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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
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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.

2
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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

6 x 200 metres
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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.

4
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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
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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 partici-
pation. 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 compe-
tition. 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,
6
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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 dimin-
ishing his best weapon, his finishing kick. In the fifth lane was
Alberto Juantorena, 6’2” and 185lbs of 400 metre sprinter exper-
imenting 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

The Rivals
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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 indefen-
sible, 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

8
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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 opportu-
nities 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 hypno-
tised 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

The Rivals
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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.
10
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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 enthu-
siastic 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
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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

12
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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.

I attempted all the tricks of a child, mislaying my skis, sticks,
or gloves. I was trying to break up the routine of the exercise,
impose myself on the sport.

My father retaliated with infinite patience, finding whatever
it was I had dropped. He walked with me, encouraged me, and
sometimes I learned.

Skiing fast downhill places pressure on a skier’s legs. Feet grip
the slope. The skier has to hold their knees together. Absorbing
the force works lungs and heart. I acquired something I had not
acknowledged before, a taste for speed. Skiing made parts of me
strong, the same parts that later enabled me to run. 

Less happily, when I was aged five, we spent a week skiing in
North Italy. That year, the weather was unusually cold, with
temperatures as low as minus twenty five. The wind scraped our
faces, as we queued to ascend by gondola. I was wearing a red
padded ski-suit, with several layers of clothes beneath, a woollen
hat and scarf. Through all these layers, I still felt the cold in my
flesh and in my bones.

I disliked this ski school more than most. My fellow pupils
were mostly French; I could no more speak to them than they to
me. If there were other children who spoke some English, I had
no success in finding them. The instructors complained that I
skied too fast and without control. I was seen as reckless; I was
treated as a beginner and demoted into a beginner’s class. 

Learning To Run
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A day or so afterwards, the worst of the cold had eased a little, I
found myself in the middle of a ski-school crocodile, ten children
following each other in a line. The ground was flat. I turned
towards my left, allowing my weight to swing in, towards the
slope. As I turned the lower edge of my top ski caught on a patch
of grey ice, I slid and fell. So far, the fall was nothing unusual. It
was only as I attempted to stand that I realised my leg could not
take my weight. My left side, on which I still felt no pain,
buckled. It was like trying to walk with one foot on land and the
other in water. 

The instructor, seeing me confused and unable to stand, skied,
with me holding on to his back, fast down the hill. In due course
a doctor explained that when I had fallen I had broken both the
bones of my left leg. The breaks were just above the ankle, where
the weight of my body had taken my leg across the top of my
boots.

It is the same calf muscle which I have injured repeatedly
since.

Around my sixth birthday, I was in the kitchen with my mother.
I recall the low blue table at which I ate; beside it was an orange
wooden box which had once held twelve bottles of tonic water.
Our dog was somewhere near my feet. I suppose that I must have
asked what the things were on the shelves far above my head.
“Your father’s cups”, my mother answered. “When he was
young, he was a rower.” 

The trophies remain frustratingly vague in my memory. I have
a sense of tarnished silver, but no memory of their size or shape. 

Rowing, I did understand, after a fashion. My parents kept a
yacht on the South coast. Sailing was my father’s favourite
weekend pastime. We would moor sometimes in a dock,
sometimes out at sea. Often, the harbour, where most nights we
ate, was a boat ride away. My father would set about inflating our
dinghy from a foot pump, testing it to be sure that the rubber was

14
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absolutely tight, then lowering it into the water. He would then
row us to the shore, his great forearms moving with precision.
My mother and I would wait as the ground neared. 

The yacht was kept for six months on dry land, being prepared
for the sailing season. My father would check the outdoor motor,
and search the boat for cracks into which water might leak. He
would re-paint her hull, her keel. Layers of red and white paint
were added by hand. The boat is immaculate in my memory. My
parents’ friends were invited to help out. I tried to keep them
company, waiting till they tired, when I would follow them to the
shop to buy cigarettes. 

“There were rowers he beat”, a friend of my father told me,
“who rowed in the Olympics”. 

Beyond the boat was a slope, after that a wood. I recall other
children my age, their hands helping me into a tree. Once, three
of us sat proud on top, mastering the view on every side. I
remember paths worn by feet, routes between brambles and
nettles. I chased other boys my age and was chased back by them
in turn, sprinting away from them. I recall also the initial panic
among my friends at the presence of girls, the gradual
composure of the older boys, their unspoken determination that
they should be in control.

Summers, I spent often with my aunt. My father was keen to take
the boat sailing for weeks on end. I disliked the corrupted, sweet
smell of unburned diesel; it rested in my stomach and made me
feel unwell. I disliked also the angle of the boat as it keeled to
turn, leaving those sat on its deck facing downwards on a sharp
angle towards the sea. While my conscious brain knew that we
would of course not drown, I felt ill at ease, and often said so,
reducing my parents’ own pleasure in the sport.

