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DEDICATION

I am grateful to God for his love and blessing in my life. When you come to understand that, your priorities change—and mine have.

For Linda; together we are an amazing team, and to our beautiful blended family.

Our children, Marissa, Heidi, Jess, Luke and Matthew, have always shown their love and encouragement towards me by running with me, asking me for advice on training programs, and listening to my ideas about the statue and now this book.

A special thanks to Anne Roberts, Scott Lange, my dearest friend Michael Crom, my brother George Mitrovich, George Hirsch, and Allan Steinfeld for their steadiness and inspiration.

To Henry Stern, the man who named me “Statue Man” and a man I call my friend.

William Jefferson Clinton for writing an introductory letter for my book and for always saying yes to support my effort in honoring Fred Lebow.

Kathrine Switzer, Kitty Kelley, and Michael Reagan for opening my eyes to what lay ahead of me in writing this book.

To Christine Robbins, for seventeen years of dedication to both Linda and me, and to Cecilia Milner who kept me on track, put up with my lack of computer skills, and demonstrated great patience in helping me write this book.


PRAISE FOR FOREVER AT THE FINISH LINE:

“After spending eighteen years in the US Senate trying to solve many problems for this fine country of ours, I thought I knew “the ropes”—but after watching my friend Dan Mitrovich try to get a statue in New York’s Central Park, my efforts were “kid stuff!” After reading this wonderful book about Dan’s courage and persistence, you’ll know one thing for sure: there is a statue of Fred Lebow in Central Park! Here you will read what it takes to overcome huge obstacles in a quest to accomplish something of great good.”

—Alan K. Simpson, United States Senator, Wyoming (retired)

“It is an inspiring story of a man whose remarkable level of determination and ingenuity enabled him to complete a most ambitious undertaking … If you want to be encouraged about your fellow man, this is a good book to read.”

—Ronald F. Phillips, Senior Vice Chancellor & School of Law Dean Emeritus, Pepperdine University

“A perfect ending to a life well run, and a must-read for any fan of our sport—not just running, but any sport.”

—Tracy Sundlun, Senior VP of Global Events for the Competitor Group and Co-Founder of the Rock’n’Roll Marathon Series

“Fred Lebow was an amazing man, the founding father of the New York City Marathon. It took another amazing man, Dan Mitrovich, to have Fred’s statue created and then placed in Central Park. This is the compelling story of these two visionaries.”

—George A. Hirsch, chairman of the New York Road Runners Club and former worldwide publisher of Runner’s World
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Prologue

THE GREAT RACE



“In running, it doesn’t matter whether you come in first, in the middle of the pack, or last. You can say, ‘I have finished.’ There is a lot of satisfaction in that.”

—Fred Lebow

THE NUMBERS ARE STAGGERING.

100,000 applicants for 50,000 plus spots.

More than two million spectators crowding the streets of New York City.

An audience of 330 million watching on television.

No disrespect to the Super Bowl, World Series, or NBA finals, but the New York City Marathon (NYCM) is undoubtedly the world’s largest and most spectacular sporting event. And unlike a Super Bowl, where fifty-three player championship rings are given out to the members of the winning team, a World Series with forty rings, or an NBA championship where there are fifteen rings, in 2016 the New York City Marathon gave out over 51,000 medals to finishers. The Marathon also raises over $340 million in revenue for the City of New York and requires the services of more than 13,000 volunteers. These include 100 linguists to assist runners from all over the world, teams of doctors, and even psychologists to aid those who run into trouble along the 26.2 mile route.

What an amazing event! And it becomes even more amazing when you consider that it grew out of a little-known run through Central Park that attracted just 127 participants in its first year, 1970.

What was it that caused this small race to blossom into the world’s best-known and biggest sports event?

There‘s a simple answer:

FRED LEBOW

Fred was an unassuming man with a passion for running and a gift for encouraging others. He started running to increase his stamina because he wanted to improve his tennis game. But running soon surpassed tennis as the love of his life. He ran because he loved it—not for any other reason.

Fred went on to compete in sixty-nine marathons in more than thirty countries. He also served as the long-time president of the New York City Road Runners Club (NYRCC), an organization that grew from 270 members to more than 31,000 under his direction.

Tragically, Lebow died of cancer in 1994. But his vital role in making the Marathon what it is today is commemorated by a lifelike bronze statue of Fred that now greets exhausted, but exhilarated, runners at the finish line each year. The 600-pound statue is immediately recognizable to those who ran the Marathon prior to Fred’s passing. They often saw him as I did, just prior to crossing the finish line. The sculpture captured the moment so well—Fred looking at his watch and shouting encouragement to runners as they gave their last few ounces of energy to reach the finish line near Tavern on the Green in Central Park.

