First American to Run a Sub-4 Minute Mile ...and the

Most Recent

by Cynci Calvin

The Pacific Association has bragging rights to a unique pair of members. Forty years ago, in the late spring of 1957, Pacific Association athlete
Don Bowden became the first American to break the 4-minute barrier in the mile. In the late spring of 1997, Pacific Association athlete Jamey Harris
became the most recent American to accomplish this feat. A review of the backgrounds, the races, and the post-event lives of these two men reveals

some interesting parallels.

Don Bowden

Background

Youth: Don Bowden grew up in San Jose. As a youngster he would run
around “the Rose Garden” a half-mile loop in downtown San Jose, near his
father’s office.

High School: Lincoln HS, San Jose. Don really wanted to play football but
at 6’3" and 160 Ibs. his coach, Lee Cox, who coached both track and foot-
ball, talked him into track. As a senior, he set a national high school record
of 1:53.3 for the half- mile in 1954. He never ran the mile competitively in
high school.

College: Track scholarship to UC Berkeley where he majored in Econom-
ics and ran track under Coach Brutus Hamilton. Although the 800 Meter
event was his specialty, he qualified for the Olympic 1500 meter Team in
1956 in Melbourne Australia. Due to an untimely bout of mononucleosis,
he didn’t make it past the first heat. In 1957, he set an NCAA half-mile
record.

Number of previous competitive miles run: 4; he ran an unofficial
mile time in a relay of 4:01.6 in the spring 0of 1957, causing him and Coach
Hamilton to agree he should try for the sub-4 mile at a PA-AAU meet in
Stockton on Junelst.

Race Day
Age: 20

Date: June 1st, 1957
Location: Pacific Association AAU Meet, Stockton, CA

Before the race: Don was in the midst of finals and had to finish an
Economics final in the early afternoon, before driving the 75 miles to Stock-
ton. He arrived just an hour before the starting gun.

Pre-race nutrition: “Things
were different in those days. We
were advised to eat steak. I don’t
really remember what I ate that
day. I was just trying to get to the
meet. But whatever it was, it
didn’t slow me down.”

Mental state before the race:
“Lousy. I didn’t feel much like
running; I hadn’t been sleeping.”
The competitors: no rabbit, no
competition to push him among
the 5 other entrants.

The splits: 1,/4 mi. - 59.7; 1/2
mi. - 2:00.8; 3/4 mi. - 3:00.6 and
coach Hamilton yelled to him to
“You're right on there—go!” final
quarter in 58.1 seconds.

The finish: Bowden admits there
was “not a very big crowd”
present but the few who were
there went wild as the announcer
counted down the last seconds of
his race.
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Don Bowdenoday, shown
with the Hans Lagerhoef
trophy he received in 1956.
(continued on next page)

February/March 1998 ¢ CT&RN

photo courtesy of Don Bowden

Jamey Harris

Background

Youth: Jamey’s early years were spent in Eugene, Oregon, where Jamey
occasionally competed in an all-comers meet.

High School: Beaverton High School, Beaverton, Oregon. In his senior
year, Jamey was the state cross country champion. In the spring, his 2-mile
relay team set the state high school record.

College: Track scholarship to Fresno State where he trained with Coach
Red Estes and majored in Exercise Science.

Number of previous competitive miles run: Jamey’s emphasis was on
the 1500, but he ran one mile in high school, and 8 to 10 in both college
and post-college years. He came close in 1994 when he ran a 4:00.4.

Race Day

Age: 26

Date of race: May 27, 1997
Location: Angell Field at Stanford
Before the race: The 1997 indoor and outdoor season attempts had not
produced a sub-4 and he had written it off for the year, planning to con-
centrate on training. On May 26th, he arrived at the track for a hard
workout totally fatigued and his coach, Jeff Johnson, allowed him to post-
pone the workout until the next day. On May 27th, after working a 6-hour
shift waiting tables and driving in rush hour traffic to Stanford’s Angell
Field, he discovered a small all-comers meet in progress. Rather than do his
workout on the old, less user-friendly Stanford Stadium track, he got the
OK from coach Johnson to use the mile event in the all-comers meet for his
workout.

Pre-race nutrition: one Power Bar
Mental state before the race: Jamey [
figured running the mile was simply &
a good way to get his workout in with-
out running on the older less user-
friendly Stadium track. “I figure the
worst that could happen is that I
come through the 1000 in 2:28 and
I'm halfway done with the workout.”
So he stripped down to his shorts and
Reebok spikes. Then he grabbed a pen
and wrote “Reebok Aggies” across his §
bare chest so, just in case, he would §
be an official team competitor. |
The competitors: PA prep star now [
Stanford Freshman Michael Stember
(who had rabbit Jason Lunn pacing
him for a sub-4 attempt) and Kipp
Ortenburger

The splits: 1/4 - 60; 1/2 mi. in
1:59; 3/4 mi. - 3:00; final quarter
in59.19; Jamey took the lead with
500 meters to go, and with 200
meters left, Domincan miler Steve
Agar yelled out a 3:29 time.

Jamey Harris
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