We reached a compromise under which I would travel for a
week each summer to Stratford upon Avon, sharing my aunt’s

Learning To Run
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circle of artists and actors, social drinkers, self-employed painters
and photographers. My favourite place to run in Stratford was
Shottery Fields, a square mile of municipal land, cut by a
centuries-old ditch and furrow. There were football pitches on the
fields. I would run short laps around the pitches followed by a
dozen or more long laps of the park. I tried to run on grass
whenever I could.

As a child, twenty years before, Seb Coe had run on the same
fields.

I was also running at home, my shortest route took me once
around our nearest park, which was about half a mile. When I felt
more adventurous, I would run laps of a second nearby park,
past football pitches, tennis courts and even a physic garden,
home to wood pigeons, mice and frogs, pike from the Canary
islands, bushes of thyme and rosemary and statutes of the people
who had built the streets all around.

Running was one of a wider set of pleasures, along with
watching TV or playing on my computer, seeing friends, listening
to bands of my choice and reading to myself. There had been a
time when I went nowhere without my parents. I was already
reaching an age when I was old enough to choose to be alone.

I ran to be out of the house, on my own with my thoughts. I
ran in the spring and summer. I ran in the weeks and not at
weekends. I had no formed plans to turn my running into a
competitive sport. I ran because I enjoyed the feeling of my body
when it was utterly relaxed. I ran for pleasure, I ran because I
could.

A kindly absence for most of the evening, my father left work
early and partied late. He would return to our house and bathe
before friends came round. Our family would be assembled at all
points of the dining room table, my father at the head, my mother
and I to each side, the dog near the back of the room hoping for
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scraps. We were gathered to provide an audience for my father’s
stories; we were the backdrop against which he shone. He could
be very funny. 

He retired early, in his early fifties. He had no office, just the
basement of our house, which he slowly took over with so many
files and pieces of loose paper that no free inch of carpet or table
was left. My father had plans to launch businesses, a scheme to
found an investment trust. He was interviewed in the financial
press. His products were on sale in newspaper supplements. 

My father bought trainers and began to run, they seemed
impossibly large to me on the floor. For him, running was an
acknowledgment of middle age. He jogged, running along the
main road, the air wobbling with the fumes of passing cars.

On occasion, my father and I ran together. He realised that this
was the one sport in which I showed any promise. In his
kindness, he wanted to encourage me to develop. Perhaps, he
just enjoyed running with another person. I was bought jogging
shoes, a big step up from my previous plimsolls. Together, we
ran out, at a slow, pedantic pace. We crossed one road, then
another. Our pace remained the same. We were too slow; the
exercise gave me little pleasure. I wanted to explore the limits of
my speed. I saw no joy in testing my body by just running
further than before.

If we had to run, my view was that we should talk. My father
disagreed; we were in the middle of the city. Talking filled our
lungs still further with car fumes. But if we were trying to avoid
pollution, why were we running on the busiest main roads?

We ran only once or twice together. After that, the experiment
continued no further. I admit that I was the one who ended it.
How much better it would have been if we had continued to jog
together, even for just a few weeks more.

The fastest pupil at my prep school was a blond ten-year-old boy,
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Jimmy. The school’s buildings constituted the four corners of a
rectangle, and our teacher, struggling to break the habit of our
football competitions, timed us racing each other along this
route. Jimmy came first. A month later, the race was re-run, save
that we were staggered leaving, with Jimmy the last to go. Again,
he won, but this time there was a competitive finish, with Jimmy
only just catching a group of us at the line. 

For the third race, I determined to split the rectangle in the
middle, running half a circuit, to finish before Jimmy could catch
me. I won but my time was implausibly fast. I confessed quickly
and was not punished for cheating.

I was an awkward-to-place December birth, too young for my
year, too old for the year below. Following discussions between
my teachers and my parents, I dropped down a year. This was a
prize, odd as it sounds, for having worked myself up towards the
top of my class. Dropping down, I joined the year below’s schol-
arship form. My father hoped that I would win a scholarship to
his former school.

I had been one of the youngest boys in my year, I was now the
very oldest in the year below. Through my prep school career, I
had showed no talent for any team sports. But now I was larger
than the other boys with whom I played football, and at twelve
there is little more to the game than the ability to push others off
the ball.

I still had friends in the neighbourhood, children who were
just preparing to leave their schools a year before me. We
continued to spend our afternoons playing football or cricket in
the park. One had visions of becoming a professional cricketer.
The two of us practised, he bowling to me at a speed which I
found alarmingly fast.

