
Olympic Cross Country 
Timeline



1890
  
Pierre de Coubertin, acting as president, and Georges 

de Saint-Clair, acting as secretary general, form the 

Union des Sociétés Françaises de Sports Athlétiques 

(USFSA). The union oversaw matches and games 

conducted for rugby, soccer, tennis, rowing, cycling 

and cross-country running.  

By November of 1892, at the annual meeting of the 

USFSA where de Coubertin first publicly suggested the 

idea of reviving the Olympics, three days of lunches, 

dedications and cross-country races were held in 

preparation of his big announcement.

1850  
  
Dr. William Penny Brookes creates an annual festival 

at Much Wenlock, Shropshire, a local athletic 

competition that he refers to as “Meetings of the 

Olympian Class”. Events here were not much different 

from today’s sports. Baron Pierre de Coubertin 

(a Frenchman charged with initiating the modern 

Olympic Games), visited England several times (he 

was also enthralled with one of the earliest accounts 

of cross‐country running at Rugby School in England, 

featured in Tom Brown’s Schooldays). In 1889, after 

a visit to Dr. Brookes and the Wenlock Olympian 

Society, de Coubertin organized the Congress of 

Physical Education in Paris.

1612 
  
Robert Dover establishes an English athletics contest 

known as “The Olympicks” at Chipping Camden,

Gloucetershire, which involves running, jumping, 

throwing the hammer and pitching the bar. The event 

continued until 1852, when it was banned by the local 

authority “due to rowdiness and dangerous activities.



March 20, 1898 
 
the French Athletic Federation challenges England in 

the “Cross des Nations”, the first time organized teams 

from England and France race over cross-country 

terrain in Paris. The race took place over Ville d’Avry, 

measured 14.5 kilometers, and saw participation from 

eight of England’s best versus eight of France’s best. 

Sidney Robinson of England won in a time of 56:39. 

March 1903
England’s Alfred Shrubb (dubbed “The Little 

Wonder”) wins the first International Cross Country 

Championship title (a precursor to the modern World 

Cross Country Championship held by the IAAF). The 

Home Countries: England, Scotland, Ireland and 

Wales, were the only four nations represented. A 

week prior to this inaugural championship Shrubb 

had met club teams representing French, Belgian and 

Swiss cross‐country runners in Paris–only the second 

international cross‐country meeting away from English 

soil. The first International Championship ended up a 

week later due to his absence. France first appeared 

at the International in 1907 and became a permanent 

member, hosting the event for the first time the 

following year.

June 1892     
  
Pierre Giffard, a French journalist, promotes his 

newest athletics endeavor in the magazine La Revue 

Athletique. This magazine was started and managed 

by none other than Pierre de Coubertin himself. The 

event, which combined cross-country running with 

hiking, measured over a course 380 kilometers long, 

drew over 800 participants and was known as the 

Paris-Belfort race. 

April 1896  
  
The 1896 Summer Olympics, officially known as the 

Games of the I Olympiad, was a multi-sport event held 

in Athens, Greece, from 6 to 15 April 1896. It was the 

first international Olympic Games held in the Modern 

era. Athens was unanimously chosen as the host city 

during a congress organized by Pierre de Coubertin 

in Paris, on 23 June 1894. The International Olympic 

Committee (IOC) was also instituted during this 

congress.



September 3, 1904 
  
The men’s 4 mile International Team Race was run at 

the Games of the III Olympiad in St Louis, Missouri. 

This event, while held exclusively on the track, was 

the precursor to holding the first cross country Olympic 

event in 1912. It was the first time the event was held, 

though the 1900 Summer Olympics had featured a 

similar event in the 5000 meter team race. Two teams 

of five athletes each competed, with nine individuals 

from the United States and one from France running. 

It was scored identical to a cross country event, with 

the lowest finishing place of each competitor added 

together.

October 1910 
At a meeting of the Amateur Athletic Association 

(the governing body for English amateur athletics), a 

gentleman by the name of Percy Fischer—himself a 

member of the Olympic track and field committee—

was able to announce that “Thanks to the good offices 

of the British representatives in the International 

Olympic Committee, the 800 meters, the 10,000 

meter run, and a cross country race of five miles were 

added to the program of the Games of Stockholm 

1912.

