PP Talk on Great British Runners 19/2/10, Erskine Hall, Anstruther

Intro

My qualifications to address you are in fact doubtful, in presence of Professors Andy Brierley and Ron Morrison – the first the world o/45 Ironman champion – twice under 10 hrs for 2.4 mile swim, 112 mile cycle, full 26.2 mile marathon as well as being prof of marine biology, the second prof of software engineering (emeritus, or demeritus as his friends say!) and a Fellow of the Royal Society of Edinburgh , and one of Scotland’s leading coaches. It’s a matter of regular discussion on our Sunday runs at Tentsmuir Forest that I am academically naked, not even having a PhD!  That this is important for prestige is borne out by a story in Spiegel Online this week, where a CDU politician in Schweinfurt has been urged to resign because he put his name on the ballot paper at the Sept elections with a Doktortitel acquired from a non-recognised Swiss institution. He claimed to be a Dr of Economics, and his opponents suggested that this misled the voters into thinking he might understand the subject and thus help solve Germany’s Finanzkrise! 

In my defence however, can I say (1) that in a 1974 televised interview with Dr Frank Dick – his doctorate is honorary by the way -  he apparently had told STV that I was a Dr, on the basis that I lived in St Andrews  where he clearly thought doctorates are like bums – more or less everyone’s got one– so that on the screen there appeared “Dr Don McGregor”. So there! But my doctorate lasted no longer than the foam on the river in Tam O’shanter…  (2) despite that, many years ago I was ranked 8th in the world in the marathon event, a statistic that compares favourably with any ranking ever achieved by the Scotland football team. So maybe I am a bit qualified to talk – and should get on with it. My lady companion has been asked to signal to me if I’m too long-winded so I’d better start. [Ich fliege mit dieser Dame, Lorraine, am Montag 1.III. nach Brisbane um ihre Tochter + Familie zu besuchen.]
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These spiked running shoes belonged to a famous runner. But they could have been worn in any race since about 1850 or 60. Around 1850 the first running track or ‘path’ was constructed at the Oval cricket ground, I think, Before that professional runners or pedestrians had competed for bets on turnpike roads or on horse racecourses, and William Lang, known as The Crowcatcher, had been timed in 1863 at 4:02 for one mile on an accurately measured point to point stretch at Newmarket, which was admitted to be slightly downhill. He also had a well authenticated 4:17 time on a cinder track in 1865.

Anyway, these shoes were handmade. The spikes were inserted during construction, and it wasn’t till the invention of screw-in spikes that anything much changed. So who did these belong to?
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Roger Gilbert Bannister, here shown in a colour version of a famous photograph, taken on the afternoon of Thursday May 6 1954. I’m sure you all know why the people are looking as if the world had come to an end: he’d just run 3:59.4 for the mile. He collapsed over the line into the arms of well-wishers. It was the breach of a great psychological barrier that runners had been aiming to break for over a century.

In the 2oth C the nine times Olympic gold medallist Paavo Nurmi of Finland, Jules Ladoumegue of France who learned his running style from racehorses, SydneyWooderson the shy bespectacled bank clerk from Surrey, and the Swedish stars Gunder Hägg and Arne Andersson had brought the record gradually down to 4:1.4 (actually 4:01.3 but in those days they rounded up to the nearest 5th of a second in July 17 1945, just 6 days before my sixth birthday incidentally.

Wes Santee, a brash Texan who wore cowboy boots and a stetson - but not when he was racing – and  John Landy, a gentle Australian and some others were RGB’s rivals to get under the 4 min barrier. But with the help of his friends Chris Brasher (Cambridge U) and Chris Chataway – we’ll hear about them in a minute – he  was the one to do it.
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Here is a poster illustrating a tour Hägg & Andersson made during the war years – Sweden of course was neutral. This shows Andersson in front. When I was helping my friend John Bryant research his book “3:59.4” I wrote to and received replies from GH and AA to the question how they felt on hearing RGB had broken 4 mins – they gave the polite replies you would expect, having been asked the question a million times before. Hägg wrote a short book called “How I became Gunder Hägg” which I translated into English from the German version I acquired – ie he became “Gunder Hägg” the public person as the result of his achievements. The same went for RGB, and also to a lesser extent for CB and CC. RGB came up to St Andrews in 1970 to the Younger Hall, where he gave an immaculate talk about running, which I went to. It was a lovely talk, but the info was all old hat, taking about ectomorphs, mesomorphs and endomorphs, and using as examples Chataway, Kuts and Zatopek rather than Ron Clarke, Kip Keino etc as it should have been by then. He was introduced by the then Director of PE at the Univ, Archie Strachan, who is a lovely man but gave a great example of the Scottish cringe as he rubbed his hands together and said how sorry he was that Lady Bannister couldn’t manage but how great a privilege it was that Sir Roger etc etc. 

