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PROLOGUE


BROADWAY BOUND




At the camp, we learned a lot about love. That’s what brings all of us together as a team, the runners and coaches. Each person has that bond of love. That’s what we use to run hard.


—Jared Burdick, Fayetteville-Manlius cross-country runner





In the fall of 2004, on a pleasant Saturday at Van Cortlandt Park in the Bronx, I learned of some powerful new ideas in the training of young runners. These ideas heralded a new era in the development of high school cross-country teams, the foundation of the sport. The significance of these bold ideas was so deep and far reaching that they would alter the nurturing of children into teenagers and teenagers into young adults. While the ideas grew out of an athletic commitment, they were intended to create a new person first, a new way of looking at the self, the team, the land, the community. With the forming of this new athlete—a new boy, a new girl—a dramatic transformation would occur: indeed, a revolution.


And when these boys and girls ran, when they won again and again, when they were so far superior to all opposition, separating themselves into a realm all their own with a mystique they carry to the present day, they became . . . revolutionaries.


The ideas were conveyed to me that October day by the athletes’ coach, Bill Aris, after his high school boys team, Fayetteville-Manlius, from the Syracuse area, had achieved a performance never before thought possible in a cross-country competition. Breakthroughs usually have some finely wrought essence to them, a peak built on inner strength and perhaps a touch of daring risk. As I found out that day, Bill had the goods.


Near the finish of the Manhattan Invitational’s high school two-and-half mile racecourse, a hilly pathway used by runners since the late nineteenth century, I corralled Aris and two of his boys after the race for an interview. I was putting out my Harrier publication on cross-country running and needed to report on how a team that few people knew about could not only defeat but vanquish Christian Brothers Academy (CBA) of New Jersey in the most important regular-season cross-country event in the United States.


At the time, I lived just a few miles down the road from CBA in Monmouth County. I’d seen the Colts run roughshod over state opposition for decades and earn national prominence just about every year for their distance-running prowess in both track and cross-country. The previous fall season, in 2003, CBA, winner of thirteen New Jersey State Meet of Champions cross-country titles, captured the Eastern States Championship, held at Van Cortlandt, by over one hundred points. In my Harrier national team rankings at the end of 2003, I had CBA at eleventh in the country. And they promised to be every bit as good, if not better, in 2004.


So how could a bunch of young men who had not done a single thing of note in the previous spring’s track season suddenly, a few months later, demolish CBA? Fayetteville’s race that day at Van Cortlandt was like a ball club from the cellar rising up and winning the World Series. Or like a marathoner from Liechtenstein winning the Olympics.


There was just no precedent for what F-M, as they would come to be called, did on those Bronx hills. It made no sense. Running was a science. Training was progressive. Racing was logical. Boys were boys.


Something new had to be responsible. But what?


We—the running community, from name-brand coaches and exercise physiologists on down—thought we knew everything there was to know about running. This was the twenty-first century, after all. We had every technological convenience. We could size up runners in the lab and come up with acute subtleties on how they should run every mile for optimal performance. We attended clinics by specialists using PowerPoint displays to show how much oxygen was consumed at every running pace and how slight variations in arm swing or hip tilt meant seconds faster or slower in competition.


We knew that the necessities of racing the two-and-a-half mile cross-country race on the undulating Van Cortlandt Park course—a near sprint on the opening flats for a quarter-mile or so, good rhythm on the bouncy Cowpath, unrelenting toughness on the steep Back Hills, freewheeling fearlessness around Roller Derby Turn on the downhills, and a final, furious kick on the long home straight—depended on this:

You did your summer base work, putting hundreds of miles in your legs. As fall approached, you added long tempo runs, like hard six-milers, and long repeat work, like six times a thousand meters. You did a weekly long run of ten to fifteen miles at a steady pace, building your aerobic reserves. Once racing began, you added some shorter, quicker work to the mix. And all along you did hills, every hill you could find, while your quadriceps muscles strengthened with the hardness of a fully inflated bicycle tire. These were the staples. Every good coach knew them. Every good team did them. CBA did them. The CBA head coach, Tom Heath, lived by them.


The Colts had made the most of their close proximity to Holmdel Park, the New Jersey state meet site with its abundantly hilly trails, most notably the feared “Bowl,” and all manner of terrain for every type of workout. Over the years, Heath had devised training that had become legendary for its rigor, and any young Colt who could handle it was, almost by divine providence, a candidate for the school’s vaunted varsity cross-country lineup.
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Cross-country was not for the weak of heart or muscle or spirit. It was—and is—a consuming endeavor. In the high school ranks, wiry, freckle-faced boys with the small, innocent features of a Norman Rockwell painting would become ferocious competitors, astounding parents who never dreamed their sons had that kind of capacity, waiting to rise up with volcanic force, waiting for a coach—the seer who knew how to bring it out. Whether his style was humorous or full of bluster, whether he was a true-blue runner himself or had a spreading girth, the coach would be the one to push that boy into manhood and up to the heavens.


At CBA—an all-boys private school with no football team to get in the way of cross-country recruitment—Heath fashioned a commanding character all his own. A boy did not dare let him down. A boy did not dare fail to keep up. It was not by happenstance that by 2004, CBA had surpassed three hundred straight dual-meet victories (one team versus another) in a national-record streak that has continued to build, unbroken, to the present day.


On this Saturday at “Vannie,” when Fayetteville lined up with CBA in the Manhattan Varsity C race, CBA was like Goldman Sachs and Fayetteville a feisty entrepreneurial start-up trying to establish credibility in a mergers-and-acquisitions fight with the big boys. The previous week, Fayetteville had set a team time record at the McQuaid Invitational, New York’s largest upstate meet, in Rochester. The course, Genesee Valley Park, had no hills to speak of. CBA was coming off a victory in a statewide event in New Jersey, the Shore Track Coaches Association meet, at Holmdel Park. While the Colts were as well known as Yankees sluggers stepping up to the plate, Fayetteville brought an element of mystery to Van Cortlandt. The F-M runners were from the boonies, or so many thought. Manlius, where the school was located, was one of those upstate towns you heard about only when some dark crime was committed, as in a Joyce Carol Oates novel. Could these boys handle the “showtime” factor of the big city (something that would come back knocking on Fayetteville’s door at the end of the season)? Rochester was off-off-Broadway. Van Cortlandt was Broadway. Many cross-country fans were just hoping the upstate boys would not embarrass themselves.


I waited on the sidelines near the finish for the Varsity C boys to come flying down the long home straight and into the finish chute. The Manhattan event, begun in 1974, featured thirty-six high school races that went off every twelve minutes—varsity, JV, and freshmen races for boys and girls—with more than ten thousand participants from upward of fifteen states including, almost every year, a team or two from California. At the time, the seven boys varsity races were set up more or less equally, with the top teams spread out. But in 2004, Heath, hearing about Fayetteville, asked officials to place CBA in its race to teach the upstate boys a lesson.


In high school cross-country, the Manhattan meet had become a must-do midseason event for top-level teams from the Northeast and beyond. Van Cortlandt Park was to cross-country what Boston was to the marathon. Even though the meet offered few creature comforts—parking was terrible, visiting teams had to find a hotel miles away—the park did lay out the New York City urban running habitat for all it was worth.


City kids from the outer boroughs hauling their backpacks from Brighton Beach or Forest Hills stepped off the number 1 subway line at the New York transit system’s last stop, 242nd Street and Broadway, at the foot of the park’s grounds. It was as far north as you could get in the city before dipping into suburban Westchester County. Runners from places like Palos Verdes, California, looking every bit the young Beach Boys, must have had some stories to tell back home after seeing the Riverdale-Fieldston North Bronx mix of Irish rugby players, muddy calves bulging, and pious Jews, dressed in top hats and their Saturday finest, strolling down Broadway.


The Manhattan course finish at the time, hugging the periphery of the park’s woods across from Broadway, presented a theatrical set piece with every race bursting with drama. With a final six hundred yards to cover, athletes had to time their kicks in stages, holding their most explosive reserves till the last strides. At the same time, the runners had to gauge their opposition, using tactical cunning to inch ahead, break a man, and gain valuable points across the line.


The drama was amplified by the curvature of the homestretch, concealing runners to the finish-area crowd until the end, the last breathless breaths. The first runner would usually come across in about twelve-and-a-half minutes, but for twelve minutes there could be no calculation of team victory. In the last few, overwhelming seconds, runners could move back and forth, their last energies spent, and scores could change. Prior to the advent of chip timing and video recording, finish officials managing the procession of heaving bodies into the chute had to be alert to prevent a runner from inadvertently collapsing in front of an opponent who’d crossed the line ahead of him.


