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The most famous Olympic picture of all time  
Dorando helped across the finish line at White City  
 
‘Good old London’s in a maze with its very latest craze...’ The White City exhibition Flip-Flap song ‘London 
calling to the faraway towns, now that war is declared and battle come down… London calling, yeah, I was 
there too, and you know what they said? Well some of it was true, London calling at the top of the dial, 
after all this won’t you give me a smile?’ The Clash 
 
In 1908 the fourth modern Olympic Games were held at White City in Shepherd’s Bush, and we won. After 
Athens 1896, Paris 1900, St Louis 1904 and the unofficial Athens 1906, the 1908 games were originally to 
be held in Rome. But, following an eruption of Mount Vesuvius in 1906, the Italian government couldn’t 
afford to build a stadium and had to stand down to save the country from economic ruin. So the games 
were re-awarded to London. As the founder of the modern Olympics, Baron Pierre de Coubertin put it, 
“The curtain descended on the Tiber’s stage and rose soon after on that of the Thames.”  
 
This left the British Olympic organising committee with less than a year to resolve their own funding 
difficulties, although the venue and transport system were already in place. Getting the Olympics 
coincided with the planning of the Franco-British Exhibition to celebrate four years of the Entente Cordiale. 
Ironically, the French Chamber of Commerce in London came up with the idea in 1905. The following year 
the site was acquired in north-east Shepherd’s Bush W12, west of Wood Lane between Uxbridge Road 
and Du Cane Road, which at 140 acres was 8 times larger than the 1851 Great Exhibition in Hyde Park.  
 
With the inner entrance by the Wood Lane Exhibition (White City Central line) and Wood Lane 
Metropolitan (Hammersmith and City line) stations, also connected to the outer entrance at the 
Shepherd’s Bush Uxbridge Road Central line station by train, tramway and omnibus, a transport system 
was already in place capable of conveying 80,000 people an hour to the exhibition. In January 1907 work 



began on the former Wood Lane farmland, and in 1908 the site of the Westfield White City shopping mall 
and the BBC became the centre of the world. 
 
An international team of architects, supervised by Imre Kiralfy (who has a memorial in Kensal Green 
cemetery), Maurice Toudoire and John Belcher, designed the two main entrances at Uxbridge Road and 
Wood Lane, the 20 palaces and pavilions, 120 exhibition halls, and various rides, waterways, bridges, 
pagodas and roads, which were constructed by a 4,000 strong day workforce, while 2,000 worked under 
floodlights at night. At the height of the construction work it’s estimated that 12,000 were employed, and a 
factory inspector said there were hundreds of unreported accidents. In late July work began in the north-
east corner of the site on an £80,000 stadium, the most advanced in the world at the time, designed to 
hold 150,000; 66,000 seated and 17,000 undercover. The oval arena featured a banked cycling track, a 
586 yard running track, a state of the art 100 metres swimming and diving tank, and an international 
assembly and dressing room complex. 
 

 
 
On May 14 1908 the Prince of Wales, the future George V, declared the exhibition open and Madame 
Albani sang the national anthem in the pouring rain. On May 26 ‘The Marseillaise’ and the national anthem 
were played for the visit of President Fallieres and Edward VII. On site editions of the Daily Mail and the 
Evening News were printed in the Daily Mail dome pavillion. As the exhibition buildings were all painted 
white the event and the site soon gained the nickname, ‘The Great White City’. Originally the exhibition 
company was called the International and Colonial Commercial Co Ltd. At the end of 1908 it became the 
Shepherd’s Bush Exhibition Ltd, and in 1909 a public company was floated called The Great White City 
Ltd. 
 
Beyond the Uxbridge Road arch and the inner Wood Lane entrance, exhibition goers went through the 
Instruments of Pure Science, Musical Instruments and Fancy Articles exhibitions into the Court of Honour 
lake quadrangle of the French and British Palaces of Industry and Education, to the Congress Hall on the 
site of the BBC. At night the cascade in front of the Congress Hall was illuminated by coloured lights 
creating a rainbow effect while the Court was lit by 16,000 electric lamps. Beyond the Congress Hall was 
the Popular Café, the French and British Applied Art exhibitions, and the Palace of Decorative Art. To the 
west was the French Restaurant, the Palace of Music and the Palace of Women’s Work – from Elizabeth I 
to Florence Nightingale; to the east, by the Royal Entrance, the Sports Club, Fine Art Palace and Lagoon 
Restaurant. Around the central Elite Gardens was the Franco-British Louis XV, Imperial and Royal 
pavilions, and the Garden Club next to the stadium; to the north the Grand Restaurant; to the west, the 
Machinery Halls and the French Artisans Pavilion. 
 



 
 
The main recreational novelty attraction of the exhibition was the Flip-Flap. This contraption consisted of 
two 150 foot counter-poised iron arms with carriages holding 50 people, which went up to 200 feet, 
passing each other. By the end of the exhibition over a million people had paid a total of £27,000 to go on 
it. The attraction also inspired the White City hit song, Darewski and Hilmott’s ‘Take Me on the Flip-Flap’, 
on the Francis, Day and Hunter label (which became part of EMI), as it was performed at music halls by 
Ella Retford and Millee Legrand:  
 
‘Good old London’s in a maze with its very latest craze, and every day in crowds we fight and push on a 
motorbus to climb, 27 at a time, or take a good old tube to Shepherd’s Bush, It’s an exhibition rare that is 
drawing thousands there, every nation gaining in the grand display, So to see it you contrive, but directly 
you arrive, the girlie on your arm will say; take me on the Flip-Flap, do, dear, do, it looks so lovely down 
below, so pay your money, and up you go, and though a queer sensation, you wish it would never stop, 
but down you slide, with a flip flap, flip flap.’ 
 

 
 
On the west side of the Flip-Flap was the Spiral Slide, the New Zealand and Crown Colonies pavilions, the 
Spider’s Web, the Old London recreation from before the Great Fire, the Mountain Slide Helter Skelter, the 
1889 Johnstown flood recreation and the Stereomatos’ proto-psychedelic projections. On the outer 
colonial limits there was the Canadian Palace and scenic railway, the Australian Palace, the Ceylon and 
India Tea Houses, and the Indian Arena, a 3,000 capacity open-air theatre where proto-Bollywood 
spectacular shows were performed featuring elephants, acrobats, snake-charmers, etc, from ‘our Indian 
empire’. Behind which, at the far north end of the exhibition, the Irish Village Ballymaclinton contained 



some of US President McKinley’s grandfather’s cottage, with all proceeds going to the suppression of 
tuberculosis in Ireland.  
 
