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Born to Run
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Twenty-three laps run, two laps to go. Kenyan policeman, Kipchoge ‘Kip’ Keino was leading the 10,000 m race at the 1968 Olympic Games. It looked like he had a great chance of securing Kenya’s first ever Olympic gold medal not just in athletics but in any sport. Kip, however, had a big problem " he was in agony. Waves of pain coursed up and down his body. He stepped off the track and collapsed, leaving his teammate, Naftali Temu, to win gold for Kenya. 


Kip suffered further pain during the games hosted in Mexico City. Doctors found he had a serious infection of his gall bladder – the source of all the pain. Most athletes would have given up and gone home. But most athletes weren’t Kip Keino!


He had two more chances of glory in the days ahead as he raced through the pain to qualify for the finals of both the 5,000 m and 1,500 m. Few athletes ever took on the challenge of competing in all three long distance races at a single Olympics. To Kip, though, it felt natural; after all, he had run all his life.


He had grown up in the Nandi Hills district of western Kenya. His name, Kipchoge, meant, ‘born near the grain storage shed’. After his mother died when he was two years old, he lived with his aunt in a remote part of the countryside. School was 6 km away.


Kip would run barefoot to school each morning, then back for lunch before repeating the same 12 km of running in the afternoon.


[image: Kip Keino at approximately 7 years old running barefoot.]


When he wasn’t running to or from school, he often trotted through the countryside as he shepherded the flock of goats his aunt kept. All that running around kept Kip fit. Fit enough, after he left school, to join the Kenyan police force, working as a fitness instructor.


[image: Kip Keino wearing a police uniform.]


He enjoyed playing rugby for a police team as a speedy winger. Teammates noticed how fast he was even though he had never received professional coaching. They urged him to take athletics seriously. And it wasn’t long before Kip developed from a raw runner into an elite athlete.


He first raced abroad in 1962 and three years later, smashed the world record for the 3,000 m by more than six seconds. Amazing! Later that year, he also broke the 5,000 m world record. So, with the 1968 Olympic 5,000 m final his next race, Kip felt confident he could win, providing the pain stayed away.


Kip ran well in the 5,000 m final. He fought a thrilling race with Tunisia’s Mohamed Gammoudi as the pair broke away from the other runners. They sprinted neck and neck down the final home straight. Gammoudi just crossed the line first with Kip a mere 0.2 seconds behind him. Kip had his first Olympic medal, a silver.


The Olympic 1,500 m final was held three days later at 3:30 in the afternoon. It was one of the most keenly anticipated races of the entire games. All the runners had their own routines. Some were out stretching and training lightly in the morning. Exhausted and still suffering pains, Kip was still in bed in the Olympic Village as midday passed. It looked like he was finally following the doctors’ advice not to run, meaning his Olympics was over.


Then, with less than two hours to race time, Kip made a momentous decision. He got up, packed his kit bag, raced out of the Olympic Village and hopped on a bus bound for the stadium. The traffic in Mexico City, though, was very heavy. The bus crawled along the road, surrounded by hundreds of other cars, buses and trucks. Kip glanced at his watch; the minutes were racing by. The bus was still more than 2 km from the stadium. Time was running out …


[image: Kip Keino’s wrist with a watch]


Kip hopped off the bus and started to jog. Through the crowded streets he ran, weaving in and out of crowds of people. A policeman stopped him for crossing a road when there was a red traffic light. When he showed his Olympic ID card, the policeman let him go but only after Kip gave him an autograph!


 As he trotted into the Estadio Olímpico Universitario, he heard the speakers blast out a message to the thousands of fans inside. It announced that the next event would be the 1,500 m men’s final – Kip’s race! There were just enough minutes spare to register for the race, put on his kit and head out onto the track. No time for a warm up – that jog to the stadium would have to do.


As he pinned his race number 565 onto his running vest, Kip surveyed the other 11 athletes in the final. The field was a strong one. It contained his young teammate Ben Kipcho and two powerful West German runners, Harald Norpoth and the European 1,500 m champion, Bodo Tümmler. It also included the Czech runner, Josef Odložil. He had won a silver medal at the previous Olympics and could be a big threat.


[image: a close-up of Kip putting on his race number to the front of his T-shirt.]


Kip was mostly focusing, though, on the favourite, Jim Ryun from the United States. Ryun hadn’t lost a race for over three years. He had won 47 1,500 m or mile (1,609 m) events in a row. Some thought the American with the super-fast finish was unbeatable.


“Ready!”


The 12 runners lined up on the start line marked in white across the athletics track.


“Set!”


Kip breathed in and out heavily. He needed to run the race of his life to defeat Ryun and the others.


“Go!”


The starting gun fired and the runners accelerated away.


[image: Three runners on an athletics track.]


After 200 m of the race, Kip was plum last. His teammate was in the lead. Ben Kipcho was running really fast and stretching out the field. He and Harald Norpoth pulled away from the other runners. The first 400 m lap was blindingly fast – 55.9 seconds.


Kip may have been last but he didn’t panic. He moved calmly up the field passing other runners. After 600 m, he was third and after 800 m, he moved ahead of Ben Kipcho and into the lead. The packed crowd at the Estadio Olímpico Universitario roared the runners on. Kip responded by racing even harder. He stretched his legs and his lead. His rivals seemed powerless to stop him.


[image: An athletic’s track.; Kip Keino with both hands raised above his head celebrating his win on the race track.]


Jim Ryun surged through the pack into second place but Kip kept on sprinting hard. He crossed the finish line more than 20 m ahead of the American. Kip’s time of 3 minutes, 34.9 seconds was a new Olympic record. He smiled and waved to the crowd and then hugged Ryun and Ben Kipcho. Kip had won gold.
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