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Introduction to the 50th Anniversary Edition

The year 2004 is the 50th anniversary of the first four-minute mile. On a windy and rain-sodden day in Oxford in May 1954 my friends Chris Chataway and Chris Brasher* helped me to run the first sub-four-minute mile – a goal sought from as far back as Victorian days. The barrier of four minutes had been believed to be insurmountable. John Landy, my great Australian rival, who had run three 4 minute 2 second miles, said, ‘Two little seconds are not much, but when you’re on the track those fifteen yards seem solid and impenetrable, like a cement wall.’ But, as a medical student and physiologist, I knew this could not be true.

Success came through the fortunate link with my friends, who had been University athletes and had the generosity of spirit to help me reach this seemingly unattainable goal. They themselves later triumphed in their own spheres. Chataway famously overtook and defeated the great Russian 5,000-metre champion Vladimir Kuts and broke the world record in 1954. Chris Brasher won his gold medal for the steeplechase in the 1956 Olympic Games, and they both went on to have distinguished careers after retiring from sport.

The original purpose of this book was to try to describe what being a runner was like during my student days, what fun it was, how freely we travelled, how we coped with success and the fame that it brought – and how we dealt, too, with the disasters that so suddenly brought us back to earth. The hope was that the whole experience might help others to fill the gap between school and work. I wrote it in just six weeks between retiring from competition and switching to medicine. For some years it has been out of print in Britain and I have been pressed to republish it. I have hesitated because, set as it is in immediate post-war Britain and in an Oxford largely filled with ex-servicemen, it might seem too dated for readers today. But so many have written to say it helped and inspired them that this seemed a good moment to republish and it appears here without a word changed. As newspaper pages show daily, sports dramas can resonate widely as sportsmen try to cope with success and failure, with the long-term disappointments of training and injury, and even with the moral issues of honesty and loyalty. In 2003 Lance Armstrong won the Tour de France for the fifth consecutive year. Six years earlier he had cancer with multiple secondaries, including some in the brain, and was given a 40 per cent chance of living. After treatment, he recovered and, instead of retiring with distinction, he started cycle racing again. The question is why so many of us want to seek such challenges.

I have reflected on rereading this book that, however ordinary each of us may seem, we are all in some way special and can do things that are extraordinary, perhaps until then even thought impossible. When the broad sweep of life is viewed, sport, though instinctive, physical and ephemeral, illustrates a universal truth that most of us find effort and struggle deeply satisfying, harnessing almost primeval instincts to fight, to survive. It gives us all a challenge, a sense of purpose and freedom of choice. It is increasingly difficult to find this in our restricted twenty-first-century lives. The particular target we seek may not be important. But what is important is the profoundly satisfying effort in thought, feeling and hard work necessary to achieve this success.

A seventy-year-old man from Lancashire wrote a letter to me for my seventieth birthday explaining how the four-minute mile had affected him:

It gives me great pleasure to thank you for something you did for me, albeit unknowingly, in 1954. At the time of the first sub-four-minute mile I was also twenty-five, but had no sporting prowess whatsoever, because it seemed I had no talent. Then I saw the epic race at Iffley Road in a newsreel at the cinema . . . and I wondered if running might be the sport for me! I knew nothing of athletics at that time, but I contacted my nearest club and was invited to join. To cut a long story short, running became my life, and still is, as I still turn out most days. The sport gave me a new lease of life and I am as enthusiastic now as I was in 1954. This is all due to that wonderful race all those years ago. A new vista opened up to me at that time from the inspiration that short glimpse of another world gave to me whilst watching that cinema newsreel. I have no cupboard full of medals or trophies, just a sackful of wonderful friends and very happy memories.**

I hope something in this book both inspires the serious athlete and encourages the recreational runner.

The years since 1954 have been too few and have gone too fast for all I had hoped to do, but in the main they have been very happy and endlessly interesting. I had work I relished, colleagues I admired and many friends in my hospitals, at the Sports Council and lastly during my eight years at Pembroke College. Life has been taxing sometimes, boring never.

Sir Roger Bannister

Oxford

March 2004


* Chris Brasher died on 28 February 2003.

** John Thompson died of cancer in February 2003 but his family tell me that his logs showed he had run 85,000 miles before illness forced him to stop.




The First Four Minutes


Introduction

‘Write the vision and make it plain upon tables, that he may run that readeth it.’

Book of Habakkuk

What are the moments that stand out clearly when we look back on childhood and youth?

I remember a moment when I stood barefoot on firm dry sand by the sea. The air had a special quality as if it had a life of its own. The sound of breakers on the shore shut out all others. I looked up at the clouds, like great white-sailed galleons, chasing proudly inland. I looked down at the regular ripples on the sand, and could not absorb so much beauty. I was taken aback – each of the myriad particles of sand was perfect in its way. I looked more closely, hoping perhaps that my eyes might detect some flaw. But for once there was nothing to detract from all this beauty.

