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			This account of the world’s greatest race is dedicated to Martin Richard and his smile that makes you smile; Krystle Campbell and her spirit that will always shine bright; Lu Lingzi, who traveled to Boston to share her life with us; and Sean Collier, whose dream to protect and serve will always remain a shining example. I would also like to honor all the victims—both of spirit and body—and the great city of Boston.

			 

			As a lifelong resident of Boston, I love this city. I love its quaintness and vastness; I love to walk it and sit in it; I love its people and their uniqueness; I love the North End and the South End and everywhere in between. As a fan, runner, and author with Boston Marathon ties, I love the race. I love the day. I love what it stands for and what it is. I love that we have tangible evidence at least once a year that people are good at their core. I love that people go home from the Boston Marathon to their cities around the world and love Boston like I do. 

			 

			To—

			Nana Kenny, who inspired me to write

			Nana Connelly, whose perpetual smile made a Sunday lunch more than lunch

			My father-in-law, Tom Concannon, who showed me courage through a simple walk

			My siblings, who aren’t just my brothers and sisters, but also my friends

			My parents, for their love and guidance

			My wife Noreen and my son Ryan, for filling my life with love and purpose
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			Foreword 

			When Michael Connelly contacted me to write a bit about his book, 26.2 Miles to Boston, I wasn’t overly enthusiastic. It seemed to me that the race had received enough attention as it was. Was I wrong! Connelly writes about the race from many new and interesting angles. You can’t help but be seduced by this book. The stories flow one after another, like a marathon runner’s footsteps. Each story adds to the razzle-dazzle of the race’s long and colorful history.

			Of course, that’s exactly what the Boston Marathon has to offer—lots of colorful history over the 117 years of the race. But no one has told the stories of the race beyond those of the top runners. Connelly gives other perspectives and thoughts, and I salute him for doing so, as it is only in recent days (as you’ll see from reading the book) that the top runners have received respect as world-class athletes. As recently as my win in 1975, a well-known Boston sports commentator indicated that the runners at the Boston Marathon weren’t athletes at all.

			Because of my own background as a competitive runner, I’ve always been interested in reading about the top runners at the Boston Marathon, and enjoyed the accounts of the race. People like Clarence DeMar, Johnny Kelley, and Joan Benoit Samuelson have told of their exploits as champions at Boston. Today’s top racers have been of interest, too, but what I truly enjoyed reading in 26.2 Miles to Boston were the stories that are never told—accounts of volunteers, police officers, medical personnel, merchants in stores along the route, spectators, officials, and, of course, the so-called “average runner.” The athlete’s challenge is what the Boston Marathon is all about. The athlete’s heart beats inside all of us. 

			Having run the race thirteen times, won four, and dropped out of the race twice, I know what it feels like to take on the challenge of running the Boston Marathon. Michael Connelly does, too, but he goes on to explore why a simple foot race has the impact it has on runners and non-runners alike. An overly intellectual, sedentary fellow once observed that runners never seem to smile as they run; surely he was never at the Boston Marathon. Had he been, he would have seen the real smiles, the ones with really deep satisfaction behind them.

			To run the Boston Marathon is not an easy thing. To write well about it and explain its charisma is even harder. Michael Connelly’s 26.2 Miles to Boston succeeds in this regard. Not many sports books have the capacity to make you feel as though the event was happening only ten feet away. This one does that. Connelly has exposed the special qualities of the Boston Marathon foot race and why it is more than an ordinary sporting event.

			The Boston Marathon endures; it continues on, just as its athletes have done, despite the violent attack in 2013. Maybe the Boston Marathon’s ultimate strength is that it is a great equalizer of humanity—that it brings people together in peace and friendship. Anyone who has been to Boston knows that. 

			Maybe it’s too narrow to say that the Boston Marathon is a road race. Maybe it’s more accurate to say that it’s a celebration of life itself.

			 

			Bill Rodgers

		

	
		
			
			Preface

			Life shrinks or expands in proportion to one’s courage.

			—Anaïs Nin

			 

			The Boston Marathon is a living microcosm of the world that orbits around it. From start to finish, the course serves as a real-life stage on which Shakespearean dramas are played out by thespians in sneakers, with the glory of the finish line in their hearts. Since 1897, when co-leader Dick Grant of Harvard collapsed and John McDermott was carried on the shoulders of admiring fans to victory at the finish line, the race has been a canvas that has held—simultaneously—glory and anguish, exultation and exasperation, triumph and, sadly, even treachery. 

			This was never more apparent than at 2:49 p.m. on April 15, 2013, during the running of the 117th Boston Marathon. At that time in the race many people running on behalf of charities were reaching Boylston Street, only to have the beating heart of the beloved race stopped by the malicious hands of terrorists. Not a single person near the finish line at the moment of impact, or the millions who watched the coverage of it later, could comprehend the purpose of such a senseless and hateful act.

			The wonder of the Boston Marathon is that it is a purveyor of competition at its most sincere level, allowing runners to travel in the footsteps of those who have run before. It has gone on—and continues to go on—no matter what (weather, war, malevolence) swirls around it. This is the story of the 26.2 miles of the Boston Marathon—a race, and the people who love it, who prove every year that the pure heart of good conquers the blighted spirit of evil. Always.

			In the end, despite the horrific loss that day, especially of Martin, Krystle, Sean, and Lu, and the pain that continues for many others, something special happened. That’s the paradox of April 15, 2013. On a day filled with sadness and pain, the people of Boston showed their finest selves. On that day the city’s essence shone at its brightest, and its spirit—somehow—was strong enough to overcome.

