




[image: image]






‘Outstanding’ Irish Times


‘This book is a must for the coach and athlete interested in the minds of great milers . . . Butcher’s description of the heats and semi finals in LA is painstakingly accurate and dramatic’ Athletics Weekly


‘There are precious few good books on athletics but this study of the intertwined careers of Seb Coe and Steve Ovett is an exception . . . In addition to analysing the qualities of talent, ambition and ruthless determination that made them so special, Pat Butcher is excellent on the contrasts in their personalities’ Sunday Telegraph


‘Written as meticulously as the runner’s preparation for their record-breaking rivalry’


Observer Books of the Year


‘Butcher relives a Golden Age’ Sunday Times


‘A superb book’ Athletics International


‘Fascinating . . . an inspiring read’ Runner’s World


‘Formidable’ Yorkshire Post


‘A beautifully researched account’


Mike Rowbottom, Independent
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Total recall only happens in fiction. The events described here stretch back over three decades and more, and memory is not always reliable. Forgetting and fabricating are not always intentional, as the debates over retrieved memory suggest. In an interview more than twenty years ago with former 10,000 metres world record holder David Bedford, he broke off from recalling one of his feats to say, ‘It’s like we’re talking about another person’. It was his version of L. P. Hartley’s observation in The Go-Between – ‘The past is a foreign country: they do things differently there.’


Steve Ovett and Sebastian Coe, whom I cannot thank enough for their trust and their time, did things very differently – differently from each other, and differently from everyone else. Since I was there much of the time, this is an attempt to be a go-between – between them and you and that foreign country where they performed with such distinction.


I have used Mel Watman’s invaluable Coe & Ovett File (taken from Athletics Weekly reports and interviews) as an aide-mémoire and as a source for the occasional contemporary quote. I have similarly used David Miller’s early volumes with and on Sebastian Coe, Running Free and Coming Back; and the autobiography Ovett, with John Rodda, as well as Steve Ovett by Simon Turnbull. But since this current volume is mostly from primary sources, any blame accruing is entirely mine.


My thanks to the three score and more of my other interviewees whose demonstrable pleasure in recalling their involvement, however peripheral in a golden era for the sport, was so gratifying.


Thanks too to my agent John Saddler, whose idea this volume was in the first place; to my editor Ian Preece; to my family, friends and colleagues for their support; to Kenth Andersson, Jörg Wenig and Andy Edwards for their help with translations; to Kevin Grogan and James O’Brien for their advice on specific chapters, and especially to Kevin for reminding me that Homer was the first athletics writer.


Pat Butcher, London 2004




. . . even so close behind him was Odysseus treading in his footprints before the dust could settle there, and Ajax could feel his breath on the back of his head as he ran swiftly on


Homer, The Iliad
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The Great Tradition


They said you could hear the roar out in Santa Monica, a good ten miles away. Yet the three men easing away from their pursuers at the centre of the cauldron were only dimly aware of the crescendo. They were edging towards their own limits. And the howls of close to a hundred thousand spectators, most of them now on their feet in the sun-drenched stadium had as little impact as the advice from the millions at home yelling at their televisions. The British public had never seen anything like it. Nor had the rest of the world. It was a sporting moment for the ages, worthy of nearby Hollywood. It was the penultimate bend of the 1500 metres, the Olympic Games’ blue riband event, and the predatory trio moving swiftly up to the shoulder of the unwilling pacemaker were all Brits. They were the finest flowering of the Great Tradition.


Sebastian Coe, the defending champion, was leading. His lifelong rival, his nemesis, Steve Ovett, was bringing up the rear. Sandwiched between them was Steve Cram, the youngster who would eventually upstage them both as the best miler in the world. The eyes blinked, the cameras clicked, and for a sublime moment frozen in time this was the apotheosis of the institution that was the rivalry between Coe and Ovett. A dozen years had elapsed since they had ploughed through the fields of west London, each unaware of the other, each dreaming of a moment like this. Four years had gone by since they had ‘swapped’ Olympic titles in Moscow. They were just forty seconds from the finish line, moments away from triumph for one and a race to a hospital bed for the other. Nothing would ever be the same again.
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Rivals


A quarter of a century ago, Britain was a nation divided. It was not the split between those who loved the newly elected Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher with a strange passion, and those who hated her with visceral contempt. It was not the ever-widening gulf between the haves and the have-nots. It was not the traditional rift between the north and south. But it was all of those, and more. It was Steve Ovett versus Sebastian Coe.


Although they had met, unknown to each other, in a schoolboy race in 1972, the rivalry between Coe and Ovett began in earnest in 1978. Since Ovett, already a star, had not spoken to the media since 1975, he was portrayed as brash, arrogant, a bully-boy. Moreover, his behaviour in races did little to dispel the image. He was ruthless towards his opponents, whom he seemed to taunt, firstly by tracking them with contemptuous ease as they tried to pull away, then by gliding past them, barely acknowledging their presence, and ultimately by waving casually as he crossed the line – first, of course – with a grin on his unstrained face. Curiously, for the press who loathed him, the crowds loved him.


Then Coe appeared, as if from nowhere. And he quickly became equally good on the track, but in a different way: he dominated races right from the gun. Belying his frail frame, Coe would shoot to the front from the off, daring anyone to follow. They could not. He became so good that his only opponent became the clock. Pacemakers were enlisted to ease his path, and he shattered world records with graceful ease. What’s more, he was a darling with the media. Well spoken, eloquent, the only problem was that he could be a little stiff at times, but then he was still young. There were a few who detected an element of smugness, but they were dismissed as the ‘Ovett camp’. It was like that. You were either for Ovett, or you were for Coe. There were no agnostics. But the story was not quite what it seemed.


Ovett and Coe. Coe and Ovett. They were as distinct as Apollo and Dionysus, and as famous as Laurel and Hardy, and for the longest, brightest moment in the history of track and field athletics, they were as familiar as bacon and eggs. In fact, whatever your breakfast, you could barely open your newspaper in the decade following the Montreal Olympics of 1976 without finding something about one or the other. Or both. For they were inextricably linked. And have remained so.


Ovett and Coe. The Tough and the Toff. Coe, slight, elegant, intense, fear of failure investing his every move. Ovett, the barrel-chested bruiser, strolling around the track like the very incarnation of Kipling’s dictum to accept victory and defeat with equal panache. Hollywood could not have conceived it better. Sebastian Coe, looking and sounding as if he had sauntered off the pages of an Anthony Powell novel, or stepped off the set of Chariots of Fire. Steve Ovett, in contrast was the comic-book anti-hero. His alter-ego was Alf Tupper, the 1950s icon of ‘Tough of the Track’ in The Rover. They were the sparring, inseparable twins of the premier Olympic sport. Their stand-offs in Moscow 1980 and Los Angeles 1984 relegated the rest of the Olympic Games to a side-show. They kept us on the edges of our seats, either in the stadium or in front of the television, for the best part of ten years.


