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We Share the Sun

The Incredible Journey of Kenya’s Legendary Running Coach Patrick Sang and the Fastest Runners on Earth

Sarah Gearhart






PRAISE FOR WE SHARE THE SUN


“By turns moving and insightful, We Share the Sun is the fascinating story of one of the world’s greatest coaches as well as a window into rural Kenya and how the way of life has given rise to one of the most dominant sporting cultures on the planet. Patrick Sang is a man full of wisdom and compassion. It’s a joy to read his story.”

—Adharanand Finn, author of Running with the Kenyans and The Rise of the Ultra Runners

“ ‘Life is like water poured on the ground. It naturally finds its course.’ Patrick Sang’s life journey as a humble and hard-working man who gives back is beautifully illustrated, and I highly recommend this book.”

—Meb Keflezighi, four-time Olympian, New York City and Boston marathon champion, and New York Times bestselling author

“More than his staggering success as a coach, it’s Patrick Sang’s thoughtful approach to personal development—to finding each athlete’s Why—that shines through in Gearhart’s charming and deeply reported account.”

—Alex Hutchinson, PhD, National Magazine Award-winning journalist, author of Endure: Mind, Body, and the Curiously Elastic Limits of Human Performance

“Sarah Gearhart unravels the secrets behind the coaching of the best athletes in the world. Anyone who cares about performing at your best should read this book. The stories are captivating, and the lessons are invaluable.”

—Steve Magness, world-renowned performance coach and author of The Science of Running and Do Hard Things

“The great Eliud Kipchoge is a man without equal in the sport of running. Or so I thought before I read We Share the Sun, Sarah Gearhart’s captivating biography of Kipchoge’s charismatic longtime coach Patrick Sang.”

—Matt Fitzgerald, author of On Pace, 80/20 Running, and Running the Dream

“In prose as elegant as the strides of the athletes she describes, Sarah Gearhart takes us deep within the monastic world of elite Kenyan runners and their mentor Patrick Sang. Her unhurried inspection brings to life the determination, dedication, and urgency to succeed. It’s a captivating study of striving at the highest level and will inspire anyone to press on no matter the challenges that confront them.”

—Toni Reavis, US broadcaster, writer, and recipient of the George Hirsch Journalism Award

“I enjoyed reading Sarah Gearhart’s We Share the Sun about Coach Patrick Sang’s leadership role in Kenyan athletics. It was interesting to learn how Sang’s experiences while a scholarship college student in the US influenced him, especially the strong bond with his own coach. Gearhart reveals Coach Sang’s discipline with his athletes alongside the emphasis on hard work. Runners can learn so much from this book!”

—Bill Rodgers, Olympian, four-time winner of the Boston Marathon, four-time consecutive winner of the New York City Marathon
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For Ginny






Life at altitude is quiet, full of hills,

sheep scattered along the roads and children in tattered secondhand shirts, waving.

Sunshine and dry grass, hungry cattle with protruding ribs.

Fewer liters of milk as a consequence.

Auburn colored dirt coating every pair of shoes.

Plastic bottles and other recyclables that go nowhere else but on the ground.

Or burned remnants floating into the air.

Buckets of cold water and bars of soap next to a mound of clothes.

Overcrowded matatus with customers sitting on laps.

Braids. And braiders.

Varieties of mango exotic to the rest of the world.

Mosquitos, the non-malaria kind.

And runners. The serious kind.

Ones that don’t run for pleasure, but for profession,

training in silence, free of headphones; no photo ops.

Somewhere, a young boy stands alone and sees this as a way to live.
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all is possible






INTRODUCTION

On April 11, 2021, I sat in seat 17A, a white KN95 mask strapped around my face and wide awake at 1 A.M. en route across the world. I wondered from 41,000 feet what life would be like in Kenya as I embarked on this journey.

Due to the pandemic, domestic flights within Kenya had been suspended. That meant after flying for 15 hours from New York City to Nairobi via Kenya Airways, my only transport option to the world’s mecca of distance running in the Rift Valley was to travel seven more hours with a driver who had been granted special permission by Kenya’s police force.

