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Dedicated to those who tried and tried again


A Boston Ballad

To get betimes in Boston town I rose this morning early, Here’s a good place at the corner, I must stand and see the show.

The Runner

On a flat road runs the well-train’d runner,

He is lean and sinewy with muscular legs,

He is thinly clothed, he leans forward as he runs,

With lightly closed fists and arms partially rais’d.

Walt Whitman, “By the Roadside 1854,” from Leaves of Grass
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Forewords

I’ve enjoyed listening to Tom Derderian’s running stories since our first meeting at a road race in the early 1970s. As a matter of fact, I think it was Tom’s own story and his enthusiasm for running that in part motivated me to train for my first Boston Marathon in 1979.

It has always been a treat to run with Tom, because he can make long training runs fly by with his seemingly endless store of running and racing stories. Whether we are running, carbo-loading, or watching over our young children, Tom continues to share with me countless running tales, stories with a special emphasis on his favorite event, the Boston Marathon. His memories of runs, races, and running-related gatherings are always vivid and on the mark. Tom has truly given all of us a gift in writing Boston Marathon: The First Century of the World’s Premier Running Event. He is a student of the sport and an authority and historian of the Boston Marathon.

Perhaps the most special memories of my first run and win at Boston in 1979 are those of having dinner at Tom’s house the night before the race. As he prepared plates of pastas and sauces for his running friends, Tom recounted Boston Marathon lore from the early years right up to his current prerace strategy, which he hoped would make him competitive the next day among the elite athletes in the 83rd running of the marathon. Tom Derderian’s knack for describing competitors’ personalities, styles, and careers is extraordinary. In Boston Marathon, it is almost as if Tom gives each of us our own pair of running shoes to race beside the leaders from year to year, decade to decade. After reading Tom’s book, everyone will want to head to Boston, to run or to cheer.

Joan Benoit Samuelson

Two-time winner of the Boston Marathon and gold medalist in the first Olympic women’s marathon

It is a special honor to be writing this foreword for Boston Marathon: The First Century of the World’s Premier Running Event, not only because I know and respect Tom Derderian as a writer and runner, but especially because of his ability to focus on what is most important in the race—the human side. This book is no dry statistical tome; it is alive in the same way the Boston Marathon is.

If you have ever been to the Boston Marathon, you know the excitement, energy, and goodwill that surround this special event. Of course, what makes Boston a unique race, different from the marathons in New York City and London and Tokyo, is its old age—it has been run every year since 1897 over nearly the same course.

Being a marathoner himself, Tom Derderian is aware that the center stage must be for the athletes themselves, and rightly so! Tom details the lives of the men and women who have made Boston the best marathon in the world. They are a particularly hardworking group. What I enjoy most in the book is seeing the similarities of the athletes of 50 and more years ago to the present-day runners—how they all became obsessed with the Boston Marathon and kept coming back year after year.

To be honest, I believe there are few sweeter victories in sport than winning Boston. When you read Tom’s book, you will see how hard these athletes tried to make that dream come true. There are some touching stories and some outrageous ones. Tom doesn’t shy away from the real story of the Boston Marathon, noting political and social events of each decade and the trends that changed the race over time.

I have always felt that the marathon is the king of sports. And certainly Boston is the king of marathons. Tom’s book is unique. There is nothing like it. He makes you feel as if you’re at the race itself, running for victory.

Bill Rodgers

Four-time winner of both the Boston Marathon and New York City Marathon


Foreword to the 2017 Edition

By Amby Burfoot, 1968 Boston Marathon winner, Writer-at-large, Runner’s World
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I can’t prove that reading about the Boston Marathon will add some sizzle to your long runs and your marathon racing at Boston. But I think it’s almost a guarantee. That’s why I’m so excited about Tom Derderian’s update of his classic Boston Marathon history book.

I’ve got one year to go before the 50th anniversary of my Boston win in 1968, and I want to be as fit as a creaky 71-year-old can be on that occasion. Which means I’ll have to put in a regular dose of training miles—the kind of focused effort that takes a lot of motivation.

Since the beginning of my marathon-running career in the mid-1960s, I’ve used books and articles about the Boston Marathon to inspire that training. The strategy always worked well in the past, and I’m counting on it to keep me going in the future.

I must have almost a dozen Boston Marathon books on my office shelves. The first I remember reading was a little pamphlet-type thing put together by famed Boston Globe writer Jerry Nason. His obvious respect for the Boston Marathon and its participants literally thrilled me. We were so unappreciated by everyone else, particularly the newspaper types, in those early days.

I would say the same about Joe Falls’s classic 1977 book, The Boston Marathon, the first to find itself behind the hard covers that denote a serious book (unless you’re counting Clarence DeMar’s autobiography, which is also in my office). Falls was a noted baseball writer, but enamored of both the super-talented and wonderfully zany marathoners who showed up every April in Hopkinton.

Three years later, a Runner’s World editor, Ray Hosler, gathered a series of essays, reports, and fact sheets together to provide a deeper, more technical insider’s view of Boston. I remember my wonderment at seeing a topographical map of the treacherous Boston course. Really? How could such a difficult route have such a downhill inclination?

Once my friend and longtime running rival Tom Derderian entered the Boston-Marathon-book field in 1994 with his 600-page Boston Marathon: The History of the World’s Premier Running Event, the race was essentially over. His book became the definitive Boston story, a rank it has held ever since. This new edition will only lengthen Tom’s lead over all other contenders.

When I first read Tom’s book more than two decades ago, I was stunned. So was everyone else I talked to. Most road race histories are content to provide a list of race winners and their times, with just a few biographical notes about the champs and their staunchest rivals.

Tom reached so much higher. He told us about the weather, so critical in marathon races. And about the towns the marathon runs through, along with the course highlights: the careening early miles, the cheering coeds at Wellesley, the crushing downhill at Lower Newton Falls, Heartbreak Hill, Cemetery Mile, Cleveland Circle, Kenmore Square, and the Back Bay finish line. He delved into the many ethnicities and nationalities of the top Boston runners, Indians to Scandinavians, to South Americans, to Asians, to East Africans.

Even more impressively, Tom set each Boston Marathon story against the historical epoch in which it happened. The world changes. There are global and regional wars, the Titanic and other vessel sinkings, civil rights movements, feminist revolutions, moon landings, economic challenges, political trends, and much more. Somehow Tom managed to bring these into his narratives about every April’s Boston Marathon. The overall effect is a telling of Boston Marathon history that leaps off the pages. It feels almost cinematic in its color and energy.

The last two decades have brought many highs and lows to the Boston Marathon, and in this new edition Tom continues to weave together the whole Boston story, and not just isolated anecdotes. Yes, top runners have apparently used drugs. Yes, the bombings of 2013 rocked the Boston Marathon to its (fortunately very strong) core.

Most importantly, more runners than ever before have found their way to Hopkinton, particularly more women. The modern Boston Marathon promotes women’s running as actively as it fought to deny women in the 1960s and early 1970s when calcified regulations stood in the way.

And then you’ve got the 2014 Boston Marathon. We’ve all got the 2014 Boston Marathon, even those runners who weren’t lucky enough to secure a race number.

For almost 20 years, I had been telling people that the 1996 Centennial Boston was the greatest single footrace in the history of humankind. Of course, the 2014 Marathon outstripped the Centennial and all other races by a wide margin. The day was gorgeous; the fans loud, supportive, and far greater in number than any other year; and we runners were fully aware that we were lucky to be on the roads from Hopkinton to Boston.

We also realized that we had a responsibility: to reclaim the Boston Marathon from the fear of terrorism. We understood that we had to run with courage and resilience. And so we did, all 35,000 of us.

The result, on April 21, 2014, was the greatest, most celebratory road race in history. There will never be another day to match it. I simply can’t imagine it.

Similarly, there won’t be another Boston Marathon book to match this fully updated treasure trove. Tom Derderian has set the standard by pouring his soul (and seemingly infinite research skills) into the book you are holding.

It’s big, but you don’t have to read it all at once. I find myself dipping back into it at many different times—wherever I want to learn more about a particular Boston Marathon or a historical running figure.

Read it year by year, or however you choose. And then enjoy the lightness and exuberance of your next training run. That’s what I’ll be doing.


Foreword to the 2017 Edition

By Shalane Flanagan
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Obsession and heart break. The Boston Marathon is both to me.

I watched my first Boston marathon from the corner of Hereford and Boyl-ston. Pressed up against a metal railing, waiting impatiently, counting hundreds of tired, but joyful, runners passing by … I was trying to spot my favorite runner: my dad. He was running in the 100th Boston Marathon.

On this day in 1996, at age 15, I decided that one day I too would run Boston. Growing up only 16 miles north of the city, the only thing New Englanders would talk about on Patriots Day was the Boston Marathon. This is where my obsession began. Watching my father in blissful agony run down Boylston Street towards the finish line made me so proud. I knew I wanted to become part of this thrilling historic event and part of the marathoning club.

In high school I met Tom Derderian through my father. Many times we would have dinner at his house with his amazing family. Tom was always a supportive mentor when it came to my running. Most poignantly, when he wrote an article defending and supporting my aggressive racing tactics in high school. At the time, some were critical of my kamikaze racing because it yielded some heartbreaking moments. His words of support at the time were critical, and just what a young girl needed. To not fear failure and to go all in when you have big dreams. Tom has never wavered in his support throughout my running career.

Since 1996, the sport of running has grown wildly. There have been many changes on the elite level, including the dominance of East Africans and, unfortunately, drugs. My goal of just running the marathon quickly changed over the years to trying to win the Boston Marathon. My best Boston race, and one I am most proud of, was in 2014, the year after the horrific bombings. I ran with the nation’s hopes and dreams. I ran for those who couldn’t. I ran with so much purpose and love for my city.

I ran the marathon in 2:22.02. The fastest an American woman has ever run it. Normally, this time would win all but a few Bostons and would have even won the men’s race on occasion. But on this day, I was only able to attain 6th. After I crossed the finish line, wiped away the tears, collected myself, I told reporters, “I don’t wish it were easier. I just wish I were better.”

I believe everyone who runs Boston can relate to this. We are all constantly working to give Boston our best because it demands the best from us. My obsession with Boston is heartbreaking in the most wonderful way. I know that if I ever win Boston it will change my life. I would forever be a Boston Marathon champion. But more importantly, a Bostonian who won Boston. I relentlessly train, chasing down the opportunity to change my life by becoming part of history and bringing a nation of runners along the joyous ride with me.

Thank you Tom for capturing and celebrating the greatest road race. Thank you for going all in. This race has changed my life. Runners across the world will be reading Boston Marathon for years to come. The inspiration within fuels us to write our own piece of Boston Marathon history.


Why They Come Back to Boston

Many of the things most people spend their lives pursuing do not exist. So it is with the perfect painting, poem, man or woman, the perfect wave for surfers, the perfect ice for skaters, the perfect performance for musicians, the perfect erotic experience for lovers, the perfect wood for a cello, or the perfect marathon for runners. Marathon winners want to run faster, and record setters fear someone might break their record; they want to come back to try again. Perfection? Not yet. The possibility exists to do it better; let me try it just one more time. Male, and later female, winners and nearwinners of the Boston Marathon came back time and again. This was their artistic pursuit. They came in pursuit of the unicorn, the beast that does not exist.

The unicorn is the symbol of the Boston Athletic Association (BAA), the originator and current manager of the Boston Marathon. The unicorn appears on all uniforms of the BAA running club and on the medal given to the winner of the marathon. The unicorn is a creature of myths that say it has the legs of a buck, the tail of a lion, the head and body of a horse, and a single horn—white at the base, black in the middle, and red at the tip—in the middle of its forehead. The body of the unicorn is white, the head red, the eyes blue. The unicorn symbolized the power of things good. The unicorn was a common symbol in Scotland. The Scottish brought track and field to America in the 19th century with their Caledonian games. Perhaps they brought the unicorn symbol as well.

There is an element of whimsy to the unicorn. A popular Irish song has it that the reason there are no unicorns in the world today is that as the rains began to fall and Noah loaded his ark, the two silly unicorns frolicked and forgot to get on board. Marathon runners are like that—frolicking and forgetting in a perpetual youth to get on board with the burdens of life. Some of the men and women we will meet in this story are like frolickers who never grow up and will not anticipate rain. They are hopeful people, some of whom meet tragic ends while others defy aging in their pursuit of the unicorn.

According to the legends of the Middle Ages, one could catch the unicorn only by placing a virgin in its haunts; upon seeing the virgin, the creature would lose its fierceness and lie quiet at her feet. But it could be that the unicorn, like permanent victory, can never be possessed, and if captured, never held. Like virginity, the very value in it is the losing of it.

Gerard Cote, four-time winner and dozen-time loser of the Boston Marathon said, “If I am beaten the next time I run, I do not mind. If you have a salad that is all one thing, all lettuce, it is not good. It has no flavor. So victory, always, would be flat. You must mix it with defeat to gain the flavor.” This book is a history of the men and women who time and again tasted victory and defeat in the Boston Marathon.

I believe that there is something inherently good and noble about the Boston Marathon. It has given extraordinary purpose to people whose lives might otherwise have been tedious. There is a religious purity, as well as piety, to the pursuit. A pagan rite of spring is manifest in the outstretched hope of small children who lift their hands to touch the passing marathoners. The Boston Marathon has opened the wealth of the world to some and a wealth of worldliness to others. The Boston Marathon continues to symbolize what Bostonians, and Americans generally, think is important beyond the necessities of everyday life. The style of life of participants comprises all of America’s instincts, from puritanism to the work ethic to fanaticism to the recent hedonistic get-fit-stay-young-live-forever cult of those who exercise to look pretty.

We can see in the Boston Marathons over the past century a reflection of the changes in the average person’s hopes, heroes, and dreams. The marathon filled different needs in the minds of the public. The ways the Boston Marathon has been important to the public have changed as well. When the public needed heroes, the Boston Marathon provided them, and when the public needed empowerment—the delicious notion that anyone can overcome time and distance to finish a marathon, the New Age idea that there is a god within—the Boston Marathon was there. During World War I a military relay from Hopkinton to Boston replaced the marathon. The relay stupidly and vaingloriously mixed patriotism and propaganda with athletics. It failed at both. When the public needed a feminist statement, there in 1967 was Jock Semple, dead-center in the viewfinders of press cameras shoving Kathrine Switzer. Reconciliation came 5 years later when Jock, welcoming women to the marathon, gave Switzer a notorious kiss in clear view of more press cameras.

Changes in politics, the arts, demographics, economy, technology, and the temper of the times influenced the competitors and can be seen here in this history of the Boston Marathon. If there is a political attitude throughout this book, it is that the pursuit of something unattainable is an object of art—and a world full of such dreamers is the way the world should be. The runners who tried and tried again are the artists in this particular sense, who in their pursuit of the Boston Marathon have affirmed that there is something wholly different between human beings and all the other animals of Earth. Perhaps humans are the only animals who know that they will die and so while living do more than sustain themselves; they live with a rush and a fury.

Each April a new hero rushes out to greet and celebrate life and its consequences as the flowers rush out to welcome spring. I have done that rushing and furious greeting. I have never emerged the hero, but I have touched those hopeful, outstretched hands of children. I started with the marathon at the youngest age and it has shaped me.

I came to glimpse the unicorn, according to my parents, 6 weeks after my birth and in every following year of childhood as our family went to watch the start of the marathon each Patriots’ Day on the Hopkinton town common. When you lived in the next town you did that. As a child on my father’s shoulders all I cared about was getting a balloon, which I held tightly. The runners waited behind a snow fence. I saw numbers pinned to their chests, motion, music, bright colors. The runners walked out of their cage to the starting line. Once or twice the starting gun startled me and I lost my balloon. All the bright-colored runners ran away. I could see their backs going down the hill. I did not know where they were going, if they were chasing something or being chased. My balloon floated up into the sky. Everything moved out of reach, quieted and disappeared. I was little. I cried.

‘Rejoice. We conquer!’

What was running like in America before the Boston Marathon? To understand Boston we must be able to hold in our minds at least a snapshot understanding of America itself, its view of itself in the world, and then of running in America before the first Boston race in 1897. The first major running events in America were professional and highly promoted. In 1844 four English runners challenged a field of 32 Americans over 10 miles for a prize of $1,000. Between 25,000 and 30,000 people turned out to watch an unheralded American Indian named John Gildersleeve upset the favorite, John Barlow. These runners were fast even by today’s standards. Later that year Barlow ran 54:21 for 10 miles to win $1,400 in a rematch.

The Scottish seemed to have brought organized running competition to the New World. The Boston Caledonian Club held their first games, a tradition carried to Boston by Scottish immigrants, in 1853 in Boston. The games included a 3-mile running race and other track and field–type events like caber tossing.

Certain writers in the decade of the 1850s waged the literary campaign known as the Muscular Christianity Movement; its most famous book, Tom Brown’s School Days, by Thomas Hughes (1857) documented the athletic phenomena of the day. Until the 1870s organized running competitions had not been common except among the ancient Greeks, but elite schools such as Harvard, Yale, and Amherst quickly picked up the Caledonian types of competitions. These became track and field.

