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Amer ican Dis tance Runners:  Get t ing Lapped in  the Fast  Lane

My  goa l  i n  l i f e  i s  t o  become an  e l i t e  d i s tance  runner .  I

want  to  indulge in  v ic tory  and be abl -e to  te l l -  mysel f  that  I  am

the best  a t  what  I  do.  Wi th th is  goal  embedded in  my thoughts '

dreams,  at t i tude,  and character  I  am forced to  look back upon

Uni ted States d is tance runners and learn f rom the past -  fn

study ing phe recent  h is tory  of  d is tance running: ,  I  have not iced

that  Amer ican d is tance runners have not  progressed compared to

fore ign ath letes.  Each year  wor ld  records are being set  in

d is tance events.  None are being set  by Amer icans.  This  lead me

to  ana lyze  d i s tance  runn ing  i n  t he  U .S . ,  and  come to  a  conc lus ion

on why Amer ican runners are "get t inq lapped in  the fast  l -ane,"

and whether or not, as an American, I st.and a chance to compete

a t  t he  wor ld -c lass  l eve l .

There was a t ime when Amer ica mafe d is tance runners actual ly

won b ig races.  This  was a t ime when d is tance runners were not

in  the awe of  the Kenyans or  o ther  Af r ican runners.  A t ime when

a l i t t le  known runner  f rom the Army won the 10 '  000 meters (m) run

a t  t he  1964  O lymp ics .  Th i s  l i t t l e  known  runner  was  B i1 l y  M i l l s .

He shocked the wor ld  in  th is  event ,  beat ing the wor ld  record

ho lde r  Ron  C la rk  o f  Aus t ra l i a .  Then ,  f ou r  days  l a te r ,  Amer i can



Shay 2

Bob  schu l  won  the  5 ,000m w i th  ano the r  Amer i can ,  B i l - l  De l l i nge r ,

t ak ing  the  b ronze  (B loom 36 ) .  The re  was  a  t ime  when  Amer i cans

could run d is tance,  but  these are fad ing o lympic memor ies.  The

success d id not  last  1ong.  No Amer ican man has won an Olympic

medal  or  Wor ld Championship medal  in  the l -0 '  000m or  5 '  000m events

D . L I I \ - E  .

These  days  U .S .  d l s tance  runners  face  a  s t rugg le  o f  be ing

unappreciated and having anon)rmity. They are overwhelmed by the

speed and endurance of  Kenyans,  A lger ians,  Eth iop i -ans,  and

va r ious  Europeans .  I n  t he  51000m run  the  l -as t  U .S .  meda l i s t  we re

Rober t  Schu1  lqo fd )  and  B i l I  D i l l i nge r  (b ronze )  i n  t he  L964

Olymp ic  Qames  (T rack  e  F ie ld  2 ) .  I n  t he  l - ' 500m run  the re  has

been  no  O lymp i - c  meda l  s ince  J im  Ryun ' s  s i l ve r  i n  1968 .  I n  the

d is tances  f rom the  l - , 500m to  the  mara thon ,  U .S .  men  have  won  jus t

two  meda ls  s ince  \912  a  s i l ve r  by  F rank  Shor te r  i n  t he  1 ,976

marathon and a bronze by Br ian Diemer in  the s teeplechase in  1984

(Baum 2 )  .

These facts  are enough to d iscourage many runners f rom

pursuing such a dark,  unsure path.  Many d is tance runners fee l

i n fe r i o r  t o  A f r i can  runners .  They  be l i eve  tha t  t hey  have  no

^r . rnna rn nnmpglq in  the fu ture and a l low the i r  dreams to wi ther
u l t c t r l u g  L V  v v J t q

away .  Runners  beg in  to  ask  themse lves  why  they  shou ld  pu t  f o r th

the  e f fo r t  necessa ry  to  become an  e l i t e  runner ,  when  they  do  no t

s tand  a  chance  aga ins t  t he i r  compe t i t o rs .  However ,  t he re  does
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seem to  be  a  l i gh t  t ha t  i l l um ina tes  the  pa th .  Th i s  l i gh t  i s

Amer i ca ' s  bes t  hope  fo r  a  d i s tance  meda l  i n  t he  nex t  O lymp ics '

Bob Kennedy.  To analyze Amer ican runners '  one must  env is ion

running through the eyes of  Bob Kennedy.  Kennedy hoJ-ds the U.S.

reco rd  fo r  t he  5 ,000m,  31  000m,  and  the  2  m i le .  He  has  p roven

time and. t ime aqain that he can compete with African runners and

that  he posses the potent ia l  win an Ol) rmpic  medal .

Kennedy has real ized that  Amer icans today are not  per forming

we l -1  a t  t he  eL i te  l eve l - .  To  a l l ow  h imse l f  t o  pe r fo rm to  the  bes t

h i s  ab i l i t i es ,  he  had  dec ided  to  t ra in  w i th  the  mas te rs  o f

d is tance running.  Two years ago dur ing the summer t rack season,

Kennedy t ra ined wi th  the Kenyans.  Doing the same workouts that

the Kenyans d id,  buoyed h is  conf idence.  Whi le  t ra in ing wi th  the

Kenyans,  Kennedy not iced many d i f ferences between Afr j -can

phi losophies and l - i festy les toward running and Amer ican runningt

ph i l osoph ies  and  l i f es t y les .  "One  o f  t he  reasons  we  haven ' t

p roduced  many  wor fd -c lass  d i s tance  runners  recen t l y  i s  I  don ' t

th ink Amer icans t ra in  hard enoughr  "  says Kennedy (Swj- f t  36)  .

