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  FOREWORD


  by Sir Roger Bannister


  This utterly absorbing biography of Chris Brasher vividly recalls our friendship of over 50 years. He continually surprised me by his complexity.
  He was so much more than an athlete, although he won an Olympic gold medal. He was part romantic, part idealist, part tough businessman and was capable of some extraordinary acts of kindness. He
  had a manic energy and single-mindedness that brooked no opposition.


  His legacy and crowning achievement was the creation of the London Marathon, the largest in the world, which he fashioned with the support of John Disley in the face of the inertia of
  bureaucracy. Large sums of money were raised for recreational projects in London and the runners themselves raised over 50 million for various charities. The London Marathon inspired gallant
  runners of all ages who had never seriously run before to test themselves and Chris was rewarded by the sea of fulfilled faces at the finish who were justifiably proud of their achievement.


  As a teenage engineering apprentice in the Midlands he had learnt to escape to wild places, the mountains of Wales and Scotland, where he learnt climbing with groups of friends. In
  his journalistic career he wrote about the mystery of these wild places and the way they rekindled his spirit. This chimed with my own love of the countryside and he even inveigled me to go
  climbing with him in Glencoe, a risky enterprise three weeks before he and Chris Chataway paced me for the four-minute mile.


  Little known was his philanthropy. His wealth helped to save wild areas of Scotland and Wales from invasion by electricity pylons and nearer home at Petersham he helped to
  preserve the Thames Meadows shown in the famous Turner painting.


  Shakespeare described such a man:


  
    
      The elements were so mixed in him


      that nature might stand up


      And say to all the world


      this was a man.

    

  


  


  PROLOGUE


  Marathon Day


  
   
    
      Chris Brasher has done more for the corporate spirit of London than anyone since Adolf Hitler.


      Sir Christopher Chataway

    

  

  


  CHRIS BRASHER was annoyed by the phone call that clattered into his sleep at two in the morning.
  Hed set his alarm in the hotel room to wake him at five. It was Dave Bedford on the line, obviously drunk and mumbling that he wanted to run the marathon the next day. Bedford, the
  self-confessed wild man who had dominated British distance running in the 1970s and broken the 10,000 metres world record, was calling from his nightclub, The Mad Hatter, in Luton. It was 28 March
  1981. These days Bedford is the race director of the London Marathon. In those days he hadnt run a step in a year, but a friend had bet him 250 that he couldnt finish the
  Marathon.


  Do what the hell you want, Brasher told him, then turned over and rolled back to sleep.


  The phone rang again at four. There was a panic about the tangle of scaffolding being erected at the Marathon finish on Constitution Hill. It was feared that the scaffolding might sever the
  heads of the mounted soldiers during the Changing of the Guard. Brasher called his sidekick, John Disley, and between them they got the gantry altered.


  At 5 a.m. Brasher hauled himself wearily from his bed, bent on hacking through every problem that might threaten his infant marathon, and determined to run the race himself.
  Some nine hours later, still barking last-minute orders from a crude walkie-talkie, he struggled across the line in two hours fifty-six minutes.


  Brashers first emotion was a huge sense of relief. The days and months leading up to that first London Marathon were chaotic. Ever since hed roused his wife Shirley
  from her bed, late on a Saturday night in October 1979, to hear him declaim the Observer story that was to launch the saga next day, the dream of the London Marathon had dominated his
  life.


  Brasher had witnessed and run the New York Marathon, and in his paper he laid down the challenge. I wonder whether London could stage such a festival. We have the course, a magnificent
  course, but do we have the heart and hospitality to welcome the world?


  Shirley Brasher reckoned it was a step too far. I did not see how Chris could fit one more thing, either paid or unpaid, into his life. I was afraid he would finish himself with
  exhaustion, me with exasperation and our marriage with sheer pressure.


  In a matter of months, however, Brasher and John Disley, fellow athlete, friend and business partner, had bulldozed through the seemingly impossible task of laying on a mass marathon in the
  heart of London. Everybody said it was impossible, few thought it could happen, most believed it would end in disaster. But Brasher ploughed on relentlessly.


  Hed pop up everywhere, preaching and promoting his dream. He cajoled Ian Wooldridge  the Daily Mails top sportswriter  to escort him around the course in a
  limousine. Six hours and several bottles of champagne later, Brasher, confident that Wooldridges report would command a two-page spread in the Mail, picked up a kit-bag. He emerged
  from a cloakroom with a grin, stripped to his tracksuit and running shoes. He downed a large gin and tonic and then set off to run the nine miles from London to his home in Richmond.


  Brashers heart had sunk with some despair when the leader of the Greater London Council, Sir Horace Cutler, had told him bluntly: You wont get a penny
  from the GLC. Brashers response was to whisk Cutler off to New York, champagne and Concorde all the way, to further publicise the race and grab yet more headlines.


  Brasher used all the volunteer labour he could muster  raiding running clubs, squads of orienteers, anyone hed run, walked or drunk with  to handle the overspill of tasks,
  from the doling out of numbers to the blue line painted round the course. The Marathon Office itself was low-tech and undermanned. It consisted of a desk and two chairs tucked away in
  the GLC Recreation Office.


  Brasher would call on every press man he knew and roped in his good friend David Coleman and the BBC to hype the race. But still, many believed it would never happen. The night before the race
  Brasher galloped around the broadcasting studios, dispensing his eccentric advice. Vaseline all moving parts, ball of foot, heel, groin and where your arm meets your back, he
  warned.


  Thousands of runners crawled out of warm beds on Marathon morning only to find that the rain chilled their limbs and the Greenwich park keeper, reckoning it was an ordinary Sunday morning, had
  locked all the changing rooms and lavatories. The trains were gruesomely packed, but somehow 7000 competitors, many dripping beneath black bin-liners, shuffled their way to the start. Among them
  were a handful of elite runners, hired by Brasher in a series of frantic phone calls to give the race some credibility.


  Brasher was everywhere; growling orders, wagging his finger, shepherding the flock of runners who backed up like a football crowd jamming the gates of Greenwich Park. Two hours, eleven minutes
  and forty-eight seconds later Dick Beardsley from the USA and Inge Simonsen from Norway crossed the line, hand in hand.


  In those blister-filled hours when the runners processed around the capital the race had stamped itself on London. The doubters had said it couldnt happen, but the reviews were ecstatic.
  Thirty-one years later, many thousands have experienced the bubbling enthusiasm, the pain, the satisfaction of raising millions for charity and the euphoria of running the
  London Marathon.


  I was working at the Daily Mail when I ran that first London Marathon. I staggered back to my office after the race. There on the front page was a picture of the winners. And there was
  the headline. It said simply The Hand of Friendship. The race, labelled by Chris Brasher the great suburban Everest, was an instant hit. The running boom had become a
  reality. The finishers limped into their offices next day, proud of their blisters and their medals. The sales of tracksuits, vests, shorts and running shoes soared as never before.


  And Brasher, like the London Marathon itself, seemed to be unstoppable . . .


  


  INTRODUCTION


  The Man Who Could Never Resist a Challenge


  NO ONE GAVE much hope for the man who had scraped into the British team for the 1956 Olympics in Melbourne. Knowledgeable
  experts reckoned that Chris Brasher was no winner. After all, he had never won a single race in international competition. His closest friends Roger Bannister and Chris Chataway, four-minute milers
  both, overshadowed him with their seemingly effortless and glamorous victories.


  But in the final of the 3000 metres steeplechase, Brasher first overhauled his British team-mates, John Disley and Eric Shirley, then began chasing the leaders. On the last lap Brasher clawed
  his way to the front and sprinted with his arms and legs flying wildly to win the race by fifteen yards. He had answered the challenge he had set himself, and run the race of his life.


  Brasher had hardly got his breath back when the result was announced. He wiped the sweat from his steel-rimmed spectacles and peered up at the scoreboard. His name was not there. The judges had
  disqualified Brasher for barging the third-placed runner. He was not listed among the finishers.


  After a three-hour inquiry the decision was reversed and Brasher was free to celebrate his gold medal with gusto. John Disley, his lifelong friend and steeplechase partner, says: Of the
  threesome, Bannister, Chataway and Brasher, Chris was the ugly duckling and the only one to win an Olympic gold.


