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Driving through the verdant hills near
Virén’s hometown of Myrskyld, about
50 miles northeast of Helsinki, | cast
my mind back to the time he trained
here. As a teen, Virén must have left
thousands of footprints in this very soil,
every step an achievement that brought
him closer to winning the 5k and 10k
races in Munich in 1972, and again in
Montreal in 1976.

During every early morning run,
small clouds of warm breath would
rhythmically condense outside his
mouth, accompanied by the staccato
drum of his feet landing on the forest
ground. No iPod, not even a classic
Sony Walkman as a companion. Just a
determined young Finn with the trees
alongside as a silent audience.

As we pass the honorary statue
of Virén in his hometown, near the
communal athletic track he first trained
on as a boy, | realize that Virén's
success was Myrskyld’'s finest hour
too. In some ways, Virén remains their
living icon. It was here, in the heart of
the village center, where Virén began
his love affair with running. “I started
to finish first. The races got bigger,
became regional,” he recalls.

Through running, the young Virén
connected with other boys and girls his
age. Back then, there was literally no
other way to discover the world beyond
Myrskyla. Asphalt roads and cars were
not common in the agricultural region
where he grew up.

Theimprint of Virén’s Onitsuka Tiger
MONTREAL soles never really vanished
from the forest trails near Kartanomaki,
Porlammi and Skomarbdle. Not even
after he ended his professional running
career following the 1980 Moscow
Games. The Flying Finn, who celebrated
his 60th birthday in July, has happily
returned to the peace and quiet of his
hometown, an oasis hidden between

pine trees and birches facing a small,
but breathtaking lake. “I can lead my
own life here”, says Virén.

And no wonder he has chosen to
return. Home is a sturdy stone bungalow
furnished with a traditional Finnish
sauna gifted by the community after
his Olympic wins. There is also a secret
beer cellar and a little wooden doll
house for his visiting grandchildren. It's
a kingdom of silence viciously guarded
by Juri, a little dog with a loud bark.

When photographer Sandor Lubbe
and | arrive at his home, Virén is sitting
in a giant truck parked on his driveway.
It is a relic from another life - when he
ran the transport company founded
by his grandfather in 1928. Virén still
takes care of that company.

Sporting short gray hair, stubble,
a modern pair of glasses and a yellow
ASICS polo - and at first glance, only a
few pounds heavier than in his Olympic
prime - Virén welcomes us into his
home, leading us through the hallway
to a dining table in the living room.

ASICS shoes are scattered
everywhere. A small cabinet outside
the scullery is packed with trainers,
as though Virén is secretly training for
another victory in the annual Lassen
Hélkké. Translated as ‘Lasse’s Run’ and
hosted by the Myrskyla community, it is
a 20k and 10k race created in tribute
to Virén's Olympic wins.

“The race in the 1969
Kaleva Games may be my most
important win.”

First victories

1966

Born in 1949 as the youngest of four
brothers, Virén was unknown outside
Myrskyld when he began training for
the Olympics. But that was about to
change. Virén won 800 and 1000-meter
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races in nearby villages, and in 1967,
became the Finnish 3k champion in his
age group.

Virén then joined the military,
serving in a Finnish military sports
section. While the post allowed him
to continue running and training, his
athletic performance deteriorated
by the end of that year. So Virén
contacted Finnish athletic trainer Rolf
Haikkola and begged him for help.
Haikkola agreed to train Virén in the
spirit of Arthur Lydiard (1917-2004), a
renowned New Zealand athletics coach
who had earlier been invited by the
Finnish Athletics Association to help
structure the coaching program.

The training paid off. In 1968
and 1969, Virén broke the junior
Scandinavian athletic records for the 3k
and 5k; he was the first Finnish junior
to stay under the magical 15-minute
marker (14.59,4). Virén held that
record, along with a two mile record set
on August 14, 1972, for more than 40
years.

While he did not qualify forthe 1969
European Championships in Athens, he
did experience the Olympic atmosphere
in its historical context, watching the
Games from the grandstand as a
tourist. A travel agency had sponsored
his trip to Athens.

