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Beginnings


One of my most treasured possessions is a portrait my father painted of me when I was eight. It’s in front of me now: a solemn little boy in a pudding-basin haircut, checked shirt and incongruous knitted tie. It’s good. And faced by the steady gaze of my eight-year-old self, I am reminded just how extraordinary my father was. He taught himself to paint and to sculpt and did it, like everything he turned his hand to, with aplomb. And of course a few years later he applied himself to a much less likely challenge than painting a portrait of his son, namely turning that same son into the fastest middle-distance runner of his generation.


Peter Coe was always going to make something of his life. An only child, he used to say that he couldn’t have imagined there being a fourth mouth to feed in the household. It definitely made him more single-minded than he might otherwise have been, and possibly more selfish, as he had nobody else to worry about. It helped that he was ferociously intelligent. A working-class boy – my grandfather was a carpenter and my grandmother worked as a cleaner – he won a scholarship to Westminster, one of the most prestigious schools in the country. Unsurprisingly, it proved somewhat of a culture shock for a 13 year old fresh out of a West London elementary, and he left after only a few weeks, but was then offered a similar scholarship at a school in Wandsworth. At Emanuel the pupils were the sons of doctors and teachers rather than judges and cabinet ministers, plus a good leavening of scholarship boys like my father. It might not have been the hothouse that Westminster was, but he thrived there, developing his love of engineering as well as learning the German that would stand him in good stead as a prisoner of war.


From this distance, it’s hard to imagine what an élite education must have meant to my grandparents, who had barely had an education at all. My grandfather, Percy, was one of seven children – born in 1893 in World’s End, Chelsea, within a stone’s throw of the Thames – while my grandmother, Violet, was five years younger, a true cockney who took her first breath in a nursing home (she would recount with some pride) just off the Mile End Road. She was the product of a rather more flamboyant background. My great-grandfather, Harry Newbold, was a professional gambler – at one time he did racing tips for the Daily Express – although the Newbolds were basically music-hall entertainers. Harry and his elder daughter Rose had a tumbling act, Harry being a contortionist, while Violet and May were dancers. 


Around the time my father was born Violet was charring for a family in west London, while still living in the East End. ‘It would make more sense if you moved a bit closer,’ her employer, Gladys Minson, argued. ‘Of course it would,’ retorted Violet, ‘if we weren’t already living in one room in Whitechapel . . .’ The Minsons’ radical solution was to buy the house next door, and 1 Brecon Road, Fulham – £300 in 1920 – was given to my grandparents outright. They lived there for the rest of their lives. 


It was a typical mid-Victorian London terraced house of yellowish brick with a rectangular bay on the ground floor and flat fronted above. In recent years Brecon Road has been gentrified – trees lining the pavement and nowhere to park. But when I first knew it in the late fifties and early sixties, it was still working-class Fulham, with girls skipping and playing hopscotch, and boys careering down the streets on trolleys made from pram wheels. The house itself hadn’t changed since my dad grew up there. There was no front garden to speak of. One stride and you were at the front door. It was a classic two-up, two down, with the kitchen/bathroom at the back and a privy in the garden next to the pond – all that remained of the Anderson Shelter dug by my grandfather at the outbreak of war. In fact the house lost a chunk at the back during the bombing, though no one was hurt. 


In the summer of 1939 my father had just finished three years at the Regent Street Poly studying mathematics and mechanical engineering. His first inclination had been to go to medical school, but there was no way that kind of money could be found. I never learnt what he hoped to do once he qualified – perhaps even he didn’t know – because on 3 September everything changed when Chamberlain declared war on Germany. Although prepared to defend his homeland, he was far from being a monarchist, so, to avoid swearing allegiance to the crown, he signed up for the Merchant Navy. He would serve his country but not the king. 


The spring of 1941 found him working on the Blue Funnel Line’s A D Huff, a small freighter that was shipping newsprint and pit props over from Canada. That February it was on its return voyage to Halifax, Nova Scotia, when, 600 miles west of Newfoundland, it was shelled by a German battle cruiser, the Gneisenau, and sank within minutes, its ballast being rubble from the bombing of Coventry . . .


Five weeks after the ship went down, Violet had a visit from Blue Funnel’s chaplain, who informed her that her son was missing, presumed dead. She refused to believe it. Even though a memorial ceremony was arranged for the bereaved, she would have none of it. Her son had not been drowned, she insisted. He would be back. Friends and neighbours tried to persuade her to accept the reality, but she remained steadfast in her belief that he was still alive. Five months later her faith was vindicated. Not only had Peter survived, but he was back in Britain unscathed, having just disembarked at Greenock on the Clyde, where the home fleet was based. His account of what had happened on the night of 22 February 1941 was the first news the allies had had concerning the A D Huff’s fate. As the ship sank, the crew had taken to lifeboats and some had leapt into the sea. All were subsequently picked up by the Gneisenau, the destroyer that had just sunk them. Transferred to a German troop carrier, they eventually disembarked at La Rochelle. Then, after a few days in a holding camp (a former French Foreign Legion barracks) they were transported north-east by rail – in ordinary passenger carriages with the seats removed – to the notorious Stalag XB on the North Sea coast near Bremen. Outside Aachen, across the French/German border, twenty seamen jumped clear of the moving train. Most were quickly picked up, but my father and the Canadian bosun escaped, splitting up once it became too dangerous to travel together. While Eddy Shackleton turned south for Marseille, Peter headed west, crossing the Pyrenees into Spain where he was interned in the notorious camp for foreign nationals at Miranda de Ebro. Released later the same summer, he arrived in Scotland, on 14 August 1941, shortly to be united with his indomitable mother. 


He was without doubt a chip off the maternal block. Even when I knew her – and my grandmother was already 60 when I was born – Violet Coe was a force to be reckoned with. As she lived until she was 97, I was fortunate enough to know her very well. Politically, she was a paradox. On one level she was an unreconstructed old Tory – a framed photograph of Winston Churchill had pride of place on the mantelpiece – but socially she was liberal, playing the piano in the local boozer, the Half Way House. I remember my sisters saying, ‘God, Nana, you do know that while you’re playing the piano, they’re all trading drugs out the back . . .’ and all she said was, ‘Oh well, dear.’ It was still her local in 1980 when I won the 1500 metres at the Moscow Olympics and she won Fulham Grandmother of the Year!


My grandparents had little in common, and I’m guessing that their marriage was based more on expediency than anything else, not least because they were married barely a month before Peter was born (though this didn’t emerge till much later). While Violet would never have said it out loud, in her quieter moments she might have admitted that Percy wasn’t the challenge she needed. On a day-to-day level she was obviously much more ‘worldly wise’ than he was. Another phrase she used – of other people – was ‘sharp as ninepence’ but if it applied to anyone, it applied to her. She taught her son to read when he was only three. Not surprisingly, he absolutely adored her, and wherever we were living, Christmas in Fulham was a fixed point on the family calendar. 


Although my father would escape into the country whenever he got the chance, he was quintessentially a Londoner, and one way and another that part of London became as important to me as it was to him. 


Spiritually, this run-down corner of the metropolis is where I feel most at home, and when alone in London with nothing more pressing to do, I’m likely to be found nursing a coffee on Fulham Broadway, or as I still call it, Walham Green. Even though it changed its name in 1952 – four years before I was born – neither my grandparents nor my father, nor anyone else of that generation who lived within its few square miles, ever called it anything else.


I was the first of my parents’ four children and, although born at Queen Charlotte’s in Hammersmith, I have no memory of where we lived before moving to the West Midlands. My early recollections of London are of holidays spent with my grandmother. A noisy Irish family, the O’Connors, backed on to them, and I used to mess around with the daughter, whose name, shamefully, I have forgotten. About three years older than me and many times more street smart, we always gravitated to Fulham’s spinal cord, the North End Road market – still one of the great street markets of London – where we would generally make nuisances of ourselves. She would goad me to take ever greater risks, which mainly involved nicking apples. Mercifully, I could run fast enough to escape some lug of a stall holder who would have hung me up on a meat hook if he’d half the chance. 


Now that I’m a parent several times over, it strikes me that Violet was remarkably relaxed about it all, giving me carte blanche to roam the neighbourhood unchecked, barely seeing me from one meal to the next. But then she’d lived among these people all her life and trusted to her instinct that no great harm would come to me, not least because everyone knew exactly who I was.


