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To Roger Robinson


“Rejoice, we conquer!”













INTRODUCTION



Fifty years! Who could imagine it was fifty years ago when I first ran the Boston Marathon and an altercation on the racecourse that day changed millions of women’s lives?


To me, it seems like yesterday. And yet, as I train to be on that starting line again fifty years later, my body reminds me when I ask it why it is going so slowly. “I’m not twenty anymore, I’m seventy, get it?” it shouts back at me.


To me, it seems like yesterday when the aggressive journalist on the press truck, alongside of me at mile three, said, “What are you trying to prove?” and I answered, “I’m not trying to prove anything! I just want to run!” And for fifty years, I have run. If the truth be known, running has given me everything: my health, career, confidence, creativity, religion, love, freedom, and fearlessness. In return, I have given it my total gratitude; indeed, I’ve given it my life.


To me, it seems like yesterday when the journalist at the finish line insinuated that my run was just a prank, that ‘real’ women would not run. I remember answering very calmly and deliberately: “There will come a day when women’s running is as popular and as publicizable as men’s.” How a twenty-year-old girl had the nerve to say that still impresses me, but I’d just run a marathon, and anyone who has, knows that the process gives you amazing insight and vision. To say nothing of determination! By the time I finished that race, I knew I was going to devote a lot of my life to creating opportunities for women to run. The result has been nothing less than a social revolution.


Today, 58 percent of all the runners in the United States are women, and this trend is growing globally. This has happened in my lifetime! And while the vast majority of these women say they are not competitive, it is extremely validating that this year, on my fiftieth anniversary, the Boston Marathon, which requires a tough qualifying time, boasts a field that is 50 percent women. The growth of women’s running and the concurrent social impact in the last decade has been unprecedented—which means this book is more significant today than when it was first published.


When ordinary women run, they become extraordinary. That’s because running for women is transformational; it is instantly empowering—for every woman, every time. And that is the story in this book: how an ordinary girl ran, became empowered, and overcame the impossible. So many of you “ordinary” women—and men—have reached out to me and spilled the secrets of your soul, just as if we were running together; about how your modest mile a day became a marathon; about how your life was changed by my story and your running and how you stopped smoking, shed a hundred pounds, ran up Pikes Peak, and dumped your abusive partner. About how you found yourself with nothing left in life but running and yet it was running that gave you the path to get your kids back, finish a degree, and get a worthwhile job. And how you didn’t want all that stuff from your past anyway. About how you related so much to my story that you pinned a 261 bib on your back when you ran your first marathon, then inked it on your wrist and then tattooed it on your ankle and helped me start a nonprofit organization that is a global movement of empowerment for women’s running all over the world called 261 Fearless. And now, how a flotilla of you 261 Fearless women will be with me on the starting line on April 17, 2017, to run and to celebrate 50 years of work and triumph together and to race boldly into the future.


Oh yes. That’s you. You exceptional woman, you. Whether you’re lacing up your shoes for the first or the 500th time, I’m glad you’re here for the journey.


Thank you all for everything you’ve done for me, for women everywhere… and for yourself.


Kathrine Switzer


March 2017
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PART I BASE
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In distance running, “base training” or just “base,” is the foundation on which you build the rest of your running. It’s the core strength that allows you to build the ability to go longer and go faster. With luck, it also will help prevent injury.















CHAPTER 1



A LONG LINE OF PIONEERS


“Here’s a set of papers. Put these away and show them to your doctor when you arrive. Here’s another set, show these to the authorities when you are processed to get on the boat. Good luck.”


My mother, Virginia, took the papers and thanked her doctor.


She was nearly eight months pregnant with me and heading over on the first ship carrying military family members to war-torn Europe to join my father, whom she hadn’t seen in seven months. It was November of the terrible winter of 1946 and if she didn’t go then, she might never go, because traveling with a tiny infant and my two-year-old brother Warren was much more difficult than traveling pregnant with one child. The papers the sympathetic doctor gave Mother for the processing authorities said she was only six months pregnant and therefore allowed to sail. Just.


Midway across the North Atlantic, the old refitted steamer broke down and tossed back and forth for nine days while it waited for a tow. Undetected mines, unmitigated seasickness, or the thought of my being born at sea did not concern my mother; being towed back to New York did. Instead, they were towed to Bremerhaven, where a train waited to take the boatload of women and children into Germany.


It is a mighty thing to travel to one you love. I can imagine my parents’ reunion, my huge father, Homer, picking up my tiny mother and laughing at how she’d changed since they last saw each other. It is a good thing to have such a love when you go to a difficult place, for my mother was horrified at what she saw in Germany. City after city in ruins, piles of rubble everywhere, huge groups of homeless and war-displaced people huddling on the streets; it seemed everyone was hungry and seeking shelter from the bitter cold.


My father was a major in the army then, and one of his jobs was to organize DP (displaced persons) camps to shelter these people until they could find their own family members, or a way home or to a new life. Family unity was important to both my parents; they had it, they wanted to help others have it, and they wanted to pass it on to their own kids. Mother had begun by hiring a nanny from out of the lines of desperate people around our house for the yet-to-be-born me. Nanny Anni asked if she could bring a friend to become our cook, and then Anni’s brother showed up to act as houseboy, and soon we had a piano teacher (there was a grand piano in the house), and a tailor to make our clothes, most of these people living in our house. My mother, the one-woman Marshall Plan, shared everything she had, even the heat, which was frighteningly scarce.


In fact, there was so little heat in the army hospital where I was born that I was put in an incubator, to the amusement of the staff, since I was well over nine pounds and twenty-three inches long. My father filled out the birth certificate and in his excited state misspelled my name, leaving the “e” out of the middle of it, resulting in Kathrine. My long legs pleased my father, who was six feet five inches tall. He thought it would be great if I grew up to be tall, too, and then he made a slightly wicked reference to the fact that since I was conceived after a riotous The War Is Over party at the Kentucky Derby, I might turn out to be a racehorse. Funny, that.


Actually, I didn’t even walk until I was eighteen months old, and my parents were quite concerned. I had no inclination to walk; why should I when I had meine Anni to carry me everywhere? Anni adored me; I was the child she was sure she’d never have, because there were few young men left alive in Germany and she was already twenty-eight. She was a second mother to me, and a wonderful sister to my mother, who was very busy helping my father.


One day, my father told Anni there was a dance in the next town and she should go. Anni demurred; she had no way of getting there and nothing to wear. My mother loaned her a party dress and my dad drove her in his Jeep. Inside the dance hall, a young accordian player named Heinz saw Anni walk in wearing the nicest dress he’d ever seen. They met and began seeing each other.


This was a very good thing, because three years later, when it came time for us to leave Germany, my parents wanted to bring Anni back with us to America, but American immigration only allowed for family members. The parting for all of us, and me especially, was devastating. I wailed and tried to claw my way back to her, until finally my dad, crying like everyone else, had to drive away, leaving Anni in the road with the supportive Heinz by her side.


Anni and Heinz eventually married and settled in what became an isolated Communist East Germany. Fearful of reprisals, my parents and Anni and Heinz stopped writing to each other. For fifty years, a holiday did not pass without one of us wondering where Anni was, and raising a glass to her. It was my first experience of a great loss, and despite close family love, it left me feeling vulnerable. I didn’t like being left alone. Two years later, though, when my father left to fight in the Korean War, I could see I had to get used to it because it might be a permanent condition. Few Americans think about the Korean War today, but it was nasty, like all wars, and my father saw action. He was away eighteen months, and every day before I went off to school my mother would read aloud at the breakfast table the list of those killed or missing in action from the Washington Post. At the age of five, I didn’t understand the process of family notification and thought this was how you were told if your father was dead. I didn’t know what would happen to me, but I knew I should be very strong for the day it did.