The statue has become a New York City landmark. It is located at the 90th Street entrance to the park just off Fifth Avenue near the runner’s kiosk. It’s featured in dozens of tour guides to Manhattan. Every year, two days before the race, Fred’s statue is moved to the finish line at 66th and Central Park West, and then the next day, after the conclusion of the Marathon, it is returned to its resting place near Engineer’s Gate in the Park. In the days leading up to the race, it is bedecked by flowers—some from those who remember Fred and others from those who want his blessing and luck to be with them.

[image: images]

To look at this bronze lifelike statue, which seems so natural here, you’d never believe it took a herculean struggle to get it approved and erected in the Park—but it did. The struggle involved two United States Presidents, a governor of New York, two mayors of New York City, three United States senators, eleven members of New York’s congressional delegation, dozens of celebrities, hundreds of Fred Lebow fans all over the world, and a parks commissioner named Henry Stern.

It’s an incredible story and one I’m often asked to share. In fact, when people hear me talk about the statue, they almost always say the same thing: “Dan, you should write a book!”

I’ve heard that so often, in fact, that I finally decided to do as they suggested. The book is written, and you hold it in your hands.

Now, some people have gone so far as to claim that I “single-handedly” got the statue of Fred Lebow erected in Central Park. As I’ve already said, that is simply not true. The statue represents the efforts of hundreds of people. But it is true that the idea began with me and, in that sense, represents what can happen if one person has a dream and then does everything within his or her power to make that dream come true.

There are two important reasons why I decided to write this book. The first and most important reason is to honor Fred Lebow.

The second reason is to tell the story of the statue. I hope it will inspire people by showing what one person can accomplish when he or she won’t give up and refuses to take no for an answer. Thomas Edison once said that “genius is one percent inspiration and ninety-nine percent perspiration.” Your dream can and will come true if you give everything you’ve got to see it happen.

Anybody who has ever run in the New York City Marathon will tell you that the course is one of the more difficult marathon routes in the world. The last few miles may look flat to the eye, but I can tell you from experience that they are most certainly uphill. The race is grueling. But the bronze statue of Fred Lebow had a harder time getting to the finish line than any runner ever did. For over eleven years those of us who desired to honor Fred refused to take no for an answer. We fought our way through miles and miles of tangled bureaucratic red tape. And we devoted thousands of hours to keeping the dream alive.

In other words, we did exactly what it takes to accomplish almost anything worthwhile. Let me tell you how the dream began.
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HOW THE ADVENTURE BEGAN



“If I can make it there, I’ll make it anywhere. It’s up to you, New York, New York.”

—John Kander and Fred Ebb

THE FIRST TIME I RAN IN the New York City Marathon, it nearly killed me.

At least I felt like I was going to die.

That was also the first time I ever laid eyes on Fred Lebow.

The year was 1990, the month was November, and the weather was unseasonably warm.

I arrived at La Guardia Airport on Thursday, November 1, at about 4:30 in the afternoon and grabbed a cab to get to my hotel, the Wyndham, at 42 West 58th Street. The Wyndham sat just beyond the side door of the famed Plaza Hotel. It was a medium-priced hotel where many of the old showbiz personalities like Donald O’Connor stayed while doing shows on Broadway. My good friends Elliot and Marjorie Martin gave me a tip on that hotel, and the hotel was a good one until it was sold several years later.

I did not jog that day, as it was my rest day. The next morning I took an early jog over to the finish line of the Marathon. I was excited just to run in Central Park and see where I would end up on Sunday. I had no idea what and how much that finish line would mean to me and how much time I would be spending there over the next eleven years.

The New York City Marathon was run on the last weekend in October through 1984. That year the weather was so hot the Marathon board decided to move the run the next year to the first Sunday in November, and there it has stayed. After returning to my hotel, I changed my clothes and got a cab to take me over to the Sheraton Hotel at 51st Street and Seventh Avenue, hoping to be one of the first to get my number and place in line. No such luck. Thousands of runners were already there, waiting in lines to get in and receive their running packets. As I made my way through the crowd, I was struck by the babble of conversation that swirled around me. Spanish in front of me. French behind me. German over there. Italian and Russian. Swahili. I knew then that this marathon was a world-class event!

Long-distance running wasn’t new to me. I had been a runner since my cross-country days in high school and competed in my first marathon in my hometown of San Diego in 1981. My first marathon time was 3:54:24.