Between them they won three golds, two silvers and a bronze at the Olympics, and a sackful of European and Commonwealth medals. Together they tore up the middle-distance record books, setting close to a score of new standards, and elevating athletics from a once-every-four-years Olympic occasion to a daily feast of professional excellence. They were the moving forces for an unprecedented period of British hegemony in international middle-distance running, a decade when British athletes won every major international title at 1500 metres, and held every world record from 800 to 5000 metres.


They may not have been the first to receive payment for running, but they created the sport as we know it today. And they did it by clambering from the most ordinary of English beginnings to the most extraordinary international finale – a riveting and desolating climax in front of 100,000 spectators and a TV audience of hundreds of millions in the rococo splendour of the Coliseum in Los Angeles.


They were the beginning and the end of an era in more ways than one. Amateur athletics had been born a century before them, out of the corruption of professional match races, where ‘fixing’ was common, as was running under assumed names. But the last gasp of that colourful era came in the mid-1880s, with two equally dominant characters, the professional runners or ‘pedestrians’ Walter George, a Wiltshire pharmacist, and Wille Cummings, a publican from Preston. They were Coe and Ovett a century beforehand, and they ran two series of three races, which resulted in a world mile record that lasted for thirty years.


A hundred years later, the amateurism with which an Oxbridge elite had rescued athletics and given it a Corinthian veneer had become redundant; and the era of Thatcherism ushered in the new professional sport. Ovett and Coe were in the vanguard of that transformation; indeed, their rivalry virtually created the new professionalism. By the late seventies, athletics was practised in over 200 countries. It had more world-wide penetration than any other sport, including football. And, as with football, Britain, which had created athletics as a ‘modern’ sport, had been gradually pushed further and further into the background, while the superpowers – the USA and the Soviet Union – were using the Olympic arena as their Cold War battleground. Yet, in the wake of a single bronze medal for Britain at the Montreal Olympics in 1976, two athletes from the same tiny island were suddenly dominating the sports news, not only of athletics but of every sport world-wide.


Prime Minister Harold Wilson was convinced that had England beaten Germany in the 1970 Football World Cup, he would have won the election which followed. Coe and Ovett did provoke a similar ‘feel-good’ factor, way beyond their sport, and in a manner which was accessible to everyone. In an era of strife and social division, they gave Britons something to be proud of, and something that the rest of the world could immediately identify with – excellence. Again and again and again. They rebuffed challenges from all-comers, Americans, Russians and the newly emerging Africans, who now carry all before them, yet still talk about Ovett and Coe in hushed terms, as the men they set out to emulate. In 2001, Alan Webb became the first US schoolboy to break four minutes for a mile in almost thirty years. His inspiration was a photograph on his bedroom wall. It is the snapshot with which we opened this story, of Coe and Ovett (and Cram) going into the final lap of the Olympic 1500 metres in the Los Angeles Coliseum, the year before Webb was born.


Their attitudes, origins and very ways of competing contributed to the polar perceptions which made the rivalry so exciting and interesting to the millions around the world who hung on their every result. They were nature and nurture writ large, the ‘natural’ versus the ‘mechanical’. And they pushed middle-distance running – the main focus of athletics – into a new dimension, a golden age. In Britain, they were the principal peaks which drew up a mountain range of middle-distance talent around them – Steve Cram, Dave Moorcroft, Peter Elliott, Jack Buckner, Tom McKean, Tim Hutchings. And in peripheral events, we had the giant figures in the wider athletics world, too: Daley Thompson, Allan Wells, Tessa Sanderson and, later, Linford Christie. But all these great talents were no more than minor planets revolving around a binary system – two suns, two stars – Steve Ovett and Sebastian Coe.
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The Tough


Considering the importance accorded to genetic inheritance nowadays, it would hardly seem that Steven Michael James Ovett had the most auspicious start in life. Born in Brighton on 9 October 1955, he was the son of a roof tiler with a serious smoking problem and his sixteen-year-old wife. But Steve Ovett was a massive and precocious athletic talent, with a startling range. As a fifteen-year-old, he ran the 400 metres in under 50 seconds, to win the English Youths title; by the time he was seventeen, and less than twenty years after Roger Bannister’s mind-expanding ‘first’, he ran a 4-minute mile; he then won the English National Under-20 cross-country championships over 10 kilometres by almost a minute. He was, it seems, marked for greatness right from the gun.


‘I suppose I was lucky to be born really,’ Ovett mused to me once, ‘given the attitudes back then [in the mid-fifties], I could just as easily have been aborted.’ There’s a possibility to ponder. However, shortly after Steve’s birth, his father Alan, known universally as Mick, went into the Royal Air Force to do his national service. He did a bit of sprinting in the RAF, but any benefits would have been more than offset by his smoking, at least a couple of packs a day, which he kept up even through a later heart-attack and subsequent triple bypass operation.


Gay Ovett, née James, cannot have had an easy time as a teenage bride and mother. She had been an only child herself, the daughter of a local undertaker and a housewife, and it was with them that she and baby Steve lived while Mick was in the RAF. It may have been Mick’s absence in young Steve’s early years which engendered the closeness the child shared with ‘Pop’, his paternal grandfather Albert. Pop had started the family stall, which still exists on Brighton Open Market, just off the London Road. Steve helped out there in his early teens, working for 80p an hour, according to his uncle Dave.


The mutual affection between Pop and young Steve resulted in an unusual move when the child was just four. Dave Ovett, the youngest of the three brothers – Mick was the middle one – recalls how it happened. Dave, instantly recognisable despite the stockier figure, with his Ovett male-pattern baldness, broke off from selling the eggs and bacon on the Ovetts’ stall to perch on a makeshift coffee table, where the traders take their smoke breaks. ‘My dad was working here one day,’ he recalls, ‘and I think Steve was only just over four, and one of the stall-holders said, “Albert, your grandson is sitting up the top of the market.” He’d come along the main road, and waited for his granddad. And my dad took him home, and he lived with him after that.’


He was to live with his grandparents for the best part of a decade, but his parents lived close by – Mick was back at home after three years in the RAF – and he would see them almost daily. His sister Sue was two years younger, and a brother, Nicky, would be born another seven years later. But Steve was effectively brought up as an only child, with all the affection that an older couple could bestow. As he acknowledges, Pop doted on him. And the old man would have a lot to be proud of when Steve started running.