In this supreme moment I leapt in sheer joy. I was startled, and frightened, by the tremendous excitement that so few steps could create. I glanced round uneasily to see if anyone was watching. A few more steps – self-consciously now and firmly gripping the original excitement. The earth seemed almost to move with me. I was running now, and a fresh rhythm entered my body. No longer conscious of my movement I discovered a new unity with nature. I had found a new source of power and beauty, a source I never dreamt existed.

From intense moments like this, love of running can grow. This attempt at explanation is of course inadequate, just like any analysis of the things we enjoy – like the description of a rose to someone who has never seen one.

The scientist may attempt an objective explanation. The sense of exercise is an extra sense or perhaps a subtle combination of the others. It is one which most of us ignore. Small electrical impulses, so the scientist tells us, pass from our contracting muscles and our moving joints to our brain. The electrical rhythm produced there is a source of pleasure. Like that caused by music, it has some interplay with the rhythms inherent in our nervous systems. But no explanation is satisfying that does not take account of feelings of beauty or power.

The satisfaction we derive from games is complex. We enjoy struggling to get the best out of ourselves, whether we play games of skill requiring quickness of eye and deftness of touch, or games of effort and endurance like athletics. It is not just the desire to succeed. There is the need to feel that our bodies have a skill and energy of their own, apart from the man-made machines they may drive. There is the desire to find in sport a companionship with kindred people. I have found all these. The sportsman enjoys his sport even if he has absolutely no prospect of becoming a champion. In athletics there are many events, running, jumping, and throwing, which suit different physiques, the long and thin, the broad and strong. Industry and perseverance, without any great natural aptitude, bring greater success in athletics than is possible in ball games.

For nearly ten years I have run about 25 miles a week: my grasp of the reasons why I run continues to grow. Running through mud and rain is never boring. Like 100,000 cross-country runners, their number ever increasing, I find in running – win or lose – a deep satisfaction that I cannot express in any other way. However strenuous our work, sport brings more pleasure than some easier relaxation. It brings a joy, freedom and challenge which cannot be found elsewhere.

Does this primitive joy remain when I put on shoes with three-quarter-inch steel spikes and run round a circular cinder track, only to come back to the starting point? What is it like to have the excitement of competitive struggle grafted on the natural freedom found in movement – to champion the cause of club or country and to have their honour, as well as your own, at stake? What difference does it make when the sound of breakers on the shore is replaced by the roar of a crowd of 50,000 spectators in a stadium, crying out for more and more effort and identifying themselves with each runner’s success or failure? What does it mean to wait weeks or months for a race which only lasts for a few minutes – to travel thousands of miles for the few seconds of supreme exertion before reaching the winning post?

Until quite recently, if I had been asked what running meant to me I should have replied, ‘I don’t know.’ Life must be lived forwards even if sometimes it only makes sense as we look back. Before now it would have been impossible for me to attempt to write about running, but now I can see a pattern of striving – of success and failure – which I hope will grow clearer. Though I have only experience of my own running, this story, I feel, applies to athletics in general, to other sports, and I hope even beyond. That is my justification for overcoming a reticence which makes me shrink from writing about my own feelings. This description may be helpful to others who may have experienced these same emotions but are not prepared to talk, let alone write, about them. I must try to steer a course between false modesty on the one hand and conceit on the other. I shall write mainly as though running were all-important. It will be difficult to describe how moments when running seems utterly insignificant alternate with moments when it threatens to engulf me.

This book includes a picture of the last important race in which I competed – the European Championships in Berne in the summer of 1954. This race is described first, because it contrasts the complexity of such a struggle with the simplicity of my first impulse to run.

In the rest of the book I attempt to trace the way my primitive desire to run brought me into the competitive atmosphere of big races.

Roger Bannister

London, 1954


1

European Games

Berne 1954

‘And thick and fast they came at last And more and more and more.’

Through the Looking Glass

The political ferment in Europe seemed to have transferred itself to the Berne Stadium. The 29 August was a sweltering cloudless day, and 30,000 people sat cheering, chanting and waving flags. Switzerland, as in politics, was neutral in the struggle. Her few competitors were forgotten in the confused impact of blond Scandinavians, swarthy Southerners, burly iron men from the East, and pale Englishmen from the West. At times it seemed as though the strong winds of encouragement and hope from compatriots blew in from each corner of the stadium, creating a whirlwind in the centre that blew the competitors faster and faster round the track.

It was the last day of the European Championships of 1954. These quadrennial games are the most important event in world athletics during the four years between the Olympic Games. The winners gain the awards most coveted of all, ranking only below the Olympic titles. I was competing in the next furious struggle, the 1,500 metres. I knew what to expect – a well-meaning mêlée of arms and legs. It was the sort of race in which anything could happen. I felt it was a spectacle more than a fair athletic competition; but that is the way sportsmen on the continent seem to like their running – a contact sport, too intimate for my liking. It was in just such a race, the Olympic final of 1952 at Helsinki, that I had come fourth and been dubbed ‘a failure’. This was attributed by many newspapers at the time to my unsuitable training methods – a criticism to which my only answer was silence until the next big race gave me the chance to prove my ideas were right.