My old friend and lifetime running companion. – as he says in the acknowledgements to 3:59.4 – John Bryant visited RGB just ten days ago in Oxford, where he lives, and tells me they reminisced as ever about old times, politics, everything. RGB was a neurologist of note. His wife says he misses running – had a car crash about 30 years ago – but he denies it. I almost met him at a book launch for The Marathon Makers, another book of John’s which I helped research, in 2008 in London – but he was sitting in the corner and John thought I’d met him already, so I still haven’t spoken to him personally. I did talk to Seb Coe though -What a namedropper!
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Arne Andersson might have been the first under 4 mins, because on July 17 1945 he was just tenths behind Hägg, despite having had a strange incident at the start of the race. The starter fired his gun, and Andersson somehow got the cartridge case wedged in his spikes, thus affecting his balance marginally so that he couldn’t quite get up on his toes for the sprint finish. Here he is after the race showing the cartridge to his wife. What might have been! In some ways I wish it had been, as we’d have been spared much Oxbridge crowing and talk of the New Elizabethan age…

Slide 5 RGB had a great year in 1954. He won the European champs in Berne, and
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in a classic duel in the sun came from behind to pass John Landy in the home straight at the Empire Games in Vancouver to again break the record with 3:58.8. Landy later that season went to Turku in Finland and knocked a further 0.8 of it in a solo run, but the Vancouver race was a man to man classic, after which RGB retired from top class athletics to devote himself to his career as a neuro-surgeon, though of course he still takes an active interest.
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Here we see the three of them in line in an unsuccessful bid to break the 2mls WR – RGB, Chris Chataway and Chris Brasher.
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RGB was chosen as Sportsman of the Year for 1954 by Sports Illustrated. The philosopher and mathematician Bertrand Russell got a bit irate in 1955 when, as he writes in his diaries: “I received the prize given by Pears’ Cyclopaedia for some outstanding work done in the past year. [What he referred to was his work in exposing humanity’s danger from nuclear weapons.] The year before, the prize had been given to a young man who ran a mile in under four minutes”. A bit patronising, non?
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“I was a scrubber”. This is what Chris Brasher said about himself. He had run the first 440 yards, in 58 seconds, then had let Chataway lead into laps 2 and 3. 

He abandoned the mile after the Bannister race and turned to the steeplechase, a bit of a cinderella event, and gained Olympic selection for Melbourne in 1956. Here we see him with John Disley, another Olympian at the event.
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Brasher was the only one of the three from the mile on 6 May 1954 to win an Olympic Gold. He won, bursting through in the home straight. There was a protest that he had barged through, and with the help of all the drinks he had had with journalists in the time between crossing the line and the protest being handed in, he successfully argued that medal should go back to him. 
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So the fairy tale came true after all.

As it can for any of you if you try hard enough and have good luck!
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This is what Brasher wrote later.

Slide 13

And this was his philosophy.

Brasher died several years ago, I knew him reasonably well through frequent encounters when I was staying with John Bryant in London or on expeditions to do daft runs in the West Country, for John was brought up in Somerset. We ran the South Downs Way, etc, in stages, and ran in Matthew’s birthday runs, which were over a distance equal in miles to his age – he’s now 36 but thank God did something different this year. I only managed 12 miles last year.

Brasher should have had a knighthood or a peerage for his starting the London Marathon, but I think he turned down any honour from Thatcher because she had wanted the British team to withdraw from the Moscow Olympics,. That would have been an idiotic gesture, damaging only British athletics. Jimmy Carter insisted on the USA withdrawing because the nasty Soviets had invaded Afghanistan and …sorry? What was that, George and Gordon?  The US non-appearance in Moscow was oh so effective! As effective as any of these boycotts ever are.
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The third member became an ITN newscaster, broadcaster, MP and Minister of Posts & Telecommunications in the Heath Govt and was knighted. He still competes, despite being 79 years old (b 31 Jan 1931), and even does one or maybe two interval sessions per week. He’s no hack either. A few years ago, maybe 5 or 6, he and I ran in a Thames H&H CC race round Richmond Park 6 mls. I dropped out for some reason at half way, he was well ahead of me by then, At the finish I congratulated him, and he said with misplaced modesty that I couldn’t have been trying! But he was much faster!
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Here we see the meeting of two schools of thought about training, Gordon Pirie standing, the symbol of dynamism , high effort and loads of training. Chataway with his red hair on the bench represents the Oxbridge tradition of pretending that everything is achieved without effort, little training,. I’ll return to that in a moment.
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 Chris Chataway is perhaps best remembered for his epic duel at the White City in 1954 against the Russian Vladimir Kuts, later the double Olympic 5000 and 10ooom champ. 
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CC set a WR under the floodlights of 13:51.6.  He retired from athletics in 1956 after the Melbourne Games, but as I say continues to compete for T H&H to this day.

My friend Ron Morrison knew CC through membership of top level athletics committees, and tells me that once he, Ron had used the word “symbiotic” in a conversation. “Symbiotic?” asked the Oxford graduate in PPE. “Is that a Scottish word?”

