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			Foreword

			By Usain Bolt

			‘The World’s Fastest Man’ … these are words that I never get tired of hearing. I am honoured to be in an exclusive group of humans who have a talent for running fast.

			The 100 metres is the blue-ribbon event of the Olympic Games. It is the event that the world stops to watch to see who is going to win the title of world’s fastest man. I won my first Olympic Games gold in Beijing in 2008. After that, I spent the next four years training to be the first person to successfully defend my titles. When I managed to achieve this in London in 2012, I tried to do what some people thought was impossible – win it all again in Rio 2016, and become a legend in sport. I retired from running in 2017, with eight Olympic Games gold medals, eleven World Championships gold medals and world records in the 100 metres (9.58 seconds), 200m (19.19 seconds) and 4 x 100m (36.84 seconds).

			I admit that I am not someone who studies the history of the sport. Growing up I was very familiar with the Jamaican heroes – the likes of Donald Quarrie, Herb McKenley and Arthur Wint. My first memory of watching the Olympics was the 1996 Games in Atlanta, when I was ten years old, where Donovan Bailey won the 100 metres and Michael Johnson was the star in the 200 metres and 400 metres.

			This book shows the kind of effort required to be an Olympic 100-metre champion and how winning a gold medal and being the fastest man on earth has sometimes been as much of a curse as it has been a blessing.

			Some of my predecessors didn’t do so well when their speed faded, but I am fortunate to have been born in an era in which I could be well rewarded for my speed. I hope I did my bit too. I competed clean. I brought attention to the sport by entertaining the crowd, making them smile and putting on a show. I opened doors for the next generation of athletes to benefit in many ways.

			I do miss the thrill of competition, the atmosphere of the big stadiums. I don’t miss the training though…! I plan to enjoy the next period of my life watching the new athletes fight to become champions, win medals and set records. I hope my success can encourage and motivate the next generation to continue to push the limits of human performance and, just as I was inspired by Michael Johnson and Donald Quarrie, I hope my legacy will inspire the athletes of the future. As I always say, ‘Don’t Think Limits, Anything is Possible’.

		

		
			CHAPTER ONE

			Introduction & The Early Years

			Tom Burke & Frank Jarvis

			Eight men will line up on the start line of the Olympic 100-metres final at Tokyo’s lavishly re-built National Stadium, just before ten o’clock on the night of Sunday, August 1, 2021 – a little over a year later than planned – all believing they can join the greatest club in athletics history.

			Inside ten seconds, seven of them will be forgotten.

			The ‘Fastest Men On Earth’ is a truly elite club: membership is limited and demanding, requiring an Olympic gold medal or a world record in the 100 metres – ideally both. Very few athletes make the grade.

			The men who meet the club’s requirements are the modern-day equivalent of gunfighters, whose quick-fire reactions to a pistol shot and breathtaking speed separate them as winners from the losers. A modern example of ‘the quick or the dead’.

			The 100 metres remains the glamour event of the Olympic Games and its stars are still the most lauded and rewarded of all athletes. They range from celebrity, multi-million-dollar heroes to lonely victims of tragic suicide; from enduring legends to forgotten heroes; prison in-mates to government ministers; pharmaceutically enhanced cheats to innocent nineteenth-century college boys.

			But they all have one thing in common. On one day of their lives they laid a genuine claim to the title of fastest man on earth. They all pushed the boundaries of human speed and endurance.

			The supposedly immutable laws of physics, biomechanics – even physiology – are pushed and pulled on a daily basis in the world of sport, where defying them, even for a fleeting moment, creates the indelible memories of sporting history and magic we all love to talk about.

			In the sport of sprinting, we measure these limits in the tiniest of fractions and over the years success has been observed in almost imperceptible increments. A hundredth of a second here, a thousandth there. Hardly the stuff of dreams. Until now: until Usain Bolt. Bolt didn’t so much challenge the accepted laws of physics, biomechanics and physiology … as blow them completely apart.

			In the history of record books, nobody has re-written them by such jaw-dropping margins or with such effortless speed and swagger as the big Jamaican sprinter. He won three gold medals in Beijing. Three more in London. Three more again in Rio de Janeiro.

			Usain Bolt’s world records in the 100 metres and 200 metres could last for decades. He is unarguably the greatest sprinter there has ever been. A year after Rio he retired from the track – a wealthy, contented global superstar – and joined the ranks of the sporting immortals.

			Bolt was simply a phenomenon. He single-handedly re-invented the sport of sprinting, dragging it kicking and screaming from the depths of drug-fuelled despair to the heights of Hollywood fantasy. Before he arrived on the scene the world of sprinting was sinking, due to the widespread use of performance-enhancing drugs by some athletes. A sceptical public viewed sprinting in much the same way as cycling, bodybuilding and weightlifting. Drugs had killed their belief – athletics fans were leaving in droves.

			Then a 21-year-old Jamaican strode purposefully onto centre stage, mugging to the cameras, playing to the crowd and running like a god. No one had ever seen his like and even seasoned veterans of the sport stood in awe and marvelled as titles were claimed and records destroyed.

			History was re-cast and a new hero was born. But talk to the man and he will tell you that he never saw himself as a saviour. All he really wanted was to be a legend. The fastest man on earth – ever. And to be remembered for it – forever.

			So what now for Usain Bolt’s sport? What now for those who have to pick up the baton and follow him? He has set the bar stratospherically high, but if the history of the event has taught us anything it is that records will always be broken. New heroes will come. Though we may have to wait some time for one like Usain Bolt.

			So it might come as something of a surprise, not least to Bolt himself, that there have in fact been faster men. Not recently, of course, but back in the depths of time when men were real men and there were no television pictures, multi-billion global audiences, digital timing, high-tech spiked shoes, synthetic running tracks or scientifically designed diets. Only cave drawings and a race for the next meal. 

			A few years ago, on the edge of a lake in New South Wales, Australia, anthropologists discovered 20,000-year-old fossilized footprints sealed in the mud that showed that our cave-dwelling ancestors were running at around 37 kilometres per hour. Given that Usain Bolt’s top speed in winning gold at the Beijing Olympics was 42kph, this is quite incredible. Our Pleistocene Age men were running barefoot, on undulating terrain and armed with heavy spears. No high-tech assistance was available. The scientists believe that these aboriginal ancestors would have been capable of speeds of more than 45kph if they’d had the same modern advantages of Usain Bolt.

			Of course, these Stone Age fast men were also well motivated, either chasing dinner or being chased as dinner. There’s clearly no better way of improving your speed than being pursued by something unpleasant with sharp claws and pointed teeth.

			It is a widely held anthropological view that 21st-century man is the worst example of physical manhood in history and that the comforts of modern life and a bewildering array of distractions have left him soft, slow and vulnerable. All the evidence points to the fact that Stone Age men would have beaten today’s Olympic athletes out of sight – at everything.

			But while such anthropology may give us pause for thought, it also gives us a clue as to why we have always been fascinated about speed – and why we care passionately about who is the fastest human on the planet. It is clearly an innate fascination that goes all the way back to those sabre-toothed days, whether it is running as children or watching others run faster than ourselves. This leads to questioning just how fast we can run – and whether it’s faster than a wild animal, a chasing mob of ruffians or, in more modern times, a bike or a car.

			It could also be connected to how precisely we can measure the world’s fastest man. He’s the one with the Olympic gold medal and/or the world record. In almost every other sporting discipline this individual sporting and physical excellence is impossible to measure. Who’s the toughest man on the planet? It used to be the world heavyweight boxing champion, but today there are so many different belts in that sport that the title has been completely devalued. Who’s the cleverest man? Da Vinci, Newton, Einstein? It’s all so subjective. On the contrary, the fastest man on earth is an easy icon to identify. 

			But just how far can we go? Scientists will tell you we’re reaching our physical capacity for speed, but they’ve been saying that for years and every time a record is set it seems there is always someone out there who will one day break it. Hard though it is to imagine, at some point in the future someone will break the records of Usain Bolt. 

			And the identity of the world’s fastest man is just as important as the records he sets, especially when his speed seems as effortlessly God-given and thrilling as it is in the case of Bolt. Such speed, power and athletic grace offer a visceral experience that has the capacity to catch the breath and raise the neck hairs of even the most ambivalent sports fan.

			So who were these fastest men on earth? And why were they fast? How did they rise to the top and, perhaps even more intriguingly, what happened to them when they weren’t fast any more?

			Clearly there were no organized games or records in Stone Age times, so we have to fast forward to the ancient world to find the identity of the first acclaimed fastest man on earth. Sporting games and challenges can be traced to 5,000BC in Ancient Egypt, but historians suggest they were largely horse sports and fighting. It was a trend continued by the Romans, who eschewed the idea of simple foot races for the better-paying gladiatorial events so well documented by history. In the meantime it was left to the Ancient Greeks to set the athletic bar and then wait nearly three thousand years for the rest of the world to follow.

			The original Olympic Games, which can be traced back to 776BC, lasted five days, of which the first was reserved for traditional ceremonies, the second for boys, the third for men, the fourth for horses and chariot racing and the fifth for prize giving. There were a number of foot races, and the ancient equivalent of today’s sprints was called the Stade – simply a race from one end of the famed Olympia stadium and back again, a distance estimated at 200 yards. There was also a semi-endurance race called the Diaulos and an endurance race called the Dolichos, which was 24 turns of the stadium while armed with a warrior’s shield. A race not for the faint-hearted.

			In the first six hundred years of the ancient Olympics, two men stood out in the Stade race – each winning three titles in three separate Games. The first real ancient fast man was Chionis of Sparta, who won in 664, 660 and 656BC; then there was Astylos of Croton who won in 488, 484 and 480BC and, for the controversy he aroused, could be called the Ben Johnson of his day. After winning his third title, he took money to run for a rival Greek state and was thrown out of his town, shunned by his family and had his house pulled down and turned into a prison.

			But the greatest ancient hero of all arrived in 164BC – at the 154th Olympiad – and he was a young man called Leonidas, a teenager from the island of Rhodes, not to be confused with Leonidas, the King of Sparta. Said to have the speed of a god, the young Leonidas was the Games’ first real superman, and by all accounts he might have given Usain Bolt a run for his money too.

			At his first games he won all three running events – Stade, Diaulos and Dolichos – and then went on to repeat this extraordinary feat three more times in consecutive Games. He finished his athletic career as the only man in a thousand years of Olympic competition to win all 12 titles over four Games.

			The ancient Olympics were certainly the world’s premier physical games, but they were also regarded as important political events, chronicled in detail by the serious writers of the times. So surviving texts and records show that while prize money was not allowed and only laurel wreaths were presented to the winners, the prestige of winning an Olympic title was immense, and towns and cities lavished gifts and favours on their successful athletes. Most never had to work again. Leonidas of Rhodes certainly didn’t, and he spent the rest of his life regarded by his contemporaries as a minor deity, helping would-be athletes, living quietly on his home island in a house paid for by the state, with a comfortable monthly income.

			An ancient historian called Eusebios Pamphilos described Leonidas as simply ‘the fastest man in the known world, who will be embraced by history and his statue in Altis will vouch for his unsurpassed feat for the coming centuries’. Not a phrase you are likely to find in the back copies of Track and Field News.

			Modern Olympic Games founder Baron Pierre de Coubertin would be more than a little surprised to see how, in contrast to the ethos he promoted, money and not the Corinthian spirit dominates the Games today, but times have changed dramatically and even he would have to concede that the origins of the Games were always rooted in tangible reward as well as glory.

			The works of Homer often included tales of sprint races. In some areas of Ancient Greece, queens even selected their kings by means of a sprint, and the sport became embedded in Greek philosophy as a means of combining mind, body and spirit.

			The Greeks constructed some magnificent stadiums and even introduced some early technology in response to teething problems – most notably the starts, where cheating was commonplace. At first they tackled this by placing a judge on the start line armed with a menacing trident. Athletes who jumped the start – and remember they all ran naked – could be given a sharp reminder of their transgression. After a few Olympiads, starting sills were adopted, which were simply grooved slots in which the runners had to stand. Then there were starting stones, and there is even evidence in old drawings of a rudimentary starting gate system, called a husplex, that is reminiscent of the stalls used in modern-day horse racing.

			In the late 4th century AD, after a thousand years of competition, some historians suggest that a spoilsport by the name of Theodosius I, who as Roman emperor ruled Greece, misguidedly put an end to the Olympics as part of a campaign to quash paganism and impose Christianity as a state religion. Apparently, organized Games had no part in his vision of the future. However, more recent studies have revealed that the Olympic Games continued well into the 5th century AD, before gradually fading from view due to the crippling costs of staging them.

			It is there that our history of fast men goes dark, save for fleeting descriptions of foot racing at medieval fairs, religious ceremonies and rites of passage across the world.

			Organized athletic meetings with money prizes have been recorded throughout Europe, in the Middle East and in North America, where the Native Americans were renowned exponents of sprinting. But it was in Britain, toward the end of the eighteenth century, that professional running began to increase in popularity. 

			One of the early heroes was the Reverend Lord Frederick Beauclerk, who was reputed to be the great-grandson of King Charles II and Nell Gwynne. While he raced all over London, the real hotbed of foot racing was Kent, and the men of the county were said to be the swiftest in England.

			Throughout the nineteenth century the sport continued to grow, especially in London and the thriving industrial cities in the North. Among the early professional racing personalities was Jem Wantling, who was discovered in a Derby pottery factory and was so dominant that by 1822 he had virtually run out of opponents to race. Wantling was a powerful man and ran in constant fear of pulling muscles, so he always turned out for races with his legs strapped in leather thongs. He was reputed to have run 100-yard races in nine seconds – on gravel roads.

			He was followed by Connecticut-born George Seward, the ‘American Wonder’, who arrived in England in 1843, having exhausted competition in the United States. The following year, just a few days before his 27th birthday and in front of more than 3,000 people, Seward ran 100 yards in 9 and a quarter seconds on a turnpike road in Hammersmith, though it later transpired that the course was downhill and he had been allowed a ten-yard flying start.

			Seward was a big crowd-puller, especially in London, and in 1847, on a newly built running ground in Barnet, north of the city, he was timed at 19 and a half seconds for the 200 yards, a record that remained intact until the end of the century. It took him less than five years to run out of opponents in England, so he would tour the country offering to run against six different men over 100 yards, racing them individually at five-minute intervals. Still he always won. A muscular 5ft 8in tall, the articulate and intellectual Seward was one of the first athletes to rely on an almost vegetarian diet. He spent a lot of time in England and died in Birkenhead in 1883, aged 66.

			The old turnpike roads were a favourite location for professional sprinting in the early days, but later grass cricket fields were used, and finally, when sprinting became really popular, purpose-built cinder tracks or ‘running paths’ were constructed around the country.

			However, despite its popularity, the professional racing circuit was always shrouded in disrepute because of its domination by a collection of greedy and selfish promoters, rather than one overall controlling body. As a result, spectators could never be certain whether the races they were watching were genuine or ‘fixed’, which largely depended on the wagers involved. There were no cohesive rules to govern procedure, and it was common for spectators to try to interfere with the runners or even for rival sprinters to clash during a race.

			When contracts were drawn up for races, which were between two men only, the small print included details on how the race should be started. In the early days this usually took the form of ‘starting by consent’, whereby one runner would just take off when he felt so inclined, but if the other runner did not wish to start at the same time, the first competitor would have to return to the start.

			This sometimes lasted for hours and, in one infamous case, four hours and 200 false starts. Eventually, common sense prevailed and a rule was made stipulating that the athletes had to begin racing within 15 minutes or a pistol would be used to start the race. It was only a matter of time before everyone realized the pistol was, in fact, a far better way of starting and, from 1857 onwards, starting sprint races by pistol became the standard practice.

			At about the same time, the first ‘spikes’ came into use, and athletes who had been running in moccasins or boots, or else barefoot, began to wear custom-made cricket shoes with spiked soles, which enabled them to run quickly on cinders. The first mention of these shoes in race reports appeared in 1844; George Seward was an early adopter. On a tour of America in the early spring of 1847, he wore bespoke spikes which had been made in Bishop Auckland from expensive cordovan – a soft, pliable horse-hide leather. Apart from the top professional runners, however, it was not until the 1860s that spikes were widely used by athletes.

			Race timing was also a hit and miss affair. Even when races were timed, the authenticity of the figures recorded and the standard of the watches themselves were often open to question. The goal for amateurs back in the mid-nineteenth century was to beat ‘even time’ – which was ten seconds for the 100 yards.

			The first athlete credited with such a time was Thomas Bury, who was timed in ten seconds flat at Cambridge University. After that there were Americans Rene La Montagne, William Wilmer and John Owen; Scot Milroy Cowie and Ghanaian Arthur Wharton, who ran ten flat twice inside an hour at the 1886 AAA Championships, at London’s Stamford Bridge.

			The extraordinary Wharton would twice win the Amateur Athletic Association (AAA) 100-yard title and become the world’s first black professional footballer, keeping goal for Preston North End, Sheffield United and Rotherham United. Struggling with a drink problem, he retired from football in 1902 and worked at the Yorkshire Main Colliery, in Edlington. He died in 1930 and was buried in a pauper’s grave, though a headstone was added in 1997. Despite the proliferation of races and runners in the nineteenth century, one man stood out head and shoulders above the other pros, and that was Londoner Harry Hutchens.