My mother was sensitive, kind, feminine, and utterly fearless—of war, of spiders, and of things that go bump in the night. Her aplomb and resourcefulness did not inspire me so much as set such a strong example that I was simply ashamed to be afraid. By the time my father got home from Korea, I was becoming self-reliant, and primed to soak up the many stories he told me and my brother about our ancestors’ strength and determination.


Again and again I heard about how our Protestant forebears came to the New World in 1727 to escape religious persecution, onerous taxation, military drafts and to seek a decent, pacifist, God-fearing life as “Pennsylvania Dutch” farmers. The stories followed them westward, as they hacked out farms in the Northwest Territories (now Illinois), and always included the tale of W. H. (Washington Harrison) Switzer, who walked (not ran) away from home to join the Union Army. After the Civil War, he packed up his wife and three children to homestead his “soldier’s service grant” of land in South Dakota in the 1870s. The dream of a farm, even a ranch, was worth the certainty of a lifetime of backbreaking work and huge personal risk. I was told it was important always to make a better place for the next generation.


Nobody in our family and none of my ancestors are cavalier; quite the contrary. We err on the side of prudence—even overpreparation. Despite that, W. H. was surprised by a diabolical South Dakota winter that was black with blizzards and froze the family inside a semisubterranean sod hut. How they survived by salting down and eating the last cow and root vegetables and melting ice for drinking water became the stuff of legend when they returned to their Illinois farm two years later, not in failure but in the triumph of having tried. Eventually, W. H. and his wife had eleven children; ten surviving to maturity—an unimaginable accomplishment then and even now, 130 years later!—and W. H. died in his bed at eighty-eight. So it never occurred to me as a child to ask why someone would leave somewhere sure to pursue a dream of something better, or to think anything too difficult to try. Determination was part of the Switzer genetic code.


The stories were picked up in the Great Depression by my parents, two penniless farm and small-town kids so set on a college education that they wrangled scholarships and worked enough jobs to make each of them the first in their families to do so. They were engaged for seven years before they felt financially secure enough to marry, and then my mother took herself down to the university health service to be fitted for a diaphragm so they could plan their family. Nothing was left to chance. My brother and I were raised with equal expectation and not a jot of favoritism, an amazing thing for that era. It was a family requirement for us both to get a college education; I was allowed to think of nothing less, and heaven help you if you screwed up this opportunity. Perseverance, patience, and delayed gratification were the other part of the code.


The men in my family were always big. No, huge. (My father was so big that when I was little I confused him with God, because they said God was a big man in the sky looking down on you.) None of these men were less than six foot two, with sizeable girth and tremendous power. They would have been great athletes, but with a lack of time and money, such a thought was not only inconceivable, it was extravagant. They prided themselves on their strength and used it well: really, they could do anything. The women they chose as wives were their equals—feminine, yet capable and resolute. As I grew up in the 1950s and early ’60s in suburban Chicago and Washington, D.C., the mothers of my friends mostly stayed at home, played bridge, and met their husbands at the door with a cold drink. My mother often made a martini for my father and met him at the door, too, but only after she’d come home from a busy day as an important guidance counselor and teacher and changed into a clingy dress. My mother could do it all, and my father respected her enormously; besides, her paycheck was an important resource.


I grew up climbing ropes and trees, playing “war” with the neighborhood boys (and outrunning almost all of them), and jumping off our roof to show that I, too, could be a paratrooper. I was the first girl picked when the guys had to choose up sides. When my older brother outdid me at sports (which was always), I never thought it was because he was a boy but because he was older. At the same time, I loved wearing frilly dresses, played dolls very seriously with my girlfriends, and had a terrible crush on the boy next door with whom I loved to slow-dance when our elementary school had a kids’ dance.


I was my parents’ daughter. I had no other role models but them and my brother, and perhaps that was a lucky thing for me. I thought it was an exciting world, where I could be both feminine and strong, determined and dreaming, methodical and daring, and at the same time live up to my family’s expectation of my improving a situation for the next generation. I came from a long line of pioneers. Not famous, but indefatigable. I didn’t want to let them down.















CHAPTER 2



“LIFE IS FOR PARTICIPATING, NOT SPECTATING.”


“Oh Gawwwwd, honey, you don’t want to be a cheerleader! They are so, well, silly,” my dad said at dinner. Yeah, silly is right; I thought they were pretty brainless, too. I mean, they didn’t even know the game of football, chanting cheers like “First and ten, do it again” when we had just lost the ball. But still, I was going to try out for the junior varsity cheerleading squad at Madison High School. Being a cheerleader was like having a passport to being considered pretty and popular, and going out with the captain of the football team. I was skinny, had frizzy hair, wore glasses, and worst of all had no breasts. I was hoping for some kind of miraculous transformation and I thought maybe being a cheerleader would do it.


“I’m not having you hanging around outside locker rooms waiting for boys,” Mother said, looking at me over her reading glasses.


“They don’t hang around waiting for boys!” I said.


“They do, too,” said my brother.


Oh, thanks a lot, I thought. “Do not.”


“Do too.”


Dad interrupted with, “You know, honey, you shouldn’t be on the sidelines cheering for other people. People should cheer for you. You are a real good little athlete. You love to run and score goals and strategize.” Dad was great at flattery when he wanted to convince you to do things his way. I pouted. “The real game is on the field. Life is for participating, not spectating. Now you know, your school even has a girls’ field hockey team. You should go out there, play hard, be a leader.” It was true I loved to play hard, but the only girls I saw on the teams were such tomboys; nobody would ask them out in a million years. I didn’t want to say that, though, as that would make my mother right.


“I don’t know how to play field hockey. I would never make the team,” I said. This was true, too. I’d never even held a hockey stick.


“Well, now that’s easy, kid! All you have to do is get in shape! Just run a mile a day and you’ll be in shape by hockey season.”


“A mile? Run a mile a day?!!” Really, I was incredulous. He might as well have said to go climb Mount Kilimanjaro. A mile was far.


“Look, I’ll show you how you can do this.” He pulled out a pencil and paper. “Our yard is somewhat less than an acre—hmmm, about forty-five yards by eighty-five yards, so how many yards is that around?”


I calculated. “About two hundred and sixty yards.”


“Okay, that’s seven hundred and eighty feet. How many feet in a mile?”


“Five thousand two hundred eighty!”


“Right, just testing you. So let’s see…” The pencil flew. “I make it seven laps.”


I groaned. “That’s far.”


“You could do it right now, just going out the door. Anyway, you start slowly at first, and over time you’ll get better. Heck, I trained a whole battalion and then marched the entire group twenty-five miles a day many a time. And I had to jog up and back and carry plenty of laggards’ packs for them, too, to keep the group together!”


Dad always managed to show how difficult things could be accomplished bit by bit, and he’d always give some extreme and motivating example that would demonstrate that it was not all that hard anyway. It was a great formula. And then the best part: he’d set a challenge. “I guarantee you, run a mile a day all summer long and you’ll make that team by autumn.” It was a great diversionary tactic; cheerleading was never brought up again.


I set out the next day to run the seven laps. I jogged very slowly, as I was sure I’d never finish. It was a shuffle, actually. The grass in our yard was lumpy and uneven, with plenty of rocks and stumps in the woodsy back section. I felt awkward and breathless and knew I probably looked pretty stupid. And it was so hot! I was red all over. But I hung on and did it. I did it the first time out like Dad said I could, and I felt, well, I felt like the King of the Hill.


