

[image: frn_fig_001]




  



  
Native Trailblazer




  The Glory and Tragedy 
of Penobscot Runner 
Andrew Sockalexis




  Ed Rice




[image: frn_fig_002]




  Camden, Maine








[image: frn_fig_003]





  An imprint of Globe Pequot, the trade division of




  The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc.




  4501 Forbes Blvd., Ste. 200




  Lanham, MD 20706




  www.rowman.com




  Distributed by NATIONAL BOOK NETWORK




  Copyright © 2008 by Ed Rice




  First Down East Books edition, 2021




  All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote passages in a review.




  British Library Cataloguing in Publication Information available




  Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data Is Available




  ISBN: 978-1-68475-010-8 (pbk. : alk. paper)




  ISBN: 978-1-68475-011-5 (electronic)




  [image: frn_fig_004] The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of American National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials, ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992.




  



  Dedicated to




  the spirits of Francis and Andrew Sockalexis




  and to all those who have followed in their footsteps,




  with respect and love for the sport,




  on running paths everywhere,




  but especially in Maine.







  






  



  * * *




  Foreword




  It truly is an unexpected delight to find myself the beneficiary of a re-issue for my 2008 self-published biography of Andrew Sockalexis. I am honored to have Down East Books of Maine acquire the rights to my manuscript, allow me to freshen it up (particularly with addition of some wonderful portraits I had no knowledge of originally) and, in so doing, assist me in my on-going effort to garner respect for this extraordinary long distance runner, frequently overlooked and largely forgotten.




  My deepest gratitude goes to my Down East Books publisher, Michael Steere, and to the book-publishing team of Down East’s parent company, Rowman & Littlefield.




  On the occasion of my 2003 publication of Baseball’s First Indian, a biography of Andrew’s cousin, Louis, the first-known Native American to play professional baseball, Maine Sunday Telegram book critic William David Barry very generously wrote: “It always seemed to me that Sockalexis, the man and the player, was doomed to loom large but indistinctly in the fog of lore. Rice changes all that with a lively, unpretentious work of historical detection.”




  If Louis seems fated to hazy literary apparition-status, like Hamlet’s father’s ghost, then poor Andrew shares a more damning fate, comparable to Godot or The Iceman, the ones that the spotlight never, ever seems to find.




  Long, long ago I suspected that if only he had won just a single Boston Marathon (instead of finishing a heart-breaking 2nd both in 1912 and again in 1913), and if only he had won a gold-silver-or-bronze medal at the 1912 Olympic Games (instead of finishing 4th and outside the storied laurels) that someone would have produced a biography on him years ago, interviewing so many now long-departed souls who had intimate knowledge of him and his story.




  As an avid long distance runner, who ran 27 marathons between 1979 and 2001 (including eight Boston Marathons), I had taken quite a bit of teasing from running pals who, with mock hostility, would complain I had written about “the wrong Sockalexis.” After completing my manuscript on Louis in the late 1990s, I spent the next decade in a concentrated effort to piece together a solely library-resources-driven profile on Andrew to bookend with the one I’d written on Louis.




  All through the early 2000s, I found myself pairing research time on Andrew with seeking a publisher for Louis and confronting the Cleveland professional team with the twofold misguided policies of failing to properly recognize Louis and, of course, continuing the use of an inappropriate nickname and outright racist caricature for a logo/mascot.




  I did several library talks in the greater Cleveland area, coupling my historical narrative on Sock’s life with a brief, closing message for the team and its supporters to end the practice of embracing “acceptable” institutional racism. I even joined protesters at Cleveland’s Progressive Field, for the annual Opening Day exercise-in-futility, that found the good-hearted activists largely subjected to vile verbal abuse and half-filled beer cans thrown their way.




  Talk about tilting at windmills.




  And so it was, in 2009, I was discussing my frustration with all of this with my good friend, John Bear Mitchell, Penobscot Nation actor, storyteller, and department chairman of the Native American Studies Program at the Orono flagship campus of the University of Maine.




  John listened, smiled wanly and commented, simply, “The circle starts in the middle, Ed, not the outside.”




  Suddenly the road map to constructive activism never seemed so clear. I discovered an absolutely wonderful national web site, created by “iconoclast” Robert Eurich, called American Indian Sports Teams Mascots, devoted to the cause of raising awareness about both public school and professional organizational use of such nicknames and mascots.




  Best of all, it offered a map of the United States and provided information state-by-state of the offenders. There were absolutely no states in the entire country free of blemish (except for Hawaii, which never had any in the first place). Some states, like Ohio, had more than 200 offenders.




  For Maine, the site identified 34 schools with the nickname and mascot; however, I immediately noticed that the site hadn’t been updated, and I knew a couple of the communities and schools identified had made changes.




  Over the course of the next few days, I called each and every school on the list. It was exciting and deeply gratifying to discover that 28 of the schools on the list had changed from an offensive nickname and mascot, or were in the process of so doing! There were really only six offending schools left in the entire state of Maine. (I would enjoy regular communication with Robert over the next decade, updating Maine’s list.)




  I contacted long-time friend, John Dieffenbacher-Krall, then executive director of the Maine Indian Tribal State Commission (MITSC), discussed my findings, and we enthusiastically agreed to partner and set up a symposium to engage representatives from the six schools outside the fold and raise awareness about the issue. The symposium was held in May of 2010 at the Bangor Public Library, and it included spokes-people from all four Maine tribes, some representatives from schools that had made the change, and just one representative willing to attend from the six schools still clinging to their traditions.