  The ugly duckling was still tipsy when he collected gold the following day. But that one win convinced the 28-year-old athlete of what he had long suspected  that for him
  anything was possible. It was a win that was to chart the course of his future life.


  The athletics world would hardly have noticed Brasher if it hadnt been for Roger Bannister. They had become friends during their university days and when Bannister set his sights on the
  four-minute mile, Brasher and Chataway were recruited to set the race up for him as pacemakers. On 6 May 1954 at Oxfords Iffley Road track, Brasher and Chataway towed Bannister to instant
  fame as an icon of the twentieth century. Brasher seemed destined to be remembered simply for playing a bit part in that drama, but the Olympics which came two years later changed all that.


  Bannister was there at the track side in 1956, reporting for the Sunday Times, and in a piece headlined Brashers Olympics he wrote:


  
    
      
        Last Thursday a bespectacled, white-faced Englishman became suddenly and joyously free. As Christopher Brasher sank to the track after running the race of his life a
        burden as heavy as ever Sindbad carried slipped from his shoulders . . .


        Few British athletes have plumbed the depths of athletic misfortune in the way Brasher has done over the years. Sore legs, staleness, damaged heels, muscle cramps, asthma during races and
        infected teeth  Brasher has known it all. He barely made Britains Olympic team. His unpredictable form made some people regard him as a mild athletic joke, but when ever he
        failed he always searched himself for the error of approach or training which had made the body give up . . .

      

    

  


  Bannister had been disturbed by the victory of the Soviet athlete Vladimir Kuts, a fanatical and, as an army officer, apparently a full-time trainer. Kuts
  broke the world record for 5000 metres in 1955 and 10,000 metres in 1956, winning at both distances in the 1956 Melbourne Olympics. There were allegations that he was drugged for his races and that
  he had been hypnotised. With Kuts domination of the distance events in mind, Bannister wrote:


  
    
      
        Brashers victory has a significance for athletes all over the world. When Kuts won both the 5,000 and 10,000 metres I sadly felt like writing an obituary for the
        long-distance amateurs . . . Could any athlete in the future, I wondered, do a normal days work and still win an Olympic title? But Brashers victory gave us all fresh hope.


        He works a full office day, trains hard, and still has the unbounded energy for a wide range of hobbies including mountaineering. But the Brasher who was once considered for a Himalayan
        reconnaissance expedition has now climbed his own personal Everest. He has shown the world the self-conquest that can be achieved through running.

      

    

  


  Despite Bannisters words there were many who subscribed to the view that Brasher was lucky and the least likely of Olympic victors. Well done the old
  scrubber! read a telegram delivered to Brasher in Melbourne from his training partners in London. Heavy shoulders, thick thighs, solid frame, almost bulldoggish. And typically
  English, game to the last, was the verdict of the 1956 British Olympic Association magazine.


  It was a view that pertained throughout Brashers life. Yet this was a man who achieved much  setting the pace in the first sub four-minute mile, winning an Olympic gold medal, and
  getting the London Marathon up and running.


  In the days that followed Chris Brashers death in February 2003, his wife received a letter. Shirley, who half a century before as Shirley Bloomer had been a champion tennis player, read
  the conventional view that somehow Chris Brasher had no natural gifts, no flair. The writer described Brasher as the least talented Olympic gold medal winner he
  had ever come across.


  Shirley leapt eloquently to Brashers defence. In a reply sent on 25 April 2003, she rebutted the charge that this man was the least talented of Olympic gold medal
  winners:


  
    
      
        I cant agree. Once you are talking in terms of world class  like Olympic finalists or world champions in any sport  every competitor has a natural flair
        and ability. You cannot achieve that level without it, but natural flair is fickle and counts for little unless there is mental toughness and ability to back it up. It is the
        mental strength that will decide and therein lays the talent.


        Some dictionary definitions of talent actually define it as high mental ability. Above all, sporting top class talent has to deliver on the day under intense
        pressure. Chris had in abundance all the Ds of mental toughness  desire, determination, dedication and discipline  giving the confidence to
        deliver, and that is talent in top class sport.


        He chose the best event for his physique and natural talent as well. I think it is a very British attitude to think that flair  which gives an attractive
        and easy style, but no guarantee of withstanding pressure  is more vital than mental strength in winning at high level in any sport. Maybe its why we often fail to
        develop young potential in Britain  we encourage the wrong kind of talent.

      

    

  


  The letter to which she was responding had been sent by an author, former MP and, in the days before he went to jail, once-upon-a-time athlete  Jeffrey Archer. Shirley
  Brasher thought Archer had completely missed the point. What made the man she married unbeatable was that he could never resist a challenge  thats why he won, she said.


  Brashers early challenges, Shirley believed, were thrust upon him. The challenge of a childhood as a shy, bewildered schoolboy struggling with life in a classroom which he hated and which
  brought on a crippling stutter; the challenge of feeling a fraud when he played a bit part in Bannisters assault on the four-minute mile; the challenge of winning Olympic
  gold when his track record would write him off as a no-hoper.


  Later, said Shirley, Chris Brasher invented, contrived and then rose to his own challenges. When he returned from New York in 1979 after having run the marathon, Brasher posed the challenge:
  Couldnt London stage such an event? By 1981 he had answered that challenge. Although many considered the race a passing curiosity, a back-of-the-envelope job, within a handful
  of years the London Marathon had become one of the greatest public sporting events the world has ever seen.


  There were more challenges, jostling like runners in a crowded race, each one  big and small  elbowing for Brashers attention. Skiing across Scotland; the glove-like
  seductiveness and lightness of the Brasher Boot; the climbing of a mountain; the saving of a meadow; the fortune that flowed from the sports stores; the profits poured into charity that might save
  the wilderness he worshipped; the racehorses that he dreamt might win. With hard work and the will to triumph Brasher convinced himself that no challenge was unconquerable, he would barge his way
  through them all.


  An old friend, Michael Davie, was athletics correspondent of the Observer at the time of the Melbourne Olympics in 1956, and wrote of Brashers victory:


  
    
      
        Asked why he, a sensible fellow with plenty of interests, had gone on running in the first place after having had a comparatively undistinguished athletics career at Cambridge, Brasher
        said that everyone else seemed to be packing it in and he thought he would go on and see what happened.


        Then, after he became involved in personal and athletic relationships with Bannister and Chataway, and especially after the four-minute mile, he became really committed. He began to resent
        his role as the third man, at being introduced as the person who helped Bannister with the four-minute mile or as the friend of the celebrated Chataway.


        He became aware, too, that the ability to run faster over a certain distance than anyone else on earth might be due less to natural athletic ability than to the kind of will the runner
        possessed. Brasher said he found the most interesting thing about human beings to be the degree of control they can develop over themselves . . . How do you react when you are lost on a
        mountainside, alone and in fog?


        It is perhaps because he thinks like this and is this sort of person that Brasher has been capable of producing his best on the right day, whereas other English athletes, who in a formal
        sense are very much better runners than he is, have been unable to do so.

      

    

  


  Brasher had realised after this Olympic gold that he had the ability to take the fable of the hare and the tortoise and transform it into unexpected victory by using
  application, experience and above all hard work.


  Winning that gold medal, said Brasher, was a vital part of my education. In part it formed my character. It made me believe that if I set my mind to something I could do it.
  A mans reach should exceed his grasp  and mine always did.


  


  1


  The Shy Boy with a Stammer


  
   
    
      Half the world is composed of people who have something to say and cant, and the other half who have nothing to say and keep on saying it!


      Robert Frost

    

  

    


  CHRIS BRASHER COULD never tell how his stammer started. He always said he couldnt remember.
  Something to do with his childhood, he would reckon. He believed it came on when he was moved back to England after he had spent the first seven years of his life with his family in the
  colonies.


  Christopher William Brasher was born in Georgetown, British Guyana, on 21 August 1928 to Katie and William Kenneth Brasher. The third of four children, he lived his early childhood in colonial
  outposts of the British Empire including Baghdad and Jerusalem, where his father (usually known by his second name, Ken) was a pioneer in radio and telephone communications, an electrical engineer
  who had worked for Marconi and then for the Colonial Office.