Back in Myrskyla, Virén now takes
us to his medals room, a small space
filled with glass cabinets. He is looking
for the first prize he won during the
1969 Kaleva Games but it is missing.
“It may be my most important win, the
prize is dear to me,” says Virén. He
explains that the Scandinavian athletic
meet is filled with the same rivalry
as the CCCP-USA ice hockey games
of the Cold War, especially between
neighboring countries Finland and
Sweden.

Virén’s Olympic medals are kept
in a paper box, wrapped in the original
paper they arrived in. He is a cerebral
man who relishes his anecdotes.
They come alive in his eyes when he
talks. The missing spoon is not just
another prize. It is a story, hidden
somewhere between his medals and
trophies, photos, diplomas and other

memorabilia accumulated throughout
his distinguished career.

“No one can practice falling
down.”

Munich olympic gold

Lasse Virén never ran against the clock;
he ran because he was obsessed with
just one goal: winning a major race at
the Olympics. Virén still remembers
September 3, 1972 - the day he ran his
first Olympic 10k final - with astounding
clarity. “First, | did some training in the
morning, slowly. After that | ate a bit and
I tried to relax,” he says. “Conversations
about my race were seldom. Even
with my roommate Pekka Toivonen, a
marathon runner, | almost never talked
about racing. | was concentrating all
the time, which was easy. Back then,
there were no cell phones, no internet,
and there only was one TV in the team
lounge.”

To most sports journalists, Virén
was an outsider in the 10k final. After
the race started, the running order
remained constant: David Bedford
of Britain, Merus Yifter of Ethiopia,
Emiel Puttemans of Belgium, Mariano
Haro of Spain, Virén, and eventually
Frank Shorter of the United States.
About three and a half minutes into
the race, not a single commentator in
the Olympia Stadion placed a bet on
Virén succeeding. Then he tripped and
fell, taking favorite Gammoudi along
with him. Virén jumped back to his feet
then closed in on those at the front in
fewer than 200 meters. Gammoudi,
meanwhile, sat there, beaten.

“No one can practice falling down;
my reaction to the fall was spontaneous:
‘Up, back in.” | didn’t think about any
consequences; | just wanted to quickly
catch up with the group,” recalls Virén.
“If I had not been in good shape, the
moment | fell down may have been the
best moment to step out of the race.
But | felt good, and | wanted to win.”

With about 9 1/2 laps to go, Virén
overtook Bedford. Two laps before the
finish, Haro was leading the group.
Then Virén reclaimed the lead, fighting
Puttemans around the last turn and

Munich Olympic gold
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beating him in a new world record time:
27.38,4.

After the race, Virén was joined by
four long-haired Finns waving a Finnish
flag: The Flying Finns were back on
track. Days later, Virén ran his second
Olympic final - the 5k. This time, he
beat favorite Steve Prefontaine of the
United States, Gammoudi, Puttemans
and Britain’s lan Stewart. When Virén
crossed the finish line, the cheering in
Myrskyléa would have been deafening.
People had been following the race
on their transistor radios or in groups
around television sets.

“My feet were hurting. That is
the truth.”

The Montreal double-‘double’

Lasse Virén went to Munich as a Finnish
athlete and came home as king of the
Olympic tartan, bringing back two gold
medals. He resumed working as a
policeman in Myrskyla while prolonging
his training in the woods surrounding
his home. Now was the time to enjoy
some of the achievements his life of
running had brought him. “Being an
Olympic winner, it was easier to enter
the larger competitions,” says Virén.
“| did earn starting fees, but if you
compare the sums of money you would
earn then and now, it was nothing.”
Virén smiles then pauses before his
punch line: “I should have run 20 years
later.”

In the winter of 1972-1973, Virén
started to experience pain at the back
of his legs. It was an injury that would
trouble him for the next several years.
His retreat from the international
athletic arena lasted until the 1973
European Cupfinal, the 5kin Edinburgh.
He finished fifth.

