An Interview with CRAIG MOTTRAM

(Source: Athletics Weekly, 12th October, 2005)
Australian Craig Mottram was a leading middle/long-distance runner between the years 2002 & 2012. He was one of the few non-African distance runners to compete at the very highest level at this time. Specialising in the 5000m he won the World Championship bronze in 2005 (Helsinki) & Commonwealth Games Silver in 2006 (Melbourne). His personal bests include: 1M (4-48.98); 3000m (7-32.19); & 5000m (12-55.76). (For further information: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Craig_Mottram)
Please Note: Highlighted text indicates points of real interest for aspiring middle-distance runners. 

The following are extracts from this interview:

	ENERGY and enthusiasm are in short supply as the bus taking competitors from the middle distance races at the Great North Run weekend rumbles its way from Newcastle’s Quayside back to the athletes’ hotel in Gosforth. Not only have they just raced hard over a mile or 3000m on the roads, but it is mid- September and the end of a summer that hit its peak one month earlier at the World Championships in Helsinki. 
The smell of autumn is in the air and end-of-season holidays cannot come soon enough. So when one of the hotel staff greets them by shouting, “Hurry! Lunch finishes in 10 minutes,” almost all of the world class runners shuffle wearily into the dining hall without hesitation. Apart, that is, from a tall Australian and a young Briton who is hoping to pick up some good habits. Despite the tempting whiff of fresh pasta, Craig Mottram turns to his coach, Nic Bideau, and announces: “I’m just going out for a run now. I’ll be about 30 minutes.” 
Hungry athletes demolish what remains of the buffet lunch. Mottram and Mo Farah, meanwhile, opt for a different kind of vanishing act. They disappear for an easy five-miler. Such an attitude has helped Mottram become one of the few non- African male distance runners who can win medals at major championships. At the IAAF World Championships in Helsinki in August, for example, he became the first athlete born outside Africa to make the podium in the 5000m since 1987. The final in Helsinki was slow, tactical and unpredictable, but the 25-year-old Mottram showed strength, speed and astute racing ability to finish third behind Sileshi Sihine of Ethiopia and winner Ben Limo of Kenya. With season’s bests of 3:48.98 for one mile and 12:56.13 for 5000m – plus a 12:55.76 5000m from 2004 – Mottram was ready for anything and his performance left 10 African-born athletes struggling in his slipstream.

…………………..
Jon Brown, the Olympic marathon fourth-placer in 2000 and 2004, is one of Mottram’s many admirers. Like the Australian, Brown is one of the few white men able to challenge African athletes in the world of distance running and he told Athletics Weekly last month: “Craig is probably the best non-African runner I’ve ever come across. His ability range is unlike any other non-African so far. I’m a big fan of his and it was great to see him snatch a medal in Helsinki in what is a very strong event.” 
Speaking to the Australian press, the legendary distance runner Steve Moneghetti described Mottram’s bronze medal as a “watershed moment.” The 1994 Commonwealth marathon champion added: “I didn’t think I would see an Australian do what he is doing. To have an Australian under 13 minutes for 5km is unbelievable. “He’s done it twice and topped it off with a world championship medal. Craig got a bronze but that was a win ... an outstanding performance. To get among the Africans is incredible. It’s a win in itself.” 
Mottram’s manager and coach, Bideau, thinks there is more to come, too, and he believes Mottram’s achievements will leave a legacy that will be remembered for years to come. The kind of achievements that will inspire characters like Farah and others to believe they can win, whoever they run against. Mottram arguably underplays his obvious physical talent when he states that “90 per cent of it is mental” when it comes to challenging African supremacy in long distance running. Yet his psychological strengths are impossible to ignore and constantly crop up during the interview. Confidence, ambition, determination, you name it, Mottram has these in abundance – and then some.

…………………………..
As the Athens Olympics approached, Mottram’s form just got better. In fact, he may have peaked too early, because his finest race of the season came at the London Grand Prix at Crystal Palace. Mottram went head to head with the legendary Haile Gebrselassie in a thrilling race that was capped off by a tremendous last lap. Ultimately, the Ethiopian edged ahead to win, but Mottram’s reward was another national record of 12:55.76 – becoming the second-fastest non- African 5000m runner behind Dieter Baumann of Germany. 
How much better could Mottram get? In Athens he ran solidly, but finished eighth in the 5000m final. But the recent European track season has seen him post a further flurry of great times. He ran 12:56.13 for 5000m when finishing runner-up to Bekele at Crystal Palace; he has improved his 1500m best to 3:34.80; and his mile tumbled down to 3:48.98 in Oslo. Then, in Helsinki, he pretty much confirmed he is the world’s No.1 distance runner outside of Africa. “Helsinki was a big breakthrough for me,” he says, “I came third and cannot be too disappointed with that. But every time I line up I’m not trying to beat the British team or American team, I line up to win the race.”

…………………….. 