To the east of the Flip-Flap, between the shooting range and Canadian toboggan ride and the Olympic 
fencing ground, was the most dubious imperialist exhibit, the Senegalese Village, in the French colonies 
section, described thus in the White City booklet: ‘Here, in a cluster of mud huts, the 150 African Negroes 
brought over by Messrs A Bouvier and Fleury Tarnier worked as they would back home. A village school 
showed how France and Great Britain cared for the children of Africa. Visitors could hear and see the 
weird chants and rhythmic dancing of the younger members of the troupe.’ 
 

 
 
White City also set a precedent for Notting Hill Carnival as a fashionable event; going to the exhibition was 
all about dressing up. The style of the day, as outlined in Donald Knight’s The Exhibitions, was, for 
women, either grey or green costume with braid and button trimming, white collar and cuffs, lace blouse, 
fawn felt hat with brown ostrich feathers, brown handbag, fawn gloves; or poplin skirt, bolero jacket, white 
lace blouse, straw hat decorated with ribbons or flowers, gloves and parasol.  
 
For men the fashion was lounge suits of worsted or tweed (herringbone, plain or striped) in brown, grey or 
navy, single or double-breasted jacket and waistcoat. Shoes were starting to come in but most men wore 
boots, and bowler hats or straw boaters. Young girls dressed entirely in white, with black lace-up shoes, 
boys in knee-breeches, blouses with lace collar and cuffs or a jersey, and sailor suits. For the working 
class, who couldn’t afford to go to the seaside but could just manage a day at the exhibition, it was 
Sunday best, white blouse and short jacket for women; black suit, flannel shirt and cap for men; 
knickerbockers, shirt and cap for boys, plain dress with smocking or pleats for girls. 
 

 
 



 
 
THE 1908 WHITE CITY OLYMPICS  
 

 
 
In July, with the Olympics about to start, the organising council president Lord Desborough was still 
appealing for extra funding. The Olympic council only received a quarter of the gate receipts, the rest went 
to the exhibition. As Desborough complained that we wouldn’t be able to return the hospitality afforded to 
us at the previous games, a reception and planned excursions to historical sites were abandoned. On July 
4 the AAA championships Olympics warm-up took place, on July 9 the Olympic swimming tank was used 
for the national fly and bait casting championship. 
 
The 1908 London Olympics opening ceremony took place on July 13. In the opening parade of athletes 
the British team was led by Cambridge and Oxford Blues and an Eton 8 member, but the Danish women 
gymnasts got the biggest cheer. As political problems immediately surfaced with Ireland/the US, the stars 
and stripes flag was flown at half-mast, probably by accident, and the Swedish and Finnish flags didn’t 
appear. The Swedes withdrew from the games in protest, and the American standard-bearer, the shot-
putter Ralph Rose, neglected to dip his flag as he passed in front of the king.  
 
After that, according to The Historical Dictionary of the Modern Olympic Movement, ‘the remaining 
activities were held with open animosity.’ The Americans believed that the British officials would stop at 
nothing to prevent US victory, while the British saw the Americans’ determination to win, spurred on by 
their enthusiastic supporters, as loud, brash, unsportsmanlike and ungentlemanly conduct. The former 
playboy prince Edward VII was said to be offended by the ‘barbarous cries’ of the Americans. 
 
In the first four days of the games the US lodged four official protests. The first major controversy, in the 
tug of war, arose over the rule prohibiting the wearing of shoes with projecting nails or tips. The US team, 
in ordinary shoes, protested that their opponents, a team from the Liverpool police in heavy, steel-rimmed 
boots, had an unfair advantage. But their complaint was dismissed as the policemen were considered to 
be in their usual footwear. The tie went ahead but the Americans made no attempt to win. After they left 
the field in protest, only three all-British teams remained and the tug of war gold was duly won by the City 
of London police team. Other Pythonesque silly sports included the standing long jump, in which 
competitors leant forward with arms outstretched as far as they could go without falling over, then brought 
their legs up and jumped. This event was won by Team GB’s Ray Ewry. 
 



In the second week of the Olympics the next silly sport controversy occurred in the 400 metres, which 
wasn’t run in lanes, or with strings as was then the norm. In the first round Wyndham Halswell(e), the AAA 
champion, was the fastest with a time of 49.4 seconds, 0.2 outside the Olympic record set by the 
American Harry Rillman in 1904. In the semi Hallswell beat the record with a time of 48.4 seconds. For the 
final only four runners lined up; Halswell, who drew second position, and three Americans; on the inside 
John C Carpenter, then William C Robbins, and on the outside the black American John P Taylor, 
Halswell’s main challenger and widely regarded as the favourite. Around 50 metres Robbins appeared to 
cut across Halswell to join Carpenter on the inside. Halswell and Carpenter traded the lead back and forth 
into the long home straight of the horse-shoe shaped track; then Carpenter took a diagonal course to the 
finish line, preventing Halswell from overtaking him.  
 
As the partisan crowd went mad, the British officials signalled a foul and went on to the track to break the 
tape before the race finished. As the race was declared void and Carpenter disqualified, the American was 
photographed walking off disconsolately in a stylish raincoat. The New York Times complained ‘English 
crowds boo American performers for no reason whatsoever.’ The Amateur Athletic Association ordered 
the race to be re-run two days later, but after Carpenter’s disqualification his team-mates withdrew in 
solidarity, and the army lieutenant Halswell was made to run on his own. He did it ‘with great personal 
dignity’ in 50 seconds, but it was a bit silly and caused much international recrimination.  
 
50 years on, the track authorities, Roberto Quercetani and Don Potts reported: ‘The evidence of the 
statements by both British and American observers and the pictures taken of the finish and the footprints 
of the runners, clearly indicate that Carpenter did run wide in an attempt to discourage Halswell from 
passing. It makes no difference whether such a manoeuvre was legal or not, since it was certainly 
unsportsmanlike and not to be condoned for any reason whatever. On the other hand, the behaviour of 
the British officials far exceeded any infraction made by Carpenter, in particular and the American team in 
general.’ 
 
