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FOREWORD





I first met Coach Bill Squires in August of 1980. As an elite athlete, I’d been getting shoes and running gear from the New Balance Shoe Company, beginning in November of 1979. Other than a sales rep for NB, I’d never met anyone else there. NB brought me out to meet them, and since it was the weekend of the Falmouth Road Race, they thought I might want to run it. I had heard of Coach Squires before, but had never met him. On the plane with me was a runner from Minneapolis named Mike Slack, who NB was trying to sign. When we got to the gate, there to meet us was Coach, who worked with NB. Mike knew him well, but I was awestruck! I schlepped all our bags while Coach and Mike were talking and walking in front of me. We dropped Mike off at his hotel and now it was just me and Coach! What a treat! We headed for the NB office, where Coach introduced me to everyone.


We then got into his car and headed for Falmouth, where Coach said he knew some folks who said we could stay at their place which is what runners often did then. I was nervous because I had the Falmouth race the next morning and the house was full of non-runners partying. I finally went upstairs to find a room to sleep in, but they were all taken. I found an extra pillow and blanket and found a spot on the hallway floor to sleep. About 2 a.m., Coach apparently got up to use the bathroom and saw me sleeping there and woke me up and told me to go take his bed and that he’d find another place to sleep. I told him I was fine, but he insisted. I fell back to sleep right away in the bed and got up around 4 a.m. to use the bathroom. I walked in and flipped the light on and there was Coach, sound asleep in the bathtub with a small towel over him as a blanket! I couldn’t believe it!


After the race, Coach took me to the airport and told me that if I was interested, he’d be happy to coach me since I was now part of Team New Balance. I couldn’t believe that he wanted to coach me! Before he got his final word out of his mouth, I said, “Yes!” I had never been so excited in my life. Here I was, going to be coached by one of the greatest distance-running coaches in not just our country but around the world.


We started working together right away. We had only two months before the New York City Marathon, but Coach had me as ready as I could be under his tutelage for such a short period. I’d never gone out with the leaders before, but Coach gave me the confidence to do so. Halfway across the Queensboro Bridge, I made a long, hard surge and came down onto First Avenue, leading the race by about 150 yards! The crowd noise was deafening. I then noticed someone off to my right, sprinting to keep up with me. I looked over and it was Coach! His next words were, “Dickie, what in the hell are you doing?” I said, “Coach, I’m winning the New York City Marathon!” I didn’t win, but finished ninth and ran a new PR of 2:13:56. I knew after that race that great things were going to happen with Coach Squires coaching me.


I was in the NB office one day, chatting with Coach and a few other runners, when Coach said he had to go run some errands. About an hour later, we happened to be looking out the window when Coach drove up and got out of his car. When he got out, we noticed he had a full head of hair—apparently he had got a toupee. As he walked across the street towards the NB building, a gust of wind came up and his toupee turned sideways on his head, but Coach didn’t know it. He walked in and came up to where we were and when he walked in and that toupee was sideways on his head, I’ve never heard a group of guys ever laugh so hard! Coach was great about it and laughed along with us.


Coach Squires is one of the most giving people I’ve ever met, and in my opinion the best distance coach in the world. He knows his athletes and cares for them dearly. When I worked with Coach, iPhones and home computers were not even thought of yet. With me in Minnesota and Coach in Boston, we communicated via phone and slow mail. Coach would send me my workouts once a week and we’d talk once or twice a week via phone. When I ran my first Grandma’s Marathon in Duluth, Minnesota, in 1981, Coach sent me a note with another note that said, “Don’t open till after the race.” I was fortunate to win the race and ran 2:09:36. When I got back to my room, I opened the envelope and Coach had written, “You’ll run between 2:09-2:10.” Talk about a coach that knows his athlete!


In late summer of 1981, Coach and I decided it was time for me to run the Boston Marathon. From that point on, every mile I ran and every race I ran was to get ready for Boston. About two weeks before Boston, I flew out and stayed with Coach so I could do some training on the course. After I arrived at his home, he said, “Dickie, help yourself to anything in the fridge if you get hungry.” I was training so hard then that in the middle of the night I’d always have to get up to have something to eat as I’d be hungry. I went to the fridge and the only thing in it was a jar of pickles!


Coach took me up to Hopkinton one morning to run the first 15 miles of the course as he was driving next to me in his car. At one point as we were about to go down a hill, he slowed down, stopped, and dropped a tennis ball out the window and said, “Follow that ball. It will give you the quickest way to run.” I still remember that run vividly! I felt like I was floating the entire time. Coach kept telling me to slow down, but it felt so effortless! To have Coach in his car next to me was amazing.


On race day I was nervous and excited, but also knew I’d never been more ready for a race than at that point. Coach instructed me to not lead or do any surging for at least the first half but to be in that lead pack. He also gave me a white NB painter’s cap to wear so it would reflect the bright sun. He had instructed me that if I was in that lead group when we got to the hills to run up and down them as hard as I could. I honestly trusted Coach so much that I would have banged my head against the wall 10 times if he told me to! Well, at 17 miles, when we got to the hills, it was just me and Alberto Salazar. And I did exactly what Coach told me to do, but I couldn’t shake Alberto. It finally came down to a hundred-meter sprint and I got out-kicked. Alberto and I both broke 2:09, which was the first time that two men had ever done that in the same race. Alberto ran 2:08:52 and I ran 2:08:53.6 rounded up to 2:08:54. Coach was so proud of me and I was so proud and honored to have him as my coach.


I retired from high-level training in 1988 but continue to run every day. I can’t begin to say enough wonderful things about Coach Squires. He is a great coach. But as great of a coach he is, he’s even more of a caring person. After I retired from competitive running, I moved back to my Minnesota dairy farm and milked cows and continued my fishing guide business. On November 13, 1989, I got into a terrible farm accident. I almost lost my left leg and had numerous other broken bones and injuries. I was in the hospital for multiple weeks. Coach was one of the first people to reach out to ask how he could help. He even sent money out of his own pocket to help with my medical bills. Then, after more surgeries and other accidents, I became addicted to narcotic pain pills and once again Coach reached out to offer help.


I’m so happy that now the world will know about this remarkable man through this book. He brought me to a point in my running that I had only dreamed about, but more importantly, he helped shape me to be the person I am today; and for that I’ll be forever grateful. Coach, you’re the best of the best!


