Al-Bob Eulogy

There was nothing that special about this gangly awkward 14 year old school boy, Alan Wardle, a kid that had the guts to approach me and ask for help with his running coaching.  My first task in coaching Al was to give advice on how to High Jump, and somehow this running coach and Al-Bob figured it out together and he won the event up at Rangitoto College, that was our beginning.
As a coach in the late 1970’s, along with just about everyone who he met, and a few others, I was fascinated by the phenomenon known as Al-Bob.

He was by nature real smiler, fearless, loveable, supporter, loyal to the bone and a maaaaate!  That word mate was to become Al’s own word of affection.
My primary goal in preparing this farewell to a true mate was to focus on Al-Bob the runner, triathlete and legend.  As I pondered on what to say I re-read the website, talked to his mates, listened to Sherrida and many others.  I found it impossible to speak of his life and career without including anecdotes about Al-Bob the real person.

In reading and listening to Al’s team mates, competitors, fans, family and friends, nearly all had a personal memory that for them typified Alan Wardle. 

Those memories started for me 3 decades ago, and those that were given to me by you all without prodding, sometimes eagerly, as if the grief could be mitigated by sharing, sometimes in voices choked with emotion, poignantly reminding me that for those close to him, even 3 weeks after his death, and it will be the same in many years form now, …… it was if it was but yesterday ago.

Indeed many of us still speak of Al-Bob in the present tense, saying “Al loves his hats”, or “Al-Bob rides like the wind.”  That will go on for ever I feel.
Everyone describes how Al’s life had affected their own, at times told in terms too deeply to share.  
But other stories are alive to all of us, for without them, what would emerge is the Alan Wardle of just hard work, training, and living. For Al-Bob really did exist, in many ways a blazing comet, but this was only as one of many personae he possessed. ……….  Of his love for his Godson Julian, and nice and nephews (bro) Tessa and Jordan, his passion for racing the hilarity and support for those that trained with him. His sharing a Postie run and connected at the hip with his mate, Hullie.  Running down hill on the Rimutakas, a massive mountain range, in the New Zealand Relay Championships, bloodied feet and legs that would not move the next day, and for several days after. His coaching of others in Germany was his way of giving back to the sports that he loved, a coaching career that had only just begun.
The fact of the matter is that each person knew a different Al-Bob, witnessed an enormously complex, life loving individual, for you could never put Al in any one box.  

There were, to be sure, certain characteristics that recurred in any conversation or as you were reading on the web about Al with the great words from his friends and competitors around the world.  

He was in constant motion, connecting us all up in a way that we all kept in touch with each other through Al-Bob.  He was charged with an unbelievable passion for life and energy to blaze an amazing trail through the world.  Yet in quiet moments, like Christmas Day last year he was extremely deep, meaningful and caring to talk to.  Al would turn up months or years after we had last met, and it was just as if it were yesterday, a huge bear hug, a bigger “MAAAAAATE”. And we just picked up where we left off.

Al would fix you with his ear to ear grin and give you the impression you were most important person in his life at that instant, and that the things he was telling you were known to few others.  It was an enormously flattering and appealing trait, and contributed greatly to what became his “charisma” Etched in my heart forever.

At the same time he was a nomad, always on the move, a bit of him in New Zealand and the bigger chunk of him with his heart, with Bettina in Germany. 

His pace was frenetic, his outlook taken up with the now of life, that his deep friendship trails are spread far and wide.  Just look who has come to say goodbye today, and who have said their farewells over these past weeks, a globally loved Al-Bob.

“I knew him well,” is a common refrain heard from those who loved him well.  There was this scrawny kid, legs all over the place racing up to the golf course with Tippy bounding along beside. Those two were always into mischief or trouble, inseperable.  Like Al happily running down the hill on Pupuke Golf Course, one minute bounding along with his giant strides the next “WACK” and Al-Bob is laying flat on his back in the mud, felled by a golf ball, hit right in the middle of his forehead, and Tippy liking this huge bloodied golf ball sized lump.  He bounced up, abused the shocked golfer, up and running he finished his run and then went home for sympathy and 7 stitches in the wound! We laughed at that for years and the golfers were never friendly again!
This big giant of a man, giving you a bear hug farewell as he headed back to his beloved Bettina, after yet another flying visit to us, be it Hong Kong, the USA or his Kiwiland. Or this loyal guy phoning me, seeking coaching some 17 years after we last developed a coaching plan, his greatest tribute to me. And he went on to achieve…again.  Triathlon was his passion, if it had of been a sport in the 80’s Al would have been a world class triathlete, I am sure
We have seen an Al-Bob capable of tears, and self-doubt, of euphoria, free spirit, and thoughtfulness….love. Our hearts go out to Bettina, we can only guess at the pain she is going through, but hope all the love we express for Al will ease that pain in time.
Generous to a T, Al offered to help move house for us when he was 15.  He arrive with several of the Jacks Pack of runners, immediately came down with a migraine, slept all day and awoke as we unloaded the last of the boxes and the pizza arrived, saying, “I feel better now, anything I can do?” 
I saw a kid from Murrays Bay, fast maturing into an articulate adult, willing to take on helping his mates in any way he could.

A few of us have some confessions today and none more so than Al’s little shadow in the old days, Robbie Knight.  For Bowden’s Road was a conquest in those hectic days of Sunday runs, it was a special club that required 23 miles of hard running to earn membership to.  Rob was just 16 and the loder guys like Al teased him into doing the big run and join the club. But I showed Rob a short cut and we almost caught Al and the Pack on our way back along the Albany straight.  You should have seen to look of shock and horror as we approached them. It wasn’t until about 3 years ago that I finally ‘fessed up on Rob’s behalf.  Al’s response was legendary! “Maaaaaate, he is not tough, not in the Bowden’s club.”  The only fear now is do I at 58 years of age have to drag Rob around Bowden’s Road as a tribute??
And there is, for the lack of a better term, the mystical element surrounding Al-Bob.  It is astonishing the number of coincidences that relate back to Al’s running hero Steve Prefontaine, a USA running legend who also died young.

Guess what date Pre died?  This very day the 29th May, in 1975!  Pre was a kid from a working class family, lived the outdoors and for winning.  Pre lived with his parents and sister in a snug house on ….ELROB Street, Coos Bay, Oregon.   

The mystique of Alan returning to say farewell to his Dad, being mates and loving his family one last time, then heading off on his own last lap shortly after.
I have treasured these brief words that Al and I shared over the years, and today, see if you can see who the words fit?

“I would rather be ashes than dust!

I would rather that spark should burn out in a brilliant blaze than it be stilled by dry rot.
I would rather be a superb meteor, every atom of me in magnificent loving glow, than a sleepy planet.

The proper function of man is to live, and love, not to exist.

I shall not waste my days trying to prolong them.

I shall use my time…………yes you did Al-Bob
Then on a warm spring evening in early May, in a matter of minutes, his voice was silenced for ever…….Farewell, Al-Bob, gone but always in my heart, run free Maaaaaate. 
In loving memory or Alan Robert Wardle

From Jack Ralston, coach, friend and Maaaaate.

