Steven Roland Prefontaine 

(January 25, 1951 - May 30, 1975)

How does a kid from Coos Bay, with one leg longer than the other win races? All my life people have been telling me, 'You're too small Pre', 'You're not fast enough Pre.' 'Give up your foolish dream Steve.' But they forgot something. I have to win. 

Steve Prefontaine

For Track and Field fans born in the 40s and 50s, a few names are immediately associated with greatness-  Bob Beamon, Bob Hayes, Abebe Bikele, Kip Keino, Jim Ryun, Valery Brumel, Al Oerter, Ralph Boston, Igor Ter-Ovanesyan just to name a few.  Few, however, have had as much of an effect as one who never reached his full potential- Steve Prefontaine.

In the mid-1960s, middle and long distance running at the high school level had reached a peak not seen before and only being approached again now in 2005.  In 1964, Gerry Lindgren set the high school record for the 5000 M running 13:44.  This record was finally surpassed by Galen Rupp this year- an unprecedented 41-year tenure.  In 1965, Jim Ryun was the first to break 4:00 in the mile as a high schooler, eventually running 3:55.3 (not broken until 2001 by Alan Webb.)  We runners of the era figured that this was going to be a common occurrence as Tim Danielson dropped under the magic mark as a senior in 1966, as did Marty Liquori in 1967.

No high school boy succeeded in breaking 4:00 in 1968 (indeed no one would again until Webb), but in the fall of 1968, Sports Illustrated did an expanded version of “Faces in the Crowd” suggesting several possible candidates for the Spring 1969 season.  Among these was Steven Roland Prefontaine, a senior from Marshfield High School in Coos Bay, Oregon.  This was my first introduction to this gifted and charismatic runner.  

Pre, as he came to be known, did not break the magic barrier that year.  But he had a stellar season, starting with a 4:12 relay leg and a dual meet win in 4:11 (See his performances below.)  Imagine being a hot-shot miler from Grants Pass High School in April of 1969 capable of, say, a 4:35 early season mile only to be beaten like a rented mule (24 seconds!) by this short kid from a small town on the coast.  Pre finished the high school season undefeated winning the Golden West in 4:06, but showing versatility from a modest 440 time (53.5) to an outstanding 8:48 two mile (on par with Chris Barnicle’s Massachusetts record last year.)  The invitational season followed.  Note that in the late 1960s and early 1970s, the US would meet other countries in dual meets with scores kept for both men’s and women’s events.  The US vs the Soviet Union meet was, in non-Olympic years, the biggest meet of the year.  Pre ran in that meet as an 18-year old just-graduated senior in high school and finished fifth.  Against Europe, he placed third and ran his first sub 14:00 5000.  Thus began the legend of this runner.

Steve Prefontaine’s Senior Year in High School (Marshfield High School, Coos Bay, Oregon.   All Dates 1969)  http://www.europa.com/~bence/pre/sp.htm
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With obvious talent, Prefontaine was heavily recruited, but elected to attend the University of Oregon only 100 or so miles from Coos Bay.  At that time, Oregon was certainly among the very elite of the collegiate track world.  It was also the epicenter of the “Running Craze” (Nike originated there) that swept the country in the early-to-mid-1970s- in part because of the focus on this unusual runner and personality.  Over the next five years, his talents came forward and his legend grew.  There were NCAA championships, more meets with the Russians and Europeans, and perhaps the single race I remember more than any other I ever watched- the 1972 Olympic 5000.

Anyone reading this is undoubtedly a track fan and knowledgeable enough to know that the 5000 M race is one requiring both speed and endurance.  Courage, ability to withstand pain, and both strategic and tactical sense are needed for success.  In my estimation, it represents the optimum distance to integrate all of these talents; there is need for speed; endurance plays a major role; and, one must keep one’s head to succeed.

I was between my sophomore and junior year in college when the 1972 Olympics took place in Munich.  Prefontaine was an American darling by then.  Still only 21 years old, his competition in the United States was limited.  I recall watching him on television, keeping track of his competition not by taking a peek back but by turning his head slightly to the left to find the second place runner half a lap behind.  His chief competitors were in Europe- Lasse Viren from Finland and David Stewart from England, and from North Africa (Tunisia) Mohamed Gammoudi- the defending Olympic champion.  These men were older (Viren by only two years) than Prefontaine, and more experienced in the event.  Even then, although less so than now, this was an event for older runners- 28 being about the peak in the early 1970s.

