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’'wo decades after be­
ing established by 

Baron Pierre de Couber­
tin in the mid 1890s, the 
modem international Ol­
ympic Games started to 
gain prominence.By then 
the Olympic Games were 
increasingly considered 
a promising cultural phe­
nomenon rather than a fin  
de siecle curiosity confined 
to be an accessory of uni­
versal expositions. How­
ever, the vagaries of World 
War I brought to a stand­
still their uneven yet con­
tinual growth. During the 
war, Coubertin was wor­
ried about the future of the 
Olympic Movement and 
worked at keeping it alive. For instance, in 1917 he cre­
ated a Latin American Olympic Propaganda Committee 
that two years later he judged, either insincerely or mis­
takenly, to have “been effective in spreading the Olympic 
idea in Spanish-speaking countries.”1

All through World War I it became evident in Olym­
pic circles that if the Olympic Games were not only to 
survive the conflict but also make the transition from an 
event of regional allure to one of global proportions, in­
ternational participation beyond Europe and a handful of 
other countries had to be increased. Shortly after the war, 
the International Olympic Committee (IOC) convened 
and decided to organize the 1920 Olympic Games in Ant­
werp. While this decision was made before the IOC had 
developed a plan to promote the Olympic project in re­
gions of the world where it had not yet generated much 
interest, misunderstanding over the unexpected organi­
zation of the Inter-Allied Games, a sport festival for the 
allied troops orchestrated by the United States military 
with the assistance of the Young Men’s Christian Associ­
ation (YMCA), sparked such a plan soon after the IOC’s 
decision to resume Olympic competition in Antwerp. 
By the 1920s Coubertin and his IOC associates had em­
barked on an ambitious campaign that would eventually 
expand international participation in the Olympic Move­
ment. Startlingly, the work was neither carried out nor di­
rectly supervised by the IOC. Regardless of Coubertin’s 
interest in promoting Olympism in Latin America, it was 
not his design that transformed the region into the IOC’s 
first globalization target.2

Worried about the future of his Olympic Games and 
troubled by the forthcoming Inter-Allied Games, popu­
larly known as a “Military Olympics,” Coubertin con­
tacted the YMCA to discuss what he considered an intru­
sion in Olympic affairs.3 On January 25, 1919 Coubertin 
wrote to Elwood S. Brown, an American who at the time
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was athletic director for both the American Expedition­
ary Force and the International Committee of the YMCA, 
protesting against the “action of the YMCA in deciding to 
hold Olympics in France in 1919.”4 Growing impatient, 
less than a week later, Coubertin published a letter in La 
Gazette de Lausanne complaining that the YMCA “is 
talking about a ‘Super-Olympiad’ to be held this spring 
in the Paris area” and derisively asking, “What on earth is 
a ‘Super-Olympiad’?”5 Brown answered within days; the 
American assured Coubertin that the Inter-Allied Games 
“is not a rival of the Olympic Games in any sense” and 
explained that the “use of the word [Olympic] is entirely 
unofficial and unauthorized so far as either the American 
Army or the YMCA is concerned.”6 Brown’s words had 
a soothing effect on the worried Coubertin.

Brown’s reply began a relationship that eventually led 
to a formal cooperation agreement between the institu­
tions these two men were devoted to. The evidence in­
dicates that it was Brown who envisioned the YMCA as 
the executive force for the “Olympization,” to use Cou­
bertin’s neologism,7 of new countries and, ultimately, to 
combine efforts in order for the two institutions to spread 
their goals. Referring to the YMCA’s achievements 
and progress in regards to the organization of regional 
Games, in early 1920 Brown called to the attention of 
Coubertin “that the plans which I outlined to you in Par­
is are definitely maturing” and added that “I am sure that 
you agree with me that it would be a calamity if these de­
velopment projects were not soon linked up with the Ol­
ympic games movement. They are all contributory and 
not rival efforts.”8 For Brown it was obvious that the two 
institutions could complement one another.

