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What is the Olympics? Sports, pol-
itics, business?

Well, it really is sport. If you lose the
sport, you lose the Olympics. Above all, it is
sport and spectacle. The Olympics are grand
entertainment. They are about athletic ac-
complishment, about succeeding, about
being the best at what you do.

The business and politics and the rest in-
trigue me and others who cover the move-
ment closely, but I think we get too serious
about this. Whether it’s about the scandal, or
how the International Olympic Committee
(IOC) conducts itself, or whether there’s too
much commercialism, the bottom line is that
the Olympic Games are for the enjoyment
and pleasure of hundreds of thousands of
spectators in attendance and the billions
around the world who will watch it on televi-
sion. They are drawn to it by the sport. And
that must remain at the heart of it all.

Let’s talk about the 2002 games in
Salt Lake City. Will they be successful?

Salt Lake City has wonderful qualities for

the games. The logistics—just the ease of
coming to the city with such a close airport—
that’s unheard of in Winter Olympics. It
didn’t happen in Nagano [Japan] or
Lillehammer [Norway]. The fact that we are
really in a valley here, and everything is flat
and the width and wonderful grid system of
the streets—all of this is going to make it easy
for the crowds to negotiate the streets here.
Also, the venues themselves are much closer
than they traditionally are for winter sports.
Mitt Romney [chair of the Salt Lake
Organizing Committee] was referring to re-
cent talk about having the Summer Olympics
in one place every year so we don’t have to
reinvent the wheel every four years. He im-
plied that Salt Lake could be the perfect per-
manent place for the winter games. That’s not
the way it goes, of course, but there has got to
be a perfect setting every once in while for the
games, and that’s Salt Lake City.

Is the Salt Lake bid scandal over?
I think it is. If the games were in a dif-

ferent set of circumstances right now, if they

were 300 million dollars in the red, or if
there was a ski jump plagued with design
problems that they still couldn’t fix, or if the
ice kept melting at the speed skating oval,
you might find more enthusiasm for a vig-
orous prosecution. But as it stands now, I
don’t think it would be easy to find a jury
with the stomach to convict the people who
brought something good to Salt Lake City.

The current state of these games is also
very impressive when you recall the prog-
nosis because of the scandal two-and-a-half
years ago. I was at Olympic headquarters in
1998 when all of this started unraveling. It
didn’t look good. When you see the shape
Salt Lake’s games are in now, basically in a
break-even position with a chance to deliver
a surplus, when you see all the venues ready,
when you hear organizers talk about having
all the temporary venues ready a few months
before the games, when there seems to be
good cooperation between the city and the
organizing committee, I don’t know what
could go wrong. Plenty of things could, of
course, but right now it looks really, really
good. 

Was there any Mormon tinge to
the Salt Lake bid and scandal?

I don’t think so. It was always the Salt
Lake City bid, and I didn’t find any overtures
about the faith, any preaching, any Mormon
moralizing involved in Salt Lake City’s bid for
the games. Salt Lake City was already well
known as the headquarters of the Mormon
church, and leaders properly kept out of the
thing. And that fact has helped protect the
faith from any tinges from the scandal.

Although the scandal did start out as a
Salt Lake City story, in the circles I run in it
shifted quite quickly to an IOC story. Salt
Lake was just a manifestation of the unethical
practices that went on at that time involving
cities bidding for the games. Once we real-
ized that Sydney, Atlanta, and other cities
had done this, Salt Lake City ended up
looking more like a scapegoat than anything
else. True, Tom Welch and Dave Johnson
probably did bring gifting to a higher level
than in these other places, but they were just
riding the curve upwards.

Because we still hear strange ru-
mors about what others think life in
Utah is like, we in the Sunstone office
have been joking that all the men in
town should grow a “Brigham Young
beard” for the Olympics. When you first
came to Salt Lake City, how did your
experience match your preconcep-
tions?
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I didn’t know what I’d find. I stepped off
the plane and said to myself, “Well, no, they
don’t look different. They don’t look like the
Amish. They don’t look like pioneers.” There
are a lot of minivans here, but that is a little
harder to spot.

