
IIt wasn’t a gold medal that Margaret George
won after crossing the finish line first in her
sprint event July 31 in Nemea, Greece. But
her prizes — a victory palm branch and a
crown of wild celery — were no less coveted. 

Nemea, site of the original Olympic
games and about two hours from Athens,
was buzzing in mid-summer. Hundreds of
people from around the globe gathered to
recreate the ancient games and bring them
back from whence they came. 

George, who won the 100-meter race for
her age group, was one of 700 runners —
from ages 10 to 97, and from 20 countries —
who participated in the third Nemean Games.
The games are supported by the Society for
the Revival of the Nemean Games, an inter-
national group of “who’s who” in academia
and athletics. These are people who traveled
back in time to keep the spirit of the ancient
games alive. And they succeeded by recreating
the famous “crown” races, the most famous of
which took place at Nemea.

The road to victory
Who knew that Margaret George, interna-
tional bestselling author, with subjects
including Mary Queen of Scots, Cleopatra,
and Mary, Called Magdalene; (her next book

about Helen of Troy is due out in 2006)
was interested in running? It turns out she
had been training for the Nemea games for
some time without consciously knowing
it. George has participated in Madison’s
Crazylegs races and Badger State Games,
and last year, started actively sprinting. 

“I had been a good sprinter in high
school, and about a year ago I got back
into it by joining the Wisconsin Track
Club,” she says.

As a history buff and runner, going to
Nemea was a natural. “When I read about
the Nemea Games in the New York Times
last January,” she says, “I knew I had to go
to Greece.” Her interest was also piqued
when she learned that the original
Olympics was comprised of one event, the
150-meter sprint, and that the 2004 Nemea
Games would honor that tradition. The
sprint, after all, was George’s forte. 

And so she went, and win she did. The
victory was sweet, although the perks had
lessened over time. “When athletes won
their events in the original games,” she says,
“they received the same awards I received
but they were treated like heroes in the true
sense of the word. The winner had a poem
written in their honor by a prestigious poet,
they received free meals for the rest of their
life, and the honor was so great, a plaque
commemorating their valor was put on
their tombstones.” 

Although George won’t be eating free
for life, the thrill of victory was plenty satis-
fying. 

Best-selling author Margaret George time travels to the site 
of the first Olympics … and WINS!
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Margaret George is ready to race! Here, she’s at the
starting point of the 100-meter sprint she went on
to win.



A faithful reenactment with a nod to
modern times
The Nemea games were created to faithfully
reenact the original Olympics, but there were
concessions to modern times. “I wouldn’t
have been able to run as a participant in 776
B.C., when the Olympic Games began,
because women athletes weren’t allowed to
participate,” George says. Interestingly, mar-
ried women weren’t even allowed in the sta-
dium to watch the games. If married women
tried to watch, the punishment was brutal.
The ones who got caught would be flung to
death off a nearby cliff.

On the flip side, unmarried “maidens”
were encouraged to come to the games
because (gasp!) the men ran naked. In fact,
the maidens’ fathers would take their
daughters in hopes of doing some on-site
matchmaking. “The real prize might be the
arrangement of marriage with the champi-
on Olympian,” George says. 

Held at a different time of year than the
Olympics, 16 virgins ran the Heraia, or
games of Hera, at Olympia.

So why did male competitors run in the
nude? When NBC’s Today Show came to
film the games George participated in, Tom
Brokaw said the original games started out
with men running in loin cloths (this was
before Lycra, remember). During one race
the champion’s loin cloth fell off and a new
tradition was started. Acting on the idea
that nakedness might induce speed, naked
running took off. Streaking aside, let’s hope
the trend doesn’t catch on again.

History of the Nemea Games
The recreation of the Nemea Games started in
1974 when Stephen Miller, a University of
California professor, began directing the
Nemea archaeological digs. His excavations
have uncovered the ancient Nemea stadium,
ruins of a locker room, a rope and wood start-
ing gate and many other clues to the past. 

But Miller wasn’t content to have his
findings published in academic journals; he
wanted people to be able to connect with
the ancient games on an intimate level. His
belief is that the modern games have
become increasingly removed from the
average person.

Consequently, the Society for the
Revival of the Nemean Games was born. Its
mission was to give people of all ages and
athletic abilities a chance to participate in a
reenactment of history. Participants paid
their own way to and from the games. 
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