			Born in Putney, just south of the River Thames, in 1856, Hutchens would become the greatest sprinter of his day, and his record suggests that he was one of the fastest men ever, although it is difficult to determine exactly how good he was as timing was haphazard at best and, more often than not in those days, downright dishonest. However, Olympic sprint champions right up to the First World War held him in very high regard, and even in the 1930s a magazine article written by 1924 Olympic 100 metres champion Harold Abrahams compared him seriously with Jesse Owens.

			Hutchens first realized his fleetness of foot while working as a delivery boy for the newsagents W.H. Smith, and while still a teenager he found a sponsor and took up a career in sprinting. He won his first race in Wimbledon, winning an electro-plated silver tea service, but after that the real money began to pour in.

			The purses on offer for the big sprint races were large enough to attract would-be fast men from all over the world, and the boom period for the sport began around 1870, when two prestigious, purpose-built stadiums were erected, Powderhall, in Edinburgh, and Lillie Bridge, in West London. With only a few exceptions all the top races of the age were held at these venues.

			From the mid-1870s, Hutchens established himself as the fastest man in Britain, if not the world, with a series of handicap wins around the country. He was big crowd-puller for the promoters but, with long shorts and a big droopy moustache, he was hardly the quintessential athlete, standing at 5ft 10in, with a wiry frame that belied his natural speed. However, what made him particularly viable as a business proposition was a certain moral flexibility in accepting ‘race orders’ from the promoters.

			So he ran to form whenever the bookies backed him to win, but lost a few races he ought to have won easily, when his backers wanted to make a quick killing. Of course, he received a share of the proceeds, but the management and the promoters made their money too. However, when Hutchens ran seriously there was no one who could stay with him at any distance from 100 to 300 yards.

			In 1878 Hutchens, christened ‘Greased Lightning’ by the British press, won the first Sheffield Handicap – given a five and quarter yard start by champion George Wallace, who started from scratch, Hutchens won by a foot – and the following year he threw down the gauntlet in the press for someone to challenge him over 130 yards for £500. On that occasion there were no takers, but when he later ran at Powderhall his fans from all over the country packed into special trains to make the journey. A crowd of more than 10,000 paid to see him run, but he failed to get out of first gear and lost his one and only handicap competition. 

			But it was on the same track in the winter of 1884, at the famous New Year Sprint, which became something of a tradition in Scotland and continued there until well into the 1960s, that he set the pro racing world alight. After running a 300-yard heat on a freezing cold morning he sat down to a big traditional lunch of roast beef and potatoes and then went out less than an hour later to run the distance in exactly 30 seconds, a record that stood until well after the Second World War. 

			In 1887 he went to Australia for the winter, where he made a great deal of money winning – and losing – a series of sprint races against some of the top local runners. On returning home, however, he discovered to his horror that he had been replaced as Britain’s premier sprinter and that a new man was calling himself Britain’s number one.

			Harry Gent, a 26-year-old Geordie, had won some important handicap races in Hutchens’s absence and fancied his chances against the older man. The promoters could see a very big pay day and arranged for the two men to meet over 120 yards at Lillie Bridge for the official championship of the world, with prize money of £200.

			The big race, which attracted a tremendous amount of publicity, took place in September 1887, and the promoters must have been rubbing their hands with glee when they saw the thousands of fans streaming into the ground to watch what the newspapers had described as ‘The Race of the Century’. An extraordinary crowd of more than fifteen thousand had paid a shilling each to get in, and queues formed immediately around the stalls of the various bookmakers on duty inside.

			However, the promoters’ master plan had one fatal flaw, and it would not only cost them a small fortune but would ultimately sound the death knell for the entire professional running culture in England.

			While Hutchens and Gent went out and thrilled the crowd with a short warm-up routine on the track, back in the dressing-room a fearful row broke out between the rival backers as to who should be declared the winner of the race. It was generally agreed between them that the result should be ‘fixed’, so that they could place some heavy bets. However, the pride of both runners, or the lack of suitably persuasive compensation, prevented either from giving way and agreeing to lose. The argument culminated in Hutchens’s backers whisking their man out of the dressing-room, into a waiting carriage and away from the ground, hastily followed by Gent and his entourage.

			Meanwhile, outside in the stadium the big crowd was rapidly running out of patience. When it finally became clear that the race was not going to happen and that both the runners they had waited so long to see had long since decamped, their shock quickly turned to anger and then to violence. In scenes never witnessed before in Victorian England, the beautiful ground was smashed to pieces, with a huge mob of hooligans, hell-bent on revenge, tearing down the wooden stadium buildings, uprooting the perimeter railings and then setting fire to everything that remained. While the majority of the crowd tried desperately to get away, the small police presence was powerless to stop the rampage, which ended with what one local newsman described as ‘groups of men dancing like savages around the embers of the ruined stadium’.

			Such was the scale of the violence that terrified spectators climbed over the fence between the stadium and the local railway and ran along the tracks to get to the nearest station. The ageing stationmaster tried vainly to stop the first bunch, but when he saw the huge mob behind them he suffered a massive heart attack and dropped dead on the spot.

			This black day destroyed Britain’s premier athletics stadium and it was never rebuilt. For many years it was an overflow car park for the Earl’s Court exhibition centre, but today it is home to the Lillie Square housing scheme. Far more importantly, the riot killed off the popularity of professional sprinting in England, though it continued on a much smaller scale in the North and was always popular in Scotland.

			As for Hutchens and Gent, they finally got together in a park in Gateshead, in the North East, about a month later, where some nine thousand fans turned out to see Gent beat the favourite, this time with an apparently suitable agreement on the finances.

			In the following year at Powderhall, after a decade as the top sprinter, Hutchens had to give way to Gent in the New Year competition, but he continued to run and the records show that he won his fourth Sheffield Handicap in 1891, at the age of 35, and even finished fourth in the same race in 1898 at the amazing age of 42. Hutchens maintained a keen interest in the sport, coaching promising youngsters on the professional circuit during the early 1900s. He died in relative obscurity in 1939, at the advanced age of 81, at his home in Catford, South London. Incredibly, even his own local newspaper did not seem to realize his reputation and gave his death scant coverage, whereas The New York Times gave him a substantial obituary, with reverential tributes from some of the top US sprinters.

			Timekeeping being what it was and race-fixing being the order of the day in his time, it is difficult to determine how good Hutchens really was, although if even some of his recorded times were genuine he has to be bracketed in the top class. At the turn of the century he still had no fewer than nine world records to his name between 50 and 350 yards, including 9 and three-quarter seconds for the 100 yards and 21 and four fifths of a second for the 200 yards. 

			After the Lillie Bridge scandal many sprint racing fans turned to other sports, most notably football, and their growing disillusionment with professional sprinting, together with the lack of a proper governing body and the mercenary attitude of the promoters, meant that fans of the track in general also began to look elsewhere. Inadvertently, the popularity of the professionals had encouraged the development of amateur athletics in Britain, which had been growing steadily from about the 1860s but had hitherto been confined mainly to the Armed Services, a few upmarket clubs and the universities. Now the amateurs began to take over the athletics scene, and the approach of the new century heralded the arrival of a new breed of sprinters, including Englishman Charlie Bradley and the Jamaican-born Scot Alf Downer.

			Yorkshireman Bradley, who was a member of the Huddersfield Cycling & Athletics Club, did not start running until he was 20 and would go on to win four AAA 100 yards titles in a row between 1892 and 1895, including one at Northampton’s County Cricket Ground, in which he was told by the officials that there was no chance of him claiming a record because the track was slightly downhill and there was a following wind. Bradley promptly told them he would run the race in the opposite direction and did so in ten flat, uphill and into the wind! Many years later he recalled: ‘There was a gradual rise of two feet and it was undoubtedly my best performance.’

			But Bradley’s luck didn’t hold when he travelled to America in search of new opponents. In September 1895 he narrowly lost to the rising young American star Bernie Wefers, who had just won the AAU sprint double a few weeks earlier, when they raced in Manhattan in a London AC vs New York AC meet. The US team won all eleven events and local reports suggest more than 12,000 fans were in attendance.

			Shortly after that Bradley was banned for life by the AAA – along with five other athletes – for taking under-the-counter payments or ‘excessive expenses’ to run. A talented all-round sportsman, Bradley continued to play local cricket and for many years ran the Shakespeare Hotel, a popular Huddersfield public house. He died aged 71 in a Blackpool nursing home in July 1940, and the legendary distance runner Walter George sent a flower from his garden to be dropped into his grave.

			Alf Downer was Bradley’s chief rival in the 1890s and for three consecutive years won the 100, 220 and 440 yard Scottish titles – all run on the same afternoon. However, he was also thrown out of the sport in sensational fashion after he dared to disclose some of the shady ‘shamateur’ dealings that went on even in those seemingly innocent days. He revealed that he was regularly paid under-the-table money for running, usually about ten pounds a time, by clubs up and down the country who saw his value as a big crowd-puller.

			Downer’s revelations hit the sport hard, and the Amateur Athletic Association reacted by embarking on a witch-hunt, throwing out selected athletes for receiving illegal payments. Downer always spoke disparagingly about their selective action, claiming that 99 per cent of British athletes were not real amateurs, and observing that the AAA had not penalized the clubs that had made the payments. At the famous hearing in London, in 1896, Downer and the five other athletes were suspended for life from amateur competition, an ordeal he later described as akin to being tried for manslaughter.

			So Downer and the AAA went their separate ways. He thrived for a time on the professional circuit and made some decent money in some of the famous handicap races, but when his speed began to fade he found it difficult to cope. After several mental breakdowns and a lengthy illness, he died in Edinburgh aged just 39 – with local newspapers reporting: ‘Sad to relate, he became afflicted with religious mania and latterly had to be kept in restraint.’

			Meanwhile, in the amateur world, the race to break ‘even time’ for the 100 yards had continued apace. At the first New Zealand national championships – held in Dunedin, in 1889 – local reports suggested Kiwi sprinter Jack Hempton had clocked an incredible 9.6 for 100 yards, though it was never officially recognized. In 1892 he twice ran official times of 9.8. Hempton was killed in one of New Zealand’s first automobile accidents, in 1914.

			However, the title of fastest amateur of the nineteenth century goes to a shy, young American named John Owen, who was the first sprinter to run an officially recognized 9.8 seconds for the 100 yards, at the AAU championships of 1890 in Washington DC.

			Owen was born in Detroit in 1861, the son of a wealthy banker, iron manufacturer and shipyard owner, who joined his father’s business instead of going to college. Around the same time, he joined the newly-formed Detroit Athletic Club and in his first ever race – an indoor 40-yard dash – surprised his friends, rivals and even himself by winning with consummate ease. Renowned trainer Mike Murphy was persuaded to take Owen under his wing and, in September 1889, less than a year after that first race, he won the American national 100- and 220-yard sprint double title in New York.

			More than a thousand people were at Detroit’s railway station to greet Owen and he was carried shoulder-high in a torchlight procession all the way to a celebration dinner at the athletic club. The following year he won the 100 yards title again and set the new world record, but soon afterwards, not long after the death of his father, he decided to retire from the track and take over the family business. Armed with a fortune estimated at more than a million dollars and a sizeable inheritance from his mother, as well as a sound entrepreneurial instinct, Owen developed a huge part of the east side of Detroit – known as Indian Village – into one of the most affluent parts of the city, making himself a multi-millionaire in the process.

			John Owen died in 1924 at his summer home in Mackinac Island, some 250 miles north of Detroit, after succumbing to injuries received after being thrown from his horse. The Detroit Free Press remembered him as being ‘closely identified with the growth of the city from the small community it was at the close of the Civil War to its present position as the fourth largest city in the United States’.

			There was no doubt that the amateur movement around the world was going from strength to strength, but it was a young French aristocrat named Baron Pierre de Coubertin who really put the sport on the international map. He had visited Britain in 1890 and toured the top public schools, including Eton, Harrow and Rugby, where he was particularly impressed by the strong sporting traditions that accompanied the academic schooling. He also visited a tiny market town in Shropshire by the name of Much Wenlock. From 1850 this sleepy hamlet had staged the Wenlock Olympian Games, an annual festival created by a local doctor named William Penny Brookes, which was open to local inhabitants, rich or poor, young or old. It included standard athletic events, but also arts, crafts and games – even a popular event called tilting, which was a modern version of medieval jousting. Brookes had campaigned vociferously to restore the ancient Olympics and fought successfully for the inclusion of physical education on the national schools curriculum. The young Frenchman shared the same Olympian ideals as Brookes, and De Coubertin left England convinced that the entire edifice of the British Empire was founded on the sporting orientation of these schools, building such qualities as leadership, loyalty, national pride, character and morale – a kind of muscular Christianity that he had read about in books such as Tom Brown’s Schooldays and had now seen for himself. De Coubertin had a vision of uniting the nations of the world in sporting competition, and from that dream would soon come the modern Olympic movement, although it owed more to Tom Brown, a tiny Shropshire town and the British Empire than the ancient games of the same name.

			Central to de Coubertin’s thinking was the Victorian notion of the amateur; of gentlemen running together in friendly competition without the taint of money prizes. With this philosophy, he captured the mood of the times and, by 1894, he had won international approval to stage the very first modern Olympic Games.

			So it was that in Athens, on Monday, April 6, 1896, in the flower-covered royal box of a magnificent new stadium, which a rich Greek merchant had paid for, King George I of Greece declared the Games open and resurrected the Olympics after a lapse of more than 15 centuries.

			Although the organization was good, it was an unusual competition, which included such diverse events as mountain climbing, bell ringing and choral singing, as well as the more traditional athletic endeavours. The white marble stadium, erected on the ruins of an ancient sports complex, was an impressive sight and every day during the Games it was filled to capacity with forty thousand spectators. However, the construction was too narrow, and the pillared corners of the track were so tight that the athletes kept slowing down, often running into each other and falling over while trying to negotiate them. For some unknown reason the races were also run in the opposite direction to that of today.

			Thirteen nations entered the competition, although they could hardly be described as truly national teams, because most of the athletes entered as groups of individuals who happened to be in Greece or somewhere nearby at the time. The US team comprised such a party, mainly from the East Coast clubs and most notably from the famous Boston Athletics Association. However, it was this last group of athletes who almost missed the Games completely as they had not been notified that designated dates were set using the Greek calendar.They had set sail from New York on March 20 on the 8,000-ton German steamer Barbarossa with four weeks to cruise to the Games – or so they thought. About ten days after leaving port they arrived in Gibraltar, and sprinter and quarter-miler Tom Burke sent a letter to the Boston Post, which they received and published about a fortnight later. In it he explained in some detail the rather laid-back nature of an average day in the first US team’s preparations for the Olympic Games. ‘We usually arise at 7.30am and an ice-cold salt water bath awaits us. We breakfast at 8 and the rest of the morning is spent on deck or writing in the saloon. On deck we amuse ourselves with the usual ocean games of ring toss and shuffleboard.

			‘We have lunch at 12.30 and after lunch we lounge about the deck or read until 3.30 when the exercise begins. We have our exercise on the lower deck and crowds of passengers are attracted. The exercise is heavy and lasts about an hour. The deck aft is crowded with passengers and all seem to take great interest in watching the men work. Manager Graham has laid out a 24-lap track and the sprinters have a thirty-yard straight. We also skip the rope and have a regular course in arm drill.

			‘As for myself, I am not feeling as well as I would like, as it is too early in the year for me to be right. I have been working hard, however, and Graham says that I don’t need to train and will win anyway.

			‘We dine at 6 and the steamer orchestra renders selections from operas during this meal, which is anxiously awaited because of the peaches and ice cream we have for dessert. The evening is spent listening to music and we retire to our outside staterooms at 10.’

			Sadly this apparently serene progress would soon be disrupted. The boat left Gibraltar for Naples, after which they caught a train to Brindisi, a steamer to Corfu, another to the port of Patras and then began a 10-hour train journey to Athens. When, after their tortuous journey the exhausted Boston contingent finally reached Athens, they believed they had a relaxed 17 days ahead of them for training and preparation. Unbeknownst to them, the opening ceremony was due to commence in just 10 minutes.

			Triple jump champion James B. Connolly, one of the East Coast contingent, recalled many years later: ‘A committee in frock coats and tall hats received us at the station in Athens and put us into open carriages and hurried us to the Chamber of Deputies, where the athletes of a dozen nations were already seated. Speeches were made, wine passed around and healths drunk. We stayed clear of the wine until the German crowd stood up, held their glasses high, looked to us and gave us three loud “Hochs!” and “Americanische” and emptied their glasses.

			‘Burke, Blake, Barry, Hoyt and me were sitting together. We were all teetotallers, or practically so, but the honour of our country demanded that something be done now; so we filled glasses, gave the Germans nine “Rahs!” and an “Allemande” and emptied our glasses.’

			But still they weren’t aware the competition was upon them, even when woken by a blast of martial music outside the window of the Hotel d’Angleterre, where they were staying, at four o’clock in the morning. It wasn’t until breakfast later that morning, when athletes Connolly, Burke and Barry were handed a copy of the programme, that they realized the competition started that same day.