At school it was different. Football, having been a chore,
became a new-discovered joy. For the first time I was the captain
of the teams in which I played. Choosing my own position, I
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played in midfield or as a striker. In cricket, I tried to teach
myself the rudiments of wrist-spin, and did enough albeit at a
very slow pace to bamboozle my classmates, many of whom
were nine months younger than me.

Cricket pointed the way, indirectly, to my future. At the end of
our Wednesday afternoon sessions, I would run from Hyde Park,
where the school played its cricket, back to the school itself. A
group of us raced the kilometre or so. If any teacher had been
watching us, they would hardly have approved, for in our
improvised race we chased across busy central London roads. It
was simply something we decided to do because we wanted to
get back to school, get changed there, and set off home.

In Jimmy’s place the title of the fastest boy in the school had
passed to a taller boy, Giles, dark-haired, and strong, his skin
pitted with acne. A year before, he had shot up and filled out, a
sudden early-pubescent growth. I knew from past races that he
was faster than me over 50 or 100 metres. But this was a different
sort of challenge.

A group of us set off. Within twenty seconds of the start, I was
at the front. I ran and ran, refusing to accept that my lungs were
short of air. The first week, and each time we ran thereafter, I was
invariably the first home.

The school year ended with a sports day, located on the black
cinder Duke of York running track, celebrated in athletics history
as the place where Roger Bannister had been coached towards
breaking the four-minute mile. The track itself was 363 yards
long, slightly shorter that is than a standard 400 metre track. 

The seriousness of the competition ascended with the age of
the children involved. There were egg and spoon race races,
relays, jumps. In my first years, the height of my ambition had
been to involve my parents in the three legged race. I remember
a friend winning one year tied to his father, and the following
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year coming a forlorn second, his mother’s legs tied to his own. 
By the time of my last year at school, there were two races

which appealed to me: the 100m sprint, and a two-lap race. The
winner in the two-lap event won the right to hold briefly a silver
champion’s plate. I knew my father’s history, we had jogged
together. He had heard me describe the pleasure of running back
to school. I wanted him to be proud of me as an athlete, not just
as a boy who wrote.

I wore a white cotton t-shirt and my trainers. There were no
distractions when the French teacher raised his starter’s pistol in
the air. On your marks, set … go!

I lifted my body from a standing half-crouch and joined the
race. Immediately, I was behind. Within half a second of the start,
Giles led by two metres. I forced my head back (too far back), my
arms and knees forward. My stride lengthened. I strained every
muscle I had, I wanted so desperately to win. The end was almost
upon me. I reached for it with my chest and arms. I felt the rope
of the finishing line around my legs. Giles had already finished
four or five metres ahead of me. I finished still further ahead of
the boy in third.

I stood by the side of the track afterwards, gasping to fill my
lungs with the summer air. My arms were at my hips, I looked
down towards the track but I felt no disappointment. I knew my
body already. I knew my strengths and some of my weaknesses.
I had mentally discounted this defeat before it had happened.
The more important battle was yet to come. 

It was the two-lap competition on which I focussed. The distance
seemed almost inexplicably far. The race’s very length was a sign
that in the eyes of my school I was now outgrowing my time
there. Entering and competing were stages in the ascent from
childhood to something closer to adulthood. The key, I had
decided, was to get to the inside quickly and lead from the front.
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Giles, I was confident, lacked the stamina for the two lap race.
But I did not want to be out-sprinted at the finish. 

Normally, the start of the 800 metres is run in lanes. This time,
we started along a single line. From the gun, I made my way to
the front, barging with my shoulder one class-mate attempting
the same manoeuvre. From there, it was simply a matter of
stretching my legs, at a pace which I thought I could sustain. I
measured my lead by the sound, diminishing, of the breathing of
the runners behind me. I listened for the spectators, excited at
first, then quieter as the gap widened, only stirring again in the
last 100 metres or so.

Afterwards my father photographed me, glasses wonky,
trophy in hand. 

Arriving at my next school, I joined a year of 250 boys, streamed
into 14 or so classes and 30 or so “houses”. It was a world so
large that only those with talent would be noticed. As in any
other group of that age, academic success was the least desirable
of skills. Some of my contemporaries were superb footballers,
cricketers or rowers. Around me there were pupils who would
go on to be career footballers, one-day international cricketers,
Olympic rowing champions.

In the team sports, I was a worse failure than I had ever been.
The standard was higher, my mediocrity was more apparent.
Playing for my house second junior team, the ball would spin of
my shins as I attempted to trap it. Set up to score, I would
manage an air shot. Briefly I tried rugby but I was surrounded by
others who had been playing it for up to five years. Rugby sevens
without glasses meant I could not even see those that I was
supposed to tackle. 