“The Caledonians were actually preceded by other professional runners in the United States, and their foot races and walking contests had been common during the first half of the nineteenth century. Participants in this activity that became known as pedestrianism, like John Barlow of England, Thomas Jackson (alias the American Deer), George Seward of New Haven, and Louis Bennett (a Seneca Indian known everywhere as ‘Deerfoot’) provided goodly wages in their time for crowds of thousands.”

These pedestrians were professional runners who came from classes lower than the low classes who paid to watch them and bet for their favorites. “In America the runners, who were (not surprisingly) usually poorer than the spectators, were very often blacks and American Indians.” The pedestrians of the late 1800s followed a “go-as-you-please” rule that allowed them to run, walk, rest, eat, drink, skip, or crawl over the distance. Edward Payson Weston went as he pleased over the 1,326 miles from Portland, Maine, to Chicago in 25 days to earn $10,000.

Six-day indoor track races established a benchmark for brutality in the 1880s when runners struggled to the exhortations of spectators who had bets riding on them to continue day after day and lap after lap for nearly a week. The 6-day record for 1888 was 623.75 miles in New York’s Madison Square Garden.

Show biz, hype, and a lack of standards marked early pedestrianism and long-distance racing. Ultimately those aspects, public boredom, and the eternal suspicion of a “fix” by the bettors who lost money killed the sport/ business of long-distance racing. What replaced it?

Amateur (no wagering) collegiate track and field began in America in 1876. It arose in part because of an industrial-age desire for precision in measuring and comparing performances. Colleges like Harvard, Yale, Amherst, Wesleyan, and Bowdoin took part. These were upper class institutions whose members had the leisure to participate in sports while the mass of the population worked from sunup to sundown in factories or on farms. So it should come as no surprise that a Harvard track man was the first to take the lead in the Boston Marathon—the first to go in pursuit of the unicorn.

The BAA started in 1887, wealthy, opulent, and big. It had a five-story clubhouse on Exeter Street in Boston’s newly created, land-filled, prestigious Back Bay. The Back Bay used to be a salt marsh—a stinking fen of mudflats at low tide—until it was filled in with soil carved from the top of Beacon Hill. The club had tennis courts, racquet courts, Turkish baths, a bowling alley, and a running track. Its members included the Adamses, Saltonstalls, Cabots, and Lodges—as the old saying goes, “Boston: the home of the bean and the cod, where the Lowells talked to the Cabots and the Cabots talked to God.”

The Amateur Athletic Union (AAU) of the United States established itself the following year, on January 21, 1888. The AAU and the BAA would determine the form of the Boston Marathon.

In the early years of the marathon, only a very few strong and durable young men contested the BAA’s marathon. There were few other marathons, and none of equal notoriety. In those days the movers and shakers, Boston’s wealthy, the scions of the codfish aristocracy, returned from their African safaris to smoke and talk about the hunt in dark-paneled rooms with stuffed animal heads poking out of the walls. It was into just such a room that Jack Caffery, a Canadian laborer and teamster, wandered looking for the BAA officials after he finished the marathon of 1900. Those old founders never dreamed that Africans would come to Boston almost 100 years later to win their marathon.
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The BAA clubhouse, completed in 1888, was an opulent palace for athletics, complete with swimming pool, indoor track, Turkish baths, bowling alley, boxing room, tennis courts, barbershop, and a wine and cigar department. Courtesy of the Boston Athletic Association.

The old money came from the Yankee traders dealing in rum, sugar, and slaves. Some money came from the profits of whaling—creating the oil barons of the day—and Yankee trading in clipper ships. The Boston aristocracy did not directly govern, but through their wealth they set the tone, pace, and style of Boston. Their sons and the sons of their friends were most of the U.S. team for the first Olympics in Athens in 1896. No Olympic committee paid their way. Thomas E. Burke of the BAA won the 100- and 400-meter races. Teammate Ellery H. Clark won the broad jump and the high jump. James B. Connolly of South Boston won the hop, step, and jump. In 1896 Boston was Olympic track and field in America, and the BAA team was the most powerful on earth.
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A soldier instructs boys in the lounging room of the BAA clubhouse during World War I. Courtesy of the Boston Public Library, Print Department.

The old Boston Yankees—the Brahmins on Beacon Hill, Protestant descendants from Puritans—watched as wave after wave of Catholic Irish, up to 1,000 a month, flooded Boston. The guard would change forever—the Kelleys were coming! The old guard founded the AAU in 1888. In part they attempted to keep working people out of athletics by eliminating any way of making a living through the sport. For clear reasons, athletics, and principally footraces, corrupted easily. Footraces, like horse races, attracted flimflam men and crooks. People bet on races, and some of the runners, out of necessity or greed, “fixed” their races. Enforced amateurism—regulated sport for the love of the sport—was intended to prevent those abuses. But amateurism also worked to keep sport aristocratic against the growing forces of popularism. It kept women out. The opposing ideas of professional running and amateur running have remained in conflict for the entire history of the Boston Marathon.

In the late 1800s people planned public relations events worldwide for the first time. The communications technology had never existed before. These new events planned for the public and media came without precedent in traditional religious or cultural rituals and customs. The village market day had given way to the county fair and then quickly to world’s fairs and expositions. The first modern Olympic Games really had no precedent. The ancient Greeks could only attend local events; the fresh idea of a worldwide Olympic Games appealed to the world of 1896. The elite and 10-year-old BAA set out in imitation of the Olympics with a marathon of its own.

Where did that marathon idea come from? The Greeks had no race in their ancient Olympics longer than about 3 miles. They raced in the stadium between two poles. They ran barefoot over soft sand. At the turns they could push, pull, and trip each other or kick sand in the face of the following runner.

The Greeks, however, did employ intercity messengers who ran long distances splendidly. These were skinny, tough, wiry professionals. The Greeks did not see road-running messengers as athletes. They toiled anonymously. They had no nobility and did not possess the classic mesomorphic features that the ancient Greeks saw as athletic. There may have been hundreds of runners with the ability to run sub-3:00 marathons, but they were no more athletic heroes than are letter carriers today. Pheidippides was such a toiler.

Supposedly Pheidippides ran 24 hilly miles from the Battle on the Plains of Marathon on a summer’s day in BC 490 to announce that the Athenian army, outnumbered six to one, had killed 6,400 invading Persians and driven the rest into the sea. Pheidippides staggered into the ruling chamber and shouted, “Rejoice. We conquer!” then dropped dead.
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Most of the first USA Olympic team were BAA athletes: standing (from left), Thomas E. Burke, T.P. Curtis (trainer/manager), Ellery Clark; seated, W.W. Hoyt, S. Paine, John Graham, J.B. Paine, Arthur Blake. Courtesy of the Boston Public Library, Print Department.

As researched by Sandy Treadwell in The World of Marathoners, Richard D. Mandell in Sport, A Cultural History, and others, the historian Herodotus recorded everything else about the battle, but no dying messenger, no “Rejoice. We conquer!” Herodotus was too good a reporter to miss such a story. He did write about a Pheidippides who ran 150 miles in 48 hours to Sparta to recruit their help. But it is unlikely that Pheidippides made the marathon, then died. He was, however, a great runner, a great patriot, but not, in the Greek sense, a noble athlete.

The confusing story comes from the melding of the Battle of Marathon to an event reported by Plutarch a half century later. Plutarch wrote of a messenger named Eucles who ran to Athens to announce victory and then died. Eucles, not Pheidippides, proclaimed, “Rejoice. We conquer!” Time compresses and neatens history when necessary to generate an essential myth.

In the 19th century every cultured European student knew the neat, compressed story of Pheidippides’s sacrifice. The idea of the supreme glorious effort fit the century’s paradigm of patriotism. When Frenchman Baron de Coubertin decided to revive the ancient Greek Olympic Games, his colleague Michel Breal at the Sorbonne persuaded de Coubertin to include a 24-mile run from Marathon to Athens. At first the thought of such an unprecedented long race seemed outrageous. Breal offered a gold cup to the winner. But the press and the public cheered the idea of a local Greek event rather than events imported from England like the apparently silly hop, step, and jump. The idea of a supreme sacrifice for God and Country appealed to young men at the time. It would be this same feeling that would push men up out of the trenches to run into death by the millions in World War I. To stagger back from the battle and shout, “Rejoice. We conquer!” then die would grant everlasting life in the eyes of his compatriots to a young Christian soldier. Just as a young Moslem soldier killed in Jihad—holy war—would go to paradise, to die for God and Country was the ideal. The marathon race symbolized that 19th-century ideal. In 1914 that ideal killed one Boston Marathon winner just a few days after he would have defended his Boston Marathon title.

Only in the closing years of the 19th century had conditions in America and the world ripened so luxuries like marathons could appear. No longer did families farm for subsistence with occasional barter supplying the only commerce. No longer did nearly every man bend over a hoe in his isolated fields. No longer did each village face starvation alone. No longer did the only power come from animal and human muscle. And no longer did men regard physical warfare—life-and-death fighting with an ax, spear, sword, lance, or bow, man against man—as the only worthwhile athletic competition.

The growing industrialization yielded an agricultural surplus. In America the frontier closed. Rails ran from sea to sea. Steam power replaced sailing ships, powered by a hundred athletic men climbing up and down the rigging. The volume and value of international trade increased. The rifle and cannon equalized men in warfare. As the trigger finger replaced the muscled body of the trained warrior, a soldier could be killed by a man he never saw.

For more people than ever, life became less harsh and more healthy at the end of the 19th century. Personal hygiene became popular. People bathed. The marathon began in 1897 during a time of transition, when personal hygiene hadn’t been a widespread American habit. In fact, through much of U.S. history cleanliness was inconvenient or religiously proscribed. Colonial America leaders deemed bathing impure, since it promoted nudity, which could only lead to promiscuity. Laws in Pennsylvania and Virginia either banned or limited bathing, and for a time in Philadelphia, anyone who bathed more than once a month faced jail. Americans lived in wretched filth and many died of associated diseases.

In such an environment no one would be inclined to train for running or be able to do so. In 1700 in a society fearful that any exposure of leg would promote promiscuity, you could not run far down the public road in short pants. The sensually iconoclastic poetry of Walt Whitman heralds the transition to a respect for the human body as a source of joy and wonder from a condemnation of it as a repository of original sin. Not since the early Christians closed the ancient Roman baths—which the BAA clubhouse of the late 1800s came to resemble—had people cared enough about their bodies to keep them clean.

In addition to hygiene, economic progress granted just enough convivial leisure time for the masses to pursue sport—a prerogative for centuries taken only by royalty and the landed aristocracy. High society granted high status to sport, but only for those already of high status. In the 1870s as machines freed more common men from lives of backbreaking labor, the notion of sport for the masses boomed.

By the closing years of the 19th century, people developed great optimism that reason, science, and technology could make life physically better than it had been in all of humanity’s time on earth. No longer did most men and women have to accept the lot they felt God gave them, to toil on earth, then rest only in the afterlife. As technology allowed the novel notion that life on earth could be improved, strange things began to happen. Clipper ships sold ice cut from New England ponds to India and China. Captains brought back wonderful artifacts from the East and later raw materials like molasses and rubber from distant colonies. Only by virtue of higher living standards could an activity as nonessential as long-distance running begin. A sporting event, no matter how recreational or entertaining, is not divorced from the larger society around it but instead is shaped by the same forces of change that act on the surrounding society. Those changes are reflected in the Boston Marathon and are in turn reflected by it. Those years shortly before the first Boston Marathon in 1897 seemed like a pivot around which the world turned forever into a different economic, environmental, and political future.

The Boston Marathons run in 1897, 1898, and 1899 were not little, humble affairs but big sporting news in Boston. The newspapers reported their results on the front page. In the first decade of the 20th century, marathoners became major sports heroes in the world. They were the explorers, test-pilots, and astronauts of their era, boldly running where none had run before, and, in their perceptions and the public’s, risking their lives and future health to do it. One cigarette company offered cards picturing marathon runners in every pack. The public lined the course to bet large sums on the outcome of the race and to watch whether any of the participants would actually drop dead from exhaustion.

The ideal of sacrifice would change with the decades. The reasons for running changed as the times and the men changed. “Rejoice. We conquer!” followed by death sounds a bit extreme to those of us who now run for fun. But it did not sound extreme to marathoners in the first decades of this century, who believed that a marathon “used a man up” and that any more than one marathon would permanently damage health.

The BAA and the city of Boston changed as the world changed. The first decade of the 20th century saw a sharp increase in marathon participants in what we could call the first running boom, only to drop off in the second decade. The first World War had caused the replacement of the marathon with an odd military relay. The Great Depression of the ’30s wiped out the opulence of the club; throughout those years a few diehard old men held it together with shoestrings and athletic tape. The World War II years saw a record low in participants but high public interest; the race offered a contrast to the gruesomeness of war. And unlike during World War I, the race was not cancelled. Slowly it grew again. Numbers reached 200 and more again in the 1950s, at last matching some years in the 1920s. All these changes became apparent in the fortunes of Boston marathoners; they will be visible through the human narrative of this book.

From a not-so-humble beginning in a city that has the audacity to think itself the hub of the universe, the Boston Marathon rose and kept step with a country that became an industrial giant, survived two global wars to become the dominant nation on earth, and then twisted in the turmoil of two undeclared wars. As the relative international power of the United States declined, the Boston Marathon reflected that decline and stultified under the double burdens of neglect and the principle of amateurism. Suddenly in the mid-1980s it sank from an event of worldwide importance to a mere local road race. Their marathon was a small part of the BAA’s original activities in 1897, but by 1985 the marathon granted the only glory that remained, and many observers predicted a quick death for the BAA and its race. Ownership of the marathon nearly passed into the hands of a man many claimed to be a crook. In 1986 the marathon rallied under the recognition of its marketing power and the worldwide dominance of American culture. Bigger and bigger sponsors lined up to support the race, and by 1990 the marathon had money to give away. Ten thousand runners came, and the BAA found a $10-million sponsor. The Boston Marathon changed in nearly 100 years from an elite oddity to an elaborate, perhaps monstrous celebration of the industrial age’s achievement principle. Now the Boston Marathon moves toward its 100th running to drive the public relations image of a financial giant, John Hancock Financial Services.

The Boston Marathon has traditionally been run every year on Patriots’ Day, April 19, but since the 1960s it has been on the third Monday in April. Patriots’ Day is a Massachusetts holiday that celebrates the 18th-century rides of Paul Revere and William Dawes through Lexington and Concord. Longfellow and Emerson wrote fanciful poems about those beginning days of the Revolutionary War. It would be neat if the marathon followed the route of Revere and Dawes, but it never did. By the late 1800s, Patriots’ Day had become a day of spring celebration, parades, and sporting events. Principal among sporting events were footraces.

Each year the Boston Marathon has filled the minds of Bostonians and touched people in the rest of the country and the world. It is the biggest one-day press event in the world, yet little more has been recorded than the compiled summations of a few odd newspaper reports in one old book and bits and pieces in several others. Because the marathon happens in the flicker of one day, the public cannot see how the personalities and motivations of the individual athletes change during the year. Each marathon has a season, but the season and the dreams and tribulations of its contestants are mostly hidden. The story of the Boston Marathon, from its patrician beginnings to its pluralistic present, is a saga that spans the last century of American history. Until I collected it, most of the human stuff of the Boston Marathon was locked in the minds and attics of a few moribund men. Each contestant wanted something. The pursuit of the Boston Marathon provided the most exciting parts of the lives of dozens of men, men and later women who without the race would have led more ordinary lives. My intention in this book is to tell the stories I have found about what each wanted and how badly he or she wanted it.

I wanted to set this information down in a durable context before the memories die with the men and their attic memorabilia is lost to estate sales. The offices of the Boston Athletic Association had no complete records or files. Photographs of old Boston Marathons are rare and becoming rarer. There was no curator of the collective Boston Marathon memory. I hope this book will be that curator. As I have found it, here is the whole story.

Research Notes

The Boston Athletic Association itself had no archives and no complete race results from earlier than the 1980s, so old Boston newspapers supplied most factual information for this book. Because of the urgency with which they are produced, newspapers are often inaccurate or inconsistent in details, like the spelling of names and assignments of affiliation. From year to year they did not always report the things I wanted to know, such as the number of entrants or checkpoint times. Some years they reported runners’ affiliations, other years just cities or states. (See Appendix B for a list of runners’ affiliations. There affiliations are listed as acronyms and appear in italics in each year’s results.) The more important errors are corrected in subsequent newspaper editions, but details like checkpoint times are not; I read all the Boston newspapers for several weeks before and after each year’s marathon. Often biographical details surfaced in prerace or follow-up stories. Before the 1950s Boston had half a dozen daily papers, and most of them had both morning and evening editions. The spellings of runners’ names, diminutives, initials, club affiliations, and residences often varied from year to year. I have attempted to be accurate and consistent, but sometimes I had to just choose what I hoped was correct.

Books proved to be more dependable, but until DeMar wrote his in 1937 there were none. Magazine articles provided a level of detail and accuracy not available in newspapers, but very little appeared in magazines before the 1970s. The Long Distance Log and Distance Running News in the 1960s offered only short articles. Later running magazines became a rich source.

Personal interviews with old runners produced a great deal of material, much of which conflicted with the details produced by another old runner’s personal recollections. I found runners to be utterly unreliable when it comes to facts about races in their distant past unless they have newspaper clippings or their training logs in hand. Interviews were, however, a splendid way to capture anecdotes, attitudes, and relationships.

