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  6 x 200 metres

  I have a short, stilted, stride. I do not stretch, rather I scuttle like a clubfooted beetle. For most of my running life, I have pounded my lower legs, relying on my calves to generate speed. My tread is heavy, my feet push against the ground. The force carries them back, up behind my knees. Years ago I ran a cross-country race. Afterwards, the back of my vest was covered with sploshes of muddy water: kicked back and up by my feet. I looked at the other competitors. They were lighter as they ran. They were proper long-distance runners, their tops, unlike mine, were clean.

  My weight lands more on my toes than my heel. When I turn over my running shoes the top half of each is worn down. From left to right, the rubber protecting my toes is just a few millimetres thick. The heel shows no signs of wear.

  At my fastest my arms forced me round the track. I held them tight, a boxer punching an opponent in the ribs. I faced the track front on, my back straight. I used my upper body to push my legs forwards. I neither ran nor jogged; I raced.

  Running was part of my life, I ran whenever I could. Twelve years old, walking home through London, I saw two older boys approach and sensed what felt like steps towards a fight. Refusing to pause, unwilling to admit that the situation might be less threatening than I had guessed, I sprinted off, leaving them behind.

  In the villages near where my aunt lived there were a group of children, every age from five to thirteen. I challenged the two cyclists in the group to race after race along narrow country lanes. We raced, I sprinted; I was always first.

  Skipping school, a year later, a friend and I caught the eye of two police officers in a marked car. I had thrown a coke bottle towards a bin and missed. The glass broke loud on the ground. The officers, watching, brought their car to a halt. “Meet at the park”, I shouted. My words must have magnified the officers’ suspicions. My friend went in one direction; I went the other, running against the flow of one-way streets. Thirty minutes later, we met again, the police nowhere to be seen. My friend’s chest heaved to fill his lungs with air.

  My racing peak came three years later: I was training at my school athletics track; the surface had just been freshly laid. Red tartan, replacing black cinders, my feet bounced high on it like a triple jumper’s as I ran. I was in a pack of five or six boys; I was the fastest among them. We ran a training session of 200 metre intervals, six lots of 200 metre sprints followed by 200 metres of jog recovery. We were timed by hand. Each 200 metre sprint I ran in under 25 seconds. Afterwards, I jogged the mile back to my room. The effort of the sprints left no greater trace than a thin layer of salt on my face. The very next day I ran a further six by 200 metres session at the same speed.

  I was always on the verge of sprinting. I could run at almost maximum pace for longer than any other runner I knew.

  Now, when I run just a mile, I am left with stiffness in my back, pain in my groin, in the ligaments of my foot and in my right knee, tightness in my left achilles tendon. My recovery takes days.

  In a picture in my bedroom there are fifteen members of the school athletics team, six of us sit in front on chairs while a further nine, mostly field athletes, stand with their arms crossed behind. There are two other middle distance runners in the front row: Peter who ran for England as a student, Tom who was later an international triathlete. I raced Tom many, many times. We trained together; we raced against our counterparts in other school teams. He was not a faster runner than me.

  Before us and on every side, the track is a deep red. One or two wisps of dead grass have blown onto the track but otherwise its surface is pristine. It looks wonderfully well-kept; it is unlike any other track on which I ran.

  I stare at my photograph in bewilderment; my hair was so long, my face so thin. I can barely recall the person who sits in my place. I had beaten the school records for 800 metres at the ages of 14 and 16. Alone in the picture, I do not look straight into the camera. It was one of the last times I was content in that team.

  I never rowed. I loved watching cricket, and played a little but hated the feel of the hard leather ball stinging my hands, arms, or legs. I played football often enough but my first touch was leaden and I had no natural sense of the other players’ positions on the field. I chose a position, right full back, where my involvement narrowed down to one-on-one confrontations. The other team’s full back would run at me with the ball. A few minutes later, our situations reversed, I would race back at him.

  I did not do weights, I was not encouraged to mix my track sessions with swimming, cycling or yoga. It does not seem to have occurred to any of my coaches that running was a repetitive exercise. To train for an 800m race, I ran. Variation involved the exchange only of short distance sprints for longer runs at ideally a gentler speed. The more effort I would put in to my running, the more I strained the same parts of my body and the more likely I made it that my legs would give way.

  Today, I feel the legacy of my former training. I was running myself lame.