This was my second chance. But this time there had been only one day of heats (eliminating races) instead of two, as in the Olympics, and there had been two days’ interval before the final. Despite a series of outstanding performances by the British team, many of whom had excelled themselves, Britain was still without a gold medal in the men’s events. Little Hungary – someone reminded us – had already won three. In the words of the Olympic dictum we were ‘fighting well’ but not ‘conquering’. How many worlds between a gold medal and second place!

I could not see myself in the winning place. But as at Helsinki mine was the unenviable position of being expected to win.

In some ways, the heat on the previous Thursday was as great an ordeal as the final. The thought suddenly came – how awful to be knocked out and left to watch the final from the stands! And the little things that can go wrong! I was warming up on the uneven grass near the track, like a racehorse in the paddock, under the curious eyes of those who could not afford to buy tickets or who were only interested as autograph hunters. I suddenly noticed that my best pair of spikes had split along the side – trivial perhaps, but most unsettling. I had to wear another pair with spikes which were too long, increasing the danger of tripping up. I was not mentally prepared for the heat, and as a result took fright at the last minute when I found myself surrounded by aggressive-looking athletes from other countries. The one next to me had been involved on a previous occasion in a skirmish with a British athlete, first on the track and then off it. He still carried a fierce look in his eye. I smiled sweetly at him as if to say, ‘You and I are good friends’, very much the sickly smile that Charlie Chaplin reserved in his early films for policemen and heavyweight champions. This time there was no skirmish, but I caught his elbow at the first bend.

I ran extremely badly, like a startled rabbit, darting up and down amongst the runners in an unnecessarily agitated way. Looking back now it seems a nightmare, but I qualified for the final in third position, in the relatively easy time of 3 minutes 51.8 seconds.

In the two days following the heat I had been preparing myself for the final. I went away for long walks, seeking the mental calm I needed. By Sunday when the final came I had built myself up to withstand any setback. I no longer wanted to be wrapped in cotton wool. If my spikes had split now I should have run in bare feet. If I were knocked over I should not feel martyred, but would draw new impetus from my anger.

With military precision we walked out on the track in the order of our starting position, like prisoners in Indian file. Each one of us perhaps was listening for the calls from his countrymen that told him he was not alone. At this time in particular it was a great encouragement that Ian Boyd, one of the younger members of the British team, had reached the final and was running with me. I very much admired his outward calm, which concealed great strength and tenacity, and gave me the companionship I needed.

There were only eleven lining up for the start. The twelfth man, Langenus of Belgium, had not recovered from a foot injury received while running in my heat. My great disappointment was that one runner was not there – Jose Barthel, reigning Olympic champion – who had not qualified to represent his country. I had been looking forward to getting my revenge for Helsinki. Revenge is really too strong a word because Barthel was a great Olympic champion, and I was happy that he won so deservedly. But nothing is cancelled out in running – I wanted a complete victory, and it would not be complete if he were not running.

To come now to some of the others. Iharos of Hungary was favourite on the basis of times, but was otherwise an unknown quantity. He had helped Hungary on two occasions to capture the 4×1,500-metres relay world record. A few weeks before the games he had in a single race defeated the Norwegian Boysen, broken Gunder Haegg’s world record for 1,500 metres, and run the fastest lap recorded in a race of that speed. Of him there were rumours of sleepless nights and great anxiety. He looked thin, angular, and excitable like a thoroughbred.

All the others had done sufficient racing for me to have some idea of their capabilities. Gunnar Nielsen (Denmark) was by far the best ‘fighter’ in the field, and had reached fourth place in the Olympic 800 metres at Helsinki in 1952. In 1954 he had on three occasions run over two seconds faster than my best time for 800 metres. Nielsen was tall and sandy-haired, a natural runner, well versed in the jostle of continental running. He and Audun Boysen, a good friend of his from Norway, had decided to run in different races, Boysen having chosen the 800 metres. This had disappointed me, because Boysen would certainly have set a pace which might well have resulted in a new world record in our race. Instead, the race might become a procession because no one would take the lead.

Next there was Werner Lueg, a Berlin schoolmaster, who had equalled the world record for the 1,500 metres a few weeks before Helsinki, and thereby become Olympic favourite. He was a clever tactician and very confident. He was liberal in good advice to other competitors – telling me, as we sat waiting on a bench in the centre of the track, not to put on my spikes too soon. Then there was Stanislav Jungwirth, the cheerful Czech, who had beaten me soundly over 880 yards at Whitsun, after my strange ‘goodwill’ visit to New York. He was a powerful runner but inclined to be inconsistent.

Finally came Denis Johansson, the chain-smoking Finn, who had tremendous natural ability but might have sapped some of this by too much running in America. There were five other runners, any one of whom might come through to win, after the giants had battled each other to a standstill. In the light of what happened later, I recall now a letter written home before the race in which I singled out Nielsen as the runner I feared most.

We lined up behind the starting post – eleven anxious athletes, a colourful sight in our national vests, if one had time for such thoughts. ‘Auf die platze’ – ‘Get to your marks’; ‘Fertig’ – ‘Set’. We crouched forward expectantly – the gun fired. One runner was too eager and anticipated it. As always I was a little slower off the mark than the rest. I could not help smiling; it seemed so unnecessary to beat the gun in a race that would last for 3¾ minutes. We crouched again – this time we were off.