My other grandmother, Vera, came from a very different background. Her mother, my great-grandmother – whom I can just remember – came from a family of wealthy industrialists in Cheshire. As a young girl, she had been swept off her feet by a dashing, Irish-born artist, Edwin Swan. His elder brother Cuthbert was also an artist, specialising in animal paintings, one of which hangs on the wall next to my father’s portrait of me. Another brother was a doctor in Ballyragget in County Kilkenny. In the next generation, Vera’s sister Pauline became a nun and then, when told she had no vocation, joined the army and fought in Belgium during the war. Vera’s brother Michael became a writer, while her other brother John was a GP in Holland Park, and also the doctor for HM Prison, Wandsworth. He was with one of the first British medical teams to go into Belsen in April 1945. My mother became particularly fond of her Uncle John, and it was he who gave her a lifelong love of cricket. She would tell me how he took her to watch the Fifth Test at The Oval just a few weeks before I was born in 1956 (Australia v. England, match drawn). 


Edwin Swan was an accomplished portrait painter, a Royal Academician and well respected in artistic circles. His pictures still come up at auction even today, and he made enough money from it not to have to do anything else. Both Granny and my mum always said that my Swan great-grandfather is the single person I most resemble – and not just in a purely physical sense, but even down to mannerisms and general outlook on life. Sadly, we never met as he died, aged 82, two years before I was born. 


 Slight and long-limbed, his elder daughter Vera became a professional dancer – my sister Miranda and I are evidently cut from the same tree – and ultimately this is how she met my grandfather. She began to do Indian dancing, with a company run by Uday Shankar, Ravi Shankar’s older brother, who toured America and England during the twenties promoting his version of modern Indian dance. Vera and Uday became romantically involved, but – for all the Swans’ bohemian lifestyle and their own unconventional marriage – her parents didn’t approve. Vera was under 21 and was persuaded to call it off. She then toured in America with Anna Pavlova’s company, which included ‘Oriental Impressions’ choreographed by Uday. Although marriage to Uday had been thwarted, on Vera’s return to London she met another Indian, Sardari Lal, a law student. They were married in August 1927 in St Pancras Registry Office. The family could do nothing about it as she was now 22, my grandfather being a year younger. 


My mother – Tina Angela Lal (always known as Angela) was born two years later, in December 1929, in Golders Green, her sister Sheila being eighteen months older. 


Apparently, Sardari was the black sheep of the Lal family – a reputation he maintained throughout his life. At some point the money sent to him by his landowner father either stopped or ran out and with nothing to live on – and two small girls to look after – my grandparents took passage to India. 


Vera’s position cannot have been easy. As an English woman married to an Indian – a ‘native’ – she was shunned by Delhi’s English community. The same held true of the Indian community; the Lal family would have nothing to do with her. Two of Sardari’s brothers were the only members of his family who ever visited them. The local Protestant school refused to accept her daughters as pupils because they were of mixed parentage. She had better luck with the Catholics and Sheila and Angela were enrolled in the Jesus and Mary Convent in Delhi. Vera’s only friends were women in the same situation as she was, and as a couple they mainly socialised with journalists. 


How did my grandmother cope in this unexpected environment? What was my grandfather’s family like? What was their history? All I know is that they were landowners in the Punjab. In 2011, I was approached by the BBC for their genealogy programme Who Do You Think You Are? and said that I hoped to find out more about my Indian heritage. Sadly, without the detailed records available in Europe and America, they ground to a halt. I could so easily have asked my grandmother when she was alive, but I didn’t – too buried in competition at the time to concern myself with family history. Or perhaps I was simply unimaginative. 


By the summer of 1937 the gilt was peeling off the gingerbread. Vera had had a miscarriage – a boy – and Sardari had taken it very badly and turned to drink. She made her escape first by going to Simla to escape the heat. There, with the help of Sydney Jacobson, later Lord Jacobson, who was then deputy editor of The Statesman in Calcutta, she returned to England. It can’t have been an easy decision, and confirms the strong-willed nature of the women in my family. 


She went back to Golders Green, where she and Sardari had lived as newlyweds. It’s hard to imagine what it must have been like for the two girls, transported to a world of privet hedges and grey skies, far from the heat, the exotic food and indulgent ayahs that had been all they’d really known. The nuns had arranged for the girls to go to their sister convent in Willesden, but within eighteen months they were uprooted again, among the first evacuees to leave London. They were sent to Northampton and didn’t return until the war had ended. 


Their first billet was with what my mother described as ‘a fairly ordinary family’. Her abiding memory was of the dad hogging the fire and spitting into it all day. Not only was it damp and cold but my mother, already an avid reader, now found herself in a house without books. They were there for two years. Then the two sisters were separated, Angela being re-assigned to a family called Harris who owned a second-hand bookshop. After that, she and Sheila would only meet up at school. 


John and Gwen Harris were kindly, imaginative and cultured. They had a son, also John, who was slightly older, and he and Angela became lasting friends. Most importantly, John Harris was interested in the theatre – he eventually became head of drama at Hull University and a specialist on masques and the Commedia dell’Arte – and I’m guessing that those couple of years she spent with the Harrises, surrounded by books, and putting on plays, proved a huge influence, not least in her decision to train as an actress. In fact, although her career would prove short, the theatre became her great and abiding love, and on her return to London she was accepted at RADA while Sheila went to a secretarial college in Kensington. 


During the war Vera had stayed in London, working as a nursing auxiliary, and had already met the man she would live with for the next forty-five years until he died. Bill Williams was a BBC announcer, kind and gentle, although I didn’t get to know him until many years later because my mother and my grandmother didn’t speak until I was about 12. Vera had not approved of my mother’s marriage. 


As for my Indian grandfather, in 1939 he had bought the Marina Hotel in the centre of Delhi, its owners – two Italian brothers – having been interned as enemy aliens at the outbreak of war. I never met him, although there are still a few people around who did, and by all accounts he sailed quite close to the wind, with fingers in all sorts of dubious pies. Luckily, his best friend appears to have been Ashwini Kumar, who went on to become director general of the Border Security Force and something of a guardian angel. I discovered this quite by chance when we met a few years ago. In 1973 he became the IOC member for India, and went on to serve as vice-president from 1983–7. 


Vera made a trip back to India in the early fifties, when she stayed for three months. My mother never did, although I know she would have liked to. It was one of the last things she told me before she died – and this when she could barely eat or swallow. It doesn’t surprise me. After all, it was her home until she was eight. 


 Sheila returned there almost immediately after the war. In 1950 she married the Indian deputy High Commissioner in London whom she had met while working as a secretary there – in secret because Vera didn’t approve. There was a considerable age difference. Samar Sen – known as Tinoo – was 35, my aunt 21, just old enough to marry without parental consent. Cultured, elegant and witty, she always looked more obviously Indian than Angela and, looking back, I realise I have only ever seen her wearing a sari. 


Her husband’s story is fascinating. He was one of the earliest intake into the Indian Civil Service and studied at Oxford in the late thirties. A propaganda film was even made of him as a young district commissioner, the Raj having decided they needed to show they were giving local people positions of responsibility. After the London posting where he met Sheila, he went to the Lebanon, Jordan and Kuwait and was High Commissioner in Australia before going to the United Nations in New York, and then to Pakistan and Sweden. I remember writing a history essay during my first term at university, vaguely listening to the radio at the same time, when the news came through that the Indian High Commissioner to Bangladesh had been shot leaving the residency in Dhaka. 


For a moment I didn’t make the connection, but slowly the words sank in and I realised they were talking about my uncle. Within minutes I was down the corridor pumping coins into the payphone. He had been shot in the shoulder and back, and, although serious, he survived. This was shortly after Bangladesh had split from (west) Pakistan, and Pakistan’s generals were still trying to destabilise the newly independent country. It was basically a kidnap/assassination attempt gone wrong, instigated by the long hand of the Pakistan Intelligence Agency. My uncle was targeted because he had played an important role in building up world opinion in favour of an independent east Pakistan – Bangladesh. Four of the terrorists were killed in the attack, and my uncle never completely recovered, although he continued working at the UN on internal tribunals well into his eighties. 