In all its simplicity, its honesty, its accountability, it was beautiful: the cinder path, the roped chutes, the mundane finish tape, devoured orange slices from the coach’s bag. And Van Cortlandt itself: this was the place—unadorned, horse crap in the hills—where running reputations were made.


In 2004, the Manhattan results, as a measure of excellence, would be felt well beyond the Bronx. That season, the Nike Cross Nationals* high school championships began in Portland, Oregon. Leading teams, looking to meet top-ranked opposition, did all they could to be considered for selection to the all-expenses-paid event, which would invite the top two boys teams and top two girls teams in eight geographical regions, plus at-large teams, to a 5k championship at the end of the fall season. Each of the boys and girls fields would have twenty teams from across the nation that first year. I headed up the event’s rankings committee of cross-country veterans and meet officials to determine the selections. While the emphasis was placed on late-season results, especially state championships, the Manhattan standings would be factored into the mix.
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The advent of NXN was a Disneyland for elite running teams like CBA or York of Illinois or Mead of Washington state or The Woodlands of Texas. Schools searched for the best competition they could find beyond their state borders, looking for a high national ranking. With my Harrier publication putting a spotlight on high school cross-country, a national community had been built, and top teams could choose from a growing number of events set up to draw competitive race fields.


In the fall of 2004, my preseason rankings had York and The Woodlands one-two in the country. In my regional rankings, I had CBA first in the Northeast with Fayetteville fifth. In New York, I had Lockport, from the Buffalo area, first, and Fayetteville second. The Manhattan meet looked to give CBA a nice opportunity to stretch its legs before hunkering down for nationals.


And then they came, with spikes flying and arms pumping: the Varsity C boys hauling down the ribbon of cinder. Spectators looked for the midnight blue of CBA. Instead they saw the forest green of Fayetteville-Manlius. One, two, three, four, five. All F-M. All in a row, close together, as one. First, second, third, fourth, fifth. A perfect score in cross-country: fifteen points. Tommy Gruenewald, Owen Kimple, Jared Burdick, John Heron, Andrew McCann. They had achieved running’s version of a perfect game.


Every cross-country coach falls asleep with this dreamy image of perfection. All five scorers in unison—a reflection of more than just a team and a race, but a goosebumps feeling that speaks to community, sacrifice, and, to some, a kind of love. After all, do you know what it took to get here?


It was a sight to behold, an ideal to be cherished. Right then and there, in those few seconds of green flashing to the finish in a collective wh-o-o-o-sh, it was evident something new and fresh had been discovered. I absorbed it as a spiritual endowment. Van Cortlandt had done it again.


That spot had been my finish too. Oh, the relief that chute offered when I tumbled into it as a New York City high school runner in the early 1960s. While struggling to achieve “scrub” status in cross-country—I had a great excuse, our team barely trained fifteen miles a week—somehow I found honor in it, a whiff of nobility. The extremes of effort struck me as our little secret, “our” being the family of runners tough enough to try hard at something barely known to the outside world. I’m sure the kids at my high school, Sheepshead Bay of Brooklyn, knew more about chess than they did about cross-country. To be honest, I kind of liked that. I always felt comfortable as an outsider.


When, soon after at the age of eighteen, I broke into the New York Times and started covering cross-country for the sports pages, I was usually the only reporter present for the fall season at Van Cortlandt. At Vannie, from the midsixties to the late seventies, I was the press section. I would set my Olivetti Lettera 32 manual typewriter on a picnic bench near the finish area. Parks department barriers cordoned off my little private space. If it rained, I worked in my car. I had a special parking pass.


The more I took ownership of cross-country, the more I could share in its sublime spectacle and be a part of some heroic and communal mission while attempting to climb the journalistic ladder. I looked around and saw no cross-country publication, so I started Harrier. It became running’s indie.
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When the Manhattan excitement ebbed, I found Aris and spoke with him briefly. He said something about “Stotan” ideals. My heart thumped because what I thought I heard related to ideals of my own that I tried to follow but that seemed, at times, all too elusive. I asked him to have a couple of his runners join us for an interview.


A boys time under thirteen minutes at Van Cortlandt was considered the elite level. The F-M times†: 12:41.90 for Gruenewald, 12:48.40 for Kimple, 12:49.50 for Burdick, 12:50.70 for Heron, 12:53.20 for McCann. The compression— the time from the first to fifth runner—was 11.3 seconds. This “spread” was the gold standard of team excellence. A team could have one or two good runners, or even four, but if all five scorers were not in tight formation, nothing big could be achieved.


Who were these guys—these revolutionaries? For one thing, they were young. Gruenewald was a sophomore. Kimple, Heron, and McCann were juniors. Burdick was the only senior. For another, not one of them had qualified for the New York State track and field championships four months earlier.


Yet, their aggregate times at Van Cortlandt produced a scoring average of 12:48.74, breaking a record that had stood for thirty-three years. I had seen the former record set back in 1971. It was 12:53.56 by St. Joseph’s of Buffalo. I could recall the St. Joe’s team. It was not the tight pack of F-M but paced by two front-runners, twins named Trammell, with a bit of a gap to the next three scorers. With all the great runners who’d raced Van Cortlandt in the three decades since, there was still not a single team that had gotten close to the St. Joe’s record.


Even CBA, to that point, had never broken thirteen minutes for a team average. Following Fayetteville on that 2004 day, CBA placed second with an average time of 13:20.64. That degree of separation from the rest of the field—thirty-two seconds per man—would become an F-M hallmark in the years to come, not just among the boys but even more so among the girls.
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As I sat on a bench with Aris and the two boys, cocaptains Kimple and Burdick, we were a few strides from where the opening flats fed into the Cowpath that linked to the first of the hills. When I ran Vannie, my coach would yell at me, “C’mon Bloom, blossom . . . !” but the ensuing ascent was like a fraternity hazing that wouldn’t stop. Still, I had acquired some strange sense that the “pain” of running did me some good, and that running would be my only truth.
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Seated, Kimple and McCann wore T-shirts signifying their story. On the front, the shirts were adorned with STOTAN and an image of the great Australian miler, Herb Elliott. The back read, PAIN IS THE PURIFIER.


Aris went into more detail on the Stotan concept, originated in the 1950s and ’60s by Elliott’s coach, Percy Cerutty. Aris said he was intrigued by Cerutty’s approach, which Aris interpreted as a natural but rigorous value system that stressed a pure and healthy lifestyle. The term Stotan combined “Stoic” and “Spartan.” The T-shirt’s bold claim about pain—a philosophy, really—had come from Cerutty, the coaching rebel of his time.


Aris told me then, “Stotan refers to the unflinching, dedicated pursuit of excellence, the stoic belief married with a spartan existence, of taking on all challenges and desiring excellence. That’s what our team embodies.”


Aris spoke of an F-M training camp that summer in the Adirondacks attended by the boys as a pivotal team bonding and Stotan learning experience. Kimple added, “Now we refer back to camp and apply it to everything we do. It taught us a lot about focusing on what we want as a team.” Burdick agreed: “At the camp, we learned a lot about love. That’s what brings all of us together as a team, the runners and the coaches. Each person has that bond of love. That’s what we use to race hard.”


When a teenage boy could talk proudly about his love for his teammates, and with someone he’s just met, well, I was won over right away and convinced that something special was going on at Fayetteville-Manlius. As F-M broke away for the trip home, Aris left me with this: “I learned that anything is possible if you have your heart and mind and soul in it. I’d felt that. And it was affirmed today.”
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I vowed to find out more. I was filled with questions. I’d met Aris. I’d met the boys. They’d run an historic team performance. I would make F-M number one in the next week’s national rankings.


But this was one race. Could they do it again? I thought about Stotan—stoic and spartan, love and pain. Team. Excellence. Academically, it all made sense. On an emotional level, I wondered if these ideas, at least what I’d heard that day, could really explain the dramatic breakthrough witnessed at Van Cortlandt Park. There had to be more to it, didn’t there? I felt like a student in Stotan 101 who had homework to do. I kept pondering the word discovery, the idea that Bill Aris and his boys had made a discovery.