There were several pivotal moments in my life, and that dinner-table conversation with my father was the first. He knew that I was lurching awkwardly into high school and, like so many prepubescent kids struggling with questions of identity, self-esteem, and sexuality, I was facing challenges. One of my biggest had begun when my parents put me in a special accelerated program when I was five. The problem with starting school when you’re five is that when you’re in the eighth grade you’re only twelve, and while everyone else is reaching puberty, you are still a child. Compounding this, my eighth grade was the first year of high school—there were no middle schools then—and being in this accelerated program meant that I was taking courses like algebra, and with seventeen- and eighteen-year-olds. In one class, I sat next to the gorgeous hero-hunk captain of the football team, and I don’t know who felt more idiotic, he or I, but the point is that many of these kids were young adults preparing for jobs, college, or marriage, and I was still playing with dolls.


As only a child among adults can feel, I felt worse than unable to keep up; I didn’t even know what the hell was going on, socially or academically. Puberty was a long way away. Having no clue about sex, I determined that the secret to social acceptance had to do with wearing a bra and lipstick, so I begged my disapproving mother for a training bra (which I padded) and a Tangee natural lipstick so I could play the part. As an adult myself now, I can see how insidious these pressures can be on a young girl, and I can see why my parents were happy for me to stay a child as long as possible.


Academically, it was the same story. Sometimes a twelve-year-old mind is just not ready for some concepts, like the “unknown” of algebra (The unknown what? The great unknown of outer space? The Unknown Soldier?) or the structure of language. I panicked after my first French class because I had no idea what “conjugate” meant. But what can you do? Being held back a year was not even considered—it was a kind of disgrace in those days, and even though she could see me struggling, my mom the educator was pleased that I was in advanced classes. I couldn’t say “It’s too hard” because that was just not acceptable in a home where nothing was “too hard.” If you had an opportunity, your job was to rise to the challenge and muscle through, which I did, often resorting to sheer memorization.


Fortunately, ours was an incredibly supportive family, and every night there were lively conversations at dinner. Weekends involved everyone working on the house or in the yard together, vacations were long camping trips, and for all of our lives, happy occasions were always celebrated together. So it was natural that when I started running my mile a day I heard “atta girl” a lot from them. This was really helpful, too, because people—like the milkman or mailman—would see me out running laps around our yard and ask me, “Is everything all right at home?” and then they would knock on the door and ask my mother if I was okay. My girlfriends told me I shouldn’t do it because their parents said I’d get big legs and grow a moustache. We all got used to the fact that I looked strange to everyone else, but at home I was just fine.


The miles built up. Every day. For no explicable reason, one day my one mile would be easy and on other days I thought it would never end. Most of the time I found myself so lost in thought that I carried a piece of chalk so I could mark a tree to remember the laps. No matter how hard it was or how much I didn’t want to run that day, I always felt better afterward. Some days, that is what got me out the door. The best part was at the end of every day, when I had a sharp sense of having accomplished something measurable and definable. I won a little victory every day that nobody could take away from me. I didn’t have that sense when I didn’t run, so I tried not to miss a day. As the summer drifted on, I looked forward to the coming school term with a new confidence. Not about some remote hockey team possibility, but about myself.


Then it was autumn, school began, and I tried out for the hockey team. Sure, I was nervous; I listened to everything Coach Margaret Birch said and followed it to the letter. An amazing thing happened: because I didn’t get tired, winded, or sore, I learned the skills faster than the other beginners. When we took to the field, I could already run with the best. Wow, how did that happen? When I made the junior varsity team, there were whoops of joy at home, and I was the proudest girl who ever wore a hockey tunic.


I was also exceedingly grateful. Not quite understanding how physical conditioning worked, I thought I had discovered magic. Forty-five years later, I still think it’s magic—but I’m getting ahead of myself.


I began to believe that as long as I ran, I’d keep the magic, but if I stopped, I’d lose it. Which is actually true. I called running my Secret Weapon; I was afraid if I told others about it, they would think I was nuts about all this magic stuff, so I did it quietly on my own. Having a Secret Weapon gave me the confidence to try other sports; I made the basketball team, too. Then I found that the Secret Weapon somehow worked when I wanted to participate in other activities, such as join dance committees or write for the school newspaper.


The school newspaper work began because there was so little coverage of the girls’ sports (some things never change) and I wanted to give our team some hype. I loved my team! These were girls just like me—some were tomboys, some were prom queens—and I felt bad about my earlier prejudging of the tomboys. We all played our hearts out, and despite our different social and economic backgrounds, we came to enjoy each other off the field at dances, football games, and slumber parties, beyond the reach of all the catty cliques in the high school.


Friends called me Kathy, but my closest pals called me Switz. I thought Kathy sounded a bit lightweight for a sports byline, but the faculty adviser wouldn’t let me use just Switz, which I thought was very cool. Thanks to Dad, Kathrine was always changed by the typesetter (yes, they had to set type in those days) into “Katherine” and I got annoyed at seeing a misspelled name corrected into an incorrect one, so I often wrote simply using my initials, K. V. Switzer. At this time I was reading—and salivating over—The Catcher in the Rye; J. D. Salinger was a god to me, and hard on his heels came T. S. Eliot and e. e. cummings; all of whom made me feel very good about being K. V. Switzer, Sports Writer.


By the end of my freshman year, I was tired of being a skinny kid. For ten months, I’d done my “breast enhancing” exercises to no avail. I’d purchased Kotex, thinking that might make my period start. Then, in an article in one of the dozens of my mother’s magazines stacked up around the house, I found a fascinating article about caloric values for food, and caloric expenditure. The two highest-calorie foods were peanut butter and chocolate, and the article advised eating earlier in the day to expend calories to help with weight loss. This made perfect sense to me, so I had a peanut butter and jelly sandwich and a big glass of chocolate milk every night before bedtime. I gained fifteen pounds the next year and grew nearly four inches. Whether the peanut butter helped puberty or womanhood was thundering on anyway, I’ll never know, but suddenly I was a woman. I’ll never forget the expression on my father’s face one day when he looked at me and then went in the other room to talk to my mother. I overheard only part of the conversation which was, “Holy cow, when did that happen?”


Because I was running every day, I adjusted to my new body without a stumble. I loved having a menstrual period; its cyclic regularity made me feel a part of nature as much as the seasons. My new body weight seemed to give me more strength, and I added push-ups and leg lifts to my routine. My brother said the real pros did one-legged full squats so I started doing ten of those on each leg, and shimmied up a thick climbing rope my dad had hung for us in the backyard.


Though I was devoted to keeping fit, I was not passionate then about someday becoming a professional athlete. First, such an opportunity didn’t exist, and I didn’t pine for it the way I understand Billie Jean King did when she was a kid and wanted to play men’s professional baseball. It might have been very different, of course, if there had been professional running like there is today. Anyway, the second reason was because I wanted a career that also utilized my education. It’s an awful thing to say now, but when I was growing up there was a feeling that people who earned their living in physical labor—and that often included pro athletes—were to be pitied because they either didn’t have an education or sufficient intellect for an executive kind of job. I wanted to keep it in balance; the Roman writer Juvenal’s concept of mens sana in corpore sano (a healthy mind in a healthy body) resonated strongly with me.


Another Roman captivated me. I ogled pictures of the statue of Diana the Huntress, and loving how my new body looked and felt, I would compare my naked self in the mirror to her statue, marveling at the similarities of body and—oh yes—spirit! Diana was athletic and feminine and self-possessed and she had small breasts, too, so she was my new role model. I felt as in control of my body as she did, and since guys were beginning to hit on me in school, I was not an easy mark. I didn’t need the boys’ attentions for self-esteem; despite having no sex education, running gave me enough physical confidence to thwart those needy little nerds. There was no doubt in my mind it was running that did it and that it was truly magic.