After becoming a runner in high school I ran the first of my 14 Boston Marathons in 1967, and I can testify personally to many of the events over the last 25 years. Throughout the 1970s I got to know most of the contenders as friends, teammates, training partners, or fellow competitors. I draw heavily on those memories and relationships.

In the race results I have included the top finishers along with other regulars, former winners, consistent contenders, interesting characters, and a few finishers from far back in the pack to indicate just how many runners ran under a certain standard in a given year. Winners (past and future) always appear in bold in the results.

I wish I had the time and the resources to discover the livelihoods and longevity of many of the earlier winners. Where I learned these facts I have included them. What ultimately happened to the winners from 1897, 1902, 1903, 1904, 1906, 1908, 1909, 1910, 1912, 1913, 1916, 1919, 1920, 1949, 1952, and 1958? Do you know? Perhaps I can find out by the next edition.


Introduction

Death in the Eye

Defiance of death gave birth to the first Boston Marathon in 1897, but as the decades passed, the reasons morphed to mirror the needs of the times. We may have come full circle to return to the original reason why we run—to look death in the eye. This update edition brings the story of the marathon full circle, back to its beginnings after an orbit of 120 years.

In the beginning, Baron de Coubertin seized on the idea of the marathon footrace as a culmination of the first modern Olympics, not because the ancient Greeks ran marathons (they did not) but because of the idea of a race in tribute to Pheidippides. After fighting in the battle on the Plains of Marathon, Pheidippides ran to the city of Athens to shout, “Rejoice, we conquer” (over the invading Persians), then dropped dead. The act, or the myth, crystalized the ideal of every young man at the end of the 19th-century sacrificing to the ultimate for country. Big countries needed young men to fill their armies, so the marathon acted as recruitment in a 19th-century world where battles could be won by charging the enemy line on foot or horseback.

The marathon served to symbolize that privilege of sacrifice for a concept larger than oneself or one’s family, farm, or village.

The world had lingered on the fate of Dorando Pietri as he had staggered into the 1908 Olympic marathon stadium in London clearly in the lead. But he could not run on his own to the finish line. Officials carried him. Other officials later disqualified Pietri for being carried. He languished for days in the hospital with telegraphed reports tapping worldwide worrying about whether he would live or die. (He lived.)

The Great War, as WWI was called, was an industrialized war. At its start, military commanders expected battles to be won by long marches followed by running assaults by men on foot or horseback to engage the enemy in hand-to-hand combat. Winning sent the losers running for safety. By the end of the war, muscles and human endurance did not matter because war had become mechanized. Muscles mattered little against machines and, in fact, killed one Boston Marathon winner.

After the 1914 Boston Marathon, the symbolism became real. Jimmy Duffy, a jovial Canadian born in Ireland who moved to Canada to work as a stonecutter in Toronto, won the marathon over Eduard Fabre, a champion snowshoe racer, also from Canada. But the next June, when war broke out in Europe, Canada allied with England and joined the fight. So on April 22, 1915, Jimmy Duffy received orders and with his unit sprinted out of the trenches. A German flare lit up the night sky as German machine-gun emplacements fired and killed Jimmy Duffy in full sprint. He died running.

The war canceled the 1918 Boston Marathon, replacing it with a relay among teams from various American military units. As years passed, men older than military age ran the marathon year after year with vigor. People watched the marathon and wagered on it. Military attachments faded in favor of sports entertainment.

After all the death suffered by WWI the world moved away from sacrifice, and the marathon, although still looked upon as a risky business, took more of its risk from the business of gambling. The roaring 1920s with a rampant increase in wealth looked at the marathon as a big and increasingly popular game. After the stock market crash, the marathon became a vehicle in the 1930s for young men to demonstrate their ability to work hard and get a job. Marathons still had a death-defying ring, but mostly because young men running them had not trained very well and looked quite sickly after running for several hours. Running couldn’t be good for you, was the thinking. That began to change through the fifties when such people as cardiologist Dr. Paul Dudley White, who was President Dwight Eisenhower’s physician, advocated exercise to prevent heart attacks. Gradually the public accepted the notion that a person could run not only to train for competition but also to achieve good health. The meaning of “death defying” changed to maybe premature “death postponing.” The marathon became a race for older men, but men only.

Women got the right to vote in 1920, Gertrude Ederle swam the English Channel in 1926, and Amelia Earhart flew an airplane solo across the Atlantic in 1932, but no women tried to run the Boston Marathon until 1966, in concert with the movement against the Vietnamese War. You could say she came in peace. Her running may have been the pivot away from the marathon as a celebration of a mass muscle warfare.

In 1973, conscientious objector Jon Anderson won the Boston Marathon. In 1980, Bill Rodgers, another conscientious objector, spoke out against Jimmy Carter’s insistence that the U.S. not go to the Moscow Olympics because the Russians had invaded Afghanistan. A phone call made to the Bill Rodgers Running Center from an American terrorist said that Rodgers would not make it alive past Coolidge Corner. There it was: world politics comes to the Boston Marathon.

Then the numbers of runners began to grow. The marathon changed as people ran in a personal affirmation regardless of their placing in the race. Every finisher became a winner. The epitome seemed to be when people wore their names on the shirts as if they were their own cheer leaders—or branded products. In following years it changed again, but still kept bits of all its previous incarnations. People began to run for something outside of competition and self-aggrandizement: to bring recognition to something greater than themselves and to raise money to fund research to cure diseases. Then came the terrorist bombings of 2013.

Small groups could not build mechanized armies so they made bombs at home out of cookware. They could be deployed anywhere and for any reasons the makers could image. They did not follow a national agenda but a personal one, with effects just as deadly to its victims.

The bombings brought the marathon full circle back to its origins as something symbolic in the face of an enemy. Marathon runners and spectators became vulnerable to attack. This new warfare no longer targeted young men, but by its indiscriminate nature terrorism made everyone a soldier. Thus the essence of Boston Strong made everyone a foot soldier in the tradition of Pheidippides risking death to fulfill a duty.

Now the point is made, the circle is complete. The Boston Marathon is not a fragile line serving a few. Boston is now strong pulling all together, united. Pheidippides would rejoice in the closing of the circle. Yet of course young men came to Boston to race. To compete. To be the best. For that, they had to feel they deserved to win.

Only in the 1950s did the notion that running and exercise were good for health come into play. The sixties and seventies saw the marathon become a means to express the political importance of women and older runners and running as artistic pursuit of self-expression. The notion of the expansion of the self continued throughout the 1980s as the marathon became more popular, and the concept of sacrifice for a larger idea than one’s self-improvement nearly vanished.

The advent of running to raise money by getting friends and family to donate to a specific charity in the 1990s and beyond took the idea of running to a different purpose. Some degree of selflessness tried to manifest itself but lost to a coming self-indulgence of Facebook-style self-aggrandizement. But the bombings have changed all that. The marathon has again become dangerous. In two flashes we saw that we must bind together to be strong. The marathon has again become an event that defies death. The marathon has come back to its origins as a symbol to unite people in a struggle for their identity. It may no longer be the emerging national state powered by industrial corporations, but perhaps memorialized in the words of eight-year-old Boston Marathon bombing victim Martin Richards: “No more hurting people.”

Do we really want to call attention to the crimes that occurred on Marathon day? We want to wish away the bombings and all the ways they made us feel. We don’t want to feel angry, afraid, vengeful, violated, or depressed. Do we have a choice? When death stares at you, don’t you have to stare right back and run forward?

We may want our marathon to be fun and a celebration of springtime and not defined by a defiance of death provoked by the bombing. We are bolstered by over 120 years of running in the defiance of death.


Chapter 1

1897-1909 The First Marathon Runners

 

Presidents: William McKinley, Theodore Roosevelt, William H. Taft

Massachusetts Governors: Roger Wolcott, Winthrop Murray Crane, William L. Douglas, Curtis Guild, Jr., Eben S. Draper

Boston Mayors: Joshia Quincy, Thomas Norton Hart, Patrick Andrew Collins, Daniel A. Welton, John Francis Fitzgerald, George Albee Hibbard

1890 Populations: United States, 62,979,766; Massachusetts, 2,238,947; Boston, 450,000

1900 Populations: United States, 76,212,168; Massachusetts, 2,805,346; Boston, 560,892

 

Between 1897 and 1909 the U.S. and the world saw an American president shot and killed; work start on the Panama Canal; the suppression of the “Boxer” rebellion in Peking, China; Jack London write Call of the Wild; and the Wright Brothers fly the first airplanes (though the idea of flight for anything except entertainment did not ignite until the Great War in 1914). The changing world was still making its changes slowly.

Horses were everywhere in 1900. There was even a ubiquitous species of bird that flourished on the grain spilled around stables. Few of these birds can be found today. Horses pulled surreys, farm wagons, buggies, cabs, and delivery wagons. Paved surfaces were rare. Country roads had three tracks in them instead of two, the middle track made by the horse. In the whole of the United States were 8,000 registered automobiles. Many people had never even seen a car. Some who came to run the Boston Marathon saw more automobiles during the course of the race than they had during the course of their entire lives. Automobiles were the playthings of the sporting and adventurous rich, including those who liked to cruise alongside the marathon runners.

Without the automobile, radio, television, or airplanes, the world loomed a gigantic but largely irrelevant place—the lives of most Americans remained unaffected by events more than a few miles from their homes. News from Russia or Japan disturbed no one. Any insecurities remained local rather than global. Considerable financial and health problems faced the average person, but they were local problems, understandable if not solvable. There had never been a world war. No intercontinental ballistic missiles waited docile but omnipotent in submarines and silos, and no one had heard of the ozone layer.

Frederick Lewis Allen, in his book The Big Change: America Transforms Itself 1900-1950, noted that women of the era carried yards and yards of cloth in their daily garments. Their athletic talent lay concealed beneath layer upon layer of underpinnings—chemise, drawers, whalebone corset, and petticoat. The ideal woman, swathed not only in silk and muslin but in innocence and propriety, stayed sheltered, and the ideal man, whether a pillar of rectitude or a gay dog, virtuously protected the person and reputation of such tender creatures as were entrusted to his care. The men wore shirts with high stiff collars, and runners’ shorts came down to their knees.

There were no hot showers for runners in winter, no refrigerators to keep drinks cold in summer. From autumn to spring there were no fresh fruits or vegetables. There was no orange juice in 1900. Baths were customarily taken once a week. There were no bathrooms, only outhouses. Imagine the runner’s life in 1900—freezing in the privy before your winter morning run, then cold and clammy, afterward, knowing you’d have to wait until Saturday night to take a bath! Runners often ran in bicycling shorts and shoes, unyielding cowhide that had to be broken in with saddle soap and sweat until, if a runner was lucky, it conformed itself to the lumps and bumps of his foot. The shoes had no heels, and the soles gave no traction. (Women, of course, ran very rarely. We won’t see women running in the Boston Marathon for another 70 years.)

In 1900 Andrew Carnegie’s income from owning his steel company was $23 million—with no income tax to pay. Anyone with an income of $10,000 could live in a house full of servants, but the average wage of the American worker was only $400 or $500 a year.

Health care, even for the very rich, lacked technology. Doctors could do little more than demonstrate good bedside manners while their patients either recovered or didn’t. By 1990s standards, private life for most in America at the turn of the century was quiet, simple, and harsh. It was believed that a man had the capacity in his body to run but one marathon, and that at peril to his longevity. Yet marathon running became hugely popular in this decade, as men like Jack Caffery, Tom Longboat, Tom Hicks, John Hayes, Alf Shrubb, and Dorando Pietri became household names. More people participated in marathon running in the 15 years before the Great War than in the 15 years after. One could consider 1900 to 1909 as the first running boom.

Boxing bouts at the Boston Athletic Association ring at the Exeter Street clubhouse attracted 200 members, most of whom placed bets on their favorites. The first marathon, scheduled to finish outside, would attract 25,000 spectators and more bets. Wagering drove the sport of marathon racing.

THE START AT METCALF’S MILL

MONDAY, APRIL 19, 1897
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18 Men to Race Today in ‘Marathon’

Monday, April 19, 1897, 12:15 p.m. Tom Burke dug his heel into one side of the hard and narrow dirt road in front of Metcalf’s Mill in Ashland, Massachusetts. He dragged his heel to the other side of the road and stood there, about 25 miles west of the Boston Athletic Association track on Irvington Street in the Back Bay. As the double gold medalist sprinter from the first modern Olympic Games held in Athens the previous year, Burke was the most celebrated member of the association. Thus came to him the distinction of starting the runners in a new kind of race in America, a marathon. There had been only one other in the country. Burke drew the line without ceremony; the race needed a starting line and he had his boots on. Burke called out numbers for 18 men, 15 answered and stood next to the scuffed line. Burke had no gun. At exactly 12:19 he shouted “Go!” to start the BAA marathon.

Officials of the BAA observed the race with pride, knowing they had created something important. Reporters from all the Boston newspapers had come to watch. Burke and the BAA’s John Graham had arrived with the reporters by the 9:12 train from the B & A Railway station on Boston’s Kneeland Street. That Monday morning Patriots’ Day train from Boston to Ashland bulged with the wheels and equipment of the Company B, Second Regiment and the ambulance corps, both of whom would accompany the “peds” along their route by bicycle to see to their needs.

Graham had represented the Boston Athletic Association when he attended the Olympic marathon, the world’s first, in Athens in 1896. The appeal of long-distance racing centered on its danger. The ancient Greeks had no marathon or any such long race in their Olympic Games, but every American and European schoolboy had heard of the sacrifice of Pheidippides, the Greek soldier who, it was told, ran from the Plains of Marathon to Athens to announce the Greek victory over the invading Persians, and then dropped dead. The lesson was obvious: Someday you too may be called to sacrifice for your country. So the Olympic Games had to have a long race.

That first modern Olympic marathon was won by a Greek water carrier named Spiridon Louis. It ran from the Plains of Marathon through the flat village of Nea Makri past Rafina along the Pendeli hills up a 7-mile climb into the Hymettus hills then down 6 miles and into the new 50,000-capacity marble Panathinaikon Stadium near the Acropolis. Louis won the world’s first marathon in 2 hours 58 minutes, 50 seconds. He was Greek, just like Pheidippides. It was perfect: The man matched the myth. The victory thrilled the men from Boston. How would BAA officials find a course like that near their city, the one they considered the Athens of the New World?

The officials from the BAA set out to design a course to match the original in Greece. They picked for the start a spot in Ashland, 25 miles west of the nearest thing they had to a stadium, the 220-yard Irvington Street Oval that served as their running track. The oval did not have 50,000 seats or even a chip of marble, the Newton hills weren’t a very close match for the Hymettus hills—and Ashland, unlike Marathon, was not a plain, but the railroad did run in that direction.

The night before the first Boston Marathon, the six runners from New York, including Hamilton Gray and John J. McDermott, took their evening meal together in the dining room of the Central House in Ashland at a table apart from the Boston runners. Long before the days of carbohydrate loading, the meal of a marathoner on the night before the race, like that of a soldier on the eve of battle, took on the importance of the biblical Last Supper. McDermott and Gray, gaunt and lean, looked like they had trained well for distance running. One Boston observer noted that neither carried “an ounce of superfluous flesh.” Clearly a rivalry had quickly developed between the host Bostonians and the invading New Yorkers.

Moments after the start Dick Grant seized the lead. He was the only man in the field without a handler to give him water and attend to his needs. Bostonians had their hopes and money on Grant, a Harvard man with a background in track racing. He felt the bright sun on his right shoulder and a cool west wind on his back. He felt the stiff leather soles of his black leather shoes slap the hard dirt road. Cross-country runner Hamilton Gray, running for the St. George AC (athletic club) of New York, followed him and matched strides. They made little puffs of dust with each unified footfall. The Boston Globe reporter’s postrace story, in the lurid prose of the day, noted that “the sleepy old town rang with the cheers of her lusty sons.”

As Grant and Gray ran, Gray’s handler rode up and handed him a water canteen. He took a drink, then handed the rest to Grant. The two certainly felt a competition, one against the other, but they also held a common cause against the enormous distance. Fear of 25 miles bound them. What would happen to the human body while trying to race that distance was unknown. A man could drop dead, use himself up, shorten his life—or, most likely, break down and never reach Boston.

So great was their respect for the distance that J.J. Kiernan, representing the St. Bartholomew AC of New York, and John J. McDermott, a lithographer by trade, of the Pastime AC of New York, ran softly 30 yards behind hard-running Grant and Gray at South Framingham. McDermott at 123-1/2 pounds was the only man in the field who had won a marathon, the only other one yet held in America. The Knickerbocker AC sponsored the first-in-America race from Stamford, Connecticut, to New York City in 1896. That race had been a muddy slog—only a third of the field had finished, and it had taken McDermott 3:25:55. He traveled at a much faster rate now, but he did not know if he could keep up his pace. The newspapers considered McDermott the man who would reach Boston first, but no one knew much about what would happen in the race.

After leaving South Framingham the cyclists fell into a line as each spun up a cyclone of dust. People on horseback and in wagons followed. The loose road dirt rose on the spokes of each wagon wheel, then spilled off in cascades of dust. The papers described that, “the houses all along the line were filled with people and many handkerchiefs and good wishes were wafted upon the beautiful April day as the men with faces set, kept on.”

