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Late Tuesday night and into yesterday morning, exactly one year before the start of the Beijing Olympics, two middle-aged men rode their bikes through Central Park, attending to a critical detail in the selection of America’s top male marathoners for the Games.

In stultifying humidity and nearly total darkness, David Katz, 55, and Hugh Jones, 52, pedaled single file along the four-mile loop in the middle of the park, armed with calculators, notepads and a measuring device affixed to their front axles. 

The device, a contraption that a 9-year-old boy helped to develop in the early 1970s, allowed Katz and Jones to measure 26 miles 385 yards along the most direct path that America’s best distance runners will follow at the United States Olympic men’s marathon trials in New York on Nov. 3. Most of the course — all but about 1.3 miles — will be run on the roads of Central Park.

Katz and Jones are in an obscure fraternity of expert measurers around the world. Dedicated to making sure a race is true to its intended distance, the measurers may know the courses better than the runners competing on them.

“I suppose it’s quite nerdy,” Jones said. “But it’s very cool to us.” 

USA Track and Field lists 27 measurers in New York, but Katz turned to Jones, who lives in London, to join him in calibrating the Olympic trials course. Jones is one of four international measurement administrators for track and field’s world governing body, the International Association of Athletics Federations. He came to New York to help his friend Katz, riding behind him on a borrowed bike. 

“Mr. Jones is one of the best measurers in the world,” said Katz, who has been measuring courses since 1976. “It’s fun to measure with such an excellent measurer. There are so many places to make mistakes. It’s great to work with someone who gets the same numbers.” 

Unlike most road races in Central Park, which are confined to the recreation lane, the Olympic trials course will use two lanes. The additional width offers different undulations and provides the runners an opportunity to take a straighter path on the curves. As a result, a new set of certified measurements was required.

On Tuesday, Jones and Katz measured a 400-meter straightaway with a steel tape measure near the Engineers’ Gate at East 90th Street. At 10 p.m., they rode back and forth along the same stretch to calibrate the measuring devices on their bikes, which count revolutions of the wheel. By riding over the distance four times, averaging the distance calculated and correcting by 36 millimeters for the expansion of the tape measure in the 85-degree daytime heat, they were able to calibrate the standard for which the rest of the night’s measurements were taken. 

In order to measure the “shortest possible path” mandated by the I.A.A.F., they had to ride along the tangents or, as Jones called it, “a sensible line,” and keep accurate notes.

So Katz and Jones, with 44 combined years of measuring experience, brushed against overgrown bushes as they rounded curves, and yelled at a stray runner: “Get off the line! We’re measuring!” When a group of teenage boys in tank tops approached on bikes near the 102nd Street transverse, the two men stopped and waited for them to pass rather than alter their own course. All the while, Katz and Jones were careful not to let their front tires budge an inch. 

The measuring device on both bikes was a Jones counter, internationally approved for every Olympic marathon since 1976. It was invented by Alan Jones (no relation to Hugh) in Binghamton, N.Y., in 1971. His 9-year-old son, Clain, helped him build it when demand picked up. Clain eventually made and sold 2,300 of the devices for nine years before selling the business to the New York Road Runners Club in 1982. The profit helped Jones, now 43, pay for his undergraduate education at Cornell. He graduated in 1986 with a degree in agricultural engineering. 

“Every year or so, people talk about another device, and I think, O.K., something’s finally replacing the Jones counter,” Clain Jones said yesterday in a telephone interview from Bozeman, Mont., where he is an assistant professor of soil chemistry at Montana State University. “It doesn’t look beautiful, but it works.” 

After their work in Central Park was completed, Katz and Jones waited until about 2 a.m. for traffic to subside enough to ride safely and relatively uninterrupted in the middle of the roadways in Midtown, where they plotted possible segments for the portion of the Olympic trials course outside the park. At 3 a.m., they returned to the New York Road Runners’ office on the Upper East Side and crunched their numbers. 

Katz and Jones have “signatory status,” so their measurements are automatically certified. But because they are especially conscientious, they invited an independent measurer to accompany them last night as they marked off each mile, each five kilometers and the halfway point of the course. 

Next week, Katz said he would file a certificate of accuracy and a hand-drawn map of the course to United States track and field officials.

“It’s an art,” Katz said of measuring sealed surfaces for the glory of sport. “It’s a good feeling when the pieces fit together.”

