A Voluntary Assault on the Body


The mile relay is a four and a half minute civil war between the mind and body. Frequently called the 4x400 meter relay, this is the last event of every Track & Field meet, often deciding which team wins the meet. At the end of the day, four runners (legs), gather as a smaller component of the larger team to run 400 meters each, carrying and passing a baton that may not be dropped, taboo in the track world, at the risk of disqualification. This race is not as easy as it seems, presenting a clear mental and physical challenge that frightens veteran and younger runners, and becomes a litmus test for willpower.


After a mile relay, every runner wants to throw up and chop his legs off. This race is a test of pure speed and strength, the result of months of hard work. One misconception is that one 400-meter lap is not a difficult race. Do not believe this blatant lie. Each runner, except the first leg, starts standing facing the inside of the track. He must navigate his way around the other teams after turning around to take three acceleration steps, turning back to snatch the baton in a limited zone and turn to run his leg. He then accelerates on the first curve, surrounded by clipping heels and brushing elbows. After whipping onto one hundred meters of raw speed tamed by intelligence with no room for mistake, a runner must latch himself to the competition ahead of him. Smooth, relaxed form must be achieved to fit into the puzzle of beating legs and driving arms, while always gripping the baton like one's life depends on it. The second curve is a challenge to runners in any event. Legs scream in pain, feeling like lead weights are attached to legs made out of rubber. It feels like somebody is pulling your hips to the ground, the abdominal core feels weak, head throbbing, chin tilted up, eyes heavy. Arms creep closer to your face, lungs beg for oxygen and every runner wishes the race was over. The last straight is a blur: everything must be put on the line for the team. The pleasure sets in hours later, when the runner looks at his body with admiration. Many runners look calm, collected, and graceful, a relaxed face with bouncing cheeks eclipsing the physical battle and mental clash in one's head.


A mile relay tests the limits of mental strength: the underlying mental war is integral to success. Each runner must always think about form because months of quality form work is often the key to success. All this work paid off when my mile relay team reached Division 1 Masters, one step below the state meet. You must shed your skin and let the starting gun change your personality: intense, competitive, selfless, and tactical, a beast. The mind must be disciplined, cruelly defying the body, to have a phenomenal race. The body wants to slow down, but the mind must be strong enough to resist these natural desires. One must resist the runners around him and run a tactical and competitive race. A pass is the most difficult, effective way to cut valuable seconds off the time. Quick calculations must be made in the space of three seconds: estimating your teammate's speed, your acceleration in comparison, narrowing distance and mentally map out the other teams, all within an inch of the enemy. To turn and accelerate is a leap of faith, having complete trust in yourself. It is extraordinary when I turn for only two seconds to seize the baton while other teams do not trust each other to turn around. What makes a good race is a competitive one, but an extraordinary, exciting race combines tact and speed. A pass can propel a team into striking distance and complicate the dynamics of any race.


A mile relay tests a person, trying to break one link in the rope that holds a person and team together. The visible calm expressions are false: they do not reveal every inch of the body's pure pain, the body's screaming to stop. Respect is earned by running this race from hell only when the body does not break down, which requires an incredible amount of mental strength. Each runner is constantly calculating, planning and executing in a short amount of time. The mind must always be committing voluntary war on the body and pushing the body to the brink of collapse. Trust, which keeps the mind strong, is established in teammates and oneself that could not be gained otherwise. So, the next time you see a mile relay, stand up and cheer because those runners are in track-hell, even though they make the race look as easy as tying your shoes.