 


As for my own parents – Angela and Peter – the engineer and the actress met at a party. It was the spring of 1953. The old king had died but the new queen had not yet been crowned. In a couple of months Everest would be conquered but it would be another year before the four-minute mile was broken. The age difference was strangely similar to that of Sheila and Tinoo. At 35 my father was twelve years older than his 23-year-old bride. To make things even more complicated, he had been married before and had a child. Although Vera had hardly been the epitome of moral probity herself, she refused to attend the wedding. Peter Coe was divorced, and that was enough. My parents married in 1954. Sheila was there, as well as the sisters’ Uncle Michael, the writer. But not her mother. 


I don’t know why my father’s first marriage foundered. He had courted a local girl and they had married soon after the war. Perhaps it had all been too rushed, propelled by his generation’s need to make up for lost time. He never spoke about what had gone wrong but I do know that he fought tooth and nail for custody of his daughter – an unusual action even today – which suggests that it was more than simple incompatibility. He was intensely loyal, and took his responsibilities very seriously, so there’s no doubt he had reasons. 


As an only child himself, he always knew he wanted a large family, and although little was said, I know he took the effective loss of his daughter very hard. Later in life, he told me that although by then he had been happily married to my mother for over fifty years, not a day went by without him thinking about the failure of his first marriage. 


I suspect that part of my mother’s appeal was that she came from an entirely different background and had no connection with this unhappy part of his life. She was certainly not involved in the break-up. 


Although he was a Fulham boy from the wrong side of the tracks and she was Kensington and RADA via Delhi, they were strangely compatible, each providing what the other lacked. He was a grown-up, solid and reassuring, a do-er to her dreamer. He was also something of a loner, while she was glamorous and gregarious and he always claimed that she socialised him. There is little doubt that her family considered that she could have done better for herself. I remember my father telling me how, on being advised that her intended was a mechanical engineer, one of my mother’s uncles said, ‘Oh I see. So you work with your hands?’ I shudder to think what he could have said a few years later. As it was he had to bite his tongue since he was still trying to get my mother over the line. 


As Peter’s career progressed, his job became increasingly about managing people and managing problems, but he was always happiest when ranged over a drawing board or hands-on in an engineering workshop; and if work didn’t provide the necessary practical application, then he would find something that did. He was never taught to paint; he just bought some oils and set to. Although my mother was always seen as the cultured one, in fact it was my dad who introduced her to painting. He was the ultimate autodidact – what he didn’t know about thirties and forties French cinema, for example, wasn’t worth knowing. At home, if some recondite film noir with sub-titles was up against say, The Guns of Navarone, we hadn’t a chance, and he would be genuinely shocked that we weren’t as enamoured of these black-and-white Gallic masterpieces as he was. Coming from the background he did there were inevitably gaps in his education, and I know that my mother introduced him to classical music and opera, and he eventually developed a profound appreciation. 


Once I was on the way, my parents moved to a rented flat in Highgate. I have a vague memory of sitting on my dad’s shoulders and walking in what I imagine must have been Parliament Hill Fields, or perhaps Hampstead. When I was barely a year old, my father was appointed as production director of one of the world’s largest fishing-tackle companies, Allcocks in Redditch, south of Birmingham. Samuel Allcock started making hooks here in the 18th century, and by the 19th century this otherwise unexceptional town had become the international hub of the fishing-tackle industry. At the start, they rented in Redditch itself, and my elder sister Miranda was born in Bromsgrove Hospital eighteen months after me. 


The first house they owned was in Alcester, ten minutes south of Redditch, which had the great advantage, as far as my mother was concerned, of being only eight miles from Stratford-upon-Avon. Leaving London had been bad enough, but the pill was sweetened by her proximity to Shakespeare’s birthplace, and more importantly the Shakespeare Memorial Theatre. It turned out that Shakespeare was quite a common name in the area. There was even a rival fishing tackle company called Norris Shakespeare in Redditch, which eventually gobbled up Allcocks. 


Until his introduction to the world of rods and reels, my father had never been fishing in his life. But from then on he became an obsessive, setting up on the banks of the Avon at Hillborough in Warwickshire nearly every Saturday. Sometimes I’d go with him. Then, as now, I found it hard to sit still, and while he’d be absorbed in pondering the development of the split reel, or the prospect of landing a barbel, I would wander off. 


My ability to fall asleep anywhere, at any time, is legendary, and it’s a knack I’ve had since I was quite small. On this particular autumn afternoon, shortly after my fourth birthday, my father roused himself sufficiently to notice I wasn’t around. Panic-stricken, he spent the next hour shouting my name, searching the shallows, wading down the river, dreading what he might find, terrified of having to face my mother, who was heavily pregnant and resting at home. 


Eventually he went back to the car . . . and there I was, fast asleep. Sadly, there would be no happy ending for my mother’s third baby. My brother was stillborn on 31 December 1960. Understandably, my parents never did anything on New Year’s Eve again. Although it was never sombre, nonetheless any kind of celebration was clearly out of the question. 


 


My first school was at Dunnington, just across the county boundary into Worcestershire, and I started there a week or so before my fifth birthday. It was tiny with two classrooms and twenty-one pupils. The headmistress was Mrs Rawlinson, who lived in the schoolhouse adjoining it. Every morning my father would drop me off on his way to work, and on one occasion he got talking to her husband. On discovering that he taught art at Stratford High School for Girls, my father told him how he was painting my portrait. I’m guessing that Mr Rawlinson’s heart must have sunk but he offered to take a look nonetheless. It wasn’t a wasted journey. I can still remember that first time he came over, and how pleasantly shocked he was by what he saw, having expected little better than painting by numbers. A few years older than my parents, William Rawlinson was an extremely talented wood engraver, with an international reputation. He had been in North Africa as an official war artist with the RAF, and his drawings of ground crews at work are now in the Imperial War Museum. He and my father became great friends and remained so until Bill’s death in 1993. I am lucky enough to own one of his engravings – a sublime view of Rome and the Trinità dei Monti – which he gave me when I came back from Italy in 1980, just before I went to Moscow; and four years later, after the Los Angeles Games, he presented me with my own ex-libris book plates with details of my medals and records incorporated in the design – an example both of his artistry and his thoughtfulness. I owe something equally valuable – if less obvious – to his wife, which is my handwriting. To Patricia Rawlinson, handwriting was an art form, and happily I stayed with her long enough to make it stick. 


As we only had one car – I don’t think my mother even drove back then – I would get a lift back from school with a local farming family, the Edkins. Although the names of the individual Edkins, junior and senior, have long gone from my memory, I remember that car as if it was yesterday, a cream Morris Traveller with peeling wood panelling down the side and an interior that smelt of manure, milk and kerosene. Every afternoon I’d be set down at the crossroads to walk home. Actually, of course, I’d run. And those few hundred yards, with the noise of the Edkins’ car grinding through the gears as it pulled away, are the first memories I have of running. For me, it was as natural as breathing, something I didn’t have to think about. I used to run everywhere, and never got out of breath. And I really could run before I could walk, at least that was what my parents used to say. I certainly have a memory of running alongside my pushchair. It just felt the most comfortable thing to do.


Over the next few years, until we moved to Sheffield in 1968, hardly a weekend went by without us going for a drive into the northern Cotswolds, the area between Stratford-upon-Avon, Chipping Campden and Shipston on Stour. My father didn’t enjoy being at the wheel but he loved walking and taking the car was the only way to get into ‘real’ countryside. The lanes he took us down – marked only on OS maps – would regularly cross open farmland where five-bar gates tended to block the way. My job was to run ahead, open the gate, wait for the car to go through, close the gate and then head off on to the next one. Looking back, of course, it was classic interval training, because I’d run two or three hundred yards alongside the car, then open the gate, pause to recover my equilibrium, close the gate, pick my way across the cattle grid – and then I’d be off again. While my parents considered my routine hilarious, I thought it entirely natural. Occasionally, they’d say, ‘Don’t you want to hop in the car now, Seb?’ and I’d say, ‘No thanks!’


My father’s walks were not about parking the car and ambling 200 yards from some lay-by to admire the view. These were route marches. They’d start immediately we’d finished Sunday lunch – in those days about 2.00 p.m. – and it wasn’t unusual on a winter’s evening still to be out at six, trying desperately to locate the car with the aid of a fading torch. Then it would be back home for a bath, because my father had an unerring affinity with mud. You’d think he could divine it, and it was a rare afternoon if we – and, just as importantly, the car – managed to avoid it, even in high summer.