By 1960, Mick was firmly ensconced on the market stall, which involved very long days. He would be up at five to go to the wholesale market, then prepare the wares on the stall, work there all day, and not return home until six or later. When Gay was not pregnant or caring for infants, she worked in the market café. Later, she would manage the Rotunda Café in nearby Preston Park, where a bronze statue of her son at his emaciated best – or in the style of Giacometti – now faces out towards London Road, the route to Crystal Palace, site of many of his popular victories.


Mick was, by all accounts a fairly laid-back man, who nevertheless took the duty of care for his family very seriously. He was the breadwinner, but also a caring and supportive father. Much later, in 1976, he would drop his market commitments and fly off at a moment’s notice to Montreal when he realised from a depressed phone call that his twenty-year-old son needed the support that the British team was not offering a young athlete in his first Olympic Games.


For all that she had a husband and three children, Gay Ovett seems to have been a solitary person who did not suffer fools gladly – a trait her first-born would inherit. Nor was she slow to make her distaste felt, in language that owed much to the market environment. Uncle Dave says, ‘She was an odd one. She didn’t like anybody. But she was good to him [Steve]. She was devoted, he never went without nothing. That was her life, wasn’t it?’


Ovett’s detractors always point to an early manifestation of his innate contrariness, his admission that his first running experience came when he broke a milk bottle over a youthful peer’s head and ‘legged it’. He returned home to find the irate mother of his victim and swift retribution from Mick. But, fittingly, Pop was the first to see the glimmer of the young Ovett’s talent. As Uncle Dave recalls, ‘You always knew when my dad was coming, because you could hear him whistling round the corner. Anyway, he’d been to see Steve in the junior 60-metre dash at school. I heard him whistling, and he comes round the corner with such a face on him. I said, “What’s the matter, did he win?” “Did he win?” he says. “The gun went, and those little pair of legs went like that, and he was away. He won easy.” That was that. That’s how it all started.’


Despite suffering from dyslexia, which was barely recognised back in the early sixties, Ovett passed the 11-plus to go to Varndean Grammar School, on the outskirts of Brighton. It was not far from his home; nor from Preston Park, where he would first train; nor from Withdean Stadium, where he would have his first club races. In fact, everything was close, primarily his family. The Ovett world revolved around a tiny nexus, yet he would draw enormous strength from it over the coming years.


And there was Brighton to enjoy. The seaside town had long been a magnet for people from London and the rest of the south. Later, in a flight of literary allusion, a Scandinavian journalist would compare the assumed hardman Ovett to the psychotic Pinky Brown in Graham Greene’s Brighton Rock. But Ovett’s Brighton was a life-enhancing place, as he recalls: ‘I was so lucky, I had a wonderful youth in Brighton. It was a fabulous town to grow up in, from the Regency debauchery coming to the swinging sixties, the seventies, the mods, the rockers, the eighties. It was probably one of the greatest times to be a child, be an adolescent, so I had all that, I had all the facilities that Brighton had, the promenade to run along, the Downs to race and train on. I loved it.’


The first serious steps towards competitive running came in 1968, and they were anything but tentative. While the athletics world was gearing up for the Olympic Games in Mexico City, a youngster who would be one of the stars of the show twelve years later took his first strides towards Olympic glory. It was his first school sports day at Varndean, and, in his own words, ‘Ovett Junior won everything.’


What’s more, this was not simply running events. Ovett won the high jump and the long jump as well. In fact, he would go on to set Sussex county junior records, one of which, for the long jump (6.28 metres) lasted for close to twenty years. This catholicism is not uncommon in good young athletes; they seem to excel in all events. But the jumps are interesting for what was to come later. For both Ovett and Seb Coe excelled at something called a ‘sargent jump’. This is a gym exercise where you stand side-on to a wall, stretch your closer arm upwards, and make a fingertip mark on the wall. You then crouch and do a standing jump upwards, and tap the wall at the apogee of the jump. According to veteran coach, Frank Horwill, a seminal figure in the development of the British Milers’ Club, both Ovett and Coe were far above the norm as youngsters. This bounding capacity is crucial when developed in middle-distance runners. As Horwill recalls, ‘Twenty-three inches difference [between the lower and upper marks] is considered astounding. They went through the bloody roof, both Coe and Ovett. They could nearly touch the ceiling. In other words, the twenty-three inches was almost thirty-three. That showed enormous elastic leg strength. All good 800-metre runners have above-average elastic leg strength. They also have the ability to hop. I think Seb Coe would do twenty-five metres in eight hops. Ten was considered good on each leg. Nine is very good. But eight is like a kangaroo.’


A few more excursions like the annual school sports day persuaded the ever-attentive Ovett parents, Mick especially, that their talented son should join the local athletics club. Brighton & Hove AC was one of the better clubs in Britain, and still is. It has the considerable advantage of a well-run municipal stadium, formerly Withdean, now Brighton Sports Arena, and runs a wide variety of teams, from juniors through to veterans, with track and field events, road-racing and cross-country running. But, like most clubs, the organisation is largely, if not wholly dependent on amateurs and volunteers. Even nowadays, professional athletics is for the very few.


Ovett soon impressed the older club members, but no more so than many other talented youngsters at the time. Reg Hook was the Brighton club president, and he was also a photographer and journalist for the Brighton Argus. He would be involved with the Ovetts in both capacities during the Brighton years. Hook still lives in Patcham, a village on the outskirts of Brighton, a few streets away from where the Ovetts lived, and a mile from Preston Park. He recalls, ‘I suppose he was thirteen, possibly only twelve, when he joined the club. He looked good. He was a tall, lanky athlete, long stride and naturally stylish, light on his feet. But you get athletes like this. They are good for a couple of years, and then they don’t appear, or they don’t fulfil their promise. Steve was one of those who did, and he made an immediate impression.’


The admiration was not reciprocated, unfortunately. Mick Ovett and his young son were underwhelmed by their reception at Withdean Stadium, where they were pretty much left to their own devices. So much so that Mick began his son’s development with some rudimentary coaching of his own. Sensibly, though, Mick soon acknowledged that he didn’t know enough, and he asked at the club if anyone would coach his fourteen-year-old. Tony Tilbury was the team manager at the time, and asked his brother Barry to take a look at Ovett. Barry had recently moved about forty miles away, to Walton on Thames, but he had seen Steve win a cross-country race in Brighton’s Stanmer Park just the weekend before and had been impressed enough to agree.