  Over the next eight and a half years, several concerted efforts were made to patiently and politely engage the residents of these communities. A number of different eloquent Native American speakers regularly attended school board meetings in four of these communities and attempted to bring a perspective that wasn’t always met respectfully or even civilly. Still, in every community, the campaign was also met with equally compassionate and supportive school officials and students, as well as vocal residents. Ultimately, in August of 2019, the last school announced it would make the change.




  Today, Maine is the first state in the country to end all public school use of Native American nicknames and mascots.




  And, interestingly enough, the Cleveland professional baseball team has announced it will end the use of its nickname and use of Native American imagery for logos and mascots starting with the 2022 season.




  For me, the battle remains to encourage Cleveland to properly recognize all of Louis’s enduring legacies and for my home state of Maine to find ways to properly acknowledge and recognize both of its “native” Native American sons.




  I am deeply indebted to Down East Books of Maine for re-issuing my Louis biography in 2019 and now, in 2021, for re-issuing my Andrew biography so that both of their stories are preserved for posterity.




  —Ed Rice


  











  



  * * *




  Preface




  Andrew Sockalexis could very well lay claim to the title of “Maine’s Greatest Forgotten Athlete.”




  Sports Illustrated, for instance, has shown tremendous disrespect to the legacies of Penobscot Indian cousins Andrew and Louis Sockalexis, by ignoring their places in history and omitting them completely from its “50 Greatest Athletes from the State of Maine” list in 1999. Andrew Sockalexis finished 2nd in the Boston Marathon in both 1912 and 1913, and was the 4th place finisher in the marathon in the Olympic Games of 1912 in Stockholm.




  His second cousin, Louis Sockalexis, inspired the nickname the Cleveland baseball franchise continues to carry when he became the first American Indian to play major league baseball and endured a Jackie Robinson-like experience, too little appreciated to this very day. He paved the way for the next generation of American Indian players, including John Meyers, Baseball Hall of Fame inductee Charlie Bender, and Jim Thorpe, unquestionably the greatest known American Indian athlete of all time. When the magazine celebrated its 50th year celebration, in 2004, it reprinted the same list, compounding this sorrowful crime [Author’s note: See Appendix for complete list].




  First-ever women’s Olympic marathon winner Joan Benoit Samuelson was the obvious first-place choice, but I would argue that either of the Sockalexis cousins rivals any of the choices, certainly from the number two pick right through to the 50th selection. I will not denigrate the lives and careers of any of these choices by focusing on any particular individual by name...but I’ll bet anyone who is familiar with Maine sports will be left shaking his or her head when left to compare selection after selection with the feats of the Sockalexis cousms.




  In stark contrast, for instance, was the Bangor Daily News, celebrating 100 years of history, when it published a special edition looking at all facets of its coverage over the 20th century; it found only three athletes worthy of notation and celebration in that entire time: Benoit Samuelson, Louis Sockalexis and... Andrew Sockalexis. Frankly, if we’re looking for athletes from Maine who have made not only a regional name for themselves, but also a national and even an international name, the Bangor Daily News probably has it right.




  So how does Sports Illustrated come to miss the mark so completely?




  Is it guilty of racism? It might earnestly seem so to any enlightened Maine sports fans, when this national publication leaves out two great American Indian athletes while mentioning an otherwise nondescript white kid who fired up the luckiest of half-court shots to win a high school state championship game, or elevating the individual who invented waterproof boots to “athlete” status. Or are we just being mocked here in Maine?




  I mean how can anyone familiar with the many, many obscure names on this list NOT be familiar with the name “Sockalexis”? This smacks of serious racism to me, unless there is another excuse; one that is equally bad: Ignorance.




  In fairness, the list was most certainly compiled by a stringer for Sports Illustrated rooted in Maine; to be more specific, this is a correspondent who alerts the national magazine to noteworthy sports personalities or events happening in the state and, occasionally, gets to write on these as well. When I worked for the Portland Press Herald, the long-time business writer, the late Frank Sleeper held this post. I have been unable to identify who the person was who compiled this list for the State of Maine but he or she is a complete embarrassment to my home state. While certainly not deserving of being charged guilty of complicity in the omission of the Sockalexis cousins, Sports Illustrated is, however, very definitely guilty of negligence and apathy. I have contacted the magazine to demand a public apology, and so too have several school classes and individuals who have heard me speak at various public libraries throughout the state. Sports Illustrated, to date, still refuses to even acknowledge concerns about the matter, let alone make a meaningful public apology...




  Then there is the case of Andrew Sockalexis and the Maine Sports Hall of Fame, which took until 1984 to elect this 1912 Olympian and highest Maine male finisher ever at the Boston Marathon...and even then it was something of an afterthought.




  For Andrew Sockalexis was elected to accompany Joan Benoit, following her historic victory in the very first marathon for women at the 1984 Olympic Games. With the occasional reference to history in the news – that only Andrew Sockalexis had previously represented Maine in any track event at an Olympic Games – it seemed as much out of embarrassment or to cover up a long-standing oversight that Sockalexis achieved the honor so long, long overdue him. And the honor seems all the more ironic when it is considered that the hall of fame committee waived any rules regarding retirement and a completed career of a candidate and elected Benoit Samuelson prematurely...for her career was far, far from over.