A lot of people run a race to see who is fastest. I run to see who has the most guts, who can punish himself into exhausting pace, and then at the end, punish himself even more. Nobody is going to win a 5,000 meter race after running an easy 2 miles. Not with me. If I lose forcing the pace all the way, well, at least I can live with myself. 

Steve Prefontaine
The 5000 came with much anticipation for me and my buddies- my brother Bruce and my college roommate.  My brother was a sprinter of some note- 5.5 for 50Y at Tufts and a former record holder in high school (10.4 for 100 yards at NAHS in 1961), and my other roommate-  a 50 point quarter miler.  Prefontaine was our favorite.  And the race was what we had been waiting for.  The first two miles were pretty easy with everyone sort of bunched together.  With a four laps left, Prefontaine let it go.  He forced the pace and the “big boys” followed.  From 8.5 laps in to 11.5 he had averaged about 61 sec/lap.  And the sprint was on.  We were jumping up and down in our basement apartment!  But there would be no storybook ending- Prefontaine went for the gold, but was spent and was passed in the final lap first by Viren, then Gamoudi, and finally by Stewart in the last 10 meters.  No medal, but an incredibly gutsy race.  His time for the final mile: 4:01 and three guys ran faster!  What a fabulous race!  Viren went on to win the 10000 M and repeat in both in 1976.  Gamoudi and Stewart were done.  So, unfortunately, was Prefontaine.

Over the next three years, Prefontaine continued to improve, and by early 1975 was touted as the “next Olympic Champion.”  By May 1975, he held every American record from the 2000 M through the 10000 M.  He was still only 24.  Everyone knew him by then- world wide- and he was The Man in American Track and Field.  He organized protests against the powerful AAU that controlled Track and Field at the time.  The AAU raked in enormous amounts of money but threatening to sanction athletes who received even a pittance- travel and lunch money- for appearing at meets.  Track and Field athletes at that time lived on very little money and trained on potato chips and soda- as there was no money for anything else.

On May 29, 1975, Pre ran a race in Eugene (and won) and then attended a party up in the hills near the University of Oregon Eugene campus.  After consuming a reported six pack of beer and driving, he lost control of his MG, smashed into a rock, and was crushed by the weight of his car.  He died, May 30, 1975.  Kenny Moore, a roommate and friend had the following to say in a 2004 Sports Illustrated article:

“Pre had to have left this world with a fine regard for its absurdities, one being that he was dying on a road he loved to run, on a hill where he made others suffer.  He would have choked at the idea of his becoming our passion figure, one who suffered for us, whom we remember by doing the same.  But runners from all over the world, from kids to masters to Olympians, still bring their race numbers and medals to the little memorial on Skyline Drive, the black basalt rock marking where he died.  They leave them -- offerings to the spirit of going all out -- beside the monument put up by the prison running club he began.”

Kenny Moore   Sports Illustrated Issue date: June 21, 2004 

I remember the day well- I was in graduate school in Connecticut at the time.  Hearing about the death of my favorite athlete at mid-day on television, I went out and ran a five-miler dedicated to Pre’s memory- small price to pay for the honor of watching this great athlete compete, but never reach is full potential.
To give anything less than your best is to sacrifice the gift. 

Steve Prefontaine
In late 1977, I began writing my PhD thesis.  At my graduate university, Wesleyan University in Connecticut, doctoral students are given a carrel in the library where they can write, keep books, etc., in preparation for their dissertation writing.  In my carrel, I placed a five-foot poster of Steve Prefontaine.  Knowing the dedication he gave to his passion gave me confidence and impetus to follow mine.  For eight months, he looked down on me every day and every day I continued to pursue my dream.

Some people create with words or with music or with a brush and paints. I like to make something beautiful when I run. I like to make people stop and say, 'I've never seen anyone run like that before.' It's more than just a race, it's a style. It's doing something better than anyone else. It's being creative. 

Steve Prefontaine
Last May 30, was the 30th anniversary of Pre’s death.  During the interim, I had been in the State of Oregon a couple of times, but never close enough to Eugene to visit.  I have been aware of the memorial at the site of Pre’s death for some time, but never was closer than 200 miles from the site.  However, My Wife, Pat, and I decided to take a vacation in central Oregon and the idea of visiting the memorial site came to my mind again.  We were to stay in Newburg, Oregon, less than 100 miles from Eugene.  I decided to make the pilgrimage.  Pat agreed to keep me company.  Her only knowledge of Steve Prefontaine came from me and my brother, but she was willing to go along for the ride.  So, on August 14, we got information from Mapquest, and set off.

