T&FN Interview

FILBERT BAVYI

ameone once said that i they were to

build the perfece miler from the groumnd

up, he would come ot looking very

much fke Jim Ryvun. More likely, che perfect miler

5 5-10/130, grew up at 6000 feet, comes from a

clan kmown for its rinning herirage, and {5 named
Filbert Bavi.

In the two vears since Bavi’s was just
annether strange African name climingred in the
first hears of the Munich 1500, he has become one
of the most falked-abour trackmien in the world, His
defeat af Kip Keino in the African Games in 1973
marked a mercural emergence onto  the world
rack scene, After his 3:37.2 win over Kip, Bayi
lowered his PR ro 3:34.6 ro lead the world
fimewise fn 1973 In "74, he proved thar he was
for real, or urreal, by nimning 30322 to break Jim
Ryun'’s world record and run the equivelent of a
3492 mile. [t is not just the fast times thar
make Filbers ineriging, b the way fie runs them
First 40k of 52-54 are not uncomumon for bt
Rarely in an important race in the last two vears
has he gone out slower than 55.0 for the firse
quiarter—fairly decent half-mile pace, In his 3:32.2,
for examiple, the splits were 54.9, 572, and 38.6

e the firsr 1200 meters. Then he began 1o sprini.

Wie fx Filbert Bayi? Some facts are fairly
egsy fo pin dows. He was bornt on the 23rd of
June i 1953 {rhar’s right folks, hesonly 21)ina
grass house near the rown of Karratu, some 90
miles from Kilamanjaro, in owier was then e
British colony of Tanpganyika, His father died
when Filbert was [-2 yvears-old and he grew up
with his mother, step-father and seven
half-brothers and sisters on @ maize and bean farm.
His diet consisted mainly of maize and vepetables
with an occasional “steak orvgazelle. ™

Bavi began rmnning while ferding  his
step-father’s cattle and during occasional foravs
onto the plaing after gazelle and rabbit with his
dog, Simba.

At the age of 12, Bayi moved 1o the city of
Aruesha, 50 mides from 19,000-foct Kilamanjaro
and began school, where fe learned English and
first began to run competively. At 17, he joined
the Air Force as a mechanic frainee and moved o
the mation’s capited of Dar es Salaam ar sea-level.,
He has lived there ever since and has done all of his
fraining there, He first began fo show promise in
1970 and was sent to the (Nympic Games in
Munich to gain experience. Then, le déluge.

Bur what abour the real Fitherr Bavi? What's
he fike? In ralking to him, one realizes whar a
tremendons culiere gap there really is. His English
i excellent, espectally when you realize that it is
his third langwage, after his native Kifrogw and
Swahili. Bur ¢ combination of factors makes him
difficult fo undersiand fully,

Perhaps LA Times Meer Director Will Kem

ves the bess example of the culmire gap: “Of all
the atidetes we've brotght here from all over the
world, including the Sovier Union, in the 16 years
of the Times Comes, Bavi s the only one who
never heard of Mickey Mouse and Disneviand, And
did you ever fry to explain Mickey Mouse to
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somebody who never heard of him?™

Filbert must feel the same way tryving o
explain his background to us, especially since the
questions asked of fim over and over fend fo be
pretty. Mickey Mouse themselves, Combine a
personality bordering on the diffidens, and ir’s no
wonder thar Bayi is something of @ mystery.

Certain fmpressions do emerge in talking to
Filbert, It fs apparent thar despite being anly 21,
Bayi ix very capable of handiing the stresses of
being a national hero and celebrity, It is clear, too,
that he is nobody s fool: He's something of a track
fan, 50 he knows who his opponents are and whar
they are capable af,

As well, Bayi is & mater psychologise and
tactician. He seems to purposely downplay the
amenint and qualicy of his training: and, ndoor
movice or mof, anyone who saw Bavi control
Walker, Wohliniter and Cimpmings can atest fo his
faetical genius

A complex man; a hard book o open.
Speaking in a sort of Hlting, steccato. English,
Filbert talks about s running and himself;

T&FN: Was the Times race [3:59.6
win over Walker and Prel easy for vou?

Bayi: 1 feel that there is no easy race,
It just happens somebody wins and when
that happens, the crowd savs it looked like
an easy race. | wasn't tired yesterday in the
race because | wasn't running very fast.

Most of the time, | am running fast
for the first two laps but vesterday | was
just relaxing for the first two, because
when you run with experienced athletes,
yvou must be very careful; vou must keep
them in front, not behind. That is why [ let
Prefontaine pass me, to go ahead. 1 let him
until they slow the speed. Evervbody
wanted not to lead the way, you see.

T&FN: Do you go into a race o win
rather than fo rin a fast fime?

Bayi: Both.

T&FN: How much do
about your competitors?

Bayi: 1 know them well. There are
some who are very friendly, but there are
some who... | don’t know if they are
jealous, but they are not happy- to see
somebody. | don’t know if they are jealous
or scared, | don't know.