What could that discovery be? Did Aris find a new energy source—something deep in the human cell or soul—for running? A new motivational strategy? New ways to teach running and spur young runners on? Could it be a training method—a new way to take the body, and mind, to the limit? Didn’t we already know every conceivable training method? Discovering a new training method would be like discovering a new way to learn how to read, or write, or sing, or bring up a child. It would be experienced so broadly it would be like a new way to live.


I’d never met Cerutty or knew much about him. But in an ironic twist of fate—and how fateful the F-M saga seemed to be at every turn—a few months earlier I’d spoken with Herb Elliott in a phone interview from Australia. I was writing a series of pre-Olympic articles for Runner’s World in advance of that summer’s Athens Games, and Elliott was quite willing to give Cerutty full credit for his 1960 Olympic 1500-meter victory in Rome in world record time.


Elliott, sixty-six when we spoke, gave me the skinny on Cerutty’s insistence on excellence and his idiosyncratic personality. Elliott spoke of the need to think beyond one’s horizons, and, as an athlete, to explore mind, body, and spirit, just as Bill Aris had said at Van Cortlandt Park. Soon I began to appreciate the qualities of the Stotan ideals and see how those ideals could resonate with the young runners at Fayetteville-Manlius.


When I did, I arrived at the view that Aris’s breakthrough was as much a belief system as a training system.


[image: images]


After 2004 my relationship with Aris grew. We did more interviews for Harrier. We spent quality time at Nike Cross Nationals every December. I was keen to observe his athletes and saw in them, both on and off the racecourse, an aura. They radiated qualities of awareness and maturity rare in high school students. They were not kids trying to be adults. They were kids trying to be the best they could be.


From that year on, the F-M boys accumulated the best overall showing at Nationals of any school in the country. When the F-M girls learned the Stotan ways and demonstrated superiority over their opposition at a level never before seen in the sport, I knew I had to embark on something more comprehensive in my accounts of the team. After the girls’ 2010 victory by almost sixty seconds per girl over the next two teams in the field—a performance worthy of young runners from Kenya or Ethiopia—I wrote a long feature in Harrier, trying to shed light on the phenomenon. No matter what the conditions—mud, snow, freezing rain—after each race the girls stripped off their spikes and socks and did a set of fast strides in their bare feet.


At once cleansing and audacious, the ritual was an affirmation of Stotan teamwork and a pledge to stand united against all challenges. Back on the Nike campus, these athletes, in the center of attention, admired by many, envied by some, carried themselves with poise and humility. Running royalty, yes, but also role models for any young person seeking higher ground.


The F-M girls also represented Aris’s commitment to gender equity. As Aris says, he coaches one team of athletes, not separate boys and girls squads. From the outset, dismissing what he saw around him, Aris would not let his girls be thought of as “ornaments.” Every F-M girl I’ve spoken with over the years has linked that equality to her success.


The girls’ success also was a triumph over female development conflicts found in running and other sports. Teenage runners, growing from girls into young women while training at peak levels, must overcome a complex web of physical, emotional, social, and cultural issues that can all too often lead to a youngster’s demise. At Fayetteville-Manlius, the team’s decade-long supremacy—with girls from thirteen to eighteen years old—yielded questions on how Aris tried to keep girls healthy and whole while they were in the throes of body image conflicts, sexual awakening, and, as the author Paul Auster put it, “the never-ending torment of being young.”


I would soon see how those girls, eager for spirit and toughness when first in Aris’s grasp, would find a new way to live through running—how they embraced a new pathway to excellence. Sports scientists claim that even the world’s best runners rarely put forth an effort equal to what their bodies can truly achieve. Coaches urge their athletes: “You always have 20 percent more to give.” Few runners really believe that; fewer still act on it.


But at Fayetteville-Manlius High School, as four-time national championship team member Jenna Farrell told me one day at the team’s Syracuse-area training site, “We live in that 20 percent.”


In my half century as a journalist in the running field, I had never seen anything like it: not the supremacy or mentoring style, the training approach; not the enriching wholeness or transformative impact. I had traveled the country and the world, been privileged to see runners in all their glory, kept a close eye on girls’ development, and been credited with helping to elevate high school cross-country to its rightful place in the running landscape. I don’t think I had ever been more intrigued by a coach, a team, and its athletes.


In December 2014, after the F-M boys won their first NXN championship to go along with the girls’ eighth victory, in a sweep of the national events, the time had come to tell the F-M story. Meeting with Aris and speaking with his athletes, I set out to try and answer the question that had been asked for more than a decade:


How do they do it?





* Nike’s championship event was called Nike Team Nationals (or NTN) until 2008, when the name changed to Nike Cross Nationals (NXN) after individual qualifiers were added. For consistency, I refer to it as Nike Cross Nationals, or NXN, throughout the book.


† Cross-country race times are typically rounded “up.” A 15:24.07, for example, becomes 15:25 officially. In some instances, because of records or meet custom, I refer to performances in tenths or hundredths.
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SHARED SUFFERING




When you’re in pain and breathing hard, you know your teammates are suffering just as much as you are. If I wasn’t running with my teammates, I would not enjoy the feeling I get from hard distance running nearly as much.


—Jenna Farrell, Fayetteville-Manlius cross-country runner





2014 Starting Line


For Bill Aris, the drama had been building for weeks and months, even years. Never lacking confidence as an outsider, Aris walked around the lustrous, indoor Athletes’ Village at the 2014 national high school cross-country championships—Nike Cross Nationals, in Portland, Oregon—not knowing what to do. It was race day, December 5, and Aris was not one to mingle with other coaches, especially before competition. With his familiar stick in his hand, a rod—a few of his runners said he gave off the aura of God—Aris paced the carpeted facility that Nike had fashioned with team dressing rooms and stretching mats and massage benches on which athletes could seek repose for brief rest or contemplation. Aris took note of the benches.


Aris, fifty-nine, had left the Fayetteville runners to themselves to warm up on the grounds of the race site, Glendoveer Golf Course, a new course from the event’s first ten years. The girls race would be run first, at 10:05; the boys would run at 11:35. Both races were five thousand meters.


With his emotions wild and discordant with the opportunity his teenagers had for an unprecedented sweep of the national team championships, Aris tuned in to himself and the million-and-one thoughts pouring through his mind: what he’d told the kids in their shake-out run in the darkness that morning, what he forgot to tell them, some quote from Aristotle maybe, or a line from Pink Floyd, or that point about nature from Percy Cerutty. Or did he need to repeat his lecture about selflessness or humility, or about conquering race pain—your best friend, actually, something to covet and embrace, deny and destroy all at once. There were too many ideas, each a paradox, each a pathway to transforming the teenager—boy or girl—on how to run, how to live.


“It seems crazy to anyone outside the program, how coach Aris talks about pain,” said Jenna Farrell, a junior who followed her two older brothers onto the team and was competing in her fourth straight national championship in 2014. “How pain is so detrimental to others but a positive thing to us. It’s just amazing. He calls pain your ‘constant companion as a distance runner.’ If you’re not feeling pain, you’re not working hard enough.”


Jenna took those messages as a spiritual commandment. “The biggest thing I get out of it,” she said, “is when you’re in pain and breathing hard, you know your teammates are suffering just as much as you are. If I wasn’t running with my teammates, I would not enjoy the feeling I get from hard distance running nearly as much. We share in the suffering.”


With her brothers’ influence and family’s immersion in the team’s Stotan lifestyle of purity, selflessness, and healthful living—embracing old-hat values and disdaining modernity and its flaws—Jenna felt the team’s touchstones from her first strides. As a freshman in the fall of 2012, she spent up to four and a half hours a day for two months at a YMCA doing cross-training—swimming, bicycling, and using an elliptical machine—while stress fractures in the first and second metatarsal bones in her left foot healed. “I never lost sight of what I was working for,” she told me.


The next season, as a sophomore, her friendship with an older teammate, Alana Pearl, then a senior, grew into a sisterly reliance. They shared the same ideas on hard work and meeting the obligation of holding teammates accountable and being accountable themselves. Accountability was a big F-M commandment. Together the girls overcame their fears of submitting to pain, marshaling a strength they would come to realize stood for life and its grandeur, wonder, promise.


Jenna and Alana were not great runners by nature. They did not stand out for their pure speed or graceful stride. They did not have lithe bodies that seemed ordained for distance running but rather a fuller, more long-lasting athleticism forged by healthy eating and patient progress that Aris insisted on.


