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Every autumn, schools across Japan hold a long-distance race, and a few students dream of
running a full marathon someday. A marathon is 42.195 kilometers long. The figure looks like

the product of careful science. In fact, it is nothing of the kind.

The first modern marathon was held in 1896 at the Olympic Games in Athens, and it covered
roughly 40 kilometers. Over the next few Olympics the distance varied from one Games to the

next, since each host city laid out its own course.

In 1908 the Games came to London. The course began at Windsor Castle and finished inside
the Olympic stadium. According to the usual explanation, the start was set beneath the castle
windows so that the royal children could watch, and the finish was set in front of the royal
seats. Measured out, the course came to 26 miles and 385 yards, which equals 42.195

kilometers.

In 1921 the world governing body of athletics adopted this London distance as the official

length, and it has remained unchanged ever since.

A figure that sounds precise often hides a small story. Whenever you meet a rule, ask who

decided it, and for what reason.
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The marathon is one of the oldest events, first run in Athens in | 896.
The length of a marathon may still be changed by each host city today.
Measuring the course exactly is the most important job before any race.
The 42.195 figure came from a London course, not from careful science.
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It was fixed at 42.195 kilometers and used again without change in London.
It was roughly 40 kilometers and varied from one Games to the next.
It became 40 kilometers in Athens and then grew to about 50 kilometers.

It stayed the same because every host city used exactly the same course.
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It ran several laps inside the stadium, and scientists calculated the exact length.
It was run for the first time in 1921 and then became the official length.

It stayed inside Windsor Castle, and the royal children ran part of it.

It ran from Windsor Castle to the stadium, set so the royal family could watch.
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A precise-sounding figure often hides a story, so ask who decided a rule and why.
Once a figure has been decided, it should never be changed or even questioned again.
Everything decided long ago should be recalculated by today's science.

The marathon distance will probably become a little shorter in the future.
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