
Occasional piece

Famous sporting photographs: there’s more than meets the eye

Everyone with an interest in the history of sport or of sports
medicine is familiar with the story of Dorando Pietri, the
man who was first across the finishing line in the Olympic
marathon at the 1908 games held in London, but who was
subsequently disqualified for receiving assistance. Figure 1
shows Pietri being attended to after he collapsed on the
track a few hundred yards short of the finish. Such was the
size of his lead that he still made it to the finish first. The
factors contributing to his collapse seem clear: it was a hot
day and, by today’s standards, the runners were seriously
underprepared. Pietri made a big eVort to take the lead at
about 20 miles, but the eVort combined with the heat
proved too much. After receiving treatment, however, he
recovered suYciently to make it to the finish. Even though
he did not win the gold medal, he was treated as a hero and
was awarded a special trophy by Queen Alexandra.

There are several famous photographs of the race, and
even some early cine film. The photograph shown in fig 1
is one of the more famous ones, showing Pietri collapsed
on the track receiving assistance from the medical oYcer.
What is not so well known to sports historians is that the
medical oYcer attending to Pietri (the man crouching to
his right in the photograph) is none other than Sir Arthur
Conan Doyle. Conan Doyle is best remembered today as
the creator of Sherlock Holmes, perhaps the most famous
fictional detective of all time. It is immediately obvious
from some of the details contained in the Holmes tales that
the author is a medical man (although the career of
Holmes’ companion and amanuensis Dr Watson was very
diVerent from that of Conan Doyle himself), and indeed he
practised as a GP in Edinburgh for some years, having
graduated MB CM in 1881.

Readers will also recall that Holmes was an accom-
plished exponent of the noble art of boxing, and might
guess that the author also had some interest in this sport,
and indeed he fought many bouts. This was only one of the
sporting interests of Conan Doyle: he was an accomplished
cricketer and a member of the MCC, having once
dismissed the great Doctor (W G Grace) himself. In addi-
tion, he played soccer for Hampshire. His sporting interests
did not stop there, however, and he represented Great

Britain in the Prince Henry Motor Rally, part of the
celebrations to mark the Coronation of George V: the dis-
tance covered was something over 2000 km, a prodigious
undertaking at that time. Although the facts are diYcult to
ascertain, he has also been credited with the introduction
of skiing as a recreational and competitive pursuit to Swit-
zerland.

The race itself
On the afternoon of Friday 24 July 1908 (in the words of
The Times correspondent “a glorious hot July afternoon,
with hardly a breath of wind, ideal for a bathe or a game of
cricket”) 55 competitors set oV from Windsor Castle on
the 26 mile journey to the West London Stadium. Only 22
were destined to finish. The favourites included Hayes
(United States), Longboat (Canada), HeVeron (South
Africa), and Dorando. The initial pace was, as usual,
suicidally fast, the leader passing the 2 mile mark in 10
minutes 11 seconds; at 10 miles the time was (reportedly!)
56 minutes 53 seconds. By 15 miles, HeVeron led by over
three minutes from Dorando in second place and
Longboat in third. Shortly thereafter the latter slowed to a
walk. HeVeron maintained his lead. At 21 miles Hayes, the
eventual winner, moved into third place and at this point
Longboat retired. Although he still held a considerable
lead, the South African was reduced to a walk by 24 miles.
Dorando, now leading, reached 25 miles in 2 hours 41
minutes 44 seconds and the finish in 2 hours 54 minutes 46
seconds. However, on entering the stadium he collapsed
and was engulfed by “30 enthusiastic partisans” to such an
extent that he disappeared from the spectators’ view. It was
this episode that eVectively lost him the gold medal as
overeager hands helped him from the track a mere 30 yards
from the finishing line. It is worth noting that, contrary to
general belief, The Times reports that “when picked up”
Dorando finished with a “strong sprint” (judging from
contemporary photographs (see fig 2), this seems doubt-
ful). His tragedy was that he would undoubtedly have won;
Hayes was over two and a half minutes behind.
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Sir Arthur Conan Doyle
From early childhood, Conan Doyle had been brought up
to regard physical activity as an integral component of
education and, as important, to compete honourably. Fur-
thermore, he lived at a time when the enthusiastic and
gifted amateur could excel in a range of sports. In addition
to the normal pastimes of a middle class gentleman—
billiards, bowls, shooting—his enthusiasm for outdoor
sports was intense and wide ranging. While a student at
Edinburgh, he represented the university at cricket, rugby,
and boxing. The last he judged to be the finest of non-team
sports: it required finesse, courage, and agility simultane-
ously. Strangely for a medical man, he advocated the bare
knuckle code and considered Queensbury Rules a
retrograde step which reduced boxing’s “nobility” and
opened the door to widespread and systemic gambling.
Nevertheless, such was his reputation for sportsmanship
and fair play that he was invited to referee the world cham-
pionship bout between Jim JeVries and Jack Johnson He
declined when it became clear that this was as much about
black v white as relative boxing skill. It has been suggested
that his Regency novels—for example Rodney Stone—
helped to popularise prize fighting in the United States in
the twenties and thirties.