–Dick Beardsley


Marathon CR-winner—Grandma’s, co-London, Napa Valley


Hall of Fame—National Distance Running, and Road Runners Club of America
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INTRODUCTION





“I’ll clue ya!” Anyone who knows—or has met—Bill Squires has heard this declaration from him when he’s about to dispense knowledge. And it is true. He will clue you. He will tell you something you didn’t know and need to know.


Bill Squires is truly an enigma—puzzling; mysterious; contradictory; difficult to understand; a genius; possessing exceptional and natural ability; distinctive; a guardian spirit; and much more. This is a story of a man born with a late-diagnosed defective heart who suffered great childhood hardship and stunted growth, yet remained focused and determined enough to blossom to the world arena and who touched many lives with his coaching talent and selfless benevolence that despite successfully sacrificing his own fame for those of his charges, nevertheless is rightfully revered and honored to this day.


The process used for this book to capture decades of living was a journey unto itself. It began pedestrian enough with countless interviews, calls, follow-ups, editing, and over 124 hours of detailed conversations that unearthed everything contained “between [his] ears.” It was immensely revealing—previously forgotten tales from his youth; hidden stories of greatness; training secrets and myths—some even he had thought lost; an emotional catharsis; and the humorous and comical. To prepare for each interview, I would explain the time period we were going to cover next so he could focus and prepare for that time frame. His attention would be laser-pointed. But throughout this adventure of revelation, he lived with an uncertain future in regard to his health, which he at first kept to himself. He grew weak. He was in a hurry. He was so focused on 80 years’ worth of details that this endeavor consumed him. So intense were our talks and so intent was he to get all of this on record that within a month after we finished our initial last interview, he suffered a stroke. When I visited him at the hospital the day after he was admitted, I asked about the last thing he remembered. He recalled that the night before the stroke, he was thinking of how the book could end. The irony of his own comment lost on a stroke-affected mind, I asked if we could have a different ending. He laughingly agreed.


It amazes me still that the funny, gregarious, outgoing, boisterous man he is today grew from a weak, sickly, shuttered, shy presence of a boy he once was. That he survived an early undetected (then misdiagnosed) heart malfunction, and physical, social, and emotional pain as a child, to grow into adulthood and flourish as a teacher and instructor of international champions is beyond the scope of possibilities most—he included—would have predicted. And, of course, there were more stories, anecdotes, happenstances, and comical situations that one person should have had the pleasure of in a lifetime. I wanted him to open up and opine, which he did with great honesty, emotion, and candor. He is such a fount of wisdom that I decided to feature only his voice instead of also that of others. I thought it best to hear it all from the horse’s mouth. And that was bountiful, too, as my original draft was around 235,000 words!


As he often prophesizes and is quoted in his 1979 Improving Your Running training book, “Success is that place on the road where preparation and opportunity meet, but too few people recognize it because it comes disguised as sweat and work. Have a good sense of humor, a big dose of patience, and a dash of humility, and you will be rewarded many-fold throughout your running career.” It is hoped that the serious and the humorous convey the totality of the man in such a way that not only will you be entertained, but perhaps you will unapologetically also learn something. Because through it all is an amazing person who has affected many lives. It doesn’t matter who a person is—rich, poor, male, female, famous, common, talented, novice—they’re all important to him.


Also important to me—as a former newspaper editor, no doubt—was the accuracy of every fact and story herein. Originating from a man in his eighties, every effort was then made via official records, sources, websites, and published coverage and reports, to verify, confirm, and corroborate all names, locations, dates, events, times, records, and anything else featured. If any of that research failed in any way, I then relied and drew upon the recollections of that man in his eighties in the hopes it is understood from where it came. In addition, there are some events included about which have been previously dissected and widely written. Such events are not rehashed in an effort to repeat what has already been described, but rather to offer a fresh view from a man whose own presence and opinion had yet to be fully mined. I once joked to him that he has forgotten more about coaching than most of us will ever know ourselves; to wit he responded with the Squireism, “Yeah, but I’ll remember it later.” Fortunately, he remembered it now.






CHAPTER 1


“BULLCRAP! WE WANTED TO BEAT THEM ALL.”





To date, 1975’s Boston Marathon field was the largest ever recorded in its historically-massive canon. Within that field were five former champions and a handful of writers and historians of the sport. It was Patriots’ Day, the Massachusetts state holiday named in recognition of the start of the American Revolutionary War in Lexington and Concord between British soldiers and the local Minutemen. It was Monday, April 21, the 79th edition of the race, filled to the brim with 2,340 runners. There was a semi-seasoned future national Hall of Fame coach eyeballing his local charge—a relative “newcomer” who belonged to a relative new club—wearing bib number 14 for his place in the previous year’s Boston. While this was the runner’s sixth overall marathon start, which included a pair of course-record (CR) victories, it was also his third attempt at Boston, of which he dropped out in 1973. Along with a new brand of running shoes on his feet from Oregon Nike rep Steve Prefontaine—mailed to him two weeks before Boston; five weeks before the legendary Pre’s untimely death—a 27-year-old Bill Rodgers also wore dark shorts, white headband, white gloves, and a short-sleeve T-shirt. His blue-collar outfit stood out among the slick singlets and bare hands and foreheads of the favorites. He also stood out as a member of the budding 20-month-old Greater Boston Track Club (GBTC), coached by 42-year-old Bill Squires, already a proven commodity in the world of running.


Squires knew there was great potential in Rodgers, of course. Six weeks prior to Boston, Rodgers returned from the International Association of Athletics Federations (IAAF) World Cross-Country Championships in Morocco, as the third-best 12K runner in the world, and also just set a 30K CR in March. The Thursday before Boston, Squires last met with Rodgers and offered him the final pieces of advice before Marathon Monday. “I told him there’s a carbohydrate diet, so stick with it. No beer, no mayonnaise crap—geez, he used to like mayonnaise—no pickle juice. None of that stuff. Just carbohydrates, like pasta. And forget the meatballs. No salad, no juice the morning of the race. A pancake and a half, a waffle and a half, is good. No coffee. Just water.” As for the race itself, “I told him I want him to feel loose and to use these people. Use these people! They’re better, they’ve been down the road, and usually they are going! I told him if he sees some crazy guy and he sees the other flock of foreign guys going, you know, be smart! I told him that’s how he got his 14th—he picked off better guys who over-raced the course. He’s run this course enough, there was no problem with that, and he’s run it quick.”


