Women in the Modern Olympic Games

“A very unedifying spectacle for the spectators”

Baron Pierre de Coubertin founder of the Modern Olympics

Pierre de Coubertin was deeply opposed to women competing in the Olympic Games and in the very first Olympic Games in Athens in 1896 there were no women competitors. Against much opposition six women took part in the Paris Games of 1900.  They competed in two sports, tennis and golf and Charlotte Cooper (GB) became the first woman to win an Olympic Championship – for tennis.

Slowly, the numbers of competitors rose and new women’s events were added to the Olympic programme, but it was not until 1928 in Amsterdam that women took part in track and field athletics.  Even then, it was limited to five events: 100m, 800m, 4x100m relay, high jump and discus.  At the end of the 800m race, so many competitors collapsed that it was immediately removed from the programme. The IOC thought that long-distance running didn’t suit women and Doctors said women would ‘become old too soon’ if they kept running such distances, and the race was not held again until the 1960 Games!


Fanny Blankers-Koen the flying Dutchwoman won four gold medals at the London Olympics in 1948.  She first entered the Olympics in Berlin in 1936 when she was eighteen and finished equal sixth in the high jump.  It was twelve years before the next Games were staged (because of war) and she was then 30 years old and had two children.  That didn’t stop her – she took the Games by storm and won the 100m, 200m, and 80m hurdles- and also won the sprint relay! 
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Dawn Fraser from Australia was the first swimmer in Olympic history to win a gold medal in the same event (100m freestyle) in three successive Games.  She was 19 when she won her first Olympic title and broke the world record at Melbourne in 1956.  She won a second gold medal and broke another world record in the sprint relay at the same Games!  She won the 100m freestyle again in Rome in 1960 and held on to it for the third time in Tokyo in 1964, breaking the Olympic record with a time of 59.5 secs.
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   Dawn Fraser                                                                            

Nadia Comaneci (Romania) was only 14, weighed 86lbs and was less than 5ft tall, when she scored the first perfect ”10” in gymnastic history, at the Montreal Games in 1976.  She was awarded maximum points for her performance on the beam and asymmetric bars, confusing the computer, which could not handle a perfect score.  She repeated her 10 out of 10 at Moscow in 1980.

[image: image3.jpg]



 Nadia Comaneci                                                        

Name: ___________________________________

Worksheet: Women in the Modern Olympic Games


1. How many women competed in the first Modern Olympic Games in 1896?

_______________________________________________________


2. Who was the first woman to win an Olympic medal and for which sport?

_______________________________________________________


3. When and where were track and field competitions first introduced for women?
_______________________________________________________


4. What did some Doctors say in 1928 about Women’s participation in long distance running?

_______________________________________________________


5. Who was known as the flying Dutchwoman?

__________________________________________________

6. Where, when and in which events did she win?

_______________________________________________________


7. Which Australian swimmer was the first to win a gold medal in the same event in three successive Games?

_______________________________________________________


8. When and where was synchronised swimming first introduced?

_______________________________________________________


9. Who was the first woman to light the Olympic flame?

_______________________________________________________


10. Why did Nadia Comaneci confuse the computer in 1976 at the Montreal Games 

_______________________________________________________



1908 London


36 women took part in the Games.





1928 Amsterdam


There were 290 women out of 3,000 competitors.





1968 Mexico 


Nearly 800 women took part in the Mexico Games out of 6,00 competitors.





1912 Stockholm


Swimming events for women were included for the first time.





1984 Los Angeles


There were 75 women’s events.


Synchronised swimming and Modern Rhythmic Gymnastics were added for the first time.





1968 Mexico


The first woman to light the Olympic flame was a 400m runner, Enriqueta Basilio





1984 Los Angeles


Women’s marathon introduced.





2004 Athens





It is estimated that there will be 5980 female competitors and 6600 male.  





One wonders what Pierre de Courbertain would have made of this.





In 1999, the true measure of Fanny Blankers-Koen's achievements was recognised by the International Amateur Athletics Federation, which declared her to have been the greatest female athlete of the 20thcentury. She died in January 2004.