Brown’s scheme, which was presented, discussed, 
and approved by the IOC in its August 1920 session, fo­
cused around mutual assistance. It emphasized that the 
IOC and the YMCA pursued similar goals, underlined
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the YMCA’s extensive worldwide structure, and claimed 
that the IOC goals could be further advanced through the 
organization of regional Games such as the Far Eastern 
Games that the YMCA had launched in 1913, as well as 
the YMCA’s proposed Indian Empire Games and South 
American Games.9 In return for its offer, the YMCA sim­
ply asked the IOC to grant official recognition to and en­
couragement for the regional Games it organized.10 In 
this way the YMCA would legitimize its work and secure 
its mission in different regions of the world. Brown testi­
fied to this goal in a YMCA memorandum stating that his 
appearance before the IOC “constitutes a recognition of 
the Association as a world force in physical training that 
is both logical and significant and of extreme value to our 
physical directors everywhere.”11

With the partnership endorsed, the IOC and the YMCA 
embarked on the first project the YMCA had in store, the 
1922 South American Games, an athletic spectacle con­
ceived as part of Brazil’s centennial celebrations. Brown 
had traveled to the region before the IOC session to, 
among other things, “conduct the preliminary negotia­
tions and to make the basic arrangements for the South 
American Games in 1922, on the occasion of Brazil’s 
Centenary Fiesta.”12 In this regard, Brown confidently 
wrote to Coubertin that he was “greatly encouraged over 
the whole situation in South America.”13 YMCA officials 
were so keen on their work in the region that they be­
lieved “Conditions are very ripe there for promotion of a 
great continental play plan,”14 which, of course, encom­
passed the celebration of the Games. Even though the 
YMCA thought it had prepared the terrain for the task, 
few imagined the challenges lying ahead.

The Preparations for the 1922 
Latin American Games

The early proposals to celebrate Brazil’s centenary 
in September 1922 made reference to a series of sport 
events that were national in scope. For example, in his
1919 project Nestor Ascoli, a prominent public figure, 
proposed to have “Brazilian championships of Olym­
pic Games” organized by the Confederagao Brasileira 
de Desportos (Brazilian Confederation of Sports).15 Rio 
de Janeiro’s Fluminense Football Club had also indicat­
ed interest in organizing the event. It has been assumed 
that Brazilian officials were responsible for the interna­
tionalization of the sport events based upon the Olympic 
Games model. However, the evidence suggests that the 
internationalization of the sport events within the cen­
tennial celebrations was a YMCA initiative. Elwood S. 
Brown mentioned several times to Coubertin in early
1920 that he was going to Brazil to promote the South 
American international Games.16 More important, while 
in Rio de Janeiro, then Brazil’s capital, Brown wrote that 
he had proposed to the Confederagao that “Brazil imme­
diately extend an invitation to Peru, Chile, Argentina and 
Uruguay to enter South American games.”17

The scheme gained momentum on August 27, 1920,

a few days after the IOC-YMCA agreement had been 
signed, when Roberto Trompowsky Jr., chef de mis­
sion of the Brazilian delegation to the Antwerp Olympic 
Games, offered a banquet to Coubertin and Brown. Dur­
ing the banquet the IOC announced that it gave support 
to the 1922 international Games to be organized in Rio 
de Janeiro.18 This endorsement did not mean that Cou­
bertin was convinced about the success of the enterprise 
or that he trusted the Brazilian rhetoric. Foreseeing dif­
ficulties, Brown wrote to Coubertin in December 1920 
that he was “fully conscious of the ever present danger 
which you speak of—that is, the tendency or rather hab­
it of overstatement, hasty unsound plans.”19 However, 
Brown thought that the YMCA officials in South Ameri­
ca would be able to help to stage a successful Games. His 
optimism seemed not based on the situation but rather on 
his intent of obtaining the full trust of the IOC. Whether 
Brown was overconfident or ingenious, the preparations 
for the South American Games tested the nerves, capaci­
ty, and influence of the YMCA.