Barry Tilbury lives in a village not far west of Heathrow Airport nowadays, and he still coaches local athletes. A wiry man in his mid-sixties, he is the archetypal coach. I had to wade into his hallway through boxes of magazines and running kit. Pride of place in his living room, where the walls are covered with photos of athletes, is his computer, on which are his stats and training programmes, and articles for various running magazines, none of which pay, of course. He’s a coach, he doesn’t mind. All he needs is an occasional thank-you from the athletes he trains, and a bit of recognition.


Unfortunately, Tilbury is suffering from a degenerative cognitive condition, and occasionally names and locations escape him, but the further back the incident, the better he remembers it, and he has various aides-mémoire, like letters and training schedules, to jog the failing memory. One thing that was not dampened was his enthusiasm. Like I said, he’s a coach.


After work one midweek day in early 1970, Tilbury drove to Brighton to visit the Ovett household. ‘The father said, “What do you think he could do in the future?” Now I understand when I look at people how good they are, and I said, “I can’t tell exactly what it might be, but I think he will get to the Olympics.”’


This was more than satisfactory to Mick and Gay, and they agreed to let Tilbury coach young Ovett. The majority of the time, Mick would supervise local sessions laid out by Tilbury, and Ovett would occasionally go to Walton, stay with Tilbury, and train with the other youngsters at the local club. Whether the Ovetts believed Tilbury’s prescient forecast or not, they did their son a big favour. One thing that is obvious from the training and racing schedules, and from our conversation, is that Tilbury is not a believer in pushing youngsters too hard. That is a sure recipe for disaster, and a potential early end to a career. More than half of the winners of the Under-17 English national cross-country title never make it past twenty as elite runners. At this stage, Ovett was still running in sprints, 100 and 200 metres, as much as he was competing over 400 and 800 metres.


Tilbury’s meticulous racing log for the early teenage Ovett is telling. During the two years that Ovett trained under Tilbury’s guidance, the youngster improved from 2 minutes, 9 seconds for 800 metres, to 1 minute 55.3 seconds, which was a UK record for a fifteen-year-old. Steve’s uncle Dave has an interesting tale from those early years, one which reflects both the young Ovett’s talent and the incredulity which that talent engendered in time-serving officials. The extended Ovett family was very supportive, once they knew that they had a potential champion in their ranks. In early May 1970, Ovett ran an 800 metres at Crawley, a few miles inland from Brighton. The family travelled up for the race. The records state that Ovett won in 2 minutes 1 second, after a first lap of 57 seconds. But Uncle Dave remembers it differently. ‘Mick came over a bit annoyed. “Do you know what?” he said. “They’ve clocked him at two minutes dead, and they won’t give him two minutes, because they said that he’s too young to run two minutes. Nobody can do that at fourteen.”’ The matter was rectified two weeks later at Walton track, where Tilbury coached. Ovett won another 800 metres. After a slightly speedier first lap of 56.5 seconds, he was clocked at exactly 2 minutes. So that settled that.


As far as Ovett’s character was concerned, Tilbury recalls a well-behaved youngster who did everything that his coach asked. Tilbury was already convinced that Ovett was going to be an 800/1500 metres runner and was obviously inculcating that belief in the youngster, too. But, first, he was to prove himself at the shorter track distances. Although he was still running 100s and 200s, which would be invaluable for that devastating ‘kick’ finish for which he would become famous, he would lose as many sprints as he won. But as soon as it got to 400 metres, one lap of the track, his strength would tell. And it was at 400 metres that he had his first national success. In early July 1970, the Ovett family packed up the car, got relief for the market stall, and drove the 200 miles to Solihull in the West Midlands.


The English Schools Athletics Championships are legendary throughout the national athletics community. They are the cradle of the sport, with over 50 per cent of Britain’s elite athletes since the 1950s coming through their ranks. They are also awesome in their organisation, with hundreds of qualifying heats being run with military precision. On the other hand, if a battalion of teachers can’t organise a timetable, who can? They are the initial goal of every youngster aspiring to become an Olympic champion. As proof, Britain’s Olympic gold medals in Moscow were forged largely in the English (or National) Schools Championships. Ovett, Coe and Daley Thompson (Allan Wells, a late developer was the sole exception) all competed, and won, at the English Schools.


Ovett’s road to Olympia began in the heart of England. Solihull was once one of the richest boroughs in Britain, thanks to the Rover car factory. But the British car industry was in rapid decline, and the Midlands had suffered badly by the early seventies. In contrast, British middle-distance running, which had been in decline for a decade or more, was getting its first proper view of a youngster who would usher in a golden age. Aged fourteen and nine months Ovett was entered for the Boys 400 metres. He was one of the favourites, since he had won the Sussex Schools title in 51.6 seconds, a county record. In Solihull, he won his heat, placed third in the semi-final, easily qualifying for the final, which he won in 51.8 seconds. He still recalls it as one of the highlights of his career. ‘The first English Schools victory at 400 metres was a marvellous feeling, with the family there, me turning back, looking back in the home straight, and they were literally screaming and shouting. That was probably the most emotional race of my life, because, as a child, you’ve done something. And you never get that again; you get a bit blasé.’


Apart from his family in Solihull that July afternoon, there was another spectator who had made a special trip from almost as far south to see the young Ovett. Dave Cocksedge is an athletics enthusiast, and a member of an organisation called the National Union of Track Statisticians.’ No body ever rejoiced in a better acronym – NUTS. Back in 1970, Cocksedge wrote a regular column for Athletics Weekly called ‘Spotlight on Youth’. Now in his mid-fifties, Cocksedge lives in semi-retirement in the coastal town of Pattaya in Thailand. One of his other preoccupations is crime, and he does occasional historical pieces for a couple of the English-language newspapers in Thailand. He recalls Solihull, he says, ‘Vividly. Barry Tilbury had been writing to me about this kid who had run 53.1 seconds at the age of thirteen, which was pretty extraordinary and I was putting him in my column. I’d only seen his times and read what Barry had sent me, but Barry had said, “Watch this kid. He is going to be something special.” He won the 400 final in a championship record. It was considered pretty good then. I went up to meet this kid, interview him. He was gangling and he had long hair down to his shoulders, but I was amazed by his maturity. He was saying, “Yes this is OK, but I want to run the 800 and 1500 in years to come.” He was talking like an eighteen-year-old or something. I’ve never met a fourteen-year-old with so much self-assurance. He had this long hair and buck-teeth. He looked quite weird. But I had feelings that he obviously was a real future star.’