I first came here in 1996, a year after Salt
Lake City had won the games. I was really
impressed with the orderliness of the city,
that it wasn’t high-strung, that it was big
enough but not too big. We had just come
through the winter games in Lillehammer,
which was very much the small-village expe-
rience, so it was quite a contrast. My first im-
pression was: “This is a great place.”

As I looked a little harder, I did begin to
notice that this is a more homogenous so-
ciety than Atlanta, where I am based. I got off
of the plane here in Salt Lake City, and I saw
mostly white faces. Returning to Atlanta, I
stepped off the plane and was back in a
multi-cultural world. Still, this is a much
more multi-cultural place than Beijing,
China. Salt Lake is more diverse than Nagano
was and even Lillehammer. So, this isn’t a
criticism. It is primarily interesting because
this is a city in the United States, and for a
city of its size in this country, it is quite ho-
mogenous. 

A common criticism of The Church
of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints is
that it is too image-conscious, that it
tries to control media stories.
Can you compare Salt Lake City,
Mormonism, and other cities
with regard to image-conscious-
ness?

Well, image is everything. That’s
why cities bid for the games. They
want others to see them for reasons of
economic development, tourism,
some sort of validation on the world
stage, and so forth. That’s why cities
are in this game.

I don’t think Salt Lake City has to
try very hard to project a positive
image. If they start pushing it, or if
the Church starts pushing it, it will
come off as too much. Let this place
speak for itself, and it will win
people over. Attempts to manage, to
manipulate, to do that sort of thing
would not ring true with reporters.
What they want is the ability to find
an authority, to ask a question and
get an answer, and to follow up and
get their story. This is just as true
with the religion as with the city.

Journalists are going to write first

from their own perceptions—from what they
see. What is really happening out there? Are
the people Martians? Does every man have a
Brigham Young beard? Where are the bars?
Where is the liquor? Where are the polyga-
mists? And you and I know they are going to
find places to drink, and they will not easily
spot polygamists. They are going to see this
huge temple downtown and big buildings
next to it, and maybe if they get inside
Temple Square, they will be accosted by
some of the earnest young folk there, and
that will be, maybe, where the real connec-
tion with Mormonism will take place.

Depending on who the reporter is and
who the young person is, this meeting may
be a positive experience, one where there is a
bit of intellectual discourse between the two.
So it will be interesting to see how that works
out. 

The Mormons are different, however, for
if you visit grand cathedrals in Olympic cities
like Barcelona, nobody comes up to you to
try to tell you about Catholicism. If you go to
a Japanese temple, no one tries to proselytize
you into Shintoism. I am a practicing
Catholic. I am interested in how other people
follow their faiths. I am not offended, except
when people try to convince me that mine is
not the right way, that their’s is the real path.
I think the Temple Square missionaries will
do fine. What will be interesting is to see how
the really devoted, the really pious Latter-day

Saints take it upon themselves to try that sort
of proselyting. 

What would be the right balance
between the Salt Lake games and
Mormonism? Is there anything wrong
with the Church thinking this is an op-
portunity to put its best forward?

It is wrong to make any direct connection
between the Church and the Salt Lake orga-
nization and the staging of the games. And,
again, the Church shouldn’t have to work
very hard. It is such a big deal here, it is an
important denomination around the world,
and Salt Lake City is a nice place to live and
visit. And part of the reason it is nice is be-
cause of the sort of values and quality of life
that the Mormon church advocates.
Reporters should make those connections
without much help. 

It will be interesting to see how NBC deals
with the connection between the games and
the Church, because that network is the only
media anyone really has to worry about.
What is NBC going to do with it? My sense is
it will be a minor thing. NBC typically por-
trays the Olympics as about sport and spec-
tacle and personal stories. The network
didn’t feature Shintoism when in Nagano or
the Calvinists in Norway. 

To comment  or read comments by others,
visit <www.Sunstoneonline.com>.
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“My name is Levi, and I’ll be your waiter.
May I recommend the green punch with the fish.”
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