Difficulties in staging the contests soon appeared. The 
first was Brazilian inaction. In late May 1921, Jess T. 
Hopkins, secretary for physical education of the South 
American Federation of YMCAs, wrote to Coubertin ex­
plaining that “things are moving slowly in Brazil for the 
1922 games.”20 This description—a glaring understate­
ment, for things were hardly moving at all—was intend­
ed to convey what was happening to Coubertin without 
alarming him too much. Nonetheless, Hopkins was more 
straightforward with Brown and as early as January 1921 
informed him that “frankly, the outlook is not good.”21 
The situation worsened to such an extent that by mid 
May Hopkins was “compelled to recommend that we [the 
YMCA] withdraw our recommendation for the recogni­
tion of the South American games in 1922 from the Inter­
national Olympic Committee.”22 Brown’s response was 
to explain that these kinds of projects always encoun­
tered obstacles and to encourage that with effort eve­
rything would turn out as planned.23 However, Brown’s 
overlooking of Hopkins’ continuous warnings of the sit­
uation in Brazil caused some resentment between them.24 
Hopkins thought that there would be Games in Rio de Ja­
neiro in 1922 but that its disorganization would hurt the 
YMCA’s reputation. Hopkins’ position was only partial­
ly premonitory.

In spite of this state of affairs Brown reported to the 
June 1921 IOC session held in Lausanne that the prepa­
rations for the 1922 South American Games were pro­
ceeding smoothly. Moreover, arguing that Cuba, Puer­
to Rico, and Mexico would be encouraged to participate 
in the Games, he proposed to rename the event the Lat­
in American Games—a move that provided a greater in­
ternational flavor to the festival. The IOC agreed to the 
change while Coubertin profusely thanked Brown for his 
devotion to the Olympic cause.25 Brown also managed 
to convince the IOC to issue credentials for YMCA of­
ficials stating that “muscular Christians” represented not
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only their organization but the IOC as well. The creden­
tials were intended, and used, as a mean to legitimate the 
YMCA authority in the region.26 Brown later recollected 
that he eased off his push for the Latin America Games in 
the June 1921 IOC session but these developments sug­
gest otherwise.27

Backed by the IOC, the YMCA continued its efforts 
in Brazil. A serious economic crisis forced the Brazilian 
government to reconsider the entire centennial celebra­
tions.28 Although the government decided that some sort 
of international Games would be organized, the chance 
that the events would be downgraded even to a small ath­
letic festival was ever present.29 Under the circumstanc­
es, the Confederado Brasileña de Desportos had not re­
ceived funds from the government and consequently the 
preparations of the Games were paralyzed. In addition, 
the Confederado had changed officials, who according 
to the YMCA were much less experienced than the pre­
ceding ones, which made things worse.30 At this point the 
IOC and the YMCA were concerned about whether or 
not the official Olympic recognition of the Games should 
be withdrawn.31

Unsurprisingly, while the Brazilians wanted to retain 
such recognition, the IOC did not see any reason to honor 
its commitment if the Games were not truly internation­
al. In mid January 1922, Hopkins met with the Confed­
eragao Brasileira de Desportos and presented a plan to 
settle the issue. The new scheme stipulated a number of 
requirements to be met if the Games were to continue en­
joying IOC support. The plan required that the Confeder­
agao secure governmental recognition of its Organizing 
Committee, that the government second the invitation 
to other countries, that Coubertin be invited, and that all 
technical matters be presented to the IOC technical repre­
sentatives. The deadline to approve the plan was January 
30, 1922.32 Although it was not made public, the YMCA 
had elaborated a contingency plan in case the Brazil­
ians failed to meet its conditions; it would organize the 
first Latin American Games in Montevideo, Uruguay, in 
1923.33 The IOC would not be disappointed.

Henry J. Sims, YMCA physical secretary director in 
Rio de Janeiro, met with the Brazilian Organizing Com­
mittee on January 30. The latter believed that the situa­
tion merited, and so it requested, a deadline extension. 
The parties agreed on an extension to March 15.34 Hop­
kins cabled Coubertin at once with the news.35 Given that 
the matter had drifted on so long Coubertin and Brown 
thought that it was worthwhile to wait.36 Yet, once again, 
the Brazilians failed to answer. Although in early Janu­
ary the YMCA did not deem it appropriate to contact ei­
ther Brazilian President Epitacio da Silva Pessoa or any 
other government official to pressure the Confederagao 
Brasileira de Desportos, its view had changed after the 
second deadline passed.37 It was then that Sims took the 
matter up directly with government officials, hoping to 
save the whole enterprise. The YMCA could afford nei­
ther the collapse of the Games nor the withdrawal of IOC

recognition. In either case, the YMCA risked losing the 
trust of Brazilian leaders, the IOC headquarters, and its 
credibility in South America.

