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who is due to give birth to a 
girl any day now.

Even Britain’s poster 
athlete for the Games is a 
woman — heptathlete Jessica 
Ennis, who in addition to ap-
pearing on countless London 
billboards also beams up at 
arriving visitors from a field 
along the Heathrow airport 
flight path. A 173-by-264-foot 
likeness of the telegenic star 
is painted on the grass there.

“This is a big moment for 
women’s sports,” said Shields, 
who was stretching and 
shadowboxing at a swelter-
ing training facility near the 
Olympic Village .

Boxing was the last sport 
organizers needed to add so 
that women compete in all 
Summer Olympic events, “and 
now they have,” she said.

“How far have women 
come in the Olympics?” asked 
Karla Wolters, a retired pro-
fessor and longtime coach 
of women’s softball at Hope 
College in Michigan. “Put it 
this way: If Baron Pierre de 
Coubertin, the founder of 
the modern Olympics, knew 
that there were more (Ameri-
can) women than men in this 
year’s London Olympics, I’m 
sure he would be rolling over 
in his grave. He was totally 
against having women in the 
Olympics.”

Indeed, in the first games, 
in Athens in 1896, all 256 
competitors were men. Wom-
en were allowed to compete 
four years later, with tennis 
player Charlotte Cooper the 
first champion. (Medals were 
not awarded until 1904.)

But the surge in high-pro-
file women at the world’s pre-
mier sports competition is a 
relatively recent phenomenon. 
The numbers began to pick 
up in the 1990s.

“I’m proud to say that the 
Olympic movement is living 
up to its own ideals of fair 
play and mutual respect,” 
said Anita DeFrantz, a for-
mer Olympic rower and chair 
of the International Olympic 
Committee Women and Sport 
Commission. “All the sports 
on the program have women 
and men. I’m very proud 
where we are now that all the 
National Olympic Committees 
in the world will have women 
Olympians.”

DeFrantz said more wom-
en took part in Summer and 
Winter Games from 1998 
through 2010 than in all 
the competitions from 1900 
through 1984 combined, and 
45 percent of the 10,800 ath-
letes in London are women, 
a record. For the first time, 
every nation will have at least 
one female athlete.

While the Dream Team 
men’s basketball squad, Amer-
ican swimmer Michael Phelps 
and Jamaican sprinter Usain 
Bolt are still likely to generate 
the biggest headlines, female 
athletes such as American 
hurdler Lolo Jones and Ital-
ian swimmer Federica Pel-
legrini aren’t far behind. And 
in some of the less-followed 
sports, female athletes are the 
main story.

That is certainly the case 
in shooting, where fans are 
holding their breath to see 
whether Malaysia’s Taibi will 
give birth before competing 
in her specialty, the 10-meter 
air rifle competition. And in 
weightlifting, where Ameri-
can superheavyweight Holley 

Mangold has captured hearts 
with her irreverent, some-
times bawdy comments on 
living with obesity.

And then there’s Zara Phil-
lips, the 31-year-old grand-
daughter of Queen Elizabeth 
II, who is competing in eques-
trian and expecting a few 
royal fans to show up to cheer 
her on.

Some women are mak-
ing headlines off the court as 
well.

Victoria Pendleton, anoth-
er British hometown girl, has 
parlayed her looks and grow-
ing fame into a marketing bo-
nanza, appearing in shampoo 
ads and a racy lingerie shoot .

And U.S. women’s soccer 
goaltender Hope Solo, who 
is pitching a memoir she just 
wrote, turned heads with 
some comments to ESPN the 
Magazine about widespread 
sex in the athletes’ village 
during the Beijing Olympics.

Still, there have been sev-
eral reminders in the lead-up 
to the competition that total 
equality hasn’t arrived  yet.

Australia booked its wom-
en’s basketball team to fly to 
the games in coach, while the 
men got business-class treat-
ment. Ditto for Japan’s wom-
en’s soccer squad, which had 
to squeeze into economy de-
spite the fact they are world 
champions, while the men, 
who are not expected to med-
al, stretched out at the front 
of the plane.

And DeFrantz said there 
is much work to do before 
women have an equal say in 
the business of the games. 
The 100-strong IOC has only 
14 women, though one, for-
mer hurdles champion Nawal 
El Moutawakel of Morocco, 
on Thursday became the first 
woman to be elected a vice 
president.

“On the field of play, we 
are nearly there,” DeFrantz 
said. “It’s in the decision-mak-
ing sense — in the rooms and 
halls — that we have more 
work to be done.”

Tennis legend Billie Jean 
King  said the strides made 
by American female athletes 
stem directly from Title IX, 
the 1972 U.S. law that banned 
sex discrimination in educa-
tional programs — including 
sports — that receive federal 
funds.

“What we are seeing with 
the London Olympics is a 
reflection of the growth and 
impact of Title IX,” King said, 
adding that American women 
might not only outnumber 
men at the Games — they 
could very well out-medal 
them, too.

