
The St Louis Games of 1904: Sports and
American Culture

Sports have long played a significant role in shaping American culture. From the
early days of the nation, athletics and competition have served as a reflection of
American values, highlighting strength, resilience, and the pursuit of excellence.
One remarkable event that encapsulates the convergence of sports and
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American culture is the St Louis Games of 1904, a pivotal moment in the history
of sports and the growth of America as a global power.

The St Louis Games: A Historical Overview

The 1904 Summer Olympics, officially known as the Games of the III Olympiad,
were held in St Louis, Missouri from July 1 to November 23, although most of the
events took place between August 29 and September 3. These games were of
particular significance as they coincided with the Louisiana Purchase Exposition,
also known as the St Louis World's Fair, an event celebrating the centennial of
the Louisiana Purchase.
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The St Louis Games were attended by athletes from around the world, marking
the first time the Olympics were held outside of Europe. Over 600 athletes from
12 nations participated, emphasizing the increasingly global nature of the event
and the recognition of the United States as a sporting powerhouse.
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The Impact on American Society

The staging of the Olympics in the heartland of America had a profound impact
on American society, reinforcing the nation's growing interest in athletic pursuits
and fostering a sense of national pride. The St Louis Games sparked an
explosion of enthusiasm for sports throughout the country, with many Americans
actively participating in various athletic endeavors.

Additionally, the Games showcased America's technological advancements, with
innovations such as electronic timing devices, modern medal designs, and the of
the video camera for recording events. These technological achievements
reflected America's position as a leading nation in the modern world.

Controversies and Cultural Significance

Despite its many achievements, the 1904 St Louis Games were marred by
controversies. One significant controversy emerged in the marathon event, which
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saw an unusual turn of events that unfolded under scorching temperatures and
through treacherous terrain. The gold medalist, Thomas Hicks, consumed a
concoction of strychnine and egg white, highlighting the lack of regulations
governing drug use in sports at the time.

Furthermore, the Games highlighted racial and gender disparities in American
society. With African Americans barred from competing in certain events and
women largely excluded from participation, the St Louis Games underscored the
ongoing struggle for equality in sports and society.

The Legacy of the St Louis Games

The St Louis Games left a lasting legacy on American sports and culture. It
solidified the Olympics as a global phenomenon, showing the world the power of
athletic competition to unite nations irrespective of political differences. It also
served as a catalyst for change, prompting discussions on fairness, drug use, and
gender equality in sports.

Furthermore, the St Louis Games paved the way for future Summer Olympics in
the United States, including Los Angeles in 1932 and Atlanta in 1996. These
subsequent games built upon the lessons and advancements made in St Louis,
further shaping the relationship between sports and American culture.

The St Louis Games of 1904 remain a significant milestone in the history of
sports and American culture. They exemplify both the triumphs and challenges of
the era for athletes, as well as the wider societal impact. The convergence of
sports, technology, and international relations during the St Louis Games
solidified their place in history and their relevance to understanding the
development of sports in America.
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America in 1904 was a nation bristling with energy and confidence. Inspired by
Theodore Roosevelt, the nation’s young, spirited, and athletic president, a sports
mania rampaged across the country. Eager to celebrate its history, and to display
its athletic potential, the United States hosted the world at the 1904 Louisiana
Purchase Exposition in St. Louis. One part of the World’s Fair was the nation’s
first Olympic games.
Revived in Greece in 1896, the Olympic movement was also young and
energetic. In fact, the St. Louis Olympics were only the third in modern times.
Although the games were originally awarded to Chicago, St. Louis wrestled them
from her rival city against the wishes of International Olympic Committee
President Pierre de Coubertin. Athletes came from eleven countries and four
continents to compete in state-of-the-art facilities, which included a ten-thousand-
seat stadium with gymnasium equipment donated by sporting goods magnate
Albert Spalding.
The 1904 St. Louis Olympics garnered only praise, and all agreed that the games
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were a success, improving both the profile of the Olympic movement and the
prestige of the United States. But within a few years, the games of 1904 receded
in memory. They suffered a worse fate with the publication of Coubertin’s
memoirs in 1931. His selective recollections, exaggerated claims, and false
statements turned the forgotten Olympics into the failed Olympics. This
prejudiced account was furthered by the 1948 publication of An Approved History
of the Olympic Games by Bill Henry, which was reviewed and endorsed by
Coubertin.
America’s First Olympics, by George R. Matthews, corrects common
misconceptions that began with Coubertin’s memoirs and presents a fresh view
of the 1904 games, which featured first-time African American Olympians, an
eccentric and controversial marathon, and documentation by pioneering
photojournalist Jessie Tarbox Beals. Matthews provides an excellent overview of
the St. Louis Olympics over a six-month period, beginning with the intrigue
surrounding the transfer of the games from Chicago. He also gives detailed
descriptions of the major players in the Olympic movement, the events that were
held in 1904, and the athletes who competed in them. This original account will
be welcomed by history and sports enthusiasts who are interested in a new
perspective on this misunderstood event.
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