  The eldest child in the family was Peter, nearly four years older than Christopher. Next came Wendy. Christopher was the third and his younger sister Margaret was born two and a half years
  later. The family moved around from country to country, but everywhere they were cocooned in the self-confident club of expatriates and servants, insulated from the currents sweeping around them
  that emanated from the less privileged populations whom they governed and controlled. Ken Brasher, Christophers father, had been born into a land where British
  technology was accepted as the best  and in bringing his engineering skills to the colonies he was part of the machine that had made men like him the masters of what was regarded as the
  greatest empire in the world.


  During the topsy-turvy years of his childhood Brasher moved home and country frequently. At this stage the constant changes of location never made the infant Christopher, or Kiki as he called
  himself, feel insecure or rootless. Surrounded by his family and living in the luxury of colonial splendour, the children found it fun. Christophers younger sister Margaret was born in
  Baghdad, but her earliest memories are of life in Jerusalem. She remembers the excitement of the Brasher household chickens being grabbed and stolen by a shadowy passing Arab. Each home offered the
  promise of a new beginning and, potentially, a new adventure. Brasher, like his brother and sisters, simply accepted that the constant moving was down to his fathers career.


  After their transfer to Jerusalem, the family returned to England when Brasher was seven in 1935, leaving his father, Ken, to complete his work in the Holy Land. Ken was awarded the CBE,
  ostensibly for relaying the bells of Jerusalem on Christmas Eve 1936 live to the BBC, but there are those who think that he may have been involved in intelligence work.


  Some who recall Ken Brasher say he was gruff and distant  a man of few words and short temper. But when he said something, says Margaret, you listened. I was slightly
  in awe of him. Margaret has fond memories of her father. She remembers helping him tie tomatoes with string in the garden because his hands were not nimble enough to do it.


  It was Christophers mother Katie  known as Kitty  who set the tone at home. Moyra Bannister, wife of Sir Roger, says that Kitty had drive and charisma and was able to instil
  unshakable self-confidence in her first-born son, Peter.


  The children were educated at home, taught to read and write by their mother and occasional tutors, but right from the start Christopher did not enjoy the same robust health
  as his older brother. To Margaret he seemed healthy enough, but their mother would plead with a procession of doctors to diagnose and treat the problems the boy had with his chest, which manifested
  themselves in a constant and irritating cough. From Chriss childhood his mother was concerned with what appeared to be his asthma or hay fever, was almost obsessed by his cough.


  Home, for young Chris Brasher, was vaguely somewhere back in England. And wherever he and his family wandered he was never far from a world which had been Made in England. The
  power and the influence exerted by the British made it appear that they had invented much of what he knew as a child. They had devised, and appeared to be the best at, all the great games 
  rugby, soccer, cricket, golf, horse racing, mountaineering, skiing. They had developed radio and television, tourism, the Boy Scouts, postage stamps. Their heroes had explored the far reaches of
  the Earth, and they had won the war to end all wars against the Germans.


  But perhaps the frequency with which his family moved, and the uneasy feeling that home was somewhere far off, had something to do with the fact that Brasher later in life could remember little
  of his early childhood and spoke only rarely of it. I paid the penalty for that sort of nomadic life when my mother came back to England in 1935, Brasher remembered. To all
  intents and purposes I was part of a one-parent family as my father was still working in Palestine.


  The Brasher family moved first to Bristol and, at the age of seven, Christopher stepped into a land where Stanley Baldwin was Prime Minister and street parties up and down the land celebrated
  the Silver Jubilee of King George V and Queen Mary. The following year the king died and the Berlin Olympics were dominated by the black athlete Jesse Owens, both through his prowess on the track
  and his undermining of Hitlers Aryan fantasy. As seemed inevitable for a colonial child returning from the Empire in the thirties, Brasher was packed off at the age of
  eight to Oakley Hall Preparatory School on the outskirts of Cirencester.


  I was sent to boarding school which I thought at the time was barbaric, he said later. Suddenly, not only had I shifted country but was moved from my family environment to a
  school where I practically knew no one. I was desperately unhappy. I was feeling insecure and scared and Im sure that thats what started me stammering. The one thing thats
  forever engraved in my memory is having to endure morning school assemblies. The headmaster, remembered Brasher, would throw chalk at the boys and shout at them if they said they
  couldnt do anything.


  At these assemblies we had to take it in turns to read verses from the Bible. I used to sit there on a bench shivering in my shorts, praying that it wouldnt be my turn this week or
  tomorrow and realising that a tumbrel was getting nearer and nearer. Any other boy could read a verse in thirty seconds but it would take me five minutes to stutter and stammer my way through it. I
  used to scour that Bible looking for the shortest verse. I can remember it was Jesus wept. I might just have managed that.


  Certain letters were worse, like Ws and Ps. It was sheer agony. My stutter was extremely noticeable and it is a measure of how bad it was that from the age of eight my mother took me to
  see every quack in the business who promised a cure. One of these so-called doctors told me always to carry a small pencil and to twiddle it in my fingers to help me relax. There was lots of advice
  on breathing. Another told me to stand in a room by myself practising saying PPP and WWW. None of these things worked of course.


  The amazing thing was that I didnt suffer any bullying as a result. In fact my stutter didnt seem to manifest itself nearly as much with my friends and it was only when
  there was an adult around or at a formal occasion. What did work starting to reduce my stammer was achieving a good position, some status in the school. In my case, that came through
  sport.


  It was little wonder that the short, shy boy who turned up at prep school was afflicted by a stammer. Oakley Hall was a small establishment of some fifty boys when Chris
  Brasher went there. Its prospectus advertised the benefits of fresh air for children and easy train connections to London from Cirencester station.


  Quentin Letts, now a journalist and broadcaster with the BBC and the Daily Mail, and a grandson of its then headmaster, remembers Oakley Hall well. It was run by my grandfather
  C.F.C. (Francis) Letts and his indomitable wife Eveleen, an intellectual who had been one of the early female undergraduates at Oxford. Eveleen Letts was a magistrate and a power on the town
  council. She took few prisoners. C.F.C. Letts (practically everyone used his initials or referred to him as Major) was a cricket-mad classicist and co-author of the Latin text book Letts and
  Jackson. He was a subaltern on the western front in the Great War in the Rifle Brigade and a kindly, slightly eccentric fellow.


  Boys at the school used to tell, or embroider, stories about their headmaster. One such legend revolved around his habit of sneezing with great ceremony and deafening volume. On one occasion,
  during the Second World War, when he was accompanying London-bound boys to and from Paddington station at the start and end of term, he sneezed under the stations echoing roof. Such was the
  din, according to his pupils, that people scattered to take cover fearing the onset of an air raid. The headmaster was a heavy smoker and his suits often had cigarette burns on them. He was
  moustachioed, bespectacled  a great believer in ripping yarns, religion and sport.


  Oakley Hall was formerly a grand Victorian villa. Its pillared drawing room  known as Big School  was the assembly area. This was where the boys would have Morning Call
  Over and where Brasher lived in torment at the prospect of reading the Bible aloud. The fireplace at one end seemed to stretch from wall to wall, and would be stoked high in the winter;
  here, the boys, nearly always in shorts, would warm their bare knees. Children normally arrived at the age of seven or eight. The boys first went into the baby dormitory and
  progressed through various other dormitories. Baby dorm was next to the matrons day room, where malt and vitamin supplements would be dispensed after breakfast to those boys
  whose parents had paid for them.


  The malt had the consistency of melted glue and a distinctive smell of hops which boys from Oakley Hall can still remember, accompanied for those who grew up in the baby dorm by the odour of
  Dettol. The matrons room also had a roaring fire and she was a dynamo of energy, sewing, darning and keeping up a flow of nonstop chatter to the children. Homesick boys could blink back
  their tears here and pull themselves together in readiness to battle through another day.


  Shirley Brasher, Chriss widow, remembers well how challenging life was for children of that era: Boys in the prep and public schools in the 1930s and 40s were tested and marked for
  every subject on a regular basis. Often the results were read out weekly and pinned up on a notice board for all to read. In sport, too, it was always very clear who was thought good, bad or
  indifferent  academically or through sport every boy needed to meet the challenge of somehow securing a special identity that might pick him out from his fellows.