			Among the latecomers was the only reigning American champion to make the trip. Tom Burke was rated as probably the best quarter-miler in the world, having won the AAU 440-yard title in 1895, and he was a red-hot favourite for the 400 metres. However, he knew that some of the world’s top sprinters had not made the journey to Athens, notably the reigning American sprint champion Bernie Wefers, a Georgetown medical student who had claimed a share in the 100-yard world record of 9.8 seconds less than a year earlier. The New Jersey flyer was 4,000 miles away competing in the Boston College Indoor Games. He would claim three AAU sprint doubles and was regarded as the fastest man in the world in the mid-1890s. It was reported that he had once run a 9.4-second 100 yards, but despite the three watches corroborating the time, the chief timekeeper, none other than the AAU boss Bill Curtis, refused to believe it, stating ‘no man can run that fast’. The lanky Wefers, who put his success down to clean living and never taking a drink in his life, became a hugely successful coach at New York AC and Rutgers University, coaching 42 national and Olympic champions. He died after a long illness in 1957, aged 84, at a hospital in the Bronx.

			The 100 metres world record at the time stood at 10.8 seconds and there was a long line of athletes laying claim to it – though the disparity in the quality of the events in which they were set, and the timing methods employed made it nigh on impossible to accurately put a name to the first man to break 11 seconds.

			This confusion of contenders included New Yorker Luther Cary, one of the greatest sprinters of the late nineteenth century, who had retired in 1893 shortly after allegations were made suggesting that he had secretly run as a professional. This was vehemently denied by the Princeton athlete, who had won the AAU sprint double in 1891, then came to England and won the AAA 100 yards title. He was famously described by the New York Times as ‘a powerful, ugly, natural flyer’ and on his European summer tour with the Manhattan AC Club, Cary told the publication Umpire about his training and nutrition regimen. ‘Eat well and heartily’, he advised. ‘Two hours before a contest take a good solid meal of half a chicken (roast); then rest for an hour. A drink of cold water won’t do you any harm if you feel thirsty, but cold tea is better.’ He also recommended retiring to bed at 9.30pm and rising at 6.30am every day of the year. Cary clearly ran some stunning times, but few of them were ever confirmed as official records and he often despaired as another set of record claims were turned down by the AAU, often for jump starting, including a well-publicized 9-and-three-quarter seconds for 100 yards, at Princeton. His 100 metres record, set in Paris, at the Bois de Boulogne, on Independence Day 1891, appears similarly suspect. One timer had him at 10 and three quarter seconds, but a white handkerchief had been used to start the race, which gave rise to serious doubt over the quality of the officialdom on the day. His time was eventually rounded back to 11 seconds.

			A year later, at the Belgian championships, the Australian-born British teenager Cecil Lee, a student at South Eastern College, in Ramsgate, laid claim to being the first man to break 11 seconds, but once again it was never officially ratified. There were three timekeepers and they had stopped their watches at 11.0, 10.8 and 10.6 respectively.The following summer, at the same championships in Brussels, local boy Etienne de Ré thought he had cracked the 11-second mark, only to find similar time discrepancies.

			It was not until 1895 that a genuine 10.8-second mark could be reasonably believed – and then it happened twice. First, in April, it was the 24-year-old British Army officer Llewellyn Atcherley who ran the time in a first-round heat at the so-called ‘Frankfurt Olympics’, a multi-sport tournament between the local club, Suddeutsche Athleten & Fussballspieler, and Blackheath Rugby Football Club, at the city’s Palmengarten cycle track. Contemporary reports in German newspapers suggest, however, that there was only one timekeeper. Atcherley would go on to become Major General Sir Llewellyn and a Chief Constable in both Shropshire and Yorkshire.

			Four months after Atcherley’s run, it was the turn of Harry Beatton, a Suffolk football star and the son of a Saxmundham publican, who clocked 10.8 seconds at the Dutch championships in Rotterdam, just a week after his 21st birthday.

			Whatever the veracity of their world record claims, the fact remains that none of the world’s genuine fast men of the day were taking part in Athens. So, perhaps not unreasonably, Tom Burke decided to take advantage of this dearth of talent and have a go at the 100 metres himself. After all, he had not travelled such a long way to compete in just one event.Burke was born in the West End area of Boston in 1876, the son of an undertaker. Described as a tall, skinny kid, he attended the English High School, the first public high school opened in the United States, but he suffered badly from rheumatism and at one point it was feared he would have to spend his life on crutches.

			Happily he outgrew his health problems, taking the New England 220-yard and quarter-mile championships as an 18-year-old, and in 1895 was selected to race for New York AC in the famous 11-0 rout of London AC, at Manhattan Fields.In Athens, when the heats of the 100 metres began, ‘Long Tom’ and his compatriots Tom Curtis and Frank Lane adopted their usual crouch start, much to the amazement of the crowd and the European athletes who had never seen anything like it before. It had been introduced in America in the 1880s by coaching legend Mike Murphy and was first demonstrated by Yale sprinter Charles Sherrill, a future US General and politician, who used it to win the US 100-yard title in 1887.

			Resolutely sticking to their standing start, the other athletes in Athens watched the three Americans win their heats easily, albeit against very mediocre opposition, and qualify for the final.Curtis, an electrical engineer from MIT (Massachusetts Institute of Technology), recalled his heat in an American magazine article more than thirty years later: ‘Entered in the heat with me were a German, a Frenchman, an Englishman and two Greeks. As we stood on our marks, I was next to the Frenchman, a short, stocky man. He, at that moment, was busily pulling on a pair of white kid gloves and having some difficulty in doing so before the starting pistol. Excited as I was, I had to ask him why he wanted the gloves. “Ah-ha” he answered, “zat is because I run before ze Keeng!”. Later after the heat was run [Curtis won it at a canter] I asked him in what other events he was entered. He was in only two, the 100 metres and the Marathon, to me a curious combination. He went on to explain his method of training. “One day I run a leetle way, vairy quick. Ze next day, I run a long way, vairy slow.”’

			Such was the tone of the first Olympic Games. Despite qualifying for the first Olympic 100 metres final, Curtis then decided to drop out to conserve his energy for his favourite event, the 110 metres hurdles, which was the next final on the programme. He duly won it.

			So it was five men – the two remaining Americans, a German, a Hungarian and a Greek – who eventually lined up on the rough, deep cinder track for the start of the first Olympic 100 metres final, surrounded by spectators who had crowded on to the track itself for a better view. 

			The sun was shining brightly, the stadium was packed, and according to contemporary newspapers the hills above were bristling with another 60,000 spectators. As the pistol cracked, a great roar went up from the crowds both inside and outside the stadium as the six-foot-tall Tom Burke powered away from the rest of the field, his long legs easing him across the line in a sedate 12 seconds flat, a poor time and one-fifth of a second slower than he’d run in the heats, but sufficiently fast to beat off the challenge of second-placed German Fritz Hoffman, better known for rope-climbing, and the Hungarian Alajos Szokolyi who came in third. Hoffman, who was the captain of the German team, went onto the compete in the 1900 and 1906 Games. He died in Berlin in 1927. The hugely popular Szokolyi returned to his family estate in Hungary and ran a military hospital through the First World War; while Frank Lane became one of America’s leading eye specialists. He died at just 52, in Rockford, Illinois, in 1927.

			Back in Athens, a few days after the 100 metres, Burke went out for the final of the 400 metres and again won easily – a feat that he would most probably have repeated even if all the world’s top athletes had been on show, although his time of 54.2 seconds was six seconds slower than his best time for the distance. Burke collected his two medals – both silver, as there were no gold medals at the first Games in Athens – and returned home a hero.

			The Greeks regarded Burke as the biggest star of the Games and one Athenian reporter managed to find an interpreter and asked him what he trained on. ‘Beans’ answered Tom. At the entrance to the stadium there was a flagpole on which the colours of the winning nation were hoisted after each event. After winning the 100, Burke told his manager: ‘By the Lord, we’ll keep that old fabric of glory up there all day.’ And so it remained.

			The Americans won nine of the 12 track and field events, and when the all-conquering Boston athletes finally returned home, the city went wild and turned out in force to show its appreciation, parading its heroes through the streets and staging banquets for them.

			At one of these banquets – at the Boston Athletic Association clubhouse, an uproarious night by all accounts – Burke rose to speak and all hell broke loose. Known for his keen sense of humour, he told the black tie gathering. ‘I’ll try and make this speech as short as my 100-yard dash. It’s been said that we were all amateurs. But I have to confess to having received a dozen silk neck-ties from an Athenian dry goods dealer!’

			In a lengthy, but possibly tongue-in-cheek report in the Boston Globe, published about a week after the race, the Boston team manager John Graham described how Burke had been escorted to the Temple of Zeus after his victory ‘by a procession of great magnificence’ and adorned with an olive wreath by the King of Greece. He ended his report, filed by long-distance phone call, explaining: ‘Tom Burke has just gone to bed with his crown on.’

			Burke continued to run with some considerable success, winning the AAU 440 yards title in 1896 and 1897 and the 880 yards in 1898. He also took a college title in 880 yards while a graduate student at Harvard.

			The Olympic experience was clearly an inspiration to Burke and he became one of the initiators of the Boston Marathon, which was launched in 1897, the same year he ran 57 and four fifths seconds for the unusual 500 yards, clipping a fifth of a second off Lon Myer’s world record, at a track meeting in Newton, near Boston.

			After retiring from the track, Burke practised law in his native Boston and coached briefly at Mercersburg Academy, but his real passion was for writing. During the Olympics he had sent back regular dispatches about his experiences to the Boston Post, and he eventually gave up the law and in the years that followed worked regularly as a columnist for the Post and the Boston Journal.

			In May 1905, a burglar broke into Burke’s home, in the Roxbury district of the city, and stole $200 in cash and all his athletic trophies, medals and watches, including his Olympic medals, despite being attacked by Burke’s Boston terrier. They were never recovered.

			While working on the Boston Journal he met and married Ruth Bodwell, who wrote under the pen name of Peggy Quincy, and in 1912 they welcomed a daughter, Alice. When the First World War broke out he enlisted in the Army, one of the oldest men in the US Signal Corps, and won his aviator’s wings. As a commissioned lieutenant, he worked as a physical training instructor at aviation fields around the country until 1919.

			Burke’s interest in athletics continued right up to his death in 1929, at the age of 54. The Boston Globe reported that he suffered a heart attack and collapsed on the Narrow Gage Ferry, on a cold February morning, while on his way to work in the city. He died a week later in the Haymarket Relief Hospital. In an obituary in his old paper, the Boston Post, his great running rival Bernie Wefers was quoted saying that few could equal Burke’s great running achievements, and the newspaper mourned the passing of ‘one of the greatest athletes of all time’.

			The author of the article was journalist Arthur Duffey, who had gone to the 1900 Olympic Games in Paris as the out-and-out favourite to succeed Burke as the 100 metres champion. The diminutive Duffy, who had just turned 21, had beaten everyone out of sight during the run up to the Games and while in Europe, just before leaving for Paris, he beat his two closest rivals, the Americans Frank Jarvis and Walter Tewkesbury, at the AAA Championships, held at Stamford Bridge, in west London.However, once in the French capital all kinds of things started to go wrong. Instead of one US team, there were 55 American competitors who had been sent from a variety of colleges. They had all been told that they were competing in an international exhibition meeting, which was to run alongside the Paris Exposition. They subsequently insisted they never even knew they were competing in an Olympic Games until they received their medals some months later. Indeed, the newspaper reports of the day did not mention the word ‘Olympics’ at all.

			The Games were poorly organized from the start, mainly due to the fact that de Coubertin had lost his grip on them. Although he had successfully fought off an attempt by the Greeks to keep the Games permanently in Athens, he had little influence and plenty of enemies in France, and thus the Olympics were wrenched from his control and run by a group of French officials, merely as an unimportant sporting sideshow to the trade exposition.

			The athletics events were held at the Racing Club, in the Bois de Boulogne, but there was not even a proper cinder track, so the officials marked out a course on a grass arena, with a 100-metre stretch which rose and fell like a rollercoaster and was full of bumps and holes.

			The French decided to open the Games on Sunday, July 15, but the USA protested that this was an ‘unGodly act’ and demanded they should start on Saturday. The French countered that this was Bastille Day and opening the competition then would be impossible. After a long and bitter battle it was decided that the Games would open on Saturday and, with some athletes allowed to miss Sunday, would start in earnest again on Monday. Most school sports days were better organized.

			The reporter attending from the Boston Globe remarked: ‘The natty college costumes of the Americans were a decided contrast to the home-made attire of some of the best European athletes, who, instead of donning a sweater or bathrobe after the trials, walked about in straw hats and light overcoats.’

			The heats and the final of the 100 metres competition were staged on that disputed opening Saturday, and consequently less than a thousand of people turned out to watch. As one newspaper remarked, there were more people on the track than in the two small stands, and most of those were American tourists. It was closer to a US college sports event than an Olympic Games.

			The locals who did turn up failed to appreciate the proliferation of Stars and Stripes or the raucous American cheering. One US newspaper observed: ‘The Frenchmen could not become reconciled to this form of cheering and they were heard to frequently exclaim, “What a bunch of savages.”’

			Arthur Duffey, the pride of Georgetown University, was still the clear favourite to win, despite the 21-year-old Jarvis and Tewkesbury equalling the world record of 10.8 seconds in the heats. However, there was some evidence to suggest that the French timekeeping was a little on the generous side to say the least. 

			In glorious sunshine, the final field of just four men shot out of their marks at the sound of the gun and, as expected, Duffey charged into an early lead. The race looked done and dusted. Then disaster struck. At 50 metres the favourite leaped into the air and crashed spectacularly to the ground, while the Princeton University senior Jarvis hurtled past him and crossed the line in first place with watches stopping at 11 seconds dead.

			Tewkesbury, a dental graduate, was just a few feet behind in second place, but went on to win two gold medals in the 200 metres and 400 metres hurdles, for which he had practised by leaping over the gravestones in a cemetery near his home in Pennsylvania. Australia’s Stan Rowley took third.

			Duffy told waiting pressmen: ‘I don’t know why my leg gave way. I felt a peculiar twitching after 20 yards. Then I seemed to lose control of my leg and suddenly it gave out, throwing me on my face. But that is one of the fortunes of sport and I cannot complain. But I don’t think I can compete here again.’

			He later confirmed that he had pulled a tendon and subsequently tripped over one of the low ropes that separated the lanes. Nearly all the press reports majored on Duffy’s catastrophe and hardly a mention was made of the actual winner of the event, Frank Jarvis.

			There were no winners’ medals in Paris, but objets d’art, valued at $80, $50 and $10, were presented to the first-, second- and third- placed athletes. Bronze competitor medals were issued some months later. Second-placed Tewkesbury recalled a bizarre conclusion to the event when, at ninety years old, he was a special guest at the 1968 Penn Relays. ‘I was at a banquet at the end of the Games and a member of the British royal family suggested I deserved better. I don’t know why. He asked if there was anything I wanted and I said I’d like one of those new French motorcycles. He said he’d see that I got one. I got more enjoyment out of that motorcycle than anything else.’ Jarvis went on to take part in the triple jump and the rather more curious standing triple jump, but without winning another medal, and as the Games lurched on, watched by dwindling crowds, they proved to be the dismal failure everyone expected.

			Afterwards Duffy found fame as a top sports writer in Boston, while Jarvis returned home to the quiet life and, soon after the Games, graduated from Princeton, then the law school at the University of Pittsburgh, before being admitted to the Bar in 1903. He married in 1906 and both his children shared his passion for sport. Son Frank junior captained his school football and baseball teams, while daughter Dorothy won a Pennsylvania state tennis championship.

			Jarvis practised as an attorney in Pittsburgh until his death in 1933 from a heart ailment at the age of 55, and such was his prominence in the city, both within his own practice and the wider legal community, that on the day of his funeral all the federal, state and county courts were adjourned as a mark of respect.

			CHAPTER TWO

			St Louis 1904

			Archie Hahn

			Two years after his disastrous final in Paris, Arthur Duffey created something of a sporting sensation by smashing the world 100 yards record. The old record of 9.8 seconds, set way back in 1882, had been matched by more than 20 athletes around the world and it was a widely held view of the time that this was a barrier that was unlikely to be broken.

			When Duffey ran an electrifying 9.6 seconds for Georgetown University at the 1902 intercollegiate championships – the IC4A in New York – the reaction in the athletic world was one of incredulity. It was like a sub four-minute mile moment for sprinting.

			In a sports magazine article he wrote shortly afterwards, Duffey memorably explained: ‘I went to the mark all in a tremble. When we drew for positions I got a bad lane. The man who had used it in the semi-final had dug holes like graves. I filled them, but that made loose cinders under my feet and was worse than ever. I do not remember much about the start; I never do. I get set and think of nothing but the pistol. I suppose I must be in some sort of hypnotic state. The next thing I remember is that we were going down the track, probably twenty yards from the start, and Bill Schick was leading. I have known Schick for a long time. We ran against each other in high school and I had always beaten him. Now I saw that he had beaten me. I thought I must have got a bad start, and it came over me that if he beat me at the start he might win at the finish, too.

