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Please convey my warm thanks to the Members of the Amateur Athletic
Association of England for their message of loyal greetings sent on the occasion
of the fiftieth anniversary of Sir Roger Bannister’s historic run to break the
barrier of the four-minute mile.

The events of 6th May 1954 at Iffley Road, which are being restaged today, still
serve as an inspiration to sportsmen and women everywhere. They recognise the
remarkable dedication which attaining an extraordinary goal required, and
which culminated in a landmark athletic performance that continues to capture
the imagination these many years later.

As your patron, I wish all those taking part from the Amateur Athletic
Association of England, the British Milers’ Club and Oxford University, both
past and present, a successful and enjoyable occasion to mark this great
achievement.

Elizabeth R Buckingham Palace

50th Anniversary of Sir Roger Bannister’s 
First Sub 4-Minute Mile
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The University is grateful to the late Norris McWhirter,
CBE (Trinity 1943), author, broadcaster and an active
athlete in his day, for his assistance in writing the main 
text of the Programme.
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Welcome

50th Anniversary of Sir Roger Bannister’s First Sub 4-Minute Mile

The four-minute mile had been a goal for athletes since the nineteenth century. In 1953
John Landy, my Australian rival, who had run four times under 4-minute 3-seconds, said:
‘2 little seconds are not much, but when you’re on the track those 15 yards seem solid and
impenetrable, like a cement wall.’ But as a medical student and physiologist I knew this
could not be true. On 6 May, 50 years ago on a cold and windy cinder track my friends
Chris Chataway and Chris Brasher helped me to break this ‘insurmountable’ barrier.

It may seem incredible today that this world record at this classic distance could be set by
an amateur athlete, in bad weather, on a university running track. But I hope that it
serves as an inspiration to sportsmen and women worldwide to keep striving to achieve
their best through personal effort alone.

The fiftieth anniversary event and its planning owes much to the late Norris McWhirter,
who had an incomparable knowledge and love of athletics. He was to me a staunch friend
and many will miss him.

Sir Roger Bannister
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I was met at the station by Charles Wenden who drove me to
Iffley Road. The wind was almost at gale force. The St
George’s flag stood out from the flagpole. The attempt
seemed hopeless, yet for some unknown reason I tried out
both pairs of spikes…. Chris Chataway said, just as I knew he
would: “The day could be a lot worse, couldn’t it? Let’s not
decide until 5 o’clock.”

No one tried to persuade me. The decision was mine alone. As
we lined up for the start I glanced at the flag. It fluttered more
gently. The attempt was on. There was complete silence on the
ground … a false start … I felt angry that precious moments
during the lull in the wind might be slipping by. The gun fired
a second time … Chris Brasher went into the lead and I
slipped in effortlessly behind him. My legs seemed to meet no
resistance at all, as if propelled by some unknown force.

We seemed to be going so slowly! But Brasher did not change
the pace. I went on worrying until I heard the first lap time,
57.5 seconds. In the excitement my knowledge of pace had
deserted me. Brasher could have run the first quarter in 55
seconds without my realising it, because I felt so full of
running, but I should have had to pay for it later. Instead, he
had made success possible.

I barely noticed the half-mile … At three-quarters of a mile
the effort was still barely perceptible: the time was 3 minutes
0.7 seconds, and by now the crowd was roaring. Somehow I
had to run that last lap in 59 seconds. Chataway led round the
next bend and then I pounced past him at the back straight.

I had a moment of mixed joy and anguish, when my mind
took over. It raced ahead of my body and drew my body
compellingly forward. There was no pain, only a great unity
of movement and aim.

I felt at that moment that it was my chance to do one thing
supremely well. The air I breathed filled me with the spirit of
the track where I had run my first race. The noise in my ears
was that of the faithful Oxford crowd. Their hope and
encouragement gave me greater strength. I had now turned
the last bend and there was only 50 yards more.