  Oakley Halls playing fields were devoted to ball games. The boys played organised sports every day except Sunday. In keeping with the educational ethos of the day, it seemed essential to
  find ways of exercising these young men with their surging hormones, to find other outlets for their energy. Sport tired the boys out, gave a focus to the day and certainly was given as much
  importance as any academic lesson. For many, sport was a way to give boys an identity. In a small school there are not very many pupils to pick from and soon enough even Brasher was selected for
  the cricket team, the soccer team and the rugby team. But the big event was the annual sports day held in summer on the paddock field  a well turned out arena with a circular running track,
  its lanes defined by white limewash and its boundaries by little flags.


  There was a high jump, a long jump and an obstacle course, as well as a handicap race in which the schools slowest runners were given an advantage. All the boys took
  part in what the school called a steeplechase  a point-to-point cross-country race which was refined into the Olympic event that Brasher was to tackle later. There were relay
  races for the houses  Nelson, Drake, Wellington and Wolfe  and individual races for the 100 yards. There was a competition for throwing the cricket ball. At the end of the day, cups
  were handed out by the headmaster to the applause of attending parents. The ever attentive Kitty, still worried about her young sons cough, was a regular visitor at sports day, and Brasher,
  the small, shy, nervous, even alien boy, threw himself with gusto into sport of any kind.


  Brashers older brother had been sent to Oakley Hall too. Brasher major, as he was always referred to, went to there in 1933, but he overlapped with his brother for just one term. In 1936,
  while Brasher minor was still in the baby dorm, Peter left to go to Clifton College in Bristol and a career as a doctor. Academically, Peter had done well. He seemed to have no interest in sports
  but his reports were held up as an example to Christopher. When Peter turned up at Clifton College he was so bright that he was moved up a year. It was an example Christopher found it tough to
  match.


  Nonetheless, the school magazine, which was often dominated by reports on the schools sports, makes countless references to the athletic achievements of the younger Brasher. Here, for
  instance, is his profile as a soccer player featured in the Oakley Hall magazine of Christmas and Lent term 193940: C.W. Brasher, inside left, a keen and determined worker, excellent
  in the field but has no kick, could not pass with his left foot. And again, in the same magazine: C.W. Brasher wing three quarter, spirited player, handicapped by size, a useful scrum
  half.


  Brasher was also keen on boxing, where he found some avenue for his energy and the signs of aggression that were prompted by his size and stammer. Fighting as a lightweight and beaten in the
  final in the Lent term of 1940, Brasher still manages to win some praise: Most elusive, his footwork is first class.


  The Easter term of 1940 finds Brasher fighting as a featherweight and once again the report is encouraging. Brasher was quicker and perhaps produced the most scientific display of the
  day, it says. Brasher was superior in speed, the footwork was excellent and he had a good left. But, even so, the diminutive Brasher was beaten again and again; and although he
  often made the final he was having a hard time of it.


  Brasher also tried his hand at rugby football. The magazines report from the Christmas and Lent term 19389 notes that, playing wing three-quarter, he is very small but keen
  and plucky and was always up with the ball. Should be a useful player one day. By the summer of 1941 Brasher was playing cricket. Again, this time in the handwriting of Major Letts, comes
  the judgement: Brasher is a promising bat and an active fielder but his catching is poor.


  In time these sporting achievements brought the young Brasher enough kudos to be made a monitor, a sort of prefect, and in the summer term of 1941 he was made junior prefect in charge of day
  boys. What excited the young Brasher, though, was nothing to do with being promoted to monitor but the seductive thrills of adventure and the outdoor life. From the start Brasher loved scouting and
  was an enthusiastic member of the troop at Oakley Hall. Most of the activity of scouting  the pitching of tents, the making of fires, the cooking, the wide games  took place in a
  small, heavily wooded area just beyond the paddock field and known as the wilderness.


  For the rest of his life the term the wilderness was replete with meaning for Brasher. He wrote about it and talked about it, and he never lost the romance of camping in the open
  air. Heres where I learned to light a fire at school, he would say. We were only allowed two matches. The wilderness was normally out of bounds and right beside
  it was a swimming pool  not so much a pool as a hole, a gloomy affair hidden by old laurel bushes. Swimming was conducted here without trunks, and sometimes on hot summer nights the boys would be allowed to run down from their tents or their dormitories to have a short swim before returning to their beds.


  Brasher played his team games with more enthusiasm than skill; it was in running that you could more accurately chart his progress. In the summer term of 1937 there is the first recorded
  appearance of Christopher Brasher in a track and field event. He ran in the obstacle race in the under-10 age group. The race was actually won by Dick Letts, the son of the headmaster, who had
  invited Brasher to stay with him in the half-term holiday, but second in that obstacle race came Brasher.


  In the summer term of 1938, Brasher got his first recorded victory in a competition. Once again it was the under-10 obstacle race, but this time Brasher won. In the school handicap in that same
  year he came third and by 1939 managed to win the under-12 obstacle race; in 1940 he managed third in the 100 yards.


  When sports day was over the children disappeared for a couple of days for their summer half-term break. Boys who lived overseas were normally sent to their friends homes. Sometimes, as
  sports day drew to a close, parents would wander around Oakley Halls formal gardens admiring the weeping elm and the evergreens that included a large cedar whose canopy would keep you dry in
  the fiercest of downpours, or the magnificent mulberry tree from whose dark fruit Eveleen Letts would make a sloppy jam.


  The house itself had a circular front lawn surrounded by a gravel path not unlike a small running track. The boys used to play games of tag in the gardens, running around the gravel path. They
  were always running everywhere and forever being scolded and told to slow down. When they paused for a moment to catch their breath the distinctive sound to be heard was of pigeons cooing. The
  school tuck shop was a small wooden shed over which loomed an impressive horse chestnut tree. Outside the chapel there was a cannon, over which the children would clamber, reliving some of the
  great battles of the Empire.


  The school chapel, built after the Great War as the first memorial chapel in the country, is still standing. Its pews were built to suit short legs, childrens knee
  sizes, and it still smells of furniture polish and probity. Oakley Halls religion was steeped in the Book of Common Prayer and the Authorised Version of the Bible, with the boys turning to
  say the Creed towards the altar. The old headmaster would take the service in his Cambridge gown. This towering figure who terrified Brasher so much seems to have been an inspirational and
  effective teacher. His experience of life in the trenches had given him a generally benevolent view of childhood which he seemed to pass on to his pupils.


  The big breakthrough for Brasher came with the weather. Brasher always said that he discovered he could run quite well during the winter of 1940, when he was twelve years old. Certainly the
  winter of 193940 was one of the coldest on record, with persistent chill weather that lasted from 22 December right through to January. Temperatures were the lowest for at least 100 years in
  many parts of Europe. There were strange wartime theories that this cold spell was caused by the intense military activity in the North Sea, which was responsible for disturbing the sea temperature
  and therefore the climate.


  On the night of 23 January a temperature of minus 23.3 C was recorded at Rhayader in Powys, a record low for that date. The Thames was frozen for eight miles between Teddington and Sunbury
  and ice covered stretches of the Mersey, the Humber and the Severn. At Folkestone and Southampton harbours were iced over. Central London was below freezing for a week and there was skating on the
  Serpentine on thick ice.


  The snowfall lasted until 29 January. In Cirencester, freezing rain fell for two days and nights in temperatures of between minus 2 and minus 4 C. Telegraph poles and wires were broken,
  unable to cope with the weight of the ice. Birds were unable to fly because ice had built up on their wings. Roads and pavements were transformed into treacherous skating rinks.


  All this was faithfully recorded in the Oakley Hall school magazine. Here is the entry for Christmas and Lent Terms 1939/40:


  
    
      
        The silver thaw or ice rain as some people call it which occurred on the night of January 27th will not easily be forgotten. All night long branches could be heard
        breaking and crashing to the ground and when we woke it was to find outdoor movement practically impossible owing to ice. Roads and paths were littered with fallen boughs. Every blade of
        grass, every branch, every strand of wire carried a thick icicle which tinkled musically at every movement through them. It was only possible to go to chapel at all by the upper route and
        even then it was far from easy . . .