The starting line is curved, so that each runner shall cover approximately the same distance. We all accelerated in line, inevitably converging – the outside men moving inwards to get good positions, the inside men forced to run straight. I was a little behind the main line, and 15 yards from the start they all crashed into each other. Mugosa of Jugoslavia fell, and only by jumping over him did I avoid transfixing his hand with my spiked running shoe. I might just as easily have been the one to fall. The leaders tore round the first bend in a bunch, three abreast. I was last. No one wanted to lead, yet no one was content to be last – except me.

Soon the leading runner slowed down, worried at being unable to see what was happening behind him. The runner at his shoulder, hustled by a discontented rearguard, was forced into the lead himself. The race was slowing down. The half-mile was 4 seconds below four-minutemile standard. I rested in eighth position from the jostling elbow work to glance up at the enormous clock at the end of the stadium, with its ruthless second-hand recording our progress round the track. I knew it was dangerous to look up, because for a moment I was unguarded against the man outside me who was cutting in, the man behind who was pushing me, and the man in front whom I might well trip over. None of this jostling is deliberate, of course; it is just that eleven men are running at the top speed within their compass, and no difference between them will show until the last 300 yards of the race.

Each runner worries the others. The anxiety of being pressed and jostled increases; soon it will become too much for someone and he will make an effort to break away from the field. It is this controlled tension about to break down that gives miling its great excitement for the spectators. The early cheering of the crowd was now stilled, and the expectant hush had a positive quality that linked every spectator with the runners on the track. It was certain to be one of the favourites who would try to break away first. Which was it to be – Jungwirth, Lueg, Iharos, Nielsen or myself?

The decision to ‘break away’ results from a mixture of confidence and lack of it. The ‘breaker’ is confident to the extent that he suddenly decides the speed has become slower than he can himself sustain to the finish. Hence he can accelerate suddenly and maintain his new speed to the tape. But he also lacks confidence, feeling that unless he makes a move now, everyone else will do so and he will be left standing. The spurt is extremely wasteful because it is achieved at the cost of relaxation, which should be maintained throughout the race. The athlete’s style and mood change completely when he accelerates. His mind suddenly starts driving an unwilling body which only obeys under the stimulus of the excitement. The earlier in the race this extra energy is thrown in, the greater the lead captured, but the less the chance of holding it. The surprise of being first to break away is worth an immediate advantage of 20 yards when there remains one further lap to complete (with a high danger of being overtaken before the finish), an advantage of 10 yards if halfway round the last lap, or of 5 yards in the final straight. The ‘break’ is like suddenly exposing your hand in a game of cards. You show how much reserve you have left by the speed at which you try to open up a gap, and by the point at which you start to do so.

If Landy had been in the race he would have been the first to break – or he would have led all the way. I knew Denmark’s Gunnar Nielsen was bound to leave his finish as late as possible. Since he was easily the fastest half-miler in the field it would suit him best to make the race into a dawdle, ending with a fast finish, in which his speed would tell. I guessed that Jungwirth the Czech, very nervous and not so sure of his finish, would ‘break’ first. The German Lueg, with the knowledge that he had shot his bolt too soon in the Olympic final, might be the second man to try to break away. Iharos from Hungary was still an unknown quantity. I could not see him when I looked around the field at the bell, which is rung when the runners have only one more lap to go. I moved out into the second lane so that I could manoeuvre more easily and avoid the danger of being boxed in.

The background noise from the crowd began to rise again. I moved up to Jungwirth’s shoulder. He was eager to shoot off and only waiting for a stimulus. The mere presence of another runner outside him was sufficient. The crowd roared as he gained a lead of a yard or so, but the rest of us were soon up to him again. I kept at his shoulder as we rounded the next bend and entered the long back straight before the finish.

I had decided that the place where I could make the most of my finishing burst was 220 yards from the tape, and so I wanted to hold Lueg and the others back until this point – just before the last bend. If I started sprinting earlier, Iharos or an outsider might catch me on the finishing post as I tired. If I started later, Nielsen might outsprint me. I kept at Jungwirth’s shoulder, forcing him to keep up a good pace if he was to retain the lead. I felt in command until suddenly I sensed someone closing up on my own shoulder and about to move past me. It was Nielsen, as I learnt later.

We were nearly at the last bend now. I waited anxiously for two or three more strides, almost sandwiched between Jungwirth and Nielsen. If I allowed anyone to overtake me now I should have to satisfy myself with third position until the finishing straight. Alternatively, if I overtook the second runner, the first would be able to make me run wide round the bend and waste precious energy in covering extra distance. The longer I could hold off those behind me the better, because Jungwirth’s speed was a good stride for me, and all the time I was building up a reserve of energy preparatory to sprinting. But so were the others.