			 

			Michael Connelly

			Boston, Massachusetts

			December 2013
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			Prologue

			April 1996

			Why run now? I stood at the starting line of the 100th Boston Marathon and asked myself this most basic of all questions. 

			Why, after spending the previous thirty-one Patriots’ Days on the sidewalks of Newton, had I now decided to run Boston? Sure, I admit I had always been curious. Year after year, I had stood in awe of the competitors passing in front of me. But I was also confused; they all seemed to look conflicted, existing in some state of contradiction. It was almost as if they were trapped in a trance of joy and discomfort, satisfaction and apprehension, fulfillment and emptiness. But, if this were truly the case, why would they return? Why travel here each and every April to do it all over again?

			Ultimately, I guess I stood in Hopkinton in some warped quest to unwrap this riddle. I had to run to find out why they run. 

			[image: ]

			I can tell you this: I didn’t run Boston because, as George Mallory said of Mount Everest, “It was there.” It is closer to the truth to say that, by the age of thirty-two, I was starting a process of review. I had entered a stage of life where things were no longer taken for granted. I was beginning to grapple with mortality. Now, the lessons that bored me in philosophy class years ago had started to have relevance. Now, Socrates’ famous warning that “The unexamined life is not worth living” had taken on palpable meaning. 

			Into my thirties, my impulses to venture outside of my perceived abilities had always been quashed by an instinct that told me sedentary was safe. Just stand still and avoid challenges, and I would never be exposed to disappointment and failure. That was until my thirty-second year, when the magnetic pull of the Boston Marathon was able to penetrate my insecurity, compelling me and exploiting my primal need to discover. 

			What I didn’t know when I began was that during this journey, my life would change. I didn’t realize that the magic of Boston was so much more than placing one foot in front of the other. Instead, Boston was about taking an inventory of my life. It wasn’t just about running; it was about living. 

			Until that year, I had lived a life devoid of exploration. Now my heart was telling me to endeavor outside of my element and test my limitations, because if I didn’t do it now, I would always wonder. I would always ask the questions, but I would never have the answers. So I went to Hopkinton that year to explore while I still could climb. 

			I ran to write a new chapter in my life. 

			[image: ]

			As part of this quest to run Boston, I would have to do more than just log miles and stretch my quads—I would have to risk something quite serious. Thirteen years earlier, I had been diagnosed with a cardiac arrhythmia known as Wolff-Parkinson-White syndrome. Its faulty wiring held me hostage; the electronics of my heart would trigger manically spiked heart rates that could exceed 200-plus beats a minute—only to then plummet to perilous lows. 

			Since its detection in my late teens, I had aged, receded, and gained a wife and child. The medical field had been busy developing a procedure, called radiofrequency catheter ablation, which offered the potential to rid me of my disease. A catheter would be guided into my heart and used to destroy the tissue that interfered with its normal electrical function.

			In late October 1995, my wife, playing nurse, gave me two options: surgery or the sidewalk. Determined to get off the sidelines, I traveled to New England Medical Center, where I was placed on an operating table and into the able hands of my cardiologists. One hour later, my wife joined me in the recovery room; she was pleased with the results. 

			Then the heart monitor read flat-line. Code Blue.

			My life was passed into the hands of a greater Being who would determine the outcome. While I lay in a state of unconsciousness, my wife watched as medical personnel hustled to my side. They inserted an intubation tube while a doctor leapt onto my table, straddling my chest with a knee on each side, prepared to light up my chest with the paddles of life while breaking my ribs with compressions.

			My life didn’t pass before my eyes, nor did my soul travel on some impromptu out-of-body experience where I was called home by some beautiful light. (I hope that’s not a bad sign.) Instead I lay still, on the precipice of life, sliding—maybe—toward death. Thankfully, it wasn’t my time. I regained consciousness. When I woke, I knew I had to take advantage of this gift.

			The following dawn was clear and bright—a beautiful Indian summer day. My wife took me by the arm and we moved slowly around our block at home. I couldn’t help but think what a great day it would be to run, although I was thankful to just be walking. Ten days later, I ran two miles, and I was back. My running continued, and I was more motivated than ever. Already, my mission to run Boston had paid dividends: As a result of my decision to compete, I no longer had heart disease. Two miles became four miles, then six. 

			There was no more ambivalence. Boston was my opportunity to put all my fears and concerns to rest. I would train and succeed to prove to everyone, but mostly to myself, that my heart was my greatest asset.
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			I ran Boston—along with my friends Rich Twombly, Mike Radley, and Jack Radley—because my heart told me to. I bring to this book the perspective of a writer and a runner (albeit, not a sanctioned one) with four decades of Boston Marathon history in my blood. To me, the Boston Marathon is a singular event fueled by a unique purpose and legacy. The only tangible thread that connects one runner with another is that each runs east with the hope of realizing a dream. The fact that I had not run a qualifying time didn’t minimize my personal journey one bit. My goal was to fulfill a lifetime dream, and that’s what I set out to do. 

			It should be noted that running Boston without qualification has been a part of the Boston Marathon from the moment the gun was sounded in 1897. For over a century, part of the allure of Boston was that the “open” race allowed individuals to toe the line in hopes that on the day, the marathon gods would look down upon them and deem them worthy. Prior to the race in 1914, Globe writer Lawrence Sweeney wrote, “It is not beyond the realm of possibility that some slip of lad heretofore unknown as a star in the athletic world will burst forth like a meteor tomorrow afternoon and bring unexpected glory to Boston.” 