  The story of Andrew Sockalexis is, apparently, so little known that, even in the Penobscot Indian’s home area, a well-regarded former outstanding runner, Dave Mazzeo of Rockland, could make a claim out of ignorance that, when he was named as an alternate to the American marathon squad for an Olympiad in 1948, he was the first Maine athlete so honored. This article appeared in the 1980s at the time when the far more lofty and stellar achievements of Maine natives Benoit Samuelson and Bruce Bickford were garnering attention. And the Bangor Daily News, in a not-so-stellar moment, published the claim in a bold headline and story, completely oblivious to the total falsity of Mazzeo’s assertion.




  Further, an institution called “the American Indian Athletic Hall of Fame,” created in the early 1970s, was delinquent in recognizing the accomplishments of both Andrew and Louis Sockalexis. Indeed, it was this author, working with the Penobscot Nation, who brought the names of both athletes to the attention of the Lawrence, Kansas-based organization in 1999. Both were elected in ceremonies conducted in Tulsa, Oklahoma in 2000.




  Even the relatively-new Maine Running Hall of Fame showed a lack of regard for Andrew Sockalexis and his achievements. Created in 1989, the first executive board bypassed Sockalexis as a charter member, bestowing the honor instead on four contemporary figures who largely won their fame in the 1970s and 1980s: Joan Benoit Samuelson of Cape Elizabeth, Bruce Bickford of Benton, Ralph Thomas of Gardiner and Ken Flanders of Portland.




  The slight paid to Sockalexis was particularly aggravating to this author: As a member of that first executive board, I presented the nominating papers for Andrew Sockalexis, featuring a history of his achievements, and argued vehemently for his election. I failed, however, to win my case with enough of my colleagues. And I bristled over the fact I could not convince enough of these fellow voters that Sockalexis’ achievements, on the national and international scene, easily eclipsed those of two of the proposed candidates, who were solely known on the local and regional New England level.




  Andrew Sockalexis was elected to the Maine Running Hall of Fame the following year; however, I will always believe he deserved to be a charter member, selected at the very first opportunity and honored for achievements precious few runners anywhere ever accomplish.




  An unusual and very special postscript can now be written to this latest chapter of failed recognition. In 2005 this author was nominated and then elected to a second term on the Maine Running Hall of Fame executive board. At my first meeting, after my introduction to the board, I took the audacious step of proposing an action I’d never heard about any Hall of Fame ever taking: The moving of an inductee into its inaugural, or charter group!




  It was agreed all the present members of the board would consider the idea and vote upon it at the next meeting, at a time when we would consider the newest nominees and vote on the 2006 class. Further, the board chairperson, Dr. Peter Millard (himself an inductee of the hall and qualifier for the 1980 U.S. Olympic marathon trials), would survey the members of the inaugural board for their reactions.




  At a spring meeting in 2006, by a vote of 6-1, the Maine Running Hall of Fame executive board voted to move Andrew Sockalexis into the hall’s 1989 charter class. I will always be grateful to Anne-Marie Davee, Skip Howard, Dale Lincoln, Don Penta and, especially, Dr. Millard, for initiating this bold move and joining me in voting to take this highly unusual step. Dr. Millard noted that all but one of the original board members he spoke to had no objection to the action (the lone dissenter didn’t raise any serious objection but merely “didn’t see the point”) and that Benoit Samuelson, too, agreed with the new proposal.




  Helping to gain proper recognition for Andrew Sockalexis, so that “greatest forgotten” tag can be shelved, seems to me to be something like running itself: Put one foot forward, then the other and keep on going.


  
















  



  * * *




  Chapter 1




  Running in his father’s footsteps




  Very little is known or has been published about the entire life of Andrew Sockalexis, so it’s hardly surprising that there are precious few details about his early life.




  What is known is this: He was born on January 11, 1892, the son of Francis Sockalexis of Indian Island and the former Sarah LaCoute, who was originally from St. Stephen, New Brunswick. Most probably the product of a Penobscot father and a Micmac mother, Andrew claimed the Penobscot reservation on Indian Island as his home but, in a Boston Post article in 1912, apparently identified himself as a Micmac.1 He had a sister, Alice, and another sister who died in infancy of tuberculosis. He attended area grade schools and later took a business course in Bangor.2




  Some sources have claimed Andrew Sockalexis once attended the Carlisle Indian School in Pennsylvania. Carlisle was one of a number of infamous Indian boarding schools in America, first created in the late 19th century as a nationwide plan to “assimilate” the American Indian into white society. Young American Indians were taken off the reservation and brought to these schools, where they immediately had their hair cut, received suits and dresses to replace their Native garb, and were required to never, ever speak their tribal tongues. As barbaric as the core principles for these schools were, the schools did provide one saving grace: athletics. Carlisle produced outstanding football and baseball teams, helping to catapult wonderful athletes, like Jim Thorpe and Baseball Hall of Fame pitcher Charlie Bender, into national prominence and professional careers in sports. Another of these schools, the Haskell School in Lawrence, Kansas, helped pave the way for a college athletic scholarship for Lakota Sioux runner Billy Mills, who won the Olympic gold medal in the 10,000 meter run at Tokyo in 1964.