We moved house, into Stratford-upon-Avon itself, when my mother became pregnant again, this time with my brother Nick, who was born in Snitterfield, just north of the town in 1962, in the same nursing home where Emma would be born eighteen months later. Our new house was literally new, a classic sixties design with a garden front and back on a purpose-built estate located on the far side of the bridge that marks the southern boundary of the town, the original ford that gave the town its name. 


For my mother this was bliss. One way and another she knew everyone at the theatre – or if she didn’t at the beginning she soon did – and we were always having people to stay, either members of the RSC or fellow actors up to see a show. 


As for me, my new school – Bridgetown Primary – was barely 200 yards away so naturally I ran. On Saturdays I would run into the town for my weekly comic and sweets, stopping only to hand over the money before haring back again without breaking sweat. I would run errands for my mother, but on the condition she would time me. Although I had a bike by this stage, it hardly got used. Much easier to run; it would take me no longer and I wouldn’t have to bother about where to leave it. 


Looking back, it’s clear that my father would have liked me to take up cycling. Before the war he’d been a member of the famous south London club, the Herne Hill Wheelers. The Herne Hill Velodrome, built in 1891, is one of the oldest in the world. It hosted the cycling component of the 1948 Olympics and for several years, before the new Olympic Park Velodrome was opened, it was the only cycle track in London. Bradley Wiggins started cycling there when he was 12.


My father continued to enjoy cycling long after he’d given it up himself. One of the most evocative sounds in the world, he said, was the gentle click and purr of a bike when gears, rider and machine are in perfect harmony. He loved the visual aesthetic, the perfect alignment of body and frame. Of course he missed getting out there, feeling the road under the wheels and the wind in his ears, but he derived genuine pleasure from watching it, particularly the Tour de France. By the time he retired Channel 4 had it all sewn up and for the duration of the race – three weeks – he would hunker down and accept no invitation to go out. 


There are some advantages to being a successful athlete and one was being able to introduce him to one of his cycling heroes, Eddy Merckx, who dominated the Tour during the sixties and seventies in the way that Lance Armstrong did in the nineties. 


What my father most admired, I think, was the dogged nature of what they do. Three weeks, six hours a day in the saddle – that was something he understood. In his youth he thought nothing of cycling to Brighton and back again to Fulham in time for Sunday lunch. When I moved to the North Downs on the Surrey/Sussex border, his whole frame of reference was cycling, because these were the roads he’d taken on the Brighton run. He knew every short cut, every bend, every steep hill. But while the landscape further out remained much the same, when we drove to Heathrow along the old A4, he’d say, ‘Of course, when I rode down here, it was all cornfields.’
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Apprentice


I no longer remember how or when my eleven-plus results came through, whether they were sent to our parents by post, or whether they were read out in front of the class or even the entire school. All I do know is that it was sometime in the early summer of 1968 and I had managed to do what most of my mates hadn’t, which was to fail.


The eleven-plus exam was the post-war generation’s passport to a grammar school and thus to the kind of education my parents had mapped out for me: O-levels, A-levels, university. Unless you were on the borderline between pass and fail, there were no second goes, re-sits or appeals. Failure was a one-way ticket into dead-end street, kicked out at 15 with a handful of CSEs at the end of it if you were lucky. Or so it was then believed. Even if the finer ramifications were lost on us, we all understood that it was a watershed. Heroes one way, numbskulls the other.


So what happened? I was certainly capable of passing – my teachers were as perplexed at my failure as everyone else. And it wasn’t as if we hadn’t done practice runs – verbal and non-verbal reasoning tests, arithmetic papers and essays marked out the weeks and even months preceding the exam. 


Although non-selective schools had begun to be introduced in Britain – and with Labour in power since 1966 it had become government policy – comprehensive education wouldn’t reach Warwickshire for another ten years. Until then the system remained as stratified as Neapolitan ice-cream. 


At the top was Stratford Grammar who had the pick of the high achievers. Next came Alcester Grammar. After that, marginal failures might be slid into Kineton School, a short bus ride away. The rest ended up at the Hugh Clopton Secondary Modern. I remember observing other parents’ reactions that summer. Those whose offspring had made it into the ‘right’ school were understandably happy. Those whose children had performed as abysmally as I had intended to educate their kids privately if at all possible. I fondly imagined that this would also be my fate.


‘No, Seb. Absolutely not. You’re going to Hugh Clopton’s,’ my father bluntly informed me; nor did he offer any sweeteners. There was no, ‘You’ll come through. You’ll be all right,’ even though I was clearly not thick. I’ve often wondered why he did it. Although he had been a committed communist in the thirties when fascism was the foe, I suspect it was less principle than pragmatism. Peter Coe had four children and wasn’t about to squander hard-earned cash on the one who had messed up.


Looking back, it was the best thing that could have happened. If I had ended up at a third-rate public school – and, make no mistake, no one else would have had me at that juncture – I would never have gone on to do what I’ve done, never in a million years. 


Naturally, I didn’t see it like that at the time. Not one of my circle of friends went anywhere other than Stratford Grammar. As for their parents, they were stupefied. ‘But surely you can’t let Seb go to Clopton’s?’ Oh yes they could. They were absolutely brutal about it. 


At heart, like any 11 year old, I wanted my parents to be proud of me, particularly my dad. He had outwitted the Nazis, he had survived the frozen deep, he had helped win the war! Failing the eleven-plus, I now saw, was not the way to go. 


Many years later in a piece for the Daily Telegraph I wrote, ‘The seeds of reincarnation so often lie in adversity.’ I was referring specifically to my non-selection for the 1988 Olympics in Seoul, but perhaps my ignominious eleven-plus result had a similarly galvanising effect. I may not consciously have realised it, but a chance to re-burnish the image was about to present itself. 


The one area in which there were no complaints was sport and, if asked what I wanted to be when I grew up, I would have replied footballer. Perhaps every boy in the country would have said the same thing following England’s World Cup victory the previous year. Yet while I was good enough to play both for my school and Stratford Schools, I wasn’t stand-out good.


Like every other junior school, Bridgetown Primary had its sports day, where, in addition to the usual novelty events, such as the three-legged race and the egg-and-spoon race, they had proper sprints. Not that we were taught how to run any more than we were taught how to balance a tennis ball on a wooden spoon; sports day at primary level was about end-of-term fun. But running was what I loved beyond anything else, and the faster I ran the more exhilarating it felt. Until that afternoon I’d only ever raced against my dad’s car and I wouldn’t have been surprised to find a gate halfway down the track. The combination of natural ability and determination is hard to beat at any age, and that afternoon I won every race I went in for.


My victories led to my being entered for the next level up: Stratford primary schools, where I won both the long jump and the 60 yards dash. A week or so later it was the turn of the South Warwickshire primary schools, and I can still remember running in Solihull and getting third place in the 60 yards. At 11 years old, I was the quickest in the school, quickest in the town, and in the top three of a large proportion of a largish county. But if anyone had suggested I might make a career at it, I’d have laughed, as would everyone around me. Running as a career did not exist. But a footballer . . . Although the wages weren’t in the stratospheric range they are today, football had been professional since 1885. Not that money would have come into it. I was obsessed by football, always was and always will be.


Whatever small success I achieved that summer was forgotten by the time I started at Hugh Clopton’s in September 1968. This was a classic secondary modern in that there was nothing modern about it, but harked back to the era of vocational training. Warwickshire being a largely rural county, most jobs for educational failures like me were related to farming or market gardening, so our days were spent labouring in the school’s vegetable patch. We dug the ground, planted potatoes, potted, weeded and watered. The staff had clearly thrown in the towel (or perhaps that should be trowel) on anything remotely academic. 


The only indoor subject I remember with any clarity was woodwork, where our first project was crafting a dibber, a pointed stick for making holes in the ground in which to plant the aforementioned tubers . . . Other than bringing home a finely turned dibber, my productivity was zero, although it’s fair to say that I could spot a dodgy King Edward’s from twenty feet along with the best of them. 


 An innate sense that I shouldn’t really be there – even the guy who took us for football had a wooden leg – was confirmed one day by the history teacher. ‘What on earth are you doing here?’ he said, after I’d handed in a piece of work. I loved history and had probably done something half decent. In fact, my handing in anything at all would have been enough to provoke the shocked look on his face, as this was a rare occurrence. 