We reached the bend. Jungwirth, I hoped, imagined himself securely in the lead until the home straight. As the bend began I struck past him with all my power, feeling like an engine with the supercharger full on. I gained valuable yards before Nielsen realised what had happened. I later discovered he came up to me at the beginning of the straight, but I drew away to win by 5 yards. This was probably not more than the distance I gained through the surprise of the sudden acceleration. Never did my finishing burst serve me so well. There was no longer any need to call on emotion to produce this ability to take an overdraft on my energy. There had been times in other races when I felt real fear as I tore down the finishing straight as if my life depended on it – such were the temper and distortion of values produced by my excitement during a race.

This time it was different – I was calm. Just as I had not spent the previous night bathed in sweat, racing the distance a dozen times in my imagination, so it was in the race itself. My mind remained quite cool and detached. It merely switched over the lever, and well-worn channels carried to my body the extra energy that my mind unleashed. As I came down the finishing straight I was moving with all the speed I could possibly have mustered even if I had been running for my life (25 seconds for the last 220 yards). I remember coolly looking up at the clock and thinking: ‘What a pity! No world record today – the final time will be about 3.44 – if only Boysen had been with us!’ The race was run in 3 minutes 43.8 seconds, a championship record and 1.4 seconds (10 yards) faster than the 1952 Olympic final, a race of the same jostling kind.

The crowd had their spectacle. But I feel strongly that there should be a maximum of eight, not twelve, runners in a race of this kind. This would give the competitors the best possible chance of running instead of scrambling. The spectators would still have their thrill, and for those who are stopwatch minded the time would be faster. The final placings were:




	
	
	Min.
	Sec.



	1.
	R.G. Bannister
	3
	43.8



	2.
	G. Nielsen (Denmark)
	3
	44.4



	3.
	S. Jungwirth (Czechoslovakia)
	3
	45.4



	4.
	I. Eriksson (Sweden)
	3
	46.2



	5.
	W. Lueg (Germany) 
	3
	46.4



	6.
	S. Iharos (Hungary)
	3
	47.0



	7.
	D. Johansson (Finland)
	3
	47.4



	8.
	G. Dohrow (Germany)
	3
	48.2



	9.
	I.H. Boyd (Great Britain)
	3
	49.2



	10.
	J. Kakko (Finland)
	3
	51.8






Mugosa (Jugoslavia) fell, and abandoned the race.


2

Early Days

‘With the first dream that comes with the first sleep, I run, I run.’

Alice Meynell

It is difficult to remember what we thought of things before we began to grow up – before we were fully conscious of ourselves. As a boy I had no clear understanding of why I wanted to run. I just ran anywhere and everywhere – never because it was an end in itself, but because it was easier for me to run than to walk. My walk was ungainly, as though I had springs in my knees. I always felt impatient to see or do something new, and running saved time.

In part my running grew out of an intensity and enthusiasm I have always had. Games and adventures swallowed me up and swept me along until some setback would make me give up. Like other children I used to build models of machines in imitation of things I had seen. I can remember a great three-wheeler trolley built out of an old-fashioned wooden draining board. I was interested most in things that moved – the faster the better. I made up for my lack of knowledge of carpentry by increased use of nails. ‘Just a minute,’ I would say, ‘one more nail will fix it.’ One of my boats was so covered with nails that it nearly sank. Nonplussed, I turned it into a submarine. The only things that I built without nails were model aeroplanes, but few of them flew successfully. Usually I played alone.

As every child does, I wondered what life had in store for me. I can distinctly remember moments when my life seemed clear ahead, free of obstacles I had overcome, though I cannot remember what these obstacles were. Now I wonder whether this was just wishful thinking or a sign of determination to spare no effort of mind or body. If there is ever a time when the real core of a person is revealed it is in childhood. Perhaps we all have some concept of our own ‘specialness’ and purpose at a very early age, but we never dare to admit it.

The first time that called for a practical use of my running was when I had been trespassing on some building land near my home. A school friend shouted from the other side of the fence that the builder was coming. I shot down from a high tree, reached the fence and vaulted it. It might have been easier to talk my way out of trouble on such occasions, but at the time it was easier to run than to think. I found afterwards that my hands and clothes were torn by barbed wire which I had not noticed in the frenzy of excitement caused by fear.

I wonder how much part sheer fright plays in running. There was a long passage near my home patrolled by a gang of boys bigger and tougher than me. I was about eight at the time, shy, timid and easily frightened. This gang used to capture other boys and hold them in their ‘den’, submitting them, I imagined, to torture, the very thought of which kept me awake at night. The threat ‘snowballed’ in my mind and I would walk miles to avoid this particular passage. One day I was halfway through before I thought of the danger. Then I saw the gang in a huddle. At first I tried to go on, keeping my eyes fixed on them. I felt sick with fright as I knew they were waiting for me. My steps grew more leaden, my temples pounded, my body seemed about to burst as I drew closer. I knew I ought to try to walk through, but fright won before I reached them. I turned and ran, with my head tucked down, my arms flailing vigorously. I tore round the first corner, round the second, and down the road to the safety of my home. Then a sense of shame overtook me. But I had learnt the value of fright as an aid to speed.