Although Cocksedge was several years older than Ovett, he would get to know the youngster quite well over the next half a dozen years, often going to stay with the Ovett family in Brighton, partying with the increasingly mature and seemingly self-confident youngster. Ovett, similarly, would visit Cocksedge and his mother at their home in south London, not far from Crystal Palace, which was to become a happy hunting ground for the talented teenager.


The Crystal Palace area of south London is the very antithesis of its title. It was named after the glass construction that was originally erected in London’s Hyde Park for the Great Exhibition of 1851. The crystal palace was dismantled and moved to Sydenham Hill in 1854, where it became part of a Victorian theme park, which was dedicated to the greater glory of the British Empire. But the palace burned down in 1936, and the rest of the area gradually followed its demise. Some neighbouring parts are quite elegant, and Dulwich just down the hill has its famous college, where P. G. Wodehouse and Raymond Chandler, among many others, were schooled. A couple of their creations – Bertie Wooster and Philip Marlowe – could be said, at a stretch, to prefigure Coe and Ovett. As for the attractions of Crystal Palace, the look on the face of Alain Billouin, the chief Olympic correspondent for the French sports daily L’Equipe, when he landed there for the first time in the late seventies told the tale. With the admiration that L’Equipe writers somehow retain for all things English – on the basis, I believe, that ‘we’ had created sport single-handedly – Billouin thought that such places only existed either in North Africa or immediately on the other side of the Paris périphérique.


On a personal note, it was a poor performance at Crystal Palace in early 1972 which persuaded me that I was never going to make it to the international level on the track. I’d won a medal at the national indoor championships that year, and harboured a belief that I might even qualify for the Munich Olympics in the steeple-chase. I ran like a hack, and after a listless warm-down I decided to catch a bus back to north London, rather than the train. My depression was heightened by the meandering trip through the dingy south-east London suburbs, with drably dressed people going about their business oblivious to my demise. Two teenage girls got on and chatted away animatedly just in front of me. They didn’t have a care in the world, whereas I felt like the Leonard Cohen songbook.


Two years earlier, Ovett would have a very different experience at Crystal Palace. He had already run there a couple of times in early 1970, but the winter meeting in mid-December, a couple of months after his fifteenth birthday, was to be a preview of many such races there over the next decade. Cocksedge was primed and on hand to report on the race. It wasn’t Ovett’s first attempt over the metric mile – that had been earlier in Crawley when he had recorded an unspectacular 4 minutes 43 seconds. That wasn’t unusual. Here he was, at best an 800 metres runner, but essentially a 400 metres man. On 16 December 1970, he ran his second race at the distance at which he would become a master. Dave Cocksedge recorded the event for Athletics Weekly:


The form horse was Southern Boys champion, Paul Williams, who had run 4.12.2 for the distance. They set off quickly in the still conditions, with a lap of 61.2 before slowing to 2.12.6 for 800m. Now was the time for Williams to run away from them, and he did so on cue, with shouts of encouragement from his father Ray and coach Frank Horwill. But Ovett, supported by parents Mick and Gay and coach Barry Tilbury, moved into Williams’ slipstream and followed easily. Ovett was racing over his known distance, but seemed quite untroubled by the pace.


Williams floored the gas pedal approaching the bell and drew well away from all but the Brighton youngster. Then he raised the pace still more into the final backstraight, but was powerless to respond when Ovett suddenly exploded into an all-out sprint with roughly 150m left. Williams chased gamely but could not close the sudden gap Ovett had opened. The winner sped through the finish line in 4.10.7 – a personal best by almost 33 seconds!


A rare apposite example of the overused exclamation mark delineates a crucial stage in Ovett’s development. And this capacity to run over a wide range of distances would remain a feature of Ovett’s career. A 400 metres champion running one of the fastest times of the year for 1500 metres in his age group is extraordinary enough. This is the sort of thing that can happen in speed-skating, but not in athletics. It would be like Michael Johnson winning his speciality, the 400 metres flat, then turning out the next day and beating Hicham El Guerrouj in the mile. Yet, half a dozen years after that race in Crystal Palace, a week after winning the European Cup 1500 metres, and just a couple of weeks before the most decisive victory of his early career, demolishing Olympic champion John Walker and winning the World Cup 1500 metres, Ovett would decide on an impulse to run – and win against international specialists – a half marathon in 65 minutes. Thus, sandwiched between two 1500 metres races, he ran and won an international-class half-marathon – 13.1 miles – and he did it in a pair of shoes he’d borrowed from his training partner!


The ground was being laid for such a feat by that Youth’s 1500 metres, which concluded a wonderful year, in which Ovett had started getting noticed beyond the confines of Varndean Grammar, Preston Park, Withdean Stadium and Crystal Palace. Everything was on course. He was receiving some sensitive direction from Tilbury, who would travel as often as he could to watch his charge race. Ovett was back living with his parents, who supported his fledgling career to a fault. Mick ferried him around, and Gay provided the rest of the back-up, which would later develop into a lifestyle – meals when he wanted them, as much sleep as he needed without interruption, laundry retrieved from where it had been dropped, and returned in pristine condition. In short, it was something that any proud, attentive mum would provide. But it was already becoming clear to outsiders that there was an edge to Gay’s involvement.


Tilbury recalls that if anything needed to be discussed, it was always with ‘the mother. She was very, very strong.’


Reg Hook, meanwhile, says, ‘His mother was very supportive. Sometimes it seemed that she was more supportive to him than to her husband, because Steve became the focus of her life. She was the driving force, because she devoted so much time to him. She was very protective of him, and she certainly wore the trousers. It was always easier to talk to Mick than to Gay.’ Whatever, it was working.


Despite Dave Cocksedge’s evaluation of Ovett’s maturity, and what others would see as matiness among his peers, there was a private side to the youngster, on which eventually everyone would remark. As Hook says, ‘He wasn’t a great mixer, a little aloof. I think basically he was shy, and he’s always been this way. He’s not the easiest person to speak to; he would talk to you sometimes, but he’s not with it, he’s not thinking, he’s miles away. He wasn’t really an approachable athlete. I think he had this attitude that, I like running, I’m good at running, but that’s it.’


‘Good’ is hardly the word for it. Tilbury evaluated the young talent which he had been offered to mould as ‘brilliant’. And the progress he made the following year, 1971, was equally rewarding for athlete, coach, parents and an increasing band of admirers. Reg Hook suggests, ‘People in athletics don’t get the same sort of publicity as second-rate footballers. But I was writing for the Argus from the time he started, so I would have been highlighting his exploits from the time he started winning things. He would have been getting reasonably good publicity in the Under-15s.’