Days later, after I adjusted to life in rural Kenya, I was relieved to sit one-on-one with Kenya’s prominent running coach Patrick Sang over coffee at an outdoor patio in Iten one Thursday morning. He had just returned from Europe, where he watched his star athlete Eliud Kipchoge win the NN Mission Marathon. “I have a lot of questions for you,” I said as we greeted by bumping elbows.

Until this moment, our discussions had been limited to a few extensive phone conversations and brief messages on WhatsApp. When we met, Mr. Sang, or “Coach” as his athletes simply referred to him, gave me his undivided attention as we navigated a four-and-a-half hour conversation about life—education, cultural suppression, trust, mental fortitude, and, of course, running, the Olympics, and coaching.

I knew even prior to our first of many meetings that Coach Sang would be insightful, someone whose words are naturally profound and are cause to ruminate. I realized very early that this book was bound to be an eye-opening and humbling experience.

This is a story about the life and journey of one of the most important figures in the world of professional sports and captures the unique and intimate relationships he has with his athletes, world champions and aspiring stars alike, for whom he serves as mentor, advisor, and life coach. Behind the scenes, Coach Sang is credited for producing some of the top professional distance runners whose extraordinary athleticism continues to raise expectations about the limits of human endurance and speed. But that description doesn’t even scratch the surface of the impact Coach Sang has had on the sport of distance running and the world-beating athletes who dominate it.

Even before Coach Sang helped start Global Sports Communication training camp in 2002, he led the creation of a marathon program—the first of its kind in Kenya—that he continues to develop today. For years, Coach Sang has been carefully guiding multi-marathon winners, Olympic medalists, and record holders who have set the pace for the rest of the world’s top runners. And yet Coach Sang remains mostly removed from the spotlight, unlike other prominent running coaches past and present.

While other famed coaches at the professional and collegiate levels in America have come under fire for mistreating their athletes, Coach Sang exists in contrast. His approach to coaching at his thriving program in Kenya emphasizes his relationships with his runners based on his high moral standards, modesty, and common sense. Catch just a glimpse of Coach Sang during a training session with his proteges, and it’s clear that this is a man the sport needs.

The rare opportunity to spend time with Coach Sang, his support staff, and his athletes at Global Sports Communication training camp in Kaptagat gave me the impression that he is a direct, honest, witty, serious, and confident man who is simultaneously respectful and highly expectant of those he takes under his wing. I was particularly impressed by Coach Sang’s demeanor with his athletes. During several training sessions, I witnessed an authoritative, humble figure who calmly spoke to his runners constructively and with encouragement, a sort of “athlete whisperer” who was stern and firm but didn’t need to curse or even raise his voice. Coach Sang’s gift for leadership is obvious; it’s a role he’s found himself in throughout his life, long before he helped build Kenya’s successful marathon program, which developed the best distance runner the world has ever known. Coach Sang is a natural leader, whom his athletes deeply respect.

During much of the project, I based myself in the small town of Iten, approximately 30 miles from the camp in Kaptagat. I woke up as early as 4:30 A.M. to commute to the camp and observe training sessions. Watching these elite runners was a form of art, a gift to my eyes and mind. This kind of running is no-nonsense and serious-minded, not the recreational, do-it-for-fun type. This kind of running is for a career as opposed to a hobby. This kind of running can pull someone into a different dimension. It is a kind of running that is almost incomprehensible in its speed and power.

After training sessions, I found myself sitting next to Coach Sang and his support staff—socially distanced, of course—as he poured cup after cup of sweet creamy Kenyan tea made of fresh whole-fat milk and insisted that I enjoy it with at least one slice of thickly cut bread, baked by one of his athletes. He was a generous host, and I’m grateful to have been welcomed into his world.

By sharing Coach Sang’s life and journey and illustrating how he engages with his athletes as well as how his athletes view his mentorship, I want to show readers how a good athlete becomes a great one. That, Coach Sang says, is rooted in shaping a person to have the ability to critically engage with the world with honest intention and undauntedly navigate whatever challenges life presents. What’s more, though, I want readers to come away with a better understanding about Coach Sang and Kenyan running culture, particularly at the elite level. I want them to realize what’s at stake when an elite Kenyan steps to the starting line at a race. Beyond the potential to earn a medal, to represent their country with pride, these athletes are running toward an opportunity for a better life, not just for themselves, but for those around them. These are runners who Patrick Sang molds into determined, devoted, and selfless champions. And, more importantly, well-rounded human beings.