Moving house is said to be the third most traumatic experience in life after bereavement and divorce. And for a newly turned 12 year old, the prospect of losing your friends and having to start all over again is clearly pretty disastrous. Unless, that is, you’re at a school you hate and where you have nothing in common with anyone. So when I heard that we were moving to Yorkshire, I was near delirious with excitement. I remember running to Stratford town library and poring over all the available maps, and generally hoovering up everything I could find about Sheffield. I knew that my father was going to be running a cutlery factory and that cutlery was what had made Sheffield famous throughout the world. He told me his job was to ‘turn it around’, which he said meant, ‘we may not be there for more than four or five years, maybe shorter. It just depends how long it takes me.’ That was fine by me – I envisaged the future largely in terms of birthdays, Christmas and the football season.


Our new home was 37 Marlborough Road in Broomhill, a well-heeled area of Sheffield that took its character from the nearby university. Built of local mill-stone grit, it was a rambling Victorian house on three storeys with gardens front and back, attached to its neighbour by a garage. 


John Betjeman wrote about Broomhill with obvious affection in his poem ‘An Edwardian Sunday’, which ends ‘this hill-shadowed city of razors and knives’. And hills are everywhere in Sheffield, rising up between the many streams that descend from the High Peaks in the west. Fifteen of them connect to make the city’s five major rivers – the Sheaf, the Rivelin, the Loxley and the Porter – all tributaries of the largest, the River Don. These are the watercourses that drove the mill wheels that transformed Sheffield into an industrial powerhouse in the 18th and 19th centuries, and which in turn brought my father here. And, although I was not to know it when I first arrived, these hills, formed by these rivers, would prove the ultimate endurance training ground. There are 78 public parks in Sheffield and the far west of the city actually falls within the boundary of the Peak District National Park. It is perfectly possible to run from the centre of town right up on to the moors without seeing a car.


We left Stratford towards the end of the autumn term so I had my last day at Hugh Clopton’s on the Friday, and the following Monday started at Tapton Secondary Modern, an eight-minute uphill trot from Marlborough Road. 


For the first time I found myself living in a metropolis, and it’s fair to say it was something of a culture shock. Tapton itself was huge, having been amalgamated from three smaller schools in 1960, and as a result it was very mixed socially. For every kid who lived in leafy Broomhill or further west in Fulwood and beyond, there were two from the depressed inner city, either 19th-century back-to-backs or tower blocks. There would be no gardening here. Sheffield was an industrial city, a manufacturing city, and Tapton reflected this. They took their technical drawing very seriously. They took their metalwork seriously – we didn’t sit there making ornamental napkin rings; at 14 and 15 we were using lathes to make small steam engines. Maths was serious. English was serious. Languages were serious. Geography and history were deadly serious. As for the teachers, they were highly competent. And while you didn’t have to like them, you had to respect them. When a teacher came into the classroom you stood up. When the headmaster came in you practically genuflected. In short, you messed around at your peril.


Discipline was maintained via the threat of corporal punishment, a sword of Damocles that hung over our adolescent heads by the finest of hairs. It could take the form of instant justice – an art teacher once slung a bunch of keys at me – but more often it was ritualised, when you’d be hauled out in front of the class to be ‘caned’ or ‘slippered’, that is given six strokes on the hand with a bamboo stick or a rubber-soled plimsoll kept in the classroom for the purpose. More serious transgressions resulted in a visit to the headmaster. I was caned by him on several occasions, always justified I have to say. One master – or should that be mistress – of the art of corporal punishment was a former nun who taught us religious instruction. She had an unusual delivery, wheeling her arm straight up and over before plunging downwards, an action reminiscent of the great England test bowler Alec Bedser. 


One day she called me out to the front for the expected (and doubtless merited) punishment, but as I prepared, palm outstretched, and watched her arm whip back in that idiosyncratic fashion, I thought, ‘She’s going to take my hand off!’ So at the last moment I pulled away, and said, ‘Steady on, Miss!’ The titters from the back did nothing to improve her humour and with a face like thunder she packed me off to the deputy head. 


Cyril May was known to be mahogany hard and his weapon of choice was unique, as befitted his status and reputation – a car aerial. I could only imagine what scars that would leave, and as I made my way down to his study I was overcome with terror. Why hadn’t I just let her do her worst and get it over with? Mercifully, when I knocked on his door there was no reply and I spent the next forty minutes keeping my head down, praying no one would wonder what I was doing out of class. I never darkened his door again and so never discovered where the car aerial sat on the scale of pain. However, I subsequently got to know Cyril well and he turned out to be an exceptional guy. Government whips are so called because, like a huntsman, they whip the hounds in order to keep them straying from the pack. And Cyril May had that role in Tapton. In effect, he was the school whip, and he did the job brilliantly and in large measure was responsible for making Tapton what it was. 


As for ‘Steady on, Miss!’, I was never allowed to forget it. And unpleasant though being caned was at the time, once the deed was done, that was it. The great plus of this system was that nobody informed your parents. 


Sport was part and parcel of the Tapton ethos. We had PE at least every other day and the facilities were good. That first winter all I really did was play football and occasionally even rugby under the friendly eye of our teacher Mr O’Keefe, who was obviously pleased to have someone in the class who didn’t need to be cajoled into the team – any team! Historically, good athletes tend not to be good ball players, but I may be the exception that proves the rule. I could kick, I could catch, I could throw, I could run with the ball. I was co-ordinated. I was even passable at cricket – that summer I played for the school – and with my family and friends I played tennis eventually up to a decent level. 


 


The XIX Olympiad had been held in Mexico City the previous October, when we were still living in Stratford. In 1968, staying up till two in the morning wasn’t an option, at least for the Coe family, although on the night of 15 October, an astonishing three and a half million people did just that, because not one but two British athletes had made the 400m hurdles final. Their chances of a place on the rostrum were next to impossible as both David Hemery and John Sherwood had the lowest times of any of the eight qualifiers. But the next morning, we woke to the news that the next-to-impossible had happened. David Hemery had won gold, and John Sherwood had taken bronze. Later that week, John’s wife Sheila would take silver in the long jump, and together with Lillian Board, who won silver in the women’s 400m, they were the only British track and field medallists that year. 


John Sherwood went on to become an inspirational PE teacher in Sheffield. He knew that if British track and field were to have a future, it was imperative to get kids excited about the sport. A Yorkshireman born and bred, he was living proof that the Olympic dream wasn’t just for the élite and, as nothing succeeds like success, he asked the BBC for a copy of the broadcast to take round local schools. So one morning the following spring, the whole of Tapton crammed into the sports hall and sat cross-legged on the floor to watch the men’s 400m hurdles final. The 16mm film, complete with David Coleman’s commentary, was already laced through the school’s projector when John started to speak. Even though the screen was reasonably large, the film was so grainy it was hard to make out individual runners. We knew that Sherwood was in lane 8 and Hemery in lane 6, and as the starter held the pistol above his head, there wasn’t a fidget or a cough. Even though we already knew the outcome, the atmosphere was electric. Then, with David Coleman’s hysteria mounting by the second, we watched spellbound as Hemery took the lead, and crossed the line to win by over seven metres!


Coleman famously then said, ‘Who cares who came third!’ The answer was several hundred Tapton boys and about a million other people in Sheffield – a faux pas that Coleman has never lived down. However, it was an astonishing performance, and the hall erupted. The race had lasted less than 50 seconds – Hemery running it in 48.12, a new world record, Sherwood less than a second behind – but it was the most exciting 50 seconds of my life. As we clustered around our new Olympic hero, I remember thinking, ‘That could be me . . .’


The timing couldn’t have been more propitious. A few weeks later came my first sports day at Tapton. This time there were no novelty races to detract from the main business at hand, and we had a full quota of events: sprints, long jump, high jump and hurdles. True to form I put my name down for everything in my age group, and in a few events I was put up a year or two as well – not that I looked older than my age, far from it. Although one of the oldest in my class, I was still a puny little thing with the body of a child, albeit with the legs of a man. Even so, to the accompaniment of cheers from my friends – and the incredulity of both parents and staff – I won everything I went in for. And if I could pinpoint a moment when my father began to sit up and take notice, it was then. It was as if he had been plotting my success on a sheet of graph paper and the trajectory had just taken a sharp upward turn. My mother, on the other hand, was deeply embarrassed. ‘Don’t you think you could just lose something, darling?’ she would regularly plead. The answer was, ‘No.’ 


