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Résume
The 1904 Olympic marathon in St Louis is now re-

garded as one of the strangest by the International 

Olympic Committee. What is less known is 

that sports nationalism prompted or-

ganisers of the race to cheat in order 

to favour a United States national.

At the time it was considered that 

Americans occupied the first three 

places in the race.

Introduction
The Marathon organized during the 

third Olympiad in 1904 was subject to a 

particularly documented case of institutional 

assistance. The organizers noted in their report that 

physical and food assistance had been given to the 

athlete who won. They had been keen for a home 

competitor to win the event, as had been the case, 

it was thought, in the two previouos Games. Thus, 

during the first, 1896, and second Olympiad, 1900, 

three events were brought together: an Olympiad 

where all the national hopes were focused on the 

nationality of the winner of the Marathon, intensive 

coverage of the event by the press and a notable 

presence of political authorities of the country con-

cerned. St Louis was to repeat this triptych.

The origin of the Marathon
The revival of the ancient Olympic Games, became 

a reality with the first Olympiad of the modern era 

organized in Greece.

The marathon had been introduced as a new long 

distance foot race. Suggested in a letter to Couber-

tin by Michel Bréal (1832–1915) on September 15, 

1894, the event was based on the feat of arms of a 

Greek warrior during the battle of Marathon1:

“Since you are going to Athens, see if we can’t or-

ganize a Marathon race at the Pnyx. It will have an 

ancient flavour. If we knew how long the Greek war-

rior took, we could set the record. I would claim for 

myself the honour of offering the ‘Marathon Cup’.”

First Olympiad – Athens
The race was organized on April 10, 1896 over a dis-

tance of 40 kilometres from the city of Marathon to 

the stadium of Athens. 
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The American press presented this race, which 

concluded the athletics events, as the star of all2. 

Each runner was accompanied by mounted police3. 

Spyridon Louis of Greece won the race. The French 

press described the Greek expectations at the end:

“The Greeks had seen foreigners triumphing with-

out envy in other competitions; but all desired ar-

dently for a son of Greece to take the honours of 

the Marathon. The anguish was terrible. The race 

was run, and it was a Greek winemaker, the young 

Loys,(Louis) who appeared the first in the Stadium, 

supported by the princes Constantine and George 

until the throne of the king. One hundred and twenty 

thousand Greek chests acclaimed the worthy son of 

the motherland. Ah, patriotism was at stake!”

One of the few articles about the event to appear in 

the American press was headline “The Long Run 

from Marathon Won by a Native”. “Crown Prince 

Constantine and Prince Michaelovich accompanied 

the winner along the length of the stadium, ap-

plauding him.”   

More than a century later in 1997, American author 

Charles Lovett suggested that victory by a Greek 

was vital to the success of the new Olympic move-

ment and that it would not have been considered so 

had a French or American won.4

Second Olympiad – Paris
Four years later, the Olympiad was run in conjunc-

tion with the Universal Exhibition of Paris which was 

held at the same time. The race was a tour of Paris, 

by its ramparts, hence the nickname of the event, 

the race of the fortifications, to which was added 

three kilometres on the ground of the Racing Club 

de France, then a well-known athletics club in Paris, 

so that the total distance was 40 kilometres. It was 

won by Michel Théato,then believed to be French.

That Théato was a Frenchman was never in doubt 

according to the press in Paris , which even speci-

fied that he was from Paris:

“The victory went to a young Frenchman, Michel 

Théato, member of an athletic society of Saint-

Mandé, who with his legs alone, managed to do 

these 40 kilometers of hard course in 2h. 39m.

(…) Théato is thin; he has the pale complexion and 

the drawling accent of the purebred parigot; in any 

case, he is the only one, among our athletes, who 

has raised the old reputation of French strength and 

endurance, because he is the only French winner of 

the multiple athletic events which will take place on 

the occasion of the Exhibition.”

Later research revealed that Théato was in fact from 

Luxembourg.