			Over the history of the great race, seven champions of Boston had never run a marathon before the day they improbably won it. The greatest of all of these was Johnny Miles, a Nova Scotia harrier (cross-country runner) and the author of the most unlikely upset in the race’s history. Prior to the gun being sounded that day in 1926, the Boston Globe wrote that it was Miles’s “first attempt in the Boston race, [but] he feels certain of being close up with the leaders, if not the winner.” In the end, his pre-race bravado was prophetic, compelling the following day’s Boston Post headline to read unknown kid wins the greatest of all marathons!

			In victory, he ran in front of an unprecedented crowd of one million onlookers who lined the streets to witness the much-anticipated duel between local favorite, and record holder, Clarence DeMar and Olympic champion Oskar Stenroos. As the spotlight shone on the favorites, the Canadian Miles traversed the streets of the course, gradually capturing the hearts of the city. Three years later he would win Boston again and become one of the most popular runners ever to run the race. If there were qualification standards in 1926, Miles would not have been allowed to run. 

			The first female runner, Roberta Gibb Bingay, in 1966; the first wheelchair-bound competitor, Eugene Roberts, in 1971; and Rick and Dick Hoyt were all “bandits” (runners without an official number). In running without a qualifying time, they changed the history of Boston for good. In response to the restrictions that mandatory qualifying times place upon the field, runner Steven Lester aptly noted, “The Boston Marathon represents the perseverance of the human spirit. There are no qualifying times for that.”

			I sincerely appreciate the quest so many undertake in order to qualify. In fact, I am in awe of them. Their efforts were never more personified than in 1978, when Dennis Rainear was so focused on his goal to run an eligible time in the Grand Valley Marathon that at Mile 10, he ignored a feeling of discomfort in his head and finished the race. When he crossed the finish line, it was discovered that he had been shot, and that a .22 caliber bullet was lodged in his head.

			What makes Boston special is that the race is inclusive; runners arrive from every corner of the world. Elite runners are there to win; others are there to run against time, others, to run for charities, while many run simply to finish. It is the responsibility of each runner to not interfere with the journey of others. 
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			I have had the opportunity to witness the race from almost every angle possible. In the early years, I would spend Patriots’ Day watching the race from my father’s shoulders; in college, I watched from a keg party in an apartment overlooking Cleveland Circle; after college, I cautiously stood on a rooftop just past Kenmore Square; years later, I took the baton from my father, and provided shoulders for my own son; and finally, for the 100th running of the Boston Marathon in 1996, I celebrated the event by witnessing the race from the inside out as a competitor—fulfilling my annual pledge that someday I would run Boston. 

			Did I feel that my accomplishment was less because I didn’t run a time that considered me worthy? Not in the slightest. I was forced to undergo corrective heart surgery in order to run this event. I took a cortisone shot in my left knee and struggled through months of physical therapy. I trained through the worst winter in the history of Boston—running through fifteen-inch snowstorms and 8-degree mornings. I ran that day with thousands of runners who had a number but didn’t qualify either (many of whom finished behind me). Why was some other back-of-the-pack runner more welcome than I was, just because he or she had a political connection, or was part of a foreign tour group, or had enough money to make a large contribution to the right charity, or was lucky enough to have their name pulled out of a hat? 

			For thirty years I had stood in the rain or under the beating sun with cheek-pinching aunts in Newton, or inebriated college friends at Cleveland Circle, or at the twenty-mile mark with my wife and newborn son, to cheer on some ten-minute miler just because he or she had dared to try. When I ran Boston in 1996, I did not have a number on my chest, but I did have the storied history of the Boston Marathon in my blood. 

			I know that was more than enough.

		

	
		
			
			The First Step

			The difference between a successful person and others is not a lack of strength, not a lack of knowledge, but rather a lack of will. 

			—Vince Lombardi

			 

			On race day, the average marathoner will take over 30,000 steps—with none more important than that very first one. During the simple act of raising one’s foot for the first time, the soul takes control over the body; the irrational seems rational, and mind decides to take on matter. 

			Running Boston isn’t physics, but rather metaphysics. It is one of those rare opportunities to transcend human boundaries, defeating one’s perceived limitations, the hindrances of the innate, the ticking of time, acts of God, and an unforgiving racecourse. It is the first step, and every step that follows, that introduces the runner to the breathing and vengeful leviathan that is the Boston Marathon racecourse. On that third Monday in April, the road that comprises the 26.2 miles from suburban Hopkinton to downtown Boston is more than hot top and pavement. It becomes the creation of a mad scientist, born in test tubes; it’s pavement and potholes and manhole covers, surrounded by teeth-baring dogs and overzealous fans. On that day, the world’s greatest racecourse imposes its will upon those who dare to pass.  

			[image: ]

			Prior to the Boston Marathon in 1941, the Boston Athletic Association (BAA) made the following recommendation to all competitors: “[It is] inadvisable for anybody to attempt the race without proper preparation.”

			Although this warning is seemingly self-evident, the process of running twenty-six miles is so foreign to the ordinary mortal that the governing body of the world’s greatest race felt compelled to remind people that the journey they had agreed to undertake was so awesome that the BAA would be irresponsible not to provide forewarning. The BAA was operating under the premise that the decision to run Boston in the first place proved someone’s reckless nature. 