The papers further reported that as Grant passed Wellesley College, the girls lining the streets cheered, “‘Rah,’ for Harvard” as if they were at a football game. Behind Grant, McDermott ran with beautiful form. McDermott caught the leaders on the hills between Wellesley and Newton. He took the heart out of Gray, who stopped to walk. As McDermott charged past on a downhill, Grant gave chase: “Although nearly played out he clung to the heels of the NY flyer.” Grant grabbed a tiger by the tail. He had the speed to match McDermott, but McDermott’s cautious early pace, his experience with a previous marathon, and probably greater conditioning allowed him to continue without slowing. Grant did not dare drop back; he wanted to win, so he clung for a mile to his relentless tiger on a downhill until the base of the next hill.

There, Grant staggered a few steps and quit running. McDermott continued. Grant walked to the top of the hill, arriving just in time to see McDermott turn the corner and disappear. Seeing a street-watering cart (used to keep dust down on town roads), Grant signaled the driver to stop. Grant lay in the street and asked the driver to run water over him. Once refreshed he tried to run again, but his feet were too badly blistered. He hobbled. Dick Grant, trained to race on the track, the man with the greatest speed in the field, was forced to leave the race. But the race would not leave him. The idea of winning the Boston Marathon would not leave him.

At Auburndale McDermott commanded nearly a mile lead. The churning and mobile bicycling, buckboard, horseback, electric-car crowd gathered around him so closely that his attendants had to work to keep the path open. McDermott plodded on in a pandemonium of dust. He asked attendant Eddie Heinlein to tell him when he had passed 20 miles. At the Evergreen Cemetery, a quarter mile from the Chestnut Hill reservoir, McDermott stopped to walk for the first time. He walked 220 yards, then suddenly sprinted for 200 more until a violent cramp seized his left leg. He stopped, and Heinlein pummeled his leg vigorously to exorcise the cramp amid the applause of the spectators.

Many thought he was gone, finished, and regardless of his position in the lead would have to retire from the race, but he held his leg stiff and yelled to Heinlein, “Rub!” Heinlein tore at the cramp with his fingers and held the quivering muscle fibers apart until they relaxed.

The cured McDermott jumped back into the race and ran on Beacon Street to Coolidge Corner and to St. Paul Street, where he walked to Carleton Street. Blisters filled his shoes, and the skin had begun to peel off the soles of his feet. When he heard that a runner had just come over the hill, he “shut his teeth and set his face and leaning well forward dug his shoes into the hard Beacon Street.” Spectators said that he ran up the hill like a half-miler and down the other side to Commonwealth Avenue and across Massachusetts Avenue. There, sweaty and dusty, he plunged into the dignity of a funeral procession as it moved along Massachusetts Avenue. He so startled the drivers of two electric cars that they stalled their vehicles.

At the Irvington Oval spectators filled every available foot of standing room. “The fences were black with boys, young men and women.” They had watched the BAA Open Handicap games, a track-and-field meet where slower runners started sooner so that often the races became great catch-up dramas (and better fodder for wagers, as the last starter, called the scratch man, tried to catch the runner who started with the gun and all those in between), where A.W. Foote of Yale had won the mile time prize in 4:48. McDermott, now weighing 114-1/2 pounds, ran onto the track and completed the 220-yard lap in exactly 40 seconds. The crowd pressed forward, “wishing to grasp the hand of the winner of the first marathon run in Massachusetts.” The police “forgot their duty.” The crowd hoisted McDermott onto their shoulders. “It was by the hardest kind of reasoning [Did he punch someone?] that he escaped and ran to the B.A.A. Clubhouse.”

Newspapers proclaimed McDermott’s time of 2:55:10—10 seconds faster than Spiridon Louis had run in Greece and faster than he himself had run 6 months earlier—was a new world’s record and that McDermott was the marathon champion of America and the world.

“Grant is the hardest man I ever beat,” McDermott told the Globe reporter. “He held me for a mile, although he was all pumped out. If he had trained for the race he would have given me a hard race. As it was it was hard enough to shake him. He ran the pluckiest race I ever saw.” McDermott examined his feet. “This will probably be my last long race. I hate to be called a quitter and a coward, but look at my feet.” They were bloody and blistered, with the skin peeling off.

But Grant and McDermott would both be back. And so would Lawrence Brignolia, a 20-year-old Cambridge oarsman finishing over an hour behind the winner. The Globe reporter described Brignolia as a “modest genial fellow [who] has a wonderful physique and confidence.” He had been apprenticed to a horseshoer until age 15. Before the race Brignolia had been persuaded to take a big breakfast to prepare him for the ordeal, but he had gotten cramps while running. The 160-pound Brignolia finished in 4:06, but would train, eat carefully, and be back, too.
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Before the advent of photojournalism, artists’ renderings provided snapshots of newsworthy events, like this first running of the Boston Marathon (Boston Daily Globe, April 20, 1897).

1897 Results
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18 entrants, 15 starters, 10 finishers.

CR denotes course record. WRdenotes world record. *Past and future winners always appear in bold in the results.

RONALD MACDONALD

TUESDAY, APRIL 19, 1898
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Harvard Man Grant Favored in Marathon

The April 19 Boston Daily Globe ran the front page headline “Cuba Free.” The U.S. armored cruiser Maine had been blown up in Havana Harbor in February, with the loss of 260 American lives. The country clamored for war with Spain over Cuba and did declare war on April 25. The U.S. supported the Cuban insurrectionists. Along the 1898 marathon route, flags replaced the waving handkerchiefs of the previous year. American expansionists wanted Hawaii and the Philippines, too. The U.S. population had doubled since 1820, and the per capita output of manufacturers multiplied four times. The Boston Athletic Association at its 10th annual meeting announced the year’s gross income at $101,926.30. Twenty-five men came to run the second BAA marathon.

A curly and light-haired 22-year-old Boston College student named Ronald J. MacDonald, who had come to Boston at age 9 from his birthplace in Antigonish, Nova Scotia, rode the train to Ashland Station. He weighed 142 pounds, stood 5'7", and wore a pair of common bicycle shoes. A noble, nearly haughty look shot from his eyes as he posed for a newspaperman’s sketch. He had never run a marathon before, but he had been running for the Cambridgeport Gym for 3 years and had won the July 4 mile handicap race in Newton. He had also won the New England 3-mile championship and 3 weeks earlier had won an 11-mile cross-country race. The pundits and predictors favored the 1897 winner, John J. McDermott, who had said he wouldn’t run another marathon race, but there he was.

Most of the runners took the 8:30 train from Boston. The Globe reporter saw them: “Sauntering through the station came eight or ten healthy rugged looking men clad in sweaters, small caps and carrying small grips.” At the start Tom Burke took a stout piece of pine instead of his heel (although some accounts say that he had dragged his toe) to scratch the starting line on the dirt road, but starter “Doc” Moran had to wait because some men were missing. They arrived on the next train to join the leaders in a start that took them through the mile in 5 minutes flat.

McDermott ran in a pack of five with elbows touching down the dusty road to Framingham. Hamilton Gray followed. Spectators and interested parties tagged along. “Carriages and a few motor wagons and equestrians followed as far as Natick where they dropped but others took up the chase.” It was a dry day, and frequent collisions added to the din and dust. “Dust rose in a thick cloud until the runners and bicycle riders resembled [flour] millers.” The use of noisemakers annoyed at least one observer: “The clanging of gongs and the constant ringing of bells was hideous.” Young boys and men rode their bicycles alongside their favorite runners and whispered words of encouragement or advice. Members of Company B, First Regiment, had their hands full trying to keep a clear path through the ever-forward-leaning crowds.

 

Young boys and men rode their bicycles alongside their favorite runners and whispered words of encouragement or advice.

 

Boys on bikes raced out of Natick to see who led, then raced back to town competing to be the first to announce the leaders. Eugene Estoppey of New York looked relaxed running into Natick. A runner named O’Conner whom the Globe reporter called “as fresh as a daisy” actually led the race, but he was doomed to drop out. But Estoppey, who had his own ideas about everything, including training for marathon running, was actually better prepared. Each year he readied himself for the rigors of the marathon by walking to Ashland from his home in New York. This habit of traveling from his native New York to Ashland, not by train, horseback, or carriage, but on foot to prepare himself for the race, would lead the press in subsequent years to label him eccentric. He arrived a week early and then practiced running.

Dick Grant had left Harvard and now represented the Cambridgeport Gym. He and R.A. McLean, a 21-year-old who had been born in Scotland, led a field of eight by 75 yards. Grant ran conservatively, so he thought. He controlled his speed and he had trained more this year. He waited like the clever McDermott for time to wear everyone else out. But MacDonald ran so conservatively that he was nowhere in sight of the leaders. Wearing a white shirt with the emblem of the Cambridgeport Boat Club and black trunks with a bright blue braid, he waited for the leaders to play themselves out so he could dash for the lead. “Ham” Gray tried to take the lead at Wellesley. He got it after a little spurt past O’Conner, who had been running on the sidewalk, and the eccentric Estoppey. McLean came up to the leaders. Leads shifted frequently. The day, the sun, and the dust wore on.

Somewhere between Wellesley and Newton Lower Falls, O’Conner disappeared from the course and MacDonald showed himself. He had been running 2 to 3 miles behind the leaders. There may have been method in his tactic, as was tentatively observed by the astute Globe writer: “He was noticed to apparently awake out of a stupor, throw his head back and start running in an altogether different style.” The pursuit was on. MacDonald wanted the lead. Gray led at Auburn Circle but could not shake Estoppey. The runners dueled up the hill. The attending cyclists had to dismount their bikes and walk up. The reporter found it “painful to watch [the runners’] expressions of agony.” Still MacDonald came on.

A shout from McLean’s attendants told him that MacDonald was gaining. He appeared to be trying a desperate strategy, and many thought he would sizzle himself in the process. He sprinted downhill. His attendant whispered that he may have gone daft. Gray had passed McLean to take the lead again at Coolidge Corner. Gray had only 50 yards. He saw MacDonald. The Globe reporter tried to sort out what was happening: “MacDonald saw victory but Gray was determined not to be beaten …. [but perhaps] Gray [by letting MacDonald gain] was playing the Fox.” By St. Paul Street MacDonald burst again, and now Gray could hear his footsteps. At Kent Street MacDonald caught Gray. With all their bursting spent, they moved like menacing fighters circling in molasses. Ever so slowly MacDonald pulled away. Gray could do nothing but persevere, alternating walking and running. MacDonald never stopped running and took no liquid during the entire race.

According to the Globe reporter, MacDonald did not enter the Irvington Oval lightly. “With a mighty bound he landed in the center of the cinder path.” Boys gathered to run to the finish line with him like a bodyguard. Past the line the crowd hauled MacDonald to their shoulders and carried him. They set him down in time for Gray’s finish. The two shook hands. Ten minutes later “Larry” Brignolia, the oarsman and apprentice to a horse-shoer, the man with the rippling physique, finished, over an hour and 10 minutes faster than the year before.

1898 Results
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25 entrants, 15 finishers at least.

LARRY THE BLACKSMITH

WEDNESDAY, APRIL 19, 1899
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Grant’s Third Attempt for Victory

“Pale, thin people suffer from want of nourishment,” read the advertisement on page 3 of the Boston Daily Globe on April 20, 1899. That pitch for John Hoff’s malt extract explained that their product “makes flesh and blood.” Another advertisement extolled the wonders of Dr. T. Sanden’s Electric Belt, nature’s strengthener of ailing men and women that cured nervous debility, rheumatism, lumbago, lame back, kidney, liver, and stomach disorders, poor circulation, and sleeplessness. Accompanying the advertisement was a drawing of shirtless men wearing Electric Belts and basking in the little wiggly lines that emanated from them. Lydia E. Pinkham’s Vegetable Compound or its competitor, Paine’s Celery Compound, might have had more appeal for the electrically squeamish. But the idea of marathon running had reached advertisers: They offered running shoes at $2 a pair.

Before the Ashland start a doctor examined the 17 starters and pronounced each one fit. John Graham fired a pistol to start the race. Twenty-nine minutes later four leaders, a hound dog named Prince, and their attendants detailed from Battery B, First Heavy Artillery under the command of Captain Walter Lombard, reached South Framingham. (Prince had no attendant.) According to the Globe reporter, sensitive to the necessary nautical terminology of the day, against their faces pressed “half a gale of wind.” The curious sailing terminology used in describing the early races—“beating,” “quartering wind,” “overhauled,” “heave to,” “fetch,” “reach”—disappeared in later years. The big man at 161 pounds, blacksmith Larry Brignolia ran with Dick Grant and two others. Following at a respectable distance ran three members of the Highland Club, two named Sullivan and one named Harrigan.

Between Natick and Wellesley Brignolia and the dog Prince seemed to allow Grant to lead. Grant, ever the Harvard man, entered Wellesley with a 25-yard lead to greet a “bevy of pretty girls all gowned in fashionable and varicolored gowns, but with crimson predominating, shout[ing] for the Harvard man.” Men nearby realized that the women cheered only for the Harvard runner, so out of a sense of fair play and balance they instead gave their cheers to the blacksmith. As may be expected, the blacksmith was more than a mere horseshoer. He was an oarsman who rowed front for the Bradford Boat Club and was an expert with single sculls. One day he won a novice singles regatta on the Charles River and 15 minutes later entered the intermediate race and placed second by only 1-1/2 lengths. He planned to race in the national intermediate rowing championships on the Charles in July.

The “Brig vs. Dick” battle waged in earnest on the long hill up Commonwealth Avenue. On that hill foot trouble struck one Sullivan, who had to stop to remove his shoe. Brignolia wore special shoes, with light leather uppers that laced nearly to the toes, rubber heels, and leather soles. By the top of the hill Brignolia had 200 yards on Grant. By Coolidge Corner Brig had 11 minutes on Dick and ran 5 minutes faster than MacDonald’s course record from 1898. When Grant reached Coolidge Corner he fell in exhaustion to the street.

Grant’s handlers rushed to rub and bathe him with water, then help him to his feet. John Bowles, who “coached” (handled) MacDonald in 1898, performed the same function now for Brignolia. Brignolia had said he could not spare time or money to train more than a month for this race. He had a lead, but his limited conditioning would not allow extravagances. Bowles told his charge to rest until a competitor came into sight. He slowed to consolidate his energy.

All ran well for Brignolia until near St. Mary’s. He had conserved, but he didn’t see a stone in the road. He turned his ankle and, lacking the quickness he might ordinarily have had to balance himself, fell to the ground. He tried to rise, but his trainers seized him and carried him to the grass, where he rested for 5 minutes while they vigorously rubbed him all over. He walked and ran the remaining distance to Exeter Street. There he lightly sprinted. Dick Grant finished 3 minutes later.

1899 Results
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17 starters, 11 finishers.

JACK CAFFERY AND BILLY SHERRING

THURSDAY, APRIL 19, 1900
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Mysterious Canadians Invade Boston

“No weaklings will be permitted to start in the marathon tomorrow,” reported the Boston Herald on Wednesday, April 18, 1900. The next day physicians examined each of the 29 participants to see if any might be judged unfit for the ordeal of the fourth running of the Boston Marathon. None was.

The 19th dawned overcast, but a late-morning sun dried the dirt roads except for 5 or 6 miles of thick mud ruts along South Framingham. Spectators in bowler hats collapsed their umbrellas, used them as canes, and waited for the start. Canadian businessmen wearing overcoats, pockets stuffed with cash, hoped to make back their money and more in their bets on a mysterious group of Canadians. On the train to the start the businessmen milled about placing their bets, as did similarly well-heeled Bostonians. Canadian money went to a couple of runners from Ontario named Caffery and Sherring. Boston bettors had never heard of this pair. Temperatures went past 70 °F. The overcoats came off.

America was young, brash, rural, and big-shouldered. So was Lawrence Brignolia, the Cambridge, Massachusetts, blacksmith and defending champion who shined with supreme confidence as he accepted the attention of the crowds at the start. Most American money rested on those big shoulders. Last year’s early leader and second-place finisher, Dick Grant, wrapped in a big quilt, looked nervous. The rest of the American money hovered over him.

The arrival of a Canadian team cracked the isolation of the all-U.S. race. America had begun to turn around to face the rest of the world. The U.S. balance of trade leaped in this decade from $100 million to $500 million, and Bostonians received more than their share. They had money to wager. Boston had grown throughout the previous century to be a world center of commerce and culture. With the new foreign contact Bostonians had with trading partners, there is no surprise that some came to run the marathon. No surprise either then that the United States’ biggest and closest trading partner, Canada, sent the first racers. It was not, however, the entire country of Canada that sent them. Wealthy men like Webber Bessey, the manager of the Star Theatre in Hamilton, Ontario, paid the expenses of the marathoners, intending to bet heavily on them and pocket a profit. This was adventure capitalism. The runners left Hamilton, not the commercial or cultural hub of anywhere, for Boston with considerable fanfare. The loyal fans of the Hamilton runners waited outside city newspaper offices for postings of telegraphed results as the marathon developed.

 

The arrival of a Canadian team cracked the isolation of the all-U.S. race.