For the benefit of the local media and competitors, Squires downplayed expectations. He did not want a target on Rodgers’s back, so he often informed the press that he thought Rodgers would be in the top 10, perhaps top five. He kept glossing over his runner’s talent, despite the 34:20 a month earlier at the IAAF 12K, and the two CR wins at the 1973 Bay State Marathon and 1974 Philadelphia Marathon. “I said to the press we were kind of aiming for fifth. Bullcrap! Aiming for fifth? We wanted to beat them all!”


Sealed in an envelope and locked in the glove compartment of his car, Squires prior to the start scribbled on a piece of paper his prediction for Rodgers. It simply read “First place. 2:11:05.” This was quite ambitious, since it was more than eight minutes faster than the personal record (PR) Rodgers set at the previous year’s Boston, and just 35 seconds over the current CR of 2:10:30 set in 1970 by Ron Hill, who, in 1975, was wearing bib number one alongside Rodgers. During the race, Squires planned to first see Rodgers in Wellesley at around 15 miles, and then again six miles later at the bottom of the Boston College (BC) hill, near Lake Street, at the Chestnut Hill campus in Brookline where GBTC trained. “I didn’t care about seeing him at 10K because I knew he’d know enough to just float. And I had told him to listen to what I tell him each time I see him.”


Just prior to Newton Lower Falls, at around 15 miles—and the first of the little rumblings of hills before the big ones in Newton—Squires saw Rodgers as the runners exited Wellesley via the Route 128 highway overpass and headed toward the Newton-Wellesley Hospital at around 16.5 miles. “He was in fourth or fifth place then, and I think Jerome Drayton was in first. He was cruising then, and I yelled, ‘Good, good, good, Bill!’ and did the illegal thing and I go out there with water,” recalled Squires, whose delivery of water at the time was technically against the rules as coaches and their athletes weren’t to interact during competition. However, at this point in the race, Rodgers was running alone, just behind the small group of leaders, which afforded Squires the accessibility without interfering with other runners. “I always tell my runners how many seconds back they are. You always see me with a fresh watch.” This was a strategic place on the course for Squires because he trained his runners to begin their race near the overpass. After mile 16, there is a slight incline over the highway, followed by a flat recovery period near the hospital and along the Woodland Golf Club in Auburndale, which leads to the right-hand fire-station turn onto Commonwealth Avenue and the hills. “I’d give the times there because that’s when my guys can start to beat the other people. That’s where we do the surge-and-pickups in training. The minute they get over that hill at Route 128, I’d have them bang away from the hospital to the fire station. Then a cool hill, and then bing, bing, bing, up the big ones.”


Rodgers dug in on Commonwealth Avenue and the Newton Hills, particularly Heartbreak Hill, the 88-vertical foot, 600-meter rise at the most inopportune location between miles 20 and 21. He was in a zone, all race long, having carefreely stopped to drink water and to tie his shoelaces. This was his moment. “At the bottom of the hill, he’s flying. He’s coming off the hill, and I go, ‘Cruise! Cruise! Put it in cruise control. And then roll over the remaining smaller hills.’ We had talked about the rolly hills; to roll in there. I had hoped he would be in first place by then or be no more than third. I told him he would be in control by then and be able to know from the crowd how far back the runners are because that’s when they didn’t have crowd control. It was crazy.”


Rodgers fed off the crowd. He was a local runner with many New England ties—born in Connecticut; graduate of Wesleyan University; resided just outside of Boston; and was about to receive his master’s at BC. So he felt right at home on these roads. And fortunately, as Squires hoped and planned, all eyes were on Hill and Drayton. Since Squires last saw Rodgers with about four miles to go, and he himself made his way to the finish, Rodgers continued to create more distance from the rest of the field. He was in total control and on record pace. Due to the fact the race’s homestretch of Boylston Street—and its location to the entire area of the finish line—was obviously closed to vehicular traffic, Squires illegally parked his car several blocks behind the finish line, near the Eliot Lounge, part of the historic Eliot Hotel at the corner of Commonwealth and Massachusetts avenues. The lounge, which featured its own separate entrance on Massachusetts Avenue, as well as an entryway from inside the hotel, was a popular runners’ cathedral of libation with a name not reflective of its running memorabilia-laden interior décor. It’s where Squires often frequented and occupied his well-worn Coach’s Corner seat at the end of the bar from where he routinely dispensed his words of wisdom.


“There weren’t any credentials for the finish area, but I knew enough to wear my AAU (Amateur Athletic Union) jacket with the shield on it, which meant something. And I was already head of the officials association, so I could get myself right out to the finish line.” In 1975, however, although police and officials tried their best, crowd control was still at a minimum. On Boylston, cheering spectators stood dozens deep, which created a boisterously noisy funnel to the finish. It was equally congested at the finish line for the leader, who oftentimes barely recognized when to stop running until he was nearly on top of the painted line. Police on motorcycles and horseback added to the thickness of the masses, as spectators and officials blended together like an ocean of humanity and equine, pointing the way to the end of the race.


“I heard on the radio he had broke away, but I didn’t know by how much. Then, at the fire station on Boylston that was near Hereford Street, the firefighter guys got out there and they started getting all the people crazy, with their bells and sirens,” noted Squires of the point in the race several blocks from the finish where runners turn onto Boylston en route to the finish. “They were listening to it on the radio.” Rodgers indeed broke away, so convincingly and resoundingly, that he set a new CR and an American record (AR) in 2:09:55. He chipped off 35 seconds from the four-year-old Boston mark. He also destroyed his previous PR. Having only about 18 months with Rodgers—as he eagerly prospected what he could do with even more time together—Squires watched with great pride as his pupil became only the ninth different American to win Boston since Clarence DeMar’s record-setting seventh and final victory 45 years earlier in 1930. “I was in the back row and I saw Billy finish, and I think I watched the top 10 finish. I congratulated him. Then,” Squires recalls with a laugh, “they put on these frigin’ horse blankets—they were old surplus army blankets. They were the itchiest bitches in the world.”