“We now have a stronger 
foundation for future genera-
tions of female Olympians,” 
she said. 
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Victoria Pendleton, a cyclist 
for Britain, is proud of her 
Olympic body. She has ap-
peared in shampoo ads and 
and a racy lingerie shoot.
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Jessica Ennis, a two-time world champion 
in the heptathlon, is the highest-paid 
female athlete in England.

Russia’s Aliya Mustafina, a world-champi-
on gymnast at 15 in 2010, is coming back 
from a torn ACL.

Japan’s Hiroshi Hoketsu, at 71 the oldest 
athlete in these Olympics, will compete in 
dressage with his horse Whisper.
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NOTEBOOK

Bolt admits 
to back issues

London: Usain Bolt  said 
Thursday a bad back has been 
causing him hamstring problems, 
leading to a pair of losses to 
training partner Yohan Blake at the 
Jamaican trials. “It was a slight 
problem. I got that fixed and I’m 
ready to go,” Bolt said in his first 
formal media appearance of the 
Games . Bolt lost to Blake at the 
recent Jamaican trials in the 100 
and his favored 200 meters. The 
setbacks fueled speculation Bolt 
was injured but haven’t dampened 
expectations that he will win gold 
again in the 100 and 200.  

Japan upsets Spain 
in men’s soccer

London: Japan upset Spain 
1-0 on the first day of the men’s 
Olympic soccer tournament on 
Thursday, while Brazil held on for 
a 3-2 victory over Egypt and host 
Britain had to settle for a 1-1 draw 
with Senegal. Uruguay and Belarus 
also won as the tournament got 
under way  .
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They’re big, and they’re a heavy hand-
ful. Not that most of us will ever get to hold 
one.

This year’s Olympic medals are the larg-
est and heaviest of any Summer Games in 
Olympic history. Weighing  about 14 ounces, 
the 2012 gold medal is twice as heavy as its 
counterpart at the 2008 Beijing games. Mea-
suring  about 3.3 inches across, this year’s 
medals are the largest-ever in diameter as 
well.

British artist David Watkins designed 
the medals, which , like all previous Summer 
Games medals, include the  Greek goddess of 
victory, Nike (probably not the first image 
you associate with the word nowadays).

The British company Rio Tinto mined the 
gold, silver and copper used in the medals 
from its mines in Mongolia and Salt Lake 
City, Utah. The gold medals in this year’s 
Olympics are actually mostly silver, with 
gold making up  1.34 percent of the medal. 
The Royal Mint produced the finished prod-
ucts in Wales.

While they await their victors, the med-
als are being stored in the Tower of London, 
known for hundreds of years as a pretty ser-
viceable place to lock things up.

Medals are 
the biggest, 
heaviest of 

any summer

The London Olympics promises the-
ater as riveting as anything on stage in 
the West End, and some of the athletes 
in leading roles are familiar names. 

David Beckham, the British soccer 
icon with the GQ looks, has been front 
and center since Great Britain submitted 
its bid to host the 2012 Summer Games. 
Although he was left off Great Britain’s 
Olympic team, expect to see him every-
where. 

Usain Bolt, the aptly-named Jamaican 
sprinter, is back for an encore after his 
show-stopping performance in Beijing 
four years ago — gold medals and world 
records in the 100 meters, 200 meters 
and sprint relay. 

In his way could be countryman and 
world champion Yohan Blake, American 
Tyson Gay and Frenchman Christophe 
LeMaitre, who shrugs off questions of 
race but is best known for being the first 
white man to break the 10-second bar-
rier in the 100 meters. 

Tennis stars Serena Williams, Novak 
Djokovic, Roger Federer and Andy Mur-
ray (injured Rafael Nadal withdrew), 
fresh off Wimbledon, will ditch their 
whites and return to the hallowed grass 
of the All England Club in their national 
colors to battle for Olympic gold. 

And soccer player Neymar (no last 
name necessary) will try to lead Brazil to 
the only major title it has yet to win. In 
three seasons, the 20-year-old has scored 
nearly 100 goals for Santos (Pele’s for-
mer club), and Pele considers him better 
than Argentine star Lionel Messi. 

More than 10,000 athletes from 200 
countries will compete in 36 Olympic 
sports. Most are not famous, but every 
one of them has a story. 

Here are 10 to keep an eye on: 
Jessica Ennis, track and field, Great 

Britain: Beckham is, without a doubt, the 
most famous face of British sport. Tennis 
star Andy Murray is also known around 
the world. But they will be sharing the 
spotlight this summer with heptathlete 
Jessica Ennis, the golden girl of Great 
Britain’s Olympic team. 

The Games have yet to begin, and 
already the photogenic Ennis, 26, has 
endorsements with Jaguar, Aviva, Olay, 
Adidas, Powerade, Omega and BP. She 
is pulling in more than $1.5 million a 
year, making her the highest-paid female 
athlete in England. 

Ennis won the world heptathlon titles 
in 2009 and 2010 and was poised to 
medal at the Beijing Olympics in 2008. 
A stress fracture in her right foot kept 
her home. 

Oscar Pistorius, track and field, South 
Africa: Bolt might be the most phenom-
enal track athlete at these Olympics, but 
the most inspirational is Pistorius, a 
double amputee from South Africa who 
will make history by becoming the first 
amputee runner to compete in the able-
bodied Olympics. 