A great story about CC: just before 3:59.4 was published in 2004, the TH&H annd Ranelagh H got together to honour Chris Brasher who had recently died. They organised a relay from the source of the Thames to the meadows at Petersham where he sometimes had run. CC took the baton for the Oxford stretch of the relay – well into his 70s remember, lapping en route the old Iffley Road track, and at the end of the leg was RGB waiting in the sunshine to buy the drinks.

They laughed together as CC spoke of the start of his leg at Folly Bridge in Oxford. Waiting there, stripped to his shorts , for the oncoming runner, he was approached by a lady “her sharp old eyes undimmed by the passage of time” – as John writes,

“Excuse me – but are you Chris Chataway?”

“I used to be” , he replied with a grin.

“Ah, fame”, she said, “You know, fame never fades.”
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Here’s my godson Matthew, now 36, and his dad, now 65, in a book called Jogging published when John was editor of Jogging magazine – it shows natural running as with kids . Better put this in as I mention them so much and they form links with so many of the runners I’ll be talking about…

John is a real hero. In the mid 80s, at a period when I was not in touch with him as I was engrossed with my new family, he was knocked down on a run just 200m from his house in Kingston on Thames and was seriously injured. By good luck the accident happened yards from the hospital, and he recovered consciousness long enough to say to the doctor – Don’t amputate! – for his leg was hanging off. 

After a series of operations he had a metal rod about 15 inches long inserted into his leg – it’s in his study now – and he did exercises once the leg was beginning to get a bit better, in his bed – pull ups etc. Once he had a haemorrhage because friends had smuggled in some weights and he was lifting them to strengthen his arms! One day Matthew heard the docs saying “He’ll never walk!” and went to see his dad in tears. What’s wrong?...Matthew told him. “Of course I’ll walk again – that’s nonsense –“ answered John, and from then on he HAD to get better.

Several months later he was starting to go easy walks (the doctor thought) but in reality had started walking and jogging, just yards at a time to begin with, then it crept up minute by minute. Three months before the London he started “officially” to go jogging, but didn’t tell the doctor he had actually run the London Marathon until afterwards. It took nearly 5 hours but he did it, and still had the metal pole in his leg. He’s run the London every time since, and is a good friend of Dave Bedford, the Race Director, and is a director of the marathon himself. He’s a journalist – I first met him when he was on the Edinburgh Evening News after Oxford, later he went to the Daily Mail where he became Features Editor. Then he was on The Times, became Deputy Editor and wrote a column on sport. After the Times he went back to the Mail as guest Feature writer, edited the Sunday Correspondent, then was offered the job of Managing Editor of the Telegraph Group, where he effectively edited both Sunday and Daily Tel for a while. If you want a real speaker, get John to come up! He’s written several very good athletics books: 3:59.4; the history of the London Marathon; the Marathon Makers [1908 Olympics] – all now in paperback.  I help with research and translations and editing a bit. 
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“Jackers” was the OG champion in 1912 when still an undergraduate. He was still in Oxford when RGB etc and JWB were students, and embodied the Oxbridge tradition of taking it all casually. He was a WW1 war hero and used to say that what they did in the war was important but that athletics was just for fun and not to be taken too seriously. You see his phrase…
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Gordon Pirie – known to journalists as “Puff Puff Pirie” – would not have agreed. He could not get enough training, incurring shaking of the head by diehards in the AWs of the early 1950s. Where will it all end, he’ll burn himself out, etc…But you can see that it got results.
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Pirie was coached in his greatest years by a German, Woldemar Gerschler, who was based in Freiburg im Breisgau in the Black Forest. Pirie went there regularly to train under the guidance of WG and his scientific colleague Prof Reindell who did the physiological testing. The method they were famous for was interval training, In their definition it was a series of runs of say 200m over forest tracks or wherever, repeated any number of times from say 20 to 40, the interval being determined by the return of the athlete’s heartbeat/pulse to a certain level. It’s one of the methods used still today, eg by Ron and me with our squads.

It was pioneered by WG and Reindell in the 1930s. Their prime exhibit of the time was Rudolf Harbig, who set World Records of  1:46.6 for 800m against Mario Lanzi of Italy – the battle of the Axis powers – in July 1939, a record that lasted until the Belgian Roger Moens ran 1:45.7 in 1955 – 16 years. He also ran a 400m WR of 46.0 sec in Frankfurt later  in 1939 and 1000m WR in 2:21.5 in 1941, but was killed on the Eastern Front in 1944. 

Harbig’s coach Gerschler was a national coach under the NS regime. Recently I was translating an article abour NS sport and in particular the High Jump in the period 1936-39, for a Berlin friend, an Olympic historian called Volker Kluge. Volker was a member of the National Olympic Committee of the DDR for some years and published a unique 5 volume work containing every result of every Olympic sport from 1896 – 1996, with a 6th volume out soon – he has the most enormous and valuable sports archive in the world, I’m quite sure.

That’s by the by – VK is very anti-Nazi. In researching this article he discovered a report for Der Leichtathlet, the AW of the time in the so-called “Third Reich,” in which Gerschler is supposed to be writing about High JumpJ  but which is really a hymn of praise to the Führer’s great work for German sport!  