        We did however sustain one loss. All the goldfish, grown fat and well liked in the twenty years, in which they had lived in the fountain, were frozen to death. We miss them very much and
        so far we have been unable to replace them.

      

    

  


  It was not until 4 March that games could resume. By the time that day came, Brasher had made a remarkable discovery  he had unearthed something that he could be good at.
  His size didnt matter, the fact that he couldnt kick a ball or catch didnt matter, what mattered when the ice came was that in long-distance runs he could win, he could beat
  the others.


  The boys, in an attempt to burn off their excess energy, were forced out to run on the icy paths and roads  most of them reluctantly, their teeth chattering, their fears of falling making
  them run hesitantly. In his first long-distance race, over about three miles, Brasher hung on to the bigger boy in front. For the first time in his life he experienced the quivering flicker of
  triumph. He came home second, beaming with pride. It had seemed easy. It was a thrill that was to stay with him for ever. He had, that March day in 1940, fallen in love with cross-country
  running.


  It worked wonders for his stammer. This cure would succeed where all the quacks had failed. Along with this, Brasher had started to discover that reading about his heroes
  could give him even more encouragement and inspiration.


  Brasher made good use of the library, particularly at times like this bitter winter, whenever the weather was bad, or when the pupils would be incarcerated because some epidemic had broken out
  at the school. Here Brasher could escape into a world of make-believe, a world that was inhabited by his heroes, and where he could play the hero himself. He was picking up volumes by Dumas,
  Buchan, Henty and Thomas Hughes. Hed read and re-read The Thirty-nine Steps, Bulldog Drummond and Tom Browns Schooldays. His favourite hero was Richard Hannay,
  John Buchans great creation. He relished the thought that like himself, Hannay had been born in the colonies, in Hannays case Rhodesia. He admired the fact that Hannay was an
  all-action hero with a stiff upper lip and a miraculous knack for getting himself out of sticky situations.


  But what most excited the young Brasher were the comics that were passed round from hand to hand at that time by the boys. These were not the picture-strip comics of the post-war generation;
  heavy on text, they carried full-length stories. With their stories of overcoming great odds, they stimulated a fantasy dream world and became highly addictive to the young Brasher.


  The best of these comics were based almost entirely on glorifying the British Empire. They were incredibly patriotic; there were countless examples of British heroes overcoming fearsome odds.
  Here the sportsmen and athletes would journey to the ends of the earth and prove that Britons reigned supreme. Their heroes were clichd but they certainly stimulated the patriotic
  imagination. The target readership was essentially Boy Scouts with attitude; young men who could somehow make do and improvise, overcome any hardship, rout the opposition, take on any challenge,
  and do it all essentially by fair means not foul.


  As George Orwell wrote in an essay in Horizon magazine,


  
    
      
        It is probable that many people who would consider themselves extremely sophisticated and advanced are actually carrying through life an imaginary
        background which they acquired in childhood. If that is so, the two-penny weeklies are of the deepest importance. Here is the stuff that is read somewhere between the ages of twelve and
        eighteen by a very large proportion, perhaps an actual majority of English boys. And there is being pumped into them the conviction that the major problems of our time do not exist, that
        there is nothing wrong with the laissez-faire capitalism, that foreigners are unimportant comics and that the British Empire is a sort of charity concern that will last forever.

      

    

  


  Memories of the British Empire may be fading fast, but these comic-book heroes never die. They certainly lived on in the imagination of Chris Brasher. Decades later he used to
  remember in vivid detail the details of their fictional adventures he had read at Oakley Hall and at Rugby School. One of these heroes was known to the boys as Wilson of The
  Wizard. Brasher used to speak fondly of Wilson, whose exploits fascinated him and whose character inspired him.


  Wilson was a boys comic strip about the adventures of William Wilson. It was originally published in DC Thomsons Wizard, but other episodes appeared in the
  Hornet and Hotspur comics. The stories, which made an indelible mark on Brasher, featured a series of unlikely achievements that Wilson seemed to perform with effortless superiority.
  Wilson the athlete would leap from the crowd to run a four-minute mile; Wilson the climber would be the first person to get to the top of Mount Everest, reaching the summit ahead of a German team
  to claim the honour for Great Britain, and, of course, doing it without the aid of oxygen.


  The fictional Wilson was apparently born in Yorkshire in 1795 and settled on Axmoor in the West Country. What appealed to the young Brasher, already in love with cross-country running, was that
  Wilson lived an extremely simple life in a cave on a diet of rabbits, fish, nuts and berries and washed in fresh stream water every morning. Wilson could be spotted chasing
  deer and foxes just for the hell of it. He had befriended a hermit who gave him the secret of eternal life  a potion made from herbs, which endowed him with great athletic strength. The
  hermit told him that the secret of great endurance was to slow down your pulse and increase the capacity of your lungs.


  Wilsons running outfit was an all-over black body suit and he always ran barefoot. The fictional heros exploits, however, extended well beyond athletics. When the England cricket
  team were tragically killed in a plane crash en route to Australia, Wilson was flown out to captain the side and led them to a glorious Ashes triumph. On another occasion he got involved in a
  bare-knuckle boxing challenge and had to beat the US champion, as well as a sinister plot by the Mafia. He romped up the Great Pyramid of Cheops in eight minutes and vaulted over a twenty-foot
  prison wall using only a flag pole.


  But above all, Wilson was a product of wartime Britain when people were yearning for super-human heroes. Like the pilots, the Few, in Winston Churchills phrase, who
  patrolled the skies to fight and die for their land, Wilson exemplified British grit and the stiff upper lip. His make-believe golden era as an athlete began in 1938 at the British Championships,
  when the real-life Brasher was just ten years old. Wilson, the fictional champion, reeled off laps of fifty-seven seconds in the mile and broke the tape at three minutes forty-eight seconds. Nor
  was he just a middle-distance runner. He once defeated an American arch-rival in the US decathlon championships in Philadelphia, winning all ten events.


  For the young Christopher Brasher, of course, the marathon was an event that he could only dream about. He had read true stories of those who had run the distance, like Dorando Pietri, the
  legendary hero who had collapsed and nearly died at the 1908 London Olympics. But the fictional Wilson of The Wizard won this race with ease at the Athens Olympics in two hours
  twenty minutes, despite starting late.


  Brasher was to have many heroes. But all of them embodied some facet of Wilson  barefoot, running in black, living in the wilds, doing the impossible with effortless
  ease. As the teenage Brasher flogged his way through the fields and lanes, determined to be the schools best cross-country runner, it was Wilson who sent his legs and his dreams
  spinning.


  Inevitably, for the adolescent readers of The Wizard, Wilson became a Spitfire pilot. He was apparently killed during the Battle of Britain in 1940 but he swam thirty miles to the Dutch
  side of the English Channel, where he found the clothes of a dead RAF officer on the beach and borrowed his identity to avoid unnecessary press intrusion.


  When Brasher left Oakley Hall at the age of thirteen he didnt follow his brother Peter to Clifton College. Less academically gifted than his brother, Chris Brasher departed the school
  with a much more important legacy. He had discovered that his couple of matches could ignite the flames of his passion both for running and for modelling himself on the heroes who could achieve
  remarkable things. Not only had Oakley Hall succeeded where the quack doctors had failed in getting rid of his crippling stammer, it had also enabled him to discover what made his heart sing and
  what came easily to him in life.


  Decades later Brasher would say, When I tell people that I used to have a really bad stammer they say that explains why I am so aggressive. Oakley Hall, the long-vanished boarding
  school, had managed to turn out a boy who had learned to channel his aggression, to dream the dreams of a breed, equally long vanished, that was born for Empire and action, and whose obsession for
  school sports would help him survive in the tough world of Rugby School.


  


  2


  Rugby and the Challenge of the Crick


  
  
    
      Champions arent made in the gyms . . . Champions are made from something they have deep inside them  a desire, a dream, a vision.


      Muhammad Ali

    

  

  


  HAVING STUMBLED ACROSS the key to status at Oakley Hall Preparatory School, where he made a few friends, lost a little of
  his terror of overpowering adults and all but freed himself of his stutter, it must have been a shock for the young Christopher Brasher to find himself yanked out of that cosy world to step into
  the cold, towering grandeur of Rugby School.