We had now been in Sheffield for the best part of a year. My father always believed in getting to know his workforce, and one afternoon he was talking to a cutler who had recently arrived in Britain following the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia the previous August. In the course of their conversation this new employee told my father that he was an athletics coach in his spare time, and that he was now helping out at a local club, the Hallamshire Harriers. My father no doubt mentioned that he had a 13-year-old son who was into running and had the potential perhaps to go further, and this guy probably said, ‘So why don’t you bring him along?’


What my father didn’t know was that I had already been making my own forays in that direction. After showing us the film, John Sherwood had explained that he and his wife were members of Sheffield United Harriers AC and that the club were always on the lookout for new blood, so if any of us were interested, we should go down and take a look. A couple of friends and I decided to investigate, but confusing the names, turned up at the rival club, the Hallamshire Harriers instead. Based at the municipal track in Hillsborough, beside Sheffield Wednesday’s football ground, I’d had no real idea that places like this existed. Now here it was! Somewhere I could do what I enjoyed doing most in the world! After that first visit, I went several more times just to watch, and tentatively joined in a few training sessions. So when my father told me that he knew someone who had a connection there, the die was cast. I was enrolled as a junior and Hubert Scheiber became my first coach. 


Hubert was a gentle guy and softly spoken. In Czechoslovakia he had coached the discus to a fairly high standard. Now he took a small group of athletes for a number of field events, and with his help I began to find my way around. I did long jump and hurdling as well as running, and I even turned out occasionally for the high jump when the club needed points. 


I started competing immediately, with training sessions twice a week from 6.00 p.m. till 7.30 p.m. on Tuesdays and Thursdays. In addition, every Sunday morning the whole club – juniors and seniors – would go on a run under the watchful eye of a cluster of club coaches including Sam Smith, Fred Lewis, Malcolm Dowthwaite and Malcolm Grace, most of them former competitors themselves. 


Harriers are traditionally cross-country runners – the name derives from hare coursing where men would run alongside hounds wherever the chase would lead them – and while the club had spread into many other areas of track and field, particularly road running, cross-country remained at the core of its DNA. The format was simple. Starting from the club, we’d head up into the hills and onto the moor. Half a dozen cars would leave with us and at four to six miles the juniors would be picked up and bundled into tracksuits to keep warm while the rest of the field ploughed on. Even from the beginning I rarely dropped out, and by the time I was 14, wherever they led, I followed. I could run all day with these guys. I was like the Duracell Bunny. 


I loved everything about it – the physical sensation, the act of putting one foot in front of the other and covering the ground effortlessly and reasonably quickly, and also, if I’m being honest, winning the approval of the older and more seasoned athletes. And in running through that amazing landscape, I was discovering some of the most extraordinary scenery in England – if not the world – in the most exhilarating and unforgettable way imaginable. 


Cross-country running was literally the making of me, and it saddens me that it’s now so overlooked. You are using every part of your body. It’s hard and it’s tough. You’ve got to maintain balance, you’ve got to be able to navigate and to think ahead, you’ve got to watch your feet. You may be running on a track that’s the width of a table, or across terrain that is little more than peat bog, making split-second decisions every step of the way. Your brain never switches off. It’s both physical and mental. It’s the supreme all-round conditioner and if you can deal with what’s thrown at you on a tough cross-country course, you can deal with anything. 


An hour spent running across moorland in the depths of a Yorkshire winter was as testing as anything I have ever done since. There were days when I would be drenched through to the skin, rain lashing my face, wind biting my ears, fingers numb with cold in spite of gloves, when even my eyelashes had iced up. 


One route I used to take started at a pub called the Yorkshire Bridge on the banks of the Ladybower Reservoir, just over the county border into Derbyshire. From there a narrow road leads back into Sheffield, 12 miles, uphill all the way, over some of the most exposed country in England. In the summer the colours of the heather are dazzling, and you can’t imagine wanting to be anywhere else. But in winter it’s like a moonscape, when the wind whips in from the east and the cold stabs your face like flying ice, and all you’re doing is grinding it out, mile after mile after mile. I must have done that run a hundred times, perhaps even more, but if at 15 or 16, you know that you’ve mastered that, what else is there to fear? 


For the best part of a year after I joined the Hallamshire Harriers, my father was just another parent hostage to their children’s sporting activities, ferrying and cheering when required. He had little knowledge of athletics – nor, as far as I’m aware, any real interest. Although he did occasionally talk about having gone to White City when he was young, he had certainly never run himself. Then, as the months went by, he began turning up to training sessions, in part prompted by my mother, worried by what seemed my near-obsessive behaviour. ‘I mean, what on earth does he do down there?’ It was a perfectly reasonable question, because the truth is that I was hardly ever at home. On Saturday mornings I’d run for the school and sometimes run for the club the same afternoon – two cross-country races in a day is unheard of now. I’d be home for Match of the Day and barely twelve hours later I’d be back down at the club for the Sunday run, and then there were the training sessions on Tuesdays and Thursdays . . . 


Although Hallamshire Harriers had been founded in 1896, like many other athletics clubs, it had no physical infrastructure. The track was owned by the council and you’d pay sixpence (2½p) or a shilling (5p) to the old groundsman to use it. As for changing, we had the municipal changing room, classic 1950s spartan, with its permanent aroma of Domestos suffused with socks, and the still evocative smell of the old-fashioned embrocation Ellimans Rub, or the homemade liniment favoured by the older members of the club, a mixture of olive oil and umber. Shortly after I joined, however, the committee decided we should build a clubhouse of our own. It wouldn’t need to be elaborate, and they’d realised there were enough skills among the members – glaziers, joiners, heating engineers, floor layers – to build it ‘in house’. My dad, who was now a regular presence, offered to do the design work. The land was a disused car park next to the track, which they leased from the council. The main builder was Malcolm Grace, who by chance my dad employed at the factory on a job-by-job basis. Then it was down to fundraising. Labour might come free, but materials didn’t. The commitment of everyone involved was extraordinary. For a while it seemed that, once the day shifts were over, nobody did anything but work on the clubhouse. The result was basically a glorified hut, but well designed and well built and boasting a particularly fine Ruberoid floor. I remember it going down; we all stood around and marvelled, watching it being poured in its molten form. The clubhouse was, above all, immensely practical, giving us somewhere to change and shower. Walls and shelves were used to chronicle our history and were soon packed with trophies and photographs of former athletes who had made it to the top, such as Ernie Harper, who won Olympic silver in the marathon in 1936. Our club president, Joe Williams, had run in the last cross-country race ever held in an Olympic Games, in Paris in 1924. It had happened to coincide with a heat wave, and athletes were passing out all over the place; that spelled its death knell. Our current star, Trevor Wright, was one of the top distance runners in the country. He went on to win a silver medal in the European marathon championship in 1971 in Helsinki. The clubhouse had a little kitchen and was soon a social focus, somewhere for the old boys to talk about days gone by, and for us young ’uns to hang out. 


There was rarely a conflict of interest between running for the school and running for the club, although the nomenclature was confusing. At school I started as a ‘boy’ and at 15 became a ‘senior’. At club level I started as a ‘colt’ and at 15 I was a ‘junior’. Then, as now, it was not uncommon for PE teachers to belong to the local athletics club and so they would act as a bridge, encouraging talented kids to join, giving them access to coaching. This was the case with the Hallamshire, where a couple of Tapton’s PE staff were members. By this route, and the fact that by the time I reached the third year, my name was appearing in the local press and Athletics Weekly, other teachers were beginning to know about my life outside school. ‘Ah yes, Coe, the Runner,’ they’d say, and built into this new identity was the sense that ‘Coe the Runner’ shouldn’t be allowed to get above himself. 


As chance would have it, my class tutor that year, David Jackson, was also a runner. As a schoolboy he had competed for Derbyshire Schools at cross country, and had been a more-than-useful 800m runner, so I think he saw me as a bit of a kindred spirit. He had started by teaching PE, having trained at Loughborough, but he was now head of geography, and largely because of him geography became my favourite subject. The fascination I had always had for maps now had focus. I can still look at maps all day; at that stage of my life they were the closest I could get to an understanding of places I could only dream of visiting. I could explore the world through my imagination while studying a map. Like all the best teachers, David Jackson made his subject come alive. Sadly, I can’t say the same about religious instruction, which he also taught that year. One day, early on in the term, he took me to one side at the beginning of the class. 


