston including 
Carol Ann Pancko, Elaine Pederson, and Marjorie 
Fish. Despite the successful completion of the mar-
athons by these women, it wasn’t until 1974 that 
women were officially allowed to run at Boston 
The journey didn’t end here. There was women 
still could not run the Olympic marathon as organ-
isers claimed there would be too few competitors. 
The longest women’s race in the Olympics was 
only 1,500m.  

The cosmetics company Avon approached Kathrine 
Switzer concerning the sponsoring of a women’s 
marathon event. The first was held in Atlanta, 
Georgia in March 1978, attracting over 250 world-
wide entrants. The success and growing popularity 
of the Avon-

sponsored women’s marathon thwarted the idea 
that there would be too few competitors for an 
Olympic event. Under increased pressure from the 
general public and the press including the Times, 
the Olympics finally allowed women to compete in 
1984.  

Some of these women’s actions were not con-
sciously part of the women’s liberation movement, 
Gibb said, “I hadn't intended to make a feminist 
statement. I was running against the distance [not 
the men] and I was measuring myself with my own 
potential.” However, the restrictions and obstacles 
they faced by the amateur authorities and the men 
organising the races were characteristic of the insti-
tutionalised sexism of the 1970s. Whether it was 
their intention or not, the women running these 
marathons were doing something much wider than 
running 26.2 miles, they were smashing through 
the limiting conceptions of women’s abilities and 
opening the doors for the participation of women 
in all sports.  

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Paula_Radcliffe_London_Marathon_2015.jpg  

Paula Radcliffe 

at the 2015 Lon-

don Marathon. 

She holds the 

world record for 

the fastest fe-

male marathon 

with a time of 

2:15:25 set in 

2003. 
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Jesse Owens is known for having been one of the 
greatest and possibly most famous athletes of all time. 
The four-time gold medallist broke through racial 
barriers, humiliated Hitler and created a lasting lega-
cy. 

   

Born in 1913, Jesse Owens was the grandson of a 
slave and the son of a sharecropper. He showed ath-
letic promise from a young age, setting the high 
school world record in his senior year in the 100 and 
220 yard dash. He then attended Ohio State Universi-

ty, working a number of jobs to support himself and 
his wife, including a night elevator operator and wait-
er, all while continuing to train to be a world-class 
athlete. In the run up to the 1936 Olympics, he set 
three world records and tied a fourth in the Big Ten 
Championships in 1935 – all in a span of 45 minutes.   

 

Having set an incredible precedent, Owens and ath-
letes from around the world descended on Berlin to 
compete in the 1936 Olympic Games. The games 
were a stage for Adolf Hitler, leader of Germany, to 

Jesse Owens, 1936 

https://vimeopro.com/user13599767/100-years1930s/video/63348422  
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show the world that the Aryan people, Euro-
peans with blonde hair and blue eyes, were 
the superior race. Jesse Owens, an African 
American from Alabama, thwarted Hitler’s 
vision. Owens was the most successful ath-
lete of the Games, winning four track and 
field gold medals in the 100m, 200m, 
4x100m relay and long jump. He was the 
first American to win four golds and held the 
record for 48 years.   

 

Despite his impressive achievements, Owens 
still faced racial discrimination as a black 
man in America. While in Ger-
many he stayed at the same ho-
tel as other athletes, whereas in 
the US his life was shaped by 
segregation, only being allowed 
to stay in hotels for black peo-
ple. President Franklin D. Roo-
sevelt didn’t invite Owens to 
the White House following his 
incredible success in Germany. 
He also didn’t receive the same 
commercial opportunities as his 
white counterparts, instead be-
ing forced to work often de-
meaning jobs, for example, rac-
ing against horses. He eventual-
ly filed for bankruptcy and was 
found guilty of tax evasion in 
1966.   

 

Here lies the strange juxtaposi-
tion. Owens was a pioneering 
athlete. Not only did he break 
world records, and an incredi-
ble number at that, he also 
broke through racial hierarchies, 
humiliating the Nazi regime in 
its own country. At the same 
time his own country treated 
him as a second class citizen. 
However, he did set a legacy. In 
1990 he was posthumously 
awarded the Congressional 
Gold Medal by President 
George H. W. Bush. In the 
same year he featured on the US 
postage stamp.   