I don’t suppose Pirie knew any of that, and I’m sure Gerschler hushed it up after the Second World War. I met Gerschler in 1963 when I was interpreter with a team from Glasgow Univ touring in West Germany, and we met Manchester Univ at Freiburg, who had Ron Hill in their number! We all did a session of 200s in the forest, and I translated a talk by WG, probably badly as my German wasn’t so hot in those days. So that was my connection with  Pirie…and with Harbig I suppose.
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Here’s Gordon in his England CC tracksuit, just the colour for cross country! He set new standards of speed for cross-country. When he won the ECCU National in 1952 he ran the 1st half mile over muddy Parliament Hill Fields in 2:03!  If you ever run the World CC Champs, you’ll be shocked at how fast they take off – and then keep going. Pirie was outstanding at cross-country, and won an Olympic silver on the track, beaten only by Kuts. Sadly, he died relatively young in 1999 aged 60. Kuts went to seed after stopping competition, drank too much, and died of a heart attack even younger. Running doesn’t make you immortal – but we can try!
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Now let’s go back in time. Anyone recognise this chap? Walter George, who lived from the 1860s till 1943, and was the first modern top British distance runner, recording fast times from the mile to one hour, and ran ten miles in 51:20 in 1884. 

As an amateur he ran 4:19.4  for the mile in 1882, but wanted to challenge the Scot s professional William Cummings from Paisley for the unofficial title of “world champ”. The AAA which had only been formed in 1880 and jealously guarded its definition of gentlemen amateurs who could afford to pay to take part in sport as against artisans and labourers etc who needed money prizes to compete for, refused, George nonetheless signed up for first one series of races (1, 4 and 10 mls) and then others. In 1886 George beat Cummings to set a world best for anyone of 4:12 ¾. Of course it wasn’t recognised as an amateur record. Many said it would never be beaten.
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He looks rather fetching in this coloured zephyr, as they called Tshirts in those days.

George was a chemist, and worked long hours. He devised the “100 up “exercise to keep fit, which was really high knee lifting/running on the spot. That combined with beagling kept him active in early life. He had an eye for the ladies and sometimes broke training for a saucy night out on the town Tut tut! I doubt if he was the only one.
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Here’s WGG in old age with Sydney Wooderson, congratulating him on running a WR 4:07.6 at Motspur Park in Surrey in 1937. Wooderson was one of RGBs role models.
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This man was known as The Little Wonder, Alf Shrubb from Kent. His greatest run was indeed at Ibrox in Nov 1904, when he ran 50:40.6 for 10 miles and 11 miles 1137 yards in one hour, to break George’s hour record by 295 yards. That’s almost 12 miles an hour. I think the WR nowadays is well over 13 miles in the hour, but anything approaching 12 miles is still pretty good. Try it!  The two hour record (track) has stood since Oct 1964 and is held by a Scot, Jim Alder with 23 miles 1071 yards. I failed by 100 yards to break it in 1970! So far and yet so near! 

Slide 27

Shrubb won a lot of trophies, There was a certain monotony about what the prizes were in those days. Eventually he wanted too many expenses – should have been an MP – and was banned as an amateur in 1906. It was very silly timing by the AAA, as Shrubb was a cast iron certainty to win a race at the London OG in 1908, he was so much better than everybody else. This is known as cutting off your nose to spite your face!
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But Shrubb emigrated to Canada, wrote training manuals, and never stopped running, just as we old chaps do now. I’m sure that you, like me, don’t want to reach the stage of the happy highways where we cannot come again – let’s keep at it, no matter how slow!

Slide 29 In English: “I’ll have a pie, and an onion one as well” – Dundonian speech.

A change of gender, a change of scene. Liz is Scotland’s greatest female distance runner by far. She went to St Saviours High School in Dundee, where she was encouraged into running by Phil Kearns of Dundee Hawkhill Harriers who taught gym. He passed her on to Harry Bennett, the DHH coach and old sparring partner of mine during the 1950s when I was at univ. Sadly, Harry died, and after that Liz Lynch was coached for a while by John Anderson. John was national coach before Frank Dick.  He had a big bust up with Liz McColgan – she had married NI steeplechaser Peter McColgan by then – over their athlete-coach financial arrangements, which lasted for years before it was settled under terms of mutual silence. Liz trained so very hard, and now coaches very hard too, Her daughter Eilish is a pretty good runner. If Liz hadn’t got into running, she might have left school and gone into the jute mills, which of course are now long gone – she lifted herself out of one of Europe’s most culturally and socially deprived areas into being an independent woman who can afford to send her children to the High School of Dundee. All credit to her!
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She is rightly in the extremely exclusive Scottish Sports Hall of Fame in the Royal Museum in Chambers St – you have to a World Champion, Olympic or Commonwealth Champion athlete to be elected to that – a real elite.
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By contrast…St Andrews Univ established a sports hall of fame about three years ago, a measure I was always lukewarm about, although as you can see…every man has his price, in this case a free dinner and some flattering words from my friend Ron Morrison. The man giving me the scroll is Brian Lang, the former Principal.