Rodgers won by just under two minutes over second place, and by more than three minutes over Hill in fifth, whose CR he just broke. Squires ventured toward the lower-level parking garage under the Prudential building where runners were directed after finishing. After a brief visit, he exited the celebratory hoopla, as was his wont. “When I was leaving, a radio guy wanted me to talk to him,” said Squires, who while live on the air was asked what he was going to do now and where he was headed. “I said that I left my car down by the Eliot. And of course, the Eliot went nuts [to hear him mention them on the radio]. Billy also said that on the radio [in a separate interview]. Then Billy came in later and ordered some drink, a Blue Whale, whatever that was,” he recalled of the cocktail of vodka, Blue Curacao liqueur, rum, gin, and a cherry or two that he recollects was the creation of Eliot bartenders Fran Coffey and Ed Jones. “The regular TV people came in, and then it became the place.”


Squires avoided the post-race media attention and awards ceremony, and eventually returned to his car, which, thankfully, did not have a parking ticket. The early exit was typical of Squires, who rather than for himself, preferred his runners receive the attention. “You know what? If I go there, that means I get press. I’d get as much press as them. But I want the story to be them.” And Rodgers was certainly the story. But he was so new to the majority of those covering the race that in the newspaper he was incorrectly referred to as Will Rogers. Even more confusing was no one seemed to have understood what was written on his T-shirt. Just prior to the start, his wife handwrote with a marker the word BOSTON in large uppercase letters and below it the initials GBTC for the newfound running club.


Squires sat in his car after the long day, which began early in the morning, and reflected upon his young club. He reached over to the glove compartment and dug out that piece of paper that read: “First place. 2:11:05.” While off by 70 seconds, he was spot on about the place.






CHAPTER 2


“I’VE GOT WINGS NOW!”





William Joseph Squires was the first of his family to have bestowed upon him natural United States citizenship when he was born at Carney Hospital in South Boston, Mass., on November 16, 1932. Several decades earlier, in 1898, was born his mother Florence, the eldest of nine children of the Trainor family, in the city of County Cork in Ireland. Those from Corcaigh, on Ireland’s southern shores, are infused with the rebellious, survival, and hearty nature from the creation and evolution of their land, as legend purports it was founded around the turn of the sixth to seventh centuries upon the search-and-destroy mission of St. Finbarr to kill the last dragon in Ireland. Following similar dreams of generations before her, Florence, in 1902, was four years old when the family traveled to England. After a year of work, they could afford only the storage-class level of a coal ship for the seven-day trip to its first stop in Newfoundland.


The first name of William came from Florence’s father, a trained carpenter who in his early twenties, with two other men, built the chapel in his village. The middle name of Florence’s first born was in recognition of St. Joseph, husband of the blessed Mary, mother of Jesus. A patron saint of many designations, St. Joseph is the patron saint against doubt and hesitation. Florence’s father, known to most as Captain Bill, had also built a 50-foot freighter to assist Newfoundlanders caught in the rough, icy waters of the Atlantic Ocean, and to move families to other parts of the island. These waters are marked by the majestic daggers of floating chunks of ice seared off of glaciers from nearby Greenland to the north. Icebergs silently glide along the eastern shores of Labrador and Newfoundland for thousands of years, so steadily and dependable that the passageway along the coast is known as Iceberg Alley. “My mother said…sometimes she’d see animals on them. And from the first of May to the last sighting sometime in June, the radio station would have a contest that if you could pick the time it would go by here or go by there, you’d win a prize. They also had a contest for the last one of the year. If you guessed when it was, you’d win a grand prize.”


Florence’s family moved to the fishing community of Admiral’s Cove in Cape Broyle Harbour, just south of the Newfoundland capital of St. John’s, on the Avalon Peninsula, the most southeastern portion of Newfoundland. One cold, April evening when Florence was 14 years old, she and her family of five were asleep when they awoke to the penetrating, alarming wails of warning sirens along the shore. It was April 15, 1912. Four hundred miles to the east, three days after sailing from Southampton, England, for New York, the Royal Mail Ship (RMS) Titanic hit an iceberg and telegraphed distress calls to the Marconi wireless station on Cape Race, on the Avalon Peninsula. These calls, which reportedly began at 10:25 p.m. Cape Race time—12:15 a.m. on the passenger liner—were to be relayed to her originally-scheduled destination of New York City. Florence’s father and his five-man crew took his freighter, with food and assistance, to the chilly Atlantic. The current was strong in that area, and some of the sinking ship’s debris and victims made their way to the shores of Newfoundland. The Canadian Navy advised him to “pick up any remains of anything” and bring them to the dock. It was soon realized that his main purpose was recovery. “He never told my mother if he brought back bodies, but there were tons of them in the water. The children were not allowed to go down to the docks because they [bodies] started floating in,” Squires recalled being told of the hundreds of victims.


Around this time, Florence, after the eighth grade, attended a separate school and learned to be a nanny. Squires’s father, coincidently, also learned a trade or two—carpentry, fixing motors—in a similar school, run by the Congregation of the Irish Christian Brothers. “They were poor, but the Irish Christian Brothers were over there, and they knew that these were the poor Irish people who would probably never leave there. And they all had big families of eight, nine people.”


Murt Squires, in Ireland, was born two years after his future wife, Florence Trainor, in 1900, and settled as a youth in Renews (later known as Renews-Cappahayden), a small fishing village south of Admiral’s Cove in Newfoundland. Florence, who by her mother, a nurse, was named after women’s nursing pioneer Florence Nightingale, had not met Murt, but knew of him because he played in a band. Murt played since the fifth grade. His school held musical instruments tryouts and students tried different ones until they found one they could play. Murt played the accordion, saxophone, and trumpet, all by ear. “In those days, the people in the band would play at the dances. And the dances were big. I mean, what else did they have? They didn’t have movies then. They had them in America—the silent movies—but they didn’t have them there. So they would have the dances, and the girls would make little sandwiches and decorations, and they’d have tea and whatever. The junior band would play between 7:00 p.m. to 8:30 p.m., and then get home to mind their brothers and sisters. Then the senior band, which were the older guys, would play. And what they did was, as the older men got better, everyone passed down their instruments to the school.”