			‘Every runner has a different way of covering the course. Schick seems to go like a steam engine from the start to finish. I go in two bursts or beats. When I felt that my first burst was over, I could still hear Schick at my side. I thought at the time he must be about a foot ahead and I was never scared so badly before. I let out harder and worked as I had never done in any other race. It seemed as though something was pulling my head back and my arms up. But I knew I must hold myself and not let that happen. So I gripped my palms, shoved my head forward and tried to run harder than ever. Then I pulled away.’

			Three of the four official timers stopped their watches at 9.6 seconds, but the other one had Duffey at 9.4. It was one of the most extraordinary sprint runs in history and the record would not be broken for 27 years.

				As the fastest man on earth, Duffey looked the red-hot favourite to erase the disappointment of Paris and take the sprint crown at the 1904 Olympic Games, which were to be held on American soil for the first time. However, injury dogged him once again and he was forced to withdraw from the June AAU Championships, which were effectively the Olympic trials.

			A few months later, instead of competing in the Olympics, Duffey sailed to Britain to try and add to his four consecutive AAA 100 yards titles – unsuccessfully as it turned out – and spent several months touring the tracks of England, Scotland and Ireland. When he finally returned, long after the St Louis Games were over, he decided to hang up his spikes for good.

			‘All lovers of the cinder sport will grieve over the passing of Duffey,’ bemoaned the Boston Globe. ‘He was a fine figure from his first race and a cleaner, more likeable athlete has never competed here or abroad.’

			A year later Duffey’s story took another surprising turn, one that would permanently end his running career. In an article in Physical Culture Magazine he admitted receiving generous expenses from race promoters since the turn of the century and suggested most other leading athletes had done the same. The secretary of the American Athletic Union (AAU) James E. Sullivan was incandescent and threatened to prosecute him as a criminal. Informed that this was legally shaky, he instead banned the 26-year-old Duffey from amateur athletics for life and wiped all his records from the sport’s famed Spalding Official Athletic Almanac – a publication edited by Sullivan.

			So with no Duffey and reigning champion Frank Jarvis now retired, there seemed precious little excitement in the sprinting world to whet the appetites of the public or the sportswriters as the Olympic Games approached, to be held in the American midwest city of St Louis. As an international competition the 1904 Olympics were laughable, with hardly anyone, bar the United States, sending a truly representative team. Britain and France didn’t bother at all, and even the countries that did, of which there were only 11, sent merely the barest collection of athletes, such were the financial realities of taking a team halfway across the world.

			Just as in Paris four years earlier, the St Louis Games were held as a sporting adjunct to a trade fair, in this case the World’s Fair, and were in effect just an overblown American club meeting. But with major clubs such as New York AC and Chicago AC battling it out to determine bragging rights for which was the best club in the country, the performances remained very much in the major league.

			While newspapers around the world devoted their attention to the Russo-Japanese war, President Theodore Roosevelt opened both the Fair and the Games in late August, but whereas tens of thousands flocked to the Fair, only a few thousand watched the third modern Olympics.

			The United States won every track and field event except one, where a Montreal policeman named Etienne Desmonteau triumphed in throwing the 56-pound weight. In the sprints the fastest man of the day was reckoned to be Chicago AC’s Bill Hogenson, the captain of the USA team and a celebrated college football star, but the events in St Louis were dominated by the diminutive figure of fast-starting Archie Hahn, christened the ‘Milwaukee Meteor’ by the sportswriters at the Games.

			Hahn was the eldest child of a German immigrant father who arrived in the United States in the 1860s, opened a tobacconist store in rural Wisconsin and married a local girl. Archie arrived in September 1880 and he, his brother and three sisters grew up in Dodgeville, a small farming town, but he never set foot on a track until he was 19 years old. His high school didn’t have a track team – or a track – and despite his height of just 5ft 5in and weight of just 135 pounds, his extraordinary speed made him a regular on the Portage High School football team.

			He ran his very first race in 1899 at a county fair and finished third in the 100-yard dash, but he returned the following year and won the same event at a canter. His time of 10.1 seconds impressed the crowd, especially the observers from the University of Michigan, who invited him to study law and turn out for their track team.

			Hahn wanted to play football at college, but the coach of the day, Fielding Yost, dismissed the idea on the grounds that he was too small. So Hahn turned all his sporting energies to running, particularly the sprints.

			In the four years he spent at Michigan, Hahn was the sprint champion of the ‘Big Ten’ colleges every season and served notice of his Olympic intent when he won both the US and Canadian sprint titles in 1903. In order to qualify to run at the Olympics in those days, however, you had to be a member of an athletic club, not simply a college, so Hahn signed up with Milwaukee AC and joined them for the trip to St Louis. 

			There were three sprint events at the 1904 Games, at 60, 100 and 200 metres, and Hahn outpaced his rivals in the shorter dash in just seven seconds. With that edge he entered the 200 metres, which was a straight course rather than the familiar curve of today, and of the four starters, all of them American, three jumped the gun in successive attempts to get the race away and were penalized with two-metre deficits.

			So all Hahn’s rivals started behind him and they never caught up. He crossed the line a comfortable three metres ahead of them, with the powerful Louisville sprinter Nat Cartmell second and Bill Hogenson third. Hahn’s time of 21.6 remained the Olympic record until the Games returned to the States in 1932.

			All he needed for a clean sweep was victory in the classic 100 metres, in which again all six finalists were American. At the gun, the field got away together and charged into a strong headwind, but by the 20-metre mark Hahn was already edging ahead of his two nearest rivals, Cartmell and Hogenson, and he hit the tape a good two metres clear to claim his third gold medal of the Games, one of four athletes to achieve the feat in St Louis.

			Cartmell, who took the silver, went on to break the world 50 yards record in 1905. Following the London Olympics in 1908, he turned professional and won the world sprint championship. After retiring in 1912 he enjoyed a hugely successful coaching career at the universities of North Carolina, West Virginia, Penn State, Manhattan College and the US Military Academy at West Point. He died in New York in 1967 aged 85.

			Hogenson, who took another bronze, was the son of Danish and German immigrants and went on to a stellar career in the ceramic industry. He founded the Porcelain Enamel Institute and was a fellow of the American Ceramic Society. He died in 1964.

			Shortly after returning home from St Louis, Hahn graduated from Michigan with a law degree, but he never practised his profession, deciding instead to devote his life to sport, particularly the track. At about this time it was decided that Athens would stage an ‘Interim Games’ in 1906 to try and bring back the international flavour to the Olympics, something that had been lost by the lack of foreign participants in St Louis and a complete lack of organization in Paris. So Hahn decided to go back into training to compete for the USA in the sprints and took a job as a teacher in a Michigan high school while he prepared for the competition.

			For the first time in American track history, a genuine US team was selected from the clubs and colleges, ruled over by the newly formed American Olympic Committee, headed by Theodore ‘Teddy’ Roosevelt, and Hahn was selected for the 100 metres. 

			With his toughest rivals, Cartmell and Hogenson, not taking part, Hahn won it easily. However, it was rumoured that he took advantage of a lenient starter by tearing out of his marks when the Greek command Etami or ‘Get set’ was made. He apparently left his rivals on the start line and actually eased up as he won the race, but the starter did not recall the runners and the result stood. 

			Hahn’s American teammate, Kansas City AC’s Fay Moulton, who was fourth in St Louis, took the silver and Australia’s Nigel Barker the bronze.

			For more than a hundred years Archie Hahn remained the only sprinter to retain an Olympic 100 metres title on the track, although the Athens competition, which became known as the ‘intercalated’ or ‘renegade’ Games, was only two years after St Louis and could not really be described as a genuine Olympic Games. Hahn himself was happy with his success, and the following year he decided to retire from the amateur track world, turn professional and earn some money from his talents. In a short report on his retirement a Washington Post correspondent described him as ‘probably the greatest sprinter the world has ever seen’. More personally, it continued: ‘Hahn has never refused to meet a rival athlete or to give him a chance to redeem himself. His courtesy, courage and splendid sportsmanship have made him one of the best-liked men in American athletics.’

			Hahn ran in pro races all over the USA and performed stunts at fairs, including a famous occasion in Wisconsin when he outran a racehorse over 50 yards. He was still winning races until 1918, when he finally gave up competing at the advanced age of 38.

			In a rare public appearance in Washington, in 1913, Hahn named two sprinters who had never won medals at the Olympics as his toughest opponents, Harvard’s Bill Schick, who equalled the 100 yards world record in 1905, and Boston AC’s fast-starting Billy Eaton.

			It was about that time that he began to coach at colleges up and down the country, including Brown University, Princeton and his alma mater Michigan. Later he was appointed to replace the legendary ‘Pop’ Lannigan as head coach at the University of Virginia, where he moulded some of the Cavaliers’ best track and football teams, claiming 17 state championships. During these years, Hahn majored in track and football, but he also dabbled in just about every other sport, including a stint as a boxing coach during the Second World War.

			Earlier in his career he put together a landmark book on training for the track called How to Sprint, published in 1929, which was the first major work of its kind and remains a classic text on the sport. Illustrated by dozens of photographs and drawings, it describes in forensic detail every facet of sprinting, from the basic techniques to fast starting and finishing, and includes important tips on how to dig correctly shaped holes in the cinder tracks, choosing the best shoes and the correct diet.

			The book even included copious notes on how sprinters should conduct themselves before a race. ‘Many athletes make a great mistake by walking about the field before competition and generally exhaust their physical and nervous energy before the event,’ he wrote. ‘A certain amount of nervous excitement will aid a sprinter, if controlled. Talking with well-wishers and amateur advisers tends to confuse, and certainly exhausts, the competitor. The sprinter – or any athlete – should make a point of keeping to himself before he actually takes to his marks.’

			Always seemingly ahead of his time, Hahn also took the advertiser’s dollar, appearing in newspaper ads plugging the dubious energy-giving value of a vitamin-enriched chocolate drink called Cocomolt.

			After a lifetime in coaching, during which he became something of a legendary figure on the college circuit, Hahn finally decided to hang up his coach’s cap and retire in 1951, at the grand old age of 70. He later suffered a lengthy illness and in January 1955, after a heart attack, he died at his home in Charlottesville, Virginia, leaving wife Sarah, son Archie Junior, two daughters and six grandchildren. 

			Archie Hahn’s name lives on and he is widely regarded as the most outstanding sprinter of the early Olympic era. That was certainly the view of his country’s modern-day athletic powers, who elected him to the National Track and Field Hall of Fame, in Indianapolis, where the giant trophy he won during the ‘renegade’ Games of 1906 is on permanent display. 

			CHAPTER THREE

			London 1908 & Stockholm 1912

			Reg Walker and Ralph Craig

			The American dominance of the sprints was expected to continue when the Games came to Edwardian London and the newly created ‘technical marvel’ of the White City Stadium in 1908. The Games had originally been assigned to Rome, but after the eruption of the volcano Vesuvius in April 1906, the Italian Government decided to redirect huge funds to reconstruct the devastated city of Naples. They informed the International Olympic Committee (IOC) that they could no longer afford to stage the event, and a late switch was made to London. 

			Sadly, the Olympics were beset with problems from start to finish, including widespread international bickering and bad feeling, especially between the hosts and the Americans, which earned the 1908 Games the unfortunate title of ‘The Battle of Shepherd’s Bush’.

			In the sprinting world, it was 24-year-old James Rector, an American law student from the University of Virginia, who was the favourite to take the 100-metre laurels back to the United States. 

			Rector was a fascinating figure. The first athlete from the state of Arkansas to compete in the Olympics, he was known by friends and family simply as ‘Indian’ (surprisingly even recorded as his name in a 1901 state census), because from a very young age he was so naturally fleet of foot, it was said, that he ran like a native American.

			Rector came from a rich and powerful political family and both his grandfathers were state governors – one in Arkansas and the other in Mississippi. 

			He was sent to the best schools and excelled academically and athletically, starring on the football, baseball and track teams at his prep school in New Jersey before arriving at college.

			Once settled at the University of Virginia, he set countless indoor and outdoor records at distances from 50 to 220 yards. In Olympic year he equalled the American 100 metres record of 10.8 seconds and matched the world 100 yards record of 9.6. The odds on another American Olympic champion were shortening by the day.

			But just across the border in Canada there was another contender for the big sprinting prize – Irish-born Bobby Kerr. The 26-year-old had emigrated with his parents from Enniskillen, in Ireland’s County Fermanagh, when he was just five. He only took up sprinting seriously as a way of keeping fit when he joined the fire brigade of an agricultural machinery factory in his hometown of Hamilton, Ontario. After winning a few local races he was encouraged to enter the 1904 Olympics and saved $75 to make the trip. He slept on the floor of a friend’s apartment before going out in the semi-finals of the 100 metres competition.

			Four years later Kerr had grown stronger and faster, winning almost every Canadian sprint title with ease. He also won the English AAA 100 yard title in the build-up to the 1908 Games, and in the absence of a competitive British sprinter he soon became a crowd favourite.

			However, they had not taken into consideration one of the most unlikely heroes yet discovered by the Olympics, a waif-like 19-year-old clerk from South Africa by the name of Reg Walker. An unlikely-looking athlete, Walker stood just 5ft 7in tall and tipped the scales at barely nine stone, giving the impression that a light breeze would blow him over, yet when he ran, he was a quite different human being. As a teenager, his only sporting experience had been in lacrosse, a sport that regularly drew big crowds in South Africa, where he was a fleet-footed winger on his local team in Durban. It was the team’s managers who persuaded him to take up sprinting and he joined the city’s Albion Harriers Club.

			It was in 1907 that Walker first came to the attention of the sporting world in general, when he turned out for the South African Championships wearing plimsolls. The meet officials sent him back to get some proper spiked shoes, which he had to borrow, and he then went out and beat the favourite, Transvaal’s Eddie Duffy.The IOC had given permission for the four British colonies in Southern Africa – the Cape of Good Hope, Natal, the Orange River Colony and the Transvaal – to participate in the 1908 Olympics under the umbrella name of South Africa. In the January of Olympic year a national Olympic Committee was formed under the leadership of mining magnate and former athlete Henry Nourse.

			There was little time and funds were scarce, but they scraped together enough money to send a team of 15, including seven track and field athletes. It would be the first time South Africa had competed and the first time they would wear their now familiar green outfits with the yellow springbok on the chest.

			One of the great myths that sprung up over Walker was that he had been left out of the team because of his youth and inexperience, and was only able to make the Games because Natal raised enough money to send him independently. Documents from the archives of the South African Olympic Association, including hand-written minutes from the Executive Committee, describing the selection process, prove this was not the case and that Walker was selected as the number two sprinter behind South African champion Eddie Duffy. However, it is true that a significant public fundraising effort was made in Natal to ensure Walker’s travelling expenses were covered, along with entry fees for some of the warm-up events that were to be held in London.

			Walker arrived in London in mid-June, about a month before the opening of the Games, in order to get acclimatized to the European conditions and test himself against some of the likely opposition in a few races in the intervening weeks. Just a week after arriving in Britain, Walker lined up in the AAA Championships in London, and lost by a decisive margin to the Canadian Kerr.However, watching from trackside was the man who would enable Walker to make the jump from also-ran to Olympic champion. Sam Wisdom was a former pro sprinter and an old-fashioned coach from the halcyon days of professional sprinting and had been the motivating force behind the great Harry Hutchens. He was impressed with Walker’s natural sprinting talent and also realized that the main reason for his inability to win at the highest level was his below-average starting prowess.Wisdom, who was nearly 60 at the time, was a London plumber by trade. However, he had not only trained Hutchens in his prime, but even paced him to his English 50 yards sprint record. Wisdom also introduced Walker to the top pro of the day, the Australian Arthur Postle, and they practised together in the build-up to the Olympics.

			It also came to light that Walker’s great rival James Rector lent a helping hand when Wisdom asked him to help the young South African adapt to the low crouch starts favoured by the Americans. In those more innocent days, the US star was happy to assist. It seems inconceivable today, but on the eve of the Olympic final Rector spent most of the day perfecting the starting technique of one of his greatest rivals. Would his noble sportsmanship prove his undoing?

			Wisdom also ensured that the youngster maintained an almost regimental training schedule in the manner of the old pros and ate what in those days passed for a healthy diet.

			The regime had an electric effect on the quiet and modest Walker and he took the 100 metres by storm. The heats began shortly after King Edward VII opened the Games, on July 13, an appearance that heralded almost continuous rain for the remainder of the competition.

			What made the sprints even more exciting than usual was the ‘sudden death’ nature of the heats, as only the winner of each race was guaranteed to go through. As predicted, James Rector looked the most impressive runner on view; he tied the Olympic record in the heats with a run of 10.8, and equalled the performance in the semi-finals. Not to be outdone, the fast-improving Walker also tied the record in his semi-final.

			A few years later Walker wrote: ‘I was practising my starts with unfailing regularity, but in the second round of the competition when Rector showed faster than I did, I realized even then I was not fast enough and during the morning of the final I went down to Stamford Bridge and did some more practising. The result was that when the final was decided in the afternoon, I was quicker away than the other competitors.’

