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Foreword by Allan Wells


1980 Olympic 100 metres champion


Firstly it is an enormous privilege to write a foreword for Bring Me My Chariot of Fire. I have been an enthusiastic admirer of Eric Liddell and Harold Abrahams for countless years, not only because they were immortalised in the outstanding film Chariots of Fire, but because of their diverse personalities and their motivation and dedication to achieve the ultimate athletic goal of winning an Olympic gold medal.


I had met Harold Abrahams in 1977 and although at that time he presented me with a medal for winning the British 60m indoor I didn’t fully appreciate his achievements and what this meant to the English people. It was only after winning the 100m in Moscow in 1980, and in the press conference that followed, I was asked this question by an English reporter – “you did it for Harold Abrahams Allan didn’t you!” After a few seconds and as a passionate Scot, I said “no, if I did it for anyone, I did it for Eric Liddell.” I had known of Eric’s epic story for many years, it was legendary, inspirational. I have great respect for him as an athlete and as a person.


If I were asked that same question today I would have to say ”I did it for both.” The change of sentiment is due to the emotion and the inspiration through films and books that these two legendary athletes have been described.


For anyone that has an interest in Eric Liddell and Harold Abrahams this book is a significant read! Essentially it informs you of the finest details in a book. It contains facts and figures of their performances before during and after the Olympics. It also tells of areas and experiences in their lives that convey a detailed account as people on and off the track. It provides an accurate description of events as they approach the 1924 Olympic games, and respectively follows their lives after their athletic careers, giving detail and information otherwise forgotten. It also catches the period of the sport when sporting honour meant so much.


Without doubt Hugh Shields has a passionate respect and a huge personal interest towards these two great athletes; he has been meticulous in capturing the written detail in their stories. I thank him for that, as it has been a pleasure to read and has made my understanding of two of Britain’s greatest athletes significantly richer for the read.




Author’s Note


This book tells the story of two of Great Britain’s finest Olympic athletes, Eric Liddell and Harold Abrahams. Their achievements at the 1924 Paris Olympics, immortalised in the Oscar-winning film Chariots of Fire, are the stuff of legend. Like many films, Chariots of Fire contains elements of dramatic licence. In writing this book, I have sought to tell the true story to the extent that it is possible to glean it after all these years.


I want to place on record straight away that I think the film is magnificent. It beautifully evokes the two main characters and captures their respective entourages, including the great coach Sam Mussabini, with great charm. It is small wonder that the film won four Oscars, including Best Picture and Best Screenplay, despite its small budget. David Puttnam, Hugh Hudson and the late Colin Welland – who were respectively the Producer, Director and Screenplay Writer – made an absolute gem of a film.


I have long wanted to write this book. As a lifelong and passionate fan of athletics, this story has obvious and strong appeal. But the story also resonates for more personal reasons.


I am a Scot and Eric Liddell has been a hero since the time I first learned about him one morning in chapel at Trinity College Glenalmond1 in Perthshire, where I went to school. My memory is a little hazy on the exact timing, but it definitely preceded Chariots of Fire which was released in 1981. That morning, one of the school’s teachers spent ten minutes introducing us to this most remarkable of men. The school chapel was a fitting place to learn about Eric Liddell for the first time. For first and foremost, Eric was a Christian and a man who lived his life through God. Philippians 4:13 contains the oft-quoted words “I am able to do all things through Him who strengthens me.” Those words are a powerful way to describe the way Liddell led his life. It is impossible to write about him, still less understand him, without an appreciation of his deep religious conviction which he sought by example to bring to others.


Other than being a great athlete, Eric was also an international rugby player. He appeared seven times for Scotland in the 1921 – 22 and 1922 – 23 seasons. Eric was one of two wingers – traditionally the fastest men on the pitch and often the try scorers. With his Christian beliefs, his athletic pedigree and his rugby prowess, Eric was (and still is) the perfect role model for a Scottish school such as the one I attended, where belief in the sport of rugby was nearly as important as belief in God! He was the original “muscular Christian”, a ready hero for schoolchildren and adults alike.


Because of that Perthshire connection – as well as the fact that, for family reasons, I know Edinburgh and St Andrews – I know virtually every scene that was filmed in Scotland during the making of Chariots of Fire.


Another personal connection is that I attended the same Cambridge college, Gonville and Caius, as Harold Abrahams. I also won a Blue at Cambridge and captained the college athletics team some 60 odd years after Abrahams. As a Caian, I should at this point note that Chariots of Fire portrayed the college inaccurately and in a somewhat unflattering light in the film. If you have seen the film, you will recall that while at the college, Abrahams was depicted as someone who felt the weight of anti-semitic feeling most strongly. In reality, this was not the case – at least not to the extent made out in the film. Furthermore, it is not clear that the college frowned particularly on Abrahams’ use of a coach. Eric Liddell also had a coach, a fact which is not apparent at all from the film. Today, the college is as proud of Harold Abrahams as any college could be.


