Olympic torch begins journey from ancient Olympia to London

Thursday 10th May 2012

It was a majestic moment. The clouds came and then they went and in between the sun popped out. In that moment Ino Menegaki, the highest of "high priestesses", gathered before the great stone altar of the temple of Hera, took her torch, placed it in a parabolic mirror and lit it from the sun's rays. In a second, it seemed, the Olympic flame was born. The journey to the London 2012 Games had begun.

Then the priestesses came over the mound, some dancing, some walking, before those in the stadium – around 2,000 Britons, Greeks and an assortment of tourists – erupted into rapturous applause.

It was here in the verdant valleys and foothills of a remote corner of Greece that the gods first wrestled and men – laying down their arms for "a sacred month" in a land riven by disputes and divided by war – subsequently wrestled and learned to be heroes too.

The Olympic symbol will travel almost 2,000 miles through Greece before it is officially handed to the London organising committee in Athens and flown, in its own seat in a custom-made box, on a British Airways plane on 17 May. From the Royal Navy airbase at Culdrose, Cornwall, where it lands, it begins a 70-day, 8,000-mile torch relay across Britain before reaching the Olympic Stadium in Stratford, east London, on the evening of 27 July for the opening ceremony of the Games.

Each of the 8,000 torchbearers will run about 300 metres with the flame. In Greece, it will cross mountains and rivers and seas, passing through 40 towns and five archaeological sites.

If the flame had a sex, it would be female, they say, and called Elpida (Hope). "It always carries a message of optimism with it," said Apostollos Kosmopoulos, a local bookshop owner who has been a torchbearer twice in the past 30 years. "Even in these difficult times."

So there goes the flame born from the sun on a ray of hope. London 2012 get ready. She is coming your way.

(Extracted from The Guardian, 10th May 2012)

