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THERE WERE MORE than 1,100 people in Spokane this past weekend ready to take a run at any suggestion that "track and field is a dying sport" and it only matters every four years during the you-know-what at you-know-where.

The folks in Spokane? Competitors in the USA Track & Field Masters Outdoor Championships. Tell them track is minor, that field events are even lower on the American sports org chart, and they will set personal bests and even some world records in the five Masters age groups that begin at age 30.

"I went out to the track to get registered and saw the range of people, all ages and types," said Laurie Chadwick, 46, an English teacher and assistant track coach at Mead High School in Spokane who competed in the pole vault and javelin over the weekend. "I thought, wow, this is going to be exciting."

Of course, not all eligible Masters-age athletes showed up in Eastern Washington. Sprint swimmer Dara Torres, 41, for instance, is looking to win the 50 freestyle in Beijing. Bernard Lagat, 33, is there to win gold and defend his world championships in both the 1,500 meters and 5,000 meters.

Admit it, while Torres and Michael Phelps create some riveting moments in the pool during the opening week, and maybe the American female gymnasts do the same, the Summer Games don't quite feel Olympic until track and field starts Friday. No, track can't maintain high-beam wattage every year – that status is reserved for the NFL, NCAA March Madness, Tiger Woods and let's say Major League Baseball given fantasy leagues – but it marks full wattage in Beijing or London 2012.

"What I love about track and field is it is so individual, even the relays," said David Maraniss, author of the new book "Rome 1960: The Olympics That Changed the World" (Simon & Schuster, $26.95). "Everything is man versus man, woman versus woman. It's raw competition and simple — running, jumping, throwing."

"Rome 1960" covers one of track's glory periods, including such legends as Wilma Rudolph leading the emergence of women track stars and Rafer Johnson dominating the decathlon. Other eras you can pencil into that group: The mid-1930s (Jesse Owens in Berlin, many pinnacle moments at the Millrose Games), the late 1960s (Jim Ryun reviving the mystique of the mile run) and the early 1970s (the 1972 U.S. Olympic Track and Field Trials in Eugene, Ore., is considered by a significant number of track historians as the single greatest track meet of all time, and Seattle hosted the previous summer's AAU championships to big crowds at the University of Washington).

Nonetheless, there is no denying – well, after all the tainted athletes finish their denials – that track and field has been coughing up innocence and believability for the past 10 years or so. Marion Jones, Justin Gatlin and Tim Montgomery are just three superstars gone lights out with steroids.

Forget "pure" or the long-lost "amateur." Most track fans – the competitors in Spokane, the tens of thousands who cheered in Eugene during a spirited and heady 2008 U.S. Olympic Trials, everyone in Seattle who remembers Ken Shannon or Stan Hiserman coaching back-to-back for five decades of UW glory, that skinny kid in the household who plans to try out for cross country this fall, those of us who regret not participating in track rather than all team sports all the time – would settle for believable.

Doug Logan, chief executive of the U.S. Track and Field federation, made it vehemently clear last week in a pre-Olympic speech that the sport has one option: to clean up use of performance-enhancing drugs or risk falling completely off the fan radar.

For her part, Laurie Chadwick correctly surmised that most of us in this state will put aside the doping scandals long enough to cheer for Lagat, the Washington State star, and Brad Walker, the UW pole vaulter who grew up in Spokane. There will no doubt be plenty of other track and field stories to grab our attention and even our hearts.

"The Olympics bring out the personal stories and some of the best ones aren't the medal athletes but the ones who just get there against the odds," Chadwick said.

But Chadwick is a realist – and as a high school coach gets e-mails from other coaches and officials asking for ideas about "how do we get more people interested in our sport?"

"You don't get those personal stories or the media coverage [in the non-Olympic years]," she noted. "I think one reason why track struggles is there is no specific team to follow. In team sports, people can latch onto the team, so if the individuals come and go, you can still follow that team."

Bob Weiner, 60, a public relations executive and Masters All-American in the steeplechase, said track and field's biggest obstacle may in fact be its biggest attraction.

"There is nothing like the Olympics, not even the world championships," said Weiner, who has staffed four Olympics and worked in a federal government anti-doping post. "It's a mystique that defines a career ... as an Olympian in track and field, the federation always refers to you as Olympian, never ex-Olympian. World records might come and go, but Olympic medals last forever."

Fair enough. Track interest might come and go, too (geometrically if anyone exits these games with a positive doping test), but, hey, a thrilling track meet can last 10 days with memory or two that you will never forget. We might clear our schedules to enjoy it while we can. London is a long way off.



Bob Condor writes the Living Well column every Monday in the P-I's Life & Arts section.
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