The ride from Newburg to Eugene includes some smaller state highways and Interstate 5.  Nothing special, so it gave me time to think about the great runner and the tragedy I would be reliving.  Pat has been with me a long time and is used to me going on about some runner or another, so she just put up with my musings.  But it was a nostalgic and bittersweet trip.  

Because of construction, we had to get off the Interstate Southbound, go under it and get back on heading Northbound one exit.  We then crossed under again and began our trek up hill through a residential district.  The area is heavily wooded, with narrow, poorly maintained roads.  Although no more than one mile off the Interstate, it still took us  10 minutes to get to the site- near the corner of Skyline Boulevard and Birch Lane.  Don’t let the street names fool you- this is a rural, although settled, area.  It is easy to imagine Prefontaine doing training runs on the hills here 30 years ago.

The site is well marked (See Below) and we were certainly not the first to visit.  There is actually a pull-off parking area.  I would like to believe that it is for the exclusive 

Marker for Pre’s Rock on the Corner of Birch Lane and Skyline Boulevard, Eugene, Oregon.  From Birch Lane with Skyline Drive to the right.
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use of visitors to the site, but it may also be an entrance to a riverside picnic area on the Willamette River of couple of hundred feet down a trail.  We parked there.

Pat elected to stay in the car; she has no real interest in track history other than to humor me.  This was fine as, I preferred to be with my own thoughts during this pilgrimage.  As I left the car to walk the 50 or so feet to the monument, a man in his 30s ran by.  This is a regular running route, and I expect individuals who often tour this area are accustomed to seeing middle–aged men with cameras walking toward the site.

A close up of the dedication marker at the site of Steve Prefontaine’s fatal car crash on May 30, 1975.
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The site is a beautiful, if somber place- quite rural, as I have said, and on the bend in Skyline Boulevard no more than 150 feet from the intersection with Birch Lane.  From what I have read and been able to gather, Pre was driving down Skyline Boulevard, toward the Stop sign at Birch Lane when he lost control of his car.  It is no small wonder; the road is narrow and the turn is relatively sharp.  Given the humid nature of Oregon, the road may well have been wet.  Further, in an impaired condition, controlling the car may have been beyond his capabilities.  Whatever the reason, he was unable to negotiate the turn; he hit the wall and was suffocated under the weight of the car when it flipped over on top of him.

The fact that there is a monument at this site suggests that others visit.  I am not the only one who still grieves for the loss of this great athlete.  Runners of all calibers still leave small tokens at the site.  Some leave flowers; other race numbers, etc.  Some leave short poems or letters describing the inspiration this young man had to others who compete in the sport.  These tokens continue; the flowers I saw were no more than a few days old.  And the numbers stuck to the rock would not last more than a few weeks.  Steve Prefontaine is still in the hearts of many.

Dedication marker at the site of Steve Prefontaine’s fatal car crash on May 30, 1975.  Note the numbers, flowers, and other memorabilia left by fans.
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I went back to the car after spending 10 minutes at the site taking pictures and organizing my thoughts. Another car drove up.  A couple a bit younger than me, perhaps 45 or so, pulled up and both walked toward the site; another pair of “track people” paying homage to one of the all-time greats in American Track and Field.  I expect this goes on every day. This was just a typical Sunday in August.

“Why did Pre's crowd [Prefontaine Meet in 2001- PBR] scream most for a kid [Alan Webb- PBR] who finished fifth rather than for a champion?  Because they wanted him back.  They wanted another Pre.  They wanted a young American runner to hang with the Africans, and they had just seen one who could do it.  Ever since, they have been calling to Alan Webb to come back and fulfill the promise of his great run.”
Kenny Moore   Sports Illustrated Issue date: June 21, 2004 

Steve Prefontaine died much too young and before his promise was fulfilled.  But 30 years after his death, this Track and Field fan remembers him well, as do many others with varying degrees of talent who found him inspirational.  If you are ever in the Eugene, Oregon area, take a few minutes and visit an important site in American Track and Field history.  Your time will be well rewarded.

Barry Ryan

September 2005