July 15, 1912 
First appearance of Cross Country on the Summer 

Olympic program. The Games of the V Olympiad 

were held in Stockholm Sweden. The course, which 

measured 12km in length, encompassed an area 

that ran in a wide curve north of the stadium in 

Stockholm. The race started on the track, ran one 

quarter mile lap, and then branched out into the 

surrounding countryside, encompassing steep hills, a 

deep forested section, and natural obstacles including 

small fences and a rock wall. This particular race was 

set to be a showdown between France’s Jean Bouin 

(the International Cross Country Champion in 1911 and 

1912) and Hannes Kolehmainen, the man who had 

already won the 5,000 and 10,000 meter titles at the 

games defeating Bouin in a hair‐raising 5,000 meter 

final. The cross‐country race wasn’t close. The Finnish 

Kolehmainen led a duo of Swedes, Hjalmar Andersson 

and John Eke through the course, and Swedish or 

Finnish runners occupied ten of the first eleven 

finishing places. Bouin never made it to the finish line.

August 23, 1920 
The Games of the sixth Olympiad in 1920 (a full eight 

years later due to World War I), saw much the same 

story as 1912, with different names. Finland’s Paavo 

Nurmi was expected to have a close battle with 

France’s Joseph Guillemot (a defending International 

Cross Country Champion). Instead Nurmi easily pulled 

away from Sweden’s Eric Backman over the eight 

kilometer course, while Guillemot sprained an ankle 

with just under two miles left to go. 

July 12, 1924 
The 1924 Summer Olympics, held in Paris, France, 

marked the third and final time that cross country 

was contested as its own sport at the Olympic level, 

both for the team and individual honors. Unfavorable 

conditions, which saw only 15 runners finish the race 

out of the 39 started were to blame. Unseasonably 

hot conditions accompanied by toxic fumes from 

a nearby factory along the course resulted in eight 

athletes taken away on stretchers and two pronounced 

dead from heat exhaustion (both runners eventually 

recovered). The race encompassed 10,650 meters, 

with the start directly outside the Stade de Colombes. 

The course was marked by flags, and used the 

surrounding countryside with rough grass, dirt roads 

and a few measurable obstacles. The Olympic cross-

country race took place on the hottest day of the 

Parisian summer. The temperature rose to 45 degrees 

Centigrade in the sun (approx 115 degrees Fahrenheit), 

and shade was nowhere to be found along the course. 

Edvin Wide of Sweden started the Olympic contest 

with a fast start, shooting into the lead ahead of 

Finland’s Paavo Nurmi and Ville Ritola. After 4.5 

kilometers the Finns left Wide behind, and the Swede 

never made it to the finish! A couple of kilometers 

later Nurmi made his move and towards the end his 

lead only increased. Nurmi crossed the finish line a 

minute and a half ahead of Ritola and appeared only 

slightly tired. 



1947  
 
The IAAF responds to the International Cross 

Country proposal set forth eight years prior to put 

the sport in the Winter Olympic Program: “Ritter 

Von Halt said that the arranging of such a race 

could not be made because of the present rules of 

the International Olympic Committee. The council 

decided to recommend the congress not to accept the 

proposal. The various members of the council being 

of the opinion that cross‐country racing was a fine 

sport, well deserving encouragement, empowered the 

honorary secretary to study the question in order to 

find out if international intercourse in this event could 

be promoted in some other way.

November 1970   
 
Daniel J. Ferris, an official at the U.S. Amateur 

Athletic Union, publishes a letter in the Long Distance 

Log, a publication put forward by the Road Runners 

Club of America. This letter confirmed Ferris’s support 

in the return of cross-country in the Olympic Games 

despite his own personal conjectures against the 

matter. Ferris was prepared to vote for the proposal at 

an upcoming IAAF meeting.

1937—1939     
  
L.N. Richardson, a delegate representing England 

in the International Cross Country Union, refers to 

discussions in 1937 as to “the advisability of making 

representation to the Olympic Association to include a 

cross‐country event in their winter program.” Further 

details are shared in 1939: “At the council meeting 

held on the morning of the race, further consideration 

was given to cross‐country running being given 

Olympic status. The subject was discussed at length 

and on being voted upon the whole of the member 

countries favored the idea. The honorary secretary 

was asked to convey the decision of the council of the 

International Amateur Athletic Federation.

February 1971  
 
In a follow-up article titled A Case For Reviving the 

Olympic Cross Country Race author Ted Corbitt adds 

detail to the Ferris matter from November: “The idea 

of reviving this great event was the brain child of past 

RRC of America President Scott Hamilton. He put in 

much work selling the idea through his worldwide 

contacts. The event had been somehow forgotten 

since 1924. Hamilton found some interest in favor of 

its reinstatement in the Olympic Games. Probably a 

few runners don’t think that it is a good idea, but I 

have yet to hear of one reason against it that really 

stands up.” Corbitt continued: “Mr. Ferris stated 

that he didn’t like the idea of reviving the event but 

was prepared to vote for the proposal at the IAAF 

meeting, had Australia not backed down on bringing 

the issue to a vote. Apparently, consideration of the 

question was premature due to its internal wrangling 

in the International Cross-Country Union.” This gave 

credence and perspective to the matter. 