At Fayetteville-Manlius, the young athletes saw something attainable through a communion that was new and fresh and had a culture unto itself. “Our team is full of average runners,” said Jenna, “but when we run together, we can be great. We run for each other. That’s what makes us different than other teams. Running can seem like an individual sport, but we channel it into team success. Having goals of personal glory is looked down upon.”


For the past decade, since he began to adapt seemingly primitive training ideas and a philosophy unearthed from the sands of southeastern Australia, challenging high school runners, and himself, to live in a world of nobility all their own, Bill Aris has tried to wipe away and bury teenage glorification—enablement, entitlement—perhaps never to be seen again on the foot paths at Fayetteville-Manlius.


“Entitlement leads to enablement, which is crippling and ultimately produces dependence,” Aris says with a Bernie Sanders growl, “whereas empowerment leads to enrichment, which leads to independence and freedom. You can stand on your own two feet by working hard and being held accountable, and make something of your life.”


While the villages of Fayetteville and Manlius that make up the suburban Syracuse school district of Fayetteville-Manlius are not wealthy enclaves (the hamlet of Manlius and the Village of Manlius are within the larger Town of Manlius), they have elements of privilege that, in Aris’s view, often undermine teenage well-being and productiveness. “We have a lot of kids who are very comfortable living on the silver spoon, not having to lift a finger. Dabbling, playing, or, as I like to say, participating. I don’t want participants. I want contributors.”


In running lore, it is understood that a tough, threadbare upbringing can breed distance runners, who need only running shoes and some coaching to bring them out of subsistence and into the sunlight. Hence, one reason for the success of the East Africans; or, as we’ve seen across the American west, Native American runners, many living in the throes of the reservation, and Latinos, one generation away from the flight of parents across the southern border.


At Fayetteville-Manlius, Aris has undertaken a different mission. He has attempted to save white suburban kids with money in their pockets from emotional ennui, from the pernicious technoentertainment teenage culture, and give them instead what he believes they already possess deep within: a wholesome beauty and sense of rightness that can be distilled by, and for, running. Bill Aris is Holden Caulfield on the cross-country meadow with his crane-like arms reaching out in desperation. But instead of trying to shelter fifth graders from the “fuck you” graffiti of postwar America, Aris has been armed to the gills trying to help guard kids who might find it hard to wage their own fight against the impact of the twenty-first-century Kardashian windstorm.


Aris’s ammunition: “Pain is the purifier.” Was that it?


After ten years, after all the preaching and the lectures, the hollering for more and more callousing teamwork on the Serengeti Plain at the Green Lakes State Park training site with a stick in his hand—a stick he could turn into a cobra; don’t think he couldn’t—Bill Aris was in Portland contemplating the idea of F-M cross-country perfection, or, in a vernacular more suited to the Aris blueprint: mastery.


In the era of Nike Cross Nationals, Fayetteville-Manlius boys teams had come teasingly close to mastery. But, like Olympic gymnasts making minor but costly missteps on the balance beam, the boys had experienced lost opportunities. The most difficult to bear occurred at the first NXN championship in 2004.


That year, F-M lost a chance to win with a couple of sluggish performances and by wasting energy in the weekend’s high-pitched pre-race activities designed, that first year, for maximum hoopla by Nike organizers. The Fayetteville boys had come to Portland as the national cofavorite after a record-breaking season in New York. But their young squad with its small-town orientation did not have the verve to handle this tumultuous event with the necessary élan. Aris vowed to instill sharper prime-time readiness in the future, insuring that the boys’ emotional agility was commensurate with their fitness level.
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When the 2014 fall cross-country season took shape, the Fayetteville boys affirmed their potential with tight team bonding. The boys grew so close they could almost coach themselves. For the first time ever, the boys’ unity and sense of brotherhood was something the F-M girls could only envy.


In 2013, the girls, undercutting seamless values built over time, had fallen apart. The reason was emotional discord, rare in the Fayetteville camp. The girls simply did not get along. Aris, frustrated all season, tried everything he could to bring the girls together. Nothing worked. Still, even with that crucial void, the girls were well up in the national standings. But well down in Stotan gravitas.


After that, enforcing year-long damage control with, as Aris put it, “attitude correction seminars,” the Fayetteville girls regrouped in 2014. By the time of the national event, the girls were in position to compete for top honors. The national polls rated a team from Southern California, Great Oak, as the favorite. Great Oak was a worthy opponent but, in line with the times, seemed to enjoy the spotlight. As motivation for his girls, Aris would stress the higher ground of F-M humility compared with what he considered the self-indulgent demeanor of others.


To Molly Malone, who competed at NXN all four years of high school, the team’s authenticity and grace were as important as their athletic virtuosity. “We know how to show ourselves maturely to the rest of the teams that are new to this,” she maintained one year at nationals. “Not in a giddy way, not in a way that other teams would look at you, like, ‘You’re just here for the ride.’ We act how we would want to see ourselves.”


At nationals, Fayetteville girls were scrutinized like a loupe on a lightbox. Their style had competitive impact. Corbin Talley, the former coach at Davis High in Kaysville, Utah, whose teams made nationals seven times, said, “When we first came to NXN, we watched F-M. Our girls were afraid of them even before the race. They walked around with such confidence.”


Taking the Aris crusade to heart, the Fayetteville girls spoke a language all their own. It was not just a departure from the teenage idiom but a manner imbued with a greater enlightenment, as though that, in itself, was the goal.


After a decade of progress while preferring to look inward rather than deliver finish-line gestures for the video cameras—and often pilloried for it—Fayetteville-Manlius in 2014 had a chance to capture both the boys and girls Nike Cross Nationals team championships.


A team sweep at nationals?


It was impossible enough for one school, both boys and girls, to be the best in the country in a sport that was starting to grow in popularity from coast to coast. But cross-country also had its no-wiggle-room scoring system that swallowed up any team with the slightest lapse by a single runner. If just one athlete woke up on race day with a stomach virus or stumbled on a pivotal hill or lost his or her composure in the crowded field—one kid with a bad hair day—points could pile up in competition and your team would be history.


In cross-country, a team’s top seven runners take the line. The first five runners across the finish score. Points are tallied based on place. Tenth place, ten points. Low score wins. It’s a beautiful system actually, wonderfully egalitarian. A team’s fifth man, or woman, is just as important—at times, more important—than a team’s first runner. A fifth man with a bad hair day stands to lose many more points back in the pack than a first man positioned among the pacesetters. Every year at Nike Cross Nationals, the top-finishing fifth runner from any school in the field receives the coveted Golden Anchor Award.


In central New York, where F-M lives, one would think the school’s success would be regarded with local pride. There were plenty of good teams in the area collecting their share of trophies. But all too often it was envy talking after a Fayetteville victory, and after a rare loss or some absurd disqualification—anything that subdued Fayetteville and brought them down to size—the grandstanders erupted with boisterous cheer.


Aris shrugged off the enmity to his teams as something to be expected. It was the same with the old Yankees teams that won the World Series year after year, he reasoned. Winners had to accept a little loathing here and there.


But perhaps there was another dynamic at work—the suspicion that Fayetteville in its professed purity, honor, and beyond-category work ethic had discovered something too good to be true; there had to be something wrong with it. The coach, with his subversive ingenuity, had ideas that could not easily be adopted by others, and therefore he, and the athletes, had to be suspect. They had to be resented. And when the F-M runners closed ranks and kept to themselves, that posture could be misconstrued as arrogance. By the same token, when the coach seemed aloof, immersed in a kaleidoscope of thought, that posture could be misconstrued as self-righteousness.


Those misconceptions have traveled far, from central New York to Portland, where at nationals, coaches could be heard whispering about Fayetteville. It’s not just envy but bewilderment as one coach or another wondered, “What’s this business about Aris and his mind-body approach? What does he know that we don’t?” The answer could not be reduced to a sound bite in the corridors of the Nike campus. It could not be expressed in a particular “secret” workout but within a belief system, in the fine cloth of Aris’s words, that allowed for everything else of a surpassing nature to take place.


Fayetteville’s physical presence in itself did not suggest superiority. One New Jersey girl of national standing that I knew once looked at the F-M girls standing nearby at a meet, and then turned to me, exclaiming, “They’re just regular girls.”


If, with stimulating ideas of the mind, these regular girls could be groomed to win Nike Cross Nationals by fifty-nine seconds per runner—let’s call it a minute—as they did one year over the second-best team in the country, it must be deduced that the mind is much more powerful than we’d thought, and that girls are much more powerful than we’d thought. In my view, these two notions are undisputable.