I think that we are all friends, but vou
can't always understand people, because
everybody is different, so I don't mind
about them. Because I'm not running with
anybody else’s strength, just my own. So
even if he is jealous, it doesn’t help him,
because if 1 can win, 1 am going to win.

T&FN: Sav, our Eastern Editor, Bob
Hersh, noticed on your passport that vou
spelled vour name with a “Ph" instead of
an 'F". How do you spell your name?

you know

by Tom Jordan

Bayi: Umm, it depends. 1 can use Ph
or 1 can use F; most of the time [ use F,
but there is no difference—the
pronunciation stays the same. Actually,
most of the people in my country call me
Bayi, because that is my father’s name and
he used his father's name. It is the custom.

T&FN: The newspapers say that you
gOL vour start as @ runner chasing gazelles
wihen huneing. Is char true?

Bayi: Just when we were herding cows
and they were hiding far away in the hills;
maybe 10 miles away. Then we would hunt
on the way to them; gazelles and rabbits;
wild animals too. But usually we don't have
time to just hunt, because lots of times it is
just a waste of time, but when there is
nothing to do, then we go hunting with dogs.

T&FN: Is Arusha ar high altitude?

Bayi: Yes il is, but vou know I went
from Arusha to Dar es Salaam in 1970. 1
have not trained at altitude, because the
city is at sea level. So if | go to train at
altitude, T will get in trouble too, because it
is too high, even if 1 was born there.

T&FN: How many miles do you run?

Bayi: In Dar es Salaam, you can’t run
too much miles, because the place is very
hot; 90°F, Even if vou run, you must be
careful not to run too much miles, because
you lose salt and iron, and water too. Most
of the time | run not more than 10 miles;
less than 10 miles, 6,7, 5. ..

T&FN: Do vou do speedwork?

Bayi: In the evenings, | do speedwork;
in the mornings, cross country.

T&FN: Do vou have a set workoul
pattern? Do you plan to go out and do
quarters for example?

Bayi: Yes, that is how 1 train. But |
can't always plan. Sometimes | can do
400m times six with a time of 55-59 with
an interval of two minutes. And after that a
500 and sometimes some sprints. But since
I have been over here, | haven't done any
500s. 1 have been doing sprints only,
because of indoors, because of the sharp
corners. 1 want to be able to maintain
speed at the corners, so [ haven't been
doing too much more than the short
sprints.

T&FN:
running?

Bayi: It is something very difficult for
me, but I can’t say that I'm not going to
run, because 1 was invited, you see. So I'm
just trying, you see. Experience. Next year,
il they invite me back, 1 will have some
experience on it. [ will know where 1
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should stride and where 1 sprint.

T&FN: We heard that before the New
Zealand Games where you ran 1:45.5 for
800, that you did only three weeks of frain-
ing. Is that true?

Bayi: Yeah, because you know that I
was injured last vear. 1 went back to
Tanzania and after | got better, | went fora
job course in the Army for three months
and finished in December, without training.
| just got Army training, you see; that's no
sprints, no workouts, just exercises, you
understand.

From there 1 went to Dar es Salaam to
run in the National Championships. 1 didn’t
want to run there, but there are some
youngsters there who wanted to see my
running. And [ said, I can’t run, because |
didn't train,” but I just forced myself to
run 1500 and 800 meters without training,
without anything. Just two weeks | had for
training before these MNational
Championships. It was very hard for me,
very difficult. And then I run 3:44 for
1500 and 1:49 for 800 meters. | was tired,
because [ hadn't trained.

After that, 1 went to a camp for the
New Zealand Games for one week. After
that I went to Zaire because | was voted
the Athlete of the Year for 1974 and 1
went there to receive my trophy from the
President of Zaire. [ stayed there for one
week without doing anything, just staying
in the hotel and relaxing. And then [ had
two weeks to prepare for Christchurch.
And then I trained hard, but even then, |
was getting pains in my legs, because | was
forcing myself to train.

T&FN: What did you do during those
rwa weeks?

Bayi: 1 did a lot of cross country,
really no speed at all. Also, I did many,
many slow 400 and 300 meters.

T&FN: You mentioned that the
younger-runners wanted to see you. Are
vou a national hero in Tanzania?

Bayi (very gquietly): Yes. They have
heard about me running abroad, but they
have neyer seen me run in Tanzania, so
they wanted to see me run.

T&FN: Whar are your impressions
from the Olympics in Munich?

Bayi: Well, you know, | ran just for
the experience. It was my first time and |
had only been running for two years. The
people 1 was running against, they were
experienced. 1 was running out in the third
lane the whole way in my heat, because
there were 11 in my heat. And [ was
outside the line and they were pushing
outside and they would spike me
sometimes. | was inexperienced; I was just
running, | didn't know anything. So [ went
back home and trained. I read sports books
and things like that.

T&FN: How about the ‘76 Olympics?