  So, did Andrew Sockalexis attend Carlisle? The administrative records for the Carlisle School, including student records covering the years between 1879 and 1918, are in the custody of the National Archives and Records Administration in Washington, D.C. In a letter to this author, Mary Frances Morrow, a reference branch librarian who handles old military and civil records, noted that the student folders frequently hold scant information. Some have just an enrolhnent card, or enrolhnent application and student record card, or a personal letter. Morrow wrote: “I did not find a card in the index file for Andrew Sockalexis, nor did I find his name listed with the Penobscot students. I checked several different possible spellings.”3 When Sockalexis appeared at the 1912 Olympic Games, two of the other Native American athletes on the team were Carlisle students, the very famous, double gold medal-winning Thorpe and Lewis Tewanima, who would capture a silver medal in the 10,000 meter run. It’s possible some confusion arose later and Sockalexis was mistakenly linked with the other two prominent Olympic Indian athletes as a Carlisle student too. Further, when Andrew Sockalexis returned from the 1912 Olympics and was escorted to a wonderful reception, Fred E. Allen of Old Town noted that the Penobscot athlete had been offered the opportunity to attend the Carlisle school, but had turned it down.




  Like many Penobscot Indians of this era, Andrew’s father, Francis, worked in the region’s prosperous lumbering industry as a river driver. He also carried a much celebrated reputation among his tribesmen as an outstanding runner.




  It is highly likely that this interest Francis Sockalexis developed in long distance running evolved from the special place of respect held by the Penobscots, for many, many generations, for a special class of runner, known as the “pure man.”4 Such men of the tribe were legendarily known for their abilities to literally run their prey to death. They would run down deer and moose, in chases that could last for days and days, providing meat that would then be shared with all the members of the tribe. As explained in Frank G. Speck’s definitive 1940 book on the tribe, called Penobscot Man, such individuals enjoyed an elite, albeit short-lived, status:






   In each family group were some young men who acted as runners, to cover large tracts of country, run down moose, deer and other game, and kill them in their tracks. These young men, of whom there might be a small number, two, three or four, were closely guarded by some old men lest defiling influences weaken their endurance and fleetness or cause the game by magic to escape being overtaken. Such a young man was Kwsiwa’mbe, ‘pure man.’ The ‘pure men’ were chosen for their fleetness of foot. As soon as one of them could be outstripped by a younger candidate, the latter would take his place. To have served as a runner or ‘pure man’ was considered a social honor.5







  Speck explained Penobscots accorded this honor were “under surveillance all the time.” They were not allowed to marry; indeed, they were further forbidden to have any sexual relations whatsoever. They also faced strict dietary guidelines and were only allowed to eat certain foods. Such designated runners were expected to work for the Penobscot “community at large.” This meant that when they would run down and kill a moose or a deer, their obligations to their prey was restricted to merely bleeding the carcasses. The runners continued on the hunt, leaving each kill to be found by fellow hunting tribesmen who would follow their tracks and bring the meat back to the village to be shared by all. When one of the youthful runners was beaten by a new challenger in the tribe, he was “released from his ascetic obligations and could then marry and settle down to ordinary life,” Speck explained.6




  According to the Penobscot tribe biographer, the society of selected runners was under the sharp eye of “an old custodian,” even when they were unconscious at night, to insure the purity of their fleetness as well as the purity of their souls. The elderly night watchman was expected to see that the runners did not sleep with their legs outstretched, since this was considered a practice that would mar their running abilities. "To make them draw up their knees, the custodian would strike the runners’ soles with a stick,” Speck noted. Even when awake, the runners were expected to sit with their knees drawn up, to insure their tendons were properly stretched.7




  Among other health concerns for these youthful runners, Speck noted, was abstinence from the use of chewing spruce gum, which it was thought would “impair their breathing.” The gum, it was believed, “originated from scabs from a myth woman’s crotch. Should they chew the gum, it would make their testicles clack when they ran, and so forewarn the game.”8




  Well after the early days of the revered “pure man,” the tradition of running and earning acclaim for running was an important aspect of Penobscot life.




  According to a handful of sources, including then Old Town Enterprise newspaper editor John W. Gould and contemporary blood relative Michael Ranco, Francis Sockalexis ran and earned fame in large Penobscot community races. Gould provided this description of Andrew Sockalexis’ father:






   Francis F. Sockalexis, the father is a man about 57 years old and a veteran of the cinder path. He could stay on the path five hours at a time years ago so here is where the son gets his love and stam-ina for the race. The father looks after the son, advises and doctors him using only root and herb remedies for internal and external ailments which the son says has much to do with his success.9







  As a young boy Andrew would watch his father run in many events, including the Penobscots’ popular foot race challenge – a five-hour race held in the tribal hall on the island. It’s very likely the five-hour training runs “on the path” were in preparation for these tribal marathons. To prepare the community building for the marathon, the Penobscots created a sawdust track, four inches deep and no more than one yard wide, and laid it around the small hall. Taking up even more of the valuable hall space were bleachers, to accommodate supporters and spectators. According to various accounts, the track was so narrow that, in order to pass a fellow competitor, a runner would have to wait until he approached the bleachers, jump up on the first row of the bleachers – deliberately left vacant for just such a purpose – and then sprint past. Each contestant had a representative keeping record of total number of laps. Each lap was counted by placing a wooden bead on a long peg. It took a plentiful 22 laps to record just one mile on the short circuit, sawdust track. The runner with the most laps after five hours was declared the winner.10