In several meetings with Carlos Cesar de Oliveira 
Sampaio, Mayor of Rio de Janeiro, Sims explained the 
urgency of the situation and clarified that the IOC recog­
nition of the Games would have to be withdrawn “unless 
its success is guaranteed by the Supreme Government of 
Brazil, which, in this way will be in charge of its organ­
ization and direction.”38 The YMCA move proved effec­
tive. After conversations with federal authorities Sam­
paio assured Sims “that the Government wanted Olympic 
patronage and recognition and would take the necessary 
steps to insure such an outcome.”39 Sampaio also formed 
a new Organizing Committee, secured the funds neces­
sary for the Games, and asked the Fluminense Football 
Club to play a prominent role in the athletic events.40 By 
May, it seemed that the preparations for the 1922 Lat­
in American Games were finally underway. Armed with 
the good news, Brown requested that Coubertin provide 
approval at once. The baron, however, preferred to post­
pone the decision until the June 1922 IOC session to be 
held in Paris.41

The renewed sense of confidence reigning in Brazil 
rapidly reached other potential participating countries. 
For example, late in July, sport enthusiasts in Argentina 
could read in the sport magazine El Gráfico a thorough 
report written by journalist Aníbal Vigil from Rio de Ja­
neiro a month earlier. Vigil was astonished with what he 
experienced at the Fluminense Football Club. In addi­
tion to the luxury and the amenities of the club, he re­
ported that its stadium was being rebuilt to accommodate
40,000 spectators and that “work is being done day and 
night, without stopping a single instant.”42 Vigil informed 
his readers that the Brazilian government was footing the 
bill for the Games and that “it shows special interest in 
that it [the Olympiad] be realized with the pomp and im­
portance traditional to these grand fiestas.”43 Vigil em­
phasized that if everything went as desired, the 1922 Lat­
in American Games would be one of the most effective 
programs organized to date in favor of South American 
brotherhood.44

Vigil admitted in his article that he was informed 
about the progress of the preparations for the Games and 
shown the Fluminense Football Club by F. C. Brown, a 
man with ties to the YMCA, whom at the time was em­
ployed by the club to advise in track and field matters.45 
Whether the Argentine journalist’s optimism about the 
precipitous developments was unjustified or his percep­
tion was excessively influenced by a man too close to the 
YMCA and the Brazilian organizers, with the interven­
tion of Sampaio, the Games appeared as a real possibil­
ity. Perhaps what Vigil did not know, or was not briefed 
about, was that with the recent developments, especially 
the formation of a new Organizing Committee, the pow­
er of the Confederagao Brasileira de Desportos was se­
verely limited.
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The Argentine delegation parading during the opening ceremony of the 1922 Latin American Games. 
Courtesy of El Gráfico (Buenos Aires), 30 September 1922, p. 12

While preparations for the Games intensified, Elwood 
S. Brown appeared at the June 1922 IOC session to se­
cure the committee’s recognition of the 1922 Latin Amer­
ican Games. He explained the difficulties encountered in 
the preparations for the Games but emphasized that all 
obstacles had been cleared. Brown insisted that IOC rec­
ognition would guarantee the success of the Games. Af­
ter Brown’s presentation, IOC member Henri de Bail­
let-Latour bluntly asked whether or not the IOC would 
continue to recognize the Latin American Games as part 
of the Olympic Movement. Coubertin agreed that the of­
ficial recognition of the project granted to the Brazilian 
government more than a year earlier would not be with­
drawn. After an intense debate, the IOC kept its support 
to the Games. Coubertin also noted that it would not be 
possible for him to honor the invitation forwarded by the 
Brazilian organizers and proposed Baillet-Latour to re­
place him as IOC representative.46

The 1922 Latin American Games
Brazilian President Epitacio da Silva Pessoa official­

ly opened the 1922 Latin American Games on September 
13. Governmental officials, diplomats, and sport dignitar­
ies joined him for the opening ceremony. Henri de Bail­
let-Latour and Elwood S. Brown must have been ecstat­
ic witnessing the Olympic-like pageant. The marching 
of the participating nations into the renovated Flumin­
ense Football Club’s stadium represented the looming 
prospect of Olympic expansion. Argentine athletes led 
the parade of nations while the local delegation closed 
it. According to the media, athletes from Chile and Uru­
guay along with American, English, and Japanese sailors 
marched in the stadium.47 The inclusion of the sailors in 
the opening ceremony undoubtedly gave it an increased 
sense of internationalism but since these were the Latin

American Games their pa­
rading is confusing.