I received my official notice of acceptance into the New York City Marathon on Monday, June 25, 1990. I started training the very next day. I trained for 125 days and, for the most part, everything went smoothly. I had never trained so perfectly for a race, but this was the New York City Marathon and not just another race. When you travel all the way across the country to run 26.2 miles, you want to get the most out of it. During my training there had been a few times where my legs had cramped up about nine miles into my run. I certainly didn’t want that to happen now.

On Sunday I climbed aboard one of the Marathon buses that were parked along Fifth Avenue in front of the New York Public Library, waiting to carry runners to the starting line in Staten Island. I arrived there about three hours before race time and was placed in a holding area with the longest latrine I had ever seen. There were not even separate places for women and men.

I remember that it was very cold that morning, and I made my way over to a fire truck that had its engine running so I could be warmed by the exhaust. Later that day, after the sun broke through the gray overcast, the temperature climbed to 74 degrees, making it one of the warmest days in New York City Marathon history.

As I waited for the race to begin, I noticed five other runners standing near me who were passing around a tube of some kind of ointment and rubbing it into their legs. When I started a conversation with them, I discovered that one of them had run in over fifteen New York City Marathons, another in ten, and the other three in at least five. They all looked to be in great shape. Most runners can spot other runners without any problem. These guys were tall and thin with long, strong legs built for stamina.

“What have you got there?” I asked.

The young man who had just finished greasing up his legs held the tube out in my direction.

“This is great stuff,” he said. “The best.”

I took it, examined it for a moment, and handed it back.

“Ever have trouble with cramping?” he asked.

I said yes and admitted that I was worried about it because I’d had some problems in my training.

“Not with this you won’t,” he smiled, again handing me the lotion. “Go ahead.”

What could it hurt? As he nodded his approval, I squirted a big blob of the stuff into my palm and gave my legs a good massaging. Then, just to be safe, I did it again.

One thing runners learn at some point in their training for a race is that when you near the last couple of weeks prior to a big run, never, ever do anything that was not part of your overall training plan. Don’t change your diet, your exercise plan, anything! Unfortunately, I had to learn this the hard way.

It was probably another half hour or so before we were escorted to the start line. Once I was at the starting line, my nerves began to kick in. I had at least 10,000 runners in front of me and another 30,000 behind me. Finally, the cannon was fired, which signaled that the race had begun—40,000 runners were on their way. Women headed to the lower level of the Verrazano-Narrows Bridge and men to the top level. There were so many of us that it would have been impossible to squeeze another human being onto that structure. Above and below, wall-to-wall—or rather, rail-to-rail—men and women of all ages and races began their run of a lifetime, the New York City Marathon.

Running through my mind was the Kander and Ebb piece, “New York, New York.” We headed uphill toward the top (height of 693 feet) of that magnificent, beautiful Verrazano Bridge, 13,700 feet across. It seemed to me that I wasn’t running at all. In fact, the first half-mile I was fast-walking, trying to not get knocked to the ground or trip due to the uneven road. I kept my hands on the person in front of me as I was carried upward by the momentum of the crowd. Almost without effort we reached the top of the bridge. I looked out and saw a cruise ship heading to sea. The striking view reminded me of 1968 and the first time I sailed under the Verrazano. I had been heading off to England, trying to forget the early morning hours of June 5 and the senseless murder of Robert F. Kennedy—a tragedy that shattered my life.

I continued to run down the bridge and into the borough of Brooklyn.

The next few miles came easily. I felt good, the course was flat, and the wind seemed to be at my back. I was surprised when I saw the signs for Fourth Avenue, meaning that I‘d already run four miles. If only the rest of the race could go this well. As mile five and six went by, I figured maybe I could beat my 1983 San Francisco Marathon time of 3:28:37, giving me a personal best.

But as soon as that thought crossed my mind, both of my legs begin to tingle. By the time I passed the Williamsburg Bank tower, one of the tallest clock towers in the world—even taller than “Big Ben”—located near the eight-mile mark, the tingling had become a severe burning. The pain grew in intensity as I ran through Bay Ridge, Sunset Park, Bedford-Stuyvesant, and Greenpoint.

I was in agony as I drew near the Pulaski Bridge at the halfway point, 13.1 miles. The pain was nearly the worst I have ever felt. Every cell in my body seemed to be screaming for me to stop, and I had no choice but to obey.

I headed into the next first-aid tent and told the nurse my legs were on fire. She had me lie down on a little army cot and quickly began icing my legs. That ice felt great!

She shook her head sympathetically. “I don’t think you’re going to be able to continue. You’d better call it a day.”

