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There are so many people running these days that we may take it for granted that running has always been a popular sport and pastime in the United States.   However, that is far from the case.   It wasn’t that long ago that only seriously motivated track and field runners competed.   Road races were few and far between.   The Boston Marathon was a long way to run for some crazy, skinny guys to do in April.   While some coaches, runners, writers and administrators have had an effect on the quality of racing, who are the runners that perked youth interest in running and who helped turn running into a mass participation sport?

Any discussion of influential U.S. runners has to start with Jim Ryun.   Less than ten years after England’s Roger Bannister was the first to break four minutes in the mile, the teenage Ryun represented the U.S. at the Tokyo Olympics.   Over the next few years he became the first high school runner to run under four minutes for a mile and subsequently broke the World Record twice.   Interest in running increased among youngsters who wished to emulate Ryun.
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In the early 1970s two very different runners captured the hearts and imagination of the public in dissimilar ways.   Frank Shorter was an outstanding collegiate distance runner who turned his attention to the marathon with great success.   His gold medal performance at the 1972 Munich Olympics was the first for the United States since Johnny Hayes won marathon gold in 1908.   I remember as a high school sophomore going out and running three miles a day for several days after watching Shorter as I was inspired to see what I could do.
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The other runner who burst upon the scene about the same time as an 8:41 two-miler in high school was Steve Prefontaine.   He had a coolness and confidence about him that made runners want to be like ‘Pre.’   He famously said, “I don’t run to win.   I run to see who has the most guts.”   Pre broke every U.S. distance record from two miles to 10,000 meters.   He was very outspoken in his belief that his country needed to support the athletes who were sacrificing so much to represent the U.S. while many lived in substandard housing and survived on food stamps.   Pre met an untimely death before he reached his peak and has become legendary in stature.   Movies have kept him alive and he serves as a heroic and inspirational figure to a new generation of runners.
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In the mid to late 1970s the running boom really took off as an entire group of young runners took U.S. running to new competitive levels.   Alberto Salazar, Craig Virgin, Rudy Chapa and others were direct beneficiaries of the interest in running that started with Ryun and built with Shorter and Prefontaine.   But there was one runner who stands out as taking the excitement held by serious distance runners to the masses by his race performances – that man is Bill Rodgers.   ‘Boston Billy’ surprised many by winning the 1975 Boston Marathon.   His three additional wins in Boston and four New York Marathon victories increased interest in distance running and marathon racing like never before.

Suddenly, people who had never run before started training to run their first marathon.   Faster runners set a goal of qualifying for the Boston Marathon.   New marathons and shorter races began sprouting up everywhere.   Running specialty stores appeared to support the growing need to supply the runners with shoes and apparel.   Companies such as Nike, New Balance and Brooks were formed or grew exponentially.   The competitive running boom had morphed and grown into a participatory running stampede and this continues years later.
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Women weren’t allowed to race further than 800 meters in the Olympics until the 1970s and marathon running was strictly forbidden.   There were pioneers in women’s running such as Kathryn Switzer, but one woman is the icon in U.S. distance running mainly because of what she did on a hot summer day in Los Angeles in 1984.   When Joan Benoit Samuelson won the gold medal in the inaugural women’s Olympic marathon she blazed a trail for a generation of female distance runners in the United States.   Now women didn’t just run, but they had a hero who had won gold.
Many runners have helped running grow in the United States, but these five have had the most influence.   Jim Ryun’s teenage exploits kindled the fire.   Frank Shorter’s Olympic victory inspired many to think about long distance and marathon racing.   Steve Prefontaine exhibited an effort not seen previously and made running ‘cool.’   Bill Rodgers took the interest in running to the masses.   And Joan Benoit Samuelson spread the running boom to women.  One runner can’t be singled out as the most influential, but these five athletes are the most responsible for taking a sport practiced by a small group of stereotypical skinny, geeky young men and changing it to an activity enjoyed by millions.