I put this up to tell you why I have called it the Hall of Shame. 

It’s supposed to honour people in sports who have connections with St AU. Well, Ok, but some of the connections are a bit tenuous, eg not a few of the first batch of Famees have honorary degrees from the univ  and no further connection. eg Sir Alex Ferguson, Seve Ballesteros…real St Andreans both!  Sir Chris Hoy – OK, he was a student in St A for two years but he left for Edin because there were no cycling facilities in St Andrews!. Ming Campbell – OK he’s the university chancellor…at least I am a graduate of the place, and Terry Mitchell, a very good distance runner, works there.  Terry was really honoured to be selected, and bought a new suit, his first ever, for the occasion. A great bloke, Terry…


Each entrant was presented by someone, in front of all these academics and students and distinguished guests, and it was all terribly serious till Ron appeared and stood there in his battered whiteish suit and scruffy trainers and spoke about me – a bit embarrassing. He started off by saying where you had to run from that hall to cover 26 miles 385 yards, the answer being Kirkcaldy. Then he mentioned I had come to St A and ‘somehow they gave him a degree’…At that point I abandoned my pretence at standing modestly looking at the ground and said “Ah, but a degree was worth something in those days!” A roar went up…
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Here’s Jim Peters, who single-handedly brought the world’s marathon best down under 2:20 – June 13 1953 Polytechnic Marathon 2:18:40, Turku Marathon Oct 4 1953 2:18:34.8,  and eventually to 2:17:39.4 in AAA  on June 26 1954. At that date he held the top 3 marathon times ever. He was 9th in the 10000m in 1948 at London OG but didn’t run his first marathon till 1949 when he was 33. So when he set the 2:17:39.4 time he was 38 years old. And people talk about being finished when they’re 30!
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He didn’t manage to win the 1954 Boston Marathon, as Veikko Karvonen of Finland, later that year the European champion, got the better of him over the Newton hills – Heartbreak Hill-  near the end  and won in 2:20:39 with Peters  2nd , both finishing all in. Peters time was 2 mins behind.
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Peters became best known for a gallant failure, in the best traditions of sport. At Vancouver, where RGB had triumphed over Landy in that mile, P set off on a very hot day from the Empire Stadium as if it were England in April. As he got near the stadium with a considerable lead, however, he was dehydrated and on the track itself he began weaving from side to side, eventually staggered and fell over looking for shade. He had to be helped which of course meant disqualification, If the marathon distance had been 26 miles he would have won  – but it was 385 yards longer, and he didn’t. The Duke of Edinburgh was watching, and later presented P with a Gold Medal which he, the Duke, had been given as a souvenir – easier than running! Peters retired from racing on the plea of his wife Frieda after that, and continued his profession as an optician, He died in 1999, a real running legend.

His run at Vancouver was a repeat in many ways of the 1908 London marathon at the OG of that year, so ably described by John Bryant again in The Marathon Makers (2008).

That was the first race held over the distance of 26 mls 385 yards – not, as frequently thought, so that it could finish in front of the Royal Box at the White City, as it had always been intended that it would. The start at Windsor was pulled back from the end of the Long Walk so that the grandchildren of George V and Queen Alexandra, ie including the future Edward VIII and George VI, could watch it from the Eastern Terrace. The start was opposite a statue to one of Q Victoria’s favourite Scotch terriers, Dako, who is buried there.  John Disley, Brasher’s assistant in running the London Marathon, has done  lot of research and established that as a result of tinkering around with the start the first mile in 1908, and hence the whole marathon, was 174 yards short! Not that it mattered, for it was announced as 26 385 and we won’t be changing it now!

In that race an Italian confectioner called Dorando Pietri went into the lead near the end, but as he entered the stadium to the cheers of the multitude, including most of London’s Italian expatriate community, he, as Peters was to do 48 years later, started to wilt. He collapsed 5 times on that last lap, which as the Italian press very blasphemously but emphatically noted was the number of times Christ is said to have fallen carrying the cross to Calvary. Nearing the line he was helped across it by sympathetic officials, including the chief medical attendant, Dr Michael Bulger. It has often been said that Sir Arthur Conan Doyle was on the track helping, but he was in the stands writing it all up for the Daily Mail! “Vincero o moriro” [I shall conquer or die] had been Dorando’s words to his mother back home in Carpi, and he nearly did the first and wasn’t far short of the second.

He had to be disqualified after protests by the US team, whose runner Johnny Hayes crossed the line just a little back.