The American team commissioner James Sullivan was particularly bitter and outspoken about what he 
believed to be an anti-Irish American conspiracy. De Coubertin said of his old Olympic founding rival, “I 
just could not understand Sullivan’s attitude here, he shared his team’s frenzy and did nothing to calm 
them down.” As the Anglo-American hostility intensified, in spite of the British officials, Americans still won 
most of the track and field events, 15 of the 27, and set the three world records of the games. 
 
DORANDO’S MARATHON 
 

 
Dorando the first international sporting superstar en route through west London 
 
After it rained throughout most of the Olympics, the day of the marathon was exceptionally hot. At 2.30pm 
on Friday July 24 1908, 56 runners, accompanied by attendants on bicycles, set off from Windsor Castle. 
In a gesture of international goodwill all events were measured in metric, apart from the marathon. The 
route went through Slough, Uxbridge, Ruislip, Harrow, Willesden, Harlesden, and across Wormwood 
Scrubs to White City; a distance of 26 miles, plus 385 yards round the track to the finish line in front of the 
royal box. This remains the official marathon distance, and was also the cause of the notorious scenes 



that made the event the most famous in Olympic history. The race gripped the imagination of the public, 
and 250,000 lined the west London route, making it the biggest sporting event in history. 
 
After 10 miles, two British runners Price and Lord led by 50 yards from the South African Charles 
Hefferson and the diminutive Italian Dorando Pietri, wrongly identified in the programme by his Christain 
name. Hefferson proceeded to overtake the wilting Brits and built up his lead from 2 minutes after 15 miles 
to 4 minutes after 20. Then he began to fade and the Italian caught up and overtook him, with 2 miles to 
go across Wormwood Scrubs. Dorando was photographed going through Harlesden, accompanied by his 
gesticulating attendant, with the American Hayes hot on his heels. He made it to White City, but that was 
his lot.  
 
As he appeared in the stadium the Times introduced the world’s first sporting superstar as ‘a tired man, 
dazed, bewildered, hardly conscious, in red shorts and white vest, his hair white with dust staggers on to 
the track… He looks about him, hardly knowing where he is. Just the knowledge that somehow, by some 
desperate resolve of determination, he must get round the 200 yards to the tape of the finish keeps him on 
his feet.’ The crowd’s cheer turned into a collective gasp as Dorando went in the wrong direction and 
collapsed. Officials (including one with a long conical loudhailer) lifted him up but he fell over again. The 
Sherlock Holmes author Arthur Conan-Doyle wrote: ‘He was within a few yards of my seat. Amid stooping 
figures and grasping hands I caught a glimpse of the haggard, yellow face, the glazed, expressionless 
eyes, the lank, black hair streaked across the brow. Surely he is done now. He cannot rise again.’ 
 
Then the Irish-American Johnny Hayes entered the stadium, closing fast on the staggering Italian. With 
the whole crowd – apart from Americans – willing Dorando on, the Clerk of the Course JM Andrews and 
the medical attendant Dr MJ Bulger helped him over the finish line, creating the most famous image in 
Olympic history, and also clearly violating the rules. Andrews proceeded to declare him the winner, the US 
officials immediately filed a complaint, Dorando was disqualified and Hayes declared the winner. As 
Hayes was carried round the track on a table by his teammates, two of whom won silver and bronze, 
Dorando was stretchered off to hospital and Anglo-American relations hit their lowest point since the 18th 
century. 
 
As rumours persisted that Dorando had died – his heart was said to have been displaced by half an inch – 
the British public felt that the plucky Italian should get the Greek challenge cup (representing 
Pheidippides, who dropped dead after bringing news of the defeat of the Persians at Marathon) and saw 
the Americans as poor sportsmen. After Dorando’s marathon, at a ball at the Grafton Galleries and/or a 
dinner in a Holborn restaurant, the definitive Olympic quote was made, by a Frenchman, quoting an 
American, referring to an Italian, also encapsulating a definition of Britishness, when the Olympics founder 
Pierre de Coubertin said: “Last Sunday during the sermon organised at St Paul’s in honour of the athletes, 
the Bishop of Pennsylvania made the point that ‘the important thing in these Olympics is not so much 
winning as taking part.’ The important thing in life is not the victory but the battle. The essential thing is not 
to have conquered but to have been a good loser.” 
 
At the closing ceremony on July 25 the Americans were further enraged when Queen Alexandra paid 
special attention to Dorando, presenting him with the gold challenge cup and a Windsor forest oakleaf 
Olympic wreath. Dorando exhibited the cup at Hammersmith Palais (then the Hammersmith Palace of 
Varieties), toured the country, and turned professional before returning to Italy. Irving Berlin composed a 
number in his honour and Arthur Conan-Doyle wrote the Dorando eulogy: ‘No Roman of prime ever has 
borne himself better; the great breed is not yet extinct.’ In 1995 a White City street was named Dorando 
Road after him. Johnny Hayes was only feted by the US president, Theodore Roosevelt, who said “I am 
so glad that a New York boy won it.” 
 
Officials and athletes from many of the 19 participating countries, not only the US, protested about the 
British officiating – there were no foreign officials – and local associations having sole responsibility for 
their events. The US and other countries also complained about the British scoring system, under which 
one point was awarded for first and nothing for second and third in all events. At the previous games the 
American system was applied of 5 points for first, 3 for second, one for third, for track and field events. In 
another point of international friction very few countries apart from Britain were represented in the events 
outside White City. The yachting, which was held off the Isle of Wight and in the Firth of Clyde, was a 
purely British affair. Winston Churchill’s aunt, the Duchess of Westminster, was a gold medallist. 
 
All the golds went to Britain in boxing, football, hockey, men’s and women’s lawn tennis, rowing, polo, 
water-polo and racquets. A total of 145 – 56 gold, 50 silver and 39 bronze, 45% of the 323 medals 
awarded. In St Louis 1904 the US won 80 golds, 240 in total, and everyone else shared the remaining 40. 
France won in Paris 1900, and Sweden in Stockholm 1912. In spite of a number of punctures, Britain won 



5 of the 6 cycling golds on the flooded White City cycle track. The hard-court tennis and racquets Olympic 
events took place back in the spring at Queen’s club, the polo at Hurlingham in June, lawn tennis at 
Wimbledon and shooting at Bisley in early July, the rowing at Henley and motorboat racing in August, in a 
gale off Southampton. 
 

