March 16, 2010 – The Finishing Burst of Speed
Runners often talk about ‘having a kick’ which for most of us just means picking up the pace near the end of a race.   But discussion of a finishing burst of speed is an altogether different matter.   It deals with when to use a quick acceleration to your greatest advantage to defeat an opponent or to win a race.   
When I look back over the years there are a few racers who come to mind when I think of finishing bursts of speed leading to great victories.   The first I recall is Dave Wottle coming form well back in the pack to win the 1972 Olympic 800 meters by only three-hundredths of a second.   In recent years runners such as Bernard Lagat, Kenenise Bekele and Haile Gebrselassie seem to have a knack for always knowing precisely when to make their move and propel themselves to victory.   What are the factors that lead to a perfectly timed kick?
When reading Roger Bannister’s book, ‘The Four Minute Mile,’ he noted a conversation he had in 1949 with New Zealand’s Jack Lovelock.   The Kiwi had raced a World Record mile of 4:07.6 in 1933 and won Olympic Gold at 1,500 meters in 1936 as he and Glenn Cunningham both broke the World Record.    Lovelock advised Bannister to use the finishing burst to the most telling advantage.   Lovelock further noted that in every race there was a moment when the burst was least expected.   The only problem was to decide the moment.  Bannister said, ‘I have found the whole race often depends on this factor.  In my later races – against John Landy for instance – I always bore this in mind.   An opponent is usually least prepared to be overtaken at the beginning or just at the end of the straight, and it is possible to gain a few precious yards by use of this surprise.’
I have raced hundreds of times and when I consider Lovelock’s advice to Bannister there are a handful of races where the use of a finishing burst by me was the deciding factor when it caught my opponents by surprise.   During my senior year of high school I was ranked in the top five milers at the Miami High Relays with a best time of 4:25.   However the trio of Jim Wilson, Steve Biernacki and Joe Weston from South Plantation High School had all raced 4:20 to 4:22 and looked to sweep the top three places.   As the race developed I found myself in second place on Jim’s shoulder as we hit the bell lap in 3:19.   With 220 yards remaining all of a sudden Miami Spring’s Mike Wetmore was on my outside shoulder.   He had never beaten me.   ‘What’s Wetmore doing?’ I thought with shock.   I instinctively forgot about Jim and the others and put on a sprint like I hadn’t ever before.   Thousands of spectators cheered as I sped around the curve and down the home straight – wondering when the gold and purple colors of a South Plantation runner would overtake me.   But it didn’t happen and afterward Jim said I surprised him so much that he couldn’t recover.
At Appalachian State my junior year I found myself racing behind my teammate, Norman Blair, and Western Carolina’s Dennis Kaspryzk in the Southern Conference Indoor Three-Mile.   Norman was the defending champion and Dennis had raced a 4:06 mile – much faster than me.   With two laps of the 220 yard track remaining I decided to take off on the back stretch.   When I did I got the jump on Dennis and Norman and didn’t look back.   At the bell Coach Bob Pollock and teammates were yelling and gesturing but I had no idea what was transpiring behind me.   On the final turn we went behind bleachers and then hit the last fifty yards.   After clearing the bleachers by a few seconds I looked back and saw no one.   For the next sweet five seconds I raced to the line knowing I had won.   Another runner from Marshall also beat the two leaders who afterward noted they were concentrating on each other and were caught totally by surprise.   ‘By the time I looked up you had me by twenty yards!’ Dennis exclaimed.
In your future races there will come a time when you are competing with someone for a race victory, age group title or just because you always finish in close proximity.   So what should you do?   First, recognize that you do have a finishing burst of speed available to use.   Second, remember that your opponent will have a moment of weakness.   Third, watch for and realize when that moment of weakness occurs.   And finally, make your move with boldness and confidence.   If you do this your finishing burst of speed will more often than not leave your opponents looking at the back of your shorts. 