PREFACE

On a 77-degree night in Barcelona in August 1992, Patrick Sang’s long, slender legs trailed closely behind those of fellow Kenyan Mathew BirirI in the 3,000-meter steeplechase final. Three barriers remained.

Four years after Sang had fallen short of an Olympic medal in Seoul, South Korea, he’d earned his right to bid for one in Barcelona. And, remarkably, he’d done it on his own.

There had been no coach to guide Sang during practices at dawn in various parts of Switzerland, from Zurich to St. Moritz, where he trained on and off for several years. Sometimes, he’d have to travel for training sessions, leaving as early as 4 A.M.

There was no one to tell Sang how far to sprint or to muscle through another nauseating repetition. The final bit, that push is what he missed, what he would have most appreciated. A coach will test you, as will training partners.

There was no one to fist bump and commend him for his monkish work ethic, day after day. No one except for Sang. He was his own shepherd. He never questioned what he was doing. He never questioned the Why. The Why was because he wanted a medal. The Why was to prove he was the best of the best.

The 28-year-old Sang entered the 1992 Barcelona Olympics ranked number four in the world, one year removed from his silver medal performance at the World Championships in Tokyo. Sang was favored to win the 3,000-meter steeplechase in Barcelona over Birir and their fellow countryman William Mutwol. Only after Sang had finished second at Kenya’s Olympic Trials did he briefly join the two in preparation for the Summer Games. The trio had designed their own training program in the buildup to the Olympics and bonded over shared workouts in Nairobi. Though there was a coach to oversee Kenya’s track and field team for the Olympics, the three men operated mostly independently of him, except for assistance with managing the stopwatch during some training sessions.

Sang, Birir, and Mutwol continued their methodical preparation during their two-week trip to Spain. They’d travel to and from the track for training absent their coach, whose attention had mostly shifted to Kenya’s sprinters and middle-distance runners. Sang and Birir were not only teammates; they were also roommates in the Olympic Village. Naturally, that allowed the two competitors to eye each other closely: what the other ate, what the other drank, mirroring finite minutes of their schedules, down to the moment when their heads hit the pillow at night.

In the days leading up to the men’s steeplechase final on Friday, August 7, at the Olympic Stadium, thirty-two athletes from around the world had attempted to make the cut through three qualifying heats. Only twelve made it into the final. Sang was among them, along with Birir and Mutwol. Though the three Kenyans had supported each other’s efforts, all three wanted a medal. And all three wanted the gold. Only one could win.

Kenya had emerged as a global running power two decades prior, at the 1968 Mexico City Olympics, after 27-year-old Kip Keino’s performance in the 1,500-meter final. He outraced American favorite and world record holder Jim Ryun. Keino had entered the Games with world records in the 3,000 and 5,000 meters, but America’s Golden Boy had always defeated him with his notable explosive sprint, described as “the sting” by Charles Mukora, head coach of athletics for the Kenyan Olympic team. A native of Kenya’s North Rift Valley, Keino held an advantage in Mexico City, which sits at an altitude that is upwards of 7,800 feet.

Keino opened a 20-meter gap on the American to win, despite a reported gallbladder infection that had nearly sidelined him from the race. The media praised his performance, and Keino was credited for putting Kenya athletics on the map. That same Olympics, Keino’s countryman Amos Biwott raced to the top of the podium in the men’s steeplechase, contributing to a trend that Kenyans would monopolize the event for years to come, earning gold in every Olympic Games from 1968 to 2016 (with the exception of 1976 and 1980, when Kenya did not participate in the Olympics).

But the country had yet to sweep the steeplechase, or any other major distance race in an Olympic final.

One of the most demanding events in track and field, the steeplechase requires competitors to clear 28 fixed barriers positioned three feet high and also negotiate seven water jumps that are two feet deep and over an area that spans 12 feet. Agility is as necessary as endurance and speed. Without question, the steeplechase is tough. Very tough. The event requires a combination of the skills of a hurdler, a sprinter, and a long-distance runner.