  Andrew Sockalexis was around 10 years old when he began running himself. His father built a trail around their home and encouraged his son to run multiple laps upon it. On his visit to the Sockalexis home following Andrew’s impressive second place finish in the 1912 Boston Marathon, Gould reported this “very crude track” encircling.the family house required 16 laps to complete just one mile. Gould and companion Kenneth W. Brown accompanied the then “boyish looking Indian of 21 years of age” to his Indian Island home, which the newspaper editor described as “humble.” The house, located on Oak Hill about one-half mile from the old ferry docking, long ago burned to the ground. Gould also reported Sockalexis regularly used a three-mile loop around the island, which he was said to “easily” complete in 20 minutes.11




  However, as Andrew was growing up, he developed a number of routes for training on Indian Island. The late Susie Dana, then 77 years of age when interviewed about Andrew in 1971, told Michael Ranco that she remembered when she and a group of other supportive friends would watch Andrew do his training runs around the island, waiting for him until he finished. Dana recalled he was timed on one occasion of finishing between 13 and 14 minutes for one loop around the island, a distance of 2.7 miles. Andrew, she recalled, was very determined to become a great marathon runner. She related that a confident Andrew once told her: “Some day I will set the world’s record by winning the marathon.”12 If, indeed, he said this he very nearly was as good as his proud boast.




  For variation in training in winter, Andrew would run on the frozen river. Dana and the late Archie Neptune both poetically related to Ranco, back in 1971, that they could “still hear Andrew’s running spikes cutting into the smooth ice.” They said they used to watch from the river bank as Andrew came around the bend, following the race track from the landing on Indian Island to Orson Island and back, which was built for car and horse races. The distance around the track was one mile.13




  An article in the Boston Sunday Post on August 11, 1912, offers an intriguing, possible solution to the riddle of why Andrew Sockalexis never appeared in a competitive race until he was 19 years of age. At that time he made what seems to be a rather incredible debut, claiming repeatedly that his very first competition came at the 1911 Boston Marathon.




  According to the article, in which the unnamed writer never quotes a single source for his information, it is related matter-of-factly that Andrew’s early initiation into the use of tobacco – the claim is that he was only 4 years old when he began smoking cigars! – and prolonged use of same caused him severe health problems during his late adolescence and teen years. Long distance running was, according to the article, strongly suggested to him when he was around 17 years old to help him immediately reverse a path ominously leading to an early death from tuberculosis.14 Presumably, if all this is accurate, Andrew Sockalexis needed two years to build himself up and then embarked upon his great, albeit short career as a world-class runner.




  The Boston Post article detailed this rise from the demons of tobacco as follows:






   ... Tobacco, in all its forms, is strictly tabooed by the fleet young Micmac runner and has been for several years. This isn’t to say that he is a rabid anti-nicotine specialist without a good, strong reason. He has a well-developed reason, the same being that after acquiring the habit about as strongly as it could be acquired, he discovered that he had the alternative of leaving tobacco severely alone or dying at a tender age. 15







  In another eye-popping revelation, if this story is true, Andrew’s very famous cousin, Louis Sockalexis, the former Holy Cross and major league Cleveland Spider baseball player, is “credited” with starting Andrew on the road to his dangerous addiction. The article continues:






   It can be seen by looking at him (Andrew) in action that he elected the first alternative, but it was struggle to overcome the habit which had had its start when he was 4 years old, the same comprising close to an American record for early use of the weed. Cousin Louis Sockalexis gets a large portion of the credit for having initiated the youngster into the delights of the cigar and pipe. Louis invited Andrew into a field one fine day and started him on his career as a smoker of the 33d degree order without any of the customary preliminaries of the usual kind.16







  The article then notes, rather incredulously, that the toddler did not begin with any of the “milder” tobacco products, such as “rattan cigarettes, tea, sweet fem” or any of the other “mild substitutes common to the novice.” Apparently whoever was providing the information could not provide the “record as to whether or not he suffered the customary pangs that overtake the rash beginner in acquaintance with the weed. That part of the story is not included.”17 This idea sounds very strange, presuming Sockalexis himself is telling the story and he seems like the only possible candidate who could know these kinds of details; perhaps he told the writer he was so young he just didn’t remember his earliest reactions.




  The Boston Post account then stated that Andrew Sockalexis “became a veteran tobacco user in very short order and was able to hold his own with his elders from the time he was 4 years old, on and up to the time he was forced to quit. He was 9 years old when he fell in with the old demon, cigarette, and took to the latter very readily, to his subsequent sorrow.”18 It then characterized the youthful Sockalexis as addicted to cigarettes, quaintly referred to as “white coffin nails,” and suffering great consequences immediately:






   Even for an Indian, out of doors the greater part of the time, the white ‘coffin nails’ showed him no consideration. They ‘got to him,’ and they ‘got to him’ quickly. Athletics were not particularly in his mind at this time, naturally, and he did not realize that the cigarettes were undermining his health to a dangerous degree. He started going to school when he was 12 and still clung to the cigarette affectionately.19







  This description of Andrew seems in conflict with other accounts that suggest Andrew began running at around 10 years of age and frequently used the track circling the family home that his father created for him.




