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W hen Mo Farah d id  the 5000 m 10 ,000 m d o u ble at 

the 2012 London Olympics, m any newspapers claim ed 

ju b ila n tly  that he was the first British distance runner 

in the history of the Modern Olympics to strike gold. But 

they were wrong. io a  years earlier, Emil Voigt won gold 

for Great Britain in the f iv e -m ile  race at the first London 

Olympic Gam es in 1908. Voigt was born in Manchester 

and was the on ly Briton m ale or fem ale to do so until 

Mo's exploits in Stratford. Now Britain can proudly claim 

two golden long distance runners.

Em il's Olympic tim e of 25:11.2 recorded more than a 

century ago w ill a lw ays rem ain in the record books -  

it w ill never be beaten as the f iv e -m ile  race (just over 

8000 metres) was replaced by the 5000 metres and the

10,000 metres in the next Olympic Games of 1912.

The sport itself was very different then. Athletics today 

is a lm o st u nre co gn isab le  from  those days. W ithout 

the in d iv id u a l sponsorship th at athletes en joy now, 

com petitors in the early 1900s were unab le to devote 

th em selves to th e ir  sport f u ll -t im e . They could on ly 

train pa rt-t im e as they held down job s in order to pay 

for th e ir own expenses of travel, accom m odation and

other costs. There were no special changing rooms or 

warm up areas at the venues. The Olympic Games were 

strictly a m ateu r so there was no prize m oney. Most 

athletes were notable to afford coaches.

A century ago, ru nn in g tracks were u su a lly  covered 

w ith coal cinders. The tracks now are much more high 

tech. The synthetic, a ll-w e a th e r surfaces in use today 

are designed to aid  speed. They are m ade from rubber 

a n d  p o lyu reth a n e, are more d u ra b le , and provide 

greater cushioning w hich m akes for less stress on the 

runners' bodies and gives more consistent results.

In Em il's tim e running attire was also basic. He ran in 

flat leather shoes with spikes - b u t  they w eren't anything 

like the running shoes of today. Modern running shoes 

are designed to increase comfort and stability, with air 

cushio nin g, mesh uppers to allow  the foot to breathe 

and different sole patterns which result in better traction 

w ithout the need for spikes. These im provements have 

eased the pressure on runners' feet and have enabled 

them to maximise their natural ability on th e  track.

Clothing was equally sim ple, cotton shirts and shorts. 

Nowadays it is designed to be as lightweight as possible



E m il V o ig t in  s ix th  and m ade from evaporative h eat-re sistan t m aterials,

place in  t h e  m id d le  o f  There are even cutting-edge aerodynam ic suits (known

the f iv e -m ile  O lym pic  as Velocity Suits or Swift Suits) w hich have been m a n u -

f in a i,  w a it in g  fo r h is  factu red  to reduce drag, improve comfort and help the

chance to  t a k e  o ff  in  overall performance of the professionals,

th e  la st  la p . Little w as known about nutrition in those days and

B o tto m : the m e d a l h o w d ieta n d  lifestyle can affectyour w e ll-b e in g . Infact

w h ic h  Em il V o ig t it was thought that meat, and more meat, was the order

receive d  t w o  w e e k s  of the day.

be fore th e  O lym pic So Emil holds another unu su al Olym pic d istin ction .

Gam es fo r h is  v ic to ry  He w as th e  first v eg eta rian  to becom e an O lym pic

over fo u r m ile s  a t  th e  cham pio n of the m odern era, in an y event, from any

a a a c h a m p io n s h ip s . country. It has been w ritten th a t Em il was th e  on ly

He set a n e w  record vegetarian o u t  of 2024 competitors in the 1908 Games

w i t h m i n u t e s  buttw o other British vegetarians also competed in the

w h ic h  stood fo r f iv e  early rounds of the Games. Records in those days did not

y e a rs. He suc ce ssfu lly  always include detailed information on the participants

d efen d ed  h is  t it le  in  but it seems certain that Voigt's dietary habits were still

19 0 9 . A d jace n t: h is  highly unusual. He knew h o w  to get the most out of his

co m p etitor's  badge a th le tic  perform ance, fin e  tu n in g  his body by eating

o f 19 0 8 . healthy foods. His diet consisted of fruit, vegetables and

eggs, and w as considered questio nable by h is m e a t-
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eating com petitors and tra in ers in th a t era. Today s 

athletes are encouraged to eat carbohydrates as their 

prim ary food source. Special diets are tailored forthem , 

and plan in great detail w h atto  eat in the days leading 

up to a competition as well as on race day itself.

Such d etails  are not read ily  a v a ila b le  for the early 

Games. In fact some records are notoriously unreliable.