In 1974, Virén took third place at
the 1974 European Championships in
Rome, trailing Bedford and Manfred
Kuschmann of Germany. “My first big

race on Tiger shoes,” he says.

Then, in the beginning of 1975,
Virén underwent surgery to remove
the tight ligaments that prevented his
muscles from stretching. It put his
Olympic timetable under high pressure.
From his operation until the opening of
the 1976 Montreal Olympic Games,
Virén had only 18 months to recover
and get back into shape. Wanting to
defend his two Olympic titles, he trained
and trained. Then he showed the world
his unmatched stamina.

July 26™, 1976 - the 10" day of the
21t Olympic Games and four years
after Virén’s golden double in Munich,
Virén was one of the favorites to win.
No longer was he the dark horse from
Finland.

He adapted his strategy accordingly.
Virén believed that Portuguese Carlos
Lopes was going to lead and keep up
the pace until he crossed the finish first.
“The plan there was to stay behind him
for 9000 meters and after that to try
and quickly move up the pace,” recalls
Virén. “If  could keep up with Lopes until
the last lap, | could make my move 600
meters before the finish line. That is
what | did.” At that moment, Virén then
turned his head as though inspecting
the physical condition of British runner
David Foster, who was in third position.
Then he accelerated, easily overtaking
Lopes. Virén won the race by about 20
meters. He could have run even faster,
but chose not to. He ran just hard
enough to win the 10k race, knowing
he had a 5k and the Olympic marathon
coming up. “The time was 27.40, the
world record was 27.38. So if | did not
hold back a bit | may have run an even
faster time. Just maybe,” says Virén.

After finishing the 10k, Virén
raised his MONTREAL 76s up into the
air. The moment, captured by sports
photographers, remains one of the
most defining images of his career.
Commentators believed it was his way
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of saying thank you to Onitsuka Tiger,
and in a way, it was. “After the first 10k
heat, | felt that my heels should be a
bit higher. So a shoe maker of Onitsuka
Tiger altered the shoe and took some
millimeters away,” recalls Virén. “The
adaptation he made was to protect my
Achilles heel. They never checked my
shoes after the first heat.”

In adjusting his shoes after his 10k
win, Virén received an official warning by
the International Olympic Committee’s
technical board, who accused him of
contravening Olympic rules. So on the
eve of the 5k final, he explained his
actions to the board, telling them that
he had been suffering from blisters,
which is why he removed his shoes.
“The spikes that were specially made
for me were too tight. My feet were
hurting. That is the truth,” says Virén.
“If I knew | was going to do this before
the race started, | would have said, ‘I
can hold the shoe up in the air, but it all
depends upon how much you pay,”” he
adds, cheekily.

Virén’s explanation behind that
iconic moment demystifies the event.
But it also shows him as a pioneer
for supporting his sponsor: the whole
world was watching.

For the 5k race, Virén and Haikkola

hatched a different plan. “If the 3k
time was too slow, | had to speed up
and lead the group, showing the others
who's the boss,” says Virén.
After the start, Virén took the inner lane
and never left it, while favorites like Dick
Quax, Rod Dixon, Foster and Hildebrand
seemed to constantly switch positions.
Virén stayed ahead, doing what he
always did, and won the race. The
effort was dubbed the double-‘double.’
It was an Olympic tour de force shared
only by Hannes Kolehmainen, the first
of the Flying Finns, Czech Emil Zatopek,
and Russian Vladimir Kuts. Virén is
the only one to have done it twice in
succession.

By this point, there was little time
left for Virén to recover before his final
race - the marathon. Only 18 hours after
winning the 5k final, Virén had to run
the marathon’s 42 kilometers and 195
meters. Yet, he astonished the world,
running along with the best marathon
athletes until the 37k mark. After that,
his legs felt empty and he lost ground.
Virén finished fifth in 2.13.11. If you
include his training hours, the two
heats and the two Olympic finals, it was
an epic result. Virén had experienced
the famous words of Emil Zatopek: “We
are different, in essence, from other
men. If you want to win something, run
100 meters. If you want to experience
something, run a marathon.”