 
 
The football, rugby, lacrosse and hockey finals were held at White City in October. The gold winning GB 
football team included professionals. A figure skating Olympic event was held for the first time at the 
Prince’s Skating Rink, and the Olympic boxing tournament took place at the Northampton Institute in 
Clerkenwell. The middleweight boxing gold went to the England cricketer JWHT Douglas, who was known 
– ironically for his boxing opponents – as ‘Johnny Won’t Hit Today’ by cricket fans. 
 
Despite, and perhaps partly because of, the controversy, the first London Olympics were still a success, if 
not the greatest international sporting event in history. As well as the definitive quote, London brought 
about important advances in judging, officiating and scoring, and took the games on to another level from 
their previous world fair sideshow status to world spectacle in their own right. After the Olympics passed 
off without anything going seriously wrong, disaster struck White City on August 14 when a hydrogen-filled 
silk balloon, which was due to fly over the exhibition, exploded killing three people. 
 
On October 31, after Britain won another gold in the barely international hockey tournament, the ‘Great 
White City’ Franco-British exhibition closed with a fireworks display by James Pain and Son in the 
stadium, featuring a Chinese pagoda and the arms of France and England combined, attended by Edward 
VII and President Fallieres. After the closing Fantasia fireworks with military band accompaniment, police 
were deployed to prevent boisterous behaviour by young men with ‘Votes for Women’ placards turning 
into a White City riot. 
 



 
 
White City 1908-2008  White City continued to host exhibitions and fairs until World War 2; in 1909 there 
was the Imperial International exhibition, in 1910 the Japanese-British, in 1911 the George V coronation 
exhibition; in 1914 relations were patched up enough between Britain and the US for the Anglo-American 
exposition, featuring a mini New York, Grand Canyon, Panama Canal and the ‘101 Ranch Real Wild West 
Show’, until its abrupt closure on the outbreak of World War 1. The exhibition halls did their bit in both 
wars, in the first they were used for medicals and basic training, in the second as the post-Dunkirk 
evacuation centre and for parachute production. Between the wars the halls became the permanent site of 
the British Industries Fair. 
 
White City stadium went on to host greyhound racing, the White City Rebels speedway meets, boxing 
including Freddie Mills’ world championship victory over Gus Lesnevich in 1948, and Randolph Turpin’s 
over Charles Humez in a world middleweight fight in 1953, QPR in 1931 and 1962, clay pigeon shooting, 
rodeos, dog and horse shows, the 1934 British Empire Games, and cheetah racing. Notorious dog track 
habitués included Haigh the acid-bath murderer, Dirk Bogarde – as a cop killer on the run in the finale of 
Basil Dearden’s 1949 film The Blue Lamp, and Stan Bowles, the 70s QPR flair footballer. In 1954 Chris 
Chataway broke the 5,000 metres world record and in ‘57 Derek Ibbotson broke the mile record at White 
City. There was the Uruguay v France World Cup group game in 1966, Billy Graham, the Kinks and David 
Cassidy gigs. The stadium also featured in Steptoe and Son and Minder. 
 
When QPR played there White City was known as the ‘Soulless Stadium’, compared with the homely 
Loftus Road. Derek Jones: “There was a jazz critic-cum-columnist, Benny Green I think his name was, he 
was quite a popular columnist at the time, and he wrote an article that commented on how nobody marked 
the passing of the White City. They staged the Empire Games there, which I saw once before it became 
the Commonwealth Games. In it’s time it was a big stadium, but when they pulled it down nobody seemed 
to take any notice. I know when dog racing finished it upset quite a few people, but that’s all by the board. 
The other big sport was speedway, which went to Wimbledon, Haringey, Wembley, and that was a very 
big sport which has since declined.”  
  

 
1968 Olympics 
 



Daley Thompson and Linford Christie  “Another local boy was Daley Thompson. A mate of mine, a 
black geezer named Joe, he went to school with him I think. I asked him, I said do you remember Daley 
Thompson? He said I think so, he said there was a kid at school who was always jumping and running 
about. He said actually he used to irritate you a bit but Joe’s a very quiet fella you know. But apparently I 
heard Daley Thompson said, I think he was exaggerating but he said if you were black and you were born 
in Notting Hill you had to be able to run, it was the safest thing to do, but I don’t think things were ever that 
bad. There’s a niece of mine, I think she went to school with Daley Thompson.”  
 
The 1980 and ’84 Olympics decathlon champion is immortalised in Notting Hill by Daley Thompson House 
on Talbot Road. Linford Christie, who was brought up on Loftus Road by the QPR ground and started 
running at the Canberra primary school in White City, got his own stadium. After his 100 metres gold 
triumph at the 1992 Barcelona Olympics, the former West London Stadium on Du Cane Road was named 
in his honour. In 1986 Linford was arrested by police on his way back from training at White City, racially 
abused for wearing an England tracksuit and accused of inciting a riot.  
 
The only parts of the White City exhibition to make it into the 21st century were the entrance arch at 
Shepherd’s Bush roundabout and some of the Uxbridge Road halls on iron stanchions on the British Rail 
land alongside the M41 West Cross Route. In 1978 the White City historian Donald Knight was told that 
British Rail were hoping the site would return to its Franco-British roots as the White City Channel Tunnel 
goods terminal. The Shepherd’s Bush arch made it into the original artist’s impression of the Chelsfield 
Westfield shopping mall development, but came to an unpublicised demise four years before its 
centenary. In spite of which, the multicultural London legacy of ‘The Great White City’ Imperial exhibition 
and Olympics lives on in the White City Estate. 
 
As well as destroying the heritage of the 1908 White City Olympics, the Westfield shopping mall corporate 
Labour gentrification scheme has been extended east to rename the former Latimer Road squatted 
Republic of Frestonia, home of Steptoe and Son, the ‘Notting Hill Village, a campus style development of 
offices, studio-style workplaces and apartments.’ 
 