Dorando reaped rich rewards from his near-win, and the fame of that race was ever after his.  Queen Alexandra presented him the next day with a gold cup inscribed to P. Dorando, though it should have been D. Pietri. US promoters signed him and several others up for marathon tours of the US and Canada, for there was a major marathon boom on. DP and his brother Ulpiano, a sly little foxy man who was his manager and took 50% while DP did 100% of the running, made a fortune from the races, so that after three years of competitions they were able to buy a hotel in the small town of Carpi, near Modena, home of balsamic vinegar. They equipped it with all luxury, incl  plush sofas in red and crockery with the letters ULP on it, standing for Ulpiano e Dorando Pietri. Local wags said it stood for Utile dei Piedi, useful on your feet!  Sadly the hotel went bust in the early 1920s and DP started a taxi business. He got into bother in the late 20s when he ferried a gang of Mussolini’s Blackshirts on an expedition to beat up Communists, and one of the latter died. Although DP was only the chauffeur, he decided to leave Carpi and go and live in San Remo farther north, where he died in 1942 of a heart attack. You should read the book to get the full story, but I want to recount just 2 little episodes about his life:

He was of poor background and got a job as a sweetie delivery boy for a Sr Melli in Carpi. He fell for a quiet little girl who worked in Melli’s kitchen called Teresa Dondi. Her parents disapproved of her penniless suitor, but Sr Melli saw nothing wrong in letting them meet. After a year or so of courtship DP went on his national service to Torino. One day a postcard arrived for Teresa, bearing on one side her name and address [Gentil Signorina..], as was usual in those days, and on the other a picture of a pansy over a photograph of Turin railway station. 

Nothing else. Pensiero in Italian, like pensée in French means not just pansy but also thought: Un Pensiero da Torino.

Teresa went to the kitchen and steamed off the stamp. Underneath were the words

which I have translated: “This is Dorando writing to remind you that he loves you, please forgive him for what happened when we were last together.” [chi le scrive e Dorando che le recorda di amarla e di perdonarle i dispiaceri procurati]

Teresa and Dorando were married after the running tour, and she kept the card by her bedside till her dying day.

The other story concerns the 1948 OG in London. In the spring of that year a 65 year old café owner from Birmingham went to the press and said he was the great Dorando, had run in 1908, had received the gold cup etc. He got lots of press attention and became a nine-day wonder. But 4 Carpigiani ,all of whom had attended DP’s funeral in 1942, came to London to see this wondrous thing. They spoke to him in Carpigiano dialect and of course the game was up. The man turned out to be a Piero Palleschi, who was born in Tuscany, married to an Englishwoman called Lucy Evans and ran a Temperance Bar in Barford St, Birmingham. This was all before the internet!
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So who did win in Vancouver, if not Peters?

It was Joe McGhee of Shettleston Harriers. Joe had been lying second, some way back, but had paced himself for the conditions. But the English press when they wrote about the story of the race, naturally enough wrote it around Peters. Fine, but they inflated Peters and played down Joe, by writing that he was sitting by the roadside waiting for an ambulance about to drop out when someone brought him the news  - How? It might be asked – that P had dropped out. In reality Joe ran his normal race. He has been bitter ever since that he never got the credit he deserved for his wonderful victory. He lives in Aberdeen, and I wrote to him about it all several years ago: it still rankles.
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You can just see Joe on this Edin Eve News cutting from 1959. The Musselburgh 13 ½  mile road race,. The winner wasn’t Joe but Andy Brown, Motherwell, a great cross country runner. I have this cutting because it was my very first road race, for which I had prepared by cycling once round the course! Somehow I came 5th…
Slide 38

Less heavy stuff now - have you heard of Alf Tupper, the  Tough of the Track? He featured in the Rover comic, originally in stories with few drawings, then as a sort of strip cartoon. Alf was a working class hero who hated being beaten by foreigners, who often cheated to keep him from winning – eg Zemba the Zulu. Especially he hated toffs, Oxbridge types who patronised him, as, I regret to say, some of them sometimes do with lesser mortals.
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Alf’s invariable pre-race diet was fish and chips, though perhaps not the best pre-race recipe for everyone.
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Here he is getting his gear ready, and embarrassing some Oxford dons by wheeling a cartload of iron pipes up the track behind the chaps in college vests and shorts…

Slide 41

The Rover in 1960 published some stories about the Toff of the Track, the antithesis of Alf Tupper. Here’s a brief extract. 

Slide 42

This man was even better than Alf Tupper. Wilson of the Wizard – there are no better drawings as all the stories appeared as text only, more or less.
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The slide speaks for itself.

Slide 44

The colour picture was taken during the 5000 m final in Munich 1972. My roommate in the Games Village, Ian Stewart, is no. 309. He was third behind double gold medallist Lasse Viren on the right and Mohammed Gammoudi of Tunisia on the left. Ever ambitious, he said after coming off the podium “I felt like chuckin’ the flamin’ medal over the stand.” But he didn’t.

The b&w pic is taken at Montreal 4 years later when Brendan Foster won the bronze at 10,000m , to equal the best ever British position in that event – the other was by an Anglo-Scot, James Wilson, [who ran for Greenock Glenpark Harriers when in Scotland] in 1920 at Antwerp. 

Ian trained very very hard, was merciless on himself and others. He won not just the World CC champ at Rabat in 1973 but also the World Indoor 3000m and the CG 5000m in 1970 when he led Ian McCafferty to a Scottish 1-2. McCafferty was one of the most talented Scottish distance runners ever, but somehow he did not quite manage to cope with pressures of the big races. He was 3rd in the International CC at Clydebank in 1969  despite stopping to tie his lace [“Ma lace wis oot” was all he said afterwards] and he won his 5000m heat at Munich but came 11th in the final.]