I ran for it when I heard my first air-raid siren. I was ten and sailing my boat on a pond half a mile from home. At the first terrifying whine I tucked my boat under my arm – war or no war one had to retain a sense of proportion and of property. By the time the moaning crescendo reached its loudest I had taken to my heels. I imagined bombs and machine guns raining on me if I didn’t go my fastest. Was this a little of the feeling I have now when I shoot into the lead before the last bend and am afraid of a challenge down the finishing straight? To move into the lead means making an attack requiring fierceness and confidence, but fear must play some part in the last stage, when no relaxation is possible and all discretion is thrown to the winds.

The city of Bath was the background to my first competitive running, my family having moved there at the outbreak of war. The years I spent there are too close for me to be entirely dispassionate about them. One of the very few advantages of writing in my middle twenties is that it is still possible to remember adolescence as a time of both turmoil and frustration. I am too young to be able to smile benignly and say what a thoroughly happy life I had at school. I remember only too well what it was actually like. Perhaps only the young should be allowed to reminisce about childhood, because only they can remember disappointment as well as happiness. They are not old enough to see everything in the distorting mirror of time or dimmed by the haze of forgetfulness.

I was not very strong physically. Until I was about thirteen the week often ended with a nervous headache and an attack of violent sickness. Each day I grew more tense and excitable until the climax at the weekend. Perhaps it was lucky I was at a day school, the City of Bath Boys’ School. Every day I climbed the steps cut in Beechen Cliff, overlooking the city. I disliked the feeling of being weighed down by clothes and books, and on the way home I felt like flinging away all burdens. I would leap down the steps three at a time until I reached the bottom exhausted.

I lived very much in a world of my own. Having started in a new school nearly a term late I felt out of step for a while. It was an unusual mixed atmosphere, half the boys being local residents and the rest, like myself, evacuees from London. I was more at home with my own group of boys from London, and even with the masters, than with the local boys. These did not take their lessons so seriously, and we had a sense that they resented us as intruders. They must have thought us priggish and aloof in return.

Things came to a climax for me with a taunt and a challenge from another boy, which involved me in my first major sporting event. He was the class’s bruiser, known to take lessons in boxing, which left me at a hopeless disadvantage. Luckily, the fight took place in the gym under official conditions and was stopped before I was damaged too much. I crept home that day not so much hurt by the punishment as by the shame of being beaten. I never told my parents. After this I practised boxing a little with my father, and no doubt dreamt of taking on all-comers, but in my heart I knew that my fists were not my real weapons.

I took everything so seriously that there were quite a few upsets, both at school and at home. I found relief in my love of exploration and discovery. On a second-hand bicycle, built when weight was thought to be a virtue, and with defective brakes and a slipping three-speed gear, I scoured the countryside seeking out my own private haunts. A new world of mystery and adventure opened to me. I tried to paint sketches of valleys that I liked, or perhaps to draw a castle I had until then seen only in books. Somerset had a richness and a warmth possessed by no other county I had ever seen. Stone houses sink into the background of trees and hills. There is infinite variety. Bath itself gave me an interest in history. It was so easy to imagine Beau Nash in the Pump Room, Hogarth characters in the Assembly Rooms, and ladies carried in sedan chairs from their houses in the Royal Crescent. It was even possible to imagine the Romans bathing in the hot springs, and further afield the ancient Britons near their burial mounds.

This was the background to my first junior cross-country race. It was an annual event, and the whole school turned out, except, I remember, the fat boys who were excused. In my first year, when I was about eleven, I did no training. I went off very fast, with the fixed notion that despite my age I was going to win. The sheer exertion was extremely painful, and I came in about eighteenth, completely exhausted.

Next year my house captain told me to train. I decided that this time I would win, if only as a challenge to the Bath ‘onions’. My training consisted of running round the 2½-mile course twice a week as fast as I could, then limping off home and taking two days to recover. One result was that I developed pains in my heels, and was told it was my Achilles tendon. This sounded a most professional injury to have so I told my friends about it – ‘Yes, Achilles tendon trouble, all good runners get it at some time or other.’

No one of my age had won the race before, so I did not have to worry about being the favourite. But this did not prevent me from lying awake the night before. I thought hard about tucking my head well down (this was what my gym master advised), and chasing the third-form giant who had won the race last year. I had been quietly watching him for some time. He had no idea who I was, of course, and my keen eye detected signs of his overconfidence, and of unfitness through lack of training. I won the race, and remember with pleasure the utter astonishment of all my school friends. I hardly mentioned it to my parents – I was becoming very secretive about all I did.

This victory restored some of my waning self-respect, and I settled down to other activities with renewed vigour. In the peculiar convention of English schools it now seemed that I would be allowed by my school fellows to work hard because I also won races. It was apparently the magic formula for being accepted by those who never worked at all. This was the moment when I stumbled upon the technique of masquerading as the good games-playing schoolboy. This discovery ‘worked’, and gave me greater freedom in the next few years to follow my own inclinations. I blossomed in sidelines as actor, musician, archaeologist, and I was very happy.