It probably seems strange that I’d choose an ancient goddess for a role model, but the fact is that I hadn’t any modern ones in sports until the Rome Olympics in 1960. But even alongside the graceful images of Wilma Rudolph winning the sprints, I’ll never forget the compelling photo of Tamara Press, the Soviet shot-putter in full grunt, with arms like hams, a jelly roll on her midriff, and grimy bra straps showing. It was scary; was that what it meant to be a female athlete? A lot of people said yes, and I’m sure if it upset me, I can imagine how it discouraged thousands of other readers of Life magazine, including plenty of young girls who would swear off sports forever.


I didn’t know it then, but the Rome Olympics offered another contrast in the perception of women’s capability; it was the first time in thirty-two years that the women’s 800-meter (half-mile) run was held. Women were barred under penalty of death from even watching the ancient Olympic Games, and were excluded from participation in the first modern Olympics in 1896. After a great deal of protesting, women had been admitted to the Olympics in 1900 in golf, tennis, and croquet. In 1928, women’s track and field was also added. The longest event was 800 meters (two laps around the track, about a half mile), and when the first three women ran a hotly contested race and Lina Radke set a new world record, they tumbled breathlessly into the infield—as you do when you run an all-out 800. This “display of exhaustion” horrified spectators, officials, and worse, the media. Harold Abrahams, the redoubtable Olympic runner turned journalist whose feats were depicted in the movie Chariots of Fire, wrote that this spectacle of exhaustion was a disgrace to womanhood and a danger to all females. He recommended that the event be struck from future Olympics. It was.


These women runners were even more horrifying to people in 1928 than Tamara Press was to me. For the next thirty-two years, women who ran more than the sprints had to prove again and again that they were not weak or fragile, endangering themselves, or disgracing womanhood. While the men had the additional Olympic events of 1,500 meters (about a mile), the 3,000-meter steeplechase, 5,000 meters (3.1 miles), 10,000 meters (6.2 miles), and the marathon (26 miles, 385 yards, or 26.2 miles), any long race for women portended danger. It was a hard-fought battle to get the 800 back in the Olympics for women in 1960, and any consideration of a still longer race was the subject of great controversy and medical debate.


At the same time, many other sports were modified for girls so they would be protected from harming themselves. Interestingly, rigorous field hockey was not, but basketball was a perfect example: in the ’60s, girls played a version of basketball that limited their running, by having six players who were only allowed three dribbles and were not allowed across the center line. When I interviewed our girls’ basketball coach for the school newspaper and asked if we would ever play the same version as the men, she said, “Never.” The excessive number of jump balls could displace the uterus. I almost laughed out loud. Ten years later, women were getting full-ride scholarships to Big Ten universities to play the “men’s” version of basketball.


By my junior year, I had a boyfriend, Dave, and a new school, George C. Marshall High School in Falls Church, Virginia. Dave was fun; he played center on the football team, and since his dad was the same rank in the navy as my dad was in the army, we had a lot in common. Every Friday night after the football game, Dave and his friend Larry the linebacker would come over to the house tired, happy, bruised, and nicked, and we’d make homemade pizza and talk through the game. Often I shared my experiences about a hockey or basketball game, and the boys always took my sports seriously. We bragged about who could do more push-ups (no contest) but they were always amazed that I could do more sit-ups and leg lifts. I lived for the annual President’s Council on Physical Fitness and Sports fitness day when, among other things, we were tested on how many sit-ups we could do in a minute (I beat both the guys with sixty-three) and the 600-yard run. I was the fastest girl, but I wasn’t as fast as they were, which annoyed me. One evening, I pushed Dave and Larry a bit, asking what they thought was the acceptable limit for women’s exertion. It was hard for them to define, but finally they agreed that they did not like it when women played so hard they sweated through the backs of their shirts. I had no judgmental feeling about this, I simply noted it as an interesting observation. I was not a heavy sweater myself. Yet.


Dave and I were a steady item by our senior year, in love, with class rings exchanged, and promises and plans for marriage after college. It is incredible now for me to imagine this reasoning, since, at sixteen the plan was already unfolding. Dave was going to be a naval officer, and his singular high school ambition was to follow in his father’s footsteps by first getting an appointment to the U.S. Naval Academy at Annapolis. When Dave was accepted in the spring, there was great rejoicing. He left for training the week after graduation, and I was oddly happy to be on my own for a while.


My parents were University of Illinois grads and my ambition was also to go to a big university. Given that my mother was a nationally respected, progressive, and much-beloved director of guidance at one of the biggest high schools in our county, you’d expect that I would have gotten a real inside scoop on college choices, but there was a different agenda at work. Dad was adamant that for financial reasons I go to school in our home state of Virginia and that I attend a coed college, saying that women’s schools were effete and unrealistic, something I’m embarrassed to say I agreed with at the time. Incredibly, there were only two coed schools in the whole state then—William and Mary, which I knew would not accept me with my mediocre SATs, and Lynchburg College, which was smaller than my high school! I wanted the Big Time, like the University of Michigan! I secretly applied to Michigan, and got turned down. Not that I could have gone anyway, but the process was humbling me. Dad knew I was very disappointed, so as usual he made a deal with me: since he was paying, the first two years would be his choice and that was Lynchburg, and then the next two years I could choose if I wanted to transfer elsewhere. I said yes to Lynchburg, and I could see that Dad was confident that once I was there, I’d love it and stay.


One of the compensations about going to Lynchburg was that they had a women’s field hockey team. It seemed a bit perverse that the big-time universities didn’t have women’s sports but the small colleges often did. I thought I should prepare myself for this new team by increasing my running distance. If a mile a day would get me on the high school team, I’d need more to make a college team. I heard that the boys on the high school cross-country team ran three miles; I’d never heard of anybody running farther than that, so I set three miles a day as my ultimate goal. If I could do that, the Secret Weapon would kick into overdrive!


Every evening after my summer job, I’d go to my high school track and run laps, adding a lap each week to the total. I was astonished at how easy it was, and it’s funny that, being quite fit, I certainly could have run three miles right away. I didn’t know that, though, and I felt I should increase the mileage carefully to avoid injury. Instinctively, I was right: moving up by increments is a key training principle and builds a strong base. I also had good thinking time, and in one of those Eureka! moments that occur only while running or in the shower, I saw what I really wanted to do as my career. The thing I loved most next to running was to write for the student newspaper. It had never occurred to me that I could study journalism and combine my two loves. By the end of July I was running three miles a day. I was coated in sweat. I felt like the King of the Hill again.















CHAPTER 3



“CAN YOU RUN A MILE?”


I arrived at Lynchburg College with a small chip on my shoulder but extremely happy to be away from home. I was surprised to find the college a very pretty and friendly place and, as much as I hated to admit it, I mostly loved being there from the first week. I had been dreading what I thought would be some overbearing religiosity throughout the campus, but it turned out that only the ministerial students were pushing religion and the rest of the school was amazingly balanced, considering it was stuck smack in the middle of the fundamentalist South.


Some of these supposedly angelic guys studying to be ministers were little devils, though! They’d ask you to the movies, only to pull off into a country lane instead and try to park for the evening. The first time this happened, I found myself standing outside the car and refusing to get back in until he promised to drive me straight back to my dorm. After all this, I was stunned when he asked if he could accompany me to church the next day, as if he were some kind of young innocent!


Academically, I found the atmosphere to my liking. It was challenging without being intimidating, and classes were small enough to make you feel that you had an identity. It allowed the teachers to reveal their own personalities, too. Since I was convinced I wanted to be a journalist—even though my military father hated them with a passion since they were mostly “wheedling pinko guys who had never looked down a gun barrel in their lives”—I was psyched for the first time about studying.