They are also humbling. Could it be that the experts have been shortsighted all along—that they, and therefore, we, still know very little about the mind’s effect on athletic performance? Could it also be that four decades after federal Title IX legislation opened the door for girls in sports, we, in the postfeminist era, still sell girls short on the playing field?


Perhaps we also sell short the power of the word. In our shortcut, text-and-tweet world, words lose meaning, and we forget our own power in shaping the young. A word, a lecture, the whole oratorical Greek schmear—that’s what Bill Aris had going for him every time he spoke to his runners and could tell, in a second, one kid’s crying need at that moment, one kid’s fears or doubts or facility for conquest.


Aris was up against some heady science. In 2014, just as Fayetteville’s summer training was getting started, an article by the psychiatrist Richard A. Friedman appeared in the New York Times opinion pages with the headline, WHY TEENAGERS ACT CRAZY. Dr. Friedman, professor of clinical psychology at Cornell Weill Medical College, explained that because the brain’s prefrontal cortex, the seat of calm reasoning, does not mature until the midtwenties, “adolescents, on average, experience more anxiety and fear and have a harder time learning not to be afraid than either children or adults.”


This was not the accessory of grace Aris was looking for. However, soon after, I attended a lecture by the neuroscientist Frances Jensen, who said that while teenagers’ brains were still in development, recent research showed that when the brain’s pathways, or synapses, were stimulated, learning could occur. “Teens are learning machines,” asserted Dr. Jensen, author, with Amy Ellis Hutt, of The Teenage Brain. Jensen said that while the teenage brain could function like “a Ferrari with bad breaks,” there was also a “sweet spot” when, in the proper environment, the teenage brain could be enriched. “It’s a window of opportunity,” she said.


Aris tries to capitalize on that. He wants to see the human cell without a microscope. When Aris pulls a boy or girl aside, grabs him or her by the shoulders, and says, no punches pulled, that he or she needed to better keep pace with teammates on a run, and says it in a way that draws upon the entire context of what he had said for weeks and months, change becomes possible in the complex pathways of this young mind. Emotional vulnerability could be transformed into emotional power. You just need the right mentor. And the right words.
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One fall afternoon, the team was at Green Lakes State Park in Manlius, a short drive from the high school. This was where the team did its best training, not just on the hilly pathways but beforehand, when Aris would deliver his passionate lectures on Stotan staples: selflessness, teamwork, “the process is the goal,” whatever flew into his mind at that moment.


Aris’s daily practice sessions were really two practices in one. First, the mind was tackled; then the body. When the body was at work, lessons of the mind were inextricably woven into the effort, like the patterns of a quilt. At Green Lakes, Aris never stopped working the mind.


Upon arrival, the team members gathered at sheltered picnic tables where they unloaded their backpacks and grouped tightly as one. They were silent, waiting for Aris to speak. Their faces held expressions of brightness and longing, a sense that something new and vital would soon be handed to them. Their fertile minds needed only do their work, summoning strength they once never knew they had and thinking, in their own way, the hell with the outside world.


It was late in the season and the junior varsity events were over. The squad of about forty was scaled back to nine boys and nine girls, the varsity lineups plus alternates. From behind the picnic area, Green Lake’s emerald-blue waters glistened with the sun’s reflection. The beech, white cedar, and sugar maples were mesmerizing with their fiery late-fall bounty of yellows and oranges.


Aris was on fire himself. Standing in front of the team, he embarked on an exercise he’d done before. Referring to crowd reaction after Fayetteville victories, Aris said forcefully, “What’s the sound of F-M running great?” The team remained silent. “What’s the sound of F-M doing okay?” Light clapping. “What’s the sound of F-M having a mediocre day?” More vigorous clapping. “What’s the sound of F-M running lousy?” Raucous applause. “Think about that and what it means,” Aris told his runners. “It means we are resented because we are so successful. It means we are among ourselves.”


It was a moment of power—eerie and magnificent. Aris said that the previous year one boy told him that his motivation for winning was this: “I want to hear silence at the finish line.”


The Fayetteville requirement of squelching the teenage ego, seemingly a denial of human nature, was put to a test at every Nike Cross Nationals event. With the 398 athletes, 199 boys and 199 girls, celebrated at every turn on the sprawling Nike campus, and cross-country running taking its place as a major enterprise in the sporting orbit, the runners in Portland were bathed in glory and self-absorption. Each year, the F-M athletes tried to remain below the celebratory radar. Their pre-race posture, diffident and gallant, was in contrast with many of their opponents’ selfie seducements and entranced consumption of cool Nike gear.


One year, as the F-M runners stood apart from the hoopla at the Tiger Woods Center on the Nike campus, Alana Pearl discussed her development as an athlete. She said, “We train with our boys’ team. Our philosophy is, we’re not boys or girls. We’re athletes. No difference.”


Pearl’s imposing physique, gaining credence in some sectors of girls distance running, led to questions about her food choices. Aris was a stickler for good nutrition. Every “team family” that abided by Aris’s program changed its eating habits. That was always the first big family transformation. Alana was five feet five and 110 pounds. Since joining the team, she ate an iron-rich diet, what she called “clean” protein. She ate more fish and red meat than in the past. At Aris’s suggestion, Alana took iron supplements to assure that the oxygen-carrying particles in her blood would remain at healthy levels. Her mother looked into the iron content of various foods. “Instead of steak,” said Alana, who went on to run for the University of Connecticut, “I occasionally eat bison because it’s more iron-enriched.”


When Nick Ryan, the first of the team’s four Ryan kids, started running for Aris in 2009, the family “cleaned everything up,” said Peter Ryan, a junior on the 2014 team with two sisters, Olivia, a senior, and Sophia, a freshman, also on the 2014 squad. The Ryans cut out sweets, limiting desserts to Saturday. The timing was ideal. On Saturdays, Fayetteville either had a meet or, if not, a long run, up to two hours, was always scheduled. Afterward, Peter said, he would satisfy his sweet tooth, and exhaustion, by diving into a “ton” of ice cream.


After the challenging Saturday runs, best friends Jenna Farrell and Alana Pearl would satisfy their cravings in a different way. Fayetteville did not do “easy” runs or what teams typically called “recovery” runs. While balancing the “hard” and “easy” in running was taken as gospel—its patron saint was Nike’s own Bill Bowerman, the University of Oregon coach who practically invented the concept—Aris didn’t buy it. To Aris, easy, jog-along running was fine as exercise, but it was not training. To excel in cross-country, in the 5,000 meters, Aris insisted that his athletes always run at a pace that would elevate their heart rates to a training intensity of least 75 percent of maximum. “Training,” he would say. “Not exercise.” To Aris, “exercise,” to the aspiring competitor, was almost as demeaning as being “normal.”


Thus, in a midseason Saturday long run of two hours, the leading F-M girls would be required to sustain a pace of a little more than seven minutes per mile (the boys ran about a minute per mile faster), covering at least sixteen miles. Like virtually all runs, it would be done on hilly terrain, with an emphasis on sticking close to teammates, so close you could touch the girl in front of you or brush shoulders with the girl to your side, working the mind as well as the body. This ambitious effort, culminating a week of boot camp intensity, was calibrated to burnish an athlete’s total being and fill out a training mix that would escalate in demands as the championship events neared.


There would always be a point in the second hour when one or two girls would feel a particular zeal and run faster than required, and the rising doubts of others would have to be quelled. Jenna Farrell would tell herself: “You can do it. You can do it.” And she would repeat a team mantra: “Run hard, be strong . . . think big.”


Jenna would always think big, and so would Alana Pearl, and after the two-hour run, after a big team brunch at Dave’s Diner in Manlius, after the team members devoured their pancakes, dispersed and went their separate ways, Jenna and Alana would go to Alana’s house and into her bedroom. They would each lie down, face the ceiling, and let the effort drain out of them, their fitness secure. They would take some deep breaths, fall into a woozy bliss. Each girl knew how the run made the other feel. Each girl knew why the other did it. They would lie in silence. They would not speak. Not a word. Their shared suffering was now emboldened into shared silence. They were at peace.
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KILLER EYES




Bill would walk around at Green Lakes up above us on a hill carrying a big stick, like a staff, as tall as him. With his bald head shining in the sun, he looked like God walking around.


—Heather Martin, Fayetteville-Manlius cross-country runner





Early 2000s


The roots of the Fayetteville-Manlius cross-country dynasty—and new concepts like “self-governance” and “pain is the purifier” that would redefine the capacity of teenage runners—go back to the worst of America’s sedentary excesses at the dawn of the new millennium.