  I have raced along summer beaches and across frozen lakes. I have sprinted along canals and beside riverbanks. Once, I raced a friend around two laps of the largest outdoor swimming pool in Europe, the bathers lifting their legs upwards in an attempt to catch our trailing feet. I ran on the day of the worst storms the country had ever known, battling the wind on the way out, my fingers pointing out and up, my head ten degrees forwards of vertical. On the way back, I ran the same four miles even faster, jubilant at my speed, triumphing over nature. There were many victories.

  I have run in joy, I have run in so many kinds of pain. I have pulled each of my tendons, torn the small muscles in my knee, turned the insides of my lungs brown with infection, known my upper legs in agony. I have improvised many painkillers: oranges, water, sports drinks and on one occasion sweets.

  Today, the din of my feet on gravel is ponderously slow; my loud lumping pace scares the animals on the ground and the birds in the trees. I run slowly and without style, just like a dad dancing.


  The Rivals

  For my parents, the 1966 World Cup was the moment when black and white television was replaced by colour. For me, the 1980 Olympics was the point at which a hand-tuned TV set finally gave way to pre-set channels and a remote control. I was seven years old and fed up of watching Grange Hill on the upstairs set, a black and white set with a 16-inch screen that required retuning at 45 second intervals. I knew from my father that Seb Coe and Steve Ovett would dominate the 800 and 1500 metres and for the first time since I was very young I would be allowed to watch the finals on my parents’ room-sized colour Sony downstairs.

  The news had been building up to the Olympics over the previous seven months. Multiple British victories were, as ever, confidently expected. Yet the mood of the coverage was far from upbeat.

  In April, dragged into line by President Carter, the US Olympic Committee had voted to boycott the Moscow Olympics. For several weeks afterwards, it seemed possible that the British Olympic Association might follow their lead. Our Prime Minister wrote to all British athletes urging them to boycott the games too.

  Others joined the American effort: loyal Israel, Kenya, Morocco, West Germany, Canada and even Red China. Where there is discord, the Prime Minister had said, may we bring harmony. But these were the last days of amateur athletics, our competitors were pressing hard against the limits of the convention that they should not be paid, and success at the Olympics was the way to get invited to the better-remunerated European events. By a large majority, the British Olympic Association voted to leave the choice to individual athletes. The athletes in turn voted to compete, and who would blame them?

  The sprinter Alan Wells ran the 100 metres in the white of Great Britain rather than his usual Scottish blue. Would he have won gold had the Americans been there? He would not have won had the Cuban athlete who came second merely better timed his dip for the line.

  Even in the press there were voices calling for British participation. Three weeks before the Olympic finals, Ovett was in Oslo where he broke the world record for the mile. The Express dubbed his and Coe’s performances a “tonic” which could not “be bad for a country suffering the economic blues”.

  My father allowed me to watch the 800 metre final, the showdown between Coe and Ovett. Coe was the media’s champion and my father’s clear favourite. He was lithe, where Ovett was muscular. He had the veneer of a public school boy. His coach and father Peter was a manager and former amateur cyclist who had dedicated his own life to developing his son’s athletic career.

  In the 800 metres, Coe ran greyhound-swift, he was happiest in the very fastest of races. Pulled through the first lap by a pace-setter, the field would thin out, leaving him in the perfect position to sprint for a record. The summer before the Olympics, his world records over 800, 1500 metres and the mile had all been shown live on TV.

  Ovett’s family were market traders, they saw athletics as just another business. Their son flourished amid the heat of competition. His home distance was 1500 metres. Biding his time to the last 150 metres, he would remain on the shoulder of the race leader. Poised to strike, he would kick for the line. Whether the race was slow or fast, he seemed able to pull out this finish whenever it was needed.

  As we waited for the 800 metre heats and then the final, highlights of past races were replayed including Coe and Ovett’s five world records over the past 12 months, Ovett’s triumph at the World Cup in 1977, and Coe’s victory at the European Cup in 1979. Yet alongside these victories, other footage was also shown.

  One clip showed Ovett’s defeat at the 1976 Olympics in Montreal. Placed in the eighth lane, he had struggled as a result of the authorities’ decision to run the first 300 metres of the race in lanes. He did not want to go out too fast for fear of diminishing his best weapon, his finishing kick. In the fifth lane was Alberto Juantorena, 6’2” and 185lbs of 400 metre sprinter experimenting with a distance at which he had barely previously raced. After 300 metres, Ovett was well down on Juantorena. Out in lane eight, he had no idea of the gap. The sprinter reeled off laps of 51 and 52 seconds, not merely winning but breaking the world record. Ovett finished fifth.