I worked furiously, because everything interested me, and – I must not forget – won the annual junior cross-country race. It wasn’t easy to win, but I was conscious of accepting the discomfort as the price of freedom, to work, and gain the toleration, if not the respect, of the other boys for the rest of the year. Looking back now the situation seems farcical. I am sure that I was not a better runner than the others, in the sense of having more innate ability. I just knew I had to win for the sake of peace. It was as simple as that.

I always finished in the last stages of exhaustion, but I refused to let anyone beat me. My lungs felt too small for their task. Over the last half-mile there was a steep hill, and I used to make an alarming noise like an hysterical girl sobbing as I gasped for breath. It worried people, but I never felt as bad as I looked. The delight of ensuring peace for another year made me forget the discomfort.

In my last year in this race there was a general feeling that it was somehow improper that I should still be a junior, though in the fourth form, but it was settled on age. I had all the misgivings of being favourite, but won the race for the third time. I expected, perhaps with no justification, to be given the cup – an enormous silver one. It amused me to think of the masters digging deeply into their pockets to buy a new one, all because of my happening to run rather fast. Instead of this they gave me a small replica, but it was real silver, and I was immensely proud. At the time it was my most treasured possession and the symbol of my freedom. It is the only cup I remember being allowed to keep, apart from a similar one as junior Victor Ludorum. When I next began collecting sports trophies, cups had gone out of fashion, the nearest equivalent being tankards, which unlike cups, could be used.

In the next two years in Bath I took no interest in organised running – in a way it had served its purpose. My bicycle expeditions grew longer and longer, 70 miles in a day was a common average, and now I often went with school friends.

My concentration on school work caused me to slip up badly on one occasion. Having a slight cold, I left school with a satchel full of books and spent three days at home studying. I returned to school just before some exams for which I now felt very well prepared, only to discover that I had missed an important house match. The rugger team, of which I was a member, had ended a disastrous season with an overwhelming defeat. It appeared that several other members of the team were also missing on the crucial day, though not necessarily studying.

I went to the weekly house meeting. Without any warning I found myself listening to a charge of cowardice levelled by the housemaster himself at those who had missed the match. I suddenly realised that this included me. . . . I was aghast. He did not mince words, and talked about rats that desert the sinking ship. I had never felt shame like this before. The fact that my absence had nothing to do with the house match, which I had completely forgotten, did nothing to help. I doubted whether I should be able to raise my head again. I had returned to school happy and confident for my exams, to find myself suddenly faced with this horrible shame. Life took such sudden twists. Even when things were going well there was a feeling of impending disaster. You might always be caught for some offence you thought was undiscovered – or worse still, that you never committed. I stared at my exam paper that morning, dazed and unable to think.

I realised then how delicately one’s individual freedom is poised. Though most of us were perhaps unaware of it, the school was in fact governed more by fear in one way or another, than by respect or tolerance. This made compromises difficult either with other boys or with the masters. Under these conditions, freedom to explore and expand was always in danger.

I remember one farewell comment from my first form master. Mr Guerrier had taken me to his home after my first day at school when I had travelled from London alone. He smoothed over my first day’s nervous tension (I was ten at the time), and so won my unshakeable fondness and respect. Ever since he had been telling me to take things easily, and his parting words were, ‘You’ll be dead before you’re twenty-one if you go on at this rate.’

When I returned to London my confidence left me. I had matriculated in Bath, and went straight into the sixth form of University College School, Hampstead. This is a school with high traditions – not a boarding school, but a day school from the deliberate choice of the founders. Most of the boys had imbibed the school traditions from the first form upwards, and many had passed through a preparatory school of the same foundation. The basis of my own self-respect had never been very secure. Here I was overawed by my new surroundings and my carefully built superstructure collapsed like a house of playing cards. My bewilderment returned and the façade of confidence was gone. I felt a small country fish in a very large London pond.

Nothing else has produced such acute and intense self-consciousness as I suffered then. I thought it was entirely peculiar to myself but realise now it must be a fairly common experience. I became nervous and tongue-tied, blushing violently when anyone spoke to me or tried to overcome my conviction of my own unworthiness. Worst of all, I could not see any way out. The obsession grew until it absorbed the whole energy of my thought. As my respect for everyone and everything at the school increased, so did the sense of my own inadequacy and hence my embarrassment. The vicious circle continued.

It is strange how when we pass through a stage like this the boys above us in school and the school itself take on vast dimensions. The boys all seemed grown men except me. I hovered uneasily on the brink, wondering what would become of me. The masters seemed like Members of Parliament, or even royalty, and the school itself like a vast cathedral, broad and deep as the earth itself.

I was silent and irascible at home, betraying my feelings only indirectly. I was bewildered that life could change so quickly. I hoped I was not really inferior in ability to the majority of the boys at the school, but how could I get control of myself again? Only dimly could I understand the change taking place in me, so I felt angry and impatient. Whatever potentiality there was in me was bottled up inside. Somehow I guessed from my previous experience that sport was the only outlet that could break the deadlock.