Around 2000, the American way of life seemed to be getting softer. Obesity rates were going through the roof. The sedentary life had settled over the nation like some sort of poisonous cloud. Two-thirds of the adult populace was overweight, and similar statistics of sloth applied to children and teenagers. While many in the health professions sounded alarms, at the time there seemed little that could be done about Americans’ ever-deepening plunge into the unfit abyss. High-fat, processed food was everywhere, marketed effectively and with plenty of political muscle by corporate interests. Technology continued its bullet-train pace, providing handy gadgets guaranteed to captivate our short attention spans while keeping us secure in one place, no need to move a muscle. Our weakness of body and mind was mocked on magazine covers like the one from Newsweek that showed an overweight child clutching a huge ice cream cone with the headline, FAT FOR LIFE?


As a high school track and cross-country coach, Bill Aris could see evidence of this lack of will and work ethic at Fayetteville-Manlius. While he had some dedicated runners, he had others who would come to practice and react to the coach’s planned workout with the comment, “We have to do that?” In addition, most of the athletes maintained very poor diets. It was clear to Aris that team members were not living very healthy lifestyles. How could they if they were not pointed in that direction at home or, for that matter, in school?


The scope of poor nutrition could not be overstated. As Molly Malone would recall about her first season on the squad, “I was eating Halloween candy before races like an idiot.”


As a runner himself, and a veteran of a dozen marathons, Aris knew that his team would never achieve true excellence on a consistent basis without a commitment to nutritious eating and a healthy lifestyle. Aris labored with a high school cross-country coach’s lament: What were the athletes doing all day long when they were not in his grasp? What were their habits when under the influence of unknowing parents and siblings, and a mass culture that did everything it could to undermine the development of a healthy body, mind, and spirit?


He wondered if there was anything he could do about this. Could he change the thinking, the attitudes, and the actions, of teenage athletes? What values of running—of living—that he held dear could he try and impart to the team? And how would he do this given the limitations he saw around him? The town of Manlius was typical of suburbs everywhere. The people were comfortable. The living was easy. The kids were not looking to be challenged. As Aris liked to say, “Mediocrity was the new excellence.”


These shortcomings were equally true within the running community itself. At the time, American distance running was going through a protracted period of weakness in the international arena. The successes of the previous generation in world and Olympic events were not being sustained as the twentieth century drew to a close. As a society, it seemed we no longer had the get-up-and-go and communal striving that had once led to historic US running exceptionalism.


It got so bad that, at the 1996 Summer Olympics, on home soil in Atlanta, the brightest US distance result, male or female, was a sixth place in the men’s 5,000 meters. The 2000 Summer Games in Sydney, Australia, would prove to be even worse. With Kenyan men sweeping all the distance-event medals, the lone US men’s marathoner placed sixty-ninth among the eighty-one finishers, twenty minutes behind the winner.


For runners, the marathon, at the world-class level, was emblematic of a nation’s strength and character. In 1972, when Frank Shorter won Olympic gold in Munich, with Kenny Moore fourth and Jack Bachelor ninth, the best showing by any nation, it said something about American drive coming out of the turbulent sixties and our ability to bolster initiatives in human rights—even the “right” to run—and in the realm of human potential. Before long, the federal Title IX legislation would pave the way for girls’ and women’s sports, and a decade later it was Joan Samuelson of Maine who would win the first Olympic marathon for women, in 1984 in Los Angeles.


But the twenty-first century landed with a thud. As a coach, Aris had to emerge from the locker room every day and try to inspire self-satisfied teenagers. A malaise permeated the landscape, and Aris struggled to find ways to overcome it.


How did we arrive at a point in 2003 in which hospitals were doing gastric bypass surgery—“stomach stapling” so that the body could no longer take in normal amounts of food—on kids? How did we arrive at the point, that same year, in which half of New York City’s 1.1 million schoolchildren were deemed overweight?


While poverty, lack of athletic facilities, and a dearth of healthy food choices in minority neighborhoods probably made such findings inevitable, a different mosaic of suburban privilege could also pose challenges at a place like Fayetteville-Manlius. The school, with about 1,350 students, was reputed for its academic standards. But as Aris patrolled the building sizing up potential cross-country recruits, he saw students overwhelmed by one AP class after another, immersed in the college sweepstakes, while in need of a good meal and a night’s sleep. If some did choose cross-country as their sport, all too often it was to pad their resume. Ironically, some students came out for the team because they knew there was a no-cut policy and assumed cross-country was a haven of last resort for those who wanted to coast through a varsity season.


Aris feared he was becoming part of the problem. With a decade of coaching under his belt, he was getting bored with the sameness of each year and the mundane rituals, the training sessions that seemed to lack spark. Even though he had coached some good teams and individual stars through the 1990s— Fayetteville’s 1997 boys team had been ranked number two in the nation—Aris worried that he wasn’t giving kids his best. He felt restless, in need of a blueprint to reinvigorate his passion. Something bold.
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Growing up in New York City in the borough of Queens, and on Long Island, in Floral Park, Aris had never been bold, not outwardly so. Still, he nurtured a certain inner boldness to survive, as his grandparents had when they left Greece, and as his father had in carving out a career in a postwar New York business world that was not hospitable to those of Greek ancestry.


All four of Aris’s grandparents had been born in Greece. They and other relatives were farmers living hardscrabble lives in all parts of the country at a time of great strife. The Balkan wars, hostility between Greece and neighboring Turkey, and the effects of World War I had brought about severe schisms in Greek society in the period before and after 1920, when Aris’s ancestors fled for better opportunity in America. Aris owns a prized family photograph of relatives on their Greek farm brandishing shotguns to defend themselves against marauders.


Typical of the immigrant culture, Bill’s family sought to adopt American ways while still holding close to its Greek roots. Aris’s paternal grandparents settled in the Bronx, where his father, John, grew up. After getting a high school education, John Aris had been drafted into the army for service in World War II. In 1945, he was all set for combat in the Pacific theater when the atomic bombs were dropped. He finished his tour on the West Coast, and then went to college in New York, at Pace University, on the GI Bill. Bill’s father majored in accounting and attended night school to earn an MBA.


“My family took what came, had a strong sense of right and wrong, valued education,” Aris said. “It was a clean and honest life, and I think I took from that the belief that you had to make your own way, be true to yourself, and embrace all challenges and opportunities.”


Aris’s heritage endeared him with other virtues—the pursuit of new ideas, an avid interest in philosophy, and inquiry into the intersection of a healthy body with an eager mind. The ancient Greeks were great philosophers and teachers, as well as the originators of sporting contests and the Olympic Games. Greek athletics was also endowed with the legend of the ancient runner Phidippides, whose heroic running during the Persian War of 490 B.C.E. was said to contribute to the Greek victory in the Battle of Marathon.


From his earliest running days, young Bill had a restless bent. He always craved a more joyful and well-rounded experience. At Floral Park High School, he went out for track as a freshman and ran the 800 meters. He ran okay but did not like the coaches’ training methods. In the late 1960s, interval training—fast laps around the track with brief recovery jogs—was all the rage. Bill considered intervals a mind-numbing system that took the fun out of running. While some runners liked the repetitive work for its immediate feedback and testing baseline, Bill needed to branch out and just run on his own. He completed his freshman season of track but, despite prodding from teammates, refused to go out for cross-country the next fall.


At the time, Aris thought he’d given up cross-country running forever.


Aris proceeded to run by himself through the streets and byways of Floral Park, situated just across the Queens border in Nassau County. His running was informal, spontaneous, made up as he went along. His stamina was solid; he could run without getting winded. Aris recalled, “I was the neighborhood Forrest Gump, innocent and bouncing along like I owned the place.”


Aris played, at various times, on the high school football, basketball, and lacrosse teams. He had already grown to his full height, six feet two. In local parks and on the streets, Aris played roller hockey and ice hockey. He would run, play hockey, run some more. He was always itching for the next run.