  Brasher minor went to Rugby in 1942. He took the Common Entrance exam to get in, though what may have made the choice of Rugby irresistible was that its headmaster was a friend of the Brasher
  family. The headmaster at Rugby school was Hugh Lyon, says Margaret Brasher. He was known to the family as Uncle. I think he was related distantly on my
  mothers side. We used to spend time at his seaside house  aunts, uncles, cousins; we all used to pile in. Margaret describes the holiday home in Fairbourne, north Wales, as
  very primitive.


  When Brasher started at Rugby the senior boys could not wait to get out and fight before the war against Germany was over. But the thirteen-year-old new boys thoughts
  were on seeing how he might survive all those new rules and new routines, all the new, anonymous faces. Hampered by poor eyesight, lack of confidence and height, asthma and that persistent cough,
  he had found a refuge in cross-country running. It had worked in Cirencester, but could it work here?


  For his first few painful days he would wander through those stony corridors, with echoes ringing that would remind him of the homesickness he thought hed left behind in Oakley Hall.
  Here, once again, he was in a strange environment where he knew nobody, where he had to find his feet again. Rugby was founded in 1567 by Laurence Sheriff, who had made a fortune supplying
  groceries to Queen Elizabeth I. One of the nine great English public schools, proudly defined by the Public Schools Act of 1868, it was among just a handful of such schools to boast of producing
  the ideal of the Victorian gentleman, and one of the first to recognise that it was creating a blueprint for the men who were to run the British Empire at its height.


  Its most famous and innovative headmaster, Thomas Arnold, set the tone for generations at the school. The novel Tom Browns Schooldays, written by Thomas Hughes, a Rugby old boy,
  immortalised Dr Arnold and the school, and was to influence many thousands of boys who dreamed that they could share Tom Browns adventures and grow up to be a hero like him. The main
  difference from Oakley Hall for Brasher was that Rugby was a huge school, big in reputation and history, and it wasnt going to be easy to make his mark. Brasher soon made a decision that he
  would turn his back on team games where you needed an eye for a ball  cricket and rugby  to concentrate on the two sports where he had found some initial success, boxing and
  cross-country running.


  Boxing was an individual sport and would provide an outlet for his aggression. He was a plucky fighter, as all his prep school write-ups confirmed. But it was in cross-country running that he
  felt he could really make a mark. He showed promise from the start. He had what the headmaster at Oakley Hall had identified as pluck, and it was clear from his
  contemporaries that he had an ability to train.


  As a member of School House, located in Rugbys main buildings completed in 1815 around the old quadrangle, the thirteen-year-old entered the very heart of the school. Brashers
  contemporaries remember him as making little impression apart from his enthusiasm for cross-country running. He was very much a loner. Some boys at public schools are hero-worshipped but not, it
  seemed, Brasher. He didnt shine academically or socially. Cross-country running seemed to fulfil him. But even when he had established himself as a member of the first eight
   a team consisting of the best eight runners in the school  he did not emerge as a natural leader of men. It seemed, even by this age, that Brasher had learned a degree of
  independence and a little detachment. He appeared to know his own mind and embrace it.


  But in cross-country running, the school magazine, The Meteor, charted his progress continually. His first efforts after going up to the school in 1942 are recorded in a notebook entitled
  School House Runs 193749. There, in fine handwriting which makes more than a nod to copperplate, a pupil at Rugby, N.V.E. Seymer, recorded every run in which the boys of School
  House competed. Seymer himself added a touching and charmingly modest footnote to his meticulous reports of the season in 1943.


  Lastly, he wrote, I must be the first holder of this book not to get even a fifteen. (The school ran two teams of eight, so Seymer didnt even make the second
  team.) Im sorry about this but I think you can blame earache.


  On Thursday 1 April 1943, five days before the end of term, Seymer reported that the boys managed to find an hour or so to squeeze in their handicap. Even then, he wrote,
  the school was allowed to see Desert Victory at The Plaza at 1 oclock, and lunch was 12.15 so we couldnt start the run until 4 oclock. An hour is ample for the
  whole race. Seymer managed to get a final entry list of thirty runners. The day was windy but fortunately not wet, he noted. The event was run in the traditional Rugby
  way  a hare and hounds chase, modelled on hunting.


  In the early nineteenth century cross-country was practised in all public and many preparatory schools in Britain and its origins linger on in the names of many British athletics clubs 
  like the Thames Hare and Hounds  that were founded in the nineteenth century. The course was set by paper-chasing. A few runners, the hares, would have a start on the bulk of
  the field, the hounds, and lay a scent by scattering a paper trail behind them which the hounds would follow. Racing would take place between the hares and the hounds
  and between the hounds themselves.


  Brashers running was faithfully recorded by Seymer, and his times in the cross-country handicap races were good. Brashers run was exceedingly good for a person of his tiny
  stature and a new boy last term. Pim is also new but much older, over 15, Brasher won quite comfortably although I put him back 4 minutes, reported Seymer. Im very glad he did
  as he has practised far harder than anyone else and been over the course three times beforehand. Concluding this report on the 1943 cross-country running season, Seymer notes, There
  is considerable talent at the bottom of the House. I expect Brasher will one day be writing in this book.


  By 1944 Brasher was employing his cross-country stamina on the track, and on sports day he had finished fourth in the Under-16 mile. In the spring of the following year Brasher was still
  trying to make his way as a boxer but although he made the finals of the bantamweight competition, he was beaten by P.G. Hurst; the school magazine account of that fight says, Brasher fought
  back hard and well but Hurst was the winner from the beginning. By 1945 Brasher had abandoned boxing in favour of running. The school magazine, The Meteor, picks him out as one of the
  characters of the running eight with a hint of things to come. C.W. Brasher has quickly established himself as a most determined and gifted runner. If his performance improves as his legs
  grow he should become a record breaker.


  Brasher tackled the track again on sports day in 1945. This time he ran the mile in the open class and came third in a race that was won by G.T.E. Wilson in a
  record-breaking 4 minutes 35 seconds. Again Brasher gets a mention among the April 1946 characters of the eight: C.W. Brasher, Schoolhouse, a strong elegant runner with plenty of
  staying power and an unorthodox but easy arm action. His ability has brought him to the front in every race.


  Brasher would remember few of the luminaries who addressed the boys at Rugby. They bored him. But there was one visitor to the school that he never forgot. His first memory of seeing sporting
  greatness was in the form of Sydney Wooderson.


  Wooderson was a record breaker, a giant of an athlete, though he certainly did not look the part. Some commentators described him as looking less an athlete than a man who looks as if he
  has been mugged for his ration book. But as Brasher was to learn, looks can be deceptive. Sydney Wooderson, dubbed The Mighty Atom, was an English athlete whose career was at its peak in the
  1930s and 1940s. He was one of Britains greatest middle-distance runners and had an amazing sprint finish. Slightly built and bespectacled, his appearance disguised immense reserves of
  strength and an overwhelming turn of speed.


  Wooderson always ran in the black running vest and shorts of Blackheath Harriers. His effortless speed over the mile must certainly have aroused memories of the amazing Wilson, who in the
  comic-book fiction surpassed Woodersons mile record just a year after he had set it. In fact, Wooderson set the world mile record of 4:06.4 at Londons Motspur Park on 28 August 1937.
  This record stood for nearly five years.


  Wooderson shared with Brasher the handicap of poor eyesight, which ruled him out of active service during the Second World War, though he experienced his share of danger in the National Fire
  Service during the Blitz and served later in the Royal Electrical and Mechanical Engineers as a radar operator. In an attempt to keep wartime morale high, Wooderson would visit schools and sports
  grounds to speak and give an exhibition of his running prowess.


  What most impressed schoolboy Brasher was that even on the track, Wooderson looked a most unlikely champion. Bespectacled, slight and only five feet six inches tall with hair immaculately
  groomed, he looked as if the merest breath of wind might blow him over, but his long stride enabled him to outkick the best with an explosion of pace in the final lap. When representing Britain as
  an international on the track he was rarely defeated. Wooderson was shy and unassuming in public. He spent most of his leave during the war racing around the country. His status by then was so
  iconic that, says author Richard Holt in Sport and the British, The small, thin, dowdy, bespectacled man in Blackheaths all-black strip represented the courage and endurance
  that defeated Hitlers armies.