“It was interesting to play an
active role in increasing the
performance of their running
shoes.”

Lasse Virén Tiger

The relationship between Virén and
Onitsuka Tiger goes a long way back.
It was in the spring of 1973 when
Virén first came into contact with the
Japanese brand. He was competing in
a 5k in Kobe and Hiroshima “or maybe
in Tokyo, | am not sure.” Virén did not
have a written contract with Adidas
and the Finnish sports brand Karhu
did not want to sponsor him because
they already had similar runners. But
Virén was inspired by a young, forward-
looking company called Onitsuka
Tiger, led by the charismatic Kihachiro
Onitsuka.

Virén met Onitsuka for the first time
after his race. “l was interested in trying
something new. And | didn’t have any
reason to stay with Adidas,” he says.

Virén opted for Onitsuka Tiger's
normal running shoes, then later, the
spikes. “The problem with Onitsuka
Tiger was that they only produced
sports shoes, not clothes. Besides
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Lasse Virén Tiger
Virén met Onitsuka for the first
time after his race. ‘| was interested
in trying something new. And |
didn’t have any reason to stay with
Adidas,” he says.
ELyEAZYHTAH— DRI,
RLEEIHNDIFB,1973FEF. RKIFHHT
BARDT SV RICEKZN e R E

[RERETDOEkML —RIZSIL TV e,
THEUNLES ERTRE>Tehb L
WBE&2EFSEDURWATED I
Adidas& [FEBTOENEFZATES
FLELTAVYIVYRODAKR—YT IR
KarhullE BEICR UK SREEZIBAT
WEEWSERT HR—halibohT
W . BIERENBEVWS Y —5—D
KW HLEROBEDHZA=Y N5
H—=EWSBECAVRIATEINTW
Teo RIFL —ZXDE. FIHTRERICE ST,
MRAFFT LW S ITHRE LT AT o Tch
T, AdidasIiCBE2EHEHDEEA
TUl & RIFE S,

ELVEA YA H—DEEDS
VT2 —REBAEFDE AN
AV ZEL K DITE > T, "THE— DRI,
AZVATAH—IE 77 Tlda AR
—Ya—=XUMME>TWah > fcc&T
Ufco e BAD SE T/E <t iE. FA
[ClFEbBh>IcATTIE ELVIFE
S, TENHEBRT, 1974FEDEF =TI,
A AT A —EFDBIFRIFE. AFRICIE
FIEBASMTE>TWEN>T=2DTT |,

ZTOEDRDONSETHED
DEULIE1974F . ELYED—FD
Rolf HaikkolaldA =V ho1H—%7
AV TVRICEAT SRSt ELE LT
fco“Lasse Virén Tiger T 5.k
NET4VZVRDAR—=YITF—F—
[FEBEFEEDHEELUTELYAMEARIC
PRELTWEEZEAL . ZDHH.E
TEPZATFFALEKITESRIFERS AR
{122, 80FRH. ELVIEFZFDEHE
ZFRHA U THNIFRE LIz &
[F5E -7z,

1974 0—YTiThhfcn3a—n0



that, the shoes shipped from Japan
did not fit me,” says Virén. “Those were
the reasons why that for some time in
1974, my relationship with Onitsuka
Tiger wasn’t clear to the outside world
yet.”

All that changed later that year. In
1974, Virén and coach Rolf Haikkola
started their own Finnish import
company for Onitsuka Tiger: Lasse
Virén Tiger. Unfortunately, the sports
retailers in Finland wanted Virén to
personally present every new spring
collection, which would have involved
driving thousands of miles around the
country. So in the early 80s, Virén sold
the company. “That was a mistake,” he
says, laughing.

After the European Championships
in Rome in 1974, some of Onitsuka
Tiger's designers interviewed Virén for
insight on how they could improve the
quality and fit of their shoes. “It was
interesting for me to play an active role
in increasing the performance of their
running shoes,” says Virén. “| think it
could still be the same - it should be.
Running shoes today are not as good as
they were back then. There are three or
four things | would immediately change
on the shoes today.”