So naturally I was gung ho for my first college English class. It was a day I will never forget. The professor was Charles Barrett, a quietly droll and engaging man. He assigned the class an essay on an Orwell short story. Then he chortled, saying that giving an essay a title is always difficult because it needs to grab the reader. A great title is either “Snakes” or “Sex,” either of which grabs readers when they see those two words. I’d never heard a teacher use the word “sex” in the classroom before and I thought it was deliciously wicked. I worked hard on my essay, signed it K. V. Switzer, and in a moment of breathless nerve, titled it “SEX.” The next week, Dr. Barrett said he wanted to read one of the essays to the class and he began, “SEX.” There was a collective gasp, and I slunk down in my seat. Then he read the whole piece and said why it was good and why he had given it an A. I was scared witless. As we left the room, one of my classmates said, “Can you imagine someone using that title!?” I answered, “I know, I know.” I eventually took all of Barrett’s classes in English and creative writing, as well as some in journalism, and soon I was writing for the college newspaper, the Critograph.


The only thing that really disappointed me at LC was the level of play on the women’s field hockey team; well, that and the Southern accents and panty girdles. Once you get a regional inflection, it’s hard to shake it, and it seemed to me then that women who spoke with a slow Southern accent did not sound as serious as those with neutral ones. Worried that I might start using syrupytalk, I worked on affecting a crisper accent. I must have sounded like such an ass, but I really believe many years later that this benefited me when I got into broadcasting.


As for the panty girdles, it seemed all the girls wore these horrid, hot rubbery things that sealed them from the waist to just above the knees. Ostensibly, they were for holding up stockings and slimming the hips, but even slender girls wore them. Why anyone would wear a garment that ruined your muscle tone and turned a simple pee into a ten-minute ordeal was beyond me until I figured out The Code. At a certain point I noticed that my standard-issue cotton garter belt was eliciting raised eyebrows and some shakes of the head from my dorm-mates. However, if you wore a long-line triple-zip panty girdle, it signaled that you were Not Easy. As it turned out, by the end of my freshman year, several of those latex maidens were knocked up, and for the life of me I cannot imagine how they got those things off in the backseat of a car and then got them back on in time for the midnight curfew.


I had hoped to be among stronger field hockey players to raise my game; it turned out that I was already one of the better players. This was not an ego boost; it was frustrating. When some players got winded and had to walk after one sprint down the field, I knew we were doomed as an effective team. When one of the defensive players insisted on wearing her Playtex long-line bra and panty girdle, I knew it was hopeless.


The field was a joke; it was so littered with rocks and crabgrass clumps and bare patches that the ball caromed everywhere regardless of the direction you hit it. Very occasionally, however, we could win on this home field, because nobody else could play on it. The teams who came, especially from the fancy schools like Hollins, were used to playing on gorgeous fields that resembled golf greens and were totally flummoxed here.


One day, Constance Appleby, the legendary Englishwoman who introduced the sport of field hockey to America in 1901, came to give us a small clinic and training session. I just adored her. I thought then she was about eighty, so you can imagine how dumbfounded I was when I found out she was ninety-three! She was not frail in the slightest, quite sturdy in the midsection, and kitted out in a chocolate brown tunic with matching sash and shin guards.


After a brief talk, Miss Applebee shocked us all by hustling us out onto the field with her. We were charging toward the goal and she was not far from my side when she tripped over one of those big dirt clods and did a body slam. I ran to her crying, “Oh, Miss Appleby, are you all right? Oh oh oh!” I thought, oh God, we’ve killed Miss Appleby, but when I got to her she jumped to her feet, extended her arm down the field like a general, and shouted in an incredible English accent, “Play on!”


From that moment, I knew I wanted to play sports and stay in shape for the rest of my life. Miss Appleby was one fit, feisty old bird, and that’s how I wanted to be when I was old. The problem was, there were no sports teams for women to play on once you got out of college unless you were a coach, in which case you could kind of play along. I didn’t want to be a coach, and I didn’t want to play along. I wanted to be an athlete, but I didn’t want to be just an athlete, either; I also wanted a career, a journalism career. I wanted to be like the Greek philosopher-athletes—strong mind, strong body; balanced, challenged, rising to the challenge.


I had this conversation many times with myself, mostly when I was out running, which I still did almost every day after hockey practice. Running was incredibly satisfying, even going around the field, or occasionally out around the campus in a big loop. It was measurable, made me feel accomplished, and was a good way to work out the frustrations of team scrimmages where I hardly broke a sweat and never got breathless. I was worried that maybe I’d get out of shape being on the team—now that would be ironic!—and I knew that running would keep me strong and confident until I found the answer.


One beautiful autumn afternoon we had a game at nearby Sweet Briar College. I’d never seen a field that smooth, and consequently the game was fast. Our girls were not in shape, and Sweet Briar ran circles around us. Our particularly inept panty-girdle-wearing defensive player kept letting an opponent by her, and when it happened, she would laugh. Then I went off in hot pursuit to cover her position, trying to prevent a goal. Riled at having to do her job as well as mine, the next time I screamed, “It’s not funny! Go after her!” and I swear to you she stopped, put her hands on her hips and said, “It’s only a game, Kathy.” (She pronounced “game” “gay-yum.”)


Afterward, nobody on our team seemed to mind losing; they were all enthralled with taking tea with the Sweet Briar girls. I was so upset that I slipped away and looked out at the soft line of the Blue Ridge Mountains and wondered why it wasn’t just a gay-yum to me, why it was more important. The coach came out and said, “You don’t like losing, do you?” It was more complicated than that, but I was too inarticulate to explain how I felt. All I could say was, “No, I don’t like losing,” but I was beginning to wonder if maybe I wasn’t cut out to be a team player. Maybe I needed an individual sport. That way I’d only have myself to blame. In just three years, there weren’t going to be any more teams to play on anyway, since there were no team sports for women.


Sometimes now, forty years later, I occasionally have dreams in which I’m playing field hockey. In the dream, I have all the speed and endurance I had then, but I have all the smarts I have now. My teammates and I are working together, devising brilliant plays and shots that I never could have intellectualized at eighteen. I awaken laughing, and then I wonder how my life might have been different if women’s field hockey had been an Olympic sport then, as it is now.
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Dave and I always had the understanding that we’d date other people when we went to college but that we were the main item for each other. Being a plebe at the naval academy at Annapolis meant that there were only about six times a year to see each other anyway, so it was pointless not to have good times with other friends. The be-all, end-all party was at the end of the year, June Week, when there were dances at the academy every night. My mom was particularly enthralled with her daughter’s going. It was one of the few times she succumbed to feminine fantasy, and the gifts I got from her that Christmas were evening dresses, purses, and the general accoutrements of June Week preparation.


That first Christmas home from college was a revelation to me because of how much Dave had changed, or, perhaps, how much the academy had changed him. Not only had the drill instructors run the puppy fat off him, but Dave himself had become quite regimented in his attitude. Instead of being the easygoing guy I knew, he’d become bossy, telling me I should transfer from Lynchburg to Goucher College so I’d be closer to him and the academy as it didn’t matter where I got my education since I wasn’t going to work anyway. At this, I laughed out loud, since we’d talked about career paths in high school.


“When I am a naval officer, my wife is not going to work,” he pronounced.


“Right,” I said, “and what do I do for the six months a year you are out at sea?”


“My mother didn’t work, and she was perfectly happy making a very nice home for us.”


“Well, my mother works and she is perfectly happy, too, making money and a name for herself, and I plan to work, so brace yourself.”