It was around this time when the Aris family acquired a touch of notoriety. Bill had an uncle who owned a restaurant in Manhattan, and somehow the establishment was recruited for a scene in the 1971 Academy Award–winning film The French Connection. The movie’s stars, Gene Hackman (Oscar winner for Best Actor) and Roy Scheider (nominated for Best Supporting Actor), were seen entering the place, where Bill’s Uncle Peter, a bon vivant with jet black hair who once played Canadian football, seated them at the bar. Bill’s cousin, Lenny, the bartender, served them. Another part of the Aris heritage—the movies.
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In 1973, Aris graduated from Floral Park High School and went on to Le Moyne College in Syracuse. He studied business and economics and let his running go for a year. When he resumed, he decided to train for a local marathon, in the spring of 1978, his senior year. “I can’t remember the name of the event,” he said, “but, from my standpoint, it could have been the Seat of the Pants Marathon.” On a bare minimum of thirty miles’ training a week, Aris ran about three and a half hours. The next spring Aris ran another marathon, also in 3:30.


By then he was married and with his first child, to be named John, after his father, on the way. Aris was twenty-four, a college graduate, and starting his first job at a bank. He had to put the marathon on hold. Two years later, after feeling more secure, he trained for his third marathon, New York City, finding the time to log fifty miles a week. He ran it in 3:01. In 1982, his second child, Andrea, was born.


Aris was now entrenched in the business world as a real estate manager with a company called United Technologies Corporation, a military-industrial giant that owned Carrier air-conditioning, Otis elevators, Pratt and Whitney engines, and Sikorsky helicopters.


Aris’s marathons had continued and improved. In 1990, he ran the first of three straight Boston Marathons, in 2:47. In 1991, he posted his lifetime best of 2:43:12. For the next year’s Boston, Aris built up to seventy to eighty miles a week but went out too fast and struggled to the finish in 2:49. That was his twelfth, and last, marathon.


That same year, United Tech downsized and Aris was let go. What would he do with his life? He had two kids, college expenses on the horizon, and no job. (Aris’s wife, Christine, was a nurse.) His runner’s instinct coupled with that dash of Greek boldness told him to quit the business world and take the opportunity to become a teacher’s aide and volunteer coach at Fayetteville-Manlius. At F-M, he wouldn’t make real money, but he might be happier and more fulfilled at this point in midlife. So, like some Wall Street titan who gives it all up to run a B&B in Vermont, Aris (minus the titan bank account) stepped into the high school arena cold. He’d never coached or worked with kids. He had no teaching experience whatsoever.


Aris considered his aide position to be temporary, and the F-M principal was fine with that. As things turned out, Aris would remain an F-M aide for fifteen years. His duties were mundane: hallway supervision, cafeteria duty, and the like. The main reason for Aris’s longevity was that being in the building gave him access to potential cross-country and track prospects.


After one season as a coaching volunteer, Aris became a paid assistant coach in 1993. Mike Guzman, head coach of both boys and girls, retired after 1997, and Aris became girls head coach. Jerry Smith, another assistant, was named boys head coach. Smith left after a year, and another assistant, Jim Nixdorf, was moved up to boys coach, with Aris helping. In 2004, Aris was named head coach of the boys program, and from then on Aris was head coach of track and cross-country for both boys and girls in all three seasons. Actually, it was four seasons, year-around, since the team trained over the summer—a must for cross-country.


To narrow his search for potential runners, Aris would approach younger siblings of current team members, or athletes in other sports who struck him as cross-country material. It was more about personality than body type or any noticeable physical attributes. Aris looked into the students’ faces. From his business experience, he knew how to look into someone’s eyes and size them up.


One of the exceptional things about cross-country is that it requires a menu of qualities different from that of most other sports. Someone who is just getting by in another sport might have the inner richness that makes him or her ideal for distance running. This submerged desire presents a wonderful opportunity for the coach, who develops ways to bring out that richness, which all too often lays dormant.


“When I saw Kathryn Buchan, a basketball player, in the Fayetteville hallways,” said Aris, “I approached her about cross-country. Buchan had never done any running and was not involved in a fall sport. I could see intensity in her eyes. I called them ‘killer eyes.’ Her eyes told me she had the desire to express herself as a competitor and that running could be the perfect platform for her.”


Aris told Kathryn straight out, “I’ve heard you’re a good athlete. I can see in your eyes that you’d be a hell of a runner. Would you consider running in our summer program and coming out for cross-country?” Kathryn appeared stunned by Aris’s invitation. Maybe her reaction had to do with his reputation. As an aide, Aris was often involved in disciplinary measures and walked around as an intimidating authority figure. That bothered him, he said, because he couldn’t be his jolly self. Add to that the misguided student chatter that had characterized Aris as a tyrannical coach forcing kids to run; and his inclination to take greasy food off runners’ plates in the cafeteria (not entirely true).


Aris told Kathryn and others he approached, “Don’t see me for what I am here during the day or what you may have heard about me. See me for what I am when I work with you.”


Buchan took Aris’s sales job to heart, joined the squad, and, over time, became a member of three national championship teams.


Many of the F-M girls and boys shared Buchan’s star quality. Even a quiet type could exemplify it. Perhaps the best example was Courtney Chapman, another basketball player, with an older sister on the team. Courtney’s mom was shocked when Aris did his sales pitch on her younger daughter. Her mom said, “What kind of runner could Courtney be if she got winded after a few minutes on the basketball court?” But Aris knew Courtney had something—those eyes. She joined the squad in eighth grade, which is permitted in New York State, and went on to run on five national championship teams.


“I have to admit,” said Aris, “that I’m pretty effective at convincing someone that something—well, running—is their calling. Maybe I have killer eyes myself, but only when driven by my passion for excellence. I can be unrelenting. To me, a runner is a terrible thing to waste.”


Though the athletes didn’t know it at the time, and maybe Aris didn’t either, these brief encounters in school served as the first inkling of a strong belief system he was able to create. Over time, the belief system bred a new culture, and the new culture transformed teenagers. In turn, they, too, became new.


Chapman, later on in college, recalled joining the team and feeling intimidated by Aris’s stump speeches filled with wild tales, unusual training methods, and impossible standards of achievement. “Having an innocent, naive young mind made it easier for me to believe what coach was telling us,” she said. “Bill has a certain magic to him. He manages to convince you that you are capable of anything, whether it is athletics, your career, your life, but you must make the change and put forth all of yourself to achieve whatever it is.”


Magic? Aris believed that kids’ authentic selves were being upended by screwed-up, nonsensical American ways, and he wouldn’t stand for it. His mind leaped ahead with crazy ideas about running domination, boys and girls, all doing the same hard work together. All on the same page. Aris and his runners: a perfect world.
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THE STOTAN CHALLENGE




Go out and run until you’d rather be dead. Go home and eat the entirety of your fridge. Fall asleep by nine. Wake up the next day and repeat. Try not to cry.


—Molly Malone, Fayetteville-Manlius cross-country runner





2004 Season I


Preparing to take charge of all Fayetteville-Manlius runners in 2004, Bill Aris dove into an exploration of every training method, motivational technique, and athletic philosophy he could get his hands on. He tried to come up with new methods that a teenager might respond to within a framework of higher standards and values of team running. Cross-country was first and foremost a team sport, and Aris wanted to overcome the “me first” sports ethos that had America in its grasp.


All of distance running owed a tribute to Arthur Lydiard, the wondrous New Zealand coach of Olympic champions who a half-century ago created a template for success from the mile to the marathon. Many coaches today, high school and otherwise, say they “use Lydiard” when asked about their training methods. Lydiard, who coached the three-time Olympic champion Peter Snell and other all-time greats, emphasized high mileage and hill training as a strength-building foundation. He structured a “periodization” system to set up a different focus for each phase of a training year. Aris liked Lydiard’s methods, some of which, such as hill work, are so fundamental they can’t help but be instrumental in any runner’s success, especially in cross-country.


While the Lydiard approach lacked the well-roundedness and spiritual ardor Aris was looking for—and by the early 2000s seemed a little too “common” and regimented for his taste—some elements of Lydiard’s long-distance program would make their way into Aris’s grand plan. But on the whole, Aris felt he had to get away from regimentation and traditional dogma. There was nothing in the American training canon that spoke to him. It was all too clinical and laboratory based. Science had its place but not as a defining emphasis for Aris. The training schedules generated by US coaches and exercise scientists seemed to him dry, generic, and restrictive. This day you do that, the next day you do this. Run X, run Y. This pace, that distance. Aris found the exactitude stifling.


Aris hunted for freedom, spontaneity, something imaginative that he could put his stamp on. He wanted a program that would make a statement—a lightning rod. To be a pathfinder and completely reeducate the masses, at least in his modest corner of upstate New York. He kept thinking of terms to help guide his search: audacious, bold, cutting edge, outside the box, collaborative . . . revolutionary.