 

John Peter Caffery, a dark and hardy 21-year-old standing 5'8-l/2” and weighing 127-1/2 pounds, and a boyish William Sherring held the most impressive credentials of the five-man Canadian team. Jack and Billy, as their teammates called them, ran for St. Patrick’s AC in Hamilton and wore its single shamrock on their chests. They intended to challenge the Americans, champion Brignolia and Grant, the popular and swift former Harvard man now running for the Cambridgeport Gym. Caffery made his living driving a team of horses and had trained for 2 months especially for this race. He spoke modestly when he spoke at all about himself. Caffery had won a big 1898 race in Hamilton by going 19 miles, 168 yards in 1:54:00 and had run a 10-mile race in 58:48, but he had placed second to Sherring in the Hamilton Herald Thanksgiving Day 20-mile race. John N. Barnard and Fred Hughson, also of Hamilton, waited eagerly in Ashland to run along with the braggadocio Brignolia and the trembling Grant.

The runners waited in three rows on an iron railroad bridge in Ashland. Runners, handlers, and spectators had taken the 9:15 train to Ashland, where they arrived at 10:10 and then loaded onto barges pulled by a motor car for the last mile (and the first mile of the race). The large party from the city included many older cigar-smoking men with pockets bulging with cash; they accompanied the young runners to the start, from where they planned to take the electrics to watch at the South Framingham checkpoint.

At 11:30 the motor carriage of official starter John Graham arrived at the Ashland station. He drove the one mile west to the railroad bridge, where he presided over 29 men packed into three close-ordered ranks. The Canadians huddled together, but officials placed them in separate positions on the line. Something chittered in the nerves of John Barnard, the Canadian man the Boston Globe called “a fleet little sprinter.” Before Graham’s invocation to race, Barnard, with his Canadian teammates in tow, bolted from the line. The entire field followed and had to be called back to begin again in a true start. But to the runners and handlers the Canadians had showed their intentions to race aggressively from the gun.

In the true start, the Canadians again took a quick lead, followed by an array of bicycles, carriages, and motor machines. They intended to burn off their competition. John Bowles, who was Grant’s and Brignolia’s handler, told his charges to “hold on to the leaders at all hazards.” Captain Lombard of the bicycle corps, having given each of his men a number that corresponded with that of a runner, instructed them to spread themselves over the first half mile of the course. To avoid confusion each cyclist picked out his man as he came by, then followed alongside.

Experienced judges of the 4-year-old race said that the Canadians could not hold that pace beyond 10 miles. Shocked American bettors watched with emptiness in their stomachs and fear for their wallets. They pulled alongside their picks and swore at them to run faster. After a mile Caffery held a 25-yard lead while Grant kept up with the tail end of the Canadians. At 4 miles the once-confident Brignolia took a stitch. Those on the inside knew that he had “shot his bolt and that it would be only a matter of time until he would have to withdraw from the race.”

The pack of five Canadians set what locals called a “wicked pace” with Sherring “beating,” as the local reporter wrote, past Caffery—who himself took a stitch—to a 100-yard lead at 10 miles in West Natick at 57 minutes. Grant sat in 6th place in 58 minutes and Brignolia languished in 15th. Sherring continued leading into Newton but looked in distress. With a 2-minute lead over Caffery, Sherring flopped down by the roadside in “a helpless manner.” Attendants rubbed restoratives into his legs for several minutes. Caffery came into Sherring’s view, then passed; the supine Sherring gave recognition with only a faint sigh. His assistants lifted him to his feet and helped him hobble, walk freely, then break into a slow run.

Fourteen miles from home Brignolia fell out and took a car to the finish. The heat had begun to wilt the strongest of men. Lawrence Brignolia continued to live in Cambridge for the rest of his life. He continued shoeing horses until there were none to shoe. He died in an automobile accident on February 13, 1958, at the age of 82 and weighing about 300 pounds.

Dick Grant had learned the lessons of restraint in marathon racing. He had trained more and was a year stronger. He picked his way one by one past the fagged Canadians and closed to within 100 yards of Caffery. Caffery turned to see Grant stalking him. Grant had finished second to Brignolia in 1899, and this year he wanted an improved place. Winning the race would do the trick. But all traces of Caffery’s earlier stitch had vanished, leaving him with plenty of fight. He burst away from the pursuing Grant, who continued to try to overtake the accelerating Canadian. Slowly at first and then more quickly, Grant went to pieces. Sherring, seemingly refreshed, caught Grant.

A royal battle broke out between the two as Grant refused to surrender his second-place position. Grant used himself up in the struggle. He suffered severe cramps, took a warm drink, and walked. Another Canadian passed but there was nothing Grant could do. Teammates and local runners paraded past as Grant kept one foot traveling past the other. After this race Grant’s name no longer appears in Boston Marathon results, but he is mentioned in 1918 by Boston Herald columnist Duffy as being an athletic director in Havana, Cuba.

The spectators cheered wildly as Caffery, running with ease, approached the new finish line. The crowd in its exuberance closed on Caffery as he closed on the finish line. Through their thickness he had trouble finding the line. Once he crossed what he believed to be the official finish line he slipped away from the crowd and through the doors of the BAA clubhouse. Caffery wandered through the building until he located the officials on the third floor, sequestered as they organized the results of the concurrent BAA track meet. Men of wealth and position in the city of Boston, they were not used to being accosted by a sweating, exhausted man who made his living driving a team of horses. They asked him a surprising question. Had he broken the finishing tape? Had he run through it? Caffery was astounded. He stood dumbfounded. He had not even seen it. The officials refused to declare him the winner and waved him off. They had work to do. They kept the official clock running. As they saw it, the winner had not yet appeared.

Caffery dutifully, manfully, turned and made his way back down the three stories while the clock still ticked. He waded through the crowd to the official finish line for the second time, then returned to the clubhouse. No one else had yet finished. Caffery had to go back into the building, find the officials and their clock, then persuade them to stop it. Through crowds and fatigue Caffery wandered back through the BAA clubhouse. Which way was it to the third floor? Hamilton, Ontario, had nothing like this magnificent clubhouse. Caffery had never been in a building like it.

Ground for this splendid place had been broken on May 1, 1887, and it opened on December 29, 1888. Caffery left the basement mezzanine and ascended the front staircase, which consisted of four short flights to reach the main, or social, floor, 12 feet above the sidewalk. Over the entrance of the building was a room for nonmembers, designated the Strangers’ Room. Caffery passed the dining hall, finished in cherry. Its walls hung with buff cartridge paper on which a simple green and cream pattern was stenciled to harmonize with the light finish of the cherry. Architect J.H. Sturgis fitted the ceiling with heavy beams finished in bronze. The dining room was worked up as light as possible because it was on the dark side of the building.

Caffery had yet to report to the officials, who waited somewhere in the building. The wine room was to the rear of the coatroom, both finished in ash. To the rear of the wine room was the billiard makers room. The morning room had big bay windows that looked onto Blagden Street. The drawing room was done in white painted pine. Dust stuck to the dried sweat on Caffery’s legs. A rich Brussels carpet in a red pattern covered the floor, and at night heavy red tapestry curtains could be drawn to keep out the gloom of night. The BAA’s board of governors spared no expense to create an elaborate structure—bowling alleys, bicycling room, running track, tennis courts, boxing rooms, a fencing room, a barbershop, a restaurant, a wine and cigar department. This was a palace to athletics.

Caffery had no interest in the running track in the balcony. He had done his running for the day. But such an indoor track would be a godsend in their Canadian winters. A 3-1/2-foot balustrade separated it from the gymnasium below. The fastest and best-covered running track in America, it cost $1,000—23 laps to a mile, with 8-foot wide banked corners. The felt-and-rubber covering was patented by a Dr. Sargent of Harvard. The heated swimming tank measured 37 by 29 feet. Complicated brassworks conducted hot water through pipes to heat the pool water.
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A complex brassworks heated the pool in the BAA clubhouse. The golden fish on the wall alludes to the moniker of the old elite of Boston, the “codfish aristocracy.” Courtesy of the Boston Public Library, Print Department.

The first room of the Turkish bath had walls of glazed brick in white, green, and buff. Caffery needed a bath but had no time for one, he must find his way to the officials’ room. The clock ticked on. Four horseshoe arches topped with voussoirs of the same stone celebrated the entrances to the second room of the baths. The rough plaster above the brick held decorations in Persian patterns of green and blue. The main dome featured a series of medallions; above and between them were circular stained glass windows, lighted from the room above. A Moorish pendant hung from the center to light the room. But the officials were not in the Turkish bath—they were in a third-floor office. At last Caffery found the right room.

The BAA officials finally accepted Caffery as the winner and at last stopped the clock. A minute later the boyish and bedraggled Sherring arrived at the finish line. The officials believed that now the real finishers were coming in, finishing in what were reasonable times. Caffery’s trainers complained that he had lost 5 minutes wandering in the building and protested that his time be adjusted. The stubborn officials refused.

Caffery had a pulse of only 108 at the finish line after his 25 miles averaging 6:22 per mile, but perhaps he ran faster if the disputed 5 minutes were subtracted. Ironically, Caffery’s prize for first place was a marble clock. Newspapers reported that the Boston ladies admired the handsome Sherring. Both men cheered wildly as a third Canadian and fellow Hamiltonian, Fred Hughson, ran into view through the 1-yard wide corridor of cheering crowds to complete the Canadian sweep. Police and officials struggled to keep a line open to the finish as each straining spectator leaned past another’s shoulder to catch sight of the next finisher.

Sherring called for something to eat. He was weary at first but within an hour regained his energy. Canadians Dennis Carroll and the false-starting Barnard failed to finish. Carroll had vowed that if he did not win the Boston Marathon he would never return to his native Hamilton. The next day he sent for his trunk and settled in Boston for the rest of his life.

But back in Hamilton the breaking news that not one but three of their sons swept to victory in the sophisticated city in the prosperous country to the south set Hamiltonians dancing in the streets. Or at least those Hamiltonians who had backed their boys and won a load of money were dancing. The next day’s Hamilton Spectator gleefully and snidely gloated,

Hamilton’s runners won glory for themselves and brought honor to their native city by their grand performance in the marathon race, the greatest event of its kind on the continent, competed for as it was by the crack American amateur long distance runners. They swept everything before them and opened the eyes of the Americans who thought it was presumptuous of runners from Canada to imagine that they could carry off such a trophy. But gallant runners from the northern zone showed they could bring as much glory to their country as the brave Canadians in the battlefield of South Africa. Even the most sanguine did not imagine that they would make such a sweep as they did, and leave nothing for the Americans to console themselves with. They captured all the honors in sight to the amazement of cultured Boston. Nothing was left to the Bostonians but the credit of being able to cook pork and beans to perfection, and the culture they prize so highly. The critics did not like the style and training of the Canadians but after this they will probably adopt it. The result of the race was a cruel disappointment to them.

A band, the mayor, and townspeople met the marathoners at the train station on their return. Roman candles shot into the air. The mayor made a speech. Jack Caffery, with typical marathoner introversion and reticence, said only thank you. The crowd cheered anyway and along with the band escorted their hero to his door.

After only 4 years the Boston Marathon was already an international event that was beginning to draw a fierce and fanatical following of men who would live and breathe for it. Dick Grant was one, as was the 1898 winner, Ronald MacDonald. At the finish of the 1900 race MacDonald said, “I never expected to see either Caffery or Sherring finish as they went away at a mile clip; they run very differently from the way we do here. I noticed that they were running flat footed, while we always run with the heel off the ground.” MacDonald said that he only wished that he had “fitted” (trained himself to get fit) for this race. Complaining that during his victory run he had had a sore knee and the wind in his face, he proclaimed he could beat Caffery’s new world record time next year.

1900 Results
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29 starters, 26 finishers.

RONALD MACDONALD’S RETURN

FRIDAY, APRIL 19, 1901
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Boston College Student Plans to Top Canadians

Ronald MacDonald came to Ashland to win, as he said he would. He had done it before and he thought he could do it again. He predicted that he would break Caffery’s record. Quiet Caffery returned with a larger entourage of Canadian runners and partisans, arriving with the calm confidence of a man who had run a 25-mile time trial in 2:25 flat when his own course record for Boston stood at 2:39. Both Caffery and MacDonald passed the prerace medical examination, which deemed 38 men physically perfect. Four judged to be imperfect were not allowed to start. Readers of the newspaper that day found predictions of rain with fresh to brisk easterly winds. Headlines read that fighting continued in the Philippines. Contrary to predictions, in Ashland, Massachusetts, the fighting began an hour after the sun came out. The 38 perfect ones faced a battery of cameras as well as starter John Graham’s gun at the stroke of noon. Some of those cameras would make the photographs that for the first time replaced the line drawings of the previous years’ newspapers.

Betting at the Columbia House before the race rested chiefly on Caffery against the field, even money, or Caffery against MacDonald, 2 to 1. “Thousands of dollars changed hands on bets,” which were not illegal.

With the light lunch from Ashland’s Columbia House in their bellies and the bicycled soldiers from Battery D&E of the First Regiment in attendance, the runners bounced off to a downhill 4:40 first mile. The favorites soon overhauled the wild enthusiasts on a soft, sandy road halfway to South Framingham. A gallery of spectators—passengers in automobiles, motor carriages, and stylish equipages, equestrians, and youngsters who tried to keep pace with the runners—watched.

Money rode on this race; it was the reason for most cheering. A public used to betting on boxing and horse racing practiced the same sort of support for marathon runners. A large contingent of Canadians, many of whom wore “buttons with the picture of Caffery on them and a rosette of ribbons with the green and red of the St. Patricks AC” came to support their runners. If a Canadian won they would be “comfortably provided as to pockets, and will go home none the poorer.” Money was poised, about to change hands. The Canadians waited eagerly for it. “They made what appeared to be a prodigal gift of offering to back Caffery’s chances of beating 2h 32m.” The record stood at 2:39. The weather seemed right for a record, and the runners wanted it.

Caffery running in his slouchy style and MacDonald looking pretty up on his toes ran with William Davis, a Mohawk Indian from Canada. Fred Hughson, (the 1900 third-place finisher, also from Canada), Crimmins of Cambridge, and a rank outsider, Sammy Mellor of Yonkers, New York, ran together for the early miles. A Greek runner, the first-ever race entrant not from North America, John Vrazanis, kept up in the early miles, but blisters forced him to drop out—though another account holds that he ran in last place from the start but finished the race out and succeeded in beating one man. But as the Greek dropped out or finished out, another creature dropped in.

Between Natick and Wellesley a horse joined the race. The Boston Daily Globe and the Boston Herald ran conflicting accounts. The Globe reported that applause frightened a horse, causing a dangerous situation, and that only an act of heroism by an unknown cyclist prevented injury. The Herald, however, reported that “a horse ran away soon after [the runners were] passing Natick and was having some fun all to himself when a clever wheelman swept along side him and brought him to a stop so skillfully that even the runners applauded.”

Going into Wellesley Hughson led Caffery, but there Caffery “waked up” and caught Hughson. Word passed back to MacDonald that Caffery had started on to the finish. MacDonald dug in. He caught Hughson at the top of a hill. They raced each other. MacDonald prevailed. Hughson developed problems with his knee. Later he fell to the road a couple of times from cramps. At the reservoir he stopped for help from his attendants.

Near this point in the race, a bizarre series of events instigated by MacDonald began to unfold. MacDonald would go on to graduate from Boston College and become a physician who would set up practice in his native Antigonish, Nova Scotia, and there spend his days. But if you believe his version of the story, you’ll see that he was lucky to live through this marathon.

MacDonald accepted a soaked sponge from a stranger in the crowd and, curiously, held on to it even as he was seized by what appeared to observers to be cramps. He stopped to walk, and while he did Hughson, walking himself, passed. Both men, spent and discouraged, retired from the race. Here the story of what happened to MacDonald splits into two versions. Dr. Thompson, a physician in attendance to MacDonald, says MacDonald retired to a cart that took him and the sponge to MacDonald’s home. There the physician examined the sponge and detected chloroform on it. A reporter asked Dr. Thompson whether he thought that, if MacDonald was really chloroformed, was it intentional or an accident? Thompson replied, “It couldn’t have been an accident when there was so much money up on the race.” MacDonald claimed that had it not been for the doctor’s quick work the chloroform might have proved fatal. Trainer John Bowles had another version: Bowles accused Dr. Thompson of having given MacDonald some pills when he appeared exhausted; but instead of stimulating him they had the opposite effect. Bowles cited the case of a Brown University runner, Dave Hall, in the marathon from Stamford to New York City who practically collapsed after accepting pills from an outsider. The controversy raged without conclusion for days after the race.

Caffery ran unimpeded and uncontroversially to the finish, “jogging much as [one] would in slippers that were on the point of falling off—just skimming the ground with an even monotony of movement.” Those who came south to bet on Caffery returned to Canada happy and richer. The Herald reporter noted, that “as Caffery actually beat the crazy mark [2:32, set by the odds makers] by three minutes the result from a financial point of view may be imagined.” The rest of the racers were nearly a mile behind and had running to do.