			Running Boston is a passion reserved for the possessed. For the honor of traversing the eight towns of Boston, one must prepare accordingly. Marathon fan and sometime race official Governor Curtis Guild advised prior to the 1905 race, “[The runner] has first to deprive himself of the luxuries of life and learn what real hardship is. And by this I mean he should dispense with all tempting viands. No matter how nice the good things appear that Mother makes, if they come under the head of pastry, they must be put on the ‘excluded’ list.”

			One must make serious sacrifices to even get to the starting line in Hopkinton: Show restraint at the dining-room table, show obedience to that alarm clock for the morning run, show resilience to get up and do the late-night speed work, and show the discipline to do cardio work on the weekend. From frontal lobe to temporal lobe, the challenge dominates every waking thought. It’s everything one has to do rolled into one: the thesis paper to write, the leaves to remove from the gutters, the report at work, the teenager to pick up. The restrictions placed upon a runner’s conscience are immense. “I sacrificed many opportunities to be here,” men’s wheelchair champion Jim Knaub said after one of his five conquests. 
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							Non-qualifying applicants for the Boston Marathon tried to influence the Boston Athletic Association by sending letters, pictures, and even a metal rod that was removed from a runner’s leg during surgery. Photo courtesy of the Boston Herald

						

					

				

			

			Running Boston requires an all-out commitment to preparation. Lawrence Sweeney of the Boston Globe wrote prior to the 1920 race, “To endure hardships of such a grueling grind, a competitor must be well knit, have a full development of chest power, and a muscular and nervous system that come only of maturity.” 

			To be “well knit,” one must not just log miles, but log miles relevant to—and reminiscent of—the Boston course. The angulating course is so topographically unique that it is almost impossible to simulate not only the uphills of the race but the critical downhills as well. It is this rolling topography that inevitably impacts the runners, causing them to spend the final hours of daylight on Patriots’ Day lamenting their lack of plan and preparation, promising that it will be different next year. Next time, they will train on a route that incorporates downhills; or spend less time on a track and more time on uphills, or at least a pushing incline on a treadmill; or commit to running corners on tangents. This is what makes Boston unique: Its subtle nuances just can’t be duplicated, although they’re plenty feared. 

			The runner needs to know that the Boston Marathon isn’t run in April, but instead in the winter months prior, when there are no cheering fans, cameras, or medals—only self-discipline. Champions understand this, and endeavor year after year to develop a system that best prepares them for the coming April. 

			John “The Younger” Kelley finished second at Boston five times—despite having the lead—and was determined never to be caught from behind again. He amended his training to include a twenty-pound pack to wear, to help build stamina. It must’ve worked; he would go on to win the 1957 Boston Marathon, setting a course record. Marathon winner Uta Pippig left Germany to run in the high altitude of Colorado. Clarence DeMar, who never missed a day of work, even the day after the Marathon, ran the eight miles back and forth to work every day. Finnish runner Heikki Olavi Suomalainen ran in two feet of snow to strengthen his hips, while four-time winner Gérard Côté from Canada did his speed work in off-season snowshoe competitions. 

			In John “The Elder” Kelley’s opinion, for every marathon mile he ran, he trained five miles. He knew that to run three hours, he must run thousands of hours. 

			[image: ]

			Ultimately the quest for Boston takes on a life of its own. The mission becomes a living, breathing entity that has to be fed, nurtured, and cared for. It transcends a simple run and can evolve into an obsession, compelling the participants to feed the monster before the monster feeds on them. 

			They will find that one of the by-products of running—beyond the physical benefits—is that it also flexes one’s spiritual being. The simple act of separating from the distractions of the daily grind gives the runner a release. The runner double-knots the laces on his or her sneakers, picks up the water bottle in his or her hand, and takes to the road, gaining respite in a now-solitary world. Ironically, on race day, such solitude can turn into loneliness—despite the size of the crowds.

			In the book Born to Run: A Hidden Tribe, Superathletes, and the Greatest Race the World Has Never Seen, writer and amateur runner Christopher McDougall talks to an ultramarathon runner, Ann Trason, who discusses the concept of “breaking through” in her runs. McDougall writes about the simple joy and Zen-like state Ann achieves in running: “Relax enough and your body becomes so familiar with the cradle-rocking rhythm that you almost forget you’re moving.” Trason even finds “that soft, half-levitating flow” a romantic thing.

			Olympic swimmer and 2013 Boston Marathon competitor Summer Sanders spoke to me of the altered state that occurs out on her runs, in which her breathing calms and she undergoes a transformation in her mind. She said: “I don’t know if it’s the endorphins or the power of reflection, but at some point in my run, I have this amazing creative release where there is great clarity on life or work, allowing me to run in a state of both happiness and excitement. It’s at this moment that I could run forever.”

			It is in this state that a runner can get lost in the run. With blood flowing to the muscles and breathing settled, one is provided a unique opportunity to reflect in peace. The running becomes effortless; the machine-of-the-stride is almost self-propelling, allowing one to separate physical and mental. The runner’s feet move as if he or she were suspended in a sleepwalk: no conscious steps, no thoughts, no intentional focus. It is out on the road that the runner comes to realize more about him- or herself. Running can be lonely and at the same time cathartic, cleansing, and thought-provoking. Questions that stymie the runner before a run—as an employee, a parent, a spouse—always seem clearer from the perspective gained on the road. The very process of removing oneself from the stressors in life allows for regeneration. The runner wakes from slumber or stretches after a run somewhere between refreshed and reborn.