My body had long since exhausted all its energy, but it went
on running just the same. The physical overdraft came only
from greater willpower. This was the crucial moment when
my legs were strong enough to carry me over the last few
yards as they could never have done in previous years. With 
5 yards to go the tape seemed almost to recede. Would I 
ever reach it?

Those last few seconds seemed never-ending. The faint line of
the finishing tape stood ahead as a haven of peace. The arms
of the world were waiting to receive me if only I reached the
tape without slackening my speed. If I faltered, there would be
no arms to hold me and the world would be a cold,
forbidding place.

I knew that I had done it before I even heard the time. I was
too close to have failed, unless my legs had played strange
tricks at the end by slowing me down and not telling my
tiring brain that they had done so.

The stopwatches held the answer. The announcement came –
‘Result of one mile … time, 3 minutes’ – the rest lost in the
roar of excitement. I grabbed Brasher and Chataway, and
together we scampered round the track in a burst of
spontaneous joy. We had done it – the three of us.’

From: The First Four Minutes, Roger Bannister
50th Anniversary Edition, Sutton Publishing, 2004

The Four-Minute Mile
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Roger Bannister celebrates his victory with his two pacers, Chris Brasher (left) and Chris Chataway (right)

After a false start the race is on
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The Year 1954

50th Anniversary of Sir Roger Bannister’s First Sub 4-Minute Mile zxcvbnm,./

The year 1954 was the year that the Independent Television
Authority was set up. It was also the year that two Comet
crashes, due to metal fatigue, destroyed our four-year lead in
passenger jet aviation.

The USSR broke off diplomatic relations with Australia after
Mme Vladimir Petrov, wife of their defecting third secretary in
Canberra, was rescued at Darwin Airport from two strong-
arm Soviet escorts who were trying to force her back to Russia.

The French suffered a military debacle at Dien Bien Phu,
Vietnam, when the last French outpost surrendered after a
55-day siege by the Vietminh. In the seven-year conflict the
French sustained 253,000 casualties. The final Algerian
insurrection, however, broke out on 31 October. At
Westminster the £1,000-a-year MPs first received a £2 a day
attendance allowance. The Minister of Agriculture, Sir
Thomas Dugdale MP, resigned over the compulsory purchase
order imposed on the 725-acre Crichel Down, Dorset.

Senator Joseph McCarthy, Chairman of the Senate sub-
committee on un-American activities, lost his former power

after judicial hearings condemned him for having ‘acted
contrary to Senatorial ethics….’. The world population
reached 2,612 million (as opposed to 6,320 million in 2004),
while that of the UK was 50,370,000 (it is now nudging
60,000,000). In 1954 wages rose 4.5 per cent compared with
the 3 per cent rise in the cost of living. A pint of beer was then
still 1s 3d (6p). The NHS cost £427 million (in 2004 this
figure is £82,200 million). The purpose-built pioneering
Kidbrooke Comprehensive School opened in London.

The American evangelist, Billy Graham, spent three months
in England and filled Wembley Stadium to its 120,000
capacity. The world’s first atomic powered vessel – the US
submarine Nautilus was launched by Mrs Mamie Eisenhower.
The UK was still the world’s largest shipbuilder. The first
vertical takeoff jet flew, while in France the speed record on
rails was raised to 152mph (244.5km/h). The Ford Popular
was advertised at £390 and fuel injection began to become
standard. The French set a new ocean depth record off Dakar,
with 13,287 feet (4,050m).

At Oklahoma City the KWTV mast at 1,572ft (497m) became
the world’s tallest structure and at J Lyons and Co the
computer, Leo, did the work of 200 clerks in raising 33,000
wage slips in less than 60 minutes.