  Wooderson was the epitome of the suburban commuter, a solicitors clerk. Brasher took one look at the puny figure, his hair Brylcreemed back, his short-sighted eyes peering through thick
  horn-rimmed wire glasses, and declared: If he can be a champion, so can I.


  It wasnt the only moment of inspiration for the boy who had glimpsed what he might achieve through running. Ever since William Webb Ellis allegedly picked up a football and ran with it in
  1823, the game of rugby football had been the most famous export of the English public school. But in Brashers eyes, Rugbys contribution to sport was far more profound. Besides being
  the birthplace of Englands rugby football, the school was also a guiding impulse behind the modern Olympic Games. Rugby School was a driving inspiration to the man who founded the modern
  Olympics, the Paris-born Pierre Frdy, Baron de Coubertin.


  Coubertin was first and foremost an educationalist. In refounding the Olympics his goal was to improve education all over the world through sport. He had originally despaired of the condition of
  his countrys youth during the Franco-Prussian War of 1870 and was determined to do something about it. What better, he believed, than to model his remedy on the great
  public schools of Britain? The idea of using sport to transform the lives of young people, a principle that was later to be enshrined in the Olympic charter, is rooted in the grounds of Rugby
  School, and in the ideas and ideals of its legendary headmaster Thomas Arnold. Coubertin first read Tom Browns Schooldays in translation at the age of twelve. It was said the book
  never left his side. Forty years after Arnolds death, Coubertin made a pilgrimage to Rugby to see for himself what he had read about in the pages of Thomas Hughess novel.


  Anything to do with sport, and in particular running, fascinated Brasher, but he still loved to pore over books in the library that sang the praises of heroes who had won the British Empire
  through battles and cunning. Brasher was hooked on volumes by Eric Shipton, tales of Scott and the Antarctic, and one of his favourite books was Sweet Thames Run Softly by Robert Gibbings
   a travelogue which later inspired an expedition on the River Thames.


  He was still very much into the derring-do of adventure books and his favourites remained the tales of John Buchan. His hero, Major Richard Hannay, provided much later in life a framework for
  the make-believe world that oiled the workings of many expeditions with Brashers friends. By 1945 Brasher was ploughing his way through War and Peace, for which he wrote a book review
  for the school magazine, and Andr Maurois biography of Disraeli.


  One volume in which Brasher took great pleasure and interest was Narrow Boat, written during the war by L.T.C. Rolt and published in 1944. The biographer of many great civil engineering
  figures, including Isambard Kingdom Brunel and Thomas Telford, Tom Rolt was also one of the pioneers of leisure cruising and an enthusiast of both vintage cars and heritage railways. Brasher read
  Narrow Boat when he was seventeen and its influence was both clear and long-lasting.


  Brasher tramped the canals near Rugby that Rolt had written so romantically about, and here he first toyed with the idea of becoming a civil engineer, noting that Rolt had started his life as an
  engineering apprentice. In Narrow Boat too, Rolt sowed the seeds of Brashers campaigns for the environment  fighting for a past that was being rapidly
  despoiled by advanced technological development.


  Books and films fired Brashers imagination, and anyone who could take on a challenge inspired him. One of his contemporary heroes during those years at Rugby was Douglas Bader, perhaps
  the most famous Second World War fighter pilot Britain has known. This was the man who overcame the loss of both legs to command a fighter squadron during the Battle of Britain. Shot down and
  imprisoned by the Germans, his numerous escape attempts provided inspiration for thousands of schoolboys. Yet there was a darker side to this great British inspirational figure.


  According to later biographers like S.P. Mackenzie, Bader could be arrogant, selfish and breathtakingly rude. He treated subordinates appallingly and was thoroughly disliked by many of those
  beside whom he worked and flew. Losing his legs at the age of twenty-one seemed to be the key that transformed him into a difficult, tenacious and aggressive war hero. But Mackenzie believes these
  qualities had their origins earlier in his life, springing from Baders harsh and unhappy childhood. It was this, Mackenzie believed, that forged Douglas Baders character and left him
  with an unbreakable will of iron.


  He was clearly Brashers kind of hero, and Brasher spoke often of his admiration for the man and what he had achieved. After Brashers death, his widow Shirley found an exercise book
  he had used when he was eighteen years old. In it Brasher had written: How wonderful to be able to do something for your country, like Douglas Bader. What would I be able to do?


  He didnt answer that question, says Shirley, and it was hardly on a par with the Battle of Britain, but I think he did achieve something with the London
  Marathon. Brasher was young, fit and, like many of his generation, he fantasised about being a Spitfire pilot. Eager to emulate his heroes, Brasher dreamed of being a Douglas Bader with
  legs.


  From 1945, at the age of sixteen, Brasher had kept a sporadic diary, reviewing the books he had read, the films he had enjoyed and his training and racing for cross-country.
  A faded light-blue cardboard-bound volume, foolscap-sized, lined to keep the handwriting neat, dog-eared, it reads like a personal confessional. It was discovered by his son, Hugh, after his death.
  Here is Brasher writing about a visit to the cinema on 10 February 1945:


  
    
      
        Ive just seen The First of the Few, the film about Leslie Mitchell designer of the Spitfire. Leslie Howard played Leslie Mitchell, Rosamund John as Diana his
        wife and David Niven as Geoffrey Crisp, his friend and test pilot. Leslie Mitchell was a man who believed in something and then devoted everything, including his life, to attain his purpose.
        He was not egotistical, he saw that something had to be done to contest the Germans growing power . . . He did it with all his power and will, he worked to the verge of collapse. His
        body and health were secondary considerations. The main lesson of his life is that he worked all his life to save his country, although he received hardly any support from the government.

      

    

  


  The diary also gives a remarkable insight into Brashers approach to cross-country running. On 16 February 1945 (a Friday) he finds a notice pinned up after Chapel and he
  can scarcely contain his delight at being selected for the first eight: Gosh, wasnt I excited? My first taste of real success. The morning was one long line of congratulations. I had
  to do my Physics prep in the afternoon but I was so jittery that I couldnt concentrate.


  The following day, Brasher is about to undertake his first race as a member of the first eight. He writes: I was frightfully jittery and nervous up till the end of third lesson; in fact I
  could hardly write properly. I hardly ate any lunch. After lunch I lay on my couch, ate glucose tablets, and read War and Peace to keep my mind off the match . . .


  The cocktail of terror and anticipation is something that is known to every athlete who dreams of pulling the best out of his body when threatened. Brasher battled to bring
  this surge of adrenalin in check  to tame the hormone that sends your heart racing, swells your lungs and prepares your guts for fight or flight. It would be ten years before he was able to
  control these jitters, and then, to his delight, he found he could reach for victory way beyond his grasp.


  As he lined up on this February day in 1945, Brasher wrote of his opponents from Uppingham School in Rutland:


  
    
      
        They looked terribly tough. We lined up across the road and started off at a colossal lick. Soon I was one but last with Maitland just behind me. After that I began to catch up until I was
        lying about 20th at the turning near Dunchurch. I think I could have done much better if I had started off faster. Also I think I was a bit over-trained. I said to myself Try to come
        in 17th, and so I did. If I had set myself a higher target and had more confidence in myself I would have done much better.

      

    

  


  Brasher learned the lessons well, and the self-analysis of his performance worked. By the end of that term he had established himself as the second-best cross-country runner at Rugby. By the
  beginning of the following year, he was the best.


  Later diary extracts show Brashers attitude to his career:


  
    
      
        Weds, March 6th, 1946: What am I to do for a career? I face what is probably the greatest decision of my life and I am only seventeen and a half. Its hard but it
        has got to be faced. We have had two wars in a lifetime and now mankind has GOT to straighten itself out . . . Civil engineering benefits mankind to a certain degree but you get wound up with
        materialistic considerations so that the divine soul, the inward mind, gets set aside and covered up with the materialistic side of life.