 

The following quote from his official website 
sums his lasting influence on the sporting 
world: “Jesse Owens proved in Berlin and 
thereafter that he was a dreamer who could 
make the dreams of others come true, a 
speaker who could make the world listen 
and a man who held out hope to millions of 
young people.” 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/

Jesse Owens at the 1936 Berlin Olympics 
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I n 1954, West Germany defeated com-
munist Hungary in the World Cup final. 
It was to be the first of three World Cup 
trophies they would lift in the period be-

t w e e n  t h e  S e c o n d  W o r l d  W a r 
and German reunification in 1990, victories 
that were to become emblematic of the 
astounding cultural and economic revival taking 
place in the post-war democratic West. In con-
trast, East Germany (the German Democratic 
Republic or GDR) did not even enter. A year 
after the death of Stalin, and a series of upris-
ings crushed only by Soviet tanks, the new 
communist state was struggling.   
 
However, despite its comparative inferiority, 
East German football provides a fascinating lens 
through which the rest of society, and the Ger-
man Cold War experience, can be viewed. 
Football under communism, like the rest of 
society, was subject to the dictates of the 
state. The state, therefore, could direct re-
sources as it saw fit: “Why are there no tall 
players in East German football?” fans would 
joke, “because they’re all rowers!” However, 
what this meant, was that relationships between 
fans, players, clubs and those in power carried 
unique political immediacy. In 1954 for in-
stance, East Germans celebrating the foot-
balling victories of their neighbours were 
watched, noted and reported by the Stasi, the 
state secret police.    
 
As such, it was the existence of divided loyal-
ties, and contested identities, that defined East 
German football. The dominant team in East 

Germany, winning ten consecutive league titles 
from 1979 to 1988, was FC Dynamo Berlin, a 
side backed by the Stasi. Yet throughout this 
period fans flocked to city rivals FC Union Ber-
lin, a poorer and less successful side who en-
joyed a friendship with a club from West Ber-
lin, FC Hertha Berlin. In displaying banners at 
matches declaring solidarity for one anoth-
er, Union and Hertha fans made a profound 
statement rejecting the divided state of their 
city, and their nation. This friendship, howev-
er, has, since national reunification in 
1990, degenerated into bitter rivalry, illustrat-
ing the complex, and often contradictory, na-
ture of the relationship between East and West. 
Furthermore, whilst East Germans cheered 
their 1- 0 victory over West Germany at the 
1974 World Cup, they also celebrated the 
West’s eventual victory, and greatly admired 
t h e i r  i n s p i r a t i o n a l  c a p t a i n 
Franz Beckenbauer. Evidently, fans were quite 
capable of holding both an East German, and a 
German, identity.      
 
For players too the game became weighted 
with the pressures of Cold War politics. 
The case of Frank Lippman, the star player 
of FC Dynamo Dresden, is one such exam-
ple. In 1986 Dresden were winning 5 – 1 on 
aggregate against the West German side Bayer 
Uerdingen, in the quarter final of the European 
Cup Winners Cup. Lippman, who was playing 
only because the Stasi had ordered his manager, 
who had planned not to select him, to do so, 
had scored twice. However, in just forty-five 
minutes Dresden contrived to concede six 
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times, eventually losing to Bayer 7 – 5. Later 
that night footage emerged of Lippman cele-
brating the opposition’s second goal. That 
night he fled, escaped the Stasi and settled in 
the West.        
 
Whilst the German national team reunified in 
December 1990, two months after the nation 
itself, it was not until the 1991 – 1992 season 
that East German clubs were finally integrated 
into the Bundesliga, the top division of Ger-
man football. However, by the time a united 
Germany won their fourth FIFA World Cup, 
in Brazil, in 2014, a victory that should have 
been a celebration of the successes of reunifi-
cation, there was only one player born in the 
former GDR in the squad. Even that player, 
Toni Kroos, played for Bayern Munich at the 
time, by far the wealthiest and most successful 
German club. Likewise, not one club of the 
eighteen that made up the Bundesliga in 
2014 was from the old GDR. Today, RB 
Leipzig are the sole East German representa-
tive, a club, ironically enough, whose contro-
versial and meteoric rise has been fuelled by 
the financial might of the capitalist giant Red 
Bull.   
 
However, this disparity only mirrors that in 
wider society. Even Dresden, heralded as the 
economic miracle of the old East, has a GDP 
per capita still significantly lower than the 
average of the fifty largest West German cit-

ies. Politics too remains shaped by old Cold 
War divisions. The populist right wing party 
AfD (Alternative for Germany) enjoys around 
double the vote share in the old GDR. 
In 2018 there were racist riots in Chemnitz, 
and twenty-thousand members of the far-right 
group Pegida marched through Dresden 
chanting Islamophobic songs. Even now, three 
decades after the fall of the Berlin Wall, Cold 
War divisions remain, and German football, 
rather like German society, continues to grap-
ple with the legacy of separation.     
  
