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The Olympic Torch: Where Does It Burn Brightest? 

T he decision to award Atlanta the 
right to host the 1996 Olympic Games 
came like an agonizing cry of defeat to 
many Greeks and Greek-Americans 
who had hoped that Athens - the 
birthplace of the modern Games in 1896 
- would have the honor of hosting 
their hundreth anniversary. The desire 
to see an Olympics centennial on Hel
lenic soil is not peculiar to the Greek 
mind, however; the appeal is felt by all 
of us who find significance in the patt
erns of history and who rejoice at what 
little poetic justice is actually found in 
the world. Call it sentimental (as many 
have); but consider for a moment this 
very human response to an event origi
nally conceived in purely human terms. 

Few people - Greek or otherwise -
would argue with the widespread obser
vation that the Olympic Games of today 
have lost much of the idealized athletic 
charm which was the ancient glory. The 
modern Olympics' hundred-year his
tory is tainted by frequent charges of 
political manipulation and a disheart
ening trend toward commercialism. In 
1936, Hitler tried to use the Olympic 
Games in Berlin as a stage to showcase 

"Aryan superiority." When Jesse 
Owens thwarted the Fuerher's scheme, 
sport won a temporary victory over 
politics; but in 1980, American ire over 
the Soviet Union's invasion of Afghan
istan led to our boycott of the Games in 
Moscow that year. Four years later, the 
Russians struck back with their own 
embargo in Los Angeles. Who said the 
Olympics are only sports?! 

All this is in stark contrast to the 
event as it originated in Delphi in the 
year 776 B.c., where, every four years, 
all cities would temporarily put aside 
their differences and come together for 
an occasion that challenged the partici
pants in athletic and cultural competi
tions - not military or political 
squabbles. 

Modern Athenians were hoping to 
revive something of this lost spirit ·of 
humanism by hosting the Olympic 
Games in 1996; unfortunately, today's 
Olympic Games require more than 
good intentions on the part of the host 
city to be successful in the eyes of the 
watching world. The Olympic festival is 
big business - one that requires not 
only vast space and facilities to hold 

events and house the multitudes of ath
letes, coaches, trainers, doctors, staff, 
and members of the press, but adequate 
transportation systems are needed, as 
well, to ferry all those people around, 
communication networks are indis
pensible for all that television and radio 
coverage, and let's not forget decent 
accommodations for the throngs of avid 
Olympics' fans who flock to the action, 
not to mention the absolute necessity of 
a top-notch security system. 

Athens would need a major facelift to 
make any of these things possible. I was 
there just a few months ago and was 
appalled not only by the air pollution 
and lack of proper public transpora
tion, but by the backward road system 
and the positive dearth of visible, easy
to-read street signs, as well. How would 
untold numbers of foreign visitors cope 
with this foray into civic chaos, I 
wondered? 

Her lack of political stability didn't 
help Athens' application either. First 
under a socialist government and now a 
conservative one, the Greek capital is 
often crippled by massive strikes. From 
postal workers to transportation 
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From a recent Wine & Cheese Party given by the Mr. & Mrs. Club of St. John's 
Cathedral, Tenafly N.J. President Steve Karas presented afarewell gift to Eva and 
Evris Kontos who will be leaving soon to live in their new home in Florida. Evris 
was a past President of the Club. He and his wife were both active members for 
many years. Photo on the left: Eva & Evris Kontos and Mary Karas. Standing Pres. 
Steve Karas, Peter Mo/fetas, Dena Gaitanios, Helen Papalexis and Chris Zarahi
ades. Right: Mary Karas, Barbara Paltos, Steve Karas, Voula & Nick Pituras, 
Marika Drakotos, Katina Paspalas, Chairman; Fotini Toulas & George Toulas. 

employees, it seems everybody is ready 
for the picket march. 

Athenias were hoping to host the 
Olympics not only for a reason to 
rebuild the city (Greeks often need rea
sons to do anything), but also as a rally
ing point for boosting slipping national 
pride. In the last few years, Greece has 
become known either for harboring ter
rorists or as a place where tourists get 
mugged (usually in the Plaka under the 
Acropolis). 

But because of tremendous bureau
cratic infighting within Greece, it is hard 
to get anything done. Many IOC 
members questioned holding the Games 
in a city with one of the worst air pollu
tion problems in the world. When the 
Greeks on the presentation committee 
shot back that Los Angeles had man
aged to overcome that same problem in 
1984, they failed to take into account 
the cooperative intergovernmental sys
tem in L.A. that made the clean-up task 
possible. No such equivalent system 
exists in Athens, where bureaucrats 
hold on to their turf like private fief
doms. Getting a common interurban 
bus replaced, for example, requires a 
herculean effort and literally reams of 
peperwork. 

It didn't help Athens when many IOC 
officials visited the city for an on-site 
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inspection. They arrived at an airport 
where soldiers walk around sporting 
submachine guns, and armored cars zip 
around the tarmac. Such scenes don't 
do much for that Olympic sense of fair 
play, not to mention safe play. 