Bayi: Myself, | don't know what [ will
do there. | want to compete in two events,
the 1500 and 800 meters, but 1 don’t like
to give any comments about those
‘competitions or about the Olympics.

T&FN: Are there other runners of
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vour ability in Tanzania?

Bayi: Yeah, there are many. We left
some in the training camp for the Olympic
Games. They've started to train for them
already.

T&FN: What race have you enjoved
the miost?

Bayi: 1 enjoy something fast. The
biggest was when | beat Keino. Then
everybody knows about me and before
they didn’t know me. After that race, they
invite me to their countries to run. It was
when 1 beat Keino, because the world
record means nothing you see.

Everybody now is training to beat
Filbert. The 1500 is an event which
everybody likes, but now wherever | go in
the States they want me to run the
1500/mile. I think San Diego will be my
last mile indoors this year, because it makes
me tired to run everytime on¢ mile, one
mile, one mile.

T&FN: Is the mile much different
from the [ 5007

Bayi: Yes, it is very far; | think 109
meters. The difference is just that 109
meters, but it is called the “mile” you see;
that is the difference.

T&FN: When did you first start
training with the idea of becoming a
world-class athlete?

Bayi: This was in 1973, when | beat
Keino and 1 had a coach from the
University of Dar es Salaam, an East
German called Professor Kramer. He was
my coach for six months before we went to
the Commonwealth Games. After that, he
left the country and 1 started to coach
myself.

T&FN: Have vou worked very hard
since you began running?

Bayi: Yeah, but it is hard to gauge
when you are training yourself.Sometimes
you are going to run 4 times 300 and you
are tired and say to yourself, “Let me only
run three™; that isn't good. | mean you are
supposed to run more than that. If you are
going to run 300 meters times 4, try
running it times 5. That is the time you
are getting stamina, and speed too.

T&FN: How often do vou finish a
warkout exhausted?

Bayi: 1t depends on my condition.
Sometimes | will not be tired even after
running 300 meters times 10. [ can run 300
meters times 10 in 4547 and that is just
relaxing. It is very slow. But when you run
300 meters, three of them, in 37-39, that is
very fast. You have to be tired after that.

T&FN: Is the 3:50 mile important to
you at all?

Bayi: Hmmm. You mean outdoors?
Hmmm. Well, I have only run the mile
outdoors twice (3:52.9 and 3:54.1). [ don't
know, it depends upon the conditions of
the race. Sometimes, I think I can make it,
but [ don’t know.

T&FN: When yvou go out in 52
seconds for the first 400, how hard is that
for you?

Bayi: If we are talking about 52,
outdoors is very easy, because the track is

very round and has no comers and it is
only one lap. If you talk about indoors, if
vou count the laps for indoors and
outdoors, it is three to one; they are
different. Even if three laps indoors is not
longer, it is still too long, becaus

psychologically it is going to seem long. If a
miler goes 52 indoors, he is crazy. Even for
800 runners, he can’t do it.

T&FN: Is there pressure upon you o
break the mile record?

Bayi: You can’t break 3:50 for the
mile every time. People think you can, but
they don’t know how the human body is.
The human body is not a machine.
Sometimes you can be beaten, sometimes
you can win too.

T&FN: What are your impressions of
the US?

Bayi: In America, there is much
running indoors and we don't have indoors
in Africa. Indoors helps sometimes because
you can compare John Walker or Filbert
with Wohlhuter and Liquor, Waldrop and
others. They are experienced; they know
how to bend the comers and run the
straights. Even if they beat us, it is good
experience.

T&FN: | would think that Los
Angeles is much different than Dar es
Salaam?

Bayi: Yeah, it is very different. The
weather is different; we don’t have weather
like this [smoggy, 72°].

T&FN: And vou don't have smog
probably?

Bayi: What? -

T&FN: Smog. The stuff in the air vou
can't see through.

Bayi: No, we don’t have that. In Dar
es Salaam, it is all the time sun. All
yvear-round. In Arusha and other places, it
looks like this sometimes.

T&FN: Yes, but this is from cars and
airplanes and smoke and 50 on.

Bayi: | see.

T&FN: Do you have any hobbies
outside of track?

Bayi: | used to play football [soccer],
but my employer told me not to, because if
is very dangerous. Also, my interests are
reading some sports books like this
| pointing to T&FN and Spores Mustrated)
and music. So | bought some music, a lot
of music here [Ray Charles and movie
themes piled 20 high]. 1 like them.

T&FN: How long do yvou plan to
compete?

Bayi: Oh, | don't know. It depends on
what my condition will be and if my health
is right. I think even 40. But 1 might not
reach that, because we want to marry now
and get some children, God willing.

T&FN: One last journalist'’s gquestion.
Do you ever think abour your physical
fimits? Can yvou, sav, run 3: 30 for 15007

Bayi: That is something which I don’
know myself. It is the question whic
everybody asks me and [ tell them all this:
If they can tell me the day on which they
are going to die, [ will tell them when I will
run 3:30 for 1500 meters.O
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