  “I dedicate this gold medal to Fidel Castro and the revolution”, Juantorena told the press afterwards, the journalists smirking at his commitment.

  Coe’s moment came a year later, when he broke the UK 800 metres record coming second at Crystal Palace to Kenya’s Mike Boit. Coe and Ovett then clashed over 800 metres at the 1978 European championships in Prague. It was the first meeting between the two runners since they had been schoolboys.

  The race began with Coe, the younger athlete and still in awe of Ovett, seeking to recreate Juantorena’s dash at Montreal. He ran the first lap of the Prague 800 metres in 49.3 seconds. Had he been capable of running the second lap at the same pace he would have broken the world record by five seconds. But, of course, he tired. With 300 metres to go Ovett eased past Olaf Beyer in third, and made his way to Coe’s shoulder. “Beyer is finished”, the commentator said. Ovett then passed Coe 150 metres from the line. I was astonished at how relaxed Ovett seemed. But he could not pull away; instead Beyer came back into the race and caught Ovett at the line.

  Ovett jogged to a halt, looked for his parents in the crowd, smiled, and shrugged. He comforted Coe as they walked together from the track.

  My father told me that Coe was the better runner. Loyal, I followed him in rooting for Coe. But through the 800 metre heats I saw something which shook my resolve. It was not that Coe ran badly, his winning time in the first 800 metre heat (1.48.5) was a second faster than Ovett’s. Coe seemed to me to run lightly on the track and with grace. His legs did not tire; he wasted no energy as he ran.

  At the end of the race I saw Ovett, his face broken into a smile, looking for the camera as the camera searched for him. He looked deeply into it, and I saw him mouth the words “I love you”. If there was any doubt, he traced the letters “ILY” with the fingers of his left hand as he spoke. The recipient of the message, although I could not know this at the time, since even the commentators were confused and trying to make sense of the words, was his girlfriend left behind in England.

  I grasped only this, that Ovett saw sport as pleasure, as a second priority in his life. Ovett overtook Coe as my hero at that moment.

  I knew that Ovett was seen as arrogant. To my father’s mind, it was a simple matter of heredity. Ovett meant to break apart the amateur cabal and promised to do so in the name of the self-employed worker. Amateurism my father considered indefensible, it would in time have to be pulled apart (as a businessman he saw the whole issue as a simple restraint of trade). Ovett was however the wrong person to carry out the task. Go, amateurism must, but on Coe’s and not on Ovett’s terms.

  Ovett was undoubtedly the villain of the piece. The papers said so, the commentators on television alluded to some vague and unspecified flaws in his character. But what his real crimes were, no-one seemed to be able to say. It was suggested at times that he was unpatriotic, hinted that he had been given opportunities to run for Great Britain and had turned them down. But from the crowd, I seemed to hear an extra enthusiasm when he ran. You could hear the crowd, even in Moscow, shouting “O-vett, O-vett”. I could hear no similar chants for Coe.

  Ovett’s face was still, his eyes cool. He made winning look so easy.

  “The two Britons have all the options”, the commentator David Coleman told his viewers, “so long as they don’t become hypnotised with the obsession of beating each other.” Coe was in a blue sweatshirt to warm up; his jaw was wobbling with the anxiety of it all.

  There was no Juantorena this time. Coe too was determined not to repeat his mistake of 1978 and made his way into the race only slowly from the back. Ovett spent the first 300 metres being jostled in sixth and seventh. With 420 metres to go, he ran up to the two East Germans in front of him, and attempted to prise them apart, his arms parting them like a swimmer doing the breast-stroke. Ovett made his way into fourth, the runners in front leaving space on their inside as they failed to overtake on the outside other competitors ahead of them. Coe was still in eighth, running wide into the third lane. Eighty metres from the line, Ovett made his way to the front. Coe’s late sprint took him to within five metres of his rival but no closer.

  Ovett looked to his parents and waved both his fists in their direction.

  Coe had to make do with the burden of his father and coach, Peter, who made a point of chastising him publicly on his defeat. “You ran like an idiot,” Peter Coe told him. Peter then kept up a commentary of insults which continued until the press conference afterwards. “You ran like a cunt”, Peter told his son, the journalists listening. The British press mourned Ovett’s victory; the common sentiment was that the “Bad Guy” had won. At the awards ceremony, when Ovett turned to him and held out his hand, Coe’s eyes, already focussed far beyond Ovett’s shoulder, did not move. Coe accepted his silver medal grace-lessly. There were rumours that he was now considering quitting the sport altogether.