Most probably, the sail­
ors’ presence in the open­
ing ceremony’s parade 
was due to the Organiz­
ing Commission of the 
Centenary Sport Festivi­
ties’ responsibility to ad­
minister three different 
sets of competitions that 
constituted the Centenary 
Sport Festivities: the Latin 
American Games, the In­
ternational Sports Cham­
pionships, and the Inter­
national Military Games.48 
The specific list of sports 
included in each of the first 
two events remains un­
clear. According to the Or­
ganizing Commission’s re­

port, the Latin American Games included competitions in 
basketball, boxing, diving, equestrian, fencing, football, 
rowing, shooting, swimming, tennis, track and field, and 
water polo.49 This leaves the International Sports Cham­
pionships empty. Sport historian Lamartine P. DaCosta 
has argued that the football tournament was not associ­
ated with the Latin American Games.50 This corresponds 
with Uruguay Sport, the official publication of Uruguay’s 
National Commission for Physical Education, which did 
not include football among the results of the Latin Amer­
ican Games, and El Gráfico, the Argentine sport mag­
azine.51 Although the report sent by Jess T. Hopkins to 
Coubertin did not discriminate sports by sets of competi­
tions, the South American media coverage of the centen­
nial festivities strongly suggests that the football tourna­
ment was independent of the Latin American Games.52

However, the South American media’s earnest­
ness in the entire athletic festival does not fully clari­
fy which sports corresponded to either the Latin Amer­
ican Games or the International Sports Championships. 
The reports are contradictory. While the Brazilian dai­
ly O Estado de Sao Paulo referred to, for example, the 
basketball, boxing, fencing, tennis, and track and field 
competitions as the sports’ respective Latin American 
Championships, the Chilean El Mercurio and the Uru­
guayan El Día treated these competitions as part of the 
Latin American Games.53 Notwithstanding Couber- 
tin’s concern about the misuse of the word Olympic, the 
Games were usually typified as the Latin American Ol­
ympic Games, Brazilian Olympics, or simply Olympic 
Games. Indeed, the word Olympic was everywhere even 
to the point of identifying winners as Olympic champi­
ons.54 Whatever the details of the organizational struc­
ture, five South American countries sent athletes to 
Rio de Janeiro.55 None of the countries whose invitation
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warranted the renaming of the Games from South Amer­
ican Games to Latin American Games made it to Brazil.

Organizers could display some impressive numbers 
in relation to the centennial sport spectacle. According 
to the YMCA, the number of entries amounted to 1,200 
while “In the Latin American games alone there were 
more than 500 different entries.”56 All of these entries 
were men. Women were not invited to compete in the in­
augural Latin American Games. In spite of the female ab­
sence, the Brazilian public massively attended the sport 
spectacle celebrated from August 27 to October 15.57

Competition developed as scheduled although there 
were organizational problems and objections to referee­
ing standards, all of which prompted protests by partic­
ipating nations. For instance, after what was considered 
arbitrary decisions in solving some disputes, the Chil­
ean track and field delegation abandoned the competi­
tion.58 Similarly, following several refereeing calls that 
were perceived to be biased, Argentina walked out dur­
ing a game with Uruguay in the basketball tournament.59 
In another example, the Argentine and Uruguayan row­
ers refused to participate in the regattas because of the 
conditions under which they were organized.60 So many 
of these problems were impregnated with nationalistic 
overtones that Baillet-Latour declared that regional ath­
letes and spectators equated an athletic defeat with a na­
tional dishonor.61 Considering the difficulties besetting 
the organization of the Games and the lack of experience 
of the regional sport community in international compe­
titions, these inconveniences were hardly surprising.