The luster of that relationship was starting to get cloudy. I still wanted to go to June Week—heck, I had all these ball gowns!—but I was increasingly less enthralled with Dave for two other reasons. The first was that he suddenly hated my running and said he thought it made me a freak. He told me this at a party, and I was so mad that I left alone and began to walk the several miles home. It was late at night and I knew it was a stupid thing to do, so when a friend came along in a car and offered to drive me home, I gratefully accepted. But when I got in the car, I was mistaken; it was not my friend but a total stranger. As we drove along, I thought, Oh God, this is very dangerous. When the driver slowed for a stop sign, I jumped out and took off running through dark suburban yards and did a fast barrel roll under a hedge. I lay there hidden for what seemed like ages as the guy searched for me. When I heard his car drive away and knew I was safe, I slipped back to the party and asked a friend to drive me home. Dave came later to my house; we had a tearful argument and I shouted that it was a very damn good thing I was a runner or I’d never have outrun the predator in the car.


The other reason was that in the late autumn at Lynchburg I’d begun dating a classmate named Robert Moss, who was different from any boy I’d met. He had an English mother and an American father and therefore was not quite American. He was tall and thin, had a quiet reserve, a dry wit, and carried an umbrella; all very un-American characteristics and quite fascinating to me. He was also on the cross-country team, and to me that was the epitome of romantic heroism. He was the first person with whom I shared the secrets of my soul and my desire to excel in sports, a big risk in an era of sexual stereotyping. Robert never denigrated my enthusiasm just because I was a girl, and unfortunately, I took this astonishing sense of equality for granted.


By spring, we were both smitten and spent a good deal of our library study time snuggled up instead under a sweet-smelling honeysuckle vine necking until the midnight curfew. Since I was another guy’s girlfriend, these sessions created plenty of romantic steam, as forbidden fruit always does. I was in love but tied to Dave; it was oh, so hopeless until Robert suggested that I dump Dave. What, and not go to June Week? Impossible! It was the wrong answer. I stubbornly went to June Week and Robert, who felt he’d been marginalized for a few prom dresses, stubbornly refused to continue our relationship when I returned. We stayed friends, but it took me years, really, to get over him.


Eighteen months later, on a dreary, rainy afternoon between my basketball and lacrosse seasons, the hard-packed dirt and grass fields that I ran on were muddy, so I decided to do my run on the track. Normally, I hated the track, since it was so boring going around and around and also because it was flanked on one side by the men’s dorms and the last time I ran there some dorky guys leaned out the windows and chanted in unison, “Bounce! Bounce!” It was raining pretty hard that day, though, and nobody was there.


Lately I’d been doing some of my running with a speedy freshman named Martha Newell. Marty and I played hockey together, and then we started running together, and even decided to join an organization called the Amateur Athletic Union (AAU), which we were told put on track meets. The longest race for women was the 880; Marty ran a very respectable 2:23 and was quick at the shorter stuff, too. My best 880 was 2:34 and I was frustrated, since I felt I couldn’t even get rolling in that time. We went to a couple of meets in Baltimore. Even though I felt it was hardly worth traveling anywhere just to run two laps around a track, I was gung ho about training with Marty and so interested in running that I was prepared to give up hockey, lacrosse, and basketball. Running was something I could do with a friend, or alone, and all my life. I didn’t need a coach or a team. I’d found the solution to my dilemma.


I was almost done with my three miles when I noticed that the men’s track coach, Aubrey Moon, had come out and was standing trackside somewhat forlornly, dripping in his hooded slicker. He was holding a few stopwatches in each hand with the lanyards dangling between his fingers. Only there were no runners out for him to time. He called me over after my last lap.


“Can you run a mile?” he asked.


I was a bit indignant, and answered, “I can run three miles.”


“Well, good. Because I have only sixteen guys out for track this season, and I only have two milers, Mike Lannon and Jim Tiffany. If you run the mile for us, we could pick up some points. All you have to do is finish.”


It was kind of like if he could have kept his pet cocker spaniel in the inside lane for four laps, he’d have done that, too, to get the points, but I was still pleased to be able to help him and the team out. It was no big deal; nobody paid any attention to track at Lynchburg anyway.


“Sure, coach, put me in!” I laughed. I’d always wanted to use that old movie line.


Lynchburg College was in two athletic conferences, the Mason-Dixon Conference, which prohibited the participation of females on men’s teams, and the Dixie Conference, which did not. The next three meets, with Frederick College, St. Andrew’s, and the Baptist College of Charleston, were all in the Dixie Conference, so those would be the only ones I’d run in.


That evening I called on my friend Mike Lannon to ask for advice, since it was my first competitive mile. I guess Mike was the closest thing Lynchburg had to a scholarship runner. He was very good and he lived in the top of the old gym, which must have been the equivalent of a housing subsidy. Mike got out a piece of paper and said he thought I could probably run a six-minute mile, which would be ninety-second laps. The important thing was not to do the first one faster than ninety seconds or I would run out of gas. Mike was lively, encouraging, and not at all patronizing. As it turned out, at track practice over the next few days, not a single guy on the team gave me so much as a smirk or a wink, only encouragement. Clearly, these weren’t the guys who had hooted out the dorm windows at me, and I felt great being around them.


A few days later, Coach Moon asked Marty to run in the meet, too. She was going to do the 880; thank God I didn’t have to do that! Since they had no shirts for us, we went out and bought matching red-and-white tops from a sporting goods store to match as close as we could the red of the Lynchburg College Hornets.


I am embarrassed to admit it, but around this time I was also an entrant in the Miss Lynchburg Beauty Pageant. I thought these pageants were mostly very silly and said so one evening at dinner to a few of my friends, including my roommate, hockey teammate, and best friend, Ronette Taylor, who shared my strong views on women’s rights. My friends howled me down, saying pageants had changed, they included interviews and talent evaluations, and they were an opportunity to win scholarships, trips, nice clothes, and have the use of a new car for a few weeks. Back in our room, Ronnie said I was nuts not to enter, that I had as good a shot as anyone. I respected Ronnie’s judgment and I certainly had the evening dresses! So I entered the contest.


The pageant and the mile run for the men’s track team were to take place on the same day; after the run in the afternoon, I’d shower, change, and be ready for the pageant. A zillion times throughout high school and college, I’d played a game of hockey or basketball, then changed and “gone glam” for a dance, so I saw nothing particularly unusual about this. The media, my classmates, and the public saw it differently.


It started innocently enough, when a nice guy in the LC community relations office came out to track practice and took a couple of photos of me to give to the Lynchburg papers to publicize the upcoming meet. Suddenly, it was big local news! A girl was going to run on the men’s team, and she’s going to run a mile! As if a mile were like climbing Mount Everest; I was even quoted in the paper as wishing girls could be allowed to run the three miles. Everyone on campus began buzzing about it. Some loved the idea and admired my gusto, others whispered darkly that running a mile was dangerous and might change me into a man (or worse, a lesbian!). The guys who were the slimy catcallers intimated that I must be having sex with the men on the team or why else would I be out there with them in shorts? I caught most of the flak since the story about my running broke first, but Marty got her share, too. My closest peers, including the five other women in my dorm apartment and Dr. Barrett, teacher Wilma Washburn, and Robert, all trumpeted support, so I listened to them and shut out the rest.


When the papers also heard from pageant officials that I was a finalist for Miss Lynchburg, the story and photos got sent on to the Richmond Dispatch and the wire services; within a day it was in papers everywhere. My father was reading the Washington Post at breakfast when my photo jumped out at him. I hadn’t called my parents because I didn’t want to bother them; it all seemed so insignificant at first.


The first meet was Thursday, and the next Saturday, and on both occasions when Marty and I went out to the track, we were quite unprepared for the mob scene. It seemed that the entire student body was there, more than even came out for soccer! The meager stands were packed, and people lined the wall all along the top of the hill. There were a lot of cameras on tripods—at the start/finish line, and along the first curve of the track. Somewhere my parents were there, too, having decided they’d better drive down from Washington to see firsthand what the hell was going on.