2008 Olympics A hundred years on and west London was once more the scene of international Olympic 
controversy when the torch was grabbed from the former Blue Peter presenter Konnie Huq by a Tibet 
protester on Ladbroke Grove outside the Elgin pub. In another Olympics related Blue Peter controversy 
the local footballers Les Ferdinand and Dennis Wise have been implicated in the vandalism of Percy 
Thrower’s Blue Peter garden at the BBC White City Centre in 1983. There was also a 2008 re-enactment 
of Dorando’s 1908 marathon from Windsor to White City by the sports writers John Bryant (dressed as 
Dorando with a false moustache) and Steve Seaton (dressed as Johnny Hayes). 
 
For further information see The Great White City Exhibitions  by Donald Knight and Hammersmith 
and Fulham Archives and Local History Collection 19 1 Talgarth Road W14 
 

 
 
 
 
 



WEMBLEY 1948 OLYMPICS 
 

  

 
 
‘The important thing in the Olympic Games is not winning but taking part. The essential thing in life is not 
conquering but fighting well.’ Baron de Coubertin  
 
40 years after the White City Olympics and three years after the end of Word War 2, London hosted the 
Olympic games again at Wembley – Stadium and Empire Pool; with the cycling at Herne Hill and Windsor, 
basketball at Haringey, shooting at Bisley, horse riding at Aldershot, rowing at Henley and yachting at 
Cowes and Torbay. Following a 12 year gap since the 1936 Nazi Olympics and the 1940 and 1944 war 
games, the second London games, dubbed the austerity or spartan Olympics, with no Germany, Russia or 
Japan, were described as inexpensive, unpretentious and successful – all in all another very British 
Olympics. 1940 was to be Helsinki and 1944 London. 
 
Although Britain only won three golds, two in rowing (double skulls and coxless pairs) and one in yachting 
(swallow), none in athletics for the first time, and the US dominated, as the Wembley scoreboard 
pronounced: ‘The important thing in the Olympic Games is not winning but taking part. The essential thing 
in life is not conquering but fighting well. Baron de Coubertin.’ 
 
Roger Bannister, the 1954 four minute mile runner from Kensington, recalled the British team finding itself 
without a flag at the opening ceremony, and having to break into his car to get an old spare one. The 
British high jumper Dorothy Tyler-Odam, who narrowly missed out on a gold after driving a truck for the 
dambuster squadron during the war, recalled Wembley “filling up with countries from just about 
everywhere, but not including Germany, thank goodness.” However, the Nazi Olympic flame, introduced at 
Berlin in 1936, was retained with a suitably Aryan torch-bearer. 
 
In a 1908 style track controversy in reverse, Britain won the 400 metres relay gold after USA were 
disqualified due to a baton change infringement. But, after the international jury checked the photos, the 
disqualification was annulled and the US got the gold. This was the first time technology was used to 
make a decision in an Olympic event. There was a record 68 hours of live outside broadcasting of the 
games and the BBC used cameras with long-shot, mid-shot and close-up lenses for the first time. 
 



 
 
Fanny Blankers-Koen  The Flying Dutchwoman  Most of the participants in the 1948 Olympics 
reminiscence project recalled being too busy to take much notice; bringing up children, working long 
hours, and trying to make ends meet in cramped living conditions, with rationing and shortages still very 
much part of everyday life. Greta remembered “going round to a neighbour’s who had a television about 
the size of a postage stamp. We were watching Fanny Blankers-Koen win one of several gold medals, she 
always wore some strange sort of headgear. I’ll always remember the son of the house put a tea cosy on 
his head and ran round and round the living room.”  
 
‘The Flying Dutchwoman’ Fanny Blankers-Koen was the iconic star of the 1948 games who everyone 
remembers. The Dutch high jump and long jump world record holder won four golds at Wembley on the 
track, in the 100 metres, 200 metres, 80 metres hurdles and 100 metres relay. The other stars of the 
games were the Jamaican Arthur Wint who won the 400 metres gold, Emil Zapotek who won the 10,000 
metres, and the 17 year old American decathlon gold medallist Bob Mathias.  
 
Charlie’s 1948 reminiscence was: “beautiful weather – a heatwave – I was very happy because we had an 
ice-cream business. We were the first ones in the street to have a television – we were very proud of it – it 
cost 160 guineas which was a lot of money in those days. It had a tiny little screen but we watched the 
Olympics on it. I met the Greek team, they were invited to Greek people’s houses for dinner, and I went to 
see the athletics in the stadium, once with a friend who was an Arsenal footballer.”  
 
Due to post-war housing and food shortages Olympic teams were told to bring their own food and many 
stayed with compatriots in London. The rest were billeted at schools, Richmond Park, RAF Uxbridge and 
West Drayton. At one point prisoner of war camps were to be used. Some of the eastern European 
competitors, including four of the Czechoslovakian team, liked it so much in London that they stayed on 
after games. The Czech long distance runner Emil Zatopek called it “a liberation of spirit to be there in 
London. After all the dark days of the war, the bombing, the killing and the starvation, the revival of the 
Olympics was as if the sun had come out.” 
 

 
Fanny Blankers-Koen 
 



Fanny Blankers-Koen herself told the Standard in 1998: “The Dutch women’s team stayed with some 
other countries at a school in Northwood. To get to the stadium we had to walk to the station and get on 
an underground train. That was so unusual for us. But once we arrived at Wembley the atmosphere was 
so sporting.” Blankers-Koen recalled being inspired by the British athletics team manager Jack Crump, 
who said she was “too old to make the grade.” On her triumphant return to Holland, she was presented 
with a bike and had a flower named in her honour.  
 
On the 50th anniversary of the 1948 Olympics Fanny Blankers-Koen returned to Wembley for an Olympic 
veterans’ reunion. In an interview with the Standard’s David Smyth, she recalled a British woman asking 
her for an autograph and saying how angry she was that she had denied Britain three golds, before 
concluding that ‘Fanny belonged to us.’  
 