			Walker felt that the chief requisite for a top sprinter was an abundance of what he referred to as nervous energy and the ability to channel that energy into running. He also kept to a strict diet, which included boiled lamb chops, rusks and weak tea for breakfast; roast beef and vegetables, stale bread and milk puddings for lunch; and fish, toast and stewed fruit for late tea! 

			So, with his starting technique now near perfect and his diet in trim, Walker lined up in the final, alongside Rector, Kerr and the 1904 silver medallist Nat Cartmell, on Wednesday, July 22. Because there were no Englishmen in the final, the home crowd were all rooting for Walker and a colonial victory to wrest the title from the Americans.

			But all the experts, including the morning’s papers, were still predicting a win for the speedy Rector, despite the American’s strange windmill arm action, which seemed to propel him along the track. In the corner of the stand was an American ‘compound’ packed with noisy fans from the United States, yelling and chanting for Rector, waving huge banners and flags and playing fanfares on their bugles.

			As the four men crouched into their starting holes a hush fell over the stadium, followed by a huge roar as the pistol cracked and the sprinters sped away. Walker, vivid in his dark green, showed first and then Rector passed him at 30 metres. Walker drew level at about halfway and they ran neck and neck until about 20 metres from the finishing line, when the young South African seemed to find another gear and flew past the American, hitting the tape a good half metre in front, with Rector snatching second place from the fast-finishing Kerr.

			Walker had again equalled the Olympic record of 10.8 – indeed, two of the five stopwatches had stopped at a new world record of 10.7 seconds. As he crossed the line, the whole stadium erupted and the fifty thousand-strong crowd went wild, hurling their hats and programmes into the air, jumping on their seats and flooding on to the track. To his obvious embarrassment, Walker was swept up by the crowd and carried shoulder high around the track, and with a giant South African flag waving at his side he was paraded all the way to the dressing-room, even receiving a huge ovation from the American ‘compound’ as he passed. After changing and catching his breath, he was presented to the royal box for special congratulations.Walker’s victory was one of the outstanding performances of the Games and was heralded by the British press as a huge colonial success in the absence of serious competition from their own runners. In the ugly ‘Anglo-American cold war’ of the 1908 Games, Walker was also celebrated for defeating the US athletes.

			While the newspaper column inches on his victory rivalled those of the little Italian Dorando Pietri, who was picked up by officials as he staggered towards the finish of the marathon and manhandled across the line, it still could not camouflage the bitter squabbling between the hosts and the Americans. The following morning his unexpected success knocked even the Suffragettes off the front pages of the British newspapers, and when the news finally reached South Africa, its press reacted with wild enthusiasm about the nation’s first ever gold medal winner. The USA had lost the Olympic 100 metre final for the first time and their mood darkened further when Bobby Kerr beat the two American favourites to take the gold medal in the 200 metres.

			Before returning home, Walker took part in a small British tour, equalling the British 100 yards record of 9.8 seconds, despite a strong head wind, in a bank holiday athletics festival at Ibrox Park, in Glasgow. He then beat that time with a 9.6-second run in a meeting in Halifax, only to see it chalked off due to a following wind. He rounded off the tour in Abergavenny, Wales, where he was timed at 9.4 in the 100 yards – but the AAA refused to ratify it as a world record because the track was slightly downhill.

			There were calls for Walker to be given a top job for life when he finally arrived home, in December, and Natal’s prime minister sent a telegram of congratulation, while in his native Durban an unofficial Reg Walker Day was declared, with schools and offices closing early and celebrations held in the streets.

			Walker may have been treated like royalty and acclaimed as one of the nation’s greatest heroes, even by the government, but when all the fanfare, parties, parades and hero worship eventually faded away there was, of course, no job for life. In fact, there was no job at all, and Walker could not make any money running as an amateur.

			However, he managed to survive for the next couple of years, living on handouts and backing from various athletic associations, and winning titles both in South Africa and Britain, including the AAA 100 yards championship in 1909. His old coach Sam Wisdom watched happily from the stands, but his health was deteriorating and he retired shortly afterwards and died, following a heart attack, at his home at a west London hotel in 1912.

			For a year after the Olympics, Walker had turned down lucrative offers to race the world’s top professional sprinters. By the end of 1910, however, he was still unemployed and virtually penniless, so he decided he was going to make his fortune as a professional, despite protests from South Africa, who wanted him to run in the 1912 Olympics.Reg’s stepson, Bill Walker, who also lived in Durban, related a story of how South African millionaire R. Edgar Walker offered him the staggering sum of £250,000 to stay as an amateur, run in the 1912 Olympics and never turn pro, but Walker could be stubborn and headstrong and wouldn’t change his mind once he’d made a decision. Walker junior believed that his stepfather probably made about £1,000 out of pro racing, despite the big purses – the majority of the money going to managers, coaches, promoters and hangers-on – whereas when the old millionaire died he left his £6 million estate to various charities for cats and dogs.

			For five years Walker certainly made a decent living as a pro, racing against the top sprinters on the circuit, including his old friend Postle and Jack Donaldson, both from Australia, where pro sprinting was big business and purses for each race could be as much as £500. However, his career was cut short by the First World War and after first serving in German West Africa – now Namibia – he returned to England in 1917, enlisted with the Expeditionary Forces, and fought as an infantryman on the Western front.

			A bout of malaria and a gunshot wound to the head took a heavy toll on Walker’s health, and for years after the war he suffered bouts of trench foot from standing knee-deep in water-filled trenches. The terse wording on his military discharge card, issued in January 1919, simply stated that he was ‘surplus to requirements having suffered impairments’.

			After the war, Walker attempted to re-ignite his track career and even won a couple of races at meetings in England, but time and the war had taken their toll and he returned to his previous work as a clerk, this time for a rug, mat and canvas company in Manchester.During Walker’s time in England his Olympic gold medal and Springbok blazer were stolen and never seen again, although some years later a bizarre advertisement appeared in a British newspaper suggesting that the medal might be returned if he went home to South Africa. Eventually he did go home, where he dabbled in a little coaching, including training his nephew Reg Kitchin, a good hurdler, who still credits his uncle for giving him an extra six yards. But the gold medal never reappeared.

			He had married 23-year-old Londoner Maisie Hill in 1917 but divorced soon after. He then married a Manchester war widow, Sarah Lynch, just before Christmas 1926. However, after she died in 1941 aged just 46, Walker became lonely and there were reports that he began to drink heavily. It appeared he had been disinherited by his wider family because of his passion for running and his wealthy great aunts left their entire fortunes to the Silver Leaf Cat’s Home, in London. His final residence was listed as a small room in the Hotel Riviera, on Durban’s waterfront. Walker died in 1952 from tuberculosis, aged 62, in Durban’s King George V Hospital, and left barely enough money to cover his funeral. 

			Today he is still revered as one of his country’s finest sportsmen and remains one of the star names in the country’s sports hall of fame in Pretoria, where some of his track kit is displayed.

			Walker’s fellow medallists, Rector and Kerr, both went onto enjoy impressive careers in their chosen professions. The year after London, Rector graduated with his law degree, retired from the track and joined one of the premier legal firms in St Louis. He toyed with a comeback at the 1912 Olympics, but after a few races in 1910 decided against it. During World War 1 he served in the US secret service and was about to be deployed to Europe when the conflict ended. He retired from his law practice in 1943 to look after the family’s estate trust and died, aged 65, in March 1950.

			Kerr continued running until 1919, but also decided against an Olympic return, figuring he was past his best. He saw active service in Europe during the Great War, first with the 205th (Tiger) Battalion, then the 164th and finally the pioneering 1st Tank Battalion. After the war he started an impressive coaching career, in both track and football, and was Canadian team captain at the 1928 Olympics and team manager at the 1932 Games. Kerr also helped organize the first British Empire Games, held in Hamilton, Ontario in 1930. He died in his native city in 1963, aged 80. A park named after him remains an enduring memorial to one of Canada’s first sporting heroes.

			With Reg Walker plying his trade on the world’s professional sprinting circuit, the way looked clear for the Americans to move in and reclaim their lost sprint title when the Olympics reconvened in Stockholm, Sweden, in 1912. The United States team looked an awesome athletic force and included three exceptional sprinters, Ralph Craig, Howard Drew and Don Lippincott, any one of whom was capable of winning the gold medal.

			The favourite had been Detroit’s Ralph Craig, a tall 23-year-old from Michigan University who had to be cajoled into making the trip to Sweden at all. He had twice equalled Bernie Wefers’s 1896 world record of 21.2 seconds for the 220 yards, and in 1910 had added the national collegiate 100 yards to his collection of trophies. But Howard Drew, the first top-class black sprinter to run in the Olympics, had beaten him in the 100 metres during the US trials, so the forecasters were struggling to predict a winner.

			Craig was born and raised in Detroit, and attended Central High School, where he was spotted and coached as a hurdler by ex-boxer Jack Collins. At Michigan, he was trained by Archie Hahn’s old mentor Keene Fitzpatrick, who recalled: ‘Craig was as great an all-round sprinter as I ever knew. He was a bit slow off the marks but had tremendous drive. He was a good quarter-miler and, I believe, could have broken the world record at 300 yards if he had tried it. The funny thing about Craig was that he was a hurdler when he came to Michigan, but we quickly converted him.’

			However, when Craig graduated in 1911 he was genuinely anxious about competing in the Olympics and was close to giving up the sport. He had just got engaged and started a new job – as an industrial chemist at Frederick Stearns & Co, a big pharmaceutical outfit in Detroit – so he felt he couldn’t take the time off he needed to devote to training. He was only persuaded to carry on running when an old school friend intervened. When they were kids, Charley Burton and Craig used to race each other down the city’s back alleys, around Charlotte and Second streets, and Burton convinced him that he could make the necessary arrangements. He even won over Craig’s new employer, Fred Stearn himself, who gave him the time off, with full pay, so that he could concentrate on his training, go to Sweden and bring back gold medals and glory for the United States.

			Craig was finally persuaded to go, and he joined the Detroit YMCA’s track club and began serious training to get back into running shape.

			Little was then known about a chunky 18-year-old called Don Lippincott, but he’d been spotted by the American Olympic authorities running for Penn State as a freshman and offered a place on the team – if he could fund his own travel. That seemed simple enough as he came from one of the most affluent banking families in Philadelphia, but with the recent Titanic disaster still fresh in the memory, his mother was terrified his ship to Europe would sink and persuaded his father not to fund the trip.

			Stubbornly, Lippincott managed to raise enough money from friends and alumni at Penn State to make the journey. It gave the young economics student the opportunity to take a unique place in sprinting history.

			Of course there were other sprinters capable of snatching a medal as well as the Americans, including the talented German Richard Rau, who claimed the unofficial world record of 10.5 seconds, and Britain’s Willie Applegarth, a top performer at both sprint distances.

			Stockholm, bathed in July sunshine, was a breath of fresh air for the Olympic movement after the feuding and fighting of London. During the intervening years there had even been calls for the Olympics to be abandoned, as they were thought by some to be damaging international harmony rather than promoting it. De Coubertin needed Stockholm to succeed or the entire movement would be in serious danger of collapse. Fortunately, the 1912 Games proved to be a genuine hit and Stockholm is still regarded as one of the greatest of all time.

			Stockholm had no Olympic village, so the teams were scattered around the city in various hotels, while the Americans preferred to stay on board their luxury steamer in the harbour. This time 28 countries took part, with nearly four thousand athletes competing in a purpose-built stadium, where an early form of electronic timing was being tested at the Olympics for the first time. The Games were formally opened on Saturday, July 6, by King Gustav V before a crowd of almost 100,000 people, and most of them stayed to watch the first heats in the 100 metres competition.

			In the 16th heat, Don Lippincott created a lasting piece of Olympic and sporting history. As usual the young sprinter went to his marks squeezing a cork to help relieve nerves, but he tore down the cinder track and hit the tape just a few feet ahead of Britain’s Willie Applegarth. The three straw-hatted timers studied their watches. All had stopped at 10.6 seconds.

			Lippincott had smashed the old 10.8 mark and with electronic timing being experimented with at the games for the first time, it would be the first official IAAF world record for the 100 metres. It stood for nearly nine years. Lippincott’s picture appeared on the front page of his hometown Philadelphia Inquirer alongside banner headlines. But medals weren’t being handed out for the heats. There was still a semi and a final to negotiate.

			As expected, all the top American sprinters made it comfortably through their respective preliminaries to qualify for the semi-finals, which like the final would be held on the following day. Lippincott served warning to his rivals that, although young, he could not be taken lightly, when he ran another superb race to win his semi. Craig looked comfortable in his semi, but unknown to the big crowd, Drew had pulled a muscle winning his and now faced a race against time to be fit for the final.

			With five US athletes in the final alongside the only non-American, South African George Patching, the press were speculating on a clean American sweep of the medals. Craig had an unusual practice he followed when he raced, though it’s not known if he employed it in Stockholm. He placed a tiny pebble in his mouth, under the tongue, which he insisted kept his mouth moist while running. How he kept from swallowing it we will never know.

			As the time of the final approached, the runners began to go through their usual warm-up routine, but a buzz started to run through the crowd when the pre-event favourite Howard Drew limped off the track, his face contorted in pain. The muscle tear he suffered in his semi had not responded to vigorous treatment, but he had decided to go on to the track and try to warm up in the vain hope that the adrenaline might push him through the pain barrier. However, the warm-up simply made the injury worse and he had to be helped off the track and back to the dressing-room.

			With Drew out of the equation, Craig and Lippincott were now clear favourites to take medals for the United States, but the final was marred by no fewer than seven false starts, including one in which Craig and Lippincott, so intent on beating each other, sprinted the entire distance on their own without realizing there had been a recall.

			Eventually, at the eighth attempt, the anxious starter managed to get the field away, and it was the speedy South African Patching who made the early break and led the race to half distance, before the slower-starting Americans Craig, Lippincott and New Yorker Alvah Meyer got into their stride and drew level. As the tape neared, Craig edged ahead, but then the whole field seemed to cross the line en masse – in fact the crowd could not tell who had won or who had come second or third.

			But it didn’t take the judges long to award the gold medal to Ralph Craig, whose strength over the final 20 metres had brought him home first by less than two feet in a time of 10.8 seconds, with the unfancied Meyer second and Lippincott third. The Americans revelled in the sight of three United States flags rising up on the stadium’s flagpoles, only the second time it had happened in Olympic history.

			A few days later Craig and Lippincott lined up for the final of the 200 metres, this time with the German Rau and Britain’s Applegarth alongside them. But the elegant Craig proved his superiority a second time as he powered his way past the field, after another slow start, to win in 21.7, with Lippincott second and Applegarth just holding off Rau for third.

			So Craig finished the competition with two gold medals and naturally became the toast of the American team, although the real hero of the Games was the brilliant all-round athlete Jim Thorpe, a Native American who took gold in both the pentathlon and the decathlon. Even though he was cruelly stripped of both titles in January the following year, because he had once been paid $60 for playing baseball, Thorpe remains one of the greatest stars ever seen at the Olympics.

			When Ralph Craig returned home to Detroit he was acclaimed as the hero of the city, and for the rest of his life he wore a diamond ring presented to him by the Mayor in honour of his success in Sweden. In the two years that followed the Games, before the outbreak of the First World War, both Drew and Lippincott equalled the world 100 yards record of 9.6, while Applegarth tied the world 100 metres mark of 10.6. A few months after the Games all three of them equalled Craig’s world 220 yards record of 21.2.

			Lippincott went back to life as an economics student at Penn State, graduating in 1915, and served as a lieutenant in the US Navy during the war, before returning home to start an impressive career in banking, stocks and securities. He died in 1963.

			Drew’s story was even more remarkable. Though 21 when he competed in Sweden, he was still in high school, having skipped school as a teenager to look after his family and work as a bellhop. During the First World War, he served as a supply sergeant in the 809th Pioneer Infantry, and shortly after returning home he graduated from Drake University School of Law. He began his law practice in Hartford, becoming one of only four black attorneys in Connecticut and retired as its first black judge. He died in 1957 and was widely revered for his work in fostering better racial understanding across the state.Despite their achievements, both Lippincott and Drew have sadly been reduced to footnotes in sporting history, but the name of Ralph Craig would never be forgotten, thanks to his performances in those two Stockholm finals. He returned home and promptly quit the track, enjoying his new job and family life, with his two gold medals safely tucked away. In the 1920s he left his native Detroit and moved to New York, where he worked as an administrator in the State unemployment insurance office, a job he held until his retirement in the early fifties. At the same time, Craig worked tirelessly in the Olympic Council, furthering the movement in the United States and promoting athletics and water sports, the latter having been something of a passion for him since childhood.

			He had sailed and rowed for the Detroit Boat Club as a young man, and as he got older his interest and expertise grew until he was generally recognized as one of the most proficient yachtsmen in the country. He wrote papers for the North American Yacht Racing Union and also compiled The History of Yachting in the Olympic Games, which remained one of his proudest achievements. His work over three decades in the Olympic Council and his eminence in the yachting world earned him selection as a reserve skipper for the US yachting team, in the American Dragon Class, at the 1948 Olympics in London. But an even greater honour was kept a closely guarded secret until a few hours before the US team’s ship docked in England. This was his selection as the man to carry the US flag in the opening ceremony parade, an honour announced in front of the whole team by American Olympic Committee chief Avery Brundage, who had been a team-mate of Craig’s at the 1912 Games.

