April 17, 2010 - Bring Back the Mile!
There is something missing from track and field that both competitors need as a goal and casual fans require to spark interest in our sport.   That something is racing the mile.   It is a classic distance where time has meaning.   Even four plus decades after Roger Bannister was the first to break the four minute mile, this time still is exciting for both athletes and spectators.   When I first stepped onto the track as a 15 year old and my coach asked me what I wanted to run, I didn’t say, ‘the two-mile or the half mile.’   There was only one answer, ‘the mile.’   In recent years high school runners race the bastardized distance of 1,600 meters which has zero meaning and collegiate competitions include the international distance of 1,500 meters.   In order to light a fire among runners and give fans a meaningful distance to get excited about it is time to bring back the mile.
Back in the 1950s Sir Roger Bannister said, ‘Whether we athletes liked it or not, the 4-minute mile had become rather like an Everest: a challenge to the human spirit, it was a barrier that seemed to defy all attempts to break it, an irksome reminder that men's striving might be in vain.’   We can’t say the same about the 1,500 meters.  Now when I relate to someone what a certain runner’s 1,500 meter time is, I find myself translating such as a 3:40 is about a 3:57 mile or that a 3:55 is about a 4:13 mile.   The average person can relate to times when it comes to the mile.   They also realize that running under four minutes in the mile is still a very fast time that most people could only dream about.   As far as the high school 1,600 meter distance goes, I always find myself saying,’ Add about one and a half seconds to get a mile time.’
Most sports fans only tune in to track and field for the Olympics and, to a lesser extent, the World Championships.   They like round numbers like 10 seconds for the 100 meters and four minutes for the mile.   They don’t have a clue about times in other events.   John Walker, the first man to break 3:50 in the mile noted, ‘the 800 meter record, the records in the 1,000 meters, the 1,500 meters, the 5,000 meters, the relays: no one remembers them. The mile, they remember - only the mile.’
The mile is so easy to relate to as each lap takes roughly a minute.   Former World Record holder John Landy said, ‘the mile has a classic symmetry.   It’s a play in four acts.’   And he would know as he had some classic races with Roger Bannister and others when breaking the four minute mile was new and amazing.   I’ve always liked how the mile is split into four laps with different tactical plans.  The first lap is to get out comfortably fast and to stay out of trouble.   The second lap is to maintain pace, evaluate your competitors and to relax mentally.   The third lap is to pick off faltering runners, maintain good form and to get into position.   The last lap is time to move when others show weakness, keep quick turnover and to use one’s final sprint.   Landy also noted, ‘Almost every part of the mile is tactically important: you can never let down, never stop thinking, and you can be beaten at almost any point. I suppose you could say it is like life.’
The powers that be at the NCAA and state high school athletic associations probably don’t think much about the importance of the mile.   There are so many sports and so many track and field events that the disappearance of the mile has been lost in the shuffle.   But fans watch movies, sports and theater that is appealing to their senses.   Olympic Champion and former mile World Record holder Sebastian Coe once said, ‘Blink and you miss a sprint. The 10,000 meters is lap after lap of waiting.    Theatrically, the mile is just the right length: beginning, middle, end, a story unfolding.’ 

Coe is right.   Fans can get excited about the mile and the runners’ times are much more meaningful than a 1,500 meter time or a 1,600 meter time.    To further underscore how runners feel about the mile, when I asked 1972 800 Meter Olympic Champion Dave Wottle what was his greatest running moment, he replied, ‘I put three moments on equal footing – the first time I broke four minutes in the mile, tying the World Record in the 800 meters and my Olympic Gold Medal race.   People always think it’s the Olympic Gold.  But I had just as great thrill the first time I broke four minutes.   I remember being on cloud nine and in a daze for two weeks afterward as I was so excited.’
Lastly, it has been over 100 years since an American won the 1,500 meters in the Olympics and over four decades since the last American, Jim Ryun, set a World Record in the mile.   Let’s stir up some interest in middle distance running in the United States.   Let’s get rid of the 1,600 meters in high school meets and 1,500 meters at the collegiate level.    Bring back the mile!