FALLS CREEK is situated in the high plains of south-east Australia. During winter it is a busy ski resort, but in summer it is an ideal and quiet setting for athletes who simply want to train, sleep and eat. For those who haven’t been there, it sounds unreal and too good to be true, like a name plucked out of a comic book. But it is very real indeed and whereas on one hand it is a runner’s paradise, it also often feels like hell to Mottram who batters the footpaths with mile upon mile of training. It is here, at 1500-1800m altitude, that he and his training partners such as female distance runners Sonia O’Sullivan and Benita Johnson lay the foundation for their racing season. Facilities are sparse. There is no track, for example. Yet there are many plusses about the venue. For one, despite the hilly terrain, there are numerous flat paths linked to aqueducts that wind around the area, so steady runs can be completed without the athlete’s heart rate fluctuating too much. In addition to this, the climate is good and there are lots of ice-cold streams to dip tired limbs into after sessions. 
The lack of track doesn’t bother Mottram. He does not rely on too many sessions around the artificial 400m ovals that he plies most of his trade on. Even during the summer he says it is rare for him to train on the track more than once a week. The majority of his hard work is done on paths and parkland and track sessions are, he adds, merely the finishing touch. Much more important, to him and his group, is bashing out the miles.

“Generally in the winter we’ll run upward of 100 to 110 miles per week,” Mottram explains. “We might go up to 100 miles a week as well during the middle of the track season. But not every week obviously, as you’ve got to pick the weeks around the races.” He continues: “We keep a lot of volume all year. The only time we go on the track is during the track season and we won’t go on the track more than once a week. Maybe two times this year I was on the track more than once a week. You just don’t need to. “You need to do the runs and the hard sessions in the park – the aerobic stuff. The track sessions are...” His voice trails off, struggling for a way to describe them. “Icing on the cake?” I suggest. “Yes,” he agrees. 

Bideau interrupts to make a point. “Everything he does, there’s a reason for it,” explains the coach who has guided not only Mottram but athletes like Johnson to the world cross country title. “There are three or four ingredients that keep recurring the whole time and depending on the time of year they have a different ratio.” 
To some British coaches and athletes, some of the training habits may seem strange. In addition to few track sessions, he also does most of his work by himself or with slower runners. Many sessions, for example, are done with O’Sullivan or Johnson. And whereas Bideau manages the schedules with skill and experience, Mottram usually avoids knowing what session is on the agenda until he begins warming up for it. “I often find out the track session on a Tuesday a few minutes beforehand. I don’t want to be thinking about it the whole night,” he says.
Yet physical work aside, time and again Mottram reinforces the psychological factors behind his success story. “The people behind me are very important – supporting me the whole time. But the big thing is believing you can do it. You have got to believe you can beat the African runners. You live by the sword and die by the sword. You’ve got to go out and try. And if you don’t win then so be it. You know where you stand and can try and improve for next time.” 
Then, he adds: “Ninety per cent of it is mental. I mean, I’m no freak. I’ve done sports science tests on the treadmill and all that sort of stuff and I’m no better than anybody else. There are people who are better than me at those tests, but I have a belief that if I do the right things and work hard and if the people behind me believe I can do it and if we’re sensible about it and don’t try to go too hard too soon, then why not? There’s no scientific proof that shows they’re better than us.” 
So returning to the question of why so few white distance runners are able to raise their game, I ask him if the general decline in distance running standards outside Africa is simply down to lack of mental strength? “Quite possibly, yes,” he agrees. “I think there are more people out there who can do it than can’t. More people think it can’t be done than don’t have the ability to do it – if that makes sense.” “They ask us for advice on training and we say ‘well, we can tell you what we do but that doesn’t mean to say you’re going to get the same results’. If you want to come and train with us and go to altitude, then you might start to see results. “But they never commit themselves. They say it’s a long way away, on the other side of the world. Yet I do it in reverse! I’m lucky now in that I can afford my own house in Britain, but there were times three or four years ago when things weren’t so easy.”

………………………..
A certain amount of nervous tension is not a bad thing, though. The great Australian super miler, Herb Elliott, says he used to feel physically sick with nerves before races that he would go on to win easily. He was sick with the fear of defeat. Mottram counters his nerves by surrounding himself with friends and advisors who have experience and a positive mentality. “I went to Helsinki to do two races – the semi-final and final – and the best chance for me to get the result I wanted was to get out and spend time with the same people I’d been spending time with all year. It’s familiar, we sit down and have dinner and relax and joke and talk about things other than athletics.” 
Fully relaxed, Mottram was mentally refreshed when the time came to focus on his race. “There were probably around 10 people who could have made the podium in Helsinki, depending on how the race was run. But the three who did were the three who believed they could more than the others.”
Such attention to detail is impressive at the best of times, let alone at the end of a long, gruelling season. Yet this attitude is helping him stay hot on the heels of the world’s best distance runners. Which brings us back to the 30- minute warm-down run he did while most of his rivals were enjoying the lunchtime banquet at the Great North Run athletes’ hotel. Do things like this make the difference between success and failure? His wry grin said it all.
“For a lot of runners this is their last race, so they want a bit of a break,” he smiled. “Me? I just love going for a run. I didn’t get the opportunity to do a warm down out on the course because we had to get on the bus. So that was my warm down. I enjoyed getting out there and getting some fresh air.”
	