People have been listed as having entered certain events 

but som e m ay have w ithdraw n before the event took 

place, and other d etails  such as d iet w eren't alw ays 

know n. Disputes still continue today as to the correct 

facts and they are often difficult to corroborate.

How Em il won h is Olym pic gold is an  extraordinary 

story which featured in the ISOH Journal in December 

2008. A detailed account of the race itself and his early 

life in M anchester is given there. But since then more 

fascinating information has come to light.

Emil Voig- w as born in M anchester in 1883 and grew 

up in the working class district of Ardwick, Manchester. 

The Voigts originally came from Prussia and in 1863, they 

had m ovec from Luckau (in Brandenburg near Berlin) 

to work in the boom ing cotton industry in Manchester. 

Em il’s father was aged two w hen h is fa m ily  arrived in 

England.

He married Elizabeth Robb from Wigtown in Scotland. 

Sadly Emil senior died at an early age so life was tough 

for his young fam ily. They moved from house to house 

staying with relatives and at the young age ofii+Em il left 

school to work in a factory to help support his m other 

and younger brother Louis.

By chance one day, w h ile  out w alking, he saw some 

cross-country runners from the Slade Harriers Club in 

Manchester and made his w ay down to the fin ish  line 

to talk  to them . He decided that he'd like to try cross­

coun try ru n n in g  and jo in e d  th e  c lu b . He w as on ly 

lit years old and had no experience of ru nn in g but he 

w as im m e d ia te ly  su ccessfu l, w in n in g  the first race 

he ever entered -  th is  was over four m ile s. He was a 

natural.

He ran w ith  the Slade Harriers for 10 years and also 

jo in ed  the Manchester Athletic Club to try track running. 

He was only 166 cm tall and weighed 53 kg but he had a 

talent, a llie d  to stam ina and determ ination. He loved 

to run an d  he loved to w in . His younger brother Louis 

Stanley Voigt also took up the sport and proved a gifted 

runner in his own right. They became known in the local 

press as the 'Brothers Voigt’ as they often ran together 

and would cross the fin ish line side by side.

Emil won m any events, but as he only ever competed 

in the north, he w a sn 't w ell known in other parts of 

England and certainly had never been heard of inter­

nationally ... until the 1908 Olympic Games.

He w as th e  su rp rise  packet of th e  Gam es for the 

host n a tion. He on ly decided to enter at the very last 

m om ent, a mere six weeks before the athletic events 

began. The British athletics com m unity began to sit up 

and take notice when h e  w o n  th e  OlympicTrials.

Emil was n o rm a lly  a m iler, but in the Olym pics, he 

was entered for the five m iles, a d istance he'd never 

run competitively before on the track. There was no one 

m ile  event (Although th e m etric 1500 was in clu d ed , 

along with other shorter events. The race over five miles



w as the only in d iv id u a l event to be over an im perial 

distance.) Emil knew he was not a sprinter but he was 

keen to compete in the Games when they were held in 

h is own country, so he decided 'to give the five m iles 

a go'. He had been ru nn in g longer distances in cross­

country races, but in the 12 months before the Games he 

had only been com peting in h a lf-m ile  and m ile races 

on the track. However he always retained the belief that 

he could run well whatever distance he put his mind to.

He a p p lie d  to take part in  th e  Gam es at the last 

m om ent, se n d in g  a telegram  to the British Olym pic 

Selectors on the night of their final m eeting in London. 

The committee was made up of members ofthe Amateur 

A th le tic  A sso cia tio n  (AAA) and fo rtu n a te ly , E m il's  

telegram arrived ju st as the m eeting got underway. He 

was accepted as a late entry and found he had only one 

w eek to train  before the British Trials in London. With 

so little tim e to get ready he began a p u n ish in g  training 

schedule, runningthree tim es a day -  before breakfast, 

at lunchtime and up to 9 o'clock at night.

The national Trials fo r the f iv e -m ile  race were held on 

the 30th May 1908 at the new Stadium , in Shepherd's 

B u sh , Lo n d o n . Em il c a u g h t th e  tra in  dow n from  

M anchesterthe day before his race.

The Times wrote that it was "one of the finest contests 

w itnessed" th at day, and described the closing stages 

o fth e  race: "A. J. Robertson, the nation al and in ter­

n atio n al cro ss-co u n try cham pio n; W. Coales (Thrap- 

ston), the M idlands Counties cross-country cham pion; 

and E. R. Voigt (M anchester AC) were alm o st together 

when the last lap was entered, and after a desperate 

struggle, the result was a w in  by Voigt of two yards''.1 

The tim e w as 25 m ins 26 .a secs, w ith Emil w in n in g th e  

first f iv e -m ile  race he had ever entered.