In the more gentle cricket arena, he was good enough to
play for the MCC against Warwickshire, Derbyshire, and
Kent, and, representing the MCC against a London
Eleven, he clean bowled The Doctor himself—Grace later
returned the compliment! In 1901 he organised a
“celebrity eleven” including J M Barrie and Jerome K
Jerome for a tour of Holland.

Conan Doyle is widely credited with introducing skiing,
at least in its modern form, to Switzerland in 1894. In fact,
he had been introduced to cross-country skiing in Norway
and it was this experience that enabled him to suggest

improvements to existing Swiss equipment. He was not the
first Englishman to ski in Switzerland; downhill was not
introduced until two years later.

The most famous demonstration of Conan Doyle’s
championing of what he saw as the underdog was the
(in)famous “Dorando Incident” at the London Olympic
Games of 1908. Pietri’s dramatic collapse has been well
documented. Conan Doyle was on the field in the dual
capacity of Daily Mail correspondent and marathon
medical oYcer. He considered Dorando’s disqualification
unjust and unjustified, as the runner had not asked for
assistance nor was he cognisant of what was happening.
Cynics have suggested that there was an element of guilt
on Conan Doyle’s part; he had after all contributed to
Dorando’s misfortune. In any event, the Mail, at Conan
Doyle’s instigation, mounted a public subscription
suYcient for Dorando to buy a bakery in his home
town.

Conan Doyle was involved some years later in the Olym-
pic movement when, after Great Britain’s poor showing in
Stockholm in 1912, he was invited to chair a national com-
mittee charged with coordinating the preparations of the
disparate national bodies in preparation for the Games
scheduled for Berlin in 1916.

Throughout his sporting life, his literary output was
prodigious. He reckoned to have produced 250 000 words
in 1891 alone—all in long hand! He also found time and
energy for lecture tours, two parliamentary campaigns (he
lost), a host of good causes, and a tour of the battlefields of
the second Boer War.
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BASM Merchandise 1999
Ties Single motif £6 + £1.50 p&p

Multi motif £6 + £1.50 p&p
Blazer badge Wire - 4 inches high £5 + £1.50 p&p

Wire - 3 inches high £5 + £1.50 p&p

New stock to order
Sweaters Lambswool fine knit, V-neck or round £32 + £3 p&p

neck with small motif. Machine washable.
State colour and chest size required.

Sweatshirts With small motif. £25 + £3 p&p
State colour and chest size required.

Polo shirts With small motif. £23 + £3 p&p
State colour and chest size required.
Some education polo shirts in cream
and grey are also available at the same price.

Send orders to John H Clegg JP BSc LDS RCS Eng, Hon Secretary,
Birch Lea, 67 Springfield Lane, Eccleston, St Helens, Merseyside WA10 5HB,
UK. (Tel: 01744 28198)
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