‘So, what’s your mileage looking like this week?’ 


‘Well, Sir,’ I said, ‘I’m a bit down actually.’ 


Lowering his voice and barely moving his lips he looked at me and said, ‘OK off you go.’ And I thought, did I hear right? Is this a set-up? Am I seriously going to slope off out of this classroom, get into my kit and do a few miles round the school playing fields, only to have him say, ‘Hah, you fell for it!’ 


‘Well, what are you waiting for?’ 


‘You mean . . . really, Sir?’


‘Yes, yes. Off you go.’ 


I never had to sit through an RI lesson again. I would turn up, he’d give me the nod and that would be it. He was basically intimating that he saw no point in teaching it anyway, which given he was an atheist was hardly surprising. 


When he believed in his subject, however, he was committed. At the beginning of the fourth year we were faced with an impossible choice. The timetable dictated either French or geography. To give up the only language I was doing was mad, according to my parents. But I adored geography. There were ten of us faced with this dilemma and a group of parents decided to lobby the head. The compromise David Jackson suggested was an example of his dedication. He promised to get us through O-level in one year. The French department weren’t convinced they could match this, but in the same spirit offered to give us extra lessons in the second year instead of morning assembly. So ten of us started our O-level year with geography already in the bag. 


 


For the best part of a year my dad watched me run and watched me train and said nothing. He had spent his life assessing situations and people, and he knew I had talent. What he didn’t know was how far that talent could go because he had no yardstick. He had come to athletics with a completely open mind. But much of what he heard made no sense to him. He began asking very basic questions, such as why, if the objective is to run fast and short, are you doing all this mileage? And slowly, and with forensic analysis, he set out to discover what could be achieved if the raw materials were properly harnessed. If that makes me sound like a guinea pig, I was a more than willing one.
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Coach


David Hemery’s and John Sherwood’s triumph over hurdles in Mexico was particularly heartening given the absence of British track success elsewhere. Since Roger Bannister’s myth-shattering run of 1954, when he blazed through the four-minute barrier with Chris Chataway and Chris Brasher as pacemakers, nobody had really scaled those heights again. We had won only minor medals at middle-distance championships, although, thanks to the generally spare build of British runners, middle distance was still considered our natural home.


The mile was now dominated by Jim Ryun, a college boy from Kansas, who had broken the world record twice, first in 1966 and then in 1967. The 800m was in the ownership of New Zealander Peter Snell, who won three Olympic gold medals in 1960 and 1964, and two Commonwealth golds in 1962, not forgetting the five world records he also set, six if you include the 4 x 1 mile relay with the national team.


Peter Snell was trained in New Zealand by Arthur Lydiard, a former marathon runner who believed that extreme fitness was achieved by running extreme distances. He became a legendary coach, and his theory was that to run a world-class 800m time you had to run a hundred miles a week. And in the face of Snell’s undented success – he retired at the peak of his career in 1965 – the coaching fraternity had happily accepted the nostrum.


My father didn’t buy into this hegemony. His instinctive view was that long slow running turned you into a long slow runner. If my aim, he said, was to compete at 5000m when I was 21, followed by marathons at 30, then fine. But if I saw myself as a middle-distance runner, the hundred-miles-a-week regime alone had to be cast aside. And so, without the question ever really being asked or answered, it was tacitly agreed that my coaching would henceforth be in my father’s hands. But while the focus shifted from the club to him, we remained firmly attached to the Hallamshire. 


Ours was never a conventional coach–athlete relationship; it clearly couldn’t be. But in the end I believe it was something far greater. It was a partnership. Inevitably, there were fractious moments when we didn’t see eye to eye, but these stand-offs were always short-lived. Again without it really being discussed, we fashioned a way of working together that was separate from our relationship as father and son. At home he was Dad. At the track – or out training – he was Peter. While he called me Seb – both at home and out training – when he referred to me in public, it was never ‘my son’, it was ‘my athlete’, at least once I started racing. It was his way of distancing himself. I know that to outsiders this seemed extremely odd, and people would often try to make capital out of it. Obviously, it was a mechanism, but it worked. Did the fact that I was his son affect the way he coached me? In that he had a greater knowledge of me than is usually the case, then yes. But he never pulled rank as my father. 


Did he put pressure on me to let him take charge? I don’t think so, because even then, I instinctively knew that my old man knew what he was talking about. Nearing 50 by the time we started, he had over thirty years’ experience of going into new situations, taking them by the throat and making them work. Each company he had been involved with had presented different problems – different materials, techniques, end products, markets, different everything. He would go in, shake things up, keep what worked and re-think the rest. That was what he did, and he was good at it. 


Yes, he took risks but they were calculated risks. An example: he didn’t jump from that train in 1941 just because an opportunity happened to present itself. While prisoners of the German navy, my father and the crew had been well treated. But the transit camp in La Rochelle had sounded loud warning bells. Once on board that train, moving inexorably across France towards the Baltic coast, he would have waited and watched, observing the guards, calculating speeds and distances, assessing dangers and opportunities, so that when the moment came he knew what had to be done. He could so easily have been caught – eighteen others who jumped at the same time were recaptured immediately. But while luck must certainly have played a part, psychologically he would have been exceptionally well prepared. This was a man who knew what stresses and privations the body could withstand. He was a cyclist, still the world’s most gruelling sport, while only weeks before he had hung on in freezing water off Newfoundland for twenty minutes before he was picked up by the Gneisenau. 


If my father’s defining characteristic was stubborn determination (or as even he might put it, bloody-mindedness), it was countered by an innate pragmatism, and he approached my athletics career as he would any other project that, as production manager, he needed to turn around. Had he been sitting in his office, charged with transforming a butcher’s cleaver into a scalpel – and turning it into the brand leader while he was about it – his methodology would have been the same. He’d have dissected the problem into its component parts. He’d have been working out production levels, working out what the inputs were, working out what specialist knowledge was required. 


So starting with his long-term goal – to see me selected for the 1980 Olympics – his thinking went something like: ‘This is the current world record over such-and-such a distance. If we accept that the optimum age for peak performance is 23 to 24, where does Seb need to be at age 18 to hit this target?’ 


The engineer in my father saw the human body as a machine with strengths and weaknesses that would need to be addressed before performance could improve, because natural ability only gets you so far. 


What is it that makes you run harder and longer? There’s the ability to run long distances and there’s the ability to run quickly. Are there different systems that you need to energise? What loads do you need to apply in training to adapt and stress those systems? And how do you maximise that at race level to run strong and fast and at super-human pace? There is no point running your lungs out if you can’t sustain it and the race ends in vomit-inducing failure. You are trying to find the anaerobic threshold, the optimum level at which you can sustain a pace and cross the finish line in one piece and ahead of your rivals. 


Even in the late sixties, physiology in relation to exercise was a relatively new specialisation. The generally accepted father of sports science was Woldemar Gerschler, a German. He coached Rudolf Harbig who, in 1939, set an extraordinary new world record for the 800m, winning the race with an astonishing final sprint, beating Sydney Wooderson’s time of the previous year by a full three seconds. It was a record that remained unbroken for sixteen years and a time that would win races in the United Kingdom today. Harbig set two further world records at 400m and 1000m before being sent to the Eastern Front where he died in 1941, the same year my father walked across France to freedom. 


Gerschler’s central theory was that it’s not the running itself that strengthens the cardiovascular system, but the recovery effort. Nor was he the only one expounding this hypothesis. In the course of his research my father had come across a Swedish sports physiologist, Per-Olof Astrand, who was saying much the same thing: quality not quantity. Now a generation later, he put theory into practice. There would be no more meaningless mileage or pavement pounding. Instead, I would do less mileage overall, but at a faster pace, and in parallel there would be punishing speed-endurance sessions mixed with interval training. Typically, this would include running 40 x 200m with only a 30-second recovery period between each. Alternatively, I’d do 6 x 800m with equally ludicrous recovery times. Like most athletes with a daily training schedule, I would usually start from the house and by sheer chance our garden backed on to a section of the university sports field – basically, a grass lacrosse pitch and, on the far side, an all-weather area where people played anything from five-a-side football to tennis and hockey. The great advantage for me was that in the winter it was floodlit so I didn’t have to train in the dark. 