The bony Canadian Mohawk, William Davis, ran with a loping, deceiving gait, knees wide apart and head erect. The Boston Post reporter saw Davis run “utterly devoid of style … in a squat fashion.” Next to him ran a light, 111-pound, 20-year-old Sammy Mellor, who represented the Hollywood Inn AC. A raw east wind struck both men at the top of the Newton hills. They fought the wind and each other. The Herald reporter saw that Davis “came home like a wild man, finishing as fresh as many athletes finish runs of a mile.” Ten minutes later Mellor struggled to the finish. Cambridge runner John C. Lorden, a smooth-running, muscular man, followed in 5th place about 7 minutes later, but no one bothered to record the 10th-place time of J.J. Kennedy of Roxbury. Both men would play important parts in the 1902 race.

1901 Results
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38 starters.

*NT: no time available.

THE STRENUOUS LIFE

SATURDAY, APRIL 19, 1902
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Medical Student Favored in Marathon

A bullet from the gun of the anarchist Leon Czolgosz killed President McKinley and propelled 42-year-old Theodore Roosevelt to the presidency. In a country governed by a young, vigorous military man, a former roughrider, a big-game hunter, the Boston Athletic Association’s activities, including the marathon, epitomized upper-class American values. In a speech in Chicago in April of 1899 Roosevelt had said, “I wish to preach, not the doctrine of ignoble ease, but the doctrine of the strenuous life.” Ronald MacDonald, with his supercilious gaze, curls, and principled frown, epitomized the men of the BAA, the ruling elite of Boston and America, and of course the strenuous life. He was well educated, noble, a sportsman who did not have to work with his hands or sweat for anything but the fun of it. MacDonald came back to Ashland in the bright sun to win again. He had been at Boston College but had now moved on, his eyes on life as a doctor. This time he would drink from no chloroformed sponge. He was confident that his pretty running form would carry him to victory as it had in 1898.

In contrast, little and scrappy Sammy Mellor traveled north from Yonkers to improve on his third-place finish of the previous year. He worked with his hands, so he typified all that was not genteel in class-conscious America. In the previous year’s Thanksgiving Day 20-mile race in Hamilton, Ontario, Mellor defeated MacDonald by 10 seconds. Two-time Boston Marathon winner and record holder Jack Caffery came south from Canada intending to win again—and in record time again. J.J. Kennedy, a man with an angelic face, had won the 3-mile members’ run at the Apollo Garden in Roxbury, Massachusetts, the summer before and so had sharpened his speed. John C. Lorden of Cambridge had started in an 8-mile handicap cross-country race on the previous Saturday but failed to finish. Eugene Estoppey had again walked from his home in New York to the marathon start in Ashland. Thomas J. Hicks, who had finished sixth in each of the past 2 years, came to improve on that by the maximum. Except for Estoppey, each man thought winning was a reasonable achievement for himself.

The odds makers picked Caffery. While smart money weighed on him, however, dysentery festered within his bowels and catalyzed cramps during his final rubdown at Scott’s Hotel in Ashland. With so much money riding on him Caffery decided, there on the starting line, to take the safe route and not run at all, leaving the road clear for MacDonald and Mellor. With Caffery gone, the odds makers had to make new odds.
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Marathons and marathoners were so popular at the turn of the century that Sammy Mellor and his son were pictured on a promotional postcard for a New York luncheonette. Courtesy of the Boston Public Library, Print Department.

MacDonald and Mellor ran side by side for 12 miles. Mellor wore #11 on a white shirt with white knee-length pants. Hair parted in the middle topped his head, which looked small on his little body. The Globe reporter, riding in his flagged Crestmobile, wrote that Mellor “was continually gazing far across the fields and woods and appeared to be all absorbed in the scenery of the country side as if he were engaging in a morning constitutional rather than a race.” MacDonald, a head taller and 30 pounds heavier, wore blue. Charles Moody, a high schooler from Natick, was taller but thinner than MacDonald and moved with what the Globe reporter saw as a “businesslike stride.” As the racing grew more serious the leaders seemed to be fencing with each other without consideration for time or distance or any of the other racers. First Mellor would worry MacDonald with little stabs of speed, then MacDonald would respond with a thrust of his own that Mellor would parry by slipping behind the bigger man, then following with a burst and a surge. This man-on-man duel had to continue until one man broke the other or both men broke.

At Wellesley hills MacDonald slowed. A carriage load of his supporters urged him on, administering restoratives and sponging his head. MacDonald could not respond to their ministrations and did not speak to their exhortations. Instead he rubbed his hand in a circular motion on his stomach. Then he began to walk. Word reached John Lorden by way of his elated handlers that up ahead MacDonald was walking. Lorden caught MacDonald, but MacDonald started running again with that pretty stride of his. Lorden fell in behind and waited. As they ran downhill into Newton Lower Falls, Lorden tossed in a burst and MacDonald tottered to the sidewalk. Or so the Globe reporter wrote—maybe that reporter had previously covered boxing—but Lorden never laid a glove on MacDonald. MacDonald waited there until his brother arrived in a wagon to collect him and drive him home. Quickly Hicks passed MacDonald, but his name did not appear in the top 12 in the final results.

By then Mellor had left the dusty country roads behind and skimmed the macadam on Washington Street at Auburndale. The Globe reporter, pressing his bowler hat to his head as the Crestmobile zipped along, wrote,

Every foot of the course from the reservoir to Coolidge Corner, both sides of the boulevard, were black with shrieking spectators and Brookline’s aristocracy leaned out of windows and waved lace handkerchiefs in the April breeze as the “white shadow” wended his way, acknowledging the salutations with a smile and nod.

One of the saluters at Coolidge Corner was no other than Jack Caffery himself. His dysentery had taken furlough long enough for him to run several steps with Mellor, shake his hand, and wish him well. Within a year the two would not be on speaking terms.

Mellor was free to win as he pleased, but pains in his ankles threatened his victory more than did Kennedy. By Chestnut Hill, Mellor had 4 minutes on Kennedy. But Mellor won in a time much slower than Caffery’s record, saying, “If it hadn’t been for [painful ankles] I would have broken the record.” Mellor wanted that record; he resolved to get it some day, at any cost.

Kennedy, the runner no one bothered to time last year, finished 2 minutes and 9 seconds later. Looking distressed, Lorden finished alone, over 10 minutes behind the winner, but he had improved from his previous year’s fifth place and was now a man who had made up his mind to win the Boston Marathon. At 27 years old, Lorden had been running since he was 16, but mostly as a sprinter. He went back to his job working 10 hours a day in the shipping department of the Pump Manufacturing Company in East Cambridge. He trained mostly at night, under gaslights when he could find them.

1902 Results
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42 starters.

IN DEFIANCE OF THE DOCTOR

MONDAY, APRIL 20, 1903
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Mellor Determined to Break Caffery’s Record

On the night before the Boston Marathon of 1903, Irish immigrant John C. Lorden visited the offices of Dr. J.F. Fair in East Cambridge. The doctor examined Lorden, then wrote the following letter: This is to certify that I have advised Mr. John Lorden not to participate in the race to be held Monday, April 20, 1903, owing to trouble with his bowels, which are not in a healthy condition at the present time. (The race ran on Monday the 20th that year because the Patriots’ Day holiday of the 19th fell on a Sunday, the Lord’s day of rest.)

Lorden took the doctor’s letter, carefully folded it, tucked it into his pocket, and left for home.

In the morning Lorden presented himself for registration in the marathon. The registration official asked Lorden if he had been examined by a physician. Lorden replied that yes, he had. Dr. Fair’s letter remained safely tucked in his pocket. The official gave Lorden his race number and he made for the starting line, but whatever condition Dr. Fair had diagnosed lingered in Lorden’s intestines.

Sammy Mellor headed for the starting line, too. He was a small man full of fight. As the previous year’s winner he was a heavy favorite, but many bettors had put their money on Jack Caffery, the course record holder from 1901. Mellor made for the starting line with vengeance on his mind. He still seethed from the treatment he had received in Jack Caffery’s hometown of Hamilton, Ontario, during the annual Around the Bay 20-miler the previous November. Mellor explained the reasons for his rage in an interview in the Boston Daily Globe.

In the introduction to that interview, published on April 20, the writer compared Mellor with Caffery: “There are those who maintain that if Mellor had been pushed he would have broken Caffery’s record.” Mellor felt the same way. But there was more at work than athletic rivalry to fuel Mellor’s desire for revenge. Mellor explained what had happened in the past year to destroy the cordial relationship the two had when Caffery congratulated Mellor at Coolidge Corner. The incident that incensed Mellor in the Hamilton 20-miler occurred as he led the field with 4 miles to go. Caffery, hometown favorite and holder of that course record, had dropped out.

I saw the chance [of a course record] in my grasp [2 minutes ahead of the record], when suddenly, one of the most prominent of the promoters and a well known newspaper man in Hamilton suddenly reined in his horse, for he had followed the race in a carriage, and applying the whip, swerved the animal toward me. The horse was a spirited one and the sudden lashing infuriated him. It was a deliberate attempt to run me down and disable me…. I jumped out of the horse’s path, but the driver again turned its head toward me and made another attempt. This time I caught at the bridle and was dragged a considerable distance…. I am afraid that I lost some of my form…. When I finished the timers told me that I had broken the record by over a minute. Immediately I went into the newspaperman’s private office and as small as I am expressed my feelings. After the mix-up in the private office I was told that I had failed to lower the record by 39 seconds. Now what puzzled me was the fact that if the incident was an accident, such a prominent individual should allow my assault on him to go unheeded. I believe there is a police court in Hamilton.

With such seething ferocity Mellor took his place on the Ashland starting line. John Lorden, the 1902 third-place finisher, slipped, intestinal distress and all, quietly into the starting array wearing #62, white shorts, and a dark shirt displaying the emblem of his Cambridgeport club. Below his bulging sprinter’s calf muscles he wore dark socks. He stood in the front line looking relaxed and feeling no internal rumbles. Mellor, dressed again all in white, with his shirt displaying a dark diagonal stripe and the M with crossed arrows of his new club, the Mohawk Athletic Club of Yonkers, waited to thrash Caffery. As the race settled through the first few miles, it was Caffery who took the pace, with Mellor back in the field waiting to pounce. Lorden languished in seventh place after 2 miles as the doctor’s prediction of bowel trouble unraveled. In the next day’s Globe Lorden described his distress: “The cramps seem to have gotten hold of my skin, and I felt as though the skin across my abdomen was pulling all up in knots. I grabbed at it, pulled with both hands and soon the cramps seemed to be letting go.” Meanwhile Mellor moved through the pack.

Midway to South Framingham Mellor caught Caffery. Both men began to hammer themselves thin as they distanced themselves from the pack.

In Natick J.J. Kennedy ran 600 yards behind the leaders along with boyish but swarthy Mike Spring from Brooklyn, wearing the blue Maltese Cross of the Pastime AC. Lorden, innards under control, was pursued by a crowd-pleasing, childlike 16-year-old named Arthur Ziegler, and at last the mischievous Fred Lorz of New York followed. About 300 bicycles, the Herald’s photo automobile, a St. Louis gasoline runabout, and the Globe’s flag-flying white steamer Crestmobile paralleled the leaders. The Herald reporter was so impressed with his conveyance in an automobile that he dedicated six paragraphs of his marathon story to describing his ride.
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John C. Lorden (Boston Daily Globe, April 21, 1903) defied doctor’s orders not to run and won the marathon.

At Wellesley, Mellor “trotted over to Caffery and eyed him from head to heel. After a few sarcastic remarks … Mellor jumped in front.” Both men played to the crowd in Newton Lower Falls. Caffery doffed his cap, and Mellor waved. Mellor ran away up Auburndale Hill, but Caffery caught him at the Washington Street and Commonwealth Avenue corner. “As the leaders swung around from the Auburndale Hotel into the boulevard both squared away for the hill.” There Mellor crossed over to the concrete gutter that ran beside the trolley tracks. Here Caffery encountered difficulty. His running form deteriorated as he seemed to be experiencing stomach problems. Lorden, meanwhile, had overcome his own intestinal trouble and felt stronger and stronger. “I kept coming, getting stronger, you know,” he would say after the race. Kennedy ran in third but dropped out at Auburndale. Lorden passed man after man until ahead of him remained the death duel between Caffery and Mellor. Caffery looking “used up” fell onto the grass with leg cramps. Lorden approached as Caffery’s handlers rubbed his legs to banish the cramping. Caffery saw him coming and rose to his feet, but he could not run. He tried to hail a watering wagon, but the driver did not understand and did not stop. Caffery, the fastest man ever over the Boston Marathon course, was helpless. He accepted further aid from his handlers but at last had to retire from the race. He was driven to the finish in a carriage, inconsolable.

That July Caffery married Miss Jane Campbell. He never returned to race the Boston Marathon. Thereafter he worked as a laborer, hardware store clerk, chauffeur, carpenter, and shoe merchant. He tried to make a comeback for the 1908 Olympic Games in London and in fact traveled with the unlimited Canadian team of 12 marathoners, finishing in 11th place, in his career-slowest time of 3:12:46. In 1918 at age 38, John Peter Caffery contracted “Spanish” influenza in the worldwide epidemic and died at home on February 2, 1919, leaving six children. He is buried on Plains Road on the far side of Hamilton Bay, in sight of his longest training loop.

Lorden continued his pursuit of Mellor. He had a 6-minute lead, nearly a mile at their pace. At Walnut Street in Waban, Mellor showed signs of distress. He stopped at Hammond Street in Newton Center, where he managed to persuade the driver of a water cart to sprinkle water on his legs and ankles. The treatment gave him new life, and he dashed down the hill into Brighton. Slowly the refreshment wore off and Mellor’s fighting spirit began to slip away, but Lorden felt stronger by the mile. He ran with the inner fortitude of a man whose troublesome bowels were quiet. Mellor had done in Caffery but perhaps had also done in himself. By St. Paul Street Mellor could hear Lorden’s footsteps. Mellor tried to hold Lorden off, but it was like fighting the tide. Lorden swept past, leaving Mellor with a wobbling gait. Lorden ran steadily on to the finish and the cheers of his new countrymen.

In fourth place, flourishing Fred Lorz, the joking bricklayer, made what one observer called a “grand finish.” Lorz brought some showmanship to running; others brought something else. Dr. J.B. Blake examined many of the finishers after the race and concluded that “the use of stimulants during the race was not conducive to the best condition of the men who used them,” though no official accusations were made that specific marathoners had used stimulants. At the time there were no rules against their use nor against any kind of drugs, stimulants, or narcotics. But drugs could not replace training, so most runners thrived on a spartan life of simple living and training. The year’s third-place finisher was one of those.

Michael Spring from Brooklyn finished third. He had won two races, a quarter-mile and a 3-mile, on the same day a year earlier, but little distinguished him from others in the field. He was 20 years old, 5’6” and 118 pounds, Jewish, and a graduate of a technical institute who was employed by the Edison Company designing powerhouses. He spent his nights after work running from his home 2 miles over the newly constructed Brooklyn Bridge over the East River and back. Then he’d take a bath and go to bed, day after day until the next year’s Boston Marathon.

1903 Results
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56 starters.

THE STREAK OF YELLOW

TUESDAY, APRIL 19, 1904
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Lorden, Mellor, Cream of the Marathon Field

On the other side of the world from Boston in 1904, the Japanese fought the Russians, and by April shocked the Western world because it was they who controlled the seas with a navy superior in size and technology to the neglected czarist force. Ships themselves had become bigger and faster. The emperor’s men were winning. The Boston newspapers reported on the Russo-Japanese War on most of their April front pages, but on April 20 replaced the world news with that of the local conflict in the marathon. Marathoners had become faster, too, and competition denser and the fields bigger. The old world order was changing. The old marathon order was changing along with the world; a record number of runners turned out to race the Boston Marathon in 1904. Technical details changed for the marathon, too. Automobiles, a superior technological conveyance in the opinion of the Herald reporter who had written so profusely in 1903 about the thrills of riding in one, replaced bicycles as the transportation used by the runners’ handlers.

In Ashland, 118-pound, 21-year-old former half-miler Mike Spring, designer of powerhouses for the Edison Company, pulled on his racing shoes. They were old shoes but had new soles. The cobbler, though, had left big stitches inside without hammering them down. But there was nothing Spring could do about the poor cobbling—the race was about to begin. He did not expect to win. He had not won anything in 2 years. He thought that winning did not really suit him. He felt he lacked the courage. He had tried boxing but had given that up, blaming his previous year’s third-place finish on weakness caused by his attempts to make weight for the 115-pound class for boxing. Sammy Mellor stood in Ashland too; he had won in 1902 and intended to win again. Mellor had plenty of courage, perhaps too much. Fred Lorz, the fourth-place man in 1903 when John Lorden won, came back. He didn’t seem to have a great deal of emotional involvement in this or any race. Lorz crowned himself with a devil-may-care attitude. Running was fun and he was having it. It was better than his job laying bricks.

Lorden himself returned to defend. He reasoned that Caffery had won twice, why shouldn’t John Lorden? He had no medical problems. But perhaps because he had no problems to distract him, he thought too much. Maybe the thinking weighed him down. Tom Hicks, running for the Cambridge YMCA, had come in from Minneapolis for some serious running; he had not run at Boston the year before, but this was his fourth attempt to win there. He had run 3:07 back in 1900, and 2:52 in 1901, each for sixth place, and did not finish in 1902. Perhaps Hicks had not done enough thinking about race tactics. Later in the year Hicks would win the Olympic gold medal in St. Louis under dreadful conditions of heat and dust. But in Ashland skies were overcast. The day blew chilly. The prizes offered by the BAA were large gold and silver loving cups.