In spite of the controversies, regional athletes em­
braced the contests. Although the quality of competi­
tion varied from sport to sport and was relatively modest 
compared to Olympic standards, the 1922 Latin Ameri­
can Games benefited the athletes in several ways. First, 
the contests allowed them to test each other and in the 
process improve their abilities. That several new track 
and field South American records were established dur­
ing the Games speak to that effect.62 Second, the com­
petitions served as a training event for future Olympic 
Games and let athletes compare their performances in re­
spect of Olympic standards. A good number of future Ol­
ympians, and even medal winners, competed in Rio de 
Janeiro. A case in point is Manuel Plaza, a Chilean long 
distance runner that won the 5,000 meter, 10,000 meter, 
and marathon races in the Games. Plaza would startle Eu­
ropean sport aficionados by becoming the unlikely silver 
medalist in the 1928 Olympic marathon; then as in 1922, 
he was welcomed in Chile as a national hero. Similarly, 
Argentine swimmer Alberto Zorrila, who obtained a sil­
ver medal in the 4 x 200-meter freestyle relay in Rio de 
Janeiro, turned into an Olympic medalist in 1928. Several 
of the Uruguayan fencers, Argentine track and field ath­
letes and fencers, Brazilian water polo players and track 
and field athletes, to mention only a few, that participat­
ed in these Games later appeared on the Olympic stage. 
Finally, the Games also permitted some 1920 Brazilian

Olympians, such as diver Adolpho Wellisch and shooter 
Guilherme Paraense to continue their international sport 
careers and dreaming of Olympic success.63

While regional athletes tested their mettle in compe­
tition, regional sport officials met with IOC representa­
tives during the Latin American Games to establish the 
Latin American Games Committee. The primary goal 
of this institution would be to organize the Games every 
two years, which in turn would promote regional partic­
ipation in the Olympic Games.64 Certainly, the IOC had 
planted a foothold in the region; the 1922 Latin American 
Games had apparently served their purpose.

Interpreting the 1922 Latin American Games
The Latin American Games of 1922 in Rio de Janei­

ro were the first project that the IOC-YMCA partnership 
carried out. Although Coubertin had perceived Olympic 
potential in the region early in his career, there was no 
particular intention in initiating the expansion plan there. 
Latin America was the opening target of the IOC-YMCA 
partnership solely because the latter saw in Brazil’s in­
tention to include an athletic event in its 1922 centenni­
al celebrations a chance to rapidly demonstrate what the 
partnership could accomplish. Whether the regional sport 
structures, and more specifically the Brazilian ones, were 
developed enough to warrant staging a large multination­
al event modeled after the Olympic Games was if not 
overlooked at least an underrated issue.

The YMCA seems to have been the end of the part­
nership with the most difficulties in assessing local con­
ditions. For instance, in May 1920 Elwood S. Brown 
thought that the Confederagao Brasileira de Desportos 
(Brazilian Confederation of Sport) was,

an unusually well organized and healthy concern. It 
has no rival nor meets with any serious opposition. This 
is in truth a strong national organization. It is in com­
plete control o f all sports and has well known and able 
men connected with it in every center.65

Given the many difficulties that the Confederagao 
Brasileira de Desportos had while attempting to organ­
ize the 1922 Latin American Games, this depiction was 
at worse phony or at best an obvious overstatement. First, 
the Confederagao had administrative problems. Some­
times between late 1921 and 1922 an employee of the 
Confederagao purloined a large amount of the funds 
secured from the government for the Games. This un­
fortunate event “naturally made the government chary 
about reinforcing the previous subvention.”66 On the oth­
er hand, the Confederagao clashed with other sport in­
stitutions. For example, it considered that the Brazilian 
Comité Olympico Nacional (National Olympic Commit­
tee), which had existed since 1914, had no role to play 
in national sport.67 Also, according to Brazilian sources, 
the Confederagao was the consequence of a dispute with 
a similar sport institution.68 If these conditions were not
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problematic enough, Brown reported to Coubertin in No­
vember 1921 that “practically all of the officers of the 
Brazilian Athletic Federation . . . have been supplanted 
by new men.”69 The situation of the Confederado, and 
Brazilian sport at large, was more complicated than what 
the YMCA first believed.