Unlike my first book – Showdown in Moscow, which relates the rivalry of Seb Coe and Steve Ovett – I needed to do considerably more research for this book. My first thank you is to my father, Arthur Shields, who did some very interesting research in the annals of various Edinburgh libraries on Eric Liddell. The idea for Chapter 1 is also that of my father. The next thank you must go to Mark Ryan, whose meticulously-researched and detailed book on Harold Abrahams, Running with Fire, proved invaluable as a reference. I would also like to thank the Eric Liddell Centre in Edinburgh, whose records have been extremely helpful. I have, in addition, consulted a number of books about Eric Liddell. These were principally:





•  John Keddie, Running the Race, Evangelical Press.


•  David McCasland, Eric Liddell: Pure Gold: A New Biography Of The Olympic Champion Who Inspired Chariots Of Fire.


•  Sally Magnusson. The Flying Scotsman .


I would like also to thank Allan Wells, for writing the wonderful foreword to this book. I would like to thank family friend and artist, Leigh Banks, who created the beautiful artwork that makes the cover of the book. And finally, I would like to thank Sue Pottle, the daughter of Harold Abrahams, for her encouragement and comments on the book.


I dedicate this book to my loving and supportive family, to the memory of Eric Liddell and Harold Abrahams and to everyone involved in the making of the cinematic masterpiece which is Chariots of Fire.


Hugh C Shields


January 2017











1 The school is now simply known as Glenalmond College. But in my day, its religious foundation was explicitly reflected in its name.




Living Legend




CHAPTER 1


The Last Survivor


“Hinc lucem et pocula sacra.”


“From this place, we gain enlightenment and precious knowledge.”


Official motto of the University of Cambridge.
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Menu signed by Sir Arthur Marshall, last surviving member of the 1924 Olympic team




9pm, Saturday 19th May 2001


Robinson College dining room, Cambridge University


I cannot quite believe that I am talking to the last surviving member of the 1924 Great Britain Olympic team. I also know that this gentleman had more than a passing acquaintance with both Harold Abrahams and Eric Liddell. Sir Arthur Marshall, who travelled to the 1924 Paris Olympics as a reserve on the 440 yards relay squad, is now 96 years old and has had a distinguished career as an aviation engineer2. But he had also been a Blue at Cambridge with Harold Abrahams and had got to know Eric Liddell as well at the Olympics in 1924. Arthur Marshall in fact knew the real story so well that, when he saw Chariots of Fire for the first time, he said he “was horrified by the extent to which the facts had been distorted”.


I am attending the dinner which follows the annual Varsity Athletics match between Oxford and Cambridge and which is organised by the Achilles Club. On this occasion, there seem to be athletic luminaries wherever you look. I am seated opposite Derek Johnson, 800 metres Silver medallist at the 1956 Melbourne Olympics. On the next table sits Chris Brasher, the 3000 metres steeplechase Gold medallist at those same Melbourne Games and – more famously – one of the pacers for Roger Bannister’s four minute mile. But, with my unbridled interest in the film Chariots of Fire, I am truly captivated to meet Arthur Marshall.


10 am Saturday March 31, 1923


Hyde Park, London


Arthur Marshall and Harold Abrahams were both competing for Cambridge University in the 1923 Varsity match. For Harold, it was the fourth time he had done so and on this occasion, he was Captain of the team. This meant he had almost sole discretion as to who got selected for which event. It also brought pressure to deliver results and lead by example.


Harold was by this stage well established both as a 100 yards sprinter and long jumper. His track record in the Varsity match up to that point was enviable: he had already won the 100 yards three times and, if he could win a fourth time, he would make history by becoming the only undergraduate ever to have done so. He had also competed successfully at the long jump, having won the event twice before. As Captain of the team in his final year as an undergraduate, he was keen not only to make his mark but to do something truly memorable and go out on a real high. Much to the surprise of other members of the team, Harold decided to select himself not only for the 100 yards and long jump but also the 440 yards. This last decision was without question controversial: Harold had no history at the longer sprint event and his Oxford adversaries found the decision laughable. Oxford, meanwhile, were fielding W.E. (‘Bill’) Stevenson, an American with real star quality at the event. Stevenson had previously won the United States Amateur Championship, had broken 49 seconds for 440 yards and had never been beaten at the distance in England. As a Rhodes scholar, he was regarded as a mercurial talent by his Oxford team mates. Oxford could scarcely believe that Cambridge were going to put Abrahams up against him. Little did they know that they were about to learn something about the real Harold Abrahams that would surprise even the cynical.


The other Cambridge 440 yard runner was Arthur Marshall. Arthur Marshall had significant pedigree at the event and was certainly considered the ‘A’ string runner. Indeed, as the stronger runner, he might have expected to have been consulted on Harold’s selection of himself. But this had not happened and now the day of reckoning had arrived.


