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Can you imagine trying to shoot a target the size
of a CD while your heart beats quickly and your arms 
shake? While it might sound impossible, being able
to shoot straight after skiing as fast as you can is
an essential1 skill for biathletes like the Czech
republic’s 24-year-old Markéta Davidová.
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To compete in the biathlon, 
an athlete must have strength 
and speed as well as focus and 
precision7. In the Winter Olympics, 
there are five biathlon events8 for 
men, five for women and one mixed 
team event. Distances range9 from 
the women’s 7.5 km sprint to the 
men’s 20 km individual race. While 
the men’s biathlon first appeared 
in the 1960 Olympics, the women’s 
events were only introduced in 1992.

For each event, biathletes ski on 
a trail10 until they reach a shooting 
spot. At the spot, they either stand 
or lie prone (on their stomachs) to 
shoot five targets. And, for the prone 
shooting, the target is smaller than 
an AirPod case! For every target 
missed, the athlete is penalized. 
Depending on the format, they must 
ski a penalty lap11, or one minute is 
added to their time.

How the Biathlon
WorksMarkéta competes in the biathlon, 

a two-part winter sport that 
combines cross-country skiing2 
and target shooting. The sport 
is often referred to as one of the 
hardest winter sports because 
it combines two very different 
disciplines. Although the biathlon 
has deep roots3 in northern 
European countries, in recent years 
it has become popular in the Czech 
Republic. This coming February, 
Markéta will compete in the Winter 
Olympics in Beijing, China. It will 
be her second Olympic Games, and 
hopes are high for the rising star.

the Hardest Winter
Sport

The word biathlon comes from Greek 
and means “two tests”. Petroglyphs* 
found in Norway show hunters 
on skis chasing4 wild animals with 
spears5 over 4,000 years ago. Later, 
the discipline was used by soldiers in 
Northern European nations to fight 
battles in snowy forests. Eventually, 
the combination of skiing and 
shooting developed into a contest 
of skill called military patrol6. Today, 
the modern version of the sport is 
known as the biathlon.

the History of the
Biathlon

Star

Markéta earned the nickname 
“Biathlete of the Future”, for her 
perfect shooting performance at 
the 2021 World Championships 
in Slovenia. Her strong shooting 
earned her a gold medal in the 
women’s individual (15km). She 
repeated her perfect shooting 
record and won gold again at the 
first biathlon competition of the 
2021–22 Biathlon World Cup season 
in Sweden last November.

But Markéta is not only a fast skier 
and perfect shooter. It’s no secret to 
her fans that she is also an animal 
lover with a passion12 for horses. 
And unicorns13. Markéta’s social 
media is filled with pictures of her 
four-legged friends. Her colorful 
Instagram profile says, “Believe in 
unicorns!   ” and “Horse first, rest 
later!   ”

Markéta Davidová, 
olympic Biathlete, 
Horse fanatic
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spoke with 
Markéta while 

she was training 
in Norway for the 

Biathlon World 
Cup in Sweden.

You grew up in the Jizera
Mountains. How did you choose the

biathlon over other winter sports?

I started skiing when I was very little. For 
a long time I did only cross-country skiing 
but as I was growing I needed to train 
more, so I just added the biathlon.

When you’re not skiing or shooting,
where will we find you?

When I have free time, I always spend it 
with horses, so I think in the stable14.

What’s the story behind the
unicorns on your rifle15?

I like horses and they are close to 
unicorns. I wanted to have one unicorn on 
my rifle, but somehow it turned out that 
I have a lot of them.

How do you feel about the upcoming
olympics? excited? Nervous?

I think it’s both. I’m a little bit nervous but 
excited also. But, anyway, I need to stay 
focused on the whole season, not only on 
the Olympic Games.

Do you have any advice for
aspiring16 winter sports athletes?

Do your sport with passion. No matter 
what sport you choose, you have to love it. 

Discuss

Will you be watching the Winter Olympic 
Games? If so, what sports will you 
watch?

Do you agree with the statement that the 
biathlon is the hardest winter sport?

1 essential  [ɪˈsenʃl] – podstatný
2 cross-country skiing 

 [krɒs ˌkʌntri ˈskiːɪŋ] – běh na lyžích
3 root  [ruːt] – kořen
4 to chase  [tʃeɪs] – honit
5 spear  [spɪə(r)] – kopí
6 military patrol  [mɪlətri pəˈtrəʊl] – 

vojenská hlídka
7 precision  [prɪˈsɪʒn] – přesnost
8 event  [ɪˈvent] – závod, disciplína
9 to range  [reɪndʒ] – být v rozmezí
10 trail  [treɪl] – trať
11 penalty lap  [ˈpenəlti læp] – trestné kolo
12 passion  [ˈpæʃn] – vášeň
13 unicorn  [ˈjuːnɪkɔːn] – jednorožec
14 stable  [ˈsteɪbl] – stáj
15 rifle  [ˈraɪfl] – puška
16 aspiring  [əˈspaɪərɪŋ] – začínající

vocabulary

petroglyph – an image 
created on a rock, especially 
one from prehistoric times

Glossary
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