Two new elements, Einsteinium (99) and Fermium (100)
were created by the US Atomic Energy Commission. The
scientist Enrico Fermi, who launched the age of the atom
with the first controlled reaction in 1942, died in 1954. Others
of distinction who died that year were:- Hugo Eckner (Ger),
pilot of Graf Zeppelin airship on her round-the-world flight
of 1929; August Lumière (Fr), pioneer of the cinema in Paris
in 1894; Henri Matisse (Fr) painter and leader of Les Fauves
(wild beasts) from 1905; and Andrei Vyshinsky (USSR) Public
Prosecutor at Stalin’s state show trials of 1936-38.

1954 witnessed a number of significant and symbolic events
worldwide which affected the way we live our lives today.
Roger Bannister’s achievement must be placed amongst these.

The scene at this very site, half a century ago today, was one
involving only 1,200 people. It was dark and squally with St
George’s flag straining at the halyards atop Iffley Church
tower. The crowd was vaguely expectant because a chap called
Bannister was said to be running. Suddenly at 5.55 pm the
wind dropped, a double rainbow formed and the light-level
improved. Event Number Nine was called. Out came the
American, George Dole (Univ), Alan Gordon (Magdalen) and
Bill Hulatt from Alfreton, Staffordshire. Representing the
Amateur Athletic Association, out came Bannister (Exeter and
Merton), Chris Brasher, formerly of St John’s Cambridge and
Chris Chataway, formerly of Magdalen.

The 1948 Olympic hurdler, Ray Barkway (Exeter), acting as
the starter, raised his gun. The late Chris Brasher, two years
later to become Olympic steeplechase gold medallist, broke
and was recalled. At the second time of asking, the field of six
was off. Brasher, as planned, led through the first and second
laps in 57.4 and 60.6 seconds, with Bannister second and
Chataway third. Chataway, later to become the world 5,000
metre record holder, now took over the lead and reached the
bell in 3min 0.7sec with Bannister lying a close second. In the
middle of the back straight Bannister moved decisively past
the barrel-chested redhead and flashed past a lone timer at
the 1500 metre mark, where he was caught in a world record-
equalling 3min 43sec. Could he hold on for the 17 seconds
that he had left? White and drawn, he was down to the
embers of his energy. His rhythmic stride never faltered and
he went through the worsted and into the arms of the later
Olympic 200 metre semi-finalist, the Rev Nicholas Stacey (St
Edmund Hall). His first gasping question was, ‘Did I do it?’.
The answer came from the coach of Chataway and Brasher,
Franz Stampfl, – ‘I think so’. The official time-keepers were in
a huddle. The track was invaded.

Then came the public address announcement, from the
announcer, the late Norris McWhirter:

‘Ladies and Gentlemen. Here is the result of Event Number
Nine, the One Mile. First, number 41, R G Bannister
(Amateur Athletic Association, formerly of Exeter and
Merton Colleges) with a time which is a new meeting and
track record and, which subject to ratification, will be a new
English native, British national, British allcomers’, European,
British Commonwealth and World’s record – the time, three
minutes ….’ (The 59.4 seconds was lost in the uproar)

History had been made. Bannister did not even know that his
parents had travelled from Harrow in the hope of witnessing

an exciting outcome in his first major fixture of the new
British outdoor season. With his pulse now receding from its
155 peak and his colour vision returning, Bannister duly
thanked the two Chrises for their part in the race and the
groundsman, Walter Morris. He was driven back to Vincent’s
Club by the late Ross McWhirter where, according to popular
press report, he had a glass of champagne. In reality he had a
more pedestrian and less palatable glass of water containing a
reparative dash of sugar and salt. The hero of the moment
was whisked off to the BBC’s Lime Grove TV Studio, London
in 65 minutes. There he gave an interview of adroit modesty.
In a quiet corner of the Royal Court Club, London, at 1.45 am
late that night, the new world record holder confided ‘I had
no idea it would be so difficult’.