With only a few weeks until the start o f  the Olympic 

athletic events Emil returned to Manchester to continue 

h istra in in g th e re. He did not take on a coach as he had 

very different ideas about w hat would work for him . He 

continued w ith  his rigorous regime of r u n n in g  three 

tim es a day and incorporated d aily  massage and deep 

breath ing into h is fin a l preparatio ns. He d evised a 

vegetarian diet.

He had become a vegetarian at the age of 23 at a time 

when it  was regarded with scepticism by the mainstream 

population. Vegetarians were considered to be radical 

and th e ir beliefs were d ism issed as a fad . Throu gh ­

out the rem ainder of his life he remained a devotee and 

jo in ed  the Vegetarian Cycling and Athletic Club, spend­

ing weekends cycling through the Manchester country­

side enjoying th e  fresh air, exercise, picnics and company 

of lik e -m in d e d  people. The club held m onthly rides on 

Saturday afternoons and shorter m oonlight runs, with 

everyone singing merrily as they cycled along.

He had a good understanding of how the body func­

tioned and he based his d iet for the race on en erg y-

b u ild in g  fo ods. W h ile  the other ath le te s san g the 

praises of a concentrated beef extract called 0X0 -  the 

sponsor o f the 1908 Games -  Emil refused to endorse it 

and his diet leading into the Games consisted of eggs, 

vegetables and fru it -  brown bread and hot m ilk  for 

breakfast; m ilk  pudding or cheese and nuts for lunch; 

and for d inner a variety of vegetables, always including 

potatoes, and plenty of fresh fru it such as apples and 

bananas. He was a non -sm o ker and teetotaller and in 

between he drank cups of tea but no alcohol.

Em il a lso  put great store in  m assag e an d  deep 

breathing. Throughout his athletic career he advocated 

“ correct co n dition ing and correct m assage''. He em ­

phasized th at "a ll the vital organs -  the heart, lungs 

and liver -  must be in as fin e a condition as the actual 

muscles used in running. You hear people ta lk in g  of a 

second w ind. Now ju st w hat is that? It comes after half 

a m ile or so of ru nn in g w hen the body clicks into co­

ordination. Nutrim ent is being carried to various parts 

ofthe body at the correct tempo -  and everything is in 

harmony. Butto get this, the vital organs must be in top 

shape".2

One month after the British Trials, Emil again took the 

train  down from M anchester to London, th is  tim e to 

compete in the AAA four miles at the White City Stadium 

on a  July. Although further British Olympic Trials races 

were being held th at day, the four m iles was not one 

of th em ; th is  was a race for the n atio n al title  w hich 

Emil had decided to use as a w a rm -u p  event to test his 

progress.

The four m ile distance had been contested in England 

since 18 8 0. Voigt had never com peted on th e  track 

overfour m iles but th is was the closest to the Olympic 

d istan ce. It w ould therefore be a chance for Em il to 

build up his race experience ju st before the Olympics.

He n eedn't have worried about his form. He won the 

four m iles w ith ease, 30 yards ahead of everyone else, 

in an AAA cham pionship record o f 19:47:4, b e atin g the 

previous best tim e of 19 :4 8 .8  set by Fred E. Bacon 14 

years before in 1894. Arthur 'Archie' Robertson from the 

Birchfield Harriers was runner up in 19:52.8 (He finished 

fifth in the Olympic five m iles fin al) and third was his 

friend and rival, fellow Mancunian A. E. 'Eddie' Wood of 

the Essex Beagles.

Emil's win was described in the M anchester Gu ardian : 

"A good feat by a n o th e r o f En g la n d 's  O lym pic re ­

presentatives was the performance o fth e Manchester 

Athletic Club member, Emil R. Voigt, who won the four 

miles in the fast tim e of 19 min 4 7 1 -5  sec, thus beating 

the previous best cham pionship figures of 19 min 48 4 -5  

sec by F. E. Bacon in 1894. The w in n e r m ade his effort 

in the last h alf m ile and surprised everyone by the easy 

m a n n e r in w hich he left his opponents. Full of running, 

he fin ished 30 yards ahead ofth e m idland cham pion, 

A. J. Robertson, Birchfield Harriers".3



Em il's b e lief in his a b ility  to do well a t  d istances on a 

track was w e ll-fo u n d ed  -  w ith two weeks to go to the 

Olympics his preparation was looking good.

Like m any of the early Olympics, the London Games of 

1908 ran for an extraordinary period of six months, and 

incorporated both sum m er and w inter events. The first 

event was began on 27 April and the closing banquet on 

31 October. The athletic events were scheduled for the 

sum m er and the heats of the five m iles were held on 

15 July. A  fe w  days beforehand Emil to ok the train down 

again to London to take part.