Pistorius runs on carbon-fiber blades 
and is known as “The Blade Runner.” He 
has clocked an Olympic qualifying time 
of 45.30 seconds in the 400 meters and 
was selected by the South African Olym-
pic committee for the individual event 
and the 1,600-meter relay team. He also 
has plans to compete in the Paralym-
pics. 

Born without fibulas in either leg, 
Pistorius had both legs amputated below 
the knee when he was 11 months old.

Hiroshi Hoketsu, equestrian, Japan: 
Septuagenarians across the globe can 
rally around Japanese equestrian rider 
Hoketsu, who at the age of 71 (yes, 71!), 
will be the oldest competitor in London. 

Hoketsu qualified for the individual 
dressage, riding a 15-year-old horse 
named Whisper. He first competed in the 
1964 Games when he was 23. He was 67 

when he finished ninth in the team event 
and 35th as an individual at the Beijing 
Olympics four years ago. Back home in 
Japan, they call him “The Hope of Old 
Men.” 

He has an endorsement deal with a 
health food chain and continues to train 
twice a day. 

Believe it or not, Hoketsu is not the 
oldest Olympian in history. Swedish 
shooter Oscar Swahn was 72 when he 
won a silver medal at the 1920 Olympics 
in Antwerp. 

Aliya Mustafina, gymnastics, Russia, 
and Larisa Iordache, gymnastics, Romania: 
Every Olympics needs its gymnastics 
pixies, and this time, two to watch are 
teenagers Mustafina and Iordache. 

Mustafina won the 2010 all-around 
world championship at 15 and was fa-
vored to win the 2011 European champi-
onship. But she tore the ACL of her left 
knee on the landing of a difficult vault 
and was carried off the podium, reminis-
cent of the Kerri Strug vault injury at the 
1996 Atlanta Olympics. 

She had surgery and did not compete 
for eight months. She started training 
again in December 2011, and though she 
has struggled in her first few meets, she 
is considered one of the favorites. 

Also watch for Iordache, 15, who has 
drawn comparisons to Nadia Comaneci, 
the tiny Romanian who won the 1976 

gold. 
Chris Hoy, track cycling, Great Britain: 

They call Chris Hoy “The Real McHoy.” 
The Scottish track cyclist won three 

gold medals in Beijing and was knighted 
Sir Chris by Queen Elizabeth II in 2009. 
He is on pace to become Great Britain’s 
most successful Olympian, as he has col-
lected four golds and a silver. Rowing 
legend Steve Redgrave holds the national 
record with five golds and a bronze. 

Caster Semenya, track and field, South 
Africa: Doubts about her gender made 
life miserable for South African runner 
Semenya three years ago, but she said 
she has put it behind her and if she wins 
a medal, she will dedicate it to Nelson 
Mandela, who helped her during her 
tough times. 

When Semenya, 19, won the 800-me-
ter world title in 2009, skeptics insist-
ed she was not a woman, and she was 
forced to undergo testing. 

It turned out she did have excessive 
male genes because of a medical condi-
tion, but the international track federa-
tion cleared her to compete as a woman. 

Kohei Uchimura, gymnastics, Japan: 
His parents ran a gym out of their home, 
and he grew up doodling gymnastics 
routines in his schoolbooks. It’s no won-
der, then, that the mop-topped Uchimura 
wound up winning three consecutive 
world all-around gold medals in 2009, 
2010 and 2011. No other man has ever 
won three titles in a row. 

Uchimura won the silver at the 2008 
Games, and now that China’s Yang Wei 
has retired, the door is open for the Jap-
anese gymnast to win it all. 

Ranomi Kromowidjojo, swimming, 
Netherlands: Her name will likely be the 
longest on the Aquatic Center score-
board, and it could be on the top line 
in the 50-meter and 100-meter sprints. 
Kromowidjojo, 21, a Dutch swimmer of 
Indonesian descent, is one of the favor-
ites in both events. 

Her name might be new to casual 
fans, but swimming enthusiasts have 
known about her for years. She has been 
competing at the elite level since age 15, 
swam in her first world championship 
at 17, and at 18 won an Olympic gold 
medal in Beijing with the Dutch 400-me-
ter relay team. 

Lin Dan, badminton, China: China’s 
“Super Dan” is back. Spiky-haired Dan is 
considered the best badminton player of 
all time, and his fiery personality (read: 
hot temper) makes him a crowd favorite, 
a la John McEnroe. He can smash the 
shuttlecock 200 mph and has also been 
known to abuse rackets and argue with 
referees. Lin is a four-time world cham-
pion, defending Olympic champion and 
five-time All England champion.

TEN OLYMPIANS 
WORTH WATCHING

THEY’RE NOT HOUSEHOLD NAMES, JUST COMPELLING STORIES
By Michelle Kaufman

The Miami Herald

Double amputee Oscar Pistorius of South 
Africa will compete with able-bodied run-
ners in the 400 meters and 1,600 relay.
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