It is strange how we strive unwittingly towards our own treatment and cure, batting our heads against many doors until we find one already open. Enlightened as the school was, the boys who wielded authority as prefects were games players and not intellectuals. I re-applied the formula of my earlier way of living in Bath with greater energy than I had shown before. It was disappointing to me that running was not a popular sport at the school, though now I would agree with the headmaster that rugger is possibly better for boys. I was unsuited to rugby by temperament and physique, being at this time very tall and thin, and entirely devoid of any power or short burst of speed. All things considered I achieved a reasonable standard. But it was not enough for my self-esteem to do anything half well.

After only a year at the school, the headmaster – I presume it was he because he arranged most things – decided to make me captain of a house. I have never quite understood why he did this. There were others who had far better claim according to the sporting qualifications on which selection seemed to depend. I could not refuse, much as I should have liked to. I suppose the headmaster thought it might ‘bring me out’, and help me to regain the confidence which it was so painfully obvious I had lost. The result was exactly the opposite. It drove me underground. I felt that there was nothing in me that the other boys could possibly respect – at any rate on the standard of schoolboy values, so how could I be their leader? Clearly I had no command over myself, so how could I command others? Life was just one big blush.

At this time I remember suddenly recovering my fluency for one brief moment. There was a school debate and the headmaster was defending the organisation of authority at the school. I made my first public speech. Quivering with emotion I delivered a broadside of eloquence that startled me as much as it did everyone else. It was as if someone was speaking through me. The speech came from my bottled-up emotions, without my knowing what I was saying. I delivered a violent attack on the method of selecting those in authority because they were good at games. My enthusiasm was sincere, but I realise now that the basis of my indignation was that I was not good at games. It is obvious to me now, and I expect it was transparent to others at the time, that my motives were confused.

I was attacking the system instead of attacking myself. I had now travelled the full circle. Even then I dimly understood, yet because I was so self-centred there seemed no way out. I decided the problem would remain with me until I left the school. I accepted my position as a misfit while I stayed there, though I went on telling myself that things would not necessarily be the same in the outside world.

I devised a plan of action – at all costs I must leave school at the end of the year. I sat for a scholarship exam at Cambridge when I was sixteen. Meanwhile, I played games as hard as I could. I felt resigned – what more could I do? Once or twice I ran on Hampstead Heath. Given the choice between a solitary run and a series of meaningless and, for me, difficult exercises in the gym, I always chose the run. The result is that I still cannot touch my toes, but then runners never have to.

During that year I was a member, and at one match, owing to casualties, became the captain of the worst second rugger ‘XV’ the school has ever had. At half-time a ‘cricketing’ score had been piled up against us. The referee, a master at our opponents’ school, lost his impartiality for a moment and came over to my sorry side. He had a pained look on his face.

‘Excuse me,’ he said. ‘You are the captain, aren’t you? Please do try to pull your team together. I am sure you can do better than this.’

It was one of those occasions in life when the earth fails to open under your feet and you just have to go on living as though you do not care. After this I pretended a casual attitude towards games, typified by some such remark as, ‘after all one has to take exercise’, but I did not deceive myself that I really felt sport was unimportant.

In the summer I tried my hand at rowing. I had the feeling that here was a sport in which effort, of which I had plenty, was more important than skill, of which I seemed to have so little. I tried very hard to look both neat and powerful, though in fact I was neither. I got a creeping paralysis in my wrists, through inadequate strength, when we had rowed about half a full course. I also caught more than my quota of crabs, and I felt that this did not pass entirely unnoticed. Gradually I climbed from the third ‘eight’ to an insecure place in the second.

We proved to be a remarkable crew, and on one glorious occasion beat the first ‘eight’. By occasionally sneaking a glance sideways I could see my oars were making some splendid ‘puddles’. They compared very favourably with those made by the boy in front of me, whom I suspected of being lazy. But the coach did not share my views, and next week I found myself relegated to the third ‘eight’. How galling it was, being unable to convince anyone that my absence from the second ‘eight’ was responsible for their resounding defeat next time!

I was offered a place at Cambridge if I would wait a year, but Oxford would take me in the following October. On what slender accidents are our future loyalties decided! This thought was often in my mind in later athletic struggles against Cambridge.

In my last six months at school, I took things more calmly, and enjoyed life more. I knew I was leaving school, perhaps in undignified haste, but at any rate before the headmaster was faced with the invidious task of deciding whether to pass me over for school prefect, and possibly taking my house from me. It all seems so unimportant now.

I am sure that the conflict I experienced then was mainly due to the ordinary difficulties of growing up, which most boys experience in one form or another. We look around for something we can be good at, even if it is only playing the fool, and if we find it, the transition from boy to man is made much easier.

I joined the school in the sixth form but with the feeling of inferiority of a boy in the first. The organisation of the school was first class, but this only added to my difficulties. I never recovered from the shock of entering the school so late, and I wonder how many other boys suffered from similar breaks during the war years. When I asked Robert Morley, the actor, on the BBC’s Frankly Speaking programme, whether he enjoyed his days at school, and received a downright ‘No!’, I was glad to see the bubble pricked of ‘The happiest days of your life’.
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