Eight heats were held and 35 of the best runners in 

the world took part. Emil won his heat and autom ati­

cally qualified  fo r the fin al but w hat was not known at 

the tim e was that after the race he pulled up injured. As 

a result of his excessive tra in ing  he had torn away the 

muscles under h is  fo o t d urin g  the heats. He kept his in ­

ju ry  to h im self and masked his pain. He has no thought 

of pulling out of the final.

Never one to give up, Emil had a plaster of Paris arch 

support built into his sandshoe and was able to rest for 

the next two days w hile w a it in g  fo r the final on 18 July. 

Only two close friend s knew of his in ju ry  and they ar­

rived at the Great Stadium  w ith  th e ir hearts in th e ir 

mouths, ready to watch his race and cheer him along.

Heavy rain had been falling all day, the track was soggy 

and it was bitterly cold and w indy. The conditions were 

unfavourable for fast tim es and Em il was in jured  but 

they knew  how determ ined he could be; once he had 

made his m ind up he was the kind of person who rose 

to a challenge. They knew he was an intelligent runner, 

th at he could wear down his competitors and that he 

had a te llin g  sprin t at the f in is h . They never doubted 

h im ; they had seen him  in tra in in g  and felt th at Emil 

could take outthe race.

The cheering grew louder and louder as the compet­

itors cam e out onto the track for the fin a ls . The Royal 

fa m ily  were in the stadium  w h ich  was fu ll of excited 

spectators, holding a sea of black um brellas against the 

rain. Emil doggedly lined up fo r  the race, not knowing 

w hether he would be able to fin ish, but he was deter­

m ined t o  'give it a go'.

The crack of the starter's pistol rang out and he took 

off. He had d ecided to hold back, to rem ain  in the 

m iddle of the pack for most of the race, then when he 

got the opportunity in the closing stages of the race he 

w ould go for it with everything he had.

With the cumbersome plaster cast inside his sandshoe 

he ran through the pain fo r the first few m iles, but soon 

forgot about it and got into a comfortable rhythm . He 

conserved h is energy for most of the race, and by the 

fo u r-m ile  point he had worked his w ay into the front 

bunch of four runners. They were running shoulder to 

shoulder with the Swedish runner Johann Svanberg just 

out in front.

The bell rang for the last lap and su d d e n ly  700 yards 

from home Emil made his move. "He tucked his elbows 

down, threw up his head and went away on his sprint"1*, 

passing them one by one. A she headed into the straight 

he was way out in front and the excited crowd of 80,000 

rose to its feet to w ild ly  cheer him  o n to  the fin ish  line. 

He won the race in spectacular fashion by 70 yards, in the 

tim e  o f 2 5 :r .2 ,  running th e  la st m ile  inablisteringf*:5i.8. 

Itwas a remarkable win againstall odds.

The British papers were full of the news o fh isw in . The 

A th letic  News wrote th a t he was "th e fin est am ateur 

ru nn er over five m iles th at Britain  has ever had and 

he is yet to prove ju s t  how fast he can go ''5 w h ile  the 

D a ily  Express reported: "The d apperyo ung Manchester 

runner q u it h is fie ld  w hen he wanted to and romped 

hom e an easy w in n e r" .6 The Official Report of 1908 

stated th a t the other front runners "m ade efforts to 

shake off the little M anchester m an, but he never let 

them  go, and came aw ay in  h is own in im ita b le  style 

more than a lap from home. Running in beautiful style 

all the way, he went clean away from his fie ld, lapping 

the two rear division men in the last furlong" .7
Emil returned to Manchester by train the following day 

with Eddie Owen who had taken second place, and they 

were given a hero's welcome. A huge crowd was w aiting 

at the station and as they stepped from the train  they 

were lifted sh ou ld er-h ig h. The sound of bagpipes broke 

out trium p hantly and Emil was carried by the euphoric 

crowd from  th e sta tio n  dow n to th e  a p p ro ach  of 

Piccadilly. Overwhelmed by all the attention and some­

w hat embarrassed he managed to slip away and make 

his escape n a hansom cab.
One month after his win in th e  five miles at the Olympic 

Gam es Err il m ade an attem p t on th e  w orld record 

in a f iv e - m ile  h and icap race held on 29 A u g u sti9 0 8  

at Fallow field in Manchester. Just before the race got 

underw ay there was a heavy dow npour which soaked 

the track and made running conditions extremely d iffi­

cult fo r  the runners, putting an end to any real chances 

of a record. He won the race from scratch in 25:30.4 but 

did not beat the Shrubb's world record o f2 4 :3 3 -4  s e t  at 

Stamford Bridge on 12 May 1904.