At 9:05 P.M. in the Olympic Stadium, Sang, dressed in a thin red jersey sporting bib number 1138, had started in lane 6 next to Mutwol; Birir in lane 1 alongside the fastest entrant in the field at the time, Algerian Azzedine Brahmi.

The starting pistol snapped, and an assortment of powerful, sinewy legs propelled off the line in a high-speed chase. The feverish pace was problematic early in the race. A competitor had stepped on Birir’s left foot, and the sharp pointy tips of his spike pierced Birir’s flesh and ripped his shoe. Birir continued to run with his spike flapping, but he didn’t notice blood seeping from his skin.

Two laps into the race, Birir uncharacteristically clipped a barrier and fell. Sang and Mutwol were ahead, still contending. In front of a crowd of approximately 50,000 people, Sang’s lean legs spun. Birir’s mind remained in the race as he quickly attempted to recalibrate. The gold seemed out of sight, but perhaps he could settle for the bronze, a surgical thought as adrenaline pumped through his body. The slimmest percentage of elites will ever have this gifted chance to file themselves in history. “You are given an opportunity. Work hard.” Sang’s terms for life.

By lap 4, the pain in Birir’s foot slipped away. Or rather, his mind buffered the sensation. He continued his cadence until halfway into lap 6. Though Sang and Mutwol had been running mostly shoulder to shoulder, Birir crept up and surpassed both, taking the lead.

Now, it was Kenya versus Kenya versus Kenya.

Time pirouettes at an indiscernible rate when mind and body share a singular intent. Sang attempted to close the gap as he clenched his teeth and aggressively pumped his arms. Push, his mind repeated. The thought. The only thought. The present moment happens so fast, the mind has no mental space for anything else. Sang’s 5-foot-11 frame, not a pound over 145, appeared towering behind twenty-year-old Birir, barely 5-foot-8.

Sang had long fought for this reality after he graduated from the University of Texas in three and a half years, during which he had clocked the second-fastest steeplechase time by a Kenyan prior to the 1984 Los Angeles Olympics. Unable to fly back to his home country for the Trials, he’d missed his chance to contend for a spot on Kenya’s Olympic team.

But four years later, Sang earned the opportunity to compete in Seoul at the 1988 Summer Games. Though he finished far from the podium in seventh position, Sang was happy to be in the Olympics, bottom line. His driving force at that time was putting on Kenya’s red, black, and green national colors. “More glory than anything else,” he says.

But Sang was all the more developed for this occasion in Barcelona. Ripe. A man saturated with focus, that five-letter word tethered to purpose, the Why. Visibly discernible in a hypnotic stare.

Back in Sang’s hometown of Kapsisiywa, in the Rift Valley of Kenya, a young boy named Eliud gathered with a few friends around a black-and-white TV. Their brown eyes widened while watching the suspense unfold late into the night as this man, known for running around the village, edged closer to first place.

Push.

Birir cleared the final barrier, his legs splashing the water before driving off the track and propelling his 138-pound frame forward. By now Birir was a few strides away from ending the story. Sang knew Birir had a better kick. The younger runner fought for his speed, gritting his teeth and glancing back twice at his countryman, eight years his senior.

Push!

A few blinks later, Birir crossed the finish line 0.71 seconds ahead of Sang, who was followed by Mutwol—and then everybody else.

The gold medal, an opportunity that Sang chased for four years, was just out of reach. Still, he was satisfied with his runner-up performance. “Silver Sang” fellow citizens would nickname him back home.

The Kenyan trio hugged at the finish line before they jogged a victory lap while hoisting the country’s flag above their heads.

During the medal ceremony, the three men stood on the podium, each dressed in red track suits and delicately holding a bouquet, on display for the world to witness their clean sweep.

Their performances only added to the narrative that runners out of Kenya were outright rulers of mid- and long-distance running, and they would continue to prove to be untouchable competitors.

