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Jim Beatty makes history one lap at a time
By Ellen Black

The sun was just beginning to rise. Morning light glinted off the cars in driveways, and trashcans lined the streets. Dew sparkled on the grass. The city of Charlotte was waking up; Jim Beatty had been up for hours.   


Starting in high school, Beatty got up at dawn every day to run. He didn’t know then that he would become a famous track star, an Olympian, the man to break the world record for the four-minute indoor mile. He was simply running his paper route for the Charlotte Observer and running it quickly. 

In high school, Beatty loved to box. He was on his Central High School boxing team, and he ran his paper route to get in shape for the championship tournament.


“I was getting faster and faster and stronger and stronger, so I thought to myself, ‘Maybe I can run track, maybe I can run the mile,’” Beatty said. 


Beatty won the boxing championship in his weight division and tried out for the track team, and the rest is history. 

Born Oct. 28, 1934, in Manhattan, New York, Beatty moved to N.C. with his family when he was 5 years old. 

After high school, Beatty attended UNC-Chapel Hill where he ran both track and field and cross-country, traveling all over the U.S. for meets and competitions. 

In addition to the cross-country team’s three Atlantic Coast Conference championships during Beatty’s time at UNC, Beatty was an all-American cross-country runner and won six individual championships for indoor track. 
When he graduated from UNC he held cross-country records at every school where he had run.

“It was a great time for me when I was at Chapel Hill,” he said.
In 1959, Beatty moved from Charlotte to California to run for the Los Angeles Track Club.
“I wanted to keep running because I wanted to make it to the Olympic Games, and I wanted to break some world records,” he said. 

And Beatty did make it to the Olympics. In 1960, he went to Rome with the U.S. Olympic track and field team, finishing fifth in the final trials for the men’s 5000-meter. 

But more memorable were his records. While running for the Los Angeles Track Club, Beatty broke 26 American world records, including in 1962 when he became the first man to run an indoor mile in under 4 minutes. 
“I was totally elated,” he said, “probably never happier as an athlete.”

That year, ABC Sports named Beatty the first-ever American Athlete of the Year, an award given to many famous athletes over the years until it was discontinued in 2001.

Dick Bank, who was the president of the Los Angeles track club while Beatty ran for the club, became close friends with Beatty during his time in California. 

“He never let anything stand in the way of being the best that he could possibly be,” Bank said. 

Beatty was a competitor, and he continued to make history for track and field, breaking his own record time for the indoor mile the next year. 
“I did lose once in a while, of course, but I didn’t lose very often,” Beatty said.
But Bank said that Beatty’s record speaks for itself.

“He was a man with a lot of determination – and still is today,” Bank said. 

Beatty’s determination got him into many halls of fame for his achievements, including the National Track and Field Hall of Fame and the North Carolina Sports Hall of Fame. 
“Jim Beatty set the standard for which all indoor – and outdoor – milers have been measured,” said Susan Hazzard, director of public relations for USA Track & Field. 
Beatty’s running career came to an abrupt halt in 1963, however, when he suffered from a foot injury that never fully healed.
Beatty said he was taking out the garbage in the rain one night when he stepped on a piece of metal that cut his foot badly. 

“I could never really run the same after that,” he said. 

Beatty said after the injury, he was only able to run recreationally, which he did from time to time. 

Beatty moved back to N.C. and became involved in politics, representing Mecklenburg County in the N.C. House of Representatives.
“I always knew that when I finished running I would come back home to Charlotte,” he said. 
Beatty was actively involved in education legislation and was generally recognized as the key member of the House who was pushing to lower the voting age from 21 to 18. 
An athlete to the core, Beatty met his wife, Paulette, on a tennis court in Charlotte. Both came from previous marriages; they have now been married for 36 years. 
Paulette is proud of her husband’s accomplishments.

“Wherever we go, people recognize him,” she said, “But he doesn’t brag. He’s very shy about his career.”

Beatty has two children and two stepchildren. An avid reader and a history buff, Beatty likes to spend time with his family, work in the yard, and of course, watch sports.
“He loves to read,” said Paulette, “He can quote entire Shakespeare plays.”
Beatty now works as a management search and recruiting specialist for a headhunting company in Charlotte.
He said he is proud of his accomplishments and has been very fortunate in his life. 
“Any time you’re the first person in the world to do something, nobody can ever take that away from you,” he said, “You’re first forever.”
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