The race was described in the M anchester G u ard ian the  

follow ing day: "Record-breaking, like record-m aking, 

depends largely for its success on the state o f the weather. 

The competitors them selves may be in the best con di­

tion, but unless the day is  favourable their attempts must 

end in failure. The weather spelled failure on Saturday.

Before E. R. Voigt, the Olympic five m iles cham pion, 

turned out in h is attem pt to lower Shrubb's five m ile 

record m ade at Stamford Bridge in 1904, there was a 

heavy show er of ra in , w hich practically put an  end to 

Voigt's chance of success. Voigt ran in beautiful style, 

but he is a light runner, and the track w as much too 

heavy for him.



n '.he first m ile  he w as 24 seconds behin d  Shrubb's 

t i r e ,  and in the next m ile he lo st a n o th e r 10 seconds. 

He eventually fin ished the d is tiance in 25 m in  30 3 -5 se c; 

cr nearly one m inute out ide ".he record.

One pleasing feature in tne race was the spo rtsm an - 

sh iD  shown by E. Owen. Bro igh to n  Harriers. He had a 

spendid chance o f w in n in g  t he race, but sacrificed it in  

order t o  make the pace for Voigt."8

Until he entered the Games and won the gold Emil had 

been p lan nin g to retire a t ’.he end of 1908, but buoyed 

by his Olympic success he decided to continue his career 

for a w h ile  longer. He competed in races throughout 

England over the next two a n d a half years, w in n in g  two 

more British titles, and he also travelled to Europe and 

proved one of the star attractions in big international 

races in in Sweden, Finland, Germany and France.

Ha became British fo u r-m ile  cham pion fo ra  second 

tim e in 1909 and British o n e -m ile  cham pion in 1910, 

th en  10 d ays later backed th a t  up by w in n in g  the 

British o n e -m ile  handicap from scratch race, as well as 

w in n in g  Northern Counties Athletic Association events 

anc other races in the northern part ofthe country.

W hen Emil turned to track "acing he did m ost of his 

ru nn in g at the M anchester athletic ground in Fallo w - 

fie ld , com petin g and tra in in g  there several tim es a 

w e ek. O cca sio n a lly  h e  raced at B e lle  Vue G ardens 

w hi ch was another popular venue for sporting events 

in Manchester. Later w hen he began com peting in the 

bigger British national events he w ould travel down to 

Stamford Bridge in London.

On 19 June 1909 Emil repealed h is success at Crewe, 

backing up to take out the th ree m iles th at he had won 

the previous year ju st before tf e Olympics, this tim e im ­

proving his tim e, crossing the fin ish in g  lin e in 14[32.4 , 

w i n  Ed die Wood second (c ff 50 yards) an d  Archie 

Robertson third.

Tt e A thletic New s wrote: "With two laps to go, Voigt 

too< up the seco nc posit on, an d  w ith  a lap  and a

At o ver e ig h ty  yea rs 

o f ag e , Em il V oig t, 

p r o u d ly sh o w in g th e  

b e a u tifu l O lym pic 

d ip lo m a  th a t  w a s 

presen te d  to  him  to 

co m m em o ra te h is  

v ic to ry  in  th e  1908 

London G am es. As w e ll 

a s  th e  g o ld  m ed al and 

ce rtific a te  h e received 

a la u re l cro w n a n d  a 

s ilk  U nion f la g .

R ig ht: A c a r ica tu re  o f 

Em il V o ig t, h o n o u rin g  

h is  O lym pic w in  for 

B r ita in  in  the 19 0 8  f ive  

naif to be run he assum ed com m and and fin ished  in m ile  race, 

aretty style without taking too much out of h im se lf... it 
s obvious that Voigt is faster :han ever. He w ill take a lot 

of beating even n tne m i e a t  Stamford Bridge. The four 

miles he cannotlose' .9
One w eek later on 26 June 1909 Em il won the four 

m ile s at the Northern C o u rtie s m eeting in the tim e 

of 2 0 :15 .A- Then the fo llo w in g  w eek 3 Ju ly  1909, as 

predicted, Emil -epeated his success in the British four 

miles at the AAA cham pionships at Stamford Bridge.

~he Tim es, im piessed by Em il's w in , reported "Voigt 

retained the Four Miles Cha lenge Cup, w in n in g  fa irly  

easily from the yeteran A. J. Robertson, and it w ould 

appear as if  there is n o -o n e  w ho can extend h im  at 

distances from one to ten m iles” .10
In July and Au g u s t 1909 Em il w ent on h is first tour 

of Europe, travellin g w ith  a team of British  athletes 

to Russia, and also took part in some sm aller races in 

France a n c  G e rm any. W hen th e team  returned to 

England, Emil stayed on in El rope. He had been invited 

by the Crown Prince c f  Swede n, who had seen Emil win 

at the Olym pics, to take p a rt in  their cham pionships in 

Stockholm.