Virén’s words astound me. How
can today’s running shoes possibly be
worse than those 30 years ago - with
their hard leather, thin rubber soles
and slippery grip?

Virén laughs at my reaction then
heads to the medals room to fetch an
original MONTREAL 76 trainer. On his
way back, he picks up a new ASICS
shoe from the lobby. He places the
two shoes before me triumphantly. “In
Finland, we have cold winters. In Great
Britain, there is a lot of rain. A problem:
if you get wet, you get cold. They should
use different kind of materials on the
shoes,” he says. “In the 70s, it was
rubber - good for running on the snow.
Nowadays, it is plastics and other
artificial material, which is hard to
run on. If it is minus ten degrees, you
cannot use the running shoe anymore.
The temperature makes the material
hard.”

Virén’s son Matti, an athlete who is
hoping to compete in the 2012 London
Olympics, opens a box containing a
brand new pair of old school Onitsuka
Tigers. Virén looks at them, grins, and
says, “I have those t0o.” He then walks
into another room and returns with
a vintage model of the pair Matti is
holding. Except the toes of the shoes
have been cut off, like sandals. “Why
did you cut all those openings in the
shoe?,” | ask. “It was too small,” laughs
Virén. “I wear them in the summer.”

“I want to be on the athletes’
side.”

Virén’s relationship with Kihachiro
Onitsuka began as a professional one,
but the pair later became close friends.
They shared an interest in sports and
a love for running. In 1983 and 1994,
Onitsuka visited Virén in Myrskyla, and
in 2005, he returned with a delegation
of 20 top level managers from ASICS
Corp. “All the people from ASICS in
Japan | know, | have known for a long

time,” says Virén. “So with them, it is
more like a friendship.”

The bond may have been
strengthened by the strong roots
common to both the Finnish and
the Japanese. “I have many good
memories,” says Virén. “In 1983,
when Mr. Onitsuka visited me, he was
in a good physical shape. We went to
some restaurant in Helsinki; everybody
there was singing their national
anthems. Franco Arese was there too
(European Champion 1500 meters in
Helsinki, currently country manager for
ASICS in Italy). Mr. Onitsuka took his
tie away and put the tie on his head
as a samurai bandage and started
singing the Japanese national anthem.
The owner of the restaurant did not
like it, so he came and warned us: ‘If
you do not stop singing and cut the
volume down, we will throw you out of
the restaurant.” The whole company,
bearing many nationalities, was thrown
out of the restaurant within minutes.
A spontaneous moment, a good
memory.”

On his last visit to Myrskyld in
2005, Kihachiro Onitsuka was less
robust. “But overall, he still felt well,”
remembers Virén. It would be their
last happy moment together. Two years
later, Onitsuka died of heart failure.
Virén travelled to Japan to pay homage
to him at a remembrance ceremony. “It
was an impressive moment. Totally new
for me,” says Virén. “I had never been
in such a ceremony, with that many
people. And | had never seen what his
living situation was in Japan.”

Virén shows me a photo of him
and Onitsuka smiling. That was the
good times. In another photo, Virén is
dressed in a black suit, his body bowed
in a final goodbye to his dear friend.

This year, Onitsuka Tiger celebrates
its 60" anniversary. Lasse Virén
marked his 60" birthday too. “It is
going downward with me from now,” he
says. “It is good for the company that it
is 60 years old, but for me it is not.”

Virén may have turned 60, but he
hasn’t lost his urge to win, to be the best
he can be. | ask him why he has never
been invited to become a member of
the Finnish Olympic Committee or the
Finnish Athletics Association. “I do not
want to be a boss; | want to be on the
athletes’ side,” says Virén, smiling. As a
coach? “Why not? Maybe!”

Virén’sson Matti, atop-tworunnerin
the Finnish 800-meters, hopes to keep
the family name alive by competing in
the London Olympic Games in 2012.
He says he will probably run the 1500-
meter as well as the 3k. But his first
objective is to beat his father's 1500-
meter record. “I will,” says the younger
Virén confidently. We do not doubt it for
a moment. ®
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