Mellor took the early lead. He ran erect; his little body was a perfect machine. He slipped over the miles oblivious of the receding competition, but oblivious as well of the invisible deterioration of his own body. Winning was not enough for Mellor—he had to win big. Driven by the grudge he still held against Caffery because of the incident at Hamilton in 1902, he wanted Caffery’s course record. Lorz, Spring, Tom Cook, and Bill Schlobohm waited. They were either fearful or not hungry enough to challenge Mellor. Hicks ran leisurely in eighth place as the field filed through South Framingham.

By Wellesley hills it was Spring who tried but could not close on Mellor. Mellor seemed slightly bent forward, refusing to stop slamming himself after the record. The bending continued and Mellor slowed in proportion. Or perhaps he slowed and bent. It was not clear to Mellor or anyone which was cause and which was effect. Spring could not help but gain on Mellor. For Lorden, the burden of having run the race over and over in his mind in the nights before proved too heavy to carry. It forced him to retire from the race in Wellesley. By Auburndale, Spring pulled even with Mellor and pushed ahead into the lead over the Commonwealth Avenue hills. Spring ran up the first hill but walked up the others. Still he maintained his lead. He ate three oranges. He kept his moistened handkerchief in his mouth. Mellor was not out of sight. At Coolidge Corner Mellor, totally bent over and slowed to shuffling, capitulated to a walk. Four more men marched past, the last of them was affable Fred Lorz. Later Hicks charged by, looking full of energy.

Meanwhile, on another part of Commonwealth Avenue—the steep hill in Brighton—another race unfolded. Gasoline cars defeated steamers and electrics in a one-fifth-mile hill climb. The 2-1/2-horsepower electrics took a minute and 15 seconds to climb the hill, the steamer took 21-3/5 seconds, but the 60-horsepower Mercedes took only 15-2/5 seconds (a top speed of 48 mph).
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Michael Spring, wearing the Maltese cross of New York’s Pastime Athletic Club (Boston Daily Globe, April 20, 1904), surprised himself and everyone else by winning.

After his finish in the marathon, Spring found himself at last down to fighting weight at 112-1/2 pounds. He said, “I am sort of surprised at winning, as I always thought there was a streak of yellow in me…. I can’t say that I will go to St. Louis [the Olympics] to compete.” Spring had made up his mind that he would not run another big race. Hicks came sprinting onto the Irvington Oval for second place; he had miscalculated, starting his charge too late. Both Hicks and Lorz would go to St. Louis, and what happened there would change both forever.

1904 Results
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96 entrants, 67 starters, at least 40 finishers.

THE JOKER GOES WILD

WEDNESDAY, APRIL 19, 1905
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‘Cheater’ to Run Marathon

A shadow of controversy had been following Fred Lorz since the previous summer. He could run well. He knew it. He enjoyed running and had not taken it seriously until now. He had placed fourth and fifth in Boston in the last 2 years, but his antic at the St. Louis Olympic Games haunted him. No one would let him forget it. On a mad dog, midsummer, midwest day, running on churned-up dusty roads, Lorz had dropped out of the Olympic marathon. To race on a day like that stretched beyond his own craziness. As he rode in a car to the finish, he waved to the runners still on the course; then as a whim seized him, he jumped out of the car and ran into the stadium, accepted the cheers of the crowd, and took a victory lap—still no other runner had appeared. It was grand comedy, no doubt propelled by endorphins, and Lorz stood, about to take the gold medal from Alice Roosevelt, the daughter of president Teddy, when hot, tired, dusty officials who had followed Tom Hicks as he ran, walked, and coughed along every step of the route drove into the stadium and accused Lorz of cheating. He didn’t deny it. He laughed. He was joking! The temperature reached over 100 °F on the course. Nobody could have run that fast. Didn’t they get it? The judges did not share Lorz’s sense of humor.

Now Lorz wanted to exorcise the demon that said he was a cheat. He trained nights after his day job as a bricklayer. At age 26, he carefully planned his redemption.

At the Ashland starting line Lorz had more to worry about than his own reputation: past winners—Sammy Mellor, 1902; John Lorden, 1903; Michael Spring, 1904. Each intended to win again. Tom Hicks had an Olympic gold medal but only a second place at Boston. Mellor, the man who charged to the front last year hell-bent for record pace, said,

Because I failed last year many think I have gone back and cannot repeat my performance of 1902. You have to feel right to win such a race as this is going to be, and I can safely say that this year I feel right. Of course the field is a big one and a good one, but my hopes are high and I believe I will reach the finish first again.

Spring had said in 1904 that he would not go to the Olympic Games, which he didn’t, but he had also said that he would not run another big race. He had been surprised to win the year before, in spite of his self-admitted “streak of yellow.” Just before the 1905 race he told the Boston Post, “I am out for a new record in this run. I weigh 119 pounds and feel fine. This will be my last long distance race and I mean to make a name for myself.” But a month before Spring had said he was not ready for a record run. He thought he was not running as well so he took a 2-week layoff. But he felt he had come back rapidly. The Post reported on April 14, “Spring’s entry assures the management of the great run, that it will be the greatest of the annual runs from Ashland into the Exeter Street clubhouse.”

Lorden had long since solved the stomach problems that plagued him before his 1903 win. He told the Post, “You can count on my being well up at the finish. I have not been training for the past four months for nothing. Spring, Hicks and the rest of the bunch will have to do some tall hustling to defeat me.” Tom Hicks, the champion of the St. Louis Olympic marathon, appeared in Ashland. Joseph Martell appeared in Ashland ready to run, too, but upon examination by doctors he was ordered out of the race as unfit. He sneaked in regardless. Forty-nine-year-old Peter Foley was allowed to run and became a sentimental favorite of the crowd because of his age.

No one pinned any doubts on the fitness of Louis Marks of the Pastime AC. He had come to Boston a week earlier from New York to prepare for the race with trainer Clarence Powers. Powers had been Spring’s handler the year before and would be with Spring again on race day, but for the week before the marathon he helped Marks through his training. Powers and other friends accompanied Marks on a 2-hour run from Grove Hall in Boston out Blue Hill Avenue to the Blue Hills south of Boston and back to the city. They saw no fatigue in him.

The Boston Athletic Association offered a gold-lined punch bowl with 12 matching goblets for first prize. Second place got the bowl alone.

Many in Boston rested their hopes and bets on 10-mile cross-country champion, miler, and 2-miler F.H. Haarer. Others predicted good things from Harvard man H.F. Miller. Some said the marathon favors small men like Mellor and Spring, both under 120 pounds. Others felt that big men such as the blacksmith Brignolia, 163 pounds, or moderately sized men like Marks, 143 pounds, or Lorz at 132 pounds could run well but that the big men like Brignolia or Haarer, a head and a half taller than Mellor or Spring, did have a disadvantage. The theory was that the ankles on such men could not carry their weight for a fast, full marathon.

On race day a mild quartering wind blew over most of the course. A tall, thin high school boy named Charles “Chuck” Neary from Natick took the early lead as he had the year before. He hoped to hold the lead into his hometown, but just after South Framingham the pack of Mellor, Spring, Haarer, Lorz, and Marks absorbed him. The group, accompanied by their ever-present handlers, presented an aerodynamic wedge, with the little men (Mellor and Spring) in front, the medium-sized men (Marks and Lorz) next, and the large Haarer following. Against such a juggernaut a high school boy had no rally. He wilted.

In Natick Mellor spurted. Spring and Haarer responded. Lorz and Marks waited. They conversed. Sometimes in long-distance racing what you don’t do is more important than what your aggression leads you to do. Lorz and Marks did not chase the leaders. Mellor and Spring carried with them the great weight of past victories. Nothing but first would be good enough for either. Suddenly Spring stumbled and fell. He got up, limped, but the “kinky tendon in his knee” would allow no headway.

In Wellesley Mellor responded to the cheers of the college girls by boldly bursting away from Haarer. Marks and Lorz ran together in an easy and restful stride; Marks gave Lorz a drink of the special tonic that he had prepared in New York. Lorz used the experience he had gained in his two previous Boston Marathons, and because Marks had dropped out of Boston 2 years before with stomach problems he ran a cautious pace. They waited, planned, and shared the tonic. They had been carefully preparing for this race for months.

By Auburndale the aggressive running of “plucky Sammy,” as the papers of the day called him, brought him 1 minute behind Caffery’s record. Haarer struggled. Mellor was too much for him. By Brighton Seminary Haarer failed. He gave up. He let himself fall heavily to the ground and out of the race. Mellor had a mile on Marks and Lorz. The wind from the side whipped up annoying eddies of dust.

A thousand people watched from the electrics (streetcars) that followed the race along Commonwealth Avenue; Mellor looked sure to win again. He crested the hill but began to falter on the descent toward the reservoir at Chestnut Hill. He wanted the record and the win. But cramps in his quadriceps made it impossible to take advantage of the downhill. He could not run. His body did not work, yet he kept forcing it forward. Depression set in when his body told him that a record was skittling out of reach. By 22 miles all enthusiasm had drained from Mellor’s body. He yielded to fatigue. He surrendered. He walked. Mellor now traveled at half Lorz’s speed. Lorz had separated himself slightly from Marks, and on Beacon Street when he saw Mellor walking, he ran humorlessly past. Mellor had no fight left. Marks followed. Mellor quit the race.

Difficulties caught up with Lorz by Coolidge Corner. His handlers implored him to win: “Keep at it, Fred. Keep at it, only a little more. For heaven’s sake keep it up. Marks is coming.” They poured water on his head and swabbed him with sponges as he ran. They begged him to win; their fortunes depended on it.

The undisciplined crowds left a zigzag maze behind Lorz. It confused Marks. He could no longer see the leader.

At Massachusetts Avenue a jumble of bicycles and automobiles clotted into a tangle directly in front of Lorz. One of his handlers on a bike fell in front of him. He “leaped like a bird over the fallen rider and kept on amid cheers,” running freely to the BAA clubhouse. There, in sight of the finish line tape, Lorz encountered his biggest obstacle. Steps before the tape a bicycle swerved and tangled up Lorz, who fell forward, tumbled, and smashed the tape on his way to the ground.
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Winner Frederick Lorz—accused of cheating to win the Olympic marathon—fell over a bicycle at the finish line of the 1905 race (Boston Daily Globe, April 20, 1905).

Lorz chatted gaily in the victory circle. In the rush of the win, his humor restored, Lorz forgot his difficulties: ’If s a cinch to run 25 miles. I never walked from the start.” Lorz predicted he would come back the next year and break the record. Marks claimed he felt fresh as a daisy and would have won if only he could see through the crowds how close he ran. Robert Fowler, who finished third, said, “I lost the race by holding back too long.” He blamed his handler, none other than the 1898 winner, Ronald MacDonald. “When I asked for a chance to go faster I was refused.” MacDonald said that the race would be won in 2:40 because of the crosswind and dust and so ordered his charge to run with the Olympic champion, Hicks. Hicks had a bad day and never saw the leaders.

Lorz won his redemption. He said, “I guess those people who said I tried to steal the St. Louis race will now do a little thinking. I want to get myself right with the sporting people. I never claimed to have won the Olympic race and after I finished I told secretary James E. Sullivan of the Amateur Athletic Union that I rode in that automobile.”

Joseph Martell, the entrant declared medically unfit, finished 31st, one place ahead of the “ancient” 49-year-old Peter Foley, in 3:25. Foley’s “progress from start to finish was a continuous ovation.”

Seventeen-year-old Timmy Ford of Cambridge, a plumber’s assistant, plodded through the day to finish 15th with a 3:01. He resolved to come back.

1905 Results
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78 starters, 38 under 3:30.

RATHER SLOW PLUMBER’S HELPER

THURSDAY, APRIL 19, 1906
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Hopeful Mellor Bound for Record Run

San Francisco still burned from the earthquake that on April 18 shook the city “like a terrier shaking a rat.” San Francisco would burn building by building for the rest of the week. News of the earthquake pushed all news of the marathon from its customary first-page spot in the Boston newspapers. Americans lined up to donate money. Bostonians pledged generously. The inside pages of the papers reported that in France a team of horses had knocked Pierre Curie, husband of Madame Curie and codiscoverer of radium, to the street. The horses’ hooves missed him, but the wagon wheel crushed his skull. Susan Brownell Anthony had sickened and died weeks before. Women in America could not yet vote.
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The 1906 field of runners waited at the start on the railroad bridge in Ashland; some feared their chances would be hurt by the noxious mixture of dust and automobile exhaust fumes they were forced to inhale (Boston Globe, April 19, 1906).

For the marathon in Boston only one previous winner returned, the lately omnipresent and furiously hopeful Sammy Mellor. The 1905 winner, Fred Lorz, had promised to return and break the course record, but he did not enter. The 105 runners entered included Tom Hicks and J.J. Kennedy. East Cambridge boy Timmy Ford—18 years old, blue-eyed, sandy-complexioned, a plumber’s apprentice—entered at the last minute. He had finished a nondescript 15th the year before. Five feet tall and weighing 113-1/2 pounds, he raced in an odd cap that looked squashed onto his head and a Hampshire Athletic Association light green singlet with a single bandolier strip brandishing the monogram “AHA.” He had begun training in December with long walks under the direction of his trainer, Frank Gormly. He took his first run on February 3. On the week before the race he ran a timed trial from South Framingham to Cleveland Circle in a time faster than Caffery’s record-setting pace. He ran in 10th place at Natick, chewing a piece of straw and smiling to the crowds. His father waited in Boston behind a stretch of red yarn.

Meanwhile Mellor battled against a chilly headwind. David Kneeland of Roxbury ran with Mellor. Kneeland had placed sixth in the St. Louis Olympics and at Boston the year before and was the reigning New England 5-mile champion. For a living he hustled coal. He weighed 123 pounds. He boasted of having never taken a day off work because of his running. In Wellesley Hicks began to walk. He walked all the way to the finish. Mellor quit the race in Wellesley. With no effort on Ford’s part his place improved. He ate two oranges.

Kneeland, alone and in the lead, faced a dilemma as well as a headwind. How much should he conserve himself and defend his lead? Might he burn himself up in an attempt at a big victory? His handlers advised him. A hundred bicycles churned up dust around him. Most of it blew back in his face. Kneeland ran up the first long hill in Newton. His graceful stride served him well. He walked up the next hill. Then he ran. While Ford was chewing his straw, Kneeland had bashed out the miles with Mellor. Now that fight began to show its bruises. “Elevated eyebrows proclaimed internal distress.” Ford chewed, ran, and closed. “Kneeland’s sleek legs were stretched for greater activity.” Kneeland could hear the people cheering for Ford. “[Kneeland] bent his body forward, straining every fiber, and there was a look of agony on his face.”

Crossing the bridge just before Commonwealth Avenue, a wagon broke down in front of Kneeland. Again he walked. “His discouraged coaches applied sponges and epithets of cheer.” Ford was nearer now. Kneeland “saw with eyes that blinked with fatigue and despair a diminutive figure in green trunks shoot past him.” Later Ford said, “After I trailed him some distance I knew I had him. I could see his knees were wobbly.”

But the race was not over for Ford. A cyclist fell directly in front of him. He had to sidestep quickly. The crowd pressed so close that Ford had to slow down to penetrate it. He had to shepherd his own way. Kneeland followed the parted path, where he gained on Ford because he could move more easily. Even on Exeter Street’s final straightaway Ford had to slow while the official vehicles made a path through the crowd for him. Kneeland gained. Ford smiled on Exeter Street as he saw the red yarn stretched and waiting. He gave a little sprint, then “threw himself across the line and against the barrier of human flesh pressed close against it.” A giant policeman tried to catch Ford but an elderly man twirling his hat quickstepped around him. “Ford’s blue eyes closed for an instant as he rested in the arms of his father.”

Six seconds later Kneeland finished. It was the closest finish of all 10 Boston Marathons. It was also 16 minutes slower than Caffery’s record. “Rather slow,” read the Daily Globe’s headline.

1906 Results
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105 entrants.

THE MOST FAVORED FAVORITE

FRIDAY, APRIL 19, 1907

[image: image]

Canadian Indian Longboat Unbeatable

H.H. Potter, a half-Sioux Indian living in Roxbury and running for the local athletic association, trained for the BAA marathon and entered for the 8th year. His hope, as he expressed it to a reporter, was to have the pleasure of meeting Mr. Thomas Longboat. Longboat was an Onondaga Indian from Canada who had become an instant legend as a long-distance runner. Potter was not a mere fan but also a serious contender for the Boston Marathon; he had always finished better than 14th. Potter, however, never mentioned racing and defeating Longboat or even dreaming to do so; he wanted only to shake his hand. When Tim Ford won the marathon in 1906 Tom Longboat was quite unknown, but a year later he was such a favorite to win “The Boston” that his backers could find few people willing to take their bets at any odds. The Longboat legend grew quickly but had its origins in the 1901 Boston Marathon.

In 1901 Canadian Mohawk Indian Bill Davis finished second to the Canadian Jack Caffery. Both had broken Caffery’s year-old course record. In subsequent years, as Davis suffered a series of setbacks and languished in semiretirement, he heard a story about a teenage Indian on the reservation near Caledonia, 15 miles from his home in Hamilton, Ontario. He heard that the boy could run. He heard tall stories. As the story was reported in the Sunday edition of the Boston Post, young Longboat had accompanied his family on a wagon drawn by a couple of grays for a rare visit to Hamilton.