Top athletes from different parts of Europe competed 

but Emil was the sta ' attraction at meetings in Stock­

holm , Sweden and in Tam pere, F in land . These pulled 

reco rd-breaking crowds. He took part in six gruelling 

events -  four long distance races and two over m iddle 

c istance, w ith little rest in between, and fin ished  e i­

ther first or second in each of them . The spo rts-lo vin g 

Scandinavians f locked to see his races and the new s­

papers were filled w ith stories about h im . His races were 

described as 'elec trify in g

He m a in ta in e d  a close re la tio n sh ip  w ith  F in la n d  

tnrough a friendship with F innish athlete Lauri Pihkala 

which endured 50 years. Pihk ala  had competed in the 

1908 Lon don O lym pic Games in  the m en's high ju m p  

and the discus throw. He also ran in the 800 metres in



Em il V o ig t w a s  w e l l-  

kn o w n  as th e  w re st­

lin g  a n d  bo xing 

c o m m e n tato r a t  2KY 

in  A u stra lia  a n d  la ter 

c o m m entated  on the 

w r e st lin g  in  England 

fo r BBC ra d io . He w rote 

books a b o u t spo rt and 

t ra in in g , as w e ll as 

sports rep o rts  fo r 

new sp apers in  

E ng la nd , A u stra lia , 

an d  th e  USA.
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the 1912 Gam es and subsequently became the coach of 

F in land ’s track and fie lc team. He was the editor of the 

leading Finnish sports newspaper Suom en U rheilulehti, 

and Emil wrote a num ber of articles for the paper giving 

training advice to the Finns.

Once back in Englanc after h is European tour, Emil 

decided to take a brea < from com petitive ru n n in g  to 

concentrate on his business career and d id n 't resume 

running again until April 1910.

However, in June cisaster struck. He had started pre­

paring to defend his 1909 British fo u r-m ile  cham pion­

sh ip  crown for the th ird  tim e and also the Northern 

Counties fo u r-m ile  title but never m ade it to the start 

lin e. W hile  com peting in  the one m ile  at Fallow field 

on if June 1910 he looked set to w in th a t race but was 

dram atically  knocked cow n right on the fin ish  lin e  by 

Eddie Owen. He was injured and had to pull out of both 

fo u r-m ile  events.

The M an ch este r G u a rd ia n  described the race: "The 

m ile race (at Fallow field) provided the most interest­

ing fin ish  ever seen on the M.A.C. ground. E. R. Voigt, 

the fo u r-m ile  cham pion, m ade a great effort to deprive 

E. Owen, the English m le cham pion, of the title which 

he won last year, and he would probably have done so 

but for an unfortunate accident. Owen has a peculiar 

style w hen fin ish in g  a ’ace. He swings h is arm s about 

afterthe fashion of the 'trudgeon' stroke in swim m ing. 

Voigt was ju st in front of Owen on entering the fin ishing 

straight, but he happened to swerve slightly and was 

knocked down. Owen kept on and w on”."

Emil was forced to rest his in ju ry for the next month then 

competed in the AAA one m ile at Stamford Bridge on 2 

July. This tim e he beat defending champion Eddie Owen, 

w in nin g in 4:26.2. It was his third British title. The track 

was described as being very heavy as a result of interm it- 

tentshowers and a large crowd of 8000 attended.

Eleven days after h is  w in  in th e  AAA o n e -m ile  at 

Stamford Bridge, Emil recorded the fastest tim e for the 

distance anywhere in the world in 1910 when he won a 

o n e -m ile  handicap held in Manchester o n i3  July in the

tim e of 4:19 8 .
He d id n 't defend his AAA fo u r-m ile  title at Stamford 

Bridge in 1910 as he d id n 't w an t to risk com peting in 

an yth ing longer than a m ile until his in ju ry  was com ­

pletely heaIed. That year the title was wo4n by Albert Hill, 

the future double Olympic cham pion of 1920.

B u t Em il's  1908 cham pionship record of 1947. 4 for the 

four m iles survived until George Hutson beat it in 1913 
with 19:32.0. By then Emil was living in Australia. Hutson 

won 5000 m bronze in the Stockholm Olym pic Games 

in 1912 but was tragically killed in action in the first few 

months of the First World War. It w asn't until 1924 that 

Em il's tim e was beaten again in the British cham pion­

sh ip s  by W illia m  Cotterell w h o clocked th e  tim e  of 

19 :4 5 .6 . Even th e  great Paavo Nurm i o n ly  recorded 

19:52.2 in the 1922 race.