As fate would have it, Sang would play a role in shaping that future. But not as a runner. Under his aegis would sprout world champions, Olympians, record holders—and the greatest marathoner of all time.


	
I. Mathew with one “t,” as he is quick to point out in correspondence.
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a stumble is not a fall






A LESSON IN DEFEAT

Midway through the 2020 London Marathon, Eliud Kipchoge’s right ear began to plug. The Olympic champion kept his breathing steady despite pressure building inside. Kipchoge’s expressionless face hid a brutal inner struggle: his 5-foot-6, 125-pound body was refusing to fight off cramps that crept into his legs, arresting his muscles up to his hips.

Unlike in years past, this historic London event was for elites only, held in a biosecure bubble shut off from the public. Due to the raging coronavirus pandemic, major marathons and local road races had all but flatlined worldwide. Athletes and support staff were permitted to travel and compete only under strict testing, travel, accommodation, and competition guidelines. Though the added measure of safety allowed the event to take place at all, the guidelines also disrupted the calculated routines of the world-class runners who had gathered to compete.

The world watched virtually as Kipchoge continuously circled the 2.15-kilometer circuit at St. James’s Park in central London, anticipating him to win, true to form. Kipchoge entered the 2020 London Marathon as the fastest athlete in the field. He’d won 11 of his 12 career marathons to dateI and was the first man to clock 26.2 miles in less than two hours. His four London Marathon titles and the 2:02:37 course record he set in April 2019 only added to his apparent invincibility.

The world’s greatest distance runner had come a long way since his breakout 5,000-meter race at the 2003 World Championships in Paris, when he’d beaten a field of established professionals at just 18 years old, foreshadowing a decorated career. But it was in the marathon where Kipchoge found his calling when he made his debut in the distance in April 2013 in Hamburg. “I promised a course record and I did it,” he reportedly said. Since then, he’d proven to be nearly unbeatable. The only marathon he didn’t hang on to was Berlin in 2013, when he finished second to Kenyan Wilson Kipsang’s world-record performance.

Viewers were not anticipating witnessing the most successful marathoner in history—who in January 2020 was officially named to the Kenyan Olympic team for the fourth time—lose contact with the lead pack of six men at mile 24. When Kipchoge’s feet faded from his metronomic 4:30-minute mile pace, he already sensed his race was over. And it was when he crossed the finish line in 2:06:49, eighth overall and over 1 minute behind the winner, Shura Kitata of Ethiopia.

Headlines were unforgiving: “Dethroned”; “First Crack Appears in Kipchoge’s Armour of Invincibility”; “Streak Comes to an End in London.” It was as though Kipchoge wasn’t allowed to lose. Ever. As though he wasn’t allowed to be human. Ever. As though all of his successes until this race had been reduced.

“Today you are up, tomorrow you are down,” the 36-year-old told a BBC reporter after the race. Kipchoge had fought through the race alone, talked to reporters alone. But he wasn’t alone. Kipchoge’s longtime coach Patrick Sang was there on the sideline, just as he has been since the two met in 2001.



Kipchoge grew up on a farm in Kapsisiywa, a village in Nandi County in the western highlands of Kenya. The youngest of four siblings, he was raised by a single mother, a kindergarten teacher. Kipchoge only knew his father from photos. He died before Kipchoge was born. As a youth, Kipchoge transported himself five kilometers to and from primary school on foot, often twice a day roundtrip. Later, when he was a student at Kaptel Boys High School, he developed the urge to compete. His neighbor, who lived less than a mile away, would run along the same road that Kipchoge journeyed to and from school.

That neighbor was Sang.

After the Barcelona Olympics, Sang had declined a coaching position at his alma mater, the University of Texas, and instead he moved back to Nandi to coach and also served as a member of the Youth and Sports County Executive Committee for the Ministry of Sports. He was coaching on a dirt field one day when a mild-mannered teen approached him, pitching himself as a budding athlete. He wasn’t intimidated to ask Sang for a training program. They were neighbors, after all. Sang had no idea who the teen was. Kipchoge persisted, requesting a training plan. Sang went to his car in search of a pen and paper. He couldn’t find either.