 

West German World Cup Team, 1974 
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Team GB at 2012 Paralympic Opening Ceremony 
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The word ‘Paralympic’ derives from the preposi-
tion ‘para’ and word ‘Olympic’, meaning along-
side the Olympics, or parallel Olympics. The 
term serves to demonstrate how the Olympics 
and Paralympics coexist side-by-side. Although 
the first games were held in 1960 in Rome, the 
showcase of incredible talent and ability began 
two decades earlier.  
 
  
World War Two was the deadliest conflict in 
history, with an estimated 3% of the world’s 
population losing their lives. Millions were 
wounded, leaving many with permanent, life-
changing injuries. To rehabilitate wounded ser-
vicemen, Stoke Mandeville Hospital opened a 
spinal injuries centre in Buckinghamshire in 
1944, under the lead of Dr. Ludwig 
Guttman. He believed that sport had a positive 
effect on his patients’ wellbeing. On 29 July 
1948, Guttman organised the first Stoke Mande-
ville Games, a competition for wheelchair ath-
letes. At this first games, 16 injured servicemen 
and women competed in archery. In 
1952, it became known as the International 
Stoke Mandeville Games, after Dutch service-
men joined. By 1954, this had grown to 14 na-
tions.   
 
  
400 athletes with disabilities, representing 23 
countries, arrived in Rome in 1960 ready to 
compete in the first Paralympic Games. Events 
included archery, swimming, basketball and 
javelin. In 1976, Sweden held the first Winter 
Games for Paralympians, with events such as al-
pine and Nordic skiing and ice sledge racing. The 

first modern Summer Paralympics took place in 
Seoul, South Korea in 1988 and the first modern 
Winter Paralympics was held in Tignes 
and Albertsville, France, in 1992.   
 
  
The last Paralympic Games, in Rio de Janeiro, 
saw incredible figures. 2.15 million tickets were 
sold, a record only beaten by the 2.7 million 
spectators at the London 2012 games. 220 world 
records were set and a further 432 Paralympic 
Games records were broken making it the most 
successful Games in terms of athletic perfor-
mance ever. 83 countries won at least one med-
al, the most ever at a Paralympic Games, and 
154 countries covered the Games on media out-
lets. From Rome to Rio, the Games have grown 
ten-fold, with 4,350 athletes competing in 2016. 
The 2018 Winter Games in South Korea was al-
so record-breaking, featuring 567 athletes from 
49 countries, the games were viewed on televi-
sion by an incredible 2.02 billion people world-
wide.   
 
  
Stephen Hawking, the famous physicist, said at 
the Opening Ceremonies of the Barcelona 
Games in 1992: “Each one has within us the 
spark of fire, a creative touch.” This quote feels 
fitting when describing the Paralympic Games. 
Overcoming injuries, the 16 original ex-
servicemen and women who first competed in 
1948 embodied this “spark of fire” and those 
competing today continue to do so.  
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C ricket is stereotypically viewed as 
a quintessentially English, gentle-
manly and polite sport. It carries 
connotations of upper-class par-

ticipation and is redolent of bright summer 
days, long balmy evenings and cucumber sand-
wiches. However, this has not always been so. 
Invented in the Middle Ages as a pastime for 
peasants, ‘club-ball’ was banned during the 
reign of Edward III (1327-77) because he 
viewed such distractions as detrimental to the 
ongoing effort to defeat France during the Hun-
dred Years’ War.   

 

The origin of the term ‘cricket’ is unclear: his-
torian Derek Birley, in his Social History of Eng-
lish Cricket, explains that ‘criquet’ was the Anglo
-Norman word for an elusive game played with 
a ball and stick. The Anglo-Saxon word for ‘a 
shepherd’s staff’ was ‘cricc’, and it is believed 
that young shepherds used these as the first 
cricket bats to alleviate the boredom of long 
hours watching over their flocks.  

 