			While moving, runners are provided the opportunity for honest discourse. They can ask themselves questions and then answer such queries without risk of judgment. It is in the midst of the run that runners have the chance to recognize their personal limitations, both as athletes and as people. This, in turn, allows them to assess how to improve and remedy what has caused life’s constraints.

			There are no boundaries within these private conversations. For some, they can be personal; others may extend the dialogue beyond their earthly confines to include a higher being. In the form of prayer or meditation, they can give thanks, seek guidance, or ask for inspiration well beyond the run itself. Afterwards, when they stretch or ice down following a run, they can begin to resolve issues that had troubled them beforehand. Work, family, and finances—it all can be placed in order after some time alone on the road.

			These moments can also include interaction with loved ones who have passed and may offer perspective. After all, no person has greater perspective than those who were enlightened in their final moments. As life faded, they lived anew; through the lens of true understanding they saw the miracle of life in every snowflake, raindrop, sunrise, and breath. Runners can draw upon this strength when their quads tighten and their breath shortens. This is the power of running. It’s not miles and hills and oxygen intake— it’s exploiting the run in a way that allows you to become reacquainted with your blessings. 

			In 2001, Korean runner Lee Bong-Ju ran with a heavy heart. In the months leading up to the race, he had lost his father. How could he run Boston without him? Finally, he relented and arrived in Hopkinton. Suffocated by the memory of his earnest dad who had worked the rice farm up to his dying day, he took the first step to Boston. As he ran, he sensed his father there. He said, “I felt him when I needed encouragement and confidence.” When Lee crossed the finish line as champion, he would later say in profound reflection, “I felt that my father was with me today.”

			[image: ]

			Seven-time winner Clarence DeMar knew success in Boston meant more than running. He said that there are “three sides to winning a marathon—physical, mental, and moral. On the physical side, one must have plenty of sleep and also clean habits, while freedom—which will make training a pleasure rather than a bore—and confidence . . . make up the mental side of the victory, and prayer constitutes the moral side.”

			For many, running is sanctuary. Local Boston newscaster Jack Hynes, son of longtime Boston mayor John Hynes, found refuge in running. “The marathon is a crucible for the soul as well as the body,” he said, “and the end is absolution and peace. It is an escape from the frustration, the triviality, the anger, the pettiness . . . a single physical act without encumbrance, without expense, without reason or regard, and I can do it alone.”

			Running and preparing for a marathon provides the competitor the opportunity for physical and spiritual fulfillment, but there is peril and risk in such a crazed mission. In 1929, veteran Boston Marathoner Albert “Whitey” Michelson was hit by a car while preparing for Boston. Cut, bruised, and battered, Michelson picked himself up and refused a ride home from the driver so that he could run the remaining five miles home. Thirty-one years later, champion John “The Younger” Kelley was running through a blizzard in Connecticut when he stopped to help push a car out of a snowbank. In the process he tore ligaments in his ankle and was never the same. 

			So much is sacrificed on the quest. The runners are vulnerable, as are their families, friends, jobs—the world that they touch. Morning commutes are delayed, lunch hours extended, events missed. The runner prefers the microwave and a lonely dinner rather than having to skip miles. Globe writer Michael Madden wrote of the impact of such a singular venture: “Marriages hit the wall too often with marathoners . . . the cause is rarely the other wife, but usually the other life of training, preparing, and dedicating a year.” 

			This sacrifice was exemplified four days before the 1936 Boston Marathon, when the wife of John Semple was granted a divorce from her husband. In court papers, she stated as the reason for the fractured relationship, “spending too much time training for marathon races.” John (later known as Jock) traded in his wife for his mistress—the Boston Marathon—which he would administer for over six decades. Years after his divorce, in one of the Marathon’s most infamous incidents, Jock’s inability to allow a woman to coexist with the Boston Marathon would confront him on the streets of Ashland. 

			For the runner’s loved ones, there is no distinction between being a supporter and being an enabler. The significant other serves as trainer, motivator, psychiatrist, and coach. 

			On the morning of the 1942 Boston Marathon, in Melrose, milkman Joe Smith refused to get out of bed. He had suffered through a winter of disjointed running and was more than content to pass on the day’s events. Joe’s wife had a different idea. She stormed into the bedroom and told him, “You’re grouching and bellyaching around here just like you did before the national marathon last year, and what happened? You won. It’s a good sign, so stop grumbling about how bad you feel. I’ll be at the finish, and I won’t be surprised to see you come in first.” 

			Joe got out of bed and won Boston. When he crossed the finish line, his wife was there waiting. He ran to her and kissed her. He was then led away by officials to be examined, only to break away to come back and kiss her again, and then a third time. At the post-race press conference he said, “The only person who knew I could win was my wife. She knew I was going to win.”

			
				
					
						[image: frame-5]
						
							Joe “The Milkman” Smith runs to a victory that only his wife believed was possible in 1942. The statue of Leif Eriksson is in the background. ©Running Past

						

					

				

			

			It is also the responsibility of loved ones to recognize the difference between being passionate and being foolhardy. How far can someone let a loved one swim out into a riptide? The demands of training and running any marathon can be overwhelming. But the very thought of not running can drive some would-be participants to desperation. 