  According to this extraordinary tale, the crisis period was reached at age 17, putting it just two years before Andrew Sockalexis would stun the American running world with a debut 17th finish at the 1911 Boston Marathon, at only 19 years of age. The account continues:






   “(Sockalexis) was 17 when his appearance and condition alarmed his parents so much that it was felt necessary to consult a physician. The latter looked Sockalexis over and arrived at the conclusion that he was on the way to consumption unless he left school and followed a course of treatment, the principal of which was living in the open air and the eschewing of cigarettes. As Sockalexis knew that a sister of his had died from consumption, he realized that it was up to him to follow the advice offered.20







  The remedy was to send Sockalexis to “the famous camp of Dave Francis,” situated in the Maine woods not far from Old Town and Indian Island. After living at the camp for “some time,” he returned home “as fit as a fiddle with many extra pounds added to his weight and divorced from the brotherhood of the nicotine habit, the same period marking his introduction into the distance running game, not as a contestant, but merely as something to help him keep in condition.”21 So, if completely true, this is a startling departure from other articles and testimonials that Andrew Sockalexis started running very young, under the guidance of his father, and merely trained for many years before entering race competitions. A very different motivation for starting and a much later initiation, at 17 years of age, is clearly stated here.




  Even the running “track,” generally credited to Andrew’s father as a device to entice the young boy into running at an early age, comes into view with a very different twist. This Post account states: “A well-worn trail in the woods still shows where he made his first essay. A box stands on one side of the trail in which he was and still is accustomed to drop a chip to keep track of the number of times he has travelled the course on any occasion.”22 Here, we have the track created not to entice a young boy into following in his father’s footsteps as a runner of a note, but created specifically to help him regain his health at 17 years of age.




  Finally, the Post account discusses an interesting family tradition developed and faithfully followed to help preserve Andrew’s health. It states:






   In connection with his recovery of health the point also arises that the present year marks the seventh and last time of his annual pilgrimage to the shrine of St. Anne de Beaupre in Quebec. He is now 22 years old /Author’s note: This is not true ... Born in January of 1892, Andrew was only 20 years when this article was written in August of 1912] and it was seven years ago when he was told to make the pilgrimage for seven years in succession at the time when he was badly broken down in health and seemed on the road to consumption. Every year since that time along with his mother and sister he has made the journey to the shrine until he has arrived at the present year, that of his greatest success as an athlete, ready to complete the self-appointed task.23







  Ironically and quite tragically, the trips to the shrine may have coincided with seven years free of the threat of consumption, but consumption would very shortly derail his promising running career and ultimately take his life at only 27 years of age.




  This Boston Post article seems to dampen the charming notion that Andrew was influenced to run by his father at an early age and ran frequently with him, under his guidance, hoping to follow in his footsteps as a legendary Penobscot runner.




  Yet, in a curious reversal of roles, it was the elderly father who wished to run in his then world-famous son’s footsteps in 1914 when Francis Sockalexis, at nearly the age of 60, expressed a desire to run in the Boston Marathon and filed an entry.24 In those days the members of the Boston Athletic Association reserved the right to reject any potential marathon entrant, frequently barring anyone it deemed as outright lacking any chance of winning or turning down anyone who might be creating a health risk to himself as a result of running. Apparently Francis Sockalexis was rejected simply based on his age.




  Son Andrew, who recorded back-to-back second place finishes in the 1912 and 1913 Boston races and whose absence would confound for decades those casually interested in learning why he did not attempt to win the great race in 1914 [Author’s note: The answer is revealed in Chapter 13], complained about this treatment of his father to a Boston reporter. He noted, with great pride, that his father could and did frequently keep pace with him on many of his longer runs. He felt his father was still capable of matching steps with many of those registered and accepted for the Boston Marathon of 1914.25




  Tuberculosis, or “consumption” as it was commonly called in those days, was on the horizon for destroying the running career of Andrew Sockalexis and, ultimately, it killed him in 1919. Still, Francis Sockalexis not only inspired his son to pursue the great feats he would achieve but apparently enjoyed sharing running with him for as long as his son was able to, literally, follow in his footsteps on the running “path.”




  And one can only imagine the sadness the elder Sockalexis felt in the years after his son’s passing, himself crippled in a logging accident and confined to a wheelchair, living out his remaining days as a shut-in, surrounded by silence and his son’s running trophies.26







  



  * * *




  Chapter 2




  Auspicious debut at Boston




  In 1911, Andrew Sockalexis began his short but illustrious career in long distance running. He would tell newspaper reporters on several occasions that his racing debut came in the 1911 Boston Marathon.1 Despite Sockalexis’ matter-of-fact responses to such inquiries, the Boston Marathon, quite simply, was the most prestigious race of Sockalexis’ day and the foot race that to this day unquestionably remains the most prestigious one in the world. Only 19 years of age, Sockalexis recorded a 2-hour, 43-minute, 45-second run over the celebrated Boston course to finish in an admirable 17th place as a complete unknown.




  If this was, indeed, his first official race ever, it was a remarkable one. By today’s standards for developing as a national- or world-class runner, it would be unheard of for anyone to start with the 26.2-mile marathon distance (or even the nearly 25-mile distance the Boston course was in its earliest days) without having first developed training and competitive techniques over the shorter distances. Every year at the Boston Marathon it seems an unheralded runner finishes surprisingly high in the standings, but upon further inspection that runner will be discovered to have outstanding high school or college credentials, or to have developed remarkably quickly through amateur competitions or regional town races.