But Sheffield’s hills were like a siren call to my father, and the three-and-a-half-mile gentle climb of the Rivelin Valley Road became as familiar to me as our garden path. I would run the prescribed 6 x 800m spending each 30-second recovery period hovering momentarily behind my father’s Cortina estate. Luckily, this road is one of the most beautiful in Sheffield, loud with birdsong most of the year, and at its most vibrant on early summer mornings. The bubbling river with its succession of saturnine pools are a permanent reminder that this was the genesis of Sheffield’s industrial heritage. Now the domain of fishermen and walkers, nothing remains of the mills that once towered over its banks, throbbing with noise and fervid life. For the next twenty years, two hour-long sessions per day, such as these, would become my default schedule and, in addition, of course, there were still my cross-country runs. 


My father’s radical re-think in relation to my training was regarded with some unease at the club. As a colt I was already winning races – in cross-country I was rarely out of the top three. And now this ‘amateur’, who freely acknowledged that he knew nothing about the sport, was challenging their long-held orthodoxies. In fact, of course, the amateur tag was as far removed from my father’s character as can be imagined. He was utterly professional. If I trained, he came with me. There was no ‘you run along and we’ll discuss it later’. If he sent me out in the snow on Christmas Day, he came too, not least to make sure that I took as few risks as possible on roads that became increasingly treacherous as the thermometer plunged. 


The more he learnt, the more he wanted to learn, and he would go down any avenue, however unpromising. Inevitably, some would prove blind alleys, but even they were part of the process, adding to his total sum of knowledge. 


My father had one great advantage over most other coaches – who, practically without exception, were all former runners – in that he brooked no specious or imagined thresholds simply because it was the commonly held belief, or had been personally experienced. And while he discounted nothing out of hand, set-in-stone dogma and old wives’ tales got very short shrift. If it made no scientific sense, it was consigned to the bin.


He didn’t set out to kick over the traces, he simply wanted to reach his target in the most efficient way possible. Peter Coe was an engineer, not a DIY handyman, and tinkering at the edges wasn’t in his nature. This would be a back to the drawing board, root and branch re-think, not least because he understood that to run a world-class 800m time you run 80 per cent of the distance without enough oxygen. 


By early 1971, in spite of the nay-sayers, my father’s training routine was beginning to pay dividends. That spring I won the Yorkshire colts cross-country title followed by the Yorkshire schoolboys cross-country. I was now 14 and rival club and school coaches concluded that I must be clocking up a monstrous number of miles every week. How else could my speed and consistency be explained? It was around this time that the idea emerged of my father being a tyrant, a reputation that stuck to him like chewing gum throughout my career. 


 Raw talent will only take you so far, and moving beyond it is never going to be comfortable. As my coach, Peter’s job was to get the best out of me, which he undoubtedly did, sometimes pushing me to the limit. But this was what I wanted to do, and if I needed someone to remind me that success wouldn’t be handed to me gift-wrapped under the Christmas tree, so be it. But it was always my choice. Crucially – and wisely – at this stage of my career, it was my father who stopped me from going to the well one too many times. 


As a result of my win in the Yorkshire Schoolboys in February, I was selected for the English Schools cross-country in March. The English Schools Athletics Association has been the garden of many young competitors. Steve Ovett, Steve Cram, Tessa Sanderson, Daley Thompson – we all did English Schools, and it remains the springboard for many aspiring athletes. Over the next three years I would represent Yorkshire five times, twice in the cross-country in the spring and three times at the track and field championships later in the year. 


That first English Schools meet – my first national competition – was in Luton. We travelled by coach and, after a three-hour journey, arrived around mid-afternoon, when we were taken straight to a community centre to be parcelled out to those who had offered us hospitality. Like everything else in British sport, the English Schools is underpinned by volunteers, and with over a thousand adolescent boys to accommodate, vetting of the host families was probably not a priority. There were literally hundreds of us milling around that afternoon, all looking slightly dazed and lost. It’s the closest I’ve got to understanding how my mother must have felt when she was evacuated to Northampton. 


Three of the eight of us selected to represent Yorkshire were from Sheffield, and while we were at different schools, we knew each other from the Hallamshire and had therefore been billeted together. The couple on whom we’d been landed hadn’t a clue what to do with three teenage cross-country runners. ‘Have you had your tea?’ our host said the moment we got through the front door, in what was clearly a child-free household.


‘No,’ three breaking voices chorused. Apart from a sandwich on the M1 we’d had nothing since breakfast. It was then about five o’clock, the time when we would normally be getting back from school, and my personal routine was to have a glass of orange juice and a chocolate biscuit before going back out to train. Then it would be home for supper, homework and bed. So we were each handed a cup of tea and one slice of cake and the television was switched on.


As afternoon drifted into evening, we gradually realised that nothing was happening in the kitchen – no reassuring clatter of pans, and above all no tantalising smells. Finally, it dawned on us that we’d be getting nothing more to eat that night. This would be bad enough for any teenage boy, but we had a three-mile run to do the next day, the biggest race of our young lives.


‘I’m starving,’ I muttered to the others, ‘and if I don’t eat soon, I’m going to die. We can’t just do nothing. They must have fish and chip shops, even down here!’ 


Saying we were off for a stroll, we made our escape, hot-footed it to a chippy a few streets away and, pooling our cash, bought what we could, not all of it sensible. In terms of pre-race preparation, a good night’s sleep is top of the list. Yet there I was in a strange bed, with a stomach full of chips, under-cooked batter and Tizer. As I lay there desperately trying to drift off, all I could think about was the two bus-loads of supporters that the school had organised, convinced that I was going to win. I came twenty-first. 


The field and track championships the following summer were even worse. That year they were held at Crystal Palace and I got billeted out to a greengrocer and his wife in Streatham, a big south London family, so thankfully supper was plentiful and healthy. But at 5.00 a.m. I woke with a start as metal blinds began rattling up a few feet below my window, followed by vans arriving and crates being thrown on the pavement accompanied by cheery south-London banter. This time I was running 1500m and this time I came last.


My catastrophic performance wasn’t hard to analyse. How could I possibly be physically and mentally fresh, Peter said, with all that crashing about when I was meant to be asleep? And it remains true that while the volunteering ethos is great in principle, billeting young athletes with strangers who have no idea of what your routine should be before an important race was a recipe for disaster. 


The following spring the English Schools cross-country was at Hillingdon, west London. I can’t remember now what the accommodation arrangements were, which suggests that I got a decent meal and a decent night’s sleep. By then I had moved up a group, so in fact I was running against boys who were a year older than me. I can’t say I noticed the rangy guy who came second, and I don’t imagine he paid much attention to the stripling who came ninth. His name was Steve Ovett and it was the first time our paths had crossed. This was hardly surprising. Firstly, he came from the south; secondly, he was a year my senior; and thirdly, while he focused on the sprint end of the spectrum, I was running longer distances. 


Pub quiz aficionados will know that that cross-country in Hillingdon in 1972 was the only time Steve Ovett and I ran against each other on English soil until the late eighties. The name of the winner is the answer to that other great pub teaser: who was the first person to beat Coe and Ovett in the same race? The wrong answer is Olaf Beyer in Prague in 1978. The correct answer is Kirk Dumpleton at that cross-country meet when we were still juniors, and Kirk and I would later be fellow students at Loughborough. 


The final nail in the coffin of the English Schools was going to Washington, County Durham. It was the summer of 1972. I ran in the 3000m and could manage only seventeenth. This time there hadn’t been a problem about either sleeping or eating, but I had started my warm-up much too early. A well-known coach in the North East, Gordon Surtees of the British Milers Club, who had became a close friend of my father’s, didn’t mince his words. ‘I knew he was going to run like a sewer,’ he said the next time they met. ‘He seemed to spend the whole bloody day warming up.’ When you’re young and eager, there’s the tendency to run the race ten times before the starter even lifts his pistol. Rule number one: you have to stay fresh. 


 


Important though my running was, academic success was still my father’s sine qua non. He believed in developing what he called ‘the whole person’ and the following summer I had GCEs to contend with, my parents snapping at my heels like a couple of Jack Russells. Just as I could never use the ‘homework’ excuse when it came to training, I couldn’t use the ‘training’ excuse when it came to revision. A repetition of my eleven-plus performance was not to be countenanced. 
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