Eddie Adams recalls participating in a bombsite boys’ Olympics around the V1 crater on Westbourne Park 
Road opposite All Saints Road: ‘The doodlebug V1 rocket dropped (in 1944) on the site bordered by 
Westbourne Park Road and Clydesdale Road. Behind Westbourne Park Road there was a mews on the 
west side leading onto Clydesdale Road, this mews was completely obliterated. The houses opposite the 
mews on the west side of Clydesdale Road were badly damaged and eventually pulled down between the 
now one remaining house and Westbourne Park Road. Before this the local kids including myself played 
games in them. By 1948 this area was covered with debris.  At one end there was a hill of rubble.  
 
‘The Olympics of 1948 caught the imagination of us local children and we decided to stage our own mini-
Olympics. This included tossing the hammer – a brick on the end of a piece of a rope and throwing the 
javelin made out of a piece of scrap piping from the hill, and a number of races around the block. This 
involved running through Portobello Road market to the astonishment of the stallholders who wondered 
what the hell was going on. I think if I remember correctly we also played street football.’ 
 
Harry Thomas went to an Olympics football match at Wembley in 1948 with a National Service mate who 
had acquired some free tickets. But the motorbike enthusiast couldn’t remember who was playing, just 
that it was cold and uncomfortable in the stadium and leaving before the final whistle. In the football in ’48 
Sweden were the gold medallists, Yugoslavia got silver and Denmark bronze; at White City in 1908 Britain 
got gold. In the final medals table USA was at the top with 38 golds, 27 silvers and 19 bronze, Sweden 
was a far off second with 16 golds, France came third with 10, Hungary fourth, Italy fifth and Britain was 
12th with 3 golds, 14 silvers and six bronzes, arguably the worst performance of any home nation. 
 
After the success of the White City Olympics (the British gold haul of 56 in 1908 has only been surpassed 
by USA in St Louis 1904 and LA 1984, and Russia in Moscow 1980), Team GB’s Olympic fortunes had 
steadily declined; coming third with 10 golds at Stockholm 1912 behind Sweden and USA, third in Antwerp 
1920 with 15 golds behind USA and Sweden, fourth in Paris 1924 with 9 golds behind USA, Finland and 
France, 11th in Amsterdam 1928 with only 3 golds, 9th in LA 1932 with 4 golds, and 10th in the Berlin Nazi 
Olympics of 1936 with only 4 golds again. 
 
1952 Olympics and Ken Richmond  Derek Jones’s recollection of the 1952 Helsinki Olympics, the worst 
for Team GB, was: “I think the only gold medal that Britain got was for showjumping, a horse called 
Foxhunter ridden by Colonel Harry Llewellyn… A local man called Ken Richmond, and you can still see 
Ken Richmond now, he’s the man who bangs the gong on the J Arthur Rank films, he won a bronze medal 
at catch-as-catch-can or freestyle wrestling. I actually knew him because he used to run a wrestling club 
where me and my mates went in Lancaster Road and he was a big man, massive man, good looking, 
about 6 foot 5, and what happened to him eventually he got caught shoplifting.” (That is theft, rather than 
trying to lift a building.) 
 
1948 TIMELINE 
 
January 1 The railways were nationalised. The navy boarded two ships of Jewish illegal immigrants in the 
Mediterranean. 4 Burma was declared independent of Britain. 8 The Dadaist Kurt Schwitters died. 12 The 
US supreme court ordered Oklahoma to allow a black girl to attend law school. 15 Britain renewed a pre-
war alliance with Iraq. 16 Over 2,000 were reported dead in fierce fighting between Arabs and Jews in 
Palestine. 19 India and Pakistan agreed to UN mediation. 20 Russians were reported to have 
appropriated £42 million worth of art from Dresden. 23 Communists seized power in Czechoslovakia. 30 
Gandhi was assassinated. 
 
February 5  Franco reopened Spain’s border with France. 7 General Omar Bradley succeeded 
Eisenhower as US army chief. 8 The St Moritz winter Olympics concluded.  10 Ceylon gained 
independence. 11 Sergei Eisenstein, the director of The Battleship Potemkin, died. 12 The war office 



announced that Gurkha battalions in India would be incorporated into the British army. 16 Britain warned 
off Argentina from the Falklands. 18 Doctors voted against joining the National Health Service. The Irish 
prime minister Eamon de Valera was voted out of office. 28 The last British troops quit India. 29 28 British 
soldiers were killed by the Stern gang in Palestine.  
 
March 2 19 people died in a plane crash near London. 7 Political marches were banned in London in 
order to prevent a proposed fascist march by Oswald Mosley’s new Union Movement on May 1. Peronists 
were elected in Argentina. 10 The anti-communist Czech foreign minister Jan Masaryk was found dead. 
11 Jewish Agency offices in Jerusalem were bombed. 15 Communists and fascists were banned from the 
Civil Service. 17 Britain, France and the Benelux countries formed a defence pact. 18 24 people died in a 
train crash in Cheshire. 20 Russian delegates walked out of an Allied Control Council meeting in Berlin. 22 
Jewish forces bombed the Arab quarter of Haifa. 23 Belfast’s Rinty Monaghan defeated Jackie Paterson 
to win the world flyweight boxing championship. Tim and Beryl Evans moved into 10 Rillington Place. 27 A 
reduction in the cheese ration was announced. King Farouk of Egypt laid the foundation stone of the 
Aswan dam. 
 
April 1 Russia imposed restrictions on road and rail routes to Berlin. The electricity industry was 
nationalised. 5 15 people were killed in a collision between a BEA plane and a Russian fighter over Berlin. 
6 Russia and Finland formed a defence pact. 8 The fuel minister Hugh Gaitskell announced harsher petrol 
rationing. 9 The Irgun and Stern Gang Jewish terrorist groups massacred Arab villagers. 12 The President 
Roosevelt memorial was unveiled in Grosvenor Square. 14 MPs voted to suspend the death penalty. 15 
Aneurin Bevan offered doctors freedom of practise in the NHS. 30 people died in a plane crash at 
Shannon airport in Ireland. 19 The US announced that a new atomic bomb had been tested at Eniwetock 
atoll. 24 Manchester United beat Blackpool 4-2 in the cup final. Arsenal won the league and Man United 
were runners up. 25 The weekly milk ration was increased to 3 and a half pints a week. 26 The GCE 
General Certificate of Education was announced. 29 Jewish forces agreed to a ceasefire. 
 