After the announcement came from 
the IOC, many in Greece reacted with 
shock and downright hostility. They 
accused America of "stealing" the 
Olympics - citing how L.A. played 
host to the Games in 1984. Greeks were 
appalled that a city like Atlanta, with 
the worst homicide rate in the U.S., 
would receive what is meant to be a 
"peace" festival. No doubt what helped 
the Georgian beat out the Greek capital 
for this honor were her many modern 
amenities; necessities such as a modern 
transportation system and world-class 
hotels, a committment to build stadia 
and athletic facilities with private funds 
(as opposed to public money in Athens), 
and, being home of Turner Broadcast
ing, some of the most sophisticated 
communication systems on the planet. 

The sad truth is that the Olympics' 
centennial has passed Athens by. Senti
ment alone will not win you the chance 
to stage the event. Corporate sponsors 
and television dictate that whichever 
city is chosen, it must be able to meet 
certain state-of-the-art criteria. In the 

last analysis, many IOC members didn't 
feel the city that launched the modern 
Games in 1896 would be up to meeting 
the committee's rigid requirements a 
hundred years later. 

There are many who decry this devel
opment and call for a return to the "old" 
ways. They argue that television has 
emphasized competitiveness over the 
international cooperation that is needed 
to make an event such as the Games 
possible, and which is supposed to high
light our similarities rather than our dif
ferences. The tube is more interested in 
pitting athlete against athlete, and in 
spotlighting winner over loser, than in 
any more far-reaching sense of interna
tional community or the common aspi
ratons of mankind; instead, it's America 
vs . the Cubans in boxing, our female 
runners against their Russian counter
parts on the track, and so on. 

The fact is that the Olympic Games 
are simply changed forever. It's enough 
to say that they once were quaint and 
charming exhibitions of pure, amateur 
athleticism, but now with the introduc
tions of "professional" athletes (NBA 
stars, for instance, may now participate 
in the Games), the floodgate has opened 
and the course tide is not something 
anyone can easily reverse. 

Athenians may rightly feel bypassed 
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in this case, for something they intro
duced to the world is now no longer 
theirs. Like a son who left home and 
comes back to visit one day, showing off 
his growth and change, the Olympic 
Games have reached maturity; they 
must be allowed to make their own way 
in the world, even when it means mak
ing their own mistakes. 

Yet it's hard not to shed a tear here. 
The Greeks depserately needed the 
Olympics now, and they knew it. Social 
chaos has gripped Greece for the last 
four decades. Starting with a civil war in 
the late forties to the military junta tak
ing over in 1967 to various crackpot 
dictators and corrupt politicians, to 
recent political scandals and an econ
omy that's rapidly unraveling - these 
pressures on the country's stability 
show no sign of abating. 

What hosting the 1996 Olympic 
Games would have provided Greece 
was a temporary diversion from these 
internal ills; and, even more important 
and rare than a hundreth anniversary, 
the occasion would have brought a 
sense of unity to this long trou bled land 
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and a boost to her declining tourist 
industry. 

Greece's largest industry, tourism has 
suffered in recent years. Terrorist scares 
are partly to blame for the lost business, 
but many potential tourists now prefer 
to visit Tu rkey, where their travel dollar 
will go much further. The Greek Isles 
are still some of the most beautiful in the 
world, but many hotel developments 
have made them less Greek and more 
French, German, or American. In Tur
key, that hasn't happened yet and many 
vacationers flock to Ankara or Instan
bul, preferring an "authentic" near
Eastern experience. 

Maybe the Olympic torch would 
burn a bit brighter had Athens been 
chosen for 1996. For many Greek
Americans, the occasion would have 
given us an excuse to go back "to the old 
country" for a long-overdue visit. 

But wherever the city, the flame burns 
the same. This rivalry between urban 
centers vying for the torch makes a 
mockery of the goodwill that symbol is 
supposed to spawn. The very idea ofthe 
centennial celebration, for which the 

Athenians were hoping, becomes an 
excuse for cities to compete at out
doing one another. This is not the sort 
of competition upon which the Olym
pics were founded. 

If the Greeks are really serious about 
hosting any future Olympic Games, 
they ought to get their economic house 
in order first and clean up Athens 
(called by one United Nations report as 
"the armpit of the world") before mak
ing another bid, perhaps in the year 
2,000. Of course it won't be a "golden" 
anniversary then, bu t it might be a nice 
way of closing off the millenium and 
starting fresh on a new one. 

The Olympics may have been started 
by Greeks, but Greeks don't own them 
now - no one does. They were a gift 
given freely to the world, in hopes that 
peace and good relations would reign 
among all people. Though many of us 
had hoped to attend an Olympic centen
nial celebration in Athens in 1996, let us 
take heart from the true spirit of the 
Games, and let the best host win. 

ESTABLISHED 1987 

arathon 
MORTGAGE BANKING 

rI!lprOl: ANAPEAAHl: 
Licensed Mortgage Banker 
N YS Banking Department 

EIAIKEYMENOI l:THN IIAPOXH AANEInN 

rIA KA0E EIAOYl: AKINHTA 

MARATHON 
MORTGAGE BANKING 

46-02 BROADWAY ASTORIA, N.Y. 11103 (718) 726-6300 FAX (718) 956-4975 

DECEMBER, 1991 39 