  However, Andrew Sockalexis’ record offered no evidence of any such previous experience. He’d quite literally and figuratively run in his father’s footsteps, training alone and diligently under the watchful eyes of Francis Sockalexis. And in his first race, with many of America’s and Canada’s most celebrated distance runners present, he’d proved his skill and would be listed among the favorites in every race that would follow. It truly was an astounding “before” and “after” transformation – from complete unknown to contender – Andrew Sockalexis made in this race, although none of the Boston journalists or those writing in Maine ever really put his career into this perspective at any time.




  There was very little written about Andrew Sockalexis just prior to the 1911 Boston Marathon and his “unknown” status seems to be the obvious reason why. Boston Post newspaper columnist Arthur Duffey, after noting that a Boston Athletic Association race “would not be complete without an Indian entry,” cited the presence of Mike Thomas, a Lenox Indian from Prince Edward Island, and Sockalexis. Duffey praised Thomas as a contender to win the race, but curtly dismissed the Penobscot: “Sockalexis has shown nothing.”2 Whether Duffey had come away unimpressed with a prior viewing of Sockalexis or was merely alluding to the Penobscot’s unproven record was not made clear. However, another unnamed columnist from the Post reported there were actually four Indians registered to run: “Besides Padden and Thomas, there is Andrew Sockalexis of Oldtown [sic], Me., and Charles Honyoust, a full-blooded Oneida. They all look good.”3




  In the official entries list published by the Post, Sockalexis was listed as Number 24 from “Oldtown,” Maine, a spelling mistake that many of the newspapers “from away” would make over the next few years.




  The 1911 race is filled with interesting elements, linking Andrew Sockalexis’ name with two of the greatest names in running history, two names that would arise again at significant turning points in the Penobscot Indian’s life. The names were those of Clarence DeMar, the all-time champion of the Boston Marathon with seven victories, and the legendary Indian runner Tom Longboat from Canada. For at the 1911 race, the 23-year-old DeMar from nearby Melrose, Mass., a printer in a newspaper office, captured his very first Boston title with a record-breaking performance. And the record DeMar broke was Longboat’s, set in 1907 and thought at that time to be invincible.




  The Boston Marathon popped into existence in the spring of 1897 after members of the Boston Athletic Association traveled to Greece to witness the running of the Olympic marathon of 1896. From 1897 until 1924 the marathon was run over a route of only 24 and 1/2 miles. Originally the route began in Ashland, but in 1907 BAA officials moved the start to its present site, Hopkinton. Like Sockalexis, Tom Longboat was only 19 years old when he ran his first Boston Marathon in 1907, in one of the most memorable races of Boston’s earliest days. An Onondaga Indian from Hamilton, Ontario, Longboat joined Bostonian James Lee in a red-hot early pace that proved fortuitous; for Lee, Longboat and seven others managed to get across the railroad crossing in South Framingham – just before a long freight train roared into view! The rest of the field was resigned to waiting for the train to pass by, waiting perhaps as long as two full minutes. Among those waiting was Johnny Hayes, the American winner of the 1908 Olympic marathon. After holding back for a time, in sixth place, Longboat “began to shoot down the palefaces,” according to the account by Boston Globe editor Jerry Nason, long-time chronicler of the marathon.4 By Wellesley, Longboat was in second place and he took over the lead in Auburndale. At the Exeter Street finish line, Longboat was all alone, establishing a new record of 2 hours, 24 minutes, 24 seconds. None of the previous Boston Marathons had been run within five minutes of Longboat’s new winning time. More than 40 years later Nason quoted this De Mar assessment of the legendary Indian: “If Longboat had today’s race conditions – macadam roads and no accompanying cars – he might have set a 2:06 record for the old 24 1/2-mile course.”5 The often murky or muddy dirt roads and the terrible exhaust fumes released into the faces of the runners by passing cars were tormenting obstacles to be dealt with by competitors in the early years of the marathon.




  In the 1911 race, DeMar joined Longboat in the marathon’s truly select circle of exceptional winners. He smashed the Indian’s previous course record with a time of 2 hours, 21 minutes, 39 seconds. DeMar, second place finisher in the race the year before, hadn’t begun running until he attended the University of Vermont and was in his third year. Though he distinguished himself in cross country running he hardly gave evidence of becoming an international great and, ultimately, the one time-honored name synonymous with Boston Marathon greatness. In his book Marathon, on the eve of his first Boston triumph, DeMar claimed he “distinctly” dreamed about winning the big race. However, he almost didn’t get to depart from the starting line on April 19, 1911 (for much of its history the Boston Marathon was run on Patriots Day, specifically April 19, and not the Monday closest to that date, as is currently the case). DeMar explained that, as was the custom, a staff of doctors examined all the contestants, advising one or two of them not to participate. They listened for quite some time to the beating of DeMar’s heart, ultimately deciding that the runner should make this event his last marathon run ... or drop out of it altogether “if I got tired.” The doctors told him he had heart murmurs. DeMar caustically responded to their advice this way: “I do not know whether it is possible to run a marathon in competition and not get tired, but at any rate I’ve never done it. At the finish one doctor expressed much surprise at how well I had run. He didn’t ask whether I had become fatigued or not.”6




  Clarence DeMar actually dropped out of marathon running after the 1912 Olympic marathon for about five years. Although the “frequent warnings” from both doctors and friends about the dangers of marathon running on the heart “had left their impression,” DeMar also cited religious reasons: “I took my religion somewhat seriously ... ! had a suspicion that the whole game of running was a selfish vain-glorious search for praise and honor.” There were also his work and educational concerns. He cited his “reasonably hard job,” standing for long hours and setting hot type as a printer in a stifling back room newspaper office, plus the university extension courses he took in his spare time at Harvard and Boston University.7




  During his 1911 victory, DeMar began conservatively, running in 15th place through the first two check points on the course. Ultimately, 82 of the 127 starters finished the race, with only the first 38 having their positions and times officially recorded. Though Andrew Sockalexis’ individual recorded times for the check points were not recorded, his placements were. Clearly, he ran a very strong second half of the race. At the five official check points Sockalexis was recorded in the following places: South Framingham, 41st place; Natick, 42nd place; Wellesley, 36th place; Boulevard, 23rd place; and Coolidge Corner, 16th place.