May 1 Communist North Korea claimed jurisdiction over the whole country. 3 Tennessee Williams won the 
Pullitzer prize for A Streetcar Named Desire. 5 A provisional Jewish government of Palestine was set up. 
6 Norman Mailer’s first novel The Naked and the Dead was published. 7 Czechoslovakia adopted a 
communist constitution. 13 The Russian envoy Andrei Gromyko resigned from the UN. A steep rise in the 
British birth rate was reported. 14 The state of Israel was proclaimed and recognised by the US. 15 British 
troops withdrew from Palestine. 16 Chaim Weizmann became the first president of Israel. 19 Czech 
refugees landed a hijacked plane in Kent. 20 Chiang Kai-shek was re-elected president of China. 26 Extra 
clothing coupons were issued. 27 The Commons decided against an enquiry into the ‘Nenni’ telegram of 
goodwill from Labour MPs to Italian communists. 28 The South African leader Jan Smuts resigned to be 
replaced by the segregationist Douglas Malan. 31 South Korea claimed nationwide jurisdiction. 
 
June 1 Israel and the Arab League agreed to a truce. 2 The suspension of the death penalty was stopped 
by the House of Lords. 14 Klement Gottwald became president of Czechoslovakia. 22 The Empire 
Windrush arrived at Tilbury docks with 500 West Indian jobseekers. On board the Trinidadian Lord 
Kitchener composed the calypso hit ‘London is the Place for Me’. British troops rounded up communist 
rebels in Malaya after a series of rubber planter killings. 25 Joe Louis retained the world heavyweight title 
defeating Jersey Joe Walcott in New York. 26 The Russian army commander in Berlin was arrested for 
speeding in the US sector. 28 The government declared a state of emergency over the dock strike. 30 The 
Berlin airlift began to beat the Russian blockade. 
 
July 1 The first Oxfam shop opened in Oxford. Commercial flights began at New York’s Idlewild airport. 2 
Henry Cotton won the British golf open championship. 3 Robert Falkenberg won the men’s singles tennis 
championship at Wimbledon, Louise Brough won the women’s singles. 4 39 people died in a mid-air 
collision near Mount Vernon hospital. The Yugolavian communist party of Marshal Tito was expelled from 
the Cominform. 5 The National Health Service was set up by Clement Attlee’s Labour under the health 
minister Aneurin Bevan. 6 US secretary of state Marshall protested to the Russian ambassador about the 
Berlin blockade. 9 Egyptian and Iraqi forces attacked Israel. 26 Freddie Mills defeated Gus Lesnevich at 
White City to become the light-heavyweight world champion. 28 the end of footwear and furnishing fabric 
rationing was announced. 29 The Wembley Olympics were opened by George VI.  30 British troops 
wiped out a communist stronghold in Malaya. 
 
August 1 The RAF was reported bombing Malayan communists. The French zone of Germany was 
economically merged with the US and British zone. 2 The McCarthy witch hunts of communists began 
with the Un-American Activities Committee inquiry into the case of the state department official Alger Hiss. 
US, British and French envoys had talks with Stalin and Molotov over the Berlin crisis. 8 12 people died 
when Britain was hit by 70mph gales. 12 The US recognised South Korea. 14 The London Olympics 



closed.  14 Don Bradman played his last test match against Australia at the Oval. 16 The baseball player 
Babe Ruth died. Lester Piggott became the youngest ever horse race winner aged 12. 19 Russian troops 
fired on anti-communist demonstrators in Berlin. 23 Plans for comprehensive schools were announced. 29 
Jewish Irgun terrorist group explosives were discovered in London. 
 
September 1 The North China People’s Government was announced on communist radio. 4 Queen 
Wilhelmina of Holland abdicated. 9 North Korea was declared a republic. 10 Don Bradman retired from 
first-class cricket. 17 The UN negotiator Count Folke Bernadotte was assassinated by Israeli terrorists. 
200 suspects were rounded up, the Jewish Stern gang terrorist group was outlawed and the Irgun group 
disbanded. The Indian army crushed the uprising of the Nizam of Hyderabad. 18 Up to 900 British and 
American planes were reported to be flying supplies to Berlin. 19 The Indonesian president Sukarno 
declared martial law after a communist uprising. 
 
October 1 The US announced that its plutonium production was on factory-size scale. 4 The first volume 
of Winston Churchill’s history of World War 2 The Gathering Storm was published. 7 The US vetoed Spain 
joining the UN. 8 The Labour MP John Belcher was named in connection with a bribery scandal at the 
Board of Trade. 11 The first BBC broadcast from Downing Street took place. 15 Israel resumed hostilities 
in Palestine. 18 The East Berlin police were armed by the Russians. 21 General MacArthur arrived in 
Korea. 34 people died in a plane crash in Ayrshire. 26 George VI led the first opening of Parliament in 10 
years. 27 The first motor show since the war opened at Earls Court. 28 Sanctions were called for in the 
UN to stop fighting between Arab and Israeli forces. 29 Proposals to nationalise the iron and steel industry 
were announced. 30 Chiang Kai-shek’s nationalist Chinese army was defeated by Mao Tse-tung’s 
communists in Manchuria. 
 
November 3 The Republican President Harry S Truman was re-elected, defeating the Democrat favourite 
Thomas E Dewey. Kansas ended prohibition after 68 years. 14 Princess Elizabeth gave birth to Prince 
Charles. 17 The Republic of Ireland bill received its first reading in the Dail, paving the way for Ireland’s 
departure from the Commonwealth. 23 George VI cancelled his tour of Australia due to ill health. 26 
Britain proposed a Council of Europe. 28 A thousand Hungarian political refugees a month were reported 
fleeing the country. 30 German communist government was established in the Russian sector of Berlin. In 
London several people were killed in train crashes caused by fog. 
 
December 1 An increase in national service from 12 to 18 months was approved by Parliament. 10 TS 
Eliot was awarded the Nobel prize for literature. The UN adopted a declaration of human rights. 15 Alger 
Hiss was indicted for perjury in the Un-American Activities Committee inquiry. 16 Cambodia gained 
independence from France. 19 Dutch forces in Indonesia captured members of Sukarno’s regime. 23 
Japan’s wartime leader General Tojo was hanged. 27 The actor Gerard Depardieu was born. 
 