“Then he just got a stick,” Kipchoge remembers. Sang wrote a 10-day training program on his arm. “Train for 10 days. The 11th day you rest,” he instructed Kipchoge.

Kipchoge sprinted home and copied the program in a notebook.II That’s when he started to catalog every workout.

Kipchoge returned two weeks later.

“What’s next?”

“Who are you?” Sang asked.

“I’m Eliud.”

Kipchoge’s dedication was evident. He discovered early in life that “without being self-disciplined, you cannot go anywhere,” he says.

Every two weeks, Kipchoge would return to Sang for a training program. And for months, Sang continued to offer workouts. He would later learn that Kipchoge’s mother had been his kindergarten teacher.

As a high schooler, Kipchoge’s talent for running didn’t take him beyond zonal school competitions. Under Sang’s tutelage, Kipchoge quickly became one of Kenya’s most promising athletes, in cross country and then on the track, where he distinguished himself as a teen. Kipchoge remembers his first race in Kapsabet, 10 kilometers on the road. He won. Sang, who was standing nearby, took off his watch and handed it to Kipchoge. “I used that watch for a very long time. It was a good watch,” Kipchoge says.

In 2002, barely into the sport, Kipchoge finished fifth among juniors at the International Association of Athletics Federations (IAAF) World Cross Country Championships in Ireland. A year later, during the 2003 World Championships in Paris, Kipchoge overtook world record holder Hicham El Guerrouj of Morocco to digest the victory in the 5,000 meters race. Kenya was watching him, and he knew it.

Kipchoge hunted for an Olympic medal, a bronze in 5,000 meters at the 2004 Athens Olympics; then he upgraded to silver in the same event at the Summer Games in Beijing four years later.

The narrative would shift though after he suffered a hamstring injury in 2012. It hadn’t fully healed by the time he entered Kenya’s Olympic Trials in Nairobi. Though Kipchoge was leading until the last 150 meters, he was outsprinted and finished seventh. Four places out of range meant he’d be omitted from what could have been his third consecutive Olympic team.

“The guy had been in almost all championships since 2003,” Sang says, as though still in disbelief.

Kipchoge’s mind was down.

“What do you do? What decision-making process got him there to be weighed down? Not being in the Olympics? You don’t see yourself in sports anymore? Or this could have shown the beginning of your downfall?”

Perhaps the scenario of becoming a “normal” person?

It was not time though for Kipchoge to slide into retirement and assimilate into run-of-the-mill reality.

“What next?” Sang asked him as the two sat inside his house in Eldoret, contemplating a future unknown. “Eliud is like my son. The relationship between child and parent. When we talk, we talk serious business.”

Kipchoge was deep in thought. Neither had the answer. Or rather an answer.

“Is this the end of the road? Is there anything else we can do? Can we look at running in a different perspective?” Thoughts torpedoed.

“Even if we were to think that there’s life after the London Olympics, what is that kind of life? What is the picture?” Sang recalls their conversation.

Kipchoge already had medals. “What other medal is there that he didn’t have?”

They volleyed critical questions and as the discussion continued, the two agreed, “Why don’t we try something different?”

“Why not the marathon?” Sang asked.

Kipchoge’s eyes lit up.



Kipchoge had never imagined he would transition to the marathon, but he was ready for a big change. For some people, the thought of running the distance of 26.2 miles can seem like a no-go zone. Intimidating is another way to put it. But Kipchoge points out that the way one views the journey depends on his character. “If you are talking to a pessimist, then you’ll be pessimistic. But if you are talking with an optimist,” he says, “that makes the mind positive.” Impossible versus possible.

Even Sang admits that what Kipchoge would be capable of in the distance was a complete unknown. But as they continued their conversation, he could see that Kipchoge was internalizing what it would mean to transition to the marathon. Not just to compete, but to cement his place in the discipline. They buried the business of track. “Trying the unknown gives you a different page. You set different goals,” Sang says. Goals, not expectations. “When you set expectations, it can really damage you mentally.”

“What I’ve learned in life, and it started way back when I was young, is do your best. There’s nothing else,” Sang says.