I hoped that life would improve in the summer. I told another
boy that I would follow my father and choose rowing. As it
happened, I was wrong.
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I relied on football to keep me fit through the autumn and winter.
In some ways, it is not a bad preparation for middle distance
running. In an ordinary game, you should be covering something
like a good five or six miles, all run in just the very stop-start
fashion that is the perfect practice for a 1500 runner’s multiple
changes of pace. 

In the middle of my first term, there was a three-mile cross
country race. Enthused by memories of my triumphs at my
previous school, but not having trained, I felt sure that I could
finish in the top five. I remember little of the competition, save
that it had rained and my legs tired beneath the weight of the
mud. The longer we raced, the wider were the layers of brown
clay stuck to the outsides of my shoes. My feet slid across the
ground, my weight lurched forwards and back. I watched in
jealousy as other the runners seemed to glide just above the
damp, heavy surface. 

A red-headed boy Paul won. I finished an unimpressive
fortieth, and the other boys in my house teased me afterwards for
having dared to think I might do well. 

The school held its yearly track and field competition in the
spring term. Each pupil had to enter something but we were
allowed to choose no more than three events. I opted for the
longest races: 400, 800, and 1500 metres. This time I made no
predictions. My poor finish in the cross-country meant that none
of my friends held any hopes for me. I did try to train a little, but
in practice this meant not much more than walking the distance
from my house to the field in which the track was located. 

The ground was then a cinder track, that is, a surface made up
of the deposits left over from burning coal. Unlike the Duke of
York track, on which I had raced 12 months before, the cinders
were uneven. As we ran, bits of the track would detach
themselves. It was far too easy to slip, to sprain an ankle. 

A story I heard was that the track had been chewed up once by
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a well-meaning groundsman’s mower. In truth, it could have
done with being churned up, watered, and properly flattened.
Just a couple of years later, the cinders would be replaced with
tartan.

To compete in the 400 metres final, I had to learn skills which I
had never considered, such as how to start a race which is only
after all an extended sprint. This meant practising crouching at
the track, how far to raise my body (only so high) learning how
to force myself forward with my arms before my body was fully
vertical. As I knew from a year earlier, my start was one of the
weakest parts of my race. Watching the other boys, I realised that
my finish was little better. I practiced holding my head forwards,
sticking my chest out, breaking through the line. 

The race itself I began slowly. By 200 metres I had forced my
way back to contention but I never quite caught the eventual
winner Kris.

In the aftermath of this final, one of the teachers, Charlie,
asked me to join the school athletics team. It was not an easy
decision, it would mean not following my father into rowing. But
here was a skill I had proven already. I had no reason to think I
might be half as good in a boat. I asked to sleep on the decision
before replying.

My memory of the 1500 metres is that it seemed to start
incredibly fast. At 100 metres, I had no greater ambition than to
keep up with the runner in second last. And yet, as I overtook
him, it did occur to me that I was in less pain than I really should
be. I was running against footballers and rugby players of
distinction, rather than escaping, they were coming back
towards me. 

Shortly before the end of the first lap, more in a spirit of
playful self-discovery than with any serious plans for the race, I
increased my pace towards a sprint. In just a few yards, I brought
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myself up to fourth. And so the race went on, in alternate periods
of recovery and short sprints, until I was second with just a lap to
go. 

Belatedly, an idea of tactics filtered into my brain. Paul was
not in front, but behind. The runner ahead was not someone I
could recall from the 400 metres. Suddenly, my body was buzzing
with excess energy and I wanted to sprint recklessly. Instead, I
made myself check, and check again, and ran to the front only
with twenty metres to go.

The 800 metres differs from the 1500 metres. The shorter distance
starts in lanes. Runners break in after 150 metres. As they come
together, they clash for space on the inside lane. Also, the race is
so fast that no runner is capable of more than one change of pace.
The knack is to time your finish compared to the people you race.

My rivals in my school 800 metres final included Paul, the
cross-country champion, and Kris, who had just beaten me over
400 metres. As we broke from our starting lanes, I found myself
jostled, and disturbed by the bodies around me. There was a boy
from the year above running immediately behind me. His right
leg clipped my trailing foot. He fell forwards, disturbing the
runners all around. Wanting to put every possible distance
between myself and his fall, I simply sprinted the remaining 600
metres. At each bend, I tucked my weight inwards, scraping a
few inches off the total distance. My chest grew tight, my legs
tired. Each fifty metres, I had to force myself to accelerate
towards the line.

Afterwards, I commiserated the injured runner. Blood
streaked down his hands and down his knees.
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