			In 1914, the Globe reported that a Lynn, Massachusetts, man was so distraught over the progress of his training that the beast of Boston got the better of him: “Continuous training to keep in shape for the Marathon caused [Emil] Clem to break down several months ago, and his mental condition finally became such that his wife feared he would carry out alleged threats to do her bodily harm. She appealed to police to apprehend him.” A true long-distance runner, Clem was eventually caught in a sprint against the local constabulary, was arrested, and admitted to Westborough State Hospital. As the race approached, his dream of running Boston did not fade. Prior to the race, while walking the grounds, he again put his legs to use and escaped from incarceration. He never made it to Hopkinton, but his compulsion to run Boston was something to behold. 

			The will to accomplish something that 99 percent of the world is incapable of is powerful. The very thought of fulfilling one’s dream is prone to cloud one’s better judgment. Occasionally, this will compel a spouse to offer an ultimatum, such as the one Tom Nealon received in 2013. In the prior year’s race, 90-degree temperatures wore him down over the course, causing him to flat-line at the finish. After recovery at a nearby hospital, he announced that he was determined to run Boston the following year. That is, until his wife offered a simple threat: “If you run again, I’ll divorce you.”

			In many ways, the process of training for Boston is harder than the race itself. But to have the privilege to run in the world’s greatest race, you must train accordingly. You must bow to its history and show it proper respect. Your mind, your legs, and, most of all, your heart, must be worthy of running in the footprints of DeMar, Côté, and Benoit Samuelson. You can’t take your mark as a dabbler, only as a disciple. The Boston Marathon can break a runner down to their most vulnerable state and spit them out onto the wayward sidewalk. For over a century, runners have sat on curbs of the race’s eight towns, lamenting the deficiencies of their training, begging forgiveness from the course, in hopes of someday coming back next time prepared, fit, and ready.

		

	
		
			
			Marathon Weekend

			Day and night I was dreaming of winning the Boston Marathon. And I did what I was dreaming of.

			—Hailu Negussie, 2005 Boston Marathon champion

			 

			Like Christmas morning in Dr. Seuss’s How the Grinch Stole Christmas!, it’s in April that Boston turns into Whoville. From all over the world, runners begin to descend upon the city. Logan Airport greets well-conditioned athletes—water bottles in hand and sneakers in suitcases—throughout the weekend. Runners travel thousands of miles to run a mere twenty-six. From Japan to Kenya, and from every treadmill, trail, and personal course in between, athletes journey to Boston to seek the Holy Grail of running. It is a pilgrimage of the faithful. They travel to run, pay homage, and, God willing, to conquer.

			Prior to the days of corporate sponsorship, Boston Marathon runners were left to their own means to get from their homes to the starting line. In 1943, four-time champion Gérard Côté of Canada was fighting in World War II for the Allies in North Africa when he was granted permission to run the race that he would win four times. After securing seats on transport planes, Côté traveled halfway across the world in the midst of the most treacherous time known to man to run the Boston Marathon. He arrived in Hopkinton fifteen minutes prior to the start and ran on to victory. Even back when victory only meant a wreath and beef stew, competitors would travel by any means possible to be able to compete.

			Similar to Côté, popular Chicago runner William “The Bricklayer” Kennedy had to be resourceful to run in Boston in 1913. Desperate to run the race, but with no financial means, Kennedy hoboed his way from train to train, hitched rides, and walked when necessary—despite having just recovered from typhoid fever. When he arrived at Huntington Station in Boston, he leapt off the roof of the baggage car before conductors could catch him. Without a cent to his name, he walked the streets of Boston, finally taking up residence in a billiards hall, where he spent the night sleeping on a pool table. Four years later he would win Boston in one of the greatest triumphs of the race’s history. 

			After negotiating for months to secure an exit visa in 1998, Russian marathoner Andrey Kuznetsov was finally granted one, but he was only allowed to travel with the sweat suit on his back and the sneakers on his feet. His journey to Boston started on the prior Wednesday, from his home in the central Russian village of Khabarovsk. To travel just from his village to Moscow took the elite Masters competitor (age forty and over) eight hours. From there he hopped on a flight to Helsinki, where he connected to New York and then bused to Boston. 

			He arrived in Boston on Sunday night to find no vacancies, and had to resort to napping in a chair in the lobby of the Fairmont Copley Plaza. On Monday morning he made the whole odyssey worthwhile, winning the Masters race with a time of 2:15:27. He would win it again the next year, shaving a minute off his time.

			[image: ]

			To maximize their chances to fulfill their potential on Monday, race day, it is critical that runners settle into the city. That means arriving in Boston as early as possible and acclimating to the city, its time zone, climate, and topography. Of course, the athlete needs to prepare and be organized. Running Boston is not for the impulsive. Miles must be logged, official numbers secured, flights booked, and lodging reserved. On calendars in kitchens or offices or on iPhones across the running universe, athletes have circled the third Monday in April. 

			A famous exception to this rule was Irish runner John Treacy, who rolled over in his bed the Thursday night before the race, 3,000 miles from the starting line, and told his wife that he had decided to run the 1988 Boston. Three days later he was leading the race in Mile 21, only to finish third with a time of 2:09:15. “I was convinced I could win the Boston Marathon,” he recalled. “I had a great week of running, and felt I was as prepared as I could be. I knew I’d run well; sometimes that’s enough.”