Eventually, some YMCA officials understood better, 
albeit not entirely, the sport scene in Brazil and, in spite 
of their enthusiasm, grew frustrated by it. This frustra­
tion led to decisions that arguably were not in the best in­
terest of Brazilian sport. In mid 1921 Brown had asked 
his colleague Jess T. Hopkins to skip the new men in the 
Confederado Brasileira de Desportos and seek govern­
mental intervention to move the Latin American Games 
forward. Hopkins replied that

It is true that there is petty club politics mixed up in 
this thing in Brazil but the men who are doing it are 
high up in Government circles. We could make no 
case at all against Soarez [the new president o f the 
Confederagao] with the present administration. . .
. Big stick methods are all right in certain circum­
stances and nobody likes to use the big stick better 
than yours truly; but I  could not do so in this case 
and fee l that I  was using wisdom. I  confess, how­
ever, that it would give me great personal relief to 
do it, but I  do not think that it would win our ob­
jectives for us.10

This is quite revelatory of the shape the IOC-YMCA 
partnership took in the case of the 1922 Latin Ameri­
can Games. Although Hopkins initially recommended 
against using the “big stick,” his proclivity for it finally 
prevailed. As soon as the YMCA saw propitious circum­
stances to ask governmental intervention, it did so. By

implementing an interventionist approach, the YMCA in­
fluenced domestic sport politics and shifted power from 
one sporting group to another. As soon as the Games 
were over the power struggles to control Brazilian sport 
did not relent but intensified. This situation was clear­
ly perceptible in the way Sao Paulo’s newspapers crit­
icized the Games’ organizers in Rio de Janeiro, which 
reflects the old rivalry between these two major Brazil­
ian states.71 The squabbles were so serious that they jeop­
ardized efforts to send teams to the Olympic Games. Al­
though Brazilian athletes were present in Olympic arenas 
in 1924, a national representation proved impossible in 
1928 because of old fights among sport bureaucrats.

IOC officials neglected any role the partnership’s ac­
tions might have had in the troubles that affected the or­
ganization of the 1922 Latin American Games. The dif­
ficulties were constructed as the natural outcome of the 
insufficient sport development in Brazil, but most pre­
cisely, in all of Latin America. Henri de Baillet-Latour 
made this point clear when reporting to the IOC about the 
Games. The future IOC president indicated that the prob­
lems originated in the regional poor organization skills, 
ignorance of rulebooks, disrespect of authorities and ref­
erees, and excessive patriotism, among others causes. Al­
though Baillet-Latour declared that the condemnations of 
the Games were exaggerated, perhaps a sign of approval 
of the IOC-YMCA partnership, he thought that the region 
could alleviate its problems by implementing the IOC’s 
recommendations to properly organize sporting affairs, 
which emphasized European organizational models.72

Many in the region agreed with the IOC’s basic diag­
nosis of the situation. For example, an El Gráfico cor­
respondent to the 1922 Latin American Games believed 
that “the lack of an iron fist that directs and disciplines”73 
was responsible for the disorganization and troubles ex­

perienced in Rio de Janei­
ro. This could be interpret­
ed not only as a criticism 
of the Brazilian organ­
izers but also as a reac­
tion against the precarious 
sport situation in Argenti­
na, which much like that 
in Brazil witnessed seri­
ous disagreements among 
different sport organiza­
tions. That El Gráfico re­
peatedly scorned Argen­
tine officials for delaying 
the preparation of the del­
egation to the Games, crit­
icized them for not organ­
izing trials, and hoped that 
they would take advan­
tage of the problems in Rio 
de Janeiro “to seriously 
study the problem of sport

The Uruguayan delegation parading during the opening ceremony of the 1922 Latin American Games. 
At the back the American flag leads that nation’s sailors. Courtesy of El Gráfico (Buenos Aires), 30 Sep­
tember 1922, p. 13
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in general,” points in this direction.74 In the same spir­
it, the Argentine daily La Nación called region­
al sport institutions to act vigorously to eradicate un­
couth expressions from South American sports.75