“It was a difficult thing,” Kipchoge admits of beginning the journey into the marathon, to go from high speed and shorter distances to cumbersome long runs, as he puts it. The more difficult part, he says, was in his mind. He refers to transitioning to the marathon as a trial, one in which he was excited to modify his training.

The idea of Kipchoge versus the marathon was discussed with his management, Global Sports Communication—a Netherlands-based company that represents world-class track and field and distance runners—founded by Dutchman and former elite runner Jos Hermens.

Word spread. Organizers for the London Marathon wanted the track star to headline the race, Sang recounts. What would it mean, though, to debut in a major marathon that draws some of the biggest names in the sport?

London is part of the World Marathon Majors circuit—the largest and most renowned marathons in the world, which include Tokyo, Boston, Berlin, Chicago, and New York City.

Since the first London Marathon in 1981—incepted by Olympic champion and journalist Chris Brasher and Olympic steeplechase bronze medalist John Disley—in which 22,000 people applied, the relatively flat and fast race has come to be known as record-breaking, from personal to course to world.

The marathon world record has been slashed seven times on London’s course (once for men and six times for womenIII). The London Marathon often draws one of the most competitive fields each year, and world and Olympic champions are the norm on the start list. It has been like that for years. Appearance fees for star athletes can be upward of six figures (the Sports Business Journal reported that Paula Radcliffe received £250,000 to compete in the 2013 London Marathon), in addition to the $55,000 first-place prize and $25,000 for a course record.

Competitive is an understatement when describing the high-caliber, prestigious event. “London, they don’t bring donkeys. They bring thoroughbred horses,” Sang says, laughing.

Apart from London, organizers of the Hamburg Marathon also coveted Kipchoge and made an offer. “Our athlete agency, Global Sports Communication, had suggested Eliud to us as an athlete with great potential. We were immediately impressed by his professional attitude—this mixture of complete focus and modest manner,” says Hamburg managing director Frank Thaleiser.

According to Reinald Achilles, head of communication for the Hamburg Marathon, Kipchoge traveled to Hamburg two months before the race to check out the course. “In the hotel he overheard a conversation between [the race director] Frank and our athlete manager Jurrie. Frank said it was a relative risk to put a race entirely on a debutant,” Achilles recalls. “Eliud then said to Frank that when he will cross the finish line he would put on a smile for him. It was his way of saying that Frank had nothing to worry about. He [Eliud] knew that if he went to the start [line], he would win the race.”

Sang remembers telling Kipchoge. “We had a two-hour discussion of the pros and cons. I put it in black and white. If you go to London and win, your name will be okay. If you go to London and finish number four, the consequences will be too much, I explained to him, you’re running against people who are seasoned marathon runners. You’re coming from track. If you don’t beat them, it will have a lasting impact on your mind. For you to overcome the lows, it will maybe take two or three years, which is as good as retirement.”

“If you go to Hamburg, you will learn about the marathon. The competition level is not as tough as in London,” Sang told Kipchoge.

“I could see he was really thinking. He was not looking at London. The offer he would have gotten was good compared to Hamburg. We never discuss money. The objective, first of all, is to focus on what they want to do and what they want to achieve.” Make the cake, Sang says. Without a cake, one cannot have icing.

Kipchoge’s intentions in Hamburg aligned with victory, 2:05:30, a course record by 28 seconds. He remembers feeling comfortable throughout the race, even through the last mile. A statement-making debut.

Five months later, in Berlin, he finished second to Kenyan Wilson Kipsang, who set the marathon world record in that race. What would come thereafter for Kipchoge was the building of a remarkably consistent and dominant career in the distance:


2014 Rotterdam Marathon, first (2:05)

2014 Chicago Marathon, first (2:04:11)

2015 London Marathon, first (2:04:42)

2015 Berlin Marathon, first—and he shaved his personal record to a flat 2:04



Three years after running his first marathon, Kipchoge was appointed a pre-race favorite in the marathon ahead of the 2016 Rio Olympics. The hype was real. On August 21, the last day of competition, he became only the second Kenyan to win an Olympic gold in the event, clocking 2:08:44. He finished 70 seconds ahead of Ethiopian Feyisa Lilesa.