I’d made a commitment to the coach and now we had reporters here from everywhere, even the New York Times and the Herald-Tribune, and various TV stations. And I’d never even been timed in a mile before. Really, all I was supposed to do was finish, and here were all these people expecting… what? That I was going to win? That I was going to collapse?


Mike Lannon was uncannily accurate. I ran as he said I should and I finished in five minutes and fifty-eight seconds. As expected, I finished last, but I got the points. Then Marty ran the 880, and by golly, she pipped a guy from Frederick College at the finish! This was fantastic, as people suddenly saw us not just as girls who jogged along, but girls who could run. We were thrilled to help the team, and had no idea we were making history. The Lynchburg News reported that LC was “possibly the only college in Virginia with two female runners on its track team… and one of the few schools in the country which has girls competing as regulars with the men on the varsity level.” It wasn’t the first time that a girl had competed in the Dixie Conference, though; in 1964, Charleston College had entered a girl sprinter along with the few boys who were starting up the college team.


At the pageant that Saturday night after the meet, I had to cram my swollen feet into high heels and stand around in them for hours. It was the death knell to my toenails, which had gotten badly jammed into the end of the spikes I’d worn for the last two races that were two sizes too small. Later, they turned black and fell off; it was the first time I’d seen anything like this on my own body—I thought I had gangrene or something!—and it marked the beginning of a decade of ongoing foot problems.


My “talent” at the pageant was to play my accordion. If you are not laughing now, you would have at the news reports that said, “After Kathy Switzer pumps her legs in the track meet, she will pump her accordion in the beauty pageant.” I duly pumped out “Lady of Spain” or something suitably accordionlike, which as you can imagine did not impress anyone, particularly as I had a pained expression on my face due to my throbbing feet. I did not win the Miss Lynchburg Contest. I put the instrument away and never played it again.


The hubbub continued—mail began pouring in from all over. There were fan letters from old school chums and relatives, marines from Quantico asking for dates, GIs from Vietnam wanting to be pen pals, and a flat-out marriage proposal from a butcher in Alabama. I parceled these out to my apartment-mates and we regaled each other with them. Then there was the hate mail, usually from people purporting to be religiously correct and informing me that I was going to fry in hell. These I threw in the trash. The whole experience was quite a lesson in human polarization and perception, whether it was the mixed opinions on campus or the letters. No one seemed neutral about it.


It was also an interesting lesson in journalism, and it reinforced my desire to become a reporter. I was now the sports editor of the Critograph, and, among other things, I had to write about Marty’s and my participation in the meets. That was the only objective report I read about what we’d done. At the same time, I had other events to cover, not the least of which were Robert and his friend Jim Tiffany running a big race called the Boston Marathon. Nobody knew they were training for it, not even me, so when they got back I interviewed Robert and found out that the marathon was 26 miles, 385 yards long and that he and Jim had run it in 3:45. Ohhhhh, after all the complaints I made about all my races being too short, now here was something called the marathon that sounded like the most exciting event in the whole world. I was fascinated, and I had a sudden desire to try it myself. I asked whether any girls ran, and Robert said one did and she ran around 3:20. I couldn’t help it. I said, “You let a girl beat you?”


I also applied to Syracuse University as a transfer student, declaring a desire for a joint major in English at the College of Arts and Sciences and journalism at the famous Newhouse School. I was happy enough at Lynchburg, but I was anxious to specialize. Was I excited when SU accepted me! On my last day of classes at LC that spring of 1966, there was an end-of-term awards presentation and I was so lost in thought about studying at Syracuse that I almost missed hearing my name called. Coach Moon was awarding the letters to the track team, and Marty and I each got one for our participation on the men’s team, a real first in sports. We’d only run in three races so I didn’t think we really deserved them, but it was one of the nicest awards I’ve ever received.















CHAPTER 4



“I GUESS I GOT RID OF HER.”


My dorm at Syracuse University was a decrepit old firetrap of a house on Comstock Avenue called Huey Cottage. I’d selected the cheapest possible accommodations to try to reduce the financial sting for my parents, which was considerable. Even in those days, Syracuse was expensive, and I felt very guilty about it.


My room was on the top floor, up three flights, and I was apparently sharing it with two other women, since there were three beds in a giant attic loft. We had our own keys and were allowed to keep our own hours, and when the “house matron” (actually a graduate student working to cover her own room and board) handed me my key, my knees went weak with excitement at having such freedom.


A few days after settling in, I came back from a daylong orientation to find that my roommates had finally arrived. They were sitting on the sides of their beds, smoking and talking. Clearly they knew each other; in fact, everyone on the floor had lived together for the last two years and I was the newcomer. I bounced in with a confident “Hi, I’m Kathy!” and they all just stared at me and continued to smoke. Eventually, one of them exhaled and said, “Jesus H. Christ.”


It didn’t take me two seconds to realize that I looked a total nerd to them. Here I thought I was very “in,” decked out in a round-collared flowered Villager dress, with matching shoes and purse. They were all dressed in jeans, black turtlenecks, and hoop earrings. The code here was “cool,” so I hustled over to Marshall Street and got myself a pair of jeans and a turtleneck. Not that it made any difference; I was the third wheel and that was that. Of course it didn’t help that one of the first questions I asked them was if they knew where the local AAU office was.


As soon as the term began officially, I beat it down to the athletics department office in Manley Field House. To be specific, men’s athletics. There was a women’s athletics department, but it was just intramural. What that told me was sports at Big Time universities meant powerful, scholarship-enriched football, basketball, and lacrosse programs, and even running, swimming, and gymnastics—for men. But scholarships for women were not to be considered. Women got “play days.” I knew all this before I came to Syracuse, and frankly it didn’t matter. I assumed women at Syracuse and other institutions didn’t want intercollegiate sports or somehow they’d make it happen. By then I’d made the decision to run, and I had never heard of a women’s college track team anyway. So, I’d run with a team if possible, or alone if not. With nothing to lose, I felt full of confidence when I walked into Coach Bob Grieve’s office to ask if I could run on the men’s cross-country team. “You know, I’ve read about you. Yep, it was in Sports Illustrated’s Faces in the Crowd,” he said after I told him about running for the men’s team at Lynchburg. He seemed nice enough. There were two other guys in the office who pretended they weren’t listening. One was about fifty, skinny and totally innocuous. The other was twenty-five, very big and very attractive and every time he looked up I glared at him with my toughest “Don’t mess with me, smartass” look until he got the message and left the office. Then Coach Grieve said, kindly, “Look, Syracuse is in the NCAA conference, which is all men, and so it’s against the rules for women to play on a men’s team. But I have no objection if you want to come out and train with the team.” That was good enough for me—maybe better, as I felt sure if I couldn’t outrun anybody at Lynchburg I sure as hell wasn’t going to outrun anybody in the Big Time.


He explained that the team worked out at Drumlins Golf Course, about a mile from the field house. “How do they get there?” I asked. He hesitated for a moment; I could see there was doubt in his face. “They run there,” he answered.


I walked the mile back to Huey calculating that it would be a two-mile run to Drumlins and a two-mile run back, and that was already more than my daily mileage. God knows how much I’d have to run during practice. I felt like an idiot thinking I was such a hot ticket running three miles a day, but I’d said I’d show up and show up I would. Back in Coach Grieve’s office, after I left, he turned to the older guy in the office and said, “I guess I got rid of her.”


The next day I took a taxi to the golf course. As I paid the driver, I made a joke to myself that this was not such a cheap sport after all, and that I’d better improve pretty fast or I was going to go broke. I had to have a pocket for the money so I wore a pair of slacks and a long-sleeved blouse. I’d never been to a cross-country workout before so I had no idea what to wear anyway. Now I was nervous, since I had to walk out there in the middle of the fairway where all these skinny guys in orange and white shorts were running around. They were going to hate me for sure. Cool girls at Syracuse joined sororities and looked great all the time; they did not run.


