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 Oklahoma State freshman German Fernandez is the most heralded track and field 

recruit in school history. 

 Yet for a long time, he hated running. 

 Even though he won his first competitive one-mile race in fifth grade and always 

seemed faster than most other kids, the passion for running was not there.   

 As a freshman at Riverbank High School in Riverbank, Calif., he preferred other 

sports such as soccer and basketball. Running was one of the last things on his mind. 

 In the spring of Fernandez’s freshman year, everything changed, and his legacy 

began.  

 Fernandez thought he was going to play soccer in the spring, but some of his 

teammates decided to try out for cross country and they talked to Fernandez about joining 

them. Reluctant at first, Fernandez agreed.  

 Expectations were low for Fernandez’s first high school race, a 1,600-meter run. 

 His impressive time of 4 minutes, 31 seconds surprised everyone.  

 “My coach told me that I was talented after that and told me I could make some 

big things happen in my future,” Fernandez said. “My friends pushed me to stick with it 

and I realized I was good at it.” 

 Fernandez (6-foot, 130 pounds) has continued to surpass expectations in his 

freshman year at OSU.  

 “We knew he was good and talented when we recruited him, but in my wildest 

dreams, he’s a lot better than I thought he would be,” coach Dave Smith said. “He’s gone 

above and beyond already.” 

 After suffering an injury to the plantaris muscle in his lower leg during the NCAA 
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Cross Country Championships in November 2008, Fernandez came back with a 

vengeance. 

 Fernandez returned to the track Jan. 24 to run in the Razorback Invitational, the 

first indoor meet of his career. 

 What he did shocked everyone. 

 Not only did Fernandez win but also, he set an OSU record and a junior world 

record for the indoor mile run in 3:56.50, surpassing a 3:59.6 mark Jim Ryun held for 43 

years. 

 It looked as if Fernandez would finish as the runner-up to Arkansas runner Dorian 

Ulrey, last year’s 1,500-meter NCAA runner-up. 

 However, Fernandez easily whizzed by Ulrey in the closing stretch for the win. 

 “It was pretty surprising to me,” assistant coach Sean McCabe said. “We thought 

he would have a time like this down the line, but we didn’t know it would happen right 

then. With the training he had, we just didn’t expect him to clock that good of a time.” 

 If his performance at the Razorback Invitational was not impressive enough, 

maybe what he did at the February 2008 Big 12 Indoor Championships at Texas A&M 

was. 

 Fernandez separated himself from the pack early and won by 10 seconds. His 

final time was 3:55.02, the world’s sixth-fastest time and a junior world record.  

 Two hours later, Fernandez won the 3 kilometer championship in 7:57.71, the 

second-fastest time in conference history. 

 “He just knows how to keep pace,” Smith said. “He knows the fine line between 

running too hard and too easy. He knows exactly how to use how much he has in the tank 
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to get through it economically.” 

 In addition to his junior world records, Fernandez won his first Big 12 meet last 

November, despite trailing much of the race.  

 With a late surge, Fernandez zoomed past Shadrack Songok, two-time 3 kilometer 

national champion, and became OSU’s first men’s cross country conference champion.  

 Smith considers senior Ryan Vail to be his best runner, but even Vail finished 19th 

in his first Big 12 meet as a redshirt freshman. 

 Not only did Fernandez win, but he also completed the 8,000-meter course in 

23:47.38, the seventh-fastest time in school history. 

 As a freshman, Fernandez has: three school records, one Big 12 record, one 

NCAA record and a world junior record. 

 “I always set high goals for myself, but not that high when it comes to breaking 

records and stuff,” Fernandez said. “I always surprise myself.” 

 Smith said he believes Fernandez has the potential to become the best runner he 

has ever coached. 

 “The best runner I’ve had is Ryan Vail, but he is a fifth-year senior and Fernandez 

is only a freshman,” Smith said. “In the long run, he will probably be the best to come 

through here and the best we’ve ever had. He has genetic ability and God-given talents 

that very, very few people have. He’s very serious about what he’s doing and is 

disciplined. He has big goals and works hard to achieve them every day. It’s rare to have 

a guy this talented that also has the level of focus and attitude that he has.” 

 Beyond his talent, there is something else that might explain Fernandez’s success.  

 Ask senior teammate Brian Gosnell and he will say Fernandez’s work ethic is his  
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secret to success. 

 “He has a lot of natural talent, but he works harder than everyone else,” Gosnell 

said. “He does tons of extra stuff and that sets him apart.” 

 Fernandez usually spends about 2 ½  hours training each day. In the morning, he 

runs five miles in about 30 minutes. 

 In the afternoons, he usually runs about seven miles in 50 minutes.  

 At night, he does 350 push-ups and 800 sit-ups to give him an extra boost at the 

end of races. 

 He tries to watch what he eats but is not on a strict diet because of the amount of 

running he does. 

 Although he has many record-breaking accomplishments, Fernandez does not 

think only of himself. He is quick to help his teammates improve and credits the coaches 

for his success. 

 “I don’t get cocky because I’m always looking forward to the next race because of 

how competitive I am,” Fernandez said. “That’s why I’m successful. I’m also a team 

player rather than being an individual, so I like to win team championships.” 