			The New York Times reporter at the scene described the 59-year-old Craig as ‘a tall, distinguished-looking gentleman, with a full head of grey hair and close-cropped moustache’.

			Understandably, the thrill of carrying the Stars and Stripes around Wembley Stadium, filled with more than 100,000 people, remained one of his greatest moments and more than made up for the disappointment of not being needed to actually participate in the yachting competition.

			Craig married his wife Elizabeth back in 1913 and they had two children, a daughter Elisabeth and a son Bruce. During the 1950s, especially after his official retirement, Craig spent a great deal of time writing for the Detroit News, where he specialized in Olympic matters, but he also became something of an expert on the breeding and keeping of spaniels, writing a number of articles and a book on the subject. He died in July 1972, at the grand old age of 83, at his home on Lake George, at Ticonderoga, New York, but his exploits are kept alive at the National Track and Field Hall of Fame, where he is remembered not only as one of the finest sprinters of his era, but also as the only gold medallist ever to return to the Olympic Games in a completely different sport, an achievement that is unlikely to be matched.

			CHAPTER FOUR

			Antwerp 1920

			Charley Paddock

			By the time the 1920 Olympics arrived in the war-torn city of Antwerp, the world had been starved of international athletic competition for eight years. The planned 1916 Games in Berlin had been cancelled as the Great War raged, so the only major meeting held between Stockholm and Antwerp was the Inter Allied Games, staged in 1919, in Paris, where servicemen from all the Allied Forces gathered to compete in what contemporary reporters described as the ‘Military Olympics’. 

			One of the big stars of these Games and the man everyone would fear on the track a year later in Belgium was the brash, confident American speedster Charley Paddock, a striking, muscular athlete from California, who would not only become a dominant force in the sprints for the next decade but also the world’s first real track superstar – a genuine showman who delighted in entertaining the crowds with a trail-blazing series of stunts and gimmicks.

			As Hollywood boomed, Paddock not only hung out with the biggest screen stars of the day, he actually starred in movies himself and was seldom out of the newspapers. When he was on the track he made sure that every pair of eyes was trained on him and him alone, and his life, both on and off the track, was always controversial, highly colourful, guaranteed to entertain, but tragically very short.

			He was born in August 1900 in Gainesville, Texas, but when doctors said they were worried about young Charley’s lack of weight – at seven months he weighed just seven pounds – and suggested that the hot, humid Texan climate was to blame, the family moved to the healthier climate of California.

			The move was clearly beneficial and Paddock soon developed into a fit, powerful, barrel-chested young man. Although his parents tried to encourage him to play sports as a child, the only pastime that seemed to interest him was throwing rocks at the older boys and then running away to see if they could catch him. Fortunately for him, he was always too fast for them, or a glittering career on the track might have been halted there and then.

			As a teenager, he began to take an interest in athletics and was encouraged in this both by his father, who was a keen miler in his day, and by local track star Forrest Stanton, who trained on the beach close to the affluent Paddock family’s summer home at Hermosa.

			Young Paddock used to sit and watch him work out, and as a result Stanton took him under his wing, even inviting him to his house and letting him take home some of his medals. Paddock vowed that one day he would win medals of his own. His first competitive races were over cross-country courses, and then he took up miling before eventually converting to the sprints, in which he immediately began to win school titles at all ages, including the California high school title while still only 15.

			However, he abandoned his senior year at high school, just a few months short of graduation, and enlisted in the US Army, joining a field artillery camp in Kentucky. By the time he was 18 he had reached the rank of 2nd lieutenant. 

			Army life clearly did not have an adverse effect on his running, and early in 1919 he ran an impressive 9.8 for the 100 yards, a time that earned him an invitation to compete for a place in the American forces team which was shortly to leave for the Inter Allied Games. Again he ran impressively and was picked for both sprints and the relay in Paris where, despite the chaos that ruled throughout Europe, many of the world’s top athletes were on show.

			These Games provided Paddock with his first major competitive test – one that he passed with flying colours by winning both the 100 and 200 metres, plus a further gold in the relay. Among the spectators was Nicholas 1, the King of Montenegro, who was becoming increasingly alarmed at the miserable way in which the small band of athletes representing his tiny Balkan state was performing and decided to ‘adopt’ some of the stars of the Games by knighting them in the stadium. So it was that Paddock became Sir Charley of Montenegro, although it was a title he seldom used in later life.

			When Paddock returned to the United States, news of his success in Europe had gone before him and he was already becoming something of a celebrity. He loved to entertain and the fans enjoyed his stagey appearances, which often included multi-coloured tracksuits and exotic silk running shorts. In addition to this sartorial showmanship, he had a number of other gimmicks with which the crowds could readily identify, including a superstitious routine before each race, during which he would walk around the track looking for a piece of ‘friendly’ wood, more often than not a hurdle, knock on it three times, cross his hands and return to his marks. Apart from being a crowd-pleasing act, this also served as perhaps the first overt piece of psychological one-upmanship seen on the track.

			His capacity for drawing crowds and for almost limitless self-promotion was something he carried off from head to toe, quite literally, as his son Charley junior recalled: ‘He certainly was a showman and he really enjoyed running. Apart from his garish track outfits he insisted on having specially made running shoes, in deer or elk skin, so that when they got wet they would shrink and conform to exactly the shape of his feet, like they were glued to them.’

			But Paddock reserved his theatrical pièce de résistance for the end of the race, when he performed his famous jump finish, taking off from the track some 10 or 12 feet from the tape and hurling himself through it in mid-air.

			Track purists were horrified by the stunt and always felt it was the reason why he lost so many races that he really ought to have won, but Paddock always maintained that this finish gave him about an extra fifth of a second over his rivals at the tape. He also realized that it would catch the eyes of the judges, who would see nothing at the end of a closely contested race but the flying figure of Charley Paddock.

			Athletics historian Tom McNab rates Paddock as one of the track’s first great personalities. ‘He was certainly the first star of amateur sprinting and undoubtedly one of the first great “shamateurs”. He wandered all over America setting all sorts of weird and wonderful records in the type of races no one but he would tackle. But he saw the value in doing it and similarly he saw the value in the jump finish, which from a coaching point of view was a complete waste of time, but it was a great grandstand ploy and people flocked from all the States to see Charley Paddock run.’

			But before those barnstorming racing days began, there was the challenge of the 1920 Olympic Games, and Paddock, who had won a scholarship to the University of Southern California, where he came under the influence of the famous US coach Dean Cromwell, had already begun to hone his skills in readiness for Antwerp.

			Paddock was hardly the ideal shape for a sprinter, in fact he looked more like a shot putter, standing about 5ft 8 in tall, weighing about 170 pounds, stockily built and muscular, with short, powerful legs. Cromwell began correcting a poor start, a short stride and Charley’s habit of using just his shoulders and arms to run, although he remained essentially a power runner, with one of the highest knee lifts of any athlete on the track.

			After winning the Far West sprint title, Paddock qualified automatically for the US Olympic team, joining an impressive sprinting line-up, which included two Texans, Loren Murchison and Morris Kirksey, alongside the ‘New York Thunderbolt’ Jackson Scholz, who had just graduated with a journalism degree from the University of Missouri after spending two years in the US Navy Flying Corps. They were all aboard the steamship USS Princess Matoika when it eventually set sail from New York. This vessel would become infamous in newspapers around the world by the time it reached Europe, as the US team carried out a ‘mutiny’ on board, with some of the athletes threatening not to compete in the Games when they arrived.

			The ‘Mutiny on the Matoika’ is now long forgotten, and the American track authorities certainly prefer it to be so. However, the original protest petition containing the names of the mutineering athletes still survives, a document organized and delivered by a seven-man committee that included Charley Paddock. It was the first, but by no means the last, time that he would run foul of the US track powers. It was probably the most publicized of all the events in which he was involved, and so it was no small wonder that under such pressure he went on to achieve what he did at the Games after creating such a furore.

			The story surrounding the mutiny began when the US Olympic Committee realized that they had had run out of time to secure adequate passage for the team on conventional trans-Atlantic liners. The effects of the war and the impact of the global flu pandemic were still causing chaos to shipping and all the luxury steamers were booked solid for months ahead, so they went cap in hand to the US Government, which decided that the Army could lend a hand by providing a ship to transport the team to Europe at no cost, a scheme that pleased the cash-conscious USOC immensely as it saved them the $70,000 needed for conventional passage.

			The ship selected for the journey was the modern transport steamer Northern Pacific, which was as fast as the top commercial liners of the time and could make the crossing in seven or eight days. Arrangements were made for the ship to leave New York just after the final Olympic trials in Boston, in order to arrive in Antwerp about a fortnight before the competition began. Then disaster struck. The Northern Pacific loosened a huge plate on her hull, below the waterline, and had to be hauled into dry dock for repair, leaving the Army and the USOC in something of a quandary and the entire US team stranded in New York, temporarily barracked in a basic army camp just outside the city.

			After lengthy negotiations, another vessel was found, but there was now little choice and the one finally handed over, the 20-year-old transport ship USS Princess Matoika, was certainly not in the same class as the Northern Pacific; it was old, slow and had hardly any of the comforts to which the team were accustomed. The few cabins and staterooms that did exist were quickly snapped up by the officials and their wives, while the team had to make do with what were essentially troopship quarters.The US athletes immediately christened it a ‘rusty old troop ship’ and as simmering resentment and discontent on board began to spread, a wire from Europe was intercepted on the ship by a member of the team indicating that their situation on the Matoika was a garden party compared to what awaited them when they arrived in Antwerp.

			This unwelcome news triggered a team meeting, hastily convened deep in the bowels of the ship. A huge petition was drawn up and signed demanding that the USOC take some action. The signatures of all the athletes were written in a large circle just as on the old-style mutiny papers of the past, so that the authorities could not identify the ringleaders. It listed all their grievances, which ranged from general complaints about the awful conditions to specific examples of appalling food, over-crowding, poor sanitation and the fact that many athletes were sleeping in a stinking hold which was over-run with rats. They wanted action and a promise that such a situation would never be allowed to happen again – or they would not compete in the Olympics.

			Fortunately for the bewildered officials, common sense prevailed and the USOC pacified and eventually persuaded the athletes that the return journey would be much better and that the emergency measures they were enduring would never be repeated.

			But when the team finally arrived in Belgium, the ‘Mutiny on the Matoika’ very nearly became the ‘Revolt of Antwerp’ when the team discovered it was to be barracked in the cramped classrooms of an old school, with hardly any food during a Belgian public holiday, with insufficient beds or proper facilities and no one available to solve its problems until after the holiday was over.

			Paddock and his close friend Loren Murchison had suffered enough and decided to ‘jump ship’ and take an apartment a short distance away where they could eat properly and avoid the mayhem caused by the USOC’s patent lack of planning. Having been delayed in New York and taken twice as long to cross the Atlantic as originally planned, instead of the expected two weeks’ preparation, they now had just a few days to acclimatize in Antwerp before the Games opened.

			The 100 metres competition began the day after the opening ceremony, so the four American sprinters were ordered not to march behind the US flag, but to watch from the stands to conserve their energy.

			Some thirty thousand people packed into the impressive white-walled stadium, which had been built in just under a year by the Belgians despite the difficult circumstances created by the war. Apart from the four US stars, there was tough competition in the sprints from Harry Edward, the first black athlete to represent Britain at an Olympic Games, and the French–Algerian Emile Ali Khan, who had won the French sprint title and equalled the 60 metres world record in 6.8 seconds. It was no surprise when all six breezed into the semi-finals.On a sunny August Monday morning, the semis saw all six favourites make it through to what looked like an incredibly tight final, which was to take place later in the afternoon. The hours of waiting in the stadium must have felt like an eternity to the athletes. Murchison spent the entire time wandering around in a daydream, muttering to himself that he was going to win and trying to summon up his nervous energy, while the rest of the finalists sat around and pretended to ignore him.

			Finally, when it was time to go out on to the track and warm up, Lawson Robertson, the American team’s Scottish-born sprint coach, came up with a novel distraction. The wily old coach, who had taken part in the 1904 and 1906 Olympic 100 metres finals, told the four American runners: ‘What you fellas need to warm you up is a glass of sherry and a raw egg.’ The athletes looked at him in total disbelief, but Morris Kirksey leaped at the idea, seeing a possible psychological advantage if the others didn’t follow suit.

			‘It would make me sick,’ moaned Murchison. ‘I could never drink and raw eggs turn my stomach inside out.’

			Jackson Scholz looked similarly unimpressed with the plan. Robertson turned to Paddock and asked him if he wanted a glass. ‘What’s Kirksey going to do?’ he asked. ‘He’s on his way to the sherry and egg,’ said Robertson.

			That did it. Paddock saw what Kirksey was trying to do and decided to do likewise. In his book The Fastest Human, published toward the end of his career, he recalled: ‘Though I was considerably upset as to what a stimulant might do to me, I realized the tremendous moral advantage Kirksey would have on the rest of the field if he were the only one to follow Robbie’s advice. I am not sure Kirksey was keen on the idea himself, but he probably thought the rest of us would not follow suit and he was always willing to gamble on anything. When he drank his sherry and egg he had three companions and it did warm us up and bring back the punch and pep we sorely needed.’

			When the finalists were called forward, Paddock began to go into his good luck routine at the start and found himself a piece of ‘friendly’ wood, crossed his hands and prepared for the gun. He also had a habit, when called to his mark, of putting his hands way over the start line and then drawing them back slowly as the second command of ‘Get set’ was given. He was in the process of doing just that when the starter, unaware of this ritual, told him in French to pull his hands back. He then called Prêt, the French for ‘Ready, Get set’ and off went the gun.

			However, both Murchison and Edward misinterpreted what had happened and thought they were being ordered to stand up, so both had relaxed when the gun went off and were left trailing yards behind. Kirksey went off like a bullet and took an early lead, but by the halfway mark it was Scholz with a two-foot advantage, with the fast-finishing Edward, who was making up for his bad start, closing quickly. Kirksey began to overtake the field, but Paddock was right on his shoulder, straining every sinew to ease past his team-mate on the boggy cinder track. The race was almost over.

			‘Then I saw the thin white string stretched to breaking point in front of me,’ wrote Paddock, ‘and I drove my spikes into the soft cinders and felt my foot give way as I sprang forward in a final jump for the tape, and just as my feet left the ground Kirksey turned his head towards me and for a single instant lost his forward drive.’

			Paddock’s description of the closing split second of the race is shown perfectly in the photograph taken at the finish, one of the most famous in Olympic history, with Paddock, arms spread wide, crashing, airborne, through the tape, while Kirksey had turned his head to the right in an apparent anguished realization of defeat. That fatal mistake cost Kirksey the race and made Charley Paddock the Olympic champion.

			‘Nothing else mattered,’ wrote Paddock, ‘my dream had come true and I thrilled to the greatest moment I felt I should ever know. The hands so eager to shake mine now might be doubled against me tomorrow and the autographs burned or forgotten. The real pleasure had been in the anticipation and in that single moment of glorious realization.’

			Britain’s Harry Edward was awarded third place – although the photographs taken from the stand side of the track clearly show Scholz was ahead of him. Some 40 years later, written in an unpublished memoir, Edward remembered the controversial start and the race with extraordinary clarity: ‘I had drawn the outside lane near the grandstand. I loosened up, especially my shoulder and arm actions, and dribbled a short distance. Some of my opponents had a few bursts out of the starting holes dug into the cinder track, others bent and stretched, loosening up in their own fashion. The band stopped playing and a hush settled over the stadium. Then came the starter’s voice: “A vos marques!” And we responded by digging the balls of our feet into the pre-dug holes, placing our fingers behind the white starting line.

			“Preparez-vouz!” shouted the starter and we got set, awaiting the crack of the pistol and the release of concentrated tension of mind and muscles. While in the momentary, nervous suspense the starter’s aide and linesman at my right said in English: “Paddock, take your hands back behind the line!” This broke my tension just as a false start would have done. Then the pistol went off. I jumped out of the holes more vertically than in the proper forward direction. I put tremendous effort into my strides, found myself about four feet behind the leaders at half distance, regained an improved forward-leaning position and ended with a tremendous burst, passing everybody at the end.

			‘Alas, I passed them about three feet behind the finishing line. The judges gave me third place behind Paddock and Kirksey of the United States. There was a great delay before the results were announced. Every participant sensed or knew that the start had been a doubtful one. Scholz said to me at the end of the race that it had been a false start.’

			Edward even filled out a protest form in the hope of getting the final re-run and Ali Khan persuaded the French team to push for an annulment. The British team made discreet enquiries and were told it was unlikely the starter would reverse his decision so, keen not to start a fight they couldn’t win, Edward’s protest was quietly dropped. The French team went ahead with their protest, which was considered by the IOC committee the following day and rejected by 4 to 0.