As I walked toward them, the innocuous older guy in Coach Grieve’s office ran to meet me, jumping around like a jackrabbit. “Hey! We’ve never had a girl before! I’m Arnie and I’ve been here twenty years and we’ve never had a girl before! You’re Kathy, right? Hey guys, this is Kathy and she’s going to run with us!” All the guys called out greetings and welcomes. Gosh, I thought, so far, so good. Then suddenly they swarmed, were still, and Coach Grieve blew a whistle. Like a pack of greyhounds, they were off over the rolling lawns. The swiftness and beauty took my breath away. They sparkled over the green expanse and seemed to float up a long hill, disappearing into the trees. The attractive assistant coach clicked a stopwatch and wrote something down on a clipboard. His name was Tom, and with his size, he certainly was not a runner. He was the one I had shot dirty looks at in the coach’s office, and he didn’t look up at me this time.


Coach Grieve was on a motorized golf cart and Arnie got in beside him. “Okay, let’s see what you can do,” Coach said to me. He pointed out the whole visible perimeter of the golf course and asked if I could run that far. “Sure,” I said, guessing it to be about two miles at most, then laughed. “Just not very fast!” So off I went, deciding to keep it steady since I didn’t know what else he might have in store for me. When I got back, some of the freshmen runners had finished their workouts, so coach asked one of the runners to jog me over the freshman course. I apologized for how slowly I was going but the young man didn’t mind, he said he was doing his cooldown anyway, whatever that was. And so ended my first day, with my covering five miles in slacks and a blouse, feeling perfectly all right, and happy that I didn’t make a total fool of myself.


Arnie offered me a ride home, having no idea how grateful I was to take it, and talked nonstop in a totally stream-of-consciousness way about how he was once a good runner and even finished tenth in the Boston Marathon and still held the upstate New York record for the marathon after all these years can you imagine but now he was injured, bad knee, bad Achilles, well, that happened, he was too old to run anymore anyway it was tough enough just walking his mail route, he was really the mailman along Comstock Avenue and that is why he was driving his car out here and not running to the golf course and he’d been married for twenty-five years and ever since he was married his wife hated running, just doesn’t know why he loves it so much, well, we don’t know either do we? Anyway he’d been working out and helping with the boys since the year he got back from World War II where he broke his back parachuting into France where the doc told him to run to prevent arthritis so he might as well keep helping out, Coach Grieve needed him he wasn’t getting any younger either, so that’s me, I’m kind of the “Unofficial Team Manager.” He grinned. We shook hands and I thanked him. “See you tomorrow!” he shouted when I got out of the car.


I came out to practice every day. Sometimes I ran to the course, but mostly Arnie started picking me up at Huey Cottage as he finished his mail route, drove to the field house to change, and then drove out to the country club. I decided just to try to keep running the whole time I was on the cross-country course, but I was so slow, not only couldn’t I keep up with the slowest guy, I couldn’t even keep him in sight and never did know the right way the course went. Pretty soon Arnie began jogging a bit with me, probably feeling sorry for me, but also thinking that, even injured, he could keep up with me. So we became a fixture, the old man limping and lurching alongside the young woman who ran smoothly but slowly.


Arnie chattered like a bird the whole time. He was full of stories, and I was so new to this much running that I didn’t have the lungs yet to run and talk at the same time, so I hung on puffing like a train and very occasionally gasping out a monosyllabic reply. It was remarkable how little cardiovascular capability Arnie had lost over the years, and he looked in great shape. Well, he looked old—gray and balding, with a deeply lined face—but he was still lean, and like all runners he had fabulous legs. He always wore gray shorts and T-shirt, and with his gray hair and slightly ashen coloring I used to call him The Monochrome. I could tease him and he liked that. But to tell you the truth, if he hadn’t had that gimpy knee, he could’ve kicked ass among these young guys, and I admired him a lot right off the bat. I mean, he was fifty years old! That was ancient.


Every day Arnie had a new story about the Boston Marathon. He’d run it fifteen times. So while occasionally I’d hear about the hot day at Yonkers that ruined Buddy Edelen, or Arnie’s triumphs at Around the Bay, mostly it was another tale about Boston. Stories about how Arnie finished tenth in the heat of 1952, or legendary Johnny Kelley the Elder, who had run Boston dozens of times, and Johnny Kelley the Younger, who was no relation but won in 1957, or Tarzan Brown who jumped into a lake midrace just because he was hot. Arnie was beginning to run pain free; the soft grass and easy pace was healing him. The days and miles would fly by, and pretty soon Arnie would have told his fifteen Boston stories and begin them again. It was like a film on a two-week loop. He might as well have been telling me about Achilles and Hector and Ajax and Apollo, as Arnie’s heroes all became gods to me, and Boston the most sacred of the Olympian fields.
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Three months later, in December 1966, I sat on the bleachers in the field house waiting for Tom, the young, attractive graduate assistant, to finish his coaching for the day. I felt pretty good; Arnie and I had done ten miles out on the roads and it was dark and cold. Running in the elements always made me feel purified, and running ten miles all at once was a banner day. Tom and I now had a cordial relationship. He had pointed out that my canvas sneakers were inferior but when it was clear I didn’t know about other shoes, he kindly offered to take me to a special store where I could order quality ones from Germany. Tonight was shopping night.


The rest of the cross-country team had been indoors for a month now, running on an indoor board track eleven laps to the mile in Manley Field House. I hated the track, of course. Not only was it the same hamsterlike drill of running around in circles, but the purpose of indoor track was to go fast, not to go long, which did not interest me. When I did my first speed sessions indoors, the back of my throat always tasted like blood and my legs were like jelly.


I also detested it inside the field house; the surface area in those days was all dirt and it was full of dust from the lacrosse players. To keep the dust down, a truck came in every other day and sprayed oil over the dirt. So now you and your clothes were not only dirty but greasy, your hair smelled like an engine, and your nose and lungs filled with what I felt sure was dangerous particulate matter. One of the most important reasons to run was to flush out my lungs with clean air every day! I’d come to believe, and still do, that an hour’s worth of hard breathing in the outdoors will cure more ills than just about anything. So Arnie and I decided to brave the winter and stay running outdoors. “Nobody ever ran through the winter with me before!” exulted Arnie. It was a bigger decision than I’d realized.


Tom was in his element as he worked with the throwers instead of the cross-country runners. I never got tired of watching him demonstrate how to get more drive from the turns in the discus or the thrust up out of the hips into the shot. It was fascinating; Tom was fluid as a dancer, an odd thing in a man so big and bulky-looking. He was only five feet ten and a half inches (the half inch was very important to him, hence he liked the nickname Big Tom) but weighed 235 pounds. He had big quads and a big back, shoulders, and neck, but not particularly popping arm or calf muscles. And tiny feet—size 7, maybe. This was Tom’s particular point of pride, saying it was a real asset in his potentially being a world-class hammer thrower, as he could execute his turns faster. It was true that when he was showing the throwers how to move, his feet just kind of spun around; they were never in the way. When I watched him throw the hammer, it was phenomenal—he pirouetted, his feet just a blur. I was in awe of his ability in this strange event; as inexperienced as I was I could see genuine talent. He couldn’t actually throw the hammer much because it was too dangerous, and he almost never did it indoors unless the whole arena was empty, which was next to never, and until the weather changed he couldn’t throw outside. So he worked out with the undergraduate throwers, lifted, and substituted throwing a 35- or 56-pound weight, which he could safely do indoors since it didn’t go very far.
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