6 May 1954 – The Race
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Fourteen years of food rationing in Britain ended at last

Chris Brasher, as planned, led through the first and second laps

Through the tape

HM The Queen made her first voyage in the brand new royal
yacht, Britannia, on the last leg of her Commonwealth world tour

Juan Fangio (Argentina) won the second of his five world
driving championships
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The Magic Mile – Historical Overview
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It was in 1925 that the press began to muse seriously over
whether or not running a mile in four minutes was within
human compass. Even the Flying Finn, Paavo Nurmi, would
have been more than 70 yards short of the tape as the magic
four minutes ticked past. It was surely impossible.

After all, even then running over the distance of a statute mile
(1609.34m) dated back almost a century. The mile was the
noblest of distances. Competing demanded not merely speed
and endurance, but determination and tactical adroitness.
The earliest reliably recorded breaking of 41⁄2 minutes for the
mile anywhere in the world was achieved in the grounds of
Copenhagen House, north London on 26 July 1852. The hero
was the 20-year-old Charles Westhall who ran the distance in
4min 28sec. He was one of the professionals that Victorians
knew as pedestrians or ‘peds’.

By the time of the inauguration of the world’s first and oldest
annual meeting between Oxford and Cambridge Universities
on the Christ Church cricket ground at Iffley Road, Oxford
on 5 March 1864, the world’s best performance had been
improved by more that six seconds to 4min 213⁄4sec. This
mark had been set in the previous summer by another
professional, William Lang, 25, at the City Grounds,
Manchester on an 800 yard cinder track. The world’s best
performance by an amateur at the time, was 4min 33sec by
the Irishman, George Farren, in the Dublin University sports
at the Old Trinity ground on 23 May 1862.

The first winner of the Inter-Varsity mile was Charles B Lawes,
later the stroke in the 1865 Cambridge boat race crew. He was
also the winner of the English (or AAC) Championships,
which he won in 1866 by four yards in 4min 56sec. He
inherited a baronetcy and exhibited his sculptures at the Royal
Academy for nearly 40 years. The meeting record rapidly

improved with 4min 441⁄4sec by Richard Webster (Cambridge)
1865, 4min 40.4sec by Samuel Scott (Magdalen, Oxford) 1867,
who went on to take the English title the same year, and 4min
313⁄4sec by William Gibbs (Cambridge) in 1868. In 1873 at
Lillie Bridge, London, Charles Gunton of Cambridge broke 41⁄2
minutes with 4min 28.6sec. This only lasted for three years
when Edward Nicholls (Christ Church) ran the world’s fastest
time of the year of 1876 with 4min 27.2sec.

Oxford’s early contribution to miling was perpetuated by
Arnold Hills (Univ), who took the AAC title in 1878;
Bernhard Wise (Queen’s), who took the 1881 AAA title in
4min 24.4sec; while in 1887 the tall Rev Francis Cross (New
College) won both the AAA 880 yards and 1 mile title, and in
the following year set a world’s best time for the former
distance with 1min 54.4sec when running in the Wadham
College Strangers race here on the old Iffley track.

Oxford’s next great mile runner was Charles Henderson-
Hamilton (Trinity), whose 4min 17.8sec at Queen’s Club,
London, winning by eight yards against Cambridge, was a
world’s best for the year 1905. He was killed at Gallipoli in
1915, but his time lasted as an Inter-Varsity mile record until
1949 when Roger Bannister clipped 1.6sec from it running at
White City, London.

By the turn of the 19th century Great Britain had been put
into the forefront of miling, due to the famous 4min 123⁄4sec
professional time put up by the Wiltshire-born Walter Goodall
George in London in 1886. This was unbeaten anywhere in the
world for the next twenty-eight seasons. The man who shaved
a mere 15 hundredths of a second or about one yard off it was
an American Oxonian, Norman Taber, who had been well
beaten in 880 yards in the Inter-University Sports of 1914 at
Queen’s Club, London – the last before these were suspended
for six years due to World War I. Taber had however already
secured an Olympic Gold Medal in the 3000 metres team
event at Stockholm in 1912 when running for the USA.

