
Ten Years Gone:  Brian Kraft Remembered for Enthusiasm, Drive

by Pete Miller

Some of us didn’t know about Brian Kraft before he had a race named in his honor.  Most of us didn’t know Brian Kraft before he had cancer. But there was, of course, a time when he ran without that burden.

Dennis Bartz was in his first year of coaching at Bemidji High School when he discovered Kraft, an eighth grader, running hurdles. Bartz convinced him to move up to the distance events.

According to Bartz, Kraft had some obvious natural ablities. “He did have that good ability to turn over fast but also had a nice extension for a long stride. Sometimes that is just a natural thing that really makes some people fast.”

But it wasn’t all talent. Bartz recalls Kraft doing frequent extra morning runs and weekend mileage. “He worked very hard and did whatever I asked of him. He was way into my system and would do everything that I could throw at him.”

The system worked. Kraft concluded his high school career in 1981 with state championships at both 1600 and 3200 meters. He accepted a track scholarship to Missouri, with big dreams of what his college career might be.

Then, the cancer:  Ewing's sarcoma, a rare form of bone cancer, in his back. He was only 19, really just getting rolling. But he fought it, and he kept running. 15 years of chemotherapy, surgeries, a bone marrow transplant, and running. This is how most of us knew Kraft. The cancer kept coming back. And he kept running.

When people talk about Kraft today, his personality is what they recall. Even in high school, he had an effect on people. His abundant self-confidence could be mistaken for arrogance. According to Bartz, “he always seemed to have an inherent drive to do well, and just kind of looked at himself as being ahead of the game.”

Kraft couldn’t contain his enthusiasm for the sport. He loved running and he loved talking about running. He loved that it could make people better.

According to friend and co-worker Lori McElwain, “Since he couldn't run like he once did he was happy to run at all and always wanted to talk about your running and your fitness. He was a great person. Many people would have lost their enthusiasm for running or life, but he never did.”

Brian Kraft died ten years ago this fall, on September 4, 1997. He was 34 years old. This Memorial Day marks the tenth running of the Brian Kraft Memorial 5K -- one fast lap around Nokomis to celebrate his life, and his sport. The race has once again been designated as the USATF Minnesota 5K Championships. 
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