Kennedy ' s  t ra in ing  m i les  a re  s im i l a r  t o  wha t  many  o the r  Amer i cans

do ,  90  to  95  m i les  a  week .  Wha t  se ts  h im  apar t ,  and  th i s  i s

someth ing that  he learned f rom the Kenyans,  is  that  he wi l l  run

t h e  m i l e s  m o r e  i n t e n s e l y  a n d  w i t h  m o r e  a g g r e s s i o n  t h a n  o t h e r  U . S .

runners .  A f te r  a  l ong  ha rd  Season ,  Kennedy  takes  two  mon ths  o f f

wh ich  i s  ano the r  aspec t  o f  A f r i can  runners .
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Case Shay is  another  Amer ican runner  who agrees wi th

Kennedy.  Shay is  the only  Amer ican on Lubbock Chr is t ian

Unlvers i ty 's  cross-country  team. He has won the 1 '996 NAIA

Nat iona l  Champ ionsh ip  i n  t he  3 ,000m s teep lechase  and  has  been

par t  o f  Lubbock 's  Nat ional  Championship cross-country  team for

the past  three years whi le  earn ing A1l -Amer i -can honors.  Whi le

t ra in ing wi th  the Afr icans on h is  team Shay says,  " I  be l ieve that

I have developed more as a runner coming to Lubbock. The Kenyans

demonstrate a work eth ic  that  is  not  present  wi th  many Amer ican

runners."  "One t ime I  asked a Kenyan teammate how many 400m

repeats we were going to  do and he sa ld 'unt i1  we' re

dead," 'cont inued Shay.  The Kenyans 1 ive by a phl losophy that

says "n i lan d j -ka hasara"  which br ie f ly  means whatever  happens,

happens ;  sac r i f i ce  and  i f  you  fa i l - ,  you  fa i l .  Th i s  ph i l osophy  i s

remember by the Kenyans before every race.  They wi l l  go out  fast

i n  a  race  and  keep  the  pace  th i s  way .  "Th i s  i s  t he  a t t i t ude  tha t

is  d i f ferent  f rom the most  Amer ican runnersr  "  says Shay.  This  is

the at t i tude that  he lped develop Case Shay as a runner .  A l though

there are many problems wi th  Amer ican d is tance running at  the

e l i t e  l e v e l ,  t h e  b a s e  o f  t h e  p r o b l e m  l i e s  a t  t h e  h i g h  s c h o o f

I e v e l .

Many  th ings  h igh  schoo l -  runners  do ,  o r  do  no t  do ,  has  an

impac t  on  the  fu tu re  o f  Amer i can  D is tance  runn ing .  Mos t  w i I I  no t

s t r i ve  fo r  exce l l ence  and  v i c to rv .  TheV w i l l  no t  run  the  ex t ra



Shay 5

mi les  to  become be t te r .  Mos t  h igh  schoo l  runners  ba re l y  do  wha t

i s  requ i red  by  the i r  coaches .  Espec ia l l y  f o r  t he  young '  d i s tance

running has lost  i ts  appeal -  in  the Uni ted States.  t 'The base

coming  ou t  o f  h igh  schoo l  j - sn ' t  as  good  as  i t  was  twen ty  yea rs

dgo , "  says  Un ive rs i t y  o f  F lo r i da ' s  head  T rack  and  Cross -coun t r y

coach Doug Brown (Baum 1) .  Doug brown is  a lso a former Olympian

and coach of  Amer ica 's  number one 1-0r000m runner  Todd Wi l l - iams.

In g ienera l ,  h iqh school  runners are not  as wi l l inq to  lay i t  on

the  l i ne .  They  a re  no t  w i l l i ng  to  work  ha rd .  H igh  schoo l

runners today are out  there more for  the soc ia l  reasons that  to

be good runners.  To put  i t  more b lunt ly ,  the youth of  today are

bas i ca I l y  l azy ,  and  d i s tance  runn ing  i s  a  l o t  o f  ha rd  work .  A

young runner  could have a l l  the ta lent  in  the wor ld  and noth ing

to  show fo r  i t .  " I n  d i s tance  runn ing ,  i f  you  don ' t  wo rk  you r

but t  o f f ,  ta lent  isn ' t  go lng to  geL you anywherer  "  says Olympian

Bob  Kennedy  abou t  h iqh  schoo l  runners  (Baum 1 ) .

There j -s  a fack of  mot ivat ion for  h igh school  runners.

Those who do achieve as h igh school  runners are very d isc ip l ined

and hard-work ing ind iv iduals .  Running in  genera l  lacks the

p rominence  t . ha t  o the r  spo r t s  i ndu lge  i n .  A l though  an  a th le te

such as Bob Kennedy is  the best  hope for  a  d is tance medal -  in  the

nex t  O lym.p i cs ,  he  i s  v i r t ua l l y  unknown  in  the  Un i ted  S ta tes .

wi  i -  h r - r r r f  f  ha  nnn r r l  an i  f  r r -  r l i  s t ance  runne rs  have  to  be  se l fr t J L t r v u u  9 r r s  y v y u r q ! r L j t

mot i va ted .  Many  h igh  schoo l  a th le tes  ( i nc lud ing  runners )  l ook  up