 Bren trained hard too but most of his running was done at a moderate to slow pace, or so he told me once. The speed work was of course very fast!

Slide 45

Zola Budd was famous for running in bare feet, though she had a contract with Brooks shoes for a few years. She had a British granpa  and the Daily Mail hought it a wizard wheeze to get her naturalised so she could run for the UK. Somehow they managed to get her to London and the Home Office acted with astonishing speed. Zola, I may say, spoke Afrikaans much better than English. My pal John Bryant was the D Mail features editor at the time and was given the job of getting Zola acclimatised to UK athletics, not an easy task, as she was targeted by anti-apartheid groups every time she was due to run, as if she represented the apartheid regime. 

John took over her coaching and ran quite a bit with her. She became like a daughter in Carol and John’s family. When Zola went off to LA in 1984 to run the 3000m, the longest track event then permitted to women, John went with her. Carol and their two sons came to stay with my ex –wife Kim,  our then two young children and me, in St Andrews. We sat up very late to watch the 3000m, very excited, all on the sofa in the living room at 8 Dempster Terrace, down by the Kinness Burn.

Slide 46

Then this happened.

Mary Decker was not in my view a very kind person.

Zola recovered in the end and went on to compete very successfully at cross-country, and won the World Cross-Country title twice, in 1985 and 1986 – astonishing. She broke the world record for 5000m twice also, leaving it at 14:48.07. 

She now lives in the USA and coaches and competes at Masters level. 

In 2006 she came to St A where her husband was playing golf on the Old Course. John Bryant alerted me to the visit, and I looked up the starting times and went down to the 17th in time to see if Zola was going round with the foursome. She was hanging around near the 17th green. I went over and introduced myself as a good friend of John’s, and her eyes lit up when she realised it wasn’t an autograph hunter…just another name dropper! 
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Here we are, John, Carol and me in Lyme Regis in 2007, working on Dorando stuff – that’s an Italian dictionary I’m holding., bought for 99p in a second hand book shop, of which Lyme Regis has about as many as it has fossils.

Slide 48

Two heroes of UK athletics in one slide. Ron Hill is a Tupper fan – in fact he sometimes gives the impression he thinks he IS Alf Tupper, just plain Ron Hill from Accrington [but in Germany always “Dr Ron Hill” in the results]. Here he’s also emulating Zola and the Great Wilson by running in bare feet but with taped up toes. Behind him is Basil Heatley from Coventry Godiva H. Basil was marathon silver medallist in Tokyo behind the great Abebe Bikila. He was third coming into the stadium but passed the Japanese runner Tsubaraya in the back straight. Poor Tsubaraya later got injured and realising his marathon ambition to win a Gold Medal was gone, killed himself. A tragedy.

Slide 49

Ron Hill pioneered quite a lot of things – the practical application of the carbohydate depletion and loading diet, new textiles – he was a textile chemist with Courtaulds in Manchester, and took a huge book of “good Luck” autographs to Munich with him – and string vests. I’m afraid I didn’t ever wear one as I thought I’d get a chill on my tummy in the later stages of races, but they sure worked for him. Ron’s best performance was at the Edinburgh CG in 1970 when, on the only windstill day in living memory, he ran 2:09:28 and won by 2 ½ mins from Jim Alder. I was there, but 

over 8 mins behind Hill.

Slide 50

A recent photo – streaker refers to his unbelievable and completely lunatic “streak” of running every day (twice every day until a few years ago) since 1964! To count, a run has to be at least half a mile – he has done it with his leg in plaster! Talk about obsessive…but a great runner, though he mistimed his descent from altitude before Munich, when he could well have won the Olympic marathon for which he was joint favourite with the American who won it, Frank Shorter.
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The inset photo shows Bill Adcocks, another Coventry Godiva man – for my money his best run was 2:11 for the Marathon to Athens run, which is 10km quite flat, then uphill in stages till 30km, then downhill into Athens – when I ran it in ‘71 it was won in 2:19 by Akio Usami of Japan and I was 5th in 2:25 or something. The 2:11 by Bill was fabulous.

The main picture shows Jim Alder’s great triumph that very recently has got him into the Real Hall of Fame as Commonwealth Champion. It was in Kingston, Jamaica in 1966, a very hot day again. Jim was leading as he got near the stadium not far ahead of Bill. But the stewards at the gate he was supposed to go in had gone off to watch Prince Philip (Yes, him again!) arriving at the stadium and Jim missed the turn in! When he did find his way in there was Bill Adcocks 8om ahead of him up the track. Jeepers Creepers! But he didn’t give up: “I’ll run’im!” Alf Tupper would have said. Jim  bashed on in the best Alf Tupper style and caught Bill – who was also an Alf Tupper type and certainly no toff-  at the bottom bend, passed him with a cry of Geronimo! and ran through the tape to immortality, at least in Scottish eyes! 
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Jim richly deserved his MBE. He started a sports business in Morpeth, but after a good start it went down and he had to go back in his sixties to being a brickie. A real genuine bloke, is Jim. He ran a dozen times for Scotland in the World Champs x country. At Cambridge in 1972 Jim came down to breakfast and there was greeted by a very old sports shop proprietor from Edinburgh, George McKenzie,who had been an international between 1904 and 1914!  Through old eyes he dimly recognised Jim as a member of the Scottish team, and said in his Morningside tones “Morning, Lachie!” That didn’t go down too well. 