It was at these games in 1912 that the Oxford tradition for
world class miling was re-established. Arnold Strode-Jackson
cut his fishing holiday in Norway short to take the train to
Stockholm to represent Great Britain, albeit wearing Oxford
blue trimmed shorts. Of the 14 who qualified for the final of

the 1500 metres, seven were Americans and included both the
mile (John Paul Jones) and the 1500 metres (Abel Kiviat)
world record holders. The only other Briton in the race was
the subsequent Nobel Prize winner, Philip Noel-Baker
(Cambridge), who finished sixth. Strode-Jackson swept past
the flagging Americans over the closing yards, to win the gold
medal in the Olympic record of 3min 56.8seconds. Both
Strode-Jackson and Noel-Baker (who won Olympic silver in
1920) were founders of the Achilles Club.

After this, world miling primacy eluded Great Britain until
August 1937 when Sydney Wooderson set a world record
4min 6.4sec at Motspur Park, London in a paced race.

The four inter-War middle distance champions who
improved on Taber’s mark and on each other, were first, the
Flying Finn, Paavo Nurmi, who, running in Stockholm
returned 4min 10.4sec, which lasted eight years as a world
record until late in 1931. Then the Frenchman, Jules
Ladoumégue at last broke the 4min 10sec barrier by eight-
tenths of a second in Paris. Oxford was back on the scene less
than two years later when Dr Jack Lovelock (Exeter), the
slightly built 91⁄2 stone blond New Zealander startled the
Americans with his 4min 7.6sec in the Palmer Stadium at
Princeton, New Jersey against the highly touted Bill Bonthron
(USA). The Americans came back the next year on the same
track when Glenn Cunningham, known, among sports’
writers as ‘The Iron Horse of Kansas’, posted 4min 6.7sec. It
was his time from which Wooderson removed three-tenths of
a second at Motspur Park, London in 1937.

World War II generally asphyxiated competitive sport for six
years 1939–45, except in a few pockets such as neutral Sweden.
There the two greatest milers of their era, lumberjack and
fireman, Gunder Hägg and schoolmaster, Arne Andersson went
head-to-head six times between 1942–5 in Götenberg,
Stockholm and Malmö, with the velvet smooth Hägg ending
up three-tenths of a second the faster with his epic 4min 1.3sec
in Malmö on 17 July 1945 – the day after the world’s first
atomic test explosion in New Mexico.

Thus the scene was set for the next nine seasons in seeing
who, if anyone, could first run eight yards faster than even
Hägg. By the start of the southern hemisphere season of
1953–4 there were three credible contenders for this lodestar
of athletic immortality – John Landy of Australia, who is now
the Governor of Victoria State; Wes Santee (USA) a retired US
Marine Corps Colonel; and the medical student, Roger
Bannister (GB) who had transferred from Exeter College to
Merton College and then to St Mary’s Hospital Medical
School, London.

Landy, on his return from the Helsinki Olympics of 1952
reduced his best mile from 4min 10sec to 4min 2.1sec in one
fell swoop. In 1953 he shaved another tenth off. Thus the
world’s fastest miles in those nine seasons were:

1946 4:06.6 Lennart Strand (Sweden)

1947 4:07.0 Lennart Strand (Sweden)

1948 4:08.8 Gil Dodds (USA)

1949 4:05.4 Olle Åberg (Sweden)

1950 4:06.2 Gaston Reiff (Belgium)

1951 4:07.8 Roger Bannister (GB)

1952 4:02.1 John Landy (Australia)

1953 4:02.0 John Landy (Australia)

Santee had also come within less than three seconds of the
elusive four minute barrier, but unlike Landy, never in fact in
the end succeeded in breaking the barrier.
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Paavo Nurmi

Sydney Wooderson

Arnold Strode-Jackson

John Landy
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