Just prior to Murt’s 16th birthday, his father, a heavy smoker, died. He was in his 50s. When Murt did turn 16, the age at which work papers could be obtained, the teenager worked 10-hour days on a whaling ship for five months. “They go right out until the thaw lets the ship back in. They were big—like factory ships. He said they’d catch the whales and he’d have shears and they’d be there cutting it up. Whatever was left, they’d throw over the sides and other fish would eat the stuff. The minute the light came up, he was working. And he put in a few hours late at night just to get the stuff always settled for the next day. For lunch, they’d carry it on their person because they were working and working and working. But that was a big sum of money when he came home. That took care of the family for way more than a year for the five months he was out.” When Murt’s brother opened a grocery store and became the family provider, Murt traveled to the United States. He sailed through Ellis Island en route to New York, where he became a trolley car driver in Brooklyn. Still in his late teens, he was on his own. “He finds a one-room place to live where there were a lot of Irish in Brooklyn. I mean, the brogue! Anywhere else, they’d correct the way they’d speak. But not where there’s all these Irish. So their brogues intensified.”


Eighteen-year-old Florence, at around the same time as Murt, in 1916, left Newfoundland for New York. She became a nanny on upscale Fifth Avenue. While not a live-in nanny, she found a room within the Irish community in Brooklyn, and attended the social occasions put together by those immigrants from Ireland by way of Newfoundland and environs. At one local dance, this petite woman from County Cork noticed this handsome man from a town outside of Dublin, and they began to talk. “Both of them were kind of shy people, but somehow they go, ‘You from…?’ ‘Yeah. You from…?’ ‘Yeah.’ And he played his accordion in the band for food or some drinks, and everyone sang along to the Irish songs because they all knew them.” Prior to their encounter in Brooklyn, the paths of Florence Trainor and Murt Squires had previously been near hits, as they lived no more than 140 miles apart in Ireland, and less than 20 miles from each other in Newfoundland. Within a couple years of when they first met, they married in Brooklyn in the fall of the start of the Great Depression. They moved to the heavily Irish settlement of South Boston, Mass., and lived atop a drugstore pharmacy on Broadway. Located along Dorchester Bay, Southie is dense with Catholic churches, Irish pubs, and Irish-American social clubs. Its Irish residents were well represented by a fire and police force filled with fellow countrymen. And political offices in Boston City Hall and the Massachusetts State House also held their ear. Their most well-known political representatives included Fitzgerald family patriarch John Francis “Honey Fitz” Fitzgerald, Boston’s mayor and the state’s governor; Honey Fitz’s grandson, John Fitzgerald Kennedy, a House representative, United States senator, and the 35th president of the United States; and James Michael Curley, governor of Massachusetts and four-time mayor of Boston.


Florence for years worked as a nanny for a direct-descendant family of Declaration of Independence signer Robert Treat Paine. Murt became a Merchant Seaman and found work on freighters. With South Boston an ideal port, there was plenty of work for a man who did not mind the sea and did not mind the work. “And whatever it was, he wanted to finish it off. That was one thing he always said to me—‘You start something, Billy, you finish it.’ And I have.” And so respected was Florence that upon her departure from the Paine’s, she received $500 from the family. “That was during the Depression! You buy houses with that!” He joked of his own arrival, “It was a goodbye present that was given because Sir William was born.”


For her son’s entrance into the world, Florence on November 13, 1932, made her way to New England’s first Catholic hospital with her first cousin, Madeline, her maid of honor. It was a dangerous birth, as the boy was a breech baby, having turned himself around to greet the world bottom-end first. After a second day of labor, and since Murt was a seaman and out to sea at the time, counselors from the Chelsea Naval Hospital were summoned. “She said they all came in with their white uniforms on and everything. She said she was so weak; and she weighed 104 pounds. She said I came down the wrong way.” He laughs. “At that time, they didn’t do the C-section. They were afraid she’d bleed to death. They didn’t know what to do with my mother. So, they cut her to get me, and held on that she wouldn’t bleed to death. My aunt said they extracted me after just under 74 hours, and she looked just like a ghost. She said I was all rosy cheeks with big, blue eyes, and everyone in the nursery goes, ‘Oh, he’s the cutest little thing. And he looks so healthy.’ That’s how I came in.” Two-and-a-half weeks later, the Squires clan returned home as a family of three. They later moved from South Boston to the Dorchester section of Savin Hill, where the young boy prepared for first grade as a typical seven-year-old. At the required school physical examination, however, the doctor, who visited the school to perform exams one class at a time, detected a heart anomaly. “After the test, he told my mother we’d have to see a doctor on Beacon Street in Boston. We had to go see a specialist. He told my mother that I had a bit of a problem. I had something wrong with my heart. It wasn’t working right.”


There was not an immediate conclusive diagnosis, but it was advised that the boy stay home for four months with little to no activity in an attempt to rest his heart. Four months in the top of the three-story house in which they lived turned into eight months, his entire first grade of school. He was now home-schooled. “Then the doctor said to don’t have me walk too much, but we could use the [baby] carriage. Geez, I can imagine what I was like then. I was above average in height, and just imagine the kids looking at me in the carriage. I remember my mother would take me down to get an ice cream, and the kids would look at me.” It was a lonely, difficult time for a young boy to be so confined to a baby carriage or his room. No social or physical interaction or development with other kids his age, no fresh air or skinned knees. No real kid-oriented entertainment on the radio at that time. And, of course, no television then, circa 1938 to 1940. It was a punishing, solitary existence for a boy who could not feel what was ailing him. All he knew, as it was explained to him, was that he had a weak heart. “I’d listen to the radio, and I’d look out the windows. I watched the kids coming home from school and wanted to be out there. Now and then [as an adult] I can go back in my mind, I can go look at that window, and I swear to God I have flashbacks at the frigin’ boringness of my life.” He recalls taking a well-known cure-all at the time called Father John’s Medicine, billed as cough medicine, but whose legend grew to possess great healing qualities for many ills. “I’d drink this crap all the time. There was a picture of this priest on the bottle, so you’d probably think this guy was a straight arrow. Any minister, rabbi, or anyone in those days—a pious person—you didn’t question anything.”