The boy was told that the team would leave at 3:00 p.m., with or without him. At the appointed hour the city still held the boy in its spell and did not release him until 5:00. His strict family had indeed left without him. The boy ran home; taking a slightly different but equally long road, he arrived at the family home before the wagon. Davis sought Tom Longboat and urged him to train seriously. Longboat had been born on June 4, 1887, in a log cabin on the Six Nations Reserve south of Brantford, Ontario. He carried the Onondaga name of Cogwagee, which means “everything.” Tom Longboat’s father died when he was a boy, leaving his mother to raise the family of two sons and two daughters in rural poverty.

Longboat had in fact already been training for racing. He happily covered miles and miles of rolling farm country on the west bank of the Grand River in the Six Nations Reserve. On April 24, 1907, the Toronto Telegram printed this, quoting an Indian guide:
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The 1907 winner, Tom Longboat, an Onondaga Indian, came to Boston from the Six Nations Reserve in Canada as the most heavily favored runner in the marathon to date. Courtesy of the Boston Public Library, Print Department.

Tommy practice running two years. He run every morning and every night. He run down at the council on 24th May and get beaten. Then he come home and run more. He run round this block. It five miles and a half around and Tommy get so he run it in twenty-three and a half minutes. Next 24th of May Tommy go down to the council and run again. It a mile race and Tommy win by near a quarter of a mile.

For his first big race Davis coaxed Longboat to Hamilton for the big Thanksgiving Day 20-mile race. Davis had trained him for the 4 previous weeks. On race day Longboat showed up in a wildly striped bathing suit and old bicycle shoes. Some odds went 100 to 1 against him. “One such bet between an unnamed bookmaker and a citizen named J. Yaldon was penciled into the sheet at one thousand dollars to two dollars.

Davis instructed Longboat to shadow the Englishman John Marsh or whoever held the lead and to sprint at the very end. Longboat stuck like glue to the leader. When the leader sprinted, Longboat sprinted. When the lead slowed, Longboat slowed. Crowds laughed at Longboat in the early miles. “He held his hands oddly and his feet swished sideways in a peculiar manner.”

After 15 miles Longboat still stuck to Marsh. Marsh put in a burst to do in Longboat but did in himself. Marsh sat down on the side of the road. Longboat sat on the other side, looked at Marsh, and grinned. Longboat was a man with a big toothy smile. He enjoyed himself at whatever he did. He was a young man, and according to the Toronto Star journalist Lou Marsh (no relation), “His head is full of ideas and he is one of the greatest kidders who ever came down the line to fame.” Soon the sitting runner, John Marsh, heard the other runners coming. He jumped to his feet and resumed running. Longboat followed. But Marsh had run himself out. He “fell in a heap,” the newspapers explained. Longboat just looked at him, then jogged to the finish. Longboat’s time was only a few seconds off the course record. Ten days later Longboat won Toronto’s Ward Marathon, a 15-mile road race, by 3 minutes. His next race, the annual Christmas Day 10-miler, he won in 54:50, setting a Canadian record by 2-1/2 minutes. Newspapers all called him “the greatest distance runner the world has ever seen.” With that fanfare he arrived in Boston in April of 1907.

The 1906 winner, Tim Ford, chose not to run. He said he believed that other runners had injured their chances by trying to win the second time. He was in good condition and had been training but would wait until 1908. Other previous marathon winners—Mike Spring, Fred Lorz, Sammy Mellor, Olympic gold medalist Tom Hicks—were all entered. Race director George V. Brown got a letter from Caffery backing Longboat. Longboat’s trainer said, “There is many a slip ’twixt the cup and the lip.”

Harry Rosenthal, a Toronto businessman, was Longboat’s first manager, but questions about the amounts of expense money changing hands cast doubt on Longboat’s amateur status. The association with Rosenthal lasted only a few months. “At the direction of the Canadian Amateur Athletic Association Longboat joined and took up residence at the West End YMCA in Toronto.” The Y entered him in the BAA Marathon, but controversies and allegations followed Longboat down from Canada.

Convoluted press reports dogged Longboat in Boston. The Post on April 15 gave this twisted account of what Rosenthal said that the YMCA manager, C.H. Ashly, did not say: “Ashly did not say that Longboat is a bad boy and required care to keep him away from liquor and other excesses but he makes it plain that the runner requires very careful handling.” Innuendo of a drunken Indian followed Longboat all during his Boston stay.

The Ashland start had problems. Repairs closed the railroad bridge at Metcalf’s Mill, so runners could not line up on it. George Billings of the BAA changed the course so the race could start at Steven’s Corner on the Hopkinton road. The change made the start wider to accommodate a record 124 racers and to avoid forcing the runners to cross the railroad track after only a short distance. Billings also arranged for a watering trolley to wet the road to keep down the dust.

Longboat himself was in need of repairs. Reports floated about that he had fallen in training, injuring his knee. Dr. Frank Burt examined Longboat on April 17, reporting “temporary indigestion of the stomach which has affected his throat, and a cough which bothers him considerably.” Longboat had a cold, but he had prepared thoroughly.

His training consisted of systematic increases in distances run on the measured concession roads on the reserve, then running into neighboring towns. Once after returning from running and walking, he told his mother he had gone to Dunnville and back, a total of 50 miles. She told him she’d throw him out of the house if he ever lied to her again. But more than merely chalking up brutal mileage, Longboat allowed himself a full recovery from hard efforts so his body had time to strengthen itself before the next onslaught. These training principles would remain sound for the next century and serve Longboat well in Boston.

The Boston papers gave viewing instructions to marathon spectators: Take a street car to Ashland, then board one of the special cars leaving Ashland Square and follow beside the runners the whole distance from Ashland to Lake Street in Brookline. The practice, started in 1905, was so successful that the streetcar company decided to use some of its largest cars to accommodate the growing interest.

Flaxen-haired Jimmy Lee from Roxbury led from the start. Fred Lorz, the 1905 winner, followed him. Into South Framingham Lee and Lorz led, pursued 30 yards back by four men, including Canadian Charlie Petch. Ten yards behind them Longboat ran flat-footed, followed by the cagey crew of John “Chuck” Neary, the fast-starting youth from Natick who seemed to have mended his ways; Mike Spring, the 1904 winner; and Sammy Mellor, the 1902 winner.

Longboat held his hands at hip level, contrary to the recommended chest-high pumping style of 1900s trainers. Robert Fowler, John Hayes, and Tom Hicks planned a catch-up race with a slow start to allow the leaders to destroy themselves. The herd of following cars and bicycles and their attendant dust annoyed Longboat. The promised wetting cart never arrived to wet. He worried that a car might knock him down. He never knew there were so many bicycles and automobiles in the world. On the reservation roads he rarely saw one. He did however enjoy the cheers of their occupants.

Slowly a freight-laden train cut across the road in Framingham after the lead group of 10 passed. It blocked the road for its duration. Longboat said later, “I heard it behind me and had to chuckle when I thought of the others getting shut off.”

As the train continued to trundle by, it dammed the course. Runners flooded the road behind it, their reservoir growing deeper and angrier with the arrival of each frustrated runner. The best of them had to wait the longest. Fowler, the fittest he had ever been in his life, waited. Hayes waited. The train had no mercy for royalty—Olympic gold medalist Hicks waited too. The day blew blustery and squally. Spits of sleet began to keep the dust down. It was a cold day, good for fast running. It was not a good day to start slowly. The dam held for a minute and 15 seconds.

Through Wellesley leader Lee ran a minute inside Caffery’s record. Just before the junction of Washington Street and Commonwealth Avenue Longboat passed Lee, but to the surprise of the streetcar riders and other watchers, Petch ran stride for stride with Longboat. A snowsquall struck on the hills. The Boston Post wrote under the subhead “Hills had no terror for Redskin,” that “these [hills] killed off Petch and caused him to drop back, but the noble son of the Onondagas did not seem to notice them.” From there Longboat ran on alone, swiftly and easily smashing Caffery’s record with each stride.

On the last part of the course a pretty girl handed a Canadian flag to Longboat. He made a bow and a big grin and waved the silk. Fowler, Hayes, and teenager James O’Mara charged past Petch over the final miles, making up the train delay, but Petch, weary Petch, flushed with high spirits and patriotism, wrapped a Canadian flag around his waist and proudly finished.

Longboat returned to Canada a hero because of his Boston victory. He was taken in a torchlight parade to city hall in Toronto where the mayor read a congratulatory address. “Young women gazed at Longboat in rapture as bands played and fireworks exploded around him.” But in the end Longboat was an Indian—a member of a recently conquered race, tolerated as a performer in the conqueror’s nation but credited not on having the qualities of a winner but on manageableness. The Toronto Star wrote,

His trainers are to be congratulated, not only for having such a docile pupil, but on being able to show such excellent results from their regimen. It is to be hoped that Longboat’s success will not develop obstinacy on his part, and that he will continue to be manageable.

Longboat never returned to defend his Boston title. The following year the New England Athletic Union banned him from Boston for taking money for running. He was reinstated. In the 1908 Olympic Games in London, Longboat collapsed at the 19-mile mark while running in second place. John Hayes won after officials disqualified Italy’s Dorando Pietri because enthusiastic spectators helped him across the finish line. So discouraged was Longboat that he almost announced his retirement. Instead, at the persuasion of his manager, he turned professional. He raced indoor match race marathons on 10-laps-to-the-mile board tracks to capacity crowds of bettors. He won $17,000 in prize money alone as a professional. He was wealthy and became world famous.

One such professional race was against Dorando Pietri, who had in the previous month defeated Johnny Hayes in a match race marathon. The match with Longboat packed New York’s Madison Square Garden with total gate receipts of $15,000. Pietri and Longboat each were guaranteed 25%, or shares of $3,750. Longboat won in 2:45:05.

In 1916 Longboat volunteered to serve in the Great War and joined the 180th Sportsmen’s Battalion.

Longboat competed in military races and was once assigned the dangerous job of carrying messages from one battlefield post to another in France. He was wounded and reported dead, leading to a jolting personal experience on his return to Canada in 1919. His wife Lauretta had remarried. The development was wrenching for both of them but, happy as she was to see Longboat alive, Lauretta decided to remain in her new marriage.

Longboat accepted his loss and later remarried and had four children. Thomas Longboat, Cogwagee of the Onondaga, died on January 9, 1949, at age 61 of pneumonia on the Six Nations Reserve.

Although he had been baptized so he could marry in a church, he had kept to the longhouse religion all his life. His god was still the Great Spirit, and he was buried according to the traditional faith. He was dressed in new cotton and wool, which had been hand-stitched by the women in his family…. On his feet were new buckskin moccasins. A friend whittled a V in the top of the coffin to permit his spirit to escape. The entire service was spoken in Onondaga, the chants led by his two sons.

1907 Results
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124 entrants, 102 starters, 53 finishers.

* Also broke John Caffery’s record set in 1901.

NO FAVORITE AT ALL

MONDAY, APRIL 20, 1908
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Sticking to Schedule Brings Victory

No newspapers picked a favorite this year. Last year everyone had picked Longboat as unbeatable, and everyone was right. The 1908 field, by contrast, was the most unpredictable yet in the BAA marathon. The wagering became a true lottery. To be sure, there was no shortage of quality—previous winners Sammy Mellor (1902), Mike Spring (1904), and Fred Lorz (1905) were all as fit as ever. The 1907 second-place finisher, Bob Fowler, who had been held back by the train in South Framingham for 1:15, was ready to run and hungry after that frustration on top of his second place of 1907 and third place in 1905. No one but Longboat had run faster in 1907. David Kneeland, the second-place runner from 1906, came to run, as did 1906’s fifth place John Hayes, who had improved to third in 1907. Except for Longboat, most of last year’s top 10 were back. Olympic gold medalist Tom Hicks came to improve on his second place at Boston in 1904. Chuck Neary, the tall, thin runner from Natick whom the newspapers called “elongated,” came to race. Any of them could take it. It promised to be a mystery marathon.

On April 16 Bob Fowler told the newspapers, “Marathons are hard things to make predictions about. Everything is against any one man winning out…. what an uncertain proposition a marathon is.” He listed cramps, climate, stones, and ankle sprains as dangers that add to the uncertainty.

Fowler did not include A. Roy Welton in his recitation of hazards. Welton, of the Lawrence, Massachusetts, YMCA, wearing a dark diagonal stripe on his singlet and a dark, wrinkled cap pulled onto his head, snatched an early lead and stretched it out to break all of Longboat’s records up to 16 miles. It was a day for records. No dust blew on the roads because cooling snowflakes and drizzle kept the day perfect for rapid, sweatless running.

During all this speeding John Hayes sat back in 32nd place in South Framingham, and behind him waited Mike Ryan in 38th. Ryan carried with him an enormous well of self-confidence, self-assertion, and pride. He knew he could finish far ahead of his present place. Even the rambunctious Sammy Mellor waited calmly in 13th place. But Fowler, Jimmy Lee (the fine-featured fifth-place runner of the previous year), and a gang of others hovered moments behind the brazen Welton. Lee wore the unicorn symbol of the BAA. The hosts’ hopes weighed on him. Wouldn’t it be nice if a golden-haired boy of the BAA could win their road race? This dream would haunt the BAA for the next half century. Fowler swung between his restlessness to win quickly and the temperance that experience had taught him. But in the middle stages he ran abreast of Lee as grim, cold cyclists followed, waiting to see who would crack.

Welton cracked in Wellesley. As the Boston Herald put it, “a sickly smile to his rivals told of Welton’s disappointment at his physical inability to reach his goal.” Fowler and Lee raced each other up the Newton hills on to the boulevard now called Beacon Street. They knew nothing of what and who waited behind them. A not quite 20-year-old electrician’s assistant from Yonkers lurked behind them. Thomas P. Morrissey, running for the Mercury AC, ran with a lock of his black hair swinging on his forehead. He had a workman’s muscular arms and wore ankle-high tennis shoes. He weighed 133-1/2 pounds. Unnoticed, he had been unconsidered before the race but was not unaccomplished.

Morrissey had been third in Boston in the slow year of 1906 with a 2:53 for the 25 miles, but in 1907 he finished a dismal 17th. But to redeem himself he had won the national indoor 25-mile championship in New York and shortly thereafter placed 10th in the Yonkers Marathon. He had trained running 10 to 15 miles three nights a week and walking on three other nights. He ran a 20-miler once every 3 weeks. The Boston Post reported that on Sundays he went to vespers. He didn’t expect to win, but he did expect to place in the top three in under 2:30. Though Morrissey could not see the Fowler-Lee battle ahead of him, he could tell their position from the cluster of cars. That cluster had grown closer with each of the Newton hills.

Fowler and Lee fought each other and traded minor victories spurt for spurt, which of course means that each lost precious energy spurt for spurt. The urgings of the partisans, spectators, and fans in the automobiles and on the streetcars took on the character of a crowd at a prizefight. They wanted a knockout—now. Fowler and Lee could not help but be infected by their screaming for immediate resolution. In their spurts and surges, their Pyrrhic victories before the mobile cheering section spelled mutual doom for Fowler and Lee. On April 22 Post writer J.D. Delaney would write, “American runners have always had too much slash and bang in their running.” Delaney favored those whose racing adhered to a schedule. Fowler and Lee fell off-schedule.

Morrissey stuck to a schedule that led him to a rendezvous with the first-place runner at St. Paul Street. (The record does not show whether it was Fowler or Lee who clung to the lead longest.) The Globe reported that “on came [Morrissey] as relentlessly as an Indian seeking vengeance.” Nothing seemed in Morrissey’s way once he took the lead, except an insistent young man wearing a cap. That was 1906 Boston winner Tim Ford wearing the cap, riding in an automobile next to Morrissey. Morrissey feared disqualification for accepting aid and coaching from someone other than the BAA assigned handler. Though he told Ford to go away, Ford would not quit coaching. Morrissey snatched Ford’s cap off his head and tossed it into the crowd, forcing Ford to choose between continuing to kibitz and his lucky hat. Ford ran for the hat, and Morrissey ran for the finish, unaided to a solo victory as he broke the red woolen string across Exeter Street.

Behind Morrissey, Hayes had stuck to his own schedule, which had him pass through South Framingham in 32nd place, 30th by Natick, 25th at Wellesley, a relentless 13th just before the hills, and 5th at Coolidge Corner; he passed Fowler and Lee to come on to the finish. The Herald described him “fresh as a daisy in a meadow.” His only regret was that he had not started his real running sooner. Fowler finished third again; in acute despair at his continual almost-winning, he vowed to quit running this marathon.

The first six finishers ran faster than Caffery had in his 1901 record race. Sammy Mellor, who ran every race since 1901 and won in 1902, ran the fastest marathon of his life but finished eighth. Fred Lorz’s seventh place was his last appearance—by 1922 he was dead of pneumonia at 42.

1908 Results
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120 entrants.

THE INFERNO

MONDAY, APRIL 19, 1909
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Marathon Mania Grips Boston

Since 1897 the Boston Marathon field had increased more than 10-fold, and the numbers of