			Over the last century plus, the Marathon has blossomed from a half-day event into an entire week of Marathon Madness. Sometimes the weekend prior to the race is a marathon of another kind. Bars and restaurants busy themselves with Marathon-related activities, while the Boston Athletic Association (BAA) prepares the course and ties up loose ends. The city must get ready.
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							Members of the Korean contingent (left to right: Manager Sohn Kee Chung, Song Kil Yoon, Hann Kil Yong, and Choi Yan Chil) arrive at Logan Airport for the 1950 Boston Marathon. Photo courtesy of the Boston Herald
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			In 1630, Massachusetts governor John Winthrop’s vision for the new city of Boston was that it would be a “city upon the hill.” Winthrop meant that its inhabitants would be burdened with the responsibility of upholding the core values on which the city was founded, because the world was watching. For four hundred years, the city has accepted such responsibility. Boston would become known as “The Cradle of Liberty” for its role in the Revolutionary War; as the hub of the antislavery abolitionist movement; as a leader in medical care and education. It was in Boston that the country’s first public school was formed, Boston Latin; the first university of higher education, across the Charles River in Cambridge, Harvard University; the first public park, the Boston Common; and the first subway, the Tremont Street Subway. 

			Boston is known as a walking city for its cozy confines. Stretching forty-eight miles wide from boundary to boundary, the city is comprised of a patchwork of twenty-one distinct neighborhoods and 600,000 residents. Its most famous landmark is the home of the beloved Red Sox, Fenway Park. And its tallest building is the John Hancock Tower, stretching 790 feet into the sky and the headquarters of the primary sponsor of the Boston Marathon.

			Throughout the weekend, the city and its surrounding towns play host to an enormous influx of visitors. In 2013, around 12,000 hotel rooms were booked; 500,000 spectators showed up to watch 26,800 runners (and 2014’s estimates are even higher).

			Hotels hang no vacancy signs out front, while North End restaurants draw long waits, and tickets to Red Sox games are sold at a premium. In all, the Boston area reaped an estimated $123 million in revenue from the Marathon in 2013. Business owners, desperate for a capital injection after a long winter, push to sell their products to marathoners and spectators alike—all of whom are too distracted by the race to notice, or mind, that their wallets are being emptied. 

			On Saturday and Sunday, the John B. Hynes Convention Center, aptly named after the longtime mayor of the 1940s and ’50s, and great fan of the Boston Marathon, hosts the John Hancock Sports & Fitness Expo. For convenience purposes, runners are required to pick up their numbers at the convention center, a detour that provides the Expo a captive, and mandatory, audience. 

			Like the Marrakesh marketplace in Morocco, the Expo is bursting with a smorgasbord of booths where “goat traders” attempt to sell their product, or get you to sign up for their marathon, or test-drive their new sneaker. The event attracts 100,000 people and is reminiscent of the suffocating chaos of a Fifth Avenue sidewalk in Manhattan during Christmas week. Along with the myriad products available for purchase, the runners can also get acclimated to the mayhem that will greet them in Hopkinton on Monday morning. 

			Those who somehow survive the bumping, pulling, and elbowing take their bags filled with long-sleeved T-shirts, gels, and free posters and go to seek peace as only a runner knows how—by running. Coaches and veteran marathoners will universally advise that by this point, you’ve either logged sufficient miles in your training runs or not. The true value of a pre-race jog is twofold: to loosen muscles, and to burn off nervous energy. 

			Many runners will lace up, stretch out, and head over to scenic paths along the Charles River for a light jog. Named after King Charles I of England, the river separates Boston and Cambridge, and is the site of Boston’s famous Fourth of July celebration. The mouth of the Charles meets the Atlantic Ocean just miles from the finish line, while the source of the river is—ironically—just miles from the race’s start in Hopkinton. Those who prefer to do their practice running on the actual course must beware; the temperamental roads that connect Hopkinton to Boston are not to be toyed with. Impulsive running can spike a marathoner’s adrenaline and confidence, but the course itself will show no mercy; after all, it doesn’t know it’s not race day.

			Such was the case in 1949, when Swedish runner Karl Gosta Leandersson decided to run the entire course just days before the race. After traversing the 26-plus miles, he realized that he had run what would have been a course record. In the midst of his personal marathon, however, Leandersson injured his Achilles tendon. On race day, the Swede was compelled to ignore the pain, winning the race by more than three minutes. 

			Preparation like Leandersson’s—so close to Monday’s race— is not recommended for the average runner. Runners are wise to sign up for one of the many tours that chauffeur runners—on wheels—over the course, providing insights on strategy and history. 

			This form of pre-race homework is helpful for some, intimidating for others. Prior to his first run at Boston, four-time champion Robert Kipkoech Cheruiyot found it helpful to see the course beforehand, though the hills gave him pause: “It’s tough to go uphill—it’s tough to go downhill.” His attitude wasn’t shared by Nova Scotia runner and grocery store clerk Johnny Miles, who when asked if he would be scouting the course prior to the 1929 race smugly shook his head and said, “Why? I’ll see enough of it tomorrow.”

			By the eve of Marathon Day, the jog is completed and Expo bags are packed away. Many men and women partake in the traditional Sunday-night pasta dinner. The original carbo-load once took place a mile from the finish line at the now-closed Eliot Lounge. It was there that runners assembled to get a beer, eat pasta, and partake in ad hoc running symposiums. In the kitchen,  Steve Gentile cooked a thousand pounds of pasta while Boston Marathon poet laureate and bartender Tommy Leonard would hold court. All year Tommy lived for the Boston Marathon, hanging the flags of all the countries represented in that year’s race. Now the runners’ dinner is held at City Hall Plaza, with just as many noodles but not the same charm. At the Eliot in the 1980s, you could always find the top runners in the world seated at the bar, talking running and suds.