In school he was behind as well. He lacked math and number skills, and an example of his spelling being for the longest time cat would be spelled with a k, as he focused more on the phonetics than the spelling. Second grade was similar in that Florence picked up the lessons from school to be taught at home. They soon moved to Arlington Heights, near Symmes Hospital in Arlington, Mass. “A lot of hospitals were way up on hills. They looked at it as fresh air, but they didn’t realize more people got heart attacks going up those hills, for crissakes! And that’s why where we lived was called Cardiac Hill. They had chairs as you walked up so you could sit down and rest. From Arlington Heights, I’m looking down at all these buildings in Boston. We were that high up on the hill.” On September 21, 1938, Squires experienced the most devastating hurricane to hit New England in nearly 70 years, known simply as the Great Hurricane of 1938. While those around him understood the inherent danger—with reported 100 mph winds and heavy rain that left nearly 700 people dead and 100,000 homeless—this young, sheltered boy viewed the natural disaster as fun and excitement. “We’re up on the third floor, and from my room I watched the hurricane. Trees were coming down, shingles were coming off—this was the most entertainment I had since I lived there, and I told my mother I didn’t want to leave! The landlady of the place was banging with pans, saying, ‘Come down, Flo, and bring the boy! And bring some pillows and clothing!’ We all went down to the cellar. We kept hearing the wind and lots of noise, but we didn’t know what we were hearing. Then, no lights. To me, it was adventure. We go out the next day and, wow! All the big trees were banged in, houses were damaged, and the playground I used to look at [from the window] to see the kids play was filled with all these massive trees. And I said, ‘Good.’” He laughed, since he was unable to play there anyway.


Within a year, a second boy, John Leonard Squires, was added to the family. And two years later, the United States entered World War II. Similar to when Florence heard the sirens in Newfoundland about the Titanic, her firstborn while he retrieved foul balls for 10 cents at town baseball games, heard an alarm in Arlington. “We heard the siren from the fire station and wondered what was going on. One of the cops comes by and says, ‘We’re at war with the Japanese.’ I didn’t know any Japanese. We knew the Chinese. The only guy we knew was the Chinese guy who did the shirts.” Florence worried about her son—who wanted to be a soldier, as kids that age said without realizing their words; and her husband—who at the time was out at sea with the Merchant Marine. In early 1942, Murt, who knew he could not be drafted because he was not an American citizen, went to enlist into the US Coast Guard but was turned away due to his age and his family of two young children. After his Merchant Marine duty, Murt worked on various fishing boats at the Fore River Shipyard in Quincy, and also as a rigger and electrical helper. Gas was rationed during the war, and he drove to and from work, so he always had stories to tell his family about what new buildings were being erected or anything else he could provide as sort of a tour guide. Because the family rarely went on trips during the war, these tales were exciting to the boys.


In 1943, when Billy was 11, and Johnny 4, Florence took her eldest to another specialist, Dr. Edward Carroll Sr., a Boston College grad. He was housed across the street from St. Agnes Parish, their church in Arlington, but mother and son still took the bus route that circumvented the hills so Billy could avoid the inclines. After being treated by so many doctors and adults, and never really having his health issues explained to him, for the first time in his young life, Billy felt he was being addressed on what he perceived as equal footing. “I come in and he goes, ‘Hi, how are ya?’ And he gives me a handshake, treating me like a real guy, and I go [in amazement], ‘What?’” Florence explained the situation to the doctor, who ran the boy through several physical tests in the office that included jumping up and down on one foot and then with both, and some short spurts of running across the room. “He said, ‘Okay, Mrs. Squires. This is a healthy young man. He has a heart murmur. Most heart murmurs go away at age 16. Now, from what I get, his pulse has gone down because of inactivity. Let him play, but within reason,’” Squires recalled of that glorious day. “Well, that was…I wanted to marry the guy! Geez! I’ve got wings now! I was out of the friggin’ room—I wanted to play!”


So it was off to the playground and back to school. Several times a day he ran back and forth to home, climbed up the big hill of his street to his house, ran down the hill to school. He ran to school in the morning, ran home for lunch, back to school, and then home again. “Longing to play, I ran the big hill halfway up. In the spring, I ran all the way up. It’s 700 yards long and steeper than Heartbreak Hill [of the Boston Marathon].” But as the eight-year-old entered third grade, there was still a problem academically. Those two years of basic isolation had stunted his educational growth. “I go back to school and I am lost. Lost! I am way behind. I am like a mute. I was a mute from the time I was nine years old until the TV flashbulbs started at 20 at big meets in track and field [in college]. I was shell-shocked.” Squires during those dozen years maintained an internal dialogue that took college life to become external and enable him to properly communicate. “I would say things that I was always saying to myself, internally. I would talk to my internal self, but I would never say it out loud. I think I was by myself for so long in that room, it made me withdraw. I had my head down so much, that’s why I could always find money on the streets.” He laughs. “But I’m telling you, I was a nerdling. Second-most shy in my high school class.”


But with his brother, it was playtime. He liked being the big brother, and without even realizing it at the time, that connection, that sibling relationship, helped bring Billy out of his shell. But most of all, it was fun. “I was the oldest, so I tried to bring him along to things. I enjoyed it. He played sports with us [kids], and I tried to show him what I was doing, teach him things—passing the puck, shooting baskets. He was quick. And he was very, very sharp mentally. He’d pick things up fast. And he’d always ask questions, which I enjoyed because that’s how I’d be. I always enjoyed that with him.”


While still shy at school, to compensate, and to deflect any personal attention—whether in or out of school—he agreed with people even if he had no idea about the subject. “I pretended I understood. I became the biggest bluff in school. I wrote poorly because my spelling was not the best. I wasn’t bad in math, but when it got to algebra and trigonometry and geometry, I would earn a C.” Socially, at first, he hung around other students, but not necessarily forging deep friendships. Eventually, though, he made friends and played the typical boyhood games. He expanded his social horizons as a youngster during the war years. And as most boys did at that time, games were war-related in theme. One particular afternoon, in an unfinished basement of a neighborhood house being built, the kids played “parachute commando,” where they jumped off elevated levels in the cellar to mimic soldiers who parachuted into battle. “I jumped down and there were two boards crossed over each other. I go down and I hit a two-by-four, and one of them swings up and hits me in the face.” One end flipped up and slammed into his nose and left eye. Blood gushed out of his obviously broken nose, and so violently was the board’s impact that it pushed his left eye inward with so much force he instantly lost his sight. The trauma severely damaged the cornea. His friend’s mother brought him to the nearby hospital, while his buddy ran down the street to get Florence, who had to walk to see her son. At the hospital, his nose required 35 stitches, but it was feared the eye would be lost.