In spite of the undeniable difficulties experienced 
by the 1922 Latin American Games’ organizers as well 
as the international and regional criticisms raised, the 
YMCA originally referred positively to the event. The 
association claimed, evidently exaggerating, that the 
Games were “recognized everywhere as a great national 
process of international friendship and modem physical 
training.”76 However, three years after the Games Hop­
kins assessed the event more candidly. Referring to the 
first Central American Games that would take place in 
1926 in Mexico City, another IOC-YMCA partnership’s 
expansion project in Latin America, he admitted to Bail­
let-Latour that “Your visit would certainly be a lot happi­
er than was your visit to Rio de Janeiro.”77

Baillet-Latour’s gloomy experience in Rio de Janei­
ro had not only to do with the laborious quest for consol­
idation that regional Olympic and sport structures went 
through at the time of the 1922 Latin American Games 
but also with the IOC-YMCA involvement in the event. 
As the problems accelerated, the partnership lost sight of 
its role and larger goal. There was a point at which the 
YMCA seemed to take a rigid position because it was un­
easy about what the IOC would have thought if the Games 
failed. Fearing failure could severe its relation with the 
IOC, Brown explained to Coubertin that “whatever points 
of difficulty have arisen are minor ones and should not 
affect the fundamental basis of [our] cooperation.”78 It 
seems that by early 1922 the only goal the YMCA cared 
about was the celebration of the Games—everything else 
was expendable. The IOC, which had not much to lose, 
did not complain about the YMCA methods and the sub­
sequent Brazilian governmental intervention. In the face 
of the IOC’s silence, Baillet-Latour’s comments that “We 
never have and never will interfere in the internal affairs 
of the organizing country”79 to a Mexican sport official 
less than three years after the Games unveils the commit­
tee’s deceitful strategy during this period.

The contradictions of the IOC-YMCA partnership in 
the 1922 Latin American Games were not reported by the 
media though. Although Hopkins had feared that the dis­
organization of the Games would hurt the YMCA’s rep­
utation, he seemed to have been wrong. The media re­
ports from the Games blamed the Brazilian organizers 
for the troubles. The YMCA was neither credited nor dis­
credited; indeed, it was virtually absent in the sport pag­
es. Considering its interventionist approach this was not 
necessarily negative.

The 1922 Latin American Games and the IOC-YMCA 
partnership’s involvement within the event had complex 
effects for Olympic globalization in the region. On the one 
hand, influenced by misperceptions about Brazilian sport 
development, the YMCA’s own agenda, and the IOC’s 
contradictions, the partnership’s domineering attitude ne­
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glected its stated goals and concentrated exclusively in 
making the Games happen. This required the accumula­
tion and manipulation of power and, consequently, chang­
ing the course of the ongoing political process to consoli­
date sport in Brazil. In doing so the partnership trumped, 
or at least endangered, its professed task of developing 
stable sport structures in the region. On the other hand, 
the multiple problems affecting the Games forced region­
al authorities to keep looking for better sport bureaucra­
cies. This search was long, complicated, and fierce but 
eventually conducive to the full inclusion of South Amer­
ica into the Olympic Movement later in the 1920s. How­
ever, despite this integration, democratic and established 
sport bureaucracies as well as regional games were not 
possible until much later. Another positive feature of the 
Games is that the event did bring together in competition 
several South American nations, which allowed many re­
gional athletes to start dreaming of Olympic excursions. 
Given that athletes are supposed to be the shinning stars 
of sport, that inspiration was not a minor legacy.

The complexity of this IOC-YMCA effort at Olympic 
expansion was forcefully shown in a YMCA report writ­
ten a year after the 1922 Latin American Games. Com­
menting on the possible regional participation in the 1924 
Olympic Games, in November 1923 Hopkins stated that 
“It is early to prophesy which country in South Ameri­
ca will send teams to Paris next year.”80 Although proph­
esying is always difficult, in this case it was even more 
so because of the unstable conditions of South American 
sport after the Games in Rio de Janeiro. By influencing 
the power structure in South American sport, the IOC- 
YMCA partnership contributed to that instability but at 
the same time it also provided the impetus for regional 
authorities to find their own and idiosyncratic solutions 
to vexing problems. South American participation in the 
1924 Olympic Games was possible after troubled nego­
tiations; it marked the beginning of the process by which 
the region fully integrated into the Olympic Movement. ■
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