Then he said to the lads in the team: “Any of you chaps going on a tour of the colleges this morning?” Jim answered only : “I’ve  coom ‘ere to roon!”

He became well known for prophesying that people were “due for a bad’un”, for example Ron Hill says Jim was several times at him in July 1970 saying he was due for a bad’un. Sadly Jim had his own bad’un just when he didn’t need it, in the Olympic Games at Mexico City in 1968, where he had to drop out with dehydration. Happily, his 2:12:04 in Edinburgh in 1970 to win the Silver perhaps made up for it.
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For lack of time I’ll have to skip over Charlie Spedding of Gateshead H  other than to say read his book! He was 3rd in the LA 84 marathon and 6th in Seoul – the bronze in LA was achieved by excellent thoughtful physical preparation and psychologically effective mental preparation: this may be the only chance I’ll get, I’m fit, I’m ready, I can beat most of these guys – I’m going to go for it! And he did. Copy him…

Slide 54

Nike – Adidas – ASICS (Onitsuka Tiger) - Reebok – Puma -  Aldi and Lidl:

What is the origin of these names?  Nike is the Greek goddess of Victory (pronounced Nee-kay), and the firm started in USA, in Oregon – a famous coach,Bill Bowerman ,, devised the waffle sole, and used his wife’s waffle pan to experiment…

Tiger started exporting canvas “Cubs” to UK in the early 60s, 

I ran in lovely soft blue suede Biwakos in big marathons in 1972-4. I have just learned from Phyllis Lemoncello that “Biwa” is the name of a Japanese lake and that “ko” means lake. So 36-38 years too late I have found out what Biwako stands for!

Reebok:  an Afrikaans word for a small deer [cf German “Rehbock” – originally the firm was J W Foster of Bolton, later bought by Chris Brasher, then sold on, and now it’s a multi-national company.

Adi-Das is so pronounced, not “adeedas” – the name is an abbreviation of  Adolf [Adi] Dassler who set up the company with his brother Horst Dassler in Herzogenaurach in Bavaria before the 2nd World War– later the brothers fell out and Horst started Puma along the road -Now both are multinationals, but some family members are still involved in some way.

Sometimes there is confusion between the Adidas/Puma story and with ALDI and LIDL: ALDI stands for Albrecht Discount – 2 brothers, Karl and Theo started in retail long ago, but after WW2 started selling goods from cardboard boxes, then folk realised it was good quality. In 1960 they fell out over tobacco sales at the till kiosks, and split into Aldi Nord [Aldi-Markt] and Aldi Süd, we are in Nord- no tobacco…Both brothers are long retired but are Germany’s richest men.

Dieter Schwarz founded Lidl, copied Aldi closely and now they’re nos 1 & 2 in Germany and no doubt elsewhere.

Slide 58 MARIAH shoe – slide speaks for itself – sing along!

Short Bibliography of Books that are easily available eg through Amazon :

3:59.4 (Hutchinson)

The Marathon Makers (John Blake)

The London Marathon  (Arrow Books) – all by John Bryant, and in paperback

First Four Minutes – Roger Bannister – paperback 

The Little Wonder (Shrubb) by Rob Hadgraft  - Desert Island Books

Beer and Brine (Walter George)  ditto                    ditto – both £18.99 new but some cheaper at Amazon used

The Impossible Hero – used only, £25.00 up – Dick Booth 1999 (on Gordon Pirie)

Don Macgregor’s Marathon Manual (Radio Tay 1984) is available as a pdf on the Fife AC website – it’s a basic guide to starting running and is FREE, orig  £1 - 2000 plus sold in 1984.

There is a book on Liz McColgan by Adrienne Blue called “Queen of the Track (1992)  of which used copies are available at prices from £0.01 . I have one. That, some may think, tells its own story – an up to date biography of Liz is still awaited.

The Road to Athens (Bill Adcocks and Trevor Frecknall) (2004) is available new (£9.50) but

Marathon and Chips (1981) by Jim Alder and Arthur T MacKenzie is £30 used or new.

Charlie Speddin – From Last to First (2009) is available for £8.99

Ron Hill’s The Long Hard Road  (1982) is now rare, and for the two volumes you’d have to pay upwards of £75.00!  I have an autographed copy but I’m not lending it to anyone!

Sporting Supermen by Brendan Gallagher (secondhand copies available ) is the easiest way to read about Tupper and Wilson. 

For Wilson, I have included files with two illustrations and a few of the original stories. 

There are thousands of books about athletics, but that’s a start…

That’s all, folks!