“They call the priest in because they may have to remove the eye. My mother’s there, crying, and the priest comes in and he has a little flower relic. My mother always used to say, ‘Praise the little flower,’” noted Squires of his mother’s devotion to St. Therese, a 24-year-old French woman who died in 1897 and reportedly possessed great spiritual love for God, and had loved flowers so much that she often said she was the “little flower of Jesus” in God’s garden. “He put this flower, or a piece of wood she touched or something like that, on my eye. I had a red eye, a black eye, and a real good shiner for months. And I had a patch over my eye when I went back to school, which screwed me up more. I had more trouble when I tried to breathe. And then they were putting glasses on me, but I didn’t need glasses because my other eye was stronger. So I took that off when I could. As an adult, I have hardly any vision in that [damaged] eye. Someone sitting right next to me is a blur. I wouldn’t know who it was [looking] through that eye.”


While all of this—heart murmur, broken nose, lost eyesight—occurred by the time he was 11, he was more concerned about his mother and how she coped with these emergencies. “I got through that crisis, but my mother had [to worry about] my heart, which was one thing, and then being blind in one eye was another. But I never made anything out of this [injured] eye. I didn’t want my mother to worry. I always told her I could see great. But I couldn’t see.” At the time of the eye accident, Murt was away at sea. When he returned home shortly after his son’s two-week stay in the hospital, “I can remember my mother telling him that I look a little different. Then my father goes, ‘What? Holy…! Flo, what the heck is this?’” I had a black eye, my nose was all zigzag and it has a bandage on it. But I would make jokes about it, like I looked like a pirate with the eye patch, or there was a [1932] movie called ‘Scarface,’ so I would say that was me. And she’d go, ‘Oh, you were a beautiful baby,’ like mothers do.”


Squires continued to run back and forth to school, and up and down the big hill on his street. But Florence worried that he was not getting in enough playtime, as per doctor’s orders, so another move was contemplated. Around the same time, his longtime playmate, who was with him in the cellar during parachute commando, moved away. That forced Squires to travel even farther away each time to find another kid with whom to play. He made his way down the hill to play, and as a result, often returned home late due to the extra time involved. So the Squires family moved about a mile south to East Arlington, near Spy Pond. “My mother decided the hill was too damn much for me. She was a wheeler-dealer—I mean, she turned the 500 [dollar] down payment from the Robert Treat Paine family and ended up selling our house for the cost of a new Cape home after telling the realtor they had to sell her house before she bought a new one. And she bought this home that was a mecca [for a kid]! Within about a half-mile away, I found out, on my way home from school on the first or second day, about these three kids on Beacon Street. They’d cut down on Beacon Street [en route to and from school] and I’d have another half-mile to go. They were nice kids. They’d wait for me and we’d go walk down together. They asked me to come and play, and I’d say I had to be home at quarter to six. And all their mothers were like alarm clocks, between 5:30 and quarter to 6. So I’d leave myself another eight or 10 minutes so I’d be home on time. And my mother liked them”


Squires caddied at Winchester Golf Course, near Upper Mystic Lake, and played ice hockey, which he loved. He played among a group of kids at The Rink, an outdoor open area of stagnant water connected to Lower Mystic Lake. It was naturally flooded, and firefighters applied a surface skim when they tested the hydrants or hoses. The kids also pitched in two dollars each and parents drove them to the Skating Club of Boston. It was primarily a figure skating club, but to earn extra money the club scheduled ice time for hockey. Some of the neighborhood boys, who called themselves the Beacon Street Bums, were good enough to play in school and they often beat teams from neighboring towns. They played mostly early weekend mornings, before the juniors, high school teams, and figure skaters. Surrounded by junior-high kids his own age with whom he felt comfortable, Squires opened up more through sports, where he participated and excelled yet also blended in with a group. He was still quiet, but nevertheless became just one of the kids and not that secluded boy in the baby carriage at whom everyone seemed to stare. And when not on the ice, there was a local cornfield that served as a gridiron when the farmer’s maze was removed.


He was like a kid in a candy store; that candy store being outdoor life. With the go-ahead from the doctor, his free time was filled with sports and games. The kids had also told him about a Boy Scouts of America camping trip to the woods of Bedford, just beyond Hanscom Air Force Base. “They said we’d be outdoors in tents just like in the army, and I go, ‘Wow, that’s great!’ I didn’t have to join, but the leader, the guy, was a Marine from the war and when he came back he was asked to help out the kids in the neighborhood. And he’d take kids on the camping trips even if they weren’t Scouts.” A few of the Beacon Street kids, including Squires, joined the group and traveled the dozen or so miles to the campsite. After a few visits, Squires was hooked. He enjoyed the “primativeness” of the excursions of hiking, cooking, building tents. He learned to swim, and even won a boxing match. By the time of his third camping trip, in the May before his high school freshman year, Squires joined the Scouts and was familiar with the surroundings and responsibilities, enough so that they thought he had leadership qualities. “I don’t know why.” He laughs. “But I listen and I respect people in authority—which is from my parents—and I did what they said when they ran the camp. And I liked reading the books they had to get badges. You read the books and they told you how to get badges. Anything I started, I finished. That’s a discipline I have had passed down to me from my parents.”


The kids learned different lessons for subsequent badges, one of which involved an ax to cut down dead trees. During a lunch break, Squires and a fellow Scout cut down some extra trees and when he swung down the ax, “Bang!” Squires describes. “It goes right through my ankle. I didn’t even know it.” The blade was so sharp that after the cut sliced through his left boot and ankle, Squires handed the ax to his friend so he could make a few more chops at the tree, as he failed to immediately realize what had just transpired. “I felt nothing. Nothing! I hand the ax to the guy, and of course there’s blood on it. He looks at it, and then all of sudden out of my boot, blood was starting to squirt out.” It was a severe injury. As he was transported to the hospital, “I hear them say ‘We’re bringing this kid and he’s got his leg cut off.’ I remember hearing that. I’m going, ‘Is my leg cut off?’ I’m not feeling any pain. Nothing!” When they released the tourniquet, “All of a sudden it starts pulsating again, and I saw all the white towels all bloodied.” With no anesthesia for Squires, a surgeon repaired the cut ligaments and nerves with nearly 80 stitches. The cut was so deep that it nearly hit the bone. The doctor explained the situation to Florence, and said her boy required a special shoe and that he would drag his foot a lot. After about a week in the hospital, Squires began to put pressure on the foot and started to walk again, dragging his foot along the way. “Then it hurt.”


He missed more school, was unable to play hockey and football, and the ankle became incredibly sensitive to the touch and tight shoes, which contrasted the advice of the doctor who wanted him to wear boots for the support. But the boy continued his physical therapy, such as it was then, and focused on returning to athletics.