Aris’s research led him to Percy Cerutty, a Down Under coaching “cousin” of Lydiard’s from Australia. Like Lydiard, Cerutty came to prominence in the 1950s and ’60s. He struck out on his own and was despised by the Australian running establishment. The feeling was mutual.


While Lydiard’s most noted protégé was Snell, Cerutty’s marquee athlete was the miler Herb Elliott, Snell’s predecessor as Olympic 1500-meter champion in 1960. Both Cerutty and Lydiard were eccentric trailblazers who disdained convention and challenged not only their coaching fraternities but their nations’ cultures of complacency.


The genesis of each man’s program was different. Lydiard learned from his own running as a marathoner, testing the effects of long mileage. An undistinguished teenage runner, Cerutty was a sickly child who’d been rejected from the military and suffered a physical and emotional breakdown in his early forties that required hospitalization. He found he could not trust doctors or conventional methods of medical care and set out to heal himself through holistic methods. Cerutty studied food, psychology, and philosophy, all in the context of total fitness and a harmony with nature. He lost weight, resumed running, and won many races while breaking Australian records for ultramarathon distances like fifty miles.


There’s a classic, arresting photograph of Cerutty running. He looks to be about sixty. In the photo, he is in full-out racing posture, arms churning, face grimacing. What stands out is Cerutty’s torso. It has the sinewy leanness of a teenager. From the neck down, Cerutty looks like an underwear model. Not an ounce of body fat. Cerutty’s rib cage, abdominals, and chest muscles are all visible, each bone a branch on the Cerutty tree of a life properly lived. That image was the embodiment of the athletic worldview Cerutty fashioned for himself and his runners. It was an outlook that embraced the naturalness present in all of us in a holy way.


Aris said, “I had found my man. And I had found my program.” Cerutty called it “Stotan,” a marriage of “stoic” and “spartan.” Cerutty had developed a “Stotan Creed.” It was a manifesto of running and living. This became Aris’s new coaching foundation. It was bold and audacious, to say the least. Cerutty used Stotan ideas to nurture Elliott and other Olympic greats. Impressed, Aris took the essence of the creed and adapted it to his high school team.


The “stoic” component of Stotan included standing up to all challenges, developing strength of mind and body, training in a robust way, persevering in the face of adversity, applying athletic values and healthy practices like good nutrition in one’s daily existence, having a strong work ethic, appreciating the beauty of life, and showing modesty and humility while seeking new levels of excellence. The “spartan” component included being satisfied with basic comforts, seeking harmony with nature, eschewing material gains, and living a pure and honest life that running helps engender.


In Cerutty’s view, and in Aris’s, running and life were intertwined. There was no halfway. To run and live as a Stotan, you were either in or out.


Would the Fayetteville runners buy into it? Aris knew many would not. But he hoped that some would, enough to change the team culture. As he thought about these new attitudes he hoped to develop, Aris kept repeating to himself, “What if?”


Within the Stotan framework, there were many novel training and lifestyle specifics to employ. They were bound to shock the Fayetteville runners, maybe scare them away. Aris said, “I was willing to take that risk. I’d learned in business that a new idea, if inspiring, if driven by excellence, not pretense, could become infectious.”


The athletes confronted the risk and took it. “We weren’t living the normal life of a high school kid,” recalled Heather Martin, a converted sprinter who would run cross-country on three national championship teams. “We were training like elite athletes. One of Bill’s favorite quotes was, ‘Normal has nothing to do with excellence.’ What we were doing at Fayetteville was not normal. But it’s also not normal for one team of girls to have a chance to win the national championship every year.”


Aris did Cerutty one better. Cerutty had never coached a team; he’d only worked with individuals. While some of those individuals did a bit of training together, Cerutty had no reason to shape a group of runners with different abilities, ideas, and backgrounds into a unified team for competition. Aris faced the added challenge of revamping his program not only for individual success but also for team success. For that he was on his own. It’s one thing to nurture a boy or girl with new ideas. To try that with an entire team required reengineering many layers of imbedded psychological assumptions. Aris was not reinventing the wheel. He was reinventing the automobile.


Aris felt that no one had ever tested what teenage athletes were capable of. Could he develop a unique kind of team that would learn, train, and race as no other? Would the whole thing be rejected by, well, “normal” kids who just couldn’t accept it?


And would Aris come off as a self-righteous, Berkeley-style protester when he preached that when “team” was spoken of people really meant the glorification of individuals? Would he be shipped off to some commune in the mountains when he gave his narcissism speech: that narcissism was corrupting us as a people; that, for the high school kid, running was the antidote, the inoculation, against narcissism; and that he sought to create a team culture of selflessness and egolessness. Are you in or out?


[image: images]


Divining the remarkable success of the Fayetteville-Manlius runners inevitably leads to the enigma of the young runner, boy or girl, and the enigma of Aris himself. At practice sessions and competitions near and far, at premeet dinners and postmeet celebrations, during the furious racing and in the afterglow of victory, the young runner appears as a hybrid. The child growing seamlessly into something greater—not an adult, but something better, something clean and pure—something full of life. The postchild: the runner young enough to extinguish fear and old enough to welcome the pain of transcendent effort and strive to overcome it. Even the teenage mind of an early team member, Andrew McCann, a handsome devil chasing girls and golf balls, could elucidate an insight that would change his young life: “Pain and fatigue vastly differ.”


Aris saw that this well-worn conflict of maturation—the cri de coeur in our society of “What am I going to do with these crazy kids?”—was not a conflict at all if we could only stop and see what they saw, feel what, deep inside, they really wanted. Aris would strike out into new territory and take that youthful “craziness” not to fix but empower it. He took their energy, their innocence, and their need for connection. (He also took their burgers and cheese fries.) At the same time, Aris took stock of who he was, what he, too, needed, and formulated an audacious plan for communion unearthed from the sand dunes of Australia.


Stotan—the word itself sounded alien—seemed perfect for Aris. As a teacher, Aris would have had the go-it-alone daring inspired by the Robin Williams character, John Keating, in Dead Poets Society. Rip out the first page of the dusty poetry text. Start anew.


Like Williams’s Keating, Aris would have never lasted in a conventional classroom. Maybe he could have found comfort in one of those 1960s “schools without walls,” but not in a traditional school. He wanted to find ways to meet the teens where they lived emotionally. With their sense of invincibility, the young runners were equipped to take risks. Who better than the restless Aris to feed teenagers’ need for rebellion? Who better than Aris to convince teenagers to eat healthy for a teammate?


“Experimental behavior is actually important for adolescents to engage in because it helps them establish their autonomy, Jensen and Hutt state in The Teenage Brain. In addition, the authors explain, in adolescents the greater release of the substance dopamine in the “nucleus accumbens” section of the brain makes them hypersensitive to positive feelings, with an emotional reliance on immediate gratification. In another words, as every parent knows, a teenager lives in the “right now.”


Cross-country running is everything but right now. It is built on delayed gratification. It is not: take a basketball, drill it through the hoop, and be happy. On the contrary, it is: train hard today and every day for weeks and months, and after that you might run a good race and you might be happy.


Confronting this conflict, borne in our genes, Aris found another way. He encouraged the young runners to find so much delight and satisfaction every day in hard work and teamwork so that, while experimenting to establish their autonomy, they could feel reward in the right now. At Fayetteville-Manlius, there was no such thing as immediate gratification or delayed gratification . . . just gratification.


High school cross-country had come far since Aris began coaching in 1992. Increasing media exposure showed that some of the most formidable athletes in any sport were cross-country runners and that year-round running along with weight training and other supportive exercises were required to compete with the best. Cross-country was getting some overdue respect. Why mess with it? Because, Aris said, it could be even better.


After reading Cerutty and other texts on group dynamics and sport psychology, Aris felt an opportunity to create a new athlete, transformed from good to great, from normal to extraordinary, who would become the template at Fayetteville-Manlius for a redefinition of the runner. The teenage runner, with enhanced physical, emotional, and spiritual powers, would now stand as the model athlete, the athlete supreme.


That was his goal. Aris would start by throwing away the coach’s favorite tool, the stopwatch, and train the runners with spontaneity, creating workouts as he went along. He would write nothing down, have no preconceived notions, no schedule, no system, as it were, only his instincts to tell him, as he sized up the boys and girls, what would stimulate their hearts and minds and muscles on that day, at that moment.
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