Sir Roger Bannister
with a 19th century
ceramic head used by
Victorian phrenologists
— which reminds him
of the advances science
has made during his
medical career as a a
neurologist
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hen my brother Michael
Harry came from
Australia to visit me in
1970, he wanted to make
a pilgrimage to the Iffley
Road running track where Sir Roger
Bannister ran the first sub-four minute
mile on May 6, 1954
— with the help of Christopher Chataway
and Christopher Brasher.

If, like me, you remember 1954, you will
appreciate the morale-boosting effect this event
had on the country.

Life in post-war Britain was largely grim and
grey — illuminated in 1951 by the Festival of
Britain, and in 1953, by the conquest of
Everest and the coronation of Elizabeth II.

When Sir Roger achieved what many
thought impossible, we felt we had entered a
new world, filled with possibilities.

1954 was also the year when wartime
rationing finally ended.

“All that training was done on a limited diet,”
Sir Roger recalled. “T cannot understand
people who are nostalgic for the 1950s — they
were very tough times.”

You can find video clips of Sir Roger’s
record-breaking run at the Iffley Road track on
the Internet.

“Just look at that action as his long legs take
him nearer to that world record,” the BBC
commentator enthused.

Sylvia Vetta talks to
Sir Roger Bannister on the
eve of the 57th
anniversary of his
record-breaking run at

Oxford’s Iffley Road track

Norris McWhirter (perhaps best known as
the publisher of The Guinness Book of Records)
was the timekeeper on the day. He excited the
onlookers by delaying the announcement of

the record breaking time as long as possible. Sir Roger and Lady
He said: “As a result of event four, the one Moyra Bannister
mile, the winner was R G Bannister of Exeter pictured at Lady
and Merton Colleges, in a time which, subject £ Bannister’s
to ratification, is a track record, an English s\ & retrospective
native record, a United Kingdom record, a 2 exhibition at The
European record, in a time of three . L Dragon School
minutes . .." A
The roar of the crowd, which drowned out ¢ ' Photographs:
the rest of the announcement, could be heard a " Marc West
mile away.

Later that same year, on August 7 at the
British Empire and Commonwealth Games

held in Vancouver, Roger Bannister competed

against John Landy — the Australian athelete

who was the second man to achieve a sub-four

minute mile — for the first time in a race billed O I I ‘ ‘ O I
as ‘The Miracle Mile’.

It is said that 100 million people heard the
race commentary on the radio, while millions
more watched on television. The outcome of

the race will have pleased all true Brits. On the
final turn of the last lap, as Landy looked over
his left shoulder, Bannister raced past him on
the right.
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Vancouver commissioned a larger-than-life
bronze statue of the two atheletes by artist Jack
Harman to commemorate the event.

While that day in 1954 stands out for many
of us, Sir Roger revealed that he is prouder of
other achievements during his career in
medicine.

“I was a 25 year-old medical student at
St Mary’s Medical School when I ran the four
minute mile and qualified as a doctor six
weeks later,” Sir Roger said.

“St Mary'’s was the hospital where Alexander
Fleming isolated crude penicillin, in 1921,
although it was synthesised here in Oxford by
Florey and Chain, in the 1940s. ” he said.

In 1958, conscripted as a medical officer
Sir Roger was sent to Aden — now the Yemen,
then a British protectorate — to fathom the
mysteries of a heat-related illness after troops
died of heatstroke. Sir Roger marched up and
down mountains with the soldiers to work out
what the problem was.

He continued the research when he was
back in the UK, and as a result of Roger’s work
it was accepted that care in the treatment of
infections would reduce the likelihood of
heatstroke.

Roger recommended that if a soldier had an
infection he should not exercise in the sun and
thereby avoid the risk of death through
heatstroke.

Lady Moyra Bannister, Sir Roger’s wife of 56
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years, recalled the results of that research.
“Knowing that lives depended on his work,
Roger put himself at risk,” she explained. “Back
in London, he injected himself with pyrogens
made from bacteria and exercised in a heat
chamber made to simulate conditions in

Aden, and published the results in a paper in
The Lancet.

“I just remember, after one experiment, I
opened the door at home to find him standing
there him looking green and ill. It would not be
allowed now.”

Sir Roger added: “That was how a lot of
research was done in those days. You often had
to be a guinea-pig.”

Sir Roger once said of the sub-four minute
mile: “The man who can drive himself further
once the effort gets painful is the man who will
win.” Again and again he has applied that
attitude to medical research.

“My training and first appointment in
neurology was in 1959, at the National
Hospital for Nervous Diseases, in Queen
Square, which was the first hospital in the
world to specialise in neurology. I became a
consultant, in 1963, shared between Queen
Square and St Mary’s Hospital, Paddington.”

Sir Roger’s desert island choice — a 19th
century ceramic head used by Victorian
phrenologists — is inspired by his interest in
the workings of the brain.

“I am most fortunate in having led a
satisfying life as a neurologist with a special
interest in research into the autonomic nervous
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system,” he said. “As a neurologist, my choice
to take on the desert island is this head,” he
said.

“A Victorian phrenologist would feel the
lumps on a patient’s head using the ridiculous
notion that qualities like ideology, caution and
insight were situated in particular regions of
the brain. Moyra bought it from an antiques
shop as a joke. But it shows how much my
subject of neurology has advanced in the last
100 years.

“T have chosen this as a startling reminder of
how spectacular the advances in neurology
have been. The achievements of the early
British neurologists at Queen Square should fill
us with pride, as their work is carried forward,”
Sir Roger explained.

“During 30 years practicing as a neurologist
and doing research, the new procedures, such
as brain scanning, have advanced the scope of
neurology rapidly.

“For instance, with a stroke victim we are
able to use imaging to find where a vessel is
blocked. And sometimes we can operate to
remove the clot or use drugs to dislodge it.”

“The analysis of brain function, first with
special x-rays and now brain imaging, shows
the structure inside the brain. We can even
relate the blood supply to each part of the
brain.”

Sir Roger pioneered research into diseases of
the autonomic nervous system, as well as
bringing out six editions of a test book of
neurology. His definitive book, Disorders of the