Finally, we note the presence of Alexandre Miller-

and, Minister of Commerce, who chaired the sports 

meeting5. 6
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Third Olympiad – Saint Louis (USA)
The third modern Olympiad was held in St. Lou-

is,Missouri. They had been moved from Chicago 

which had originally been awarded the Games.

When St Louis threatened to organise a sporting 

event to rival the Olympics, Chicago agreed to their 

relocation. 

As in 1900, the Games of 1904 were organised in 

conjunction with an exhibition. 

The Louisiana Purchase Exposition, commemorated 

the centenary of the acquisition of Louisiana by the 

United States from France. In fact the anniversary 

was a year late as the purchase had taken place in 

1803.

France was conspicuous by its absence from the 

Games. No Frenchman made the trip, distance, 

the lack of prizes and over-representation in ath-

letic competitions. One Frenchman was present. 

Albert Corey (1878–1926) had settled in the United 

States and participated in two athletic events, in-

cluding the marathon. Eight days before the event. 

the American press reported that he had recorded a 

time similar to that which was eventually to win the 

1904 Marathon. The Canadian press reported that 

local runner Will Sherring was injured and would 

be unable to represent his country in the Mara-

thon. The course consisted of five laps of the track, 

a course through St. Louis, before returning to the 

“World’s Fair Stadium”.

The American press talked about the race before-

hand, highlighting the prospects of an American 

victory, either because of the number of nationals 

taking part7, or because of the intense selection of 

runners from the different states. The regulations 

were strict, as shown by this extract from a local 

newspaper, the St. Louis Globe Democrat, two days 

before the race8:

"Pacing must be eliminated, and any runner seen 

accepting pace will be promptly disqualified. 

Checkers will be placed along the road, and as each 

runner passes he will be checked up. No one, not 

even the officials, will know where these checkers 

are located." 

In addition, red flags marked the race route9. It was 

planned that inspectors would be be placed on the 

route to record the passage of the runners. It was 

also planned that each athlete be followed by an of-

ficial on a bicycle “so that there can be no dispute 

as to the race being fairly run”10. Doctors also ac-

companied the runners to provide medical support 

if necessary11.

Finally, Dr. Luther H Gulick, “honorary referee”, ac-

companied by Charles P Senter12, “chairman of the 

Marathon race committee”, was to be on board the 

lead vehicle that opened the race13. 

On the day of the race, the President David R Fran-

cis reminded participants of the rules by mention-

ing that no help was to be accepted and that inspec-

tors were placed throughout the course. This point 

of the rules was specified in two newspapers:

• The St. Louis Republic14;

• The Boston Daily Globe15.

The departure was set for 3:03pm16.

Before the race started, Cuban Felix Carvajal 

had been regarded as the favourite but after only 

two laps of the stadium, the American Thomas 

Hicks,the eventual champion, was leading the race. 

However, his physical condition was weakening and 

he was described as running mechanically17. Car-

vajal would finish fourth but deserved the victory 

according to the Courier Journal18.

Albert Corey, who came second in the race, was in 

good shape and sprinted into the stadium. He was 

considered fresher than Hicks19. His post-race in-

terview testified to his vitality: “The distance was 

too short for me. I would have preferred to run ten 

miles longer”. This statement was corroborated by 

his medical examination after the race, judging his 

physical condition: “perfect”20.

Finally, the press drew their conclusions on the 

American victory through the weekly fireworks, 

Arrival of Michel Theato at the end 

of the Marathon race6
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planned within the framework of the adjoining 

world exhibition21:

"Long after night, had fallen other runners strag-

gled in, amid the glare of the weekly fireworks be-

ing displayed at the stadium, a fitting finale for the 

American victory of the Olympic Marathon race."

Protests
Everett C Brown,a future member of the executive 

committee of the American Olympic Committee22, 

was a member of the executive committee of the 

Chicago Athletic Association, the club for whom Al-

bert Corey ran.

