September 28, 2011 – Olympic Champions’ First Running Memories
Whether someone is a competitive athlete, jogger, walker or couch potato – all have a first running memory.  It may be a first race in high school, a training run with the cross country team or a street race with kids in the neighborhood.   My first running memory is from the day I had my first practice with my high school track team as a sophomore and ran a 5:31 mile time trial.   I’m sure I did all sorts of running as a child, but day stands out.   I have interviewed five men who have won Olympic Gold Medals and all related their first running memories which I am pleased to present for you.
Dave Wottle – 1972 800 Meters Gold Medal 
I remember watching the 1972 Olympics with great interest as I was an athletic 14 year old.  Dave Wottle’s come-from behind victory where he unleashed a great kick to move from fifth place with 100 meters remaining to a Gold medalist 13 seconds later is amazing to this day.    Dave told me he remembers, ‘Running away from my dad.   I was taunting him and saying I was fast and he wasn’t. He caught me in a heartbeat!’
Harrison Dillard – Four Gold Medals - 1948 100 Meters, 1952 110 Meter High Hurdles and               1948 & 1952 4x100 Meter Relay  
Many towns and cities have competitions to encourage fitness among children.  Harrison Dillard was born in 1923 and grew up in Cleveland, Ohio during the Great Depression.   He told me, ‘I ran in what later became the ‘Playground Olympics’ in Cleveland.  I couldn’t have been more than eight, nine or ten years old when I won two or three first place blue ribbons.  Those were my first races at 40 or 50 yards.’   Maybe the kids he beat didn’t feel so badly years later when he won his Olympic Gold Medals!  
Peter Snell – Three Gold Medals – 1960 and 1964 800 Meters; 1964 1,500 Meters
All across the world people race each other starting at an early age and it was no different for Peter Snell as he grew up in a small town in New Zealand.   He recalls ‘Winning the 440 yards when I was about 11 years old and winning a cross country race by quite a long way when I was 13 years old.   Both were in our little town of about 3,500 people.’
Bob Schul – 1964 5,000 Meters Gold Medal 
Some kids are sickly and doctors tend to err on the side of caution which was the case with Bob Schul.   ‘I was in high school and didn’t know much about training. The doctors had told my mother, ‘if you let this boy run, he’ll be in a wheel chair by the time he’s 20.’   I had this in the back of my mind.   In the Regional High School cross country meet I found myself in the lead and won by about thirty seconds and I thought, ‘How did I do that?’   No one talked about how to race so I didn’t really know what to do.
Horace Ashenfelter – 1952 3,000 Meter Steeplechase Gold Medal 
When I chatted with Horace Ashenfelter he mentioned about being from a rural Pennsylvania farming community.   Their ‘track season’ usually was one or two meets with some local schools at a Field Day with all sorts of games and contests.   Horace noted, ‘My first serious competitive race was when my brother, Bill, and I went to neighboring Norristown High School during my sophomore year. They had an intramural race. The high school was big with maybe 1,000 students. I won the mile without any training. I must have run about a 5:50 and it was my first win.’  
[bookmark: _GoBack]These are pretty inauspicious beginnings for runners who ended up being the best on the planet in their events.   Running away from dad, racing kids for blue ribbons, running local track and cross country races, dueling with high school kids despite a doctor’s warning and racing intramurals out in the country.   Gold Medalists have much talent and train with dedication, but they get their start just about anywhere.   So when you see a kid running in your neighborhood or in a local high school race don’t be surprised years from now if that kid has grown up to be an adult winning an Olympic Gold Medal!