Emil was one of those unusual athletes who had the 

a bility to w  n at both m iddle and longdistance. He was 

in h is prim e and could have won more titles had fate 

not intervened.
In 1910 he became involved in the politics of the sport, 

pressing fo r better conditions for the athletes. He took 

on the m ig ht of the AAA (Amateur Athletic Association) 

gathering s upport from athletes all over England. Going 

against ‘the governm ent' eventually caused him  to be 

banned from their events and cost him  the chance to go 

for any further national titles.

The AAA was becoming rather h eavy-handed, dictating 

to th e  NCL (N a tio n a l Cyclists' U nion) an d  th e  NAU 

(National Athletic Union) how events should be run. The 

AAA was not prepared to listen to either the unio ns or 

the athletes, who were less than happy with conditions 

at the meetings and m any of the regulations governing 

theirsport.
A fierce dispute developed between the AAA and the 

NCU. The NCU was d issatisfied  abo ut the staging of its 

events and wanted control of its own affairs. Athletes 

com peting in track and fie ld  were also u nh ap p y be­

cause the conditions at venues were poor, there were 

problems with the handicap system and prizes offered 

were often much less th a n  ad ve rtise d. The athletes 

were n o t allowed any input as to how things should be 

run and had no means of redress.

Emil, being the ‘political an im al' that he was, decided 

to do so m eth in g  ab o ut it and form ed a breakaw ay



union. He wanted to give the athletes a voice. He called a 

meeting in Manchester on 21 Ju ly ig io  to a irth e  athletes' 

grievances and establish their objectives.

A large gathering of athletes, engaged in ru nn in g, 

cyclin g , w a lk in g  and other fie ld  events, a tten de d. 

Am ong those present was Eddie Owen a man he had just 

beaten in the o n e -m ile  British cham pionship and who 

w as still the current th ree -q u a rte r m ile record holder; 

J. C. English, the steeplechase cham pion; W. Scott, the 

distance runner; and other w e ll-k n o w n  athletes of the 

tim e.

Emil urged for better dressing room accommodation 

and said that the value of prizes given was notoriously 

far less than the sum m entioned on the prospectus, and 

though the subject had often been brought before the 

AAA and the NCU the scandal still existed. He said that 

com plaints against hand icapp in g were quite justified  

a n d  ath le te s sh o u ld  c e rta in ly  be a llo w e d  a better 

method of redress.

It was agreed to form the AAU (Amateur Athletes'Union) 

and Emil was made Chairman. He outlined the objectives 

of the new union w hich were: to promote and protect 

the interests of all am ateu r athletes; to in q u ire  into 

h andicapp ing anom alies; to secure improved dressing 

room accom m odation; fu ll value in prizes; and better 

railw ay facilities for athletes to travel to the events. He 

underlined that athletes should be represented on the 

present organisations governing amateur sport.

The debate widened from the in itial dispute between 

the AAA and NCU, w ith  Em il's AAU, the NAU, and the 

ASA (Amateur Sw im m ing Association) a ll becom ing in ­

volved. The tension became so great w ith the AAA that 

not only did the NCU and NAU agree to jo in  forces against 

them  but also a n um ber of previo usly run AAA clubs 

crossed over to be underthe new banner as well.

Llo yd 's W eekly New s reported: "As a sequel to the 

am algam ation, the Southern Cycling Union have decided 

to include two flat (running) events -  a m ile and a h a lf- 

m ile -  in th e ir programme for the an nu al Good Friday 

m eeting at Herne H ill. More im portant still perhaps is 

the fact that E. R. Voigt, the famous Manchester runner, 

w ho is m ile cham pion of the AAA and five miles Olympic 

cham pion, has promised to run atth is meeting. It w ill be 

remembered that Voigt was practically the originator of 

the National Athletic Union".’2

In March 1911 Em il took part in  a 're b e l' NCU/NAU 

event, not sanctioned by the AAA, w hich was held at 

Hull. By doing so he was autom atically suspended from 

participating in any further AAA events. It robbed him of 

any future British titles and itw as not long after this he 

set off to start a new life in Australia. The lo n g -ru n n in g  

dispute between the AAA and NCA was fin a lly  settled a 

year later in March 1912.

Emil continued to run in Australia from 1911 until 1913, 

w in n in g  titles there but the First World War brought an

end to his career. He returned to Manchester in 1914 to 

help in the war effort, setting up a factory, staffed by 200 

wom en, manufacturing aircraft parts. At the end of the 

w ar he travelled back again to Australia and settled in 

Dee Why in Sydney.