On the morning of the Varsity match, Harold invited Arthur for a walk to the Peter Pan statue in Hyde Park. They were already in London because the match itself was taking place at the Queen’s Club in West Kensington. Harold’s opening question was simple: did Arthur think he could beat Bill Stevenson, the talented American from Oxford? Arthur candidly acknowledged that he didn’t think he had a “dog’s chance”. Emboldened with this knowledge, Harold explained his plan. He, Harold, would sprint to the front of the field at the start of the race when the runners broke from their lanes. He would then slow the race down and lure the Oxford runners into a false a sense of security, with Arthur also falling in line with the artificially slow pace. Then, in the finishing straight, Harold would attempt to unlock a finishing burst to take victory for himself. If he was horrified by the cunning of it, Arthur did not show it. Out of loyalty to the team, he had no choice but to go with the plan. And so they made their way to the Queens’ Club with an audacious scheme to defeat the great Bill Stevenson.


12 am, Saturday March 31, 1923


The Queen’s Club, West Kensington, London


Harold was by now in a good state of mind to make the day his own. But the build-up to the event had been fraught. For one thing, the Cambridge team had been plagued by injuries and drop-outs. But Harold himself had suffered a severe bout of nerves just the day before. He was carrying a minor foot injury and this was playing on his mind. Furthermore, he had woken up with a sore throat, become feverish and decided on a visit to his older brother Adolphe, a doctor. After examining him thoroughly, Adolphe pronounced him fit and well and told him it was all in the mind. Buoyed up by his brother’s decisive assessment, Harold’s confidence returned.


For Harold, the first event of the day was the most glamorous of all, the 100 yards. Conditions were good and Harold raced into an immediate three yard lead which he maintained comfortably. Harold sped through the line in 10.0 seconds to take an easy victory. This was the wonderful start Harold had been seeking, for it sealed his place in history as the only undergraduate to have won the short sprint four times in a row.


Barely twenty minutes later, Harold was in action again in the long jump. Would his injured foot hold up? Harold was banking on a single big jump – partly to protect his weak foot but partly also because he need to conserve energy for the 440 yards. Harold’s first jump was big but, alas, a “no jump” since he was several inches beyond the take-off board. Harold needed to nail his second jump in order to protect his chances in the longer sprint event. Amassing all the concentration he could, he sped down the runway and put in a massive effort. This time Harold was safely behind the board and he leapt to a new Varsity record distance of 23 feet 7 inches and a quarter. Harold could retire from the long jump competition knowing that his performance would not be bettered.


It was now time for Harold’s final individual event, the 440 yards, and the showdown with Bill Stevenson. As pre-agreed, Harold set off at a furious pace and immediately took the lead. Exactly as planned, he then slowed the pace down and settled into the race. Both Oxford runners fell in behind Arthur Marshall, who they regarded as the real threat. Harold continued at this steady pace until they rounded the bend into the final straight, at which point he moved aside in an apparent gesture to let Arthur Marshall through. But Arthur Marshall made no move and Bill Stevenson, believing now that he simply had to overtake Marshall to win, similarly made no move. The ruse had worked. Moments later, Harold exploded into life and made a decisive move for the finishing line. Pouring every ounce of effort into the final part of the race, Harold crossed the line in 50.8 seconds, around a second faster than he had ever run the distance before. The crowd were ecstatic, giving Harold a standing ovation. Fulsome reports of Harold’s exploits appeared in the press and, despite the fact that Cambridge had lost the team event to Oxford, the day very much belonged to the Cambridge captain.


Harold had completed his university athletics career on a high, in no small part due to the support of Arthur Marshall. But was Harold truly the best in the land? In the summer of 1923, Harold was about to be confronted with a Scottish athlete of remarkable talent who would test the limits of both his physical and mental capabilities.











2 Sir Arthur Marshall died in 2007 at the age of 103 and, by kind permission of The Daily Telegraph, I have reproduced his obituary in Appendix III. You will see that he was a giant of a man in all senses.




Olympic Preparations




CHAPTER 2


The First Encounter


“On his way to the top, a runner must have ambition together with iron will. Money does not make a runner, but a deep desire from within.”


Paavo Nurmi in 1971




Stamford Bridge, London, 6 July 1923





Amateur Athletic Association (‘AAA’) Championships


The starter’s pistol fired and Eric Liddell launched himself down the track with total commitment. Although an ungainly runner, the Scot’s determination and will to win were already legendary. And on this day, Eric’s determination was as great as ever. For alongside him ran Harold Abrahams, the Olympic hopeful from Cambridge University. This was the semi-final of the 220 yards sprint at the 1923 AAA championships and the first time the two had raced each other.


The Rise of the Flying Scotsman


By 1923, Eric had firmly established himself among the international sprinting elite. His rise had been meteoric. Only two years earlier, in February 1921 and aged 19, he had started at Edinburgh University as a highly promising schoolboy sprinter. But between May and August of that year, Eric produced a sequence of races which brought him immediate international success.


Eric began at the Craiglockhart ground by winning the Edinburgh University Athletics Club 100 yards title, defeating the more experienced and favoured G Innes Stewart in a time of 10.4 seconds. He also took second in the 220 yards. Having earned selection for the Edinburgh University Team, Eric then proceeded to win both the 100 and 220 yards titles at the Scottish inter-varsity championships in St Andrews. A week later, Eric took both sprint titles at the Scottish Amateur Athletic Association’s Championships in Glasgow. And on July 9, at a triangular international in Belfast, Eric won the 100 yards.
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