A year later, the publicity was becoming even more deserved. In only his third race of the season, on 1 May 1971, his 800 metres personal best tumbled to 1 min 56.8 seconds. In the ensuing months, he also improved his 400 metres time, eventually running 50.4 seconds twice in that summer’s English Schools. (However, as if to confirm that he was mortal after all, he finished only third against boys a year older.)


Extraordinarily, he was still competing in the occasional field event. One afternoon at Withdean, he set three personal bests: 200 metres in 23.5 sec; a 5 feet 5 inches high jump; and the aforementioned record-breaking long jump. This was just a prelude to a magnificent finale to his 1971 season. Inside a month, he brought his 400 metres best down first to 50 seconds flat, then won the AAA, the national clubs’ Youths title in Wolverhampton, in 49.8 seconds; then, in what Barry Tilbury termed ‘perfect conditions’ at Crystal Palace, he ran a national record for 800 metres as a fifteen-year-old, 1 minute 55.3 seconds.


This was all happening with what seems ridiculous ease. Ovett himself cannot recall a time when the competition was ever hard. Yes, the training was hard, eventually. It had to be. But normally there comes a time in the career of every young, successful athlete when the ‘natural’ talent no longer suffices. Peers, late developers, start maturing, shooting up in size and seriousness. They begin to challenge. Some young champions resist, recognise the symptoms, and begin to train harder in order to stay ahead. Others wilt, succumb to outside temptations, or have simply trained too hard as youngsters, and become discouraged when former pushovers suddenly appear on their shoulders at decisive moments like avenging angels. This never happened to Ovett.


To a large degree, he had been getting by on his relative physical maturity as a youth. He was big for his age, already taller than his parents, which, in tandem with their own youthfulness, caused many people to take him for a younger brother rather than their son. But the transition from youth to junior to senior seemed seamless. Reg Hook was a witness. ‘If there was a moment when he realised he’d have to train harder it came at the National [English] Schools Championships in 1971, when he didn’t even get a medal after winning the previous year.’ In fact, Hook mis-remembers, as Ovett won the bronze medal. But elsewhere Hook admits, ‘Steve never encountered the problems of stepping from junior to senior athletics. When he became a junior, he was better than the top athletes in Britain, and even as a youth, he was in effect a mature senior athlete.’


Mick Ovett gradually became more involved in team management at the Brighton club, which included the sort of rudimentary advice to youngsters that he had originally given solely to his son. Having been around the club for a couple of years, he would have picked up coaching tips from others, but no one ever viewed him as a coach, as Reg Hook confirmed. Nevertheless, he was becoming increasingly involved in his son’s training schedules, which led to a couple of ‘discussions’ between Gay and Mick (in that order) and Tilbury.


Things came to a head at the end of the 1971 track season, when the club athletes embarked on their regular short relay season, which usually takes place on the roads, as a precursor to winter cross-country. The same thing happens in springtime, between cross-country and track. Prior to the marathon boom, which began a decade later, the relays were an integral part of the athletics year. Tilbury rang Ovett one Monday evening in late September to discover that Mick had arranged for Steve to race at Camberley the next weekend, whereas Tilbury had no plans for him to race there or anywhere else.


Tilbury wrote to Mick, outlining his grievances. The letter, reproduced below, illustrates Tilbury’s concern and training philosophy in terms which do him justice, but also highlights the recurrent problem of parental meddling in promising sporting careers.


Your increased involvement at club level has brought about a set of circumstances that apparently prevents you from divorcing Steve’s training and racing programme from your club loyalty.


Your probable reaction to this is, ‘What difference does a 1[image: image] mile race make?’ and the answer is, treated in isolation, none. But this could easily escalate into running more regular races at up to two miles. I think I am in the best position to judge what races he needs, but I am sufficiently club-oriented to make sure that all his races this winter are major events of a team nature. The boy is only 16, and needs a careful, progressive build-up each winter, particularly this year, as he will be undertaking weight training as well.


Perhaps the most annoying aspect in this case is one of ‘principle’. I do not consider myself unapproachable, and have always been prepared to listen to a helpful suggestion in regard to his coaching. I rarely ever take a major decision without first consulting the athlete, and I expect this to be reciprocal . . .


Being a team manager myself, I can fully understand the problems of getting out a strong weekly team, but as I have stressed many times before (with your agreement), we must not allow this to interfere with Steve’s prospects for international status.


Perhaps the most revealing comment in Tilbury’s letter comes at the end. The prospect of Ovett becoming an international athlete and an Olympian had been an article of faith throughout the Tilbury years. His parents were telling him that, his coach was telling him that, he was telling himself that, all the time, day after day, session after session, such that it was taken for granted: ‘You shall be an international athlete.’ It is a crucial part of the young athlete’s development. And it would happen with his great rival too. It would make an indelible impression on both of them. When, as so often happens, so much else in a youngster’s life is criticism and condemnation, no matter how self-assured the child, assurance from outside, from responsible adults is invaluable, and formative.


Tilbury concludes with an apology for writing rather than speaking face-to-face, but suggests that he did so to avoid a potential argument. The relationship would last only a few more weeks. Behind the scenes, it seems that Gay had been as instrumental in the break with Tilbury as Mick, if not more so. The coach had been sanguine about the great leap forward that Ovett had made with his 800 metres record just before they stopped, or were stopped from, working together. ‘That wasn’t a great surprise to me. I knew he could do that from his 49.8 second 400 metres. There was no doubt in my mind that eventually he could also be a 1500 metres runner, because anybody who does 800 metres can usually do 1500 no trouble. [But] the mother got involved, she said, “No, he won’t be a 1500 metres runner.”’ Thirty years later, Tilbury says with a wistful smile, ‘He ended up breaking the world record, didn’t he?’


Ultimately, there are no great secrets in athletics training. Yes, of course you need a modicum of talent, and Ovett had enough of that to fill the Brighton Pavilion. But ‘will’ is probably the most important element in the make-up of a champion: the will to work hard, coupled with the sort of bloody-mindedness that comes from self-belief. All you need after that is a bit of common sense.


Ovett’s dyslexia meant he was never going to shine academically; he admits his scholastic work was poor at Varndean. But school is not only for academic work. He’d found something he was good at, he was smart enough to recognise that he had a special talent, and that if he persevered, he could become a champion. He had been good enough at football to be considered for Brighton Schools, but he astounded and angered his teachers at Varndean by turning down the opportunity, even refusing to play further at school. The more perceptive masters understood when they saw him run.