CHAPTER 3


IRISH SOD





Attending Arlington High School in Massachusetts was an awakening. Still behind academically—seemingly always trying to catch up—he grew and matured as an athlete. Despite his malformed heart, one legally-blind eye, broken nose, and nearly-severed ankle, the introverted soft-spoken “monk”—as he often described himself—won three state championships in the mile; set the school mile record indoors (4:22.6) and outdoors (4:22.8); and was named to the 1952 Parade Magazine All-American Team. He was so successful that as an upperclassman, a large paper shopping bag was used to contain all the college mail he received from interested coaches. The final decision was the University of Notre Dame.


With a scholarship and $150 in his pocket, Squires on September 15, 1952, first stepped foot on Midwest Irish sod, and was assigned Zahm Hall on the North Quad, one of only four dorms on the Indiana campus. For regular freshmen, the average of a 15-hour, five-course workload was the norm. As a student-athlete, however, it was recommended to take a12-hour, four-course semester of general introductory core courses such as English, history, math, science (in addition to the scheduled times for games/meets, practices, training, travel). Student-athletes could begin 15-hour, five-course schedules in their second semester freshman year. If a student missed one, there was summer school to maintain the path to graduation. “And we had a crazy thing for freshmen at Notre Dame. Athletes had to get at least a 77, which would be a C+, to graduate. For everyone else, the passing grade was 70. Seventy! We had to average a 77! It was like a weeding-out process.”


Before he met any of his professors, Squires greeted his future track coach, Alex Wilson. A four-time Canadian Olympic medalist and All-American Irish alum, Wilson had returned to the university in 1950 after nearly 20 years as a coach at Loyola University Chicago. Only the fifth track coach in Notre Dame history—the first of whom in 1916 was Knute Rockne—Wilson had months earlier with Arlington High coach William “Doc” McCarthy, visited Squires at his home and sold Notre Dame to Florence. Wilson inherited a below-average team which in two months’ time was minus an exodus of athletes who had wanted to run specifically for E.R. “Doc” Handy, who Wilson replaced. Squires noticed, “There wasn’t too much hope for this team. The guys that came with me said they’ll run cross-country, and Wilson said okay if they wanted to come along, but they might be the junior varsity group. We had to go around and do a figure-eight run. I was so far ahead of everyone else, and I had only done two weeks of work. And there were two seniors there!”


Unlike most runners at the time, the approach to cross-country and track and field competition that Squires brought with him was an outlook previously unseen in such an organized, methodical, procedural manner. For example, he warmed up before he ran, and when asked about it said it made him feel better. This was at a time when most runners were unaware of its merits. “I got that from Doc McCarthy. He said the proper way to warm up was at least a 20- to 25-minute run—slow—and then work your way up. I might be doing a seven-minute pace and I’d be down to actually run five minutes because I could run under 4:21 in high school, so running five minutes was easy. That was my warm-up. Then I did my strides—two or three 100-yard strides. And then I’d wash my mouth out with water. A lot of times I’d even carry my own bottle of water. There were no plastic bottles like now. Everything was glass or a jar.” Squires marveled that other runners did not warm up. “You had these jokers that said, ‘Save it for the race.’ I used to say, ‘Ever start a car on a cold day?’ You let it run for at least 30 seconds. Let the oil go through. That was old Doc’s theory. Your muscles are cold. And Doc said you could walk slow right after your race for 50, 60 yards—don’t walk too far—and then run for about five to six minutes to warm down. He said you want to have your muscles at least relaxed from the hard race. And he said there’s a difference between a runner and a racer. A runner is in the race and he’s fine and he does well. A racer makes the race—he’s up there in the top three spots. And the longer he stays there, he’ll never be worse than third, and he should be either first or second. He told me to don’t be afraid of feeling very tired at the end of a race. ‘You’re expending yourself, but as time goes on, you’re going to get stronger and you’ll be getting closer to the finish line without feeling very tired.’ So those attributes I used in high school and against the college kids I ran against.”


Even as a collegiate freshman, there was something about Squires toward which Wilson gravitated. The work ethic and leadership Squires imbued from McCarthy impressed Wilson. “He said to me, on the side, ‘Between you and I, we’re going to have a special program. I’ve got this guy…’ And so on. He had this plan. And after that first run, the other guys were asking me about what kind of training I did. They asked about the distances I ran and any fast runs.” Almost immediately, Squires became the center of attention. He possessed a seemingly dormant level of confidence that searched for a way out. While he may have seen himself as quiet and shy, those around him recognized leadership qualities and even a coaching mentality. “I guess they liked what I did. I warmed up, I ate very little before a competition, and they would laugh at me at first. You see, at home in high school, my mother would make me eggs and ham and stuff, and I would almost get sick on it after I ran. So I learned. When we’d go on the road [in college], we’d get $15 to eat, and I’d put it in my pocket and spend it after I ran. I used to envision that steak and all that crap in my stomach, so I had Jell-o or tea and toast. The guys would look at me, but I was right.”


Cross-country competed weekly, except freshman year when there were only four regular meets—two home, two away—plus one open championship tournament to fill out the season, in accordance with National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) rules that freshmen were ineligible to compete on the varsity. The reduced schedule was intentional in order to allow underclassmen more time for studies. When asked about the half-mile, Squires informed Wilson that he had run the event only twice—once in 1:56—and a third-place finish in the 1000 yards at Boston Garden in his first competitive event at that distance. Wilson, an undefeated half-mile Irish “thinclad” from 1928-1932, was again impressed. Practices consisted of running on the nearby golf course and the incorporation of long intervals and repeat miles because of the five-mile distance of the course. Squires, for his part as a freshman, ran five-minute miles with short rest periods. A typical program example was a 4:55 first mile, followed by another sub-5:00 mile—near 4:58—and so on. “I could do it because I had some of that from Doc. But many of my teammates, first of all, didn’t warm up enough, and I had to do all the leading. I wasn’t trying to break them. I knew enough that I wanted a person to help me carry the load. You want to do it right so you can get more in the workout. And we’d work with the varsity, but only two days a week because we were freshmen.”
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“Coach Squires certainly is one of - if not the — best marathon coaches of all-time.
He was a powerful force in the first running boom in the United States, which might
be his greatest contribution to the sport.”
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