 Fernandez’s success at OSU should not come as a surprise. His high school career 

was also filled with many championships and record-breaking accomplishments. 

 In his second season of running track, Fernandez outraced heavy favorite Chad 

Hall to win the Division IV state cross country championship. 

 “At first, I wasn’t in love with the sport, but it took some time before I began to 

have a blast and really enjoy it,” Fernandez said. 

 In two short high school seasons, Fernandez went from unknown to unstoppable. 
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 That was until the left knee injury he suffered his junior season during a junior 

varsity basketball game. 

 It looked as if the injuries would stop Fernandez.  

 That was not the case. Fernandez placed second in the Division IV cross country 

race a few months after recovering from the injury and placed third in the 3,200. 

 Although he had success in his first three seasons, Fernandez’s senior season is 

when he began to shatter records and earn a place in the cross country history books. 

 “My senior year is when I realized I had a chance to be something really special,” 

Fernandez said. “That summer, I trained really hard and came out and set ridiculous 

records. At first, I didn’t know how I was doing it, but training paid off. I just had a 

special talent and I wanted to make the best of it.” 

 It began in October 2007 at the Trans-Valley League championship. About a half-

mile into the race, one of his coaches noticed Fernandez’s shoe was untied.  

 Despite stopping and tying his shoe, Fernandez managed to finish the first mile in 

4:45 and break the course record in 14:42. 

 Fernandez’s next record-breaking performance came in the 2008 California 

Interscholastic Federation state meet. His time of 4:00.29 in the 1,600 broke the CIF state 

meet record (4:02.62).  

 Ryan Hall, the 2008 U.S. Olympic Trials champion, held the old record. Hall is a 

long distance runner from Big Bear Lake, Calif. and also is Fernandez’s idol.  

 Fernandez continued his blaze through the record books at the 2008 Nike Outdoor 

National Championship. His two-mile time of 8:34.40 broke a 29-year-old national 

record of 8:36.30. 
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 Fernandez finished his high school career as the best high school runner in the 

nation, with records in the two-mile, 3,200 meters and the 3,000 meters. 

 For his accomplishments, he was named 2007-08 Gatorade Boys National Track 

and Field Athlete of the Year. 

 His success on the track has earned him much fame. He has a wikipedia page, 

gets dozens of support letters on his Myspace page and has signed many autographs.  

 After his impressive high school career, college coaches also began to take notice. 

 Fernandez had offers from nearly every school in the country.  

 Eventually, he narrowed his list of schools based on a certain criteria. 

 “What honestly happened was we finished third in cross country two years ago 

and he had narrowed down the schools he wanted to visit based on cross country finishes, 

so that put us up there,” McCabe said. “Once he came for a visit, we knew it would be 

tough to convince him to come to OSU because there are definitely a lot of schools out 

there that have more prestige than we do as far as distance running.” 

 After arriving for his visit, Fernandez met with Smith and was sold on OSU 

immediately. 

 “Coach Dave Smith was a great coach and he told me I would be happy here and 

we could make some special things happen at OSU that no other cross country team has 

done,” Fernandez said 

 Smith said the early relationship he developed with Fernandez was key in his 

recruitment. 

 “He and I formed a quick bond and I told him exactly what to expect,” Smith said. 

“I told him I would protect him if he came here. I also told him he would be important 
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and his career would be important and that his needs would come first in terms of how 

we race and how we train. That’s true with all of our guys and doesn’t happen at every 

place. He trusted me off the bat.” 

 Fernandez signed a letter of intent with OSU in March 2008.  

 He says the adjustment from his hometown of Riverbank, Calif, to Stillwater 

came easily because the towns were similar in terms of size and friendliness of the 

people.  

 When Fernandez is not blazing by competitors or training hard for the next race, 

he stays busy planning for the next prank. 

 Fernandez is known as one of the biggest practical jokers on the team.  

 “He’s a big prankster,” Gosnell said. “He likes to have a good time. He gives the 

coaches a hard time because he likes hiding and taking things from them.” 

 One prank stands out to Smith. 

 “One time, he came into my office and got my keys out of there,” Smith said. “I 

worked late and came back and my car was missing. I called him and he denied it, but 

I’m walking and trying to find it. One of the other guys happened to be around and told 

me where he had put it. 

 “He’s like any other 18-year-old in college. He’s fun-loving and likes hanging out 

with the guys on the team. He likes doing stupid stuff. He steals my crap all the time.” 

 Although he likes having fun off the track, Fernandez is serious about his 

academics. He works hard to maintain at least a 3.0 grade point average.  

 This semester, he is taking 13 hours and majoring in sociology, but says he would 

like to become a detective after his track career. 
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 In his free time, he likes to play basketball, perform community service and hang 

out with his friends and teammates. 

 His ultimate goal is to become a professional runner and not only compete, but 

also medal in the 2012 Olympics. 

 “If you listed 10 guys that had a chance to make the Olympic team, I would put 

him on that list,” Smith said. “He has to learn how to deal with a lot of pressure and 

scrutiny and has to stay healthy. If he does those things, he will be fighting for that spot 

on the Olympic team.” 

 Fernandez says one person stands in the way of his Olympic goals: 

 “The only person that can stop me is myself.” 