The action-painting artist Jackson Pollock was dubbed ‘Jack the Dripper’. Wyndham Lewis’s The Rot story 
(that went on to Rotting Hill) was first published. The hits of ’48 were ‘It’s Magic’, ‘On a Slow Boat to China’ 
and ‘London is the Place for Me’ – the previous year’s big hit was ‘Maybe it’s because I’m a Londoner’. 
The transistor was invented. The young Julie Andrews sang for the Queen. The Russian composers 
Shostakovich and Prokofiev were banned for producing anti-popular formalist music. The big films were 
The Naked City, David Lean’s Oliver Twist starring Alec Guinness as Fagin, The Red Shoes, Whisky 
Galore, Key Largo, The Treasure of the Sierra Madre, The Lady from Shanghai and Hamlet. 
 
The Berlin Airlift  Derek Jones: “My brother John, he was called up in 1948 and he was on the Berlin airlift 
– Berlin was in the Russian zone of Germany, which became East Germany, but in Berlin you had the 
French sector, the American sector, the British sector and the Russian sector, and the Russians sealed 
the city off, so the British and Americans flew supplies in. John, he was driving trucks in the Berlin airlift, 
and he had a headline in the local paper ‘North Kensington man helps to feed Berlin’. He was stationed in 
Hamburg and he met this German girl called Becky. There were 7 of us living in 3 rooms with no bath, no 
hot water, no electricity, so we used gas, and the actual conditions we were living in, and we’d won the 
war don’t forget, were worse than this German girl Becky was living in in bombed out Hamburg. So, I 
think, had things been different, he might have brought her back to England. And also, after the war, if 
you’d have brought a German girl home, there would have been a lot of prejudice, there was still a lot of 
German hatred as a hangover from the war. And you shouldn’t blame people because in the East End 
they’d been bombed silly, but the moral of this story is in certain parts of London, in certain parts of Notting 
Hill, Southam Street and places like that, conditions were really, really bad.” 
 
The Empire Windrush  In World War 2, thousands of West Indian men came to Britain following Aneurin 
Bevan’s recruitment drive, to work as RAF ground crew and in munitions factories. After the war most of 
the servicemen had returned home to find the Caribbean economy decimated by a hurricane, rather than 



the war, and set about returning to ‘the Mother Country’ as soon as possible. 200 or so achieved their aim 
aboard the Empire Windrush. Upon their arrival, the Ministry of Labour and the Colonial Office passed the 
buck back and forth, until the former agreed to accommodate half of them in National Service hostels. The 
rest ended up in the Clapham deep shelter, and most of the war veterans went back to the RAF.  
 
On the Windrush, the Trinidadian Lord Kitchener composed the optimistic calypso hit ‘London is the Place 
for Me’. His introduction to London was recounted in ‘The Underground Train’ about getting lost on the 
tube, ‘My Landlady’ and ‘If You’re Not White You’re Black’. There were also calypsos about the hurricane, 
the founding of Ghana and the West Indian Federation, cricket (‘Cricket, Lovely Cricket’ by Lord Beginner 
celebrating the first West Indies victory at Lord’s in 1950), housewives, gas meters, dogs, Lyons Corner 
Houses, the weather, mixed marriages (Beginner’s ‘Mix Up Matrimony’), Christmas, Manchester United, 
royalty, racism and rock’n’roll. 
 
A month after the Windrush’s arrival there was a fight at a hostel near Nottingham between Irish and West 
Indians. As a result of which the latter were moved, although the former started it. Then Liverpool had an 
anti-black employment riot, and there was another hostel mini-riot near Birmingham. This time 200 Poles 
attacked 60 West Indians, for showing ‘childish pride in their British citizenship.’ While Clement Attlee’s 
Labour government adopted a crisis, what crisis? stance, the Ministry of Labour and the Colonial Office 
continued to argue over who was more threatened by unemployment and civil unrest. As various attempts 
to prop up the Caribbean economy failed, the advantages of having an empire were outweighed by the 
cost of running it. Colonial rule founded on slavery ended in unemployment, and around 20,000 West 
Indians a year began emigrating to Britain. 
 
Rotting Hill As Wyndham Lewis’s The Rot short-story was first published in 1948, at the rotten core of 
Rotting Hill – where some of the West Indian immigrants were headed – the 10 Rillington Place story took 
a turn for the even sadder with the arrival of a newly-wed couple, Timothy and Beryl Evans. Tim was an 
illiterate 24 year old Welshman, who worked as a long-distance van driver for Lancaster Food Products. 
Beryl was a diminutive 19 year old telephonist.  
 
When Tim’s sister saw the Flat to Let notice in the top floor window of number 10, from the train coming 
into Ladbroke Grove station, he was living at 11 St Mark’s Road. Beryl’s previous flat was on Cambridge 
Gardens, like Christie’s first victim Ruth Fuerst. Shortly after they moved in Beryl gave birth to a baby 
daughter, Geraldine, but this didn’t improve the Evans’s lot. As they struggled to pay the bills, the couple 
had increasingly violent arguments and Tim spent more time in the Ladbroke Grove pubs, the Elgin and 
the Kensington Park Hotel – both of which retain some authentic local atmosphere.  
 
Down the pub Evans was remembered as a similar split personality to Christie, alternating between the 
‘stupid boy’ Pike and Walker the spiv characters in Dad’s Army. Christie frequented the same locals to lord 
it in his Hyde bogus doctor role amongst the other blackmarket conmen, prostitutes and drifters of the 
Grove underworld. ‘The Doc’, as he was recalled by his drinking companion, the furniture dealer Mr 
Hookway, was “a marvellous bloke, sort of parsonical, full of scientific knowledge, that enormous great 
dome and penetrating eyes, a very good mind, very refined and nice to talk to.” 
 
Meanwhile, the acid bath murderer John Haigh took Archibald and Rose Henderson, formerly of 22 
Ladbroke Square, on a trip to see his factory workshop in Crawley. There he proceeded to shoot the 
couple and dissolve their bodies in a vat of acid. Then he forged a letter to Rose Henderson’s brother, 
saying they were going to South Africa and acquired £7,000 of their assets.  
 
 
 
 
 