Now that his mother is dead, and he hasn’t lived close to his father for twenty years, his wife Rachel is the person who knows him best. ‘Steve has this steely determination. If he decides to do something, he does have the ability in whatever he chooses to see it through; he is very good at finishing things. He can be totally and utterly focused. And he will just get on with it, he doesn’t make a fuss or a noise, he just does it.’


Tilbury’s best advice had been caution, and Ovett and his family were smart enough to know that what Tilbury had been advising had worked, and was still working. He had given them the blueprint, so Steve and Mick followed the instructions themselves for the next few months, with the occasional aberration. Ovett himself had started reading about athletics, not just in Athletics Weekly, the British bible of the sport, but in biographies of the stars. He was particularly attracted to the Jim Ryun Story, which described how a gangling Kansas schoolboy became the world mile record-holder through assiduous training. One of the drawbacks about impressionable youngsters is that they are likely to go out and try to emulate their heroes. Accordingly, since Ryun would run 440 yards 40 times – that’s to say, 40 fast laps of the track, with an interval jog between each lap – the sixteen-year-old Ovett would do the same. Well, he’d try. It is testimony to his talent – he would also do impromptu 10-mile runs on his own – that these ‘experiments’ did not ruin him. Nor did they deter him. An excellent run in a national schools cross-country race in early 1972 underlined that. But that race was crucial for another reason. Unbeknown to him, he would, for the first time, cross paths with someone who would ultimately become the most important person in his whole career, and from whose name his own would become inseparable – Sebastian Coe.
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The Toff


In anyone’s estimation, Sebastian Newbold Coe was one of the greatest athletes of the twentieth or indeed any other century. He combined the classic competitive tendencies of being able to win from the front when things were going well with, more importantly, the grit to overcome almost unbearable setbacks, and return to greater glory. Yet he had been a timid youngster, a late developer, and was as cautious in public as he was later to be in politics. He was perceived, in the words of L’Equipe, as a fils à Papa – Daddy’s boy. It was intended as a slight, but they were right on the money. Coe’s father Percy, known universally as Peter, was to be the seminal influence in his career.


There was an element of gentry in Coe’s background: the Newbold from whom both he and Peter took their middle name was the son of Yorkshire landowners. But Harry Newbold was something of an eccentric, later getting involved in the theatre, where he worked with Charlie Chaplin. Coe’s half-Indian mother Angela was an actress; her mother had danced with Pavlova; and an uncle was a Royal Academician. Coe’s sister Miranda would dance with the Royal Ballet and Ballet Rambert. His father Peter had been a cyclist, but he was going to give far more than his sporting genes to his son. He was going to give him hell.


An executive at one of the Sheffield steel companies, Peter Coe was a martinet. One of Seb Coe’s contemporaries in the Sheffield schools system was Kim McDonald. Prior to his untimely death aged forty-five, on several occasions he told me of seeing his tiny early teenage competitor in tears after races, having been given a dressing-down by his father after a poor run.


But it was all to an end. Coe must have had a talent equal to Ovett’s otherwise he could not have achieved what he did, but his gifts were not so immediately obvious. They had to be drawn out, nurtured, unlike the immediate dazzling explosion of Ovett’s natural talent. And there was another crucial difference. There had always been two distinct strains in British sport, probably best exemplified by the ‘Gentlemen versus Players’ cricket matches, which persisted through to the 1960s. There was a similar distinction in athletics. If Ovett typically brought to mind the ‘chancers’, the pro athletes from the nineteenth century, the hard men who lived on their wits and rough talent, then Coe was the late twentieth-century equivalent of the patrician Oxbridge athlete, who lived in sheltered academe and wafted rather than battled his way round a track.


Seb Coe was born in Chiswick, west London on 29 September 1956, almost a year after Steve Ovett. The Coes moved first, through Peter’s work to Stratford, where Coe competed in school sports, just like Ovett in the sprints and long jump, but with nothing like the early results of his later rival. But Peter Coe had already recognised that his son more than made up for his slightness of frame with a burgeoning competitive nature: ‘He was the most bloody competitive thing you ever met. He never went to the shops and back unless you would time him, and was he quicker than last time? Losing was not in his game. In games of seaside cricket, he was never out. There was one day when he was thirteen or so, he lost a game of tennis to his mother and it was a disaster.’


By then the family had moved to Sheffield, and Seb had joined the local athletics club, Hallamshire Harriers. For almost a year, the youngster relied on the club coaches for guidance, but again in a remarkably similar experience to that of the Ovett family, Peter realised that relying on the club was not the best way to further his son’s vocation. ‘I listened to a lot of people at the club, and I thought it was all tales, nothing seemed coherent, there was no pattern to it. I thought, Well this is no good, none of this seems to make any sense. I wanted to support Seb, because he enjoyed running, he liked the club. I just sort of gently eased him out, and took it over, and then started really thinking about it.’


This wasn’t just a shot in the dark, because, allied to that competitive streak, Peter Coe says, ‘I noticed in the way he moved and ran and did things.’ But even family friends like Bob Hague were impressed by Peter’s prescience. ‘It’s extraordinary how Peter recognised his talent in the first place,’ says Hague. ‘I don’t know how he did that and how he learned without any background knowledge of athletics to nurture it and develop it and to be able to tailor the training to Seb’s physical peculiarities and requirements. How he recognised exactly what Seb had to do to reach a certain performance was almost uncanny.’


The one thing that Peter Coe had going for him was his engineer’s training, which, when combined with his managerial experience, would prove invaluable. ‘I always had a science-based education,’ he says now. ‘It’s the difference between certainty, which doesn’t exist, and dealing with what is a high degree of probability or none at all. All the probabilities indicated that I was dealing with somebody with talent and if you are doing that, don’t play about. Put your mind to it. And it was total concentration. Nobody knows better than a parent who is willing to think about it and be objective, and that’s what I can be. I can be very objective, get inside their head. So as far as it’s possible to know any human being, even your own kid, I figured out what made Seb tick, what was his nature, what he would respond to.


‘I had had enough management experience to know how people work and things get done in the factory, preferably by persuasion, but there are times when you just simply say this is what we are going to do, this is the way we are going to do it. This is no way really to get the best out of an athlete, so we devised a trick that I was Dad at home, that was one hat, and I was the coach at the track.’


Steve Mitchell, a contemporary during Seb’s time at Loughborough, was just one of the many people who were surprised by the relationship between father and son. ‘Seb never called him Dad; he always called him Peter which I found strange. I couldn’t work this out. How can you call your dad by his first name?’