After Kipchoge won the gold in Rio, it was becoming clearer that he was one of the finest marathon runners, perhaps ever. The world was taking notice. Nike saw an opportunity for a moon shot: offer a few of the brand’s sponsored world-class distance runners the chance to collaborate to beat the two-hour barrier for the marathon. The milestone was widely thought to be unattainable. And thus Kipchoge was invited to Nike World Headquarters in Beaverton, Oregon, to discuss the proposal.

“I’m ready to explore this,” Kipchoge told Sang, after returning from the trip to the US.

“As he was explaining, I was reading him,” Sang said.

Kipchoge had stated to Nike that if he were to agree to the proposal, he had to stick with his coach.

“I didn’t want to show any sign of doubt in me. I said, ‘We’ll go for it,’ ” Sang says. “This is a guy who is so convinced,” he adds. “He took me to another level.”

Dubbed “Breaking2,” Nike announced the campaign in fall 2016. The quest, held on the Formula 1 race track Autodromo Nazionale in Monza, Italy, on May 6, 2017, did not go as planned. Nerves kept Kipchoge awake at 2:30 in the morning.

As part of the Breaking2 project, Nike had involved Eritrean Zersenay Tadese, the half marathon world record holder, and Ethiopian Lelisa Desisa, twice winner of the Boston Marathon. Thirty pacers were recruited to safekeep the three men. Kipchoge came the closest to achieving the sub-two-hour feat. He was on point until the last two laps, when his body detached from the target pace.

Two hours and 25 seconds later, Kipchoge finished. And while the time didn’t hit the intended mark, the performance was wildly impressive, two and a half minutes faster than the marathon world record. He lived the words that Sang preaches to his athletes. “Do your best. There’s nothing else.”

Redemption would come in 2019.IV But first, Kipchoge would break the marathon world record in Berlin in 2018.

The best competitor is yourself, Sang had told Kipchoge back in 2003. “Respect yourself, and when you are on a starting line, know that you are the best trained person. You are the best competitor of your whole self.” Sang’s words have always stuck with him.

This was the very champion that Sang watched unravel in London and prove that he was not, in fact, unbeatable. “The guy runs with an ear blockage, 2:06 in horrible conditions.” Even on someone’s best day, most marathoners will not come close to such a time, the majority of elites included.V

Sang pointed to cold rain and wind along with a missed fluid bottle as factors that impacted Kipchoge’s defeat. “We went to the competition prepared,” Sang assured an NBC Sports reporter. Not “he.” We. As in Sang-Kipchoge. Kipchoge-Sang.

Disappointment hung on Kipchoge’s face in place of his signature magnetic smile. “You could see he was somewhat down,” says Sang, who along with a few of Kipchoge’s training partners attempted to comfort him in his hotel room later that evening.

Kipchoge responded to the unforeseen loss, not dispirited, but rather with honest assessment. “Life is actually not smooth. Tomorrow there’s a hiccup, up, down, straight,” he says.

“I’m a believer of a philosophy of going up a tree. The tree has a lot of branches. When you step on this branch, you actually aim for the next branch. And you forget the first one because you’ve already stepped on it. If something happens, get the positives from it, learn from it, and move on.”


	
I. Kipchoge had actually completed 14 marathons before the race in London. However, two of the marathons were non-record-eligible races (Nike’s Breaking2 project in 2017 as well as the INEOS 1:59 Challenge in 2019).

	
II. Kipchoge would go on to record every workout throughout his career. As of 2022, he has 18 notebooks.

	
III. British runner Paula Radcliffe broke the women’s marathon world record in London three times, lastly in 2003 (2:15:25). It stood for 16 years, until Kenyan Brigid Kosgei took it over at the 2019 Chicago Marathon.

	
IV. Kipchoge made another attempt at the sub-two-hour marathon barrier in the INEOS 1:59 Challenge in Vienna, Austria, in October 2019. He was an eight-time Abbott World Marathon Majors champion and three-time Olympic medalist by the time he took part in the highly orchestrated event.

	
V. As of July 2022, less than 300 men in history have ever clocked Kipchoge’s 2020 London Marathon finishing time of 2:06:49 or faster in a marathon.
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