  The sole hope for the younger runner was in the heats of the 1500 metres, due to start in just four days’ time. It would be the same format, two heats and a final. “Get your finger out Coe, I’ve got money on you,” read a cable from home.

  But Coe had just come second at his favourite distance. Ovett had won 45 consecutive races at 1500 metres or the mile since he had last been beaten, three years before.

  The first lap of the 1500 metres was run in 61.6 seconds. If that was slow, the second lap, at 63.3 seconds, was slower still. Six hundred metres from home an East German athlete Jürgen Straub determined to make a race of it. He ran the next 600 metres in bursts of 26 seconds, a speed that would have come close to winning the 800 metres final. At the bell, Coe was three metres behind Straub, and Ovett a further two metres behind. I was certain that Ovett would win. In the final straight, Ovett pulled wide to Coe’s outside, and his stride lengthened, but without making up any ground.

  By the time Coe caught up with Straub, 120 metres from the line, Ovett was so close that he could almost touch his rival. It would surely be a moment’s work for him to pass. With 90 metres to go, Coe had increased his lead over Ovett to a further metre, but still Ovett’s victory seemed certain. He was sprinting now, and yet the gap did not narrow. Coe duly won, Ovett finishing eight metres behind in third.

  Coe’s face, as he crossed the line, was like a death mask.


  Learning To Run

  It is a spring day. I am with my parents, at my grandparents’ home. It is a wooden cottage, with a back lawn and stone paths. The sun is high above and I know it will be lunchtime soon. Before, my parents used to have a country house of their own, with trees to climb and a well. They have sold that home to spend their weekends with my grandparents (my grandfather will die just a year later). My mother and I have been admiring flowers in the garden. One day my parents will live there. In the future, I am told, the house will be mine. Look at the flowers, my mother says, they will be yours. On the path back to the house, I want my father to race me. I already know that my father is older than the other parents at school.

  I charge off ahead. I am running for the pleasure of speed in my legs, to be free in movement, for the joy of being alive. I run also to escape the attention of my grandparents in whose company I feel awkward.

  My father does not join me in running but merely walks behind.

  I was a slender, cautious child. I enjoyed lessons and was enthusiastic when the teachers asked me questions. I took pleasure in learning something new. I read and re-read every book in our school library. I wrote.

  I made friendships, but kept them going only with difficulty. I avoided the choir, drama, refused to learn a musical instrument, and ignored all the other modest activities that were intended to bring children together outside the classroom. I did not enjoy playing football and disliked the company of the boys who were best at it. My closest friends I made among the children who dreamed. One was an artist, who painted dragons and knights in armour; my drawings by contrast were stick figures. Another was a poet, who understood with me that there was a world of politics outside the classroom. A third friend invented one week a new school currency, made of pieces of tin foil that the other children belatedly agreed to trade with him, draining into their hands his whole week’s pocket money.

  I was lonely. All children endure long periods during which they are profoundly unhappy. I relied on my parents to navigate a way through for me.

  My journey towards running was made easier by the one exercise which I and my parents shared. At Christmas and at Easter (my father’s work allowing), my parents would take me skiing for a week, to Switzerland, Austria or Italy. I recall these holidays with pleasure, for the subtle, bitter tang of apple juice in German-speaking Switzerland, for the sachets of Nutella with breakfast in Italian hotels.

  In the mornings I would ski with the local ski school, in the afternoon I joined up with my parents. I loathed the ski schools with abandon. I detested the children who skied better than me, I even despised those who were my equals. I found it hard to make friends. I do not recall ever meeting the same classmate twice.

  My mother had learned to ski before she left school and skied without difficulty. She kept her skis close together, turning her hips gracefully from side to side. My father’s skiing by contrast was hard-won. He had learned the sport late. He would end his meals early, forcing himself to practice, to make himself learn. Almost all of his frustration as a late adopter he kindly restrained when trying to teach me.

  The part of my skiing which pained my father most was my inability to improve. I disliked in particular the weight of my skis, the pain in my shoulders when I carried them for any distance. I groaned at the repetitiveness of the exercise: at the so many times I was made to walk sideways up a slope, the heaviness of my boots and skis as I raised my legs and readied my body to turn. I was too light to descend with any speed and I lacked the momentum at which the sport becomes enjoyable. I remained too long at the same point, uninterested in off-piste, equally ungainly as I descended, no more brave. My father would take me to the top of steep hills, promising fields of snow, covering me to the height of my chest. I wanted only to be allowed fast valleys instead.
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