Late 1971 
  
Later that year, in a book titled The Varied World of 

Cross‐Country published by Runner’s World Magazine, 

author Joe Henderson finalized the engagement of 

bringing the sport back to the Olympics: “The main 

problem is that runners have to work through athletic 

politicians to get things changed. And unfortunately 

many of the politicians in power employ thinking that 

is firmly rooted in the 19th century. Take the example 

of the Olympics readmitting cross‐country. A few years 

ago, there was a small flurry of support for such an 

idea. The Road Runners Club of America and some 

Australians were the prime backers of the proposal. 

It seemed to make good sense considering it would 

admit a new group of distance runners to the Games 

and even the poorest countries could be represented 

by a few cross‐country runners. The proposal died 

a quiet death at the hands of the politicians who 

call themselves the International Amateur Athletic 

Federation. In fact, the Australians withdrew the 

proposal before it came to a vote.

1978  
In a brief aside in his book Cross-Country Running, 

author Marc Bloom had this to say about the matter: 

“I have not wasted time yelling at the Olympics for the 

absence of a cross-country race (although the renewal 

of Olympic cross-country would do wonders for the 

sport), since we have the annual International, and 

the International Olympic Committee does not hear 

yelling, anyway.

1980  
– Author Cliff Temple, in his book titled Cross 

Country & Road Running, added a curious point in his 

publication: “There are now moves afoot, nearly sixty 

years later, to have it re-admitted to the Olympics 

and with the considerably greater knowledge of 

both officials and athletes regarding extremes of 

temperature it is unlikely that there could ever be 

a repeat of the Paris race. Cross country running, 

although essentially a winter sport, is already in 

the Games in one respect, of course, as part of the 

modern pentathlon programme.

2008  
Prodigious cross‐country champions Kenenisa Bekele, 

Haile Gebrselassie, and Paul Tergat, wrote an open 

letter to the International Olympic Committee 

President Jacques Rogge and IAAF President Lamine 

Diack, urging the IOC to consider cross‐country 

running once again for the ballot for the summer or 

winter Olympic Games. Coming from the champions 

themselves, the message had weight. Each of 

them represented an African nation not featured at 

the Winter Olympics: “We the undersigned global 

champions and record breakers would like to invite 

your two highly esteemed federations to consider 

the re‐introduction of cross country running into the 

Olympic Games program, either as a summer or a 

winter sport.”

Early 2009   
  
The IAAF fails in an attempt to get the IOC to include 

cross‐country on the program for the Winter Games. 

The IOC stated that it was not possible because a 

Winter Olympic program must be practiced on “snow 

or ice.

August 2010    
  
The IAAF reveals during a meeting of its ruling 

council in Kiev that they had prepared and submitted 

a questionnaire concerning the review of the 2018 

Winter Olympic Program to include cross country: 

“The IOC Program Commission will study the 

document in August 2010 and come back to the IAAF, 

if necessary, for further clarifications before submitting 

it to the IOC Executive Board, for decision,” an IAAF 

statement said following the meeting. The event was 

attended by several IOC members, including IAAF 

President Lamine Diack and Sergey Bubka, the former 

world record holder for the pole vault.



December 2013    
  
Following the IAAF Global Seminar on Cross Country 

Running, federation member Nick Davies had this to 

say: “The IAAF Cross Country Committee is studying 

options. The IOC has never said that cross country 

could not be part of an Olympic athletics program, but 

were against having it as a new event added to the 

Winter Olympics, which had been the original proposal 

a few years ago.”

February 2014  
  
Athletics Weekly printed “10 Reasons Why Cross 

Country Running Should Have Been in the Sochi 

2014 Program”. Their reasons included “Staging cross 

country races in the Winter Olympics would be a 

great way for the International Olympic Committee 

to get Africa involved in the Winter Games,” and that 

“Lamine Diack, the president of the International 

Association of Athletics Federations, has backed cross 

country’s bid to make the Winter Olympics.” Diack 

had said: “The IOC has written to us to ask our advice 

and we have told them that we are in favor of it. We 

are prepared to organize cross country in the Winter 

Olympics. It would be a good move for our sport.

January 2015   
  
IAAF presidential hopeful Lord Sebastian Coe was 

quoted as saying “I would love to see cross country 

back in the Olympic program.

  Cross country is what I 

always liked most. It was my 

world, my passion. All the 

world class athletes from 1,500 

meters to the marathon were 

in the same race.   

Paul Tergat