      

    

  


  Here in his diary, Brasher quotes Rolt:


  
    
      
        There are two courses open to each man in his brief lifetime: either he can seek the good life, or he can struggle for wealth and power: the former emphasises spiritual,
        the latter material values. After the war the choice will still be ours, and if it be the good life the land awaits our coming. If, on the other hand we continue to pursue our material
        obsession, the urban bureaucrats are ready to plan our lives from cradle to grave and we shall become the slaves of a scientific technocracy.

      

    

  


  For page after page, Brasher copied out the thoughts of Rolt in Narrow Boat and his journey through the canals of Britain. In this book Rolt hammered home his message:
  The factories and the mean streets of our industrial cities may represent the wealth of England, but the greatness of the English tradition was born of our fields and villages, and is dying
  with the peasant, the yeoman and the craftsman. Brasher faithfully reproduced every word and the echoes stayed with him.


  Here, in my hand so to speak, I have a life, wrote Brasher in this diary in March 1946. What am I to do with it? We have got to get a clear relationship with God so that in
  all our petty differences the issue ahead may not be clouded over. We must united strive for ideals.


  But two months later, on 17 May, he writes, Sometimes when I read what I have written before I feel it is all bosh. I get moods and then suddenly my whole line of thought is broken. I am
  too material, trivial little details bother me.


  Brasher wrestles with the books he is reading, and where they grip him he pins down their thoughts. He rapidly devours the volumes of Henry Williamson, naturalist and visionary author, whose
  work includes The Flax of Dream and Tarka the Otter. Here too, in 1946, is the first mention of Robert Browning and his poem Andrea del Sarto. This meandering work in blank
  verse tells of a failed hero, an artist who has lost his inspiration. For Brasher it was the source of his favourite quotation, lines which he never forgot:


  
    
      
        Ah, but a mans reach should exceed his grasp,


        Or whats a heaven for?

      

    

  


  Brasher was also beginning to grow up, and like any other seventeen-year-old boy he took an adolescent interest in the opposite sex. P.H.B. Lyon, headmaster of Rugby  the Brasher
  familys Uncle Hugh, though his nickname among the boys at Rugby was the Bodger  was a well-known poet and winner of the Newdigate Prize, awarded to students of the
  University of Oxford for English verse; it was an honour he shared with one of Brashers favourite authors, John Buchan. As the number of boys at the school under his headship crept towards
  700, it was the odd appearance of girls (not yet members of the school) that excited boys like Brasher.


  In a tradition set by the great Dr Thomas Arnold, the headmaster would treat Rugbys senior boys as gentlemen so that they might share with him responsibility for moral tone as well as
  discipline. That didnt stop Brasher from fantasising about the headmasters daughter, Elinor  a girl half a dozen years older than Brasher who must have known him quite well
  from those family holidays in north Wales. The girl was renowned for her beauty and sent many a heart racing in School House. As Elinor Bruce Lyon, she went on to become a popular childrens
  author in the 1950s and 1960s, writing adventures in what was labelled the camping and tramping genre.


  On fine summer days Brasher and his companions would find a patch of grass on which to lie and soak up the warm sun. When Elinor came to visit her father or others in the school she would take a
  short cut that involved her leaping over a shallow ditch. As she leapt, Brasher would remember fifty years later, the boys could catch a glimpse of her frilly underwear. I used to lie in the
  sun, he said, for hours waiting for that to happen.


  Once he was established in the first eight, Brasher was renowned as one of the best cross-country runners in the school; he trained hard and won most races. And although he
  was never appointed Holder of the Big Side Bags (as the captain of the running eight was known in Rugby argot  a reference to the origin of the sport in paper chasing), one of
  his great ambitions was to win Rugbys famous Crick Run.


  As an organised sport, cross-country running is recognised to have its genesis in the thirteen-mile Crick Run, held at Rugby School nearly every year since 1838. Not only was the Crick Run the
  first such event of its type in the world, it is still a major annual event in the schools calendar. Brasher, by 1946 almost certainly the best distance runner in the school, had set his
  heart on winning it.


  Even transatlantic papers talked glowingly about the glories of the Crick. Here is an article from the New York Times published on 23 January 1885. Its in the flowery language of
  the period but gives some indication of how highly the Crick was rated:


  
    
      The Supreme Test of an English Lads Endurance


      The Annual Chase of Hounds after Hares.


      A killing pace over bog and through hedge and ditch.


      Rugby, Warwickshire December 29th.

    

  


  
    
      
        We are not exactly in season for one of the great events of the Rugby year viz The Crick Run which is to the young deerfoots of Tom Browns famous school what the
        Matterhorns once were to the Alpine climber, but we may recall it. Many of the lesser paperchases  The Cottonhouse, The Barby Village and even the formidable Harborough Magna are
        within the reach of most boys whose lungs and limbs are in tolerable condition. But the great Crick Run, thirteen miles from point to point and seven of them over ploughed fields and meadows,
        is a trial which like the Victoria Cross on a soldiers breast or the string of scalps adorning an Indians brave wigwam, shows that he who has achieved it must have proved his
        mettle.


        Anyone who should stand on some gloomy December evening at the great gate of the School, would need no great stretch of fancy to recall many famous worthies, living
        and dead, who have started from this very place on the long struggle across country which was a foreshadowing of their success in the greater race of life.

      

    

  


  Boys who could tackle the Crick, take it on and win it  or even aspire to win it  were regarded as gods within the world of Rugby. There is plenty of evidence,
  both from write-ups in the school magazine and the recollections of his contemporaries, that Brasher trained harder than most. He knew this race, he knew the course, but doubts were raised by
  fellow runners as to whether he could manage the distance. He had been tipped in the school magazine as someone who should become a record breaker. He was proud of his ability that brought him to
  the front in every race.


  But a sad note, recorded in handwriting at the time of the race, told a different story:


  
    
      
        Brasher was not expected to stand the distance and he did not. This may have been because he was not strong enough or because he had eaten something which did not agree with him. Anyhow he
        was sick twice on the way round and came in a long way behind the winner in a very bad condition. The winner was a complete outsider although a member of the eight, D. Jarrold, Tudor House
        and second came Staik accompanied by Kinman. On the whole School House showed good form except for Brashers misfortune. Unfortunately Brasher is not staying on next year to win the
        Crick. He is leaving at the end of the summer term.

      

    

  


  Over half a century later Brasher, only days from death, was still haunted by the fact that he hadnt won the Crick. As he lay there, his mind wandering, he would recall,
  I should have won the Crick but I didnt.


  He told the story of how his aunt had turned up in the days before the race. Rationing was still going on in Britain, he said, and I think eggs were
  limited to one a fortnight. But my aunt brought a food parcel including a couple of eggs. Always looking for an edge, an advantage, Brasher decided that he would save the eggs and eat them
  for breakfast on that cold December day to get him around this ordeal of a race. He ate the eggs but they were bad and upset his stomach.


  The stomach upset was enough to shatter his self-confidence for the run ahead. The bristling sensation of dread drained him. His guts were twisted with an attack of diarrhoea, but even so the
  school doctor passed him fit to run. Brasher went to the start line a dehydrated and shivering wreck. And so, what should have been the crowning glory of his brief and otherwise undistinguished
  career at Rugby, ended with failure and what he regarded as humiliation. Much later in life he claimed that he had started the race but couldnt continue; the record shows that he did start
  but finished dismally far behind the leaders.


  Added humiliation came when, visiting one of the other nearby public schools to run against its cross-country team, he was reported by one of its teachers for smoking after the race. Brasher was
  furious that a member of staff from a different school had reported him to his Rugby masters  particularly as he had run well in the race. Nevertheless, it didnt stop him from getting
  six strokes of the cane, and there were mutterings about whether he should be asked to leave the school altogether. Brasher did not object to the thrashing  once away from home a good
  beating was accepted as an essential part of the process of turning out a public school gentleman. What rankled with him was the attitude of the teacher who had reported him. He regarded the man as
  a sneak.


  Brashers older brother, Peter, had passed through Clifton College with flying honours on his way to becoming a doctor. There was no such vocation in prospect for Christopher. Inspired
  by Rolt and his romantic view of the canal network, Brasher had toyed with the idea of being a civil engineer. His father, Ken, decided that something had to be done to secure
  his future, and helped Chris to choose a path that he believed would shape the future pattern of his sons life.
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