  An unnamed writer devoted a special paragraph to Sockalexis in his post-race account:






   Andy Sokalexis [sic], the Oldtown [sic] Indian, was one of the greatest surprises of the redskin entry list. Before the race the Maine Indian was not considered along with Mike Thomas, the Lenox grinder, but Sokalexis showed he was one of the fastest Indians that ever competed in the contest. If the Oldtown brave had trained more and had more experience, he would have proved one of the hardest to beat in the race. As it was he finished among the leaders and will be one of the runners to note in next year’s race.8







  One can only wonder whether Sockalexis bristled at the notion that he hadn’t trained hard enough or was flattered merely to be considered a contender and mentioned at all. Still, the unnamed writer misspelled his name and his home town, and then questioned the teen-ager for his lack of experience, which hardly seems fair, and for his training, without ever demonstrating any knowledge of knowing how Sockalexis trained for his first marathon. Just how much any of the so-called “sports writers” know about long distance running in this era continuously raises concerns.




  On September 7, 1911 Andrew Sockalexis ran a 15-mile race in Nashua, New Hampshire, taking fourth place. That race apparently proved a good tune-up for the popular Brockton (Massachusetts) Marathon, held in October in conjunction with the Brockton Fair, where Sockalexis finished third in a time of 2 hours and 31 minutes.




  Sockalexis rounded out his first year of racing with an impressive victory back in Maine. “SOCKALEXIS WINS” shouted out the first deck of Bangor Daily Commercial headline on December 1, 1911, and the subsequent account noted the youth’s triumph in the Bangor YMCA 5-mile Thanksgiving Day race.




  The opening paragraph read:






   Speeding along the hard frozen road like a dusty phantom, Andrew Sockalexis, a Penobscot Indian from Old Town, won the Y.M.C.A. Marathon [Author’s note: The term “marathon” is frequently misused, even today, to refer to a variety of long distance running events. A marathon actually refers to the distance of a 26.2-mile race] run Thanksgiving forenoon, defeating Harold Barton, the nimble legged High school football player ... The route was from the Y.M.C.A. building across Franklin and up Harlow streets, along Valley avenue to Bulls-Eye bridge and back Ohio and Court streets to the building again. The Indian covered it in 30 minutes and 37 seconds and was far from being exhausted at the finish.”9







  Barton was second, in 32 minutes, 14 seconds.




  There were only eight runners in the race and they drew lots for positions on the starting line, with Sockalexis drawing the eighth and final spot. However, starting places in a 5-mile race really are of little consequence. According to the Commercial account the runners kept well together for the first half mile, with Sockalexis taking the lead at Prospect Street and Barton only a short distance behind. Sockalexis had “little difficulty” in maintaining his lead on the long stretch up Valley Avenue to the turn at Bull’s Eye Bridge. On the steep hill beyond the bridge he increased his lead “appreciably.”10




  The Bangor Daily News account of the race concurred, noting the race had not been in progress long before it was “clearly evident” that Barton posed the only threat to Sockalexis, “but when the red-hued flyer had passed the steep hill beyond Bull’s Eye bridge his gain was of such size that Barton was found to be no longer in the running as far as the premier position was concerned.” After noting the starting gun worked better than it did the year before, the News stated Sockalexis, in his black and orange stocking cap, took the lead just after passing Prospect Street “and he was not led thereafter ... ”11




  The Commercial account concluded: “ ... when the Indian turned into Court Street it was evident that the race was his by a good margin.” It reported a “good-sized crowd” awaited the runners at the YMCA building and gave Sockalexis a cheer as he broke the finish line tape.12 The News summary commented that some of the spectators were “admiring friends” of the victor from Old Town and Sockalexis “smilingly” broke the tape.13 Both publications reported that Sockalexis claimed he could have run a few more miles without difficulty. [Author’s note: Many, many years later, in the 1980s and 1990s, the Bangor YMCA and Grant’s Dairy used essentially the same course for a popular 5-mile run held during the summer.] Sockalexis’ prize for winning was a sweater. Both newspaper accounts, quoting Sockalexis’ trainer Thomas Daley, reported the runner planned to train all winter for the 1912 Boston Marathon, with a second goal of making the American Olympic team. Accompanying the runners on the route was an automobile, containing Daley, Andrew’s father, and the two newspaper reporters.




  During Andrew’s teenage years, he received coaching assistance from Thomas Daley of Bangor. But following his success at the 1911 Boston Marathon, and with an ambitious eye towards winning the 1912 Boston Marathon and qualifying for the 1912 U.S. Olympic marathoning team, Andrew Sockalexis moved under the coaching tutelage of Arthur Smith of Orono, then the track coach at the University of Maine and regarded as one of the best trainer-coaches of his time.
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