I actually considered it for a moment. But only for a moment. I had come almost 3,000 miles to run in this race, and I wasn’t going to quit, no matter what.

After a few more minutes of rest, I dragged myself up and back out onto the street. I made it across the Pulaski Bridge into Queens and kept on putting one foot in front of the other. Somehow I managed to navigate the steep climb up to the Queensboro Bridge (also known as the 59th Street/Midtown Bridge, which Simon and Garfunkel wrote about in their song, “Feeling Groovy”). The bridge is considered one of the most difficult sections of the Marathon. We climbed about 150 feet in elevation to the center of the bridge and continued across the East River, down into Manhattan, where an amazing sea of people—at least 35,000 at that point—were waiting to cheer the runners on. The streets were absolutely full of people, cheering and shouting their encouragement, but I barely heard them. I couldn’t think about anything but the pain in my legs and feet. I felt like my toes were about to fall off. I’d already been running more than three hours and still had ten miles to go.

I was in so much pain that I needed to call my daughter Marissa. I felt a desperate need to hear her voice. This was before cell phones, so I worked my way through the crowd to a pay phone and placed a collect call to Marissa, who was at home in La Mesa, California. She answered right away and I heard the operator say she had a collect call from her father and ask if she’d accept the charges. Marissa hesitated for just a moment and then said yes.

“Hi, sweetheart,” I said, “this is Dad.”

“Dad?” I heard the surprise in her voice. “How can it be you? I’m watching the New York City Marathon on TV right now. Aren’t you running in it?”
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#6503 Dan Mitrovich coming off the Midtown Bridge

I told her I was but I was in so much pain that I just needed to hear her voice. I said, “I love you” and then told her I had to hang up and keep running.

I watched the street signs as I made my way up First Avenue: 60th Street, 70th, 80th, 90th. On and on I went. By the time I reached the Willis Avenue Bridge, there had been so many other runners ahead of me that the carpet they’d laid over the steel had already worn out—and the pain caused by my feet hitting that hard steel was nearly unbearable. But still I kept going.

Once across the bridge I continued to put one foot in front of the other as I headed into the Bronx, the twenty-mile mark of the Marathon. As most marathoners know, the twenty-mile mark is called “the wall.” Congressman Jose Serrano told me several years later that he had asked Fred Lebow: “Why did you put the twenty-mile mark of the Marathon in the Bronx? We have enough problems here!”

Somehow I made it through the Bronx and into Manhattan via the Madison Avenue Bridge, down Fifth Avenue, where gospel singers in their choir robes brought us back to life with their up-and-moving gospel songs as we passed by.

Not too far away, a couple of blocks, perhaps, a sea of colorful autumn leaves shivered in the wind. Had I finally reached Central Park? To my great disappointment the answer was no. It was a park all right, but not Central Park. It was Marcus Garvey Park, which meant I was still almost five miles from the finish line.

By this time I was barely moving, dragging my left leg behind me. Still, pain shot through me with every step, and I was so cold I was shivering as I ran.

I had always loved running, but today I was totally, absolutely, completely miserable.

Eventually, I reached the Plaza Hotel at the corner of 59th Street and Fifth Avenue. I turned right onto Central Park South, where thousands upon thousands of spectators had gathered to cheer the runners on to the finish. Now, that was amazing! Especially considering that the fastest runners had finished the course over two hours ago. I crossed Sixth Avenue, made it to Columbus Circle, and turned into Central Park. Less than a mile to go as I moved up the last climb toward the finish line.

Then, there it was. I could see the New York City Marathon banner and the clocks showing the time. Now I knew I was about to finish.

And that’s where I first saw Fred Lebow, fifty yards from the finish line, standing there, looking at his watch and shouting encouragement to runners like me. It seemed to me that he was trying to give us his own energy, willing us to finish as we came staggering towards the finish line. “Come on! You can do it!”
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1990 New York City Marathon Finishers Medal
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#6503 Dan Mitrovich at the finish line NYCM 1990

I had been waiting for so long. I had completed the Marathon in 4:39:46, far behind where I thought I‘d be and wanted to be. But at least I had finished, and that made me feel so absolutely proud, I had tears of pain and happiness at the same time.

Fred genuinely seemed to care about every runner, wanted each to go home with their head held high and the ability to say, “I finished the New York City Marathon.”

Olympic gold-medalist Frank Shorter put it this way:


Fred was the only race director I knew who waved like crazy, trying to pull you in. He was so animated and excited. He couldn’t sit still at the finish line. He was having so much fun because he cared about the performance. He cared about you. He wanted everyone to get out of themselves as much as possible.