He w ent on to achieve fam e again in Australia, th is 

tim e as a p io ne er o f early  A u stra lia  rad io  and also 

became involved in politics. He was one of the prime 

movers in the newly burgeoning radio industry there, 

founding radio station 2KY in Sydney in 1925. It  was the 

w orld's first Labor station and arguably the first com ­

mercial radiostation in Australia, certainly the first with 

the ability to broadcast beyond ju st the im m ediate local 

area due to its powerful transm itter, and funded by a 

broad range of advertisers. It was possible to receive 

the station in some country areas and even across the 

Tasman in New Zealand.

Hesetup his radiostation in opposition to the Government- 

run stations to try and break their monopoly. His aim  was 

to help bring about social reform for the working class by 

giving a fu ller and more accurate account of w hat was 

happening w ithin Australia. Once again he was criticised 

by the authorities for being inflam m atory and he was 

watched very closely by the Federal Secret Service.

Emil became a thorn in the Australian Governm ent's 

side; they thought that 2KY was broadcasting in code to 

Moscow after m idnight -  which was untrue. The station 

was constantly monitored, many restrictions were placed 

on w h at they could put to a ir and some of th e ir early
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broadcasts w^re mysteriously sabotaged. Cables were cut 

by person or oersons unknown as they were aboutto go 

on air. Emil was instrumental in having a Royal Commis­

sion set up i r  '925 to investigate the early radio industry 

and made an appearance to give evidence.

In 1936 Em I, fed up w ith his treatment and constant 

obstacles, returned to England to work w ith  the BBC 

for a w h ile. He formed several engineering businesses, 

in  M a n c h e str  and London, but never lost his passion 

for sport. He w rote sports reports for new spapers in 

En gland, Australia and the USA and gave lectures on 

training, massage and fitness.

Emil event ja lly  retired to New Zealand in 191+7, set up 

an engineering business in Auckland and also dabbled 

w ith the idea of developing television in New Zealand. 

He helped train some of New Zealand’s runners in the 

1950s.

He continued to run h is w h ole life, jog gin g several 

m ile s a day to keep fit. He w o uld  run up M angere 

M ountain, an extinct volcano, im m ediately behind his 

property. All he had to do was open the garden gate, 

the path was right at his back fence and he would take 

off like the w in d. He was still exercising regularly in his 

m id -8os but nad slowed down to a brisk d aily w alk up 

the volcano's side and across the top ridges, or som e­

tim es he w o u ld w alk  along a qu iet street, d oing two 

m iles a day to keep in trim . The papers remarked that 

he had an active m ind and was fitter than most people 

h alf his age. He lived until he was 90, and passed away 

at home in A jck la n d  on 15 October 1973.

In 2008, the BUPA Great Manchester Run, organised by 

Nova International, dedicated their showpiece race to 

him  in com m em oration of the 100th anniversary of his 

Olympic victory. They set up a f iv e -m ile  checkpoint on 

the course and challenged the runners to see if  they 

could beat his tim e of 100 years ago. World cham pions, 

O lym pic m e d a llis ts , ru n n e rs  from  n o rth ern  clu b s, 

celebrities running for charity and everyday people took 

part. The event was held over tw o -d ays w ith children's 

competitions the day before the m ain race. More than

91,000 people applied  to take part in the run that year 

but as some streets of Manchester are narrow places had 

to be balloted, w ith 31,000 runners permitted to enter. 

With all the advantages available to runners today, only 

i+9 managed to better his tim e.

Each were awarded a certificate, designed by Em il's 

granddaughter Robin graphic designer and writer from 

Australia, who had been invited over to watch the race. 

Local, regional and n ational te levisio n, radio stations 

and newspapers a ll ran stories about Emil Voigt leading 

into the event itself which was broadcast live by the BBC. 

The Manchester Central Library put on a special display 

as a tribute. Two of th e ir specialist staff researched the 

Library's archives and assem bled a d isp la y featuring 

old n ew sp a p er stories a b o u t h im , Ancestry fa m ily  

records, cer sus papers, old street maps and photos. The 

exhibition was opened by the Mayor and BBC television 

filmed the event.

An early British  ru n n in g  cham pio n  and hero, Emil 

was descrited as, "one of the most stylish runners ever 

seen on the p a th ... a brilliant m iddle and long distance 

r u n n e r ... one who has seldom  been eq u alled  in the 

world's history for speed and stam ina" .13
Emil Voigt was a  m an ahead of h is tim e -  a uniq ue 

individual filled with ideas and energy to burn. He was a 

talented athlete, a p ioneer of early radio, an idealist who 

fought for the rights of workers, and throughout it all a 

hard-w orking, successful business m an. He serves as an 

inspiration and role model for our athletes of the future. 

Britain and Manchester can be justifiably proud. ■
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