			Edward’s extraordinary life story is worthy of brief summary. He was actually born in Berlin, in 1898; his father was a waiter and circus performer from Dominica, in the British West Indies; while his mother was a Prussian piano teacher. Fascinated by the Olympic Games at an early age, Edward was starting to make a name for himself as a young sprinter when war was declared. He actually ran his first races in the newly built Berlin Olympic Stadium, winning at 200 metres and placing second in the 100, on the very day that Archduke Ferdinand was assassinated.

			In 1915 he was interned, as a de facto British subject, in the grim Ruhleben civilian detention camp, just to the west of Berlin. Conditions were awful and he spent almost four years enduring meagre rations and witnessing daily violence, sickness and death before he was liberated to Scotland when the war ended. But in the camp he also won the running races that were organized by the internees and believes ‘the exceedingly rough conditions’ toughened him up.

			Edward found his way to London, took work as a French and German teacher and signed up with the Polytechnic Harriers in Chiswick, where he became an almost instant star by winning the English AAA 100 and 220 yards titles in the summer of 1920. This famous double won him selection to the British Olympic team in Belgium, so he took a fortnight’s holiday from his job to make the trip.

			After the controversial start in the 100, he was not unreasonably disappointed to win only bronze and his despair only deepened when a tendon injury restricted his running in the 200 metres final – where he won another bronze medal.

			Charley Paddock was also disappointed – losing almost on the line to fellow American Allen Woodring, a shy young man from Syracuse University, who only made the race as a late replacement for the exhausted Jackson Scholz.

			Paddock was also very tired, but he dearly wanted to complete the sprint double, something he looked odds-on to do as he charged into the lead in the final and came out of the turn almost five metres clear of the field. But he’d gone off too quickly and there was little gas left in the tank, and as the finish neared Woodring closed on Paddock’s shoulder and the two seemed to hit the tape together. The judges rightly awarded the gold to the boy from Syracuse, who had just sneaked past Paddock on the line as he made his customary leap for victory.

			The long-legged Woodring, who had borrowed a pair of spikes before the race because his own had split, had to be convinced by Paddock that the 100 metres champion hadn’t sportingly allowed him to win by slowing up in the last 25 metres. The damaged shoes must have struck a chord with Woodring, as he went on to be a salesman for the Spalding athletic equipment company.

			In his memoir, called When I Passed The Statue Of Liberty, I Became Black – The Autobiography of an Ex-European, which is housed in the Amistad Research Center in New Orleans, along with all his papers and photographs, Harry Edward recalled Woodring telling him ‘that was your race, Edward’. A pulled tendon in the semi-finals meant he ran the final in a ‘grimace of suppressed and conquered pain and strode as far as the pain would permit me’. He never got over his double Olympic disappointment, despite winning more English titles, including an extraordinary performance at the 1922 AAA championships where he won the 100, 220 and 440 yards titles, all in under an hour, after which he was personally congratulated by King George V.

			In 1923 he emigrated to America, where racial prejudice initially confined him to menial jobs such as a dishwasher, longshoreman and labourer, but as the years rolled by he found his calling as an aid worker and civil rights activist and used his language skills working for humanitarian causes at the United Nations. He died in Augsburg, on a visit back to Germany in 1973, and his passing didn’t merit a single line in the British newspapers. Back in Antwerp, Paddock wasn’t finished with the competition and after leading off the impressive US sprint relay team to another gold medal and a world record of 42.2 seconds, along with Scholz, Murchison and anchorman Kirksey, Paddock returned home to a hero’s welcome with three medals and a solid reputation on which to build and promote his future both on and off the track.

			Bizarrely, 24-year-old Morris Kirksey won a second gold medal in the rugby tournament, when the US team, heavily populated by students from Stanford University, shocked pre-event favourites France 8–0. Kirksey would later graduate from Stanford, then St Louis Medical College, and enjoy an eminent career as a psychiatrist in the US prison system, working at San Quentin and Folsom.Paddock had never shunned publicity, in fact he openly courted and encouraged it, finding journalists and the media fascinating and generally easy to manipulate and exploit. He had enjoyed writing since his play-producing days at school, adapting the classic works in the eighth grade, and he’d been working for a newspaper in Pasadena since he was14 years old, so it came as little surprise to anyone who knew him that writing would play a major part in his future career.

			He contributed articles to newspapers and magazines, commented on people and events, wrote speeches for his motivational lecture tours and would later travel the world covering athletic meetings. However, all this literary activity took a back seat in the spring of 1921, when he embarked on a wholesale assault on the world’s sprint records as well as inventing a few new ones of his own.

			 Paddock was driven compulsively to win and break records, and by the end of his career he had established no fewer than 17 different world marks, ranging from the more traditional sprint distances to the typically Paddock-esque runs of 90 yards, 110 yards, 135 yards, 250 metres, 300 metres and so on. In April 1921, running for USC in front of 3,000 fans at a southern Pacific AAU meeting in Redlands, California, he broke four world records and tied another in the space of a few hours. And he only ran in two races! In the first he tied Arthur Duffey’s 100 yard record of 9.6, but he also beat Don Lippincott’s 10.6 100-metre mark with a jaw-dropping new world record of 10.4 seconds. He had tapes set up at both distances.

			After a short rest he ran a second race – with tapes set at 220 yards, 200 metres, 300 yards and 300 metres on a straight track. He was outside the 220 yards record, but set a new world record in the 200 metres of 21.2, then set new world marks of 30.3 in the 300 yards and 33.8 in the 300 metres.

			‘Trojan Speed Artist Shows Dazzling Form’, screamed the Los Angeles Times. ‘Greatest Of All Time’ boomed the Brooklyn Standard Union. ‘Wonder Runner’, shouted the Detroit Free Press.

			Paddock lapped it all up and a few months later, in Pasadena, he broke three more world records and tied another in one race – with the clocks stopping at 8.8 for a new record in the 90 yards, once again equalling the 9.6-second 100 yards record and then setting a new record for the 110 yards of 10.2. This was also a new world record for the 100 metres, but it was never officially ratified because the AAU refused to put the time forward, explaining that the course was actually longer than 100 metres! Paddock had run 100.584 metres in 10.2 seconds.

			As the next Olympic Games – this time in Paris – loomed on the horizon, Paddock was out on his own as the world’s premier sprinter and was already dubbed the ‘world’s fastest human’, a title invented by a west coast sports writer and adopted enthusiastically by Paddock. However in some ways the title could also be a millstone around his neck, and early in 1923 he seriously considered retirement, feeling he had little to gain and a lot to lose from appearing on the track, with every sprinter gunning for him. It was left to one of Paddock’s close friends, the great movie star Douglas Fairbanks, to persuade him to continue competing until at least after the next Olympics, although Paddock’s insouciant contempt for the US track powers almost cost him a place on the team.

			It was during 1923 that he received and accepted an invitation to run in a student games competition in Paris, despite threats from the AAU that he might lose his amateur status if he took part, as the Americans had decided not to permit any athlete to compete abroad in the year preceding the Olympics. However, they did allow a Harvard and Yale team to race against Oxford and Cambridge, in England. True to form, Paddock treated the AAU with his customary disregard and told the authorities, via one of his newspaper columns, that he would go where he pleased because he was ‘over the age of 21, free and white’. He travelled to Paris, won all three sprint events in the competition, including a world record-equalling run of 10.4 in the 100 metres, and promptly returned home to face the music. The furious AAU wanted to suspend him and ban him from the forthcoming Olympics, but Paddock found an ally in the other major US athletic force, the National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA), and a huge power battle ensued, fought for the most part in the pages of American newspapers. Paddock was finally reinstated, but not before he dropped a bombshell on the AAU by suggesting that they were aware of professionalism creeping into the sport and that some athletes were being paid secretly. Whether his revelations disturbed their cosy world is unclear, but it was not long after his disclosures were made that the Paris affair was quickly settled. In the years that followed, the AAU never missed an opportunity to snipe at Paddock. And he never missed an opportunity to snipe right back.

			If his troubles with the AAU weren’t enough, Paddock almost eliminated himself from the Olympics when he broke his ankle playing basketball during a lecture tour in Iowa, just before the Christmas of 1923. He kept it secret, but it was months before he was strong enough to run properly and, though running seriously under par, he did just enough at the Olympic Trials in Boston to stake his claim for a place in both the 100 and 200 metres.

			So Paddock and the rest of the US sprint team – Scholz, Murchison, George Hill, Bayes Norton and newcomer Chester Bowman – travelled to Europe for the 1924 Games. 

			Never before had there been such a red-hot favourite for a sprint gold medal as Charley Paddock. However, when he arrived in Paris self-doubt began to creep in, especially when he began running poorly in the heats, while the rising British star Harold Abrahams ran exceptionally well. Nor did it help when Bellin de Coteau, an eminent French physician who had examined Paddock before the Games, proclaimed: ‘Paddock’s a freak. He’s fat, has curvature of the spine and shoulder blades that stick out, his nasal respiration needs attention and when he runs he looks like a calf with two heads!’

			Paddock had travelled to Paris with 14-year-old Douglas Fairbanks Junior and his mother Anna Beth, who was an old friend. This was a trip that young Douglas would never forget. ‘I remember Charley as a jolly, chunky fellow, though it was always a mystery to me how he could be such a speed demon on the track built like he was,’ he recalled a few years before his death in 2000.

			‘He was a great one with the girls and I remember being terribly envious. We were on our way to Paris on the same ship as the team, which included Charley, the other great sprinter Loren Murchison and the swimmer Johnny Weissmuller. I remember working out with them on the ship and I hero-worshipped them. When we landed on the other side they let me train with them. Charley trained every day and he would give me a 60 yard start in a 100 yard race and still beat me.’

			Sadly for Paddock, the races in the Paris Olympics were not quite as easy, and the best he could do in the 100 metres final was a poor fifth place. ‘It’s no use, I just haven’t got it any more,’ he told Fairbanks Senior. ‘My legs tie up, my speed is gone. I’m an old man sure enough this time.’

			Fairbanks tried to cheer him up and he was wined and dined by his movie star clan, including new wife Mary Pickford and the French star Maurice Chevalier, who livened up proceedings by doing outrageous impressions of the Games’ two big stars, Paavo Nurmi and Harold Abrahams.

			The break from the competition clearly did Paddock some good and he went back into the fray in much better shape, managing another silver medal in the 200 metres, just an agonizing few inches behind Jackson Scholz. But he damaged a thigh muscle leaping for the tape and had to sit out the relay as the American squad romped to another gold medal.

			After a short but successful post-Olympic tour of Europe, which redeemed some of Paddock’s lost prestige, he returned home to the United States. While in Europe, he met the founder of the Olympic movement Baron Pierre de Coubertin, who saw Paddock’s value as a persuasive promoter and publicist and suggested a plan for both Paddock and Murchison to embark on a massive world tour, which the Baron described enthusiastically as ‘Sprinters Around the World’, in order to spread the gospel of track, sportsmanship and the Olympic ideal. The idea appealed to Paddock, and early in 1925 he and Murchison left on an epic four-month tour that took them to the athletic outposts of Japan, China, the Middle East and back to Europe. In every country they visited, the two sprinters raced, spoke at meetings and banquets, met civic leaders and were generally hailed as great sporting ambassadors.

			Tragically, a few months after returning home from the tour, Murchison was struck down with spinal meningitis and spent the rest of his life paralysed and wheelchair-bound. He died in a nursing home in New Jersey in 1979.

			As for Paddock, nothing, it seemed, could ever go completely smoothly, and when he returned to the United States he discovered that allegations of expense fiddling had been levelled against him and Murchison. They had allegedly been pocketing large amounts of money from the countries they had visited, far in excess of their genuine expenses. Both athletes were flabbergasted and vehemently denied the charges, but only after a lengthy and much publicized investigation by Paddock’s old friends, the AAU, were they finally cleared.

			Towards the end of 1925, Paddock was again considering retiring from the track and focusing more on his writing career, but an inner voice kept nagging him to break a few more records, and he wanted to try and make up for the disappointment of Paris by making the US Olympic team for a third time, in Amsterdam in 1928.

			He even turned down a monumental offer from the top sports promoter C.C. Pyle to turn pro and run a series of races for a minimum fee of $30,000, a sizeable sum in those days. But he had other irons in the fire, and after emerging unscathed from another row with the AAU over his bucking of amateur rules by appearing in a gasoline advertisement, he decided to take up Douglas Fairbanks’s suggestion and try his luck in the fastest growing and most lucrative business in California – the movies. They had been doing their growing in a small Los Angeles outpost just a stone’s throw from Paddock’s Pasadena home, in a place called Hollywood.

			Apart from the premier silent movie stars and heavyweight boxer Jack Dempsey, Paddock was just about the most famous face on the West Coast, and Paramount Pictures decided to invest in that fame by casting him alongside one of their top stars, Bebe Daniels, in one of the first co-ed college life comedies, in which he played himself as a coach at the college. The five-reel silent Campus Flirt was moderately successful at the box office, but all the headlines were reserved for the off-screen relationship between the two stars. Rumours circulated about a possible real-life romance during the shooting of the movie, which was released in the late summer of 1926, and the Hollywood gossip columnists, including the legendary Louella Parsons, had a field day speculating on a possible wedding, even though Daniels had previously been linked with many of the rich and famous and had apparently broken off an earlier engagement with fighter Dempsey. 

			‘Bebe Daniels To Wed Sprinter King’, ‘Charley Paddock Captures Film Star’s Heart In Five Weeks’ and ‘Yes Sir She’s My Bebe’, crowed the LA papers, and the couple were seen around the best Hollywood nightspots and parties for about 18 months, although there is no evidence to suggest they were ever engaged, and the romance, if it ever existed beyond the film company press departments, appeared to die a natural death.

			But Paddock’s movie career continued and he starred, often as himself, in a number of sports-based films and a few B westerns, in which he got a reputation as something of a daredevil stuntman. He also produced a few minor pictures of his own and finally starred in a movie loosely based on his own life called The All American, in which he played a sprinter called Charley Patterson. 

			His attempts to promote it during the Olympic year of 1928 landed him in even more hot water with the AAU and there were inevitable calls, from other countries too this time, for him to be barred from the Games. But once again he managed to ride out the storm.

			In May 1926, he decided to run one more race – against the up-and-coming West Coast sprinter Charlie Borah over 100 yards at the Los Angeles Coliseum. Before the confrontation, he billed the meeting as his farewell performance, but after he beat the young pretender and smashed the world record in 9.5 seconds, he reversed his decision yet again and returned to serious training in readiness for the 1928 Olympics. Sadly, the record was never ratified officially, as in those days a record had to be broken by two-tenths of a second for a new one to qualify.

			But as the Games approached Paddock’s form began to fall away and another youngster from California, Frank Wykoff, who was soon to be the first man to register a 9.4 for 100 yards, beat him in two races over both sprint distances. Despite doubts over his form, Paddock was still chosen for the US Olympic team, albeit only for the 200 metres, but he was beaten in the semi-finals.

			‘After 1928 he saw people coming along that he no longer had the stamina to race against,’ said stepson Prisk Paddock. ‘He had been in the sport a long time and he wrote about the track scene and went to a lot of meetings, so he saw what people were doing and how they were coming along, so he decided it was time to retire.’ 

			This time there would be no comebacks, so with his track career over and work in the movie business at an end, he wrote a book about his running career and settled down to pursue his newspaper career. In December 1930 he met and married divorcee Neva Prisk Malaby, the 26-year-old daughter of the publisher of the Pasadena Star-News Charles Henry Prisk, and took over the job of business manager of the Press-Telegram newspaper, in Long Beach, California, and then also the Star-News, in Pasadena, both family concerns.

			He became an increasingly successful and influential figure on the West Coast, managing the two newspapers as well as writing features, articles and editorials. Gradually he became more interested in politics, and by the time the Second World War began his editorial messages had become more political and more widely read. 

			It was because of his growing influence on the political scene, his family believed, that a local political rival, who sat on the draft board, tried to get Paddock called up to the services, despite the fact that at 42 he was bumping the upper age limit. 

			Paddock saw what was happening and decided to beat his rival to the punch by joining the Marines, where his prior service and long association with the reserves enabled him to enter as a captain. He was assigned as an aide to Major-General William Upshur, first as a public relations man and then as a morale officer, based at the Pacific HQ, in San Francisco. It was on the final leg of a tour of the Pacific war front, in July 1943, that Paddock was killed in a plane crash, over Alaska, along with Upshur and four others.

			He was not brought back to Pasadena, but buried at Sitka, Alaska, in accordance with family wishes, and a few months after his death a commercial freighter was named after him, along with a sports field in Pasadena. The news of his untimely death made front-page news in The New York Times and most of the other American newspapers. Had he not been killed it is likely that Paddock would have returned home to become an even more successful publisher and probably a successful politician.

			Charles W. Paddock, the ‘California Comet’, was the first track superstar and not only goes down in athletic history as one of the greatest sprinters of all time, but also as a flamboyant personality who did an immense amount to raise the level of awareness and popularity of sprinting all over the world. He may have been guilty of blithely ignoring the authorities on occasions, but that was because he was highly individualistic and held strong opinions on how the sport ought to be run. Meanwhile he was a huge crowd-puller and certainly gave the sport a much higher profile than it might otherwise have enjoyed. For these reasons alone, Paddock must rank as a giant amongst the sprinters of the last hundred years.