I yelled Fred’s name and he gave me a big thumbs up and shouted, “You did it!”

I don’t know why, exactly, but that gesture and the smile on Fred’s face really meant a lot to me. Just writing these words brings tears to my eyes. I knew right away that he was a very special man. If I were still alive the next day, I’d have to come back and try to meet him.
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MEETING WITH THE PRESIDENT



“The pleasure, satisfaction and joy were shared by this correspondent, too! I saw that look in Fred Lebow’s face—it was very touching. That was a great day for all of us.”

—Alan K. Simpson
United States Senator
March 20, 1991

IF YOU COME TO MY OFFICE in Los Angeles, you’ll see lots of photographs of me with famous people. Movie stars and Hall of Fame athletes, former US presidents, presidents of other countries, and political leaders from all points of the political spectrum.

I consider some of these people to be friends, and I respect and love them dearly. But I’m not in awe of them nor am I easily intimidated.

My theory is that if you approach people in the right way, they’ll be happy to talk to you. In fact, the more famous they are, the more they want to talk. As they become older they want to share their stories. You just have to catch them at the right time.

That’s why it was completely out of the ordinary for me to be so impressed by Fred Lebow. There was something about the guy that really spoke to me. Maybe it was due in part to the fact that he looked like such an ordinary fellow—and yet he had done such extraordinary things during his tenure as president of the New York City Marathon. The night after the race, as I lay on the bed in my hotel room, too tired and too sore to move, I decided to read some of the material I’d picked up about the history of the Marathon. The more I read, the more impressed I was.

I discovered that just a little over a year earlier, Fred Lebow had been diagnosed with terminal brain cancer. He had spent weeks in the hospital undergoing chemotherapy and radiation treatments. His doctors didn’t expect him to survive more than a few months—much less return to his job as president of the New York City Marathon. But he had beaten the odds. There was no doubt that this guy was someone special.

When I woke up the next morning, the first thing I noticed was that my legs were still really sore but still connected to my body.

My second thought was, “Somebody needs to do something to honor Fred Lebow for what he’s done.”

I put in a call to my older brother and lifelong mentor, George, in San Diego.

“Hey, I just finished running in the New York City Marathon, and I’ve got to tell you, it‘s one of the great events of the world.”

George and I have had some experience when it comes to great events. We’d gone to Super Bowls, World Series, presidential inaugurations and national political conventions for both parties. But as far as I was concerned, the New York City Marathon was the greatest event of them all. I told George about the way it brought people together from all over the world and how the whole city seemed to come together—all five boroughs: Staten Island, Brooklyn, Queens, Bronx, and Manhattan—in a spirit of friendship and cooperation on the day of the race, aptly called “Unity Day.”

Suddenly, I found myself telling him all about Fred Lebow and what a great guy he was.

I said, “You know, George, I really want to take Fred Lebow to the White House and have him meet President Bush. He really deserves it.” George seemed to have caught my enthusiasm. “Well, let’s see what we can do about it.”

As far as I was concerned, when brother George said, “Let’s see what we can do about it,” that meant, “Consider it done.”
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When I was first running for President in 1992, the national
press made much of my daily jogging habit. By then, T had been
doing it nearly every morning for almost twenty years.

From Little Rock to Washington, and Vancouver to Seoul, I rarely
missed an opportunity to lace up my sneakers. Both as Governor
and as President, my runs provided a sense of routine and calm
in days that were often anything but, and especially uring my
White House years, they were a terrific way not only to stay in
shape, but to stay connected with people from all walks of life
at a time when I worried about losing touch with the experiences
of ordinary Americans.

Most nornings T jogged out the back gate of the White House and
up the Mall to the Lincoln Memorial or the Capitol, much to the
consternation of my Secret Service detail who would have
preferred a more secure route. I loved these runs and enjoyed
the pecple who joined me or who I met along the way.

As every runner knows, there are good and not so good running
days. On most not so good days I chose to keep going, hoping my
pounding away, regardless of the news or the weather, would
provide some small measure of inspiration to joggers around the
country who put one foot in front of the other for any number of
different reasons. When the Secret Service finally asked me to
stop running in public out of concern for my safety, I did so,
but only with great regret.

Hardly anyone loved running more than Fred Lebow, or did more to
turn  solitary sport into a thriving and inclusive community
that welcomed enthusiasts of all backgrounds and abilities.
Though few of us will ever match him in finishing sixty-nine
marathons, we can all finish our run—whether a jog around the
corner or a race alongside thousands of people—with a skyward
nod of appreciation to Fred for sharing his incredible vision
with sc many of us.
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