			With fuel in the tank for the next day’s race, runners return to their hotels or rented rooms or parked cars to seek sleep. With millions in town to run or watch the race, lodging is always a challenge. Since the race’s origin, houses along the route have taken in runners, while the BAA has always done its best to find a roof and a bed for all—including in 1961, when German great Fritz Gruber ended up sleeping on a Ping-Pong table in the Boston Garden.

			No matter where the runners lay their head, the mission is slumber—although the next day’s event makes it tough. Even two-time champion John “The Elder” Kelley struggled to relax and log sufficient sleep. Prior to his 1939 run, Kelley noted, “The hours before the race instead of the race itself are the most trying. You run the race many times each night the week of the big race.”

			In the months leading up to the Marathon, runners find that even in their sleep they can’t hide from the magnitude of the coming race. In some of these visions, they dream of running the last yards of the race in jubilation, like Clarence DeMar, who won all seven times when he actually dreamt of Marathon glory in the nights preceding the race. As for his twenty-six other attempts, he claims he wasn’t visited then by the specter of the wreath in his dreams.

			Some runners arrive in Boston in a state of denial, but are likely visited in their sleep by anxiety or fear, perhaps even nightmares. Some might have visions of lost sneakers, while others arrive at the starting line too late. (Two-time champion Joan Benoit Samuelson admitted that she dreamt of missing the start because she was window-shopping in Hopkinton boutiques.)

			There is no lying to one’s subconscious. It knows when one is nervous, tentative, and insecure. The subconscious seems to revel in its ability to produce visions of failure, knowing that the runner is trapped in the theater of REM sleep. 

			In 1971, Irish runner Pat McMahon found himself overwhelmed by a recurring dream in which he was winning the Boston Marathon, the finish line in sight. Sadly, his vision would always end with him being caught from behind, victory eluding him. He’d sit straight up in bed in a cold sweat. On the actual race day, McMahon was running in the lead with 150 yards to the finish line when Alvaro Mejia of Mexico ran up next to him, elbowed him out of the way, and ran on to victory. McMahon was left to watch him from the side of the road—the best seat in the house—as the Mexican runner broke the tape. His nightmare had literally come to life. 

			[image: ]

			Meeting the challenge of Boston is the pinnacle of pressure for marathoners; they must take on the course, the conditions, and other competitors—and sometimes, even more. Prior to the 1913 race, one runner was confronted with a whole other level of pressure. Before traveling from Maine to run Boston, Penobscot Indian Andrew Sockalexis, who had placed second the previous year, proposed to his girlfriend, Pauline Shay. Expecting a yes, he was instead given an ultimatum. As the Globe reported the morning of Patriots’ Day, 1913: “She will only accept his offer of marriage if he wins. She is the only Squaw in all the wide, wide, world that he would have grace his wigwam . . . her suitor must dangle the scalps of the finest athletic warriors in America at his belt, or she will have none of him.”

			Once again, he placed second. His girlfriend said yes anyway, but he never ran Boston—or any other athletic event—again.

		

	
		
			
			Marathon Morning

			I suppose our capacity for self-delusion is boundless.

			—John Steinbeck, Travels with Charley 

			 

			On the morning of the 1972 Boston Marathon, Olavi Suomalainen of Finland looked out the window of his hotel room and saw the overcast skies and smiled. He then turned back to his wife, who was still in bed, and said, “This is a good day to win a marathon race.” Later that day, he would. 

			For most, their mission is not of conquest, but instead, a contest. Will they use that day’s race as a metaphor to run all of life’s races? A catalyst to venture farther, higher, and faster? A fulcrum to open all of life’s possibilities? Because isn’t that why they come to Hopkinton—to live, and learn how to live? 

			It is an exercise of self-discovery. When the sun seems hottest, the hill seems highest, the next water table farthest away, they bare their very being. Can the heart push forward when every other muscle pleads with them to stop? From Hopkinton to Boylston Street, every runner confronts these questions. Ultimately, their success is a function of a single thing: will. 

			[image: ]

			The anticipation of the race causes many runners to rise that Monday morning before the sun. As they prepare, they stare at themselves in the bathroom mirror and wonder if the person in the reflection is capable of finishing. Or will that person fade away in the fog of the shower’s steam?

			Prior to the first Boston Marathon on April 19, 1897, the runners gathered at the Boston & Albany Station and traveled by train to Ashland, where they were dropped along with their personal attendants. The Boston Globe reported that they proceeded to the Central House Hotel for a pre-race dinner, where the banquet hall was divided between two groups: the New York contingent on one side, and the Boston and Cambridge runners on the other. The reporter noted, after getting a look at the field, “Some of the runners are cracks from New York . . . these men are a fast set.”

			Of course, the race has evolved over time. Where a single car on a westbound train was sufficient to transport the fifteen competitors to the first Boston Marathon, now hundreds of yellow buses are needed. It’s from the torn, upholstered seats of these vehicles that runners stare out the window on the ride to Hopkinton and are left to wonder. In reality, the mode of transportation could not be more apropos. It’s in these very seats where vulnerability lives every weekday. It’s where spitballs fly and bus drivers yell; where the self-conscious wonder if their clothes are cool enough, or if the girl will say yes. Vulnerable, insecure, on the path toward self-discovery—these are all the same feelings that the runner also experiences in that yellow bus.  
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