Brown protested against Hicks’ victory, arguing that 

he had been clocked by the officials’ cars. James 

Sullivan, the director, refuted this protest. However, 

as we have seen, the argument was valid if we rely 

on journalistic sources. An article in the St. Louis 

Republic even mentions that there were several 

protests about this fact, mentioning in particular 

the minimum distance of 100 yards between the 

runners and the cars that was imposed23.

In 1912, a column on the Marathon in the French 

newspaper L’Aéro mentioned Corey’s “ […] glorious 

second place, despite multiple disadvantages”24. 

The athlete was by then a journalist and it can be 

assumed that he narrated his race to an anony-

mous columnist who wrote the article, proof if any 

were needed that the French athlete knew that ev-

erything had not gone well.

Albert Corey’s nationality
As we have seen, Corey ran for an American club, 

which was common at the time. However, his record 

was credited to the United States when the IOC de-

cided to use the nationality of sports clubs rather 

than the nationalities of the athletes. A part of the 

popular memory considered thereafter that he was 

“American” and this was even evident as late as 

1950 in the French-speaking Le Petit Marocain25.

In December 2021, contact was made with the IOC 

to clarify the distinction between the country of the 

athlete and the country of the medal.

The 1905 report
The International Olympic Committee which did not 

have members on site, considers two reports as of-

ficial: “Spalding’s Official Athletic Almanac for 1905 

– Special Olympic Number" from James E Sullivan 

and “The Olympic Games – 1904” under the editor-

ship of Charles JP Lucas. Both were published in 

1905 and the content of the second one is particu-

larly truculent: it detailed the physical and physio-

logical help received by the winner of the marathon, 

Thomas Hicks, and given by the organization team 

of which the author was a part26:

"Hicks was far from being the best man physically 

in the race, for there were three men who should 

have defeated him. Ten miles from the finish, Hicks 

began to show positive signs of collapse. When he 

asked for a drink of water, it was refused him, and 

his mouth was sponged out with distilled water. He 

managed to keep up well, until seven miles from the 

Sponging the Winner, 1904
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Stadium, and then the author was forced to admin-

ister one-sixtieth grain of sulphate of strychnine, by 

the mouth, besides the white of one egg. […] After he 

had partaken of two more eggs, again bathed, and 

given some brandy, Hicks walked up the first of the 

last two hills, and then jogged down on the incline.”

A photograph accompanies the narrative of the race 

and the illustration is as follows: 

"Sponging The Winner – Hicks at 23 miles. Referee’s 

auto and that of the author in the rear. H. C. McGrath 

and Charles J. P. Lucas with Hicks.”

This photograph, presented in poor quality, was tak-

en by Jessie Tarbox Beals (1870–1942). We asked 

the Missouri Historical Society to share it with us, 

which they did27. The image reveals a clear infringe-

ment of the rules28.

Conclusion
As we have seen, many actions that did not comply 

with the rules have been detected and reported in 

the American press and in the final report where the 

author boasted about them. A request for rectifica-

tion was communicated to the International Olympic 

Committee. The following response came from the 

IOC legal department on 16th of February, 2023:

“However, we regret to inform you that the IOC is 

neither competent to make or review decisions 

made in the competition area, nor is it empowered 

to review the classification of the sports event re-

quested, not to mention that this event was held al-

most 120 years ago.”

If this request is one day accepted, not only would 

the ranking change, but the trophy for the best 

American club would go to the Chicago Athletic As-

sociation, instead of the current holder, the New York 

Athletic Club, with 61 points against 59. 

What happens next? As the author is a city coun-

cillor of the athlete’s home town, he has the power 

to bring the case before the Court of Arbitration for 

Sport. Another method, more diplomatic, would be 

for the French Olympic Committee to play the 2024 

card to request a reclassification. A petition cam-

paign will be launched : albertcorey.fr

In the 1908 marathon, Italian Dorando Pietri was 

first across the line but he was later disqualified 

after American protests because he received assis-

tance from officials. 

It was an incident which brought into sharp relief 

the events of 1904 and may even have induced a wry 

smile from those affected by what happened in St 

Louis.
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