Aside from the aforementioned reference to 
‘club-ball’, no records of cricket survive from 
the period from the fourteenth century to the 
reign of Elizabeth I (1558-1603). The sport re-
surfaces in the sixteenth century, known to 
have been played by farmers and schoolboys 
alike. By the eighteenth century, people began 
to bet on the results of matches, and bringing in 
the need for laws and regulations. The oldest 
set of cricket laws date from 1744 and are pre-
served in the museum at Lords, London. These 
laws were formalised in 1797 by the Maryle-
bone Cricket Club, based at Lords, and which 
assumed authority for the writing and interpre-
tation of cricket laws, a responsibility it still 
holds today. Many aspects of the game were 
regulated, such as the size of the pitch, the 
weight of the ball, and the area of the wicket. 
During this time, overarm bowling was also 
developed; previously, most players had bowled 
underarm. This change to the bowling method 
necessitated a redesign for cricket bats: a ball 
bowled overarm is better struck with a straight 
bat, whereas most bats previous to this time had 
been curved.   
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Regular fixtures soon became popular. For ex-
ample, the annual match between Eton and 
Harrow has been played since 1805, and accord-
ing to Birley, the poet Lord Byron played for 
Harrow in its first year (they lost). Cricket grew 
quickly in popularity in response to its new rela-
tion to gambling, and consequently it shifted 
from a rural pastime into one increasingly urban 
in nature. Aristocrats put together their own 
cricket clubs in towns and cities and competed 
to employ the best players, who were often 
from the lower economic orders. Therefore, it 
may be argued that integration between those of 
different social positions was important to the 
formation of local cricket clubs.   

 

Cricket was spread across the world by British 
imperialism during the 1800s, to such places as 
India, South Africa, Australia and the West In-
dies. Cricket continues to be a popular sport in 
these places, and their teams form the core of 
international competitions today. The Ashes, an 
international test-series between England and 
Australia, began in 1882 after England lost to 
Australia and a mock obituary for English crick-
et was published in The Sporting Times. A bail 

was burnt as representative of the physical re-
mains of the game, and its ashes were contained 
in a small urn which was preserved by a group 
of Melbourne women. An urn continues to be 
presented to the winners of the match today, 
though the original is preserved in the Lords 
museum. The 1800s and 1900s have been la-
belled by many as the ‘golden age’ of cricket, 
and stars such as W. G. Grace, and later Wally 
Hammond and Don Bradman, were household 
names.  In 1876, Grace set the record for the 
highest individual score in an innings (344) and 
held this record for the next 19 years. He was 
described at his death in 1915 as a sportsman 
who ‘carried a certain atmosphere of romance 
about him’, and the author of his Guardian obi-
tuary expresses sorrow that ‘no cricketer, living 
or dead […] ever will’ match the ‘amazing’ 
achievements of Grace’s career.  

Today, cricket remains popular for both audi-
ences and participants. In the 2000s, a new for-
mat of the game was introduced: the 
‘Twenty20’, or T20 match, in which each side 
plays just 20 overs. The resulting shorter game 
proved to 
be popular 

Monmouth Cricket 

Club, mid-1950s 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/

Continued on next page. 
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with spectators, and the Indian Premier League, a 
competition conducted in this format which began 
in 2008, has been described as ‘the most lucrative 
and popular form of cricket’ by the online ency-
clopaedia Britannica. In the IPL, eight teams rep-
resent eight Indian cities, and teams may recruit 
players from overseas. The financial rewards of-
fered to professional players by these teams has 
created new opportunities for players to accumu-
late wealth and celebrity status. In addition, there 
is also a T20 World Cup played every two years. 
The T20 format has been credited with the revi-
talisation of cricket for the twenty-first century, 
and also for renewing interest in cricket from 
young players.   

 

However, a 2014 Telegraph article reported con-
cern that participation in ‘grassroots’ cricket at 
local clubs in England is declining. The article 
blames this upon the ‘pressures of modern life’ 
such as shift work and the cost of cricket equip-

ment felt by participants. A survey commissioned 
by the England and Wales Cricket Board shows 
that participation in local cricket declined by over 
50,000 participants from 2013 to 2014. This led 
to the Board promising increased funding for local 
clubs, but despite this, the effects of declining par-
ticipation are still felt. For example, Darton 
Cricket Club, a local South Yorkshire club, re-
ceives funding from the ECB to hold ‘All Stars’ 
training sessions for children aged from 5 years as 
part of an attempt to increase participation. The 
club has suffered from lack of junior participation 
over the last decade. However, new teams of un-
der-9s and under-13s have recently formed, and 
this is attributed to the increased interest in crick-
et sparked by televised global T20 competitions.  

 

Cricket is a long standing and popular sport which 
permeates social classes and provides opportuni-
ties for community engagement. Its ever-changing 
form has seen it begin as a popular, lower-class 
pastime and subsequently become appropriated by 
aristocrats wishing to harness the potential returns 
from gambling. This helped to produce local and 
county clubs and celebrity players. More recently, 
further innovations such as T20, which critics at-
tacked as detrimental to more traditional forms of 
cricket, have raised awareness and participation. 
Measures to improve access and participation are 
beginning to prove effective, despite challenges 
such as funding and the demanding modern life-
styles of participants.  

W. G. Grace, 1891 
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