But, says Peter, ‘That was the rule. It was necessary, because I know it’s a natural thing with all kids to test their parameters, they want to see how far they can push parents, they want to push the controls, how much they can get away with, and it can’t intrude into athletics, because I’m there to call the shots. I say what is being done, when it’s being done and the way it’s being done, so on and so forth. The only thing I said was, “If you can do it, I can be there,” because there were some rotten nights [when] it was really bitterly cold and miserable. He said to me sometimes, “I can get on with it, I can do it, you can trust me, you don’t have to be there.” And I’d say, “If you can do it, I can watch.” So that was the division and that saved any conflict at all on the coaching front. At home, different: if he wanted to do something else I would advise against it or not.’


There seems to have been more stick than carrot in the early days, but Peter was getting results, and not just on the track. ‘He was a very nervous young boy, he suffered from nervous eczema and pollen asthma. He was incredibly sensitive. He was deeply shocked when he failed his 11-plus, but as always I gave it to him straight, saying, “You can either be a secondary modern drop-out or get down to it and get your O levels.” He grafted and grafted, and got eight O levels.’


Coe was also taking his first steps up the athletics ladder, although with the occasional snake down. Most of his schoolboy contemporaries would have been just going out for a run and trusting to luck, or maundering along with club coaches relying on the sort of natural talent that an Ovett manifested to get them through and bring early results. But, though frail, Coe at least had the benefit of a ‘system’, thanks to his dad. In the winter of 1971, he was finishing in the top three of all his schools cross-country races, and eventually won both the Yorkshire Clubs’ Colts title and the Yorkshire Schools’ Boys title. But he wasn’t quite ready for the national championships yet, and could finish only twenty-fourth in the English Schools race in Luton. There was further embarrassment, because his school had laid on two coach-loads of his classmates to watch him run.


But the first substantial success, and recognition beyond the immediate confines of Sheffield schools, was not long coming. Granville Beckett was the Yorkshire Post’s athletics writer, and his reports from Huddersfield would be used by the Sheffield newspapers, who were in the same group. Beckett had been a club miler at Longwood Harriers, a colleague of Derek Ibbotson who had broken the world record for the mile in 1957. Beckett recalls his first encounter with the Coes, in May 1971. ‘They used to do this meeting on the Saturday evening after the Cup Final. Derek, when he set the world record, gave a trophy to the club, the Ibbotson Trophy. We used to have this schoolboys’ mile and the phone rang and it was Peter Coe. He said, “What is the exact time of this boys’ mile?” I said it will be somewhere about seven or quarter-past. He was so thorough, he wanted to know the exact time when this race would be run. I said what name is it, and he said Sebastian Coe, and of course Sebastian is an unusual name, and I said, “That fellow is keen, it’s only the schoolboys’ mile.” I said, “I’ll have a look for this lad when he comes.” Of course, he came and won, and he looked a thoroughbred. Right from those days, he looked a winner.’


Peter Coe’s thoroughness would become a byword. Malcolm Grace was a Hallamshire club coach who would give Peter advice, but Grace was to get a closer view of the Coe development than most, since he also worked for Peter at one of the local cutlery factories. ‘At work sometimes he would talk to me for hours. He said to me one day, “I’m thinking of getting a bike, Malcolm. When I ride a bike behind Seb it will get me fit and I’ll be able to follow him.” About a month later I asked what happened to the bike. “Well,” he said, “I abandoned that idea because I realised if he pulled a muscle five or six miles from home, he would have to walk back, so I followed in the car.” So he had really got his head screwed on, had Peter. He thought of every aspect.’


Bob Hague got to know the Coe family through his brother Ian, a club 400 metres runner (and a big Ovett fan). Ian Hague was one of the young Sebastian’s teachers. Bob recalls, ‘One day Ian said that he’d got this extraordinary little boy in his cross-country team at school who he thought would be a great runner one day. Ian was always very level headed about making judgements on how good people are going to be, so when he said this boy is going to be amazing, I pricked my ears up.’


Through their membership of the Hallamshire club, both the Hagues became family friends. Bob saw that the young Sebastian was being nurtured not just in running but in a broad range of interests. ‘They were an intelligent family that discussed things openly and so he’d know where he was in so many areas from the fact that things had been discussed at home. They were very lively, their interests were not solely athletics, it was only part and parcel of the scene. It was a very full and interesting family life.’


Janet Prictoe, an international 800 metres runner and Coe’s first girlfriend at Loughborough, came from a more traditional working-class family, and saw the differences immediately when she began to visit a few years later. ‘I think he had greater backing from his family. If you asked my father even now he wouldn’t know what event I ran. My mother tried her best. I think he had terrific backing. They prided themselves on being a bit intellectual and clever. They used to listen to the cricket on Radio 3, his mother had been to RADA, and they knew all the actresses’ names in old films. It was very stimulating.’


Although their backgrounds were very different, there were some remarkable similarities in the developing characters of Sebastian Coe and Steve Ovett. Despite what many perceived as Ovett’s shyness, his exposure to the various characters who inhabited the organised mayhem of Brighton’s market place lent him a maturity beyond his years, as Dave Cocksedge remarked when he first interviewed him. Bob Hague would discover a similar trait in young Seb Coe. After a training session one evening in the early seventies, Hague, then about thirty, fell into conversation with the fourteen-year-old Coe.


‘It must have been ten years before the first Olympic event, and he said to me, “You know, my dad says that if I keep on developing in this way, I can win the Olympics in 1980.” He said it in sort of a detached way. It wasn’t as if he was trying to impress; it was just an observation of what he firmly believed. I was impressed by that.’


Again the similarity with the Ovett development is striking. Barry Tilbury had told the Ovett parents that their son could and would be an Olympian. Almost concurrently, Peter Coe was making one of his biggest contributions to his son’s progression. ‘It was at the corner of our road, going down to the track’ recalls Peter. ‘I said, “You are going to the 1980 Olympics. Get that firmly fixed in your mind, just accept it that you will be there, this is what we are going to do.”’


Just saying it wasn’t going to get Coe to Moscow; there was going to be a lot of hard work along the way. Warm-weather training abroad for young hopefuls was also a long way in the future, and the English winters are hardly the best environment for a 10-mile run. Initially, Angela Coe had her doubts about her husband’s strictures. ‘Angela always said, there were times when I was very cruel to Seb,’ says Peter. ‘Because, at Christmastime, there was snow on the road. I said, “Seb, now is the time for your distance run.” It was hard work going up those roads, it was slippery underneath, plodding away. “I know you’ve got geography homework, but you’ve got to fit it in, it’s got to be done. You can’t allow yourself to be put off things you’ve got to do.”’
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