			The last word ought to go to Rube Samuelson, the sports editor of Paddock’s main newspaper rivals the Pasadena Post, whose heartfelt personal tribute bettered anything else written at the time: ‘Upon entering, the editorial room of The Post was strangely hushed yesterday afternoon. Everyone was working with unusual diligence and concentration, each at his own desk. There was no greeting, no banter, no conversation. What was wrong? Then came the sudden realization, almost without being told. Charley Paddock was gone.

			‘Words come awfully hard as this is written. That rollicking laugh, that spirit of fierce, determined competition, be it in athletics or business or Marine life, that tremendous vitality, that positive individualism that Pasadena knew so well – all that and more has been stilled.

			‘No track man captured the imagination more than Charley. He gave life to track and field meets – life that they had never before known. What colour! What a come through performer! What an individual!

			‘You might not have agreed with him at times, but what forceful personality can always be agreed with? Or should be? Or wants to be? Charley Paddock provoked thought. He had to. He was that kind of vital human being. Only big men in spirit and action fall into that category, while others forever debate their conclusions. Charley Paddock didn’t borrow someone else’s thoughts to present as his own. He lived in his own right, gave his own opinions fearlessly, awoke many from their lethargy and fought the good fight.’

			CHAPTER FIVE

			Paris 1924

			Harold Abrahams

			When the 1920 Olympic Games ended, the elder statesmen of British athletics returned home vowing never to send another team. Even after the dust had settled, there was serious discussion about abandoning the Games and not sending a team to Paris in 1924. While they probably felt humiliated at collecting only four athletic gold medals, despite an excellent performance by the track team, the few British Olympic records that survive indicate that there were several other reasons for their sudden disenchantment with the Games.

			Both the British Olympic Association and the AAA felt that everything had gone wrong in Antwerp. The general public, they said, were totally apathetic about the competition; the Games had become alien to British ideals; professionalism was creeping in; the organization of the Olympics needed a complete overhaul; and, moreover, the athletic bodies still had to plead with potential sponsors just to raise the few thousand pounds needed to finance an Olympic trip.

			All these problems were aired regularly during countless committee meetings in the years that followed Antwerp, but after much wrangling common sense finally prevailed and, with assurances on at least some of their gripes, the ‘old guard’ decided to bite the bullet and go to Paris. Had they decided otherwise, one of Britain’s most successful track teams might never have set foot in the Olympic Stadium and one of the country’s most enduring athletic legends might never have snatched his moment of glory.

			That man was Harold Abrahams, now immortalized in the hugely successful, Oscar-winning, though factually hazy 1981 film Chariots of Fire. For most people, the film version of Abrahams’s story is the real one, but his family all agree that, for the most part, it is a fairy tale. As Harold’s nephew Anthony Abrahams succinctly put it: ‘They got three things right. Harold was Jewish, he went to Cambridge and he won the 100 metres. The rest you can just “enjoy”. It was a good film in the Boys’ Own paper style.’

			Abrahams’s Olympic ambitions were fired just before the outbreak of the First World War, when his two eldest brothers, Adolphe and Sidney, both top athletes, took him along to Stamford Bridge, London’s premier athletics stadium at the time, to watch the 1914 AAA championships. Harold never forgot the experience and the huge impression made on him by the running of the then British sprint king Willie Applegarth, who had been a double medal winner in the 1912 Olympics.

			Born in December 1899, Abrahams came from a privileged background. His father was a wealthy City financier, a heavy-drinking Lithuanian Jewish immigrant, a man prone to violent tempers and who could not even write his own name in English. Despite this disadvantage, he achieved great wealth and power in his adopted country.

			Harold was born prematurely, weighing barely 2lb, and was not expected to survive. Consequently, he was spoiled by all the family. He was the youngest, by some years, of six children, four boys and two girls, and grew up in Bedford. He was acutely aware of the sporting achievements of brothers Adolphe, a good half-miler, and Sidney, who represented Britain in the long jump at the 1906 and 1912 Olympics, finishing a respectable fifth and twelfth. They were always pushing and bullying young Harold, and the need to be better than them was a constant spur to him.

			‘Harold told me,’ recalls Anthony, ‘that when he first started showing signs of being a good athlete, they would make him run everywhere. Their favourite game was to make him run around the houses in Bedford. They’d give him a time to beat and if he didn’t make it they used to hit him over the head with rolled newspapers.’ With such family support, it came as no surprise to the family when Harold made a successful racing debut at Stamford Bridge – at the age of 10. 

			By the outbreak of the First World War, most of the family had grown up and left home, but Abrahams was just entering his teens, and when his parents split up, it was decided that he should be sent away to be a boarder at Repton, a long-established and expensive public school. In the film Chariots of Fire, Abrahams’s prime motivation for running is his fight against anti-Semitism which, claims the film, dogged him throughout his early life. However, there is little evidence for this view and if it did exist at any time in his life, then it was probably at Repton, where he spent some lonely years. Indeed, he does not appear to have been a dedicated Jew, as all the athletics meetings in those days were held on Saturdays – the Sabbath. ‘What drove Harold,’ says Anthony, ‘was firstly the need to be better than his brothers; secondly, that throughout his life he was a perfectionist and wanted to succeed. He knew he had great athletic and intellectual powers. The family expected him to do well and that made him even more determined.’

			By the end of the war he was already making a name for himself as a sprinter and long jumper, winning titles in the 1918 public schools championships and in the following year beating his former idol Willie Applegarth in an exhibition race, accepting a two-yard start, but winning by six. Two months later, he followed the tradition of his brothers and sisters and went up to Cambridge, where he studied law at Caius College and quickly earned his athletic blue, although he never ran around the university quadrangle as depicted in Chariots of Fire; that was Lord Burghley some years later.

			Less than a year after settling into college life, while still a freshman, he was selected for Britain’s track squad for the 1920 Olympics. However, at this early stage of his athletics career Abrahams was not in the same class as the cream of the world’s sprinters – the likes of the Americans Paddock and Scholz, or even Britain’s Harry Edward – and although he won his first heat, he went out in the next round. But he was philosophical about the trip. ‘I had a long-distance view of Charley Paddock’s large back,’ he once said, ‘and although my competing at Antwerp was far from distinguished, I benefited enormously from the experience and I’m sure it played a large part in my good fortune at Paris four years later.’

			In those intervening years he enjoyed mixed fortunes on the track, including a world record in the rarely run 75 yards at Stamford Bridge, only for it to be disallowed when it was discovered that the track was eight inches too short. It was not until 1923 that things began to move forward quickly for Abrahams – a year that saw him leave Cambridge and join forces with the now legendary coach Sam Mussabini. Mussabini, half-Arab, half-French, a cycling and billiards expert, had coached sprinters Willie Applegarth and Harry Edward, as well as the double gold medal-winning middle distance runner Albert Hill, in addition to helping out on the professional circuit, which had not endeared him to the athletics establishment.

			Nevertheless, Abrahams sought him out and trained with him relentlessly for almost a year before the 1924 Games. His single-minded desire for success in Paris set him apart from every other athlete in the country. New Zealander Arthur Porritt was running at Oxford during this time and recalled the effect that Abrahams had on his contemporaries. ‘His training methods were today’s training methods. I was always very impressed with his effort. His methods were absolutely unknown at that time and I couldn’t help admiring the way he trained, practised, dieted, did this, didn’t do that, just to keep fit. This was entirely out of keeping with the spirit of the time. Harold was almost professional, though obviously not to the extent of getting any remuneration. For the rest of us, our training, by today’s standards, would do nothing but make people laugh. A few hours on a Sunday morning, perhaps a few starts, a couple of hundred yards and some chatting. Whereas Harold was training long hours and three or four times a week.’

			A highlight of the 1923 season and a measure of how far Harold needed to progress was to have been the AAA championships, in which he was destined to take on the rising Scottish star Eric Liddell in the 100 metres. Liddell had played rugby for Scotland and was a strangely unorthodox runner, with a windmilling arm action and his head pulled back as if he was gasping for air. But he was quick. Their first meeting on the track turned out to be the semi-final of the 220 yards, at the 1923 AAAs, where the Scot blitzed Harold and the rest of the field in a record 21.6 seconds. Abrahams was taken aback by the power and speed of his rival and, as fastest loser, was offered a run-off to qualify for the final. Stunned by the margin of defeat he instead withdrew from the competition. 

			The 100 yards was the following day and a 20,000-strong crowd packed into Stamford Bridge expecting to witness the big showdown between Liddell and Abrahams for the title of Britain’s fastest man. But it never happened. In an interview some years later, Harold blamed  a throat infection for pulling out of the 100 yards, though he was well enough to win the long jump title on the same day. A case, perhaps, of Liddell-itis, rather than laryngitis. 

			In blazing sunshine, Abrahams watched from trackside as Liddell ran away with the 100 yards in a new British record of 9.7 seconds. Throughout his life Harold poured cold water on the Scot’s record, questioning the veracity of the time to cloud the victory. Most felt it was sour grapes on his part, as the three timekeepers all clocked Liddell at under 9.7 and a fourth unofficial timekeeper stopped his watch at 9.62 – a hair’s breadth from the world record. 

			For added drama, the producers of Chariots of Fire did put Liddell and Abrahams together in the 100 yards final, with Liddell winning convincingly and Harold turning to Mussabini for help. But they never met on the track over the 100. Perhaps mercifully for Harold, Liddell was never due to compete in the 100 metres at the Paris Olympics because the heats were to be staged on a Sunday and he was a devout Christian, though he triumphed in the 400 metres and took a bronze in the 200. After Paris he returned to his missionary work in China, where he died, in a Japanese internment camp, in 1946.

			After the 1923 AAAs, Mussabini took Abrahams’s running apart, and together the coach and athlete worked at rebuilding every facet of his sprinting, aimed at just one goal – a gold medal in the Olympic 100 metres in Paris. 

			Athletics historian Tom McNab, the historical consultant on Chariots of Fire, believes that Mussabini’s influence cannot be overestimated. ‘Abrahams was the first British athlete to be thoroughly trained in a very professional manner. The anti-Semitism in the film was there for added drama, when in fact it didn’t really exist, except possibly for a general level of anti-Jewish feeling which pervaded the twenties. But it may have been the grit in the oyster that produced the pearl of the 1924 Olympic winner, though he never made any point about it. Mussabini was far more important; he came from the traditions of professional running, the lore and mystique of the old “pro” racers of the nineteenth century. He knew the likes of Harry Hutchens and much of what he had learned came from that era.’

			Abrahams himself wrote: ‘Sam was “dead nuts” on the arm action, with the arms kept low, bent at the elbows. He maintained that the action of the arms controlled the poise of the body and the action of the legs. So my training sessions consisted largely of perfecting the start and practising the arm action over and over again.

			‘There were no starting blocks in those days, so we took meticulous care with the placing and digging of the starting holes and the accurate control of the first few strides. I always carried a piece of string the length of my first stride and marked the spot on the track, at which I would gaze intently on the word “set”.’

			Mussabini was a stickler for stride length and Abrahams always believed that not over-striding gave him an extra yard and a half. To ensure he was running properly, Mussabini would place pieces of paper at measured points along the track and Abrahams would have to run and pick them up on his spikes. After perfecting the stride length, Mussabini then taught Harold to adopt what became his famous ‘drop’ finish, in which he leant into the tape to drop his chest on to it. So by the spring of 1924, Abrahams emerged as a completely different athlete from the one who had failed at the Olympics four years earlier. As if to prove his new standing, he ran a wind-assisted 9.6, which would have equalled the world record had it been officially ratified, and then raised his national long jump record to 24ft 2½in (7.38m), a mark that remained unbeaten for 32 years. The Olympic Games were beckoning. 

			To his amazement, Abrahams was selected to run at the Games in the 100 metres, the 200 metres, the sprint relay and the long jump. An angry letter, published in the Daily Express a few days later, suggested that this was too much for one man and that he should be omitted from the long jump. It was signed by ‘A Famous International Athlete’. Incredibly, the selectors took heed and he was duly dropped from the long jump. The author of the letter was, of course, Abrahams himself.

			Although there was nothing like today’s media interest in the Olympics, the British press latched on to Abrahams and reported his every movement and opinion, including his view that there was little chance of him winning the 100 metres. ‘This wasn’t mock modesty,’ he wrote some years later, ‘for I always (according to my friends) had far too high an opinion of my ability. But the Americans appeared to me to be in a different class from myself.’

			Arthur Porritt was selected to run for New Zealand in the sprints. ‘By and large we expected the Americans to more or less clean up the show, except for Harold. He was, if you like, the Great White Hope,’ he said.

			A glance at the quality of the opposition bore out Abrahams’s pessimism, especially with the Americans in fighting mood after a poor performance, by their standards, in Antwerp. No expense had been spared to ensure that the United States team would return triumphant from these Games, and after the American trials, chief coach Lawson Robertson pronounced the team to be the greatest athletic force ever to leave the country. A huge amount of money had been raised to ensure that the team arrived in Europe at the peak of fitness, especially after the Antwerp debacle, and the giant SS America was chartered specially to transport the team in the lap of luxury. The promenade deck was even fitted out with a 220-yard cork track so that the athletes could train during the week-long trip. When they arrived in Paris they were greeted by thousands of cheering fans and boarded a convoy of 70 cars taking them to their own US Olympic village, an estate in the countryside outside the capital that was once the stately home of one of Napoleon’s marshals. 

			What a contrast to the preparation of the British team. ‘We went from Newhaven to Dieppe, then to Paris, because it was the cheapest as well as the longest route,’ Abrahams once said, ‘and we all stayed in a rather miserable little hotel.’

			The Games opened on Saturday, 5 July, and the first heats of the 100 metres began on the following day, with no fewer than 75 athletes taking part. The first round soon sorted out the men from the boys and Abrahams cruised comfortably to victory in a sedate 11 seconds, although he needed to run faster in a much more competitive second round, where he won his heat in 10.6, equalling the Olympic record. After a tense 24-hour wait, the semi-finals took place the following afternoon and Abrahams later admitted that he nearly failed to qualify for the final. Drawn in his heat were the Australian champion Edwin ‘Slip’ Carr and the Americans Paddock and Chester ‘Chet’ Bowman, a 22-year-old from Syracuse University who had just won the junior AAU 60 yard title.‘I did a very stupid thing that nearly cost me the race. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Carr move. Bang! The gun went and I was certain there would be a recall, but I was wrong and immediately running nearly two yards behind the others. A small voice inside me said, “Keep your form, don’t panic,” and gradually the gap closed and I dropped down for the tape and thought I broke it. I walked disconsolately back to the start. Had I won? Had I even qualified? To feel the tape break is no criterion. An agonizing few minutes, which seemed like hours, followed, and then at last the loud speaker gave my number and time. I had qualified and equalled the Olympic record for the second time. The relief was tremendous and from that moment I felt certain that I would win the final.’

			The final, the ultimate goal in the Abrahams master plan, was to be run nearly four hours later, and he admitted afterwards that he felt like a condemned man just before going to the scaffold. But he still found time to come to the aid of his fellow Empire athlete, Arthur Porritt, who against all the odds had battled his way through to the final as well. Porritt still remembers it clearly. ‘Because Harold had been working for this one race for a solid year, he and Mussabini had arranged to have a special hut just outside the stadium. After the semi-final Harold came to me and said that as I was the only other Briton left against the four Americans, would I like to share his hut with him in those awful hours before the final. I thought this was a superb gesture, because here was a man who had devoted his whole life for a year to winning this race and it had now reached its most crucial stage, yet he was willing to take in somebody he only knew vaguely to let him share the peace and quiet of his hut at this very last stage.’

			‘We mostly just lay on our backs, chatted a little, listened to Mussabini and had a rub down. It was very quiet and restful. I don’t know what the Americans were doing, but Harold and I were now in a totally different state of mind. Just before the race we were taken to a holding room, prior to going on to the track, and while we were there the Prince of Wales, the future King Edward VIII, came down to see the two British athletes and wish us well. It was quite a kick.’

			The six finalists – Abrahams, Porritt, Paddock, Jackson Scholz, Bowman and Loren Murchison – began to assemble on the track just before seven o’clock. Harold had read a note from Mussabini saying that he would win, and old Sam’s parting words were ringing in his ears: ‘Only think of two things, the report of the pistol and the tape. When you hear the one, run like hell till you break the other.’

			An eerie hush came over the packed grandstand at the Stade Colombes as the athletes took their marks, but a huge roar went up as the starter got the field away, and by the halfway point Harold, ‘scudding along like some great bird,’ as one reporter lyrically put it, was leading, slightly up on Scholz and Bowman, with the favourite and world record holder Paddock nowhere near them. In the final 50 metres Harold managed to stretch his lead to about a yard and he hit the tape, with the newly adopted drop finish, in 10.6, ahead of Scholz in 10.7 and, incredibly, the fast-finishing Porritt in 10.8, beating the other three Americans out of a medal. The noise from the crowd was deafening.
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