May 10, 2011 – Running Movies
When it’s unbearably hot and humid during the summer or cold, rainy and snowy in the winter, thoughts turn to staying inside for some entertainment.   And what is better for a runner than to watch a running movie?   Over the years there have been hundreds of movies depicting running.  There are biographies, documentaries, films about events, features and instructional pictures.   Following are some movies that are worthwhile for your consideration.

Biographical films head the list and the most popular deal with Steve Prefontaine.   The legendary Oregon runner is the subject of Prefontaine, Fire on the Track and Without Limits.   Each movie has plusses and minuses.   Without Limits was produced by Tom Cruise and had big screen publicity.  It focuses on Pre’s romance more than in the other films.   Prefontaine was made by the directors of Hoop Dreams, had the backing of Pre’s parents and is popular among high schoolers.   Fire on the Track has in depth footage of the 1972 Olympic 5k final, with comments from Prefontaine's competitors.   It also was voted by LetsRun.com respondents as the best running movie of all time.
Jim Ryun: America’s Greatest Miler focuses on the exploits of the first high school runner to break the four minute mile.   It includes great insight into this trailblazer whose amazing teenage feats happened over four decades ago.   Another film which looks at a great miler is ‘Four Minutes’ which focuses on Roger Bannister who broke this barrier in 1954.   John Landy and Wes Santee were knocking on the door, but Bannister broke through it first.   ‘Endurance’ is the story of Ethiopia’s Haile Gebrselassie and leads up to his victory in the 10,000 meters at the Atlanta Olympics.   It is Disney-produced and possibly a bit overdramatized, but includes great Olympic and Ethiopian film footage.  A final excellent biographical movie is ‘Running Brave,’ the story of Billy Mills, an American Indian and winner of the 10,000 meters at the 1964 Olympics. His victory was one of the biggest upsets in Olympic history.
Three dissimilar documentaries are all worth taking a look at.   The Spirit of the Marathon captures the stories of six runners of different abilities and ages as they train for and race the Chicago Marathon.   It stars professional runners Deena Kastor and Daniel Njenga.  ‘The Long Green Line’ follows the York Community High School Cross Country team in Elmhurst, Illinois as they attempt to win their 25th Cross Country Team State Championship.   It features their legendary coach of 50 years, Joe Newton, and will be enjoyed by casual runners and seasoned competitors.   ‘Run Natasha Run’ is a diary format presentation that follows Natasha, a 29-year-old journalist from Athens, as she tries trains to complete her first marathon.    Anyone who has run a marathon or hopes to in the future will enjoy following Natasha’s quest.
One of the most interesting films that chronicles an event is ’Running on the Sun.’   This film tracks 13 participants in the Badwater, the most extreme footrace on earth.   The 135-mile course extends over desert, across mountain ranges and through temperatures of up to 130 degrees.    It displays the full range of human emotions from excitement and joy to misery and despair as the participants push their limits.
There are several feature films that are varied in topics but which all include subject matter dealing with overcoming obstacles.   ‘The Loneliness of the Long Distance Runner’ is a classic novel which was on my assigned reading list in high school.   It’s now a British movie and is the story of a rebellious youth who begins running and competing at a boarding school.   Another film, Saint Ralph
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, has a school setting, but it follows a 14-year-old Catholic youth who determines that he must create a miracle in order to save his mom who has fallen into a coma. What is his miracle?  To win the Boston Marathon!    A man serving a life sentence in prison finds hope in running in ‘The Jericho Mile.’  After running a sub 4 minute mile, he trains for the Munich Olympics while in prison.   It’s unrealistic, but entertaining.    The Dipsea Race in California, second oldest race in the U.S., is featured in ‘On the Edge.’   In this movie an athlete who was banned for violating his amateur status 20 years earlier makes a comeback at Dipsea.
The most famous feature film is ‘Chariots of Fire.’   This 1981 film is the true story of two British athletes training for the 1924 Olympics.   It won four Academy Awards including Best Picture.   Jewish Cambridge scholar Harold Abrahams and rigid Presbyterian missionary Eric Liddell are compared and contrasted while we are treated to an inspirational soundtrack by Vangelis.
If you want to relax on your couch but are in a learning mode then perhaps an instructional movie is the perfect recipe for you.    ‘Jack Daniels: The Art and Science of Running’ is from a 2006 clinic and has been grouped into four areas: principles of training, physiology of training, the five ingredients of success, and bonus material.   Dr. Jack Daniels has been honored as NCAA Cross Country Coach of the Century and Runner’s World magazine described him as the World’s Best Coach.    Bill Dellinger’s Track & Field Fundamentals - Middle Distance and Distance is one of the instructional videos that Men’s Track & Field Coach Bill Dellinger produced at the University of Oregon in 1995. This 12 part series has four tapes dedicated to improving running performance.    Coach Dellinger is the host of this tape and shares his experience as both a coach and Olympic medalist in the 5000 meters to further aid the development of middle and long distance runners.   The focus during the 45 minute presentation is on five primary principles: Moderation, progression, adaptation, variation, and callusing.
So there you have it – more than a dozen films about running to entertain and educate you whenever the mood strikes.   I purposely didn’t offer my opinion on which I think is the ‘best of the best,’ but all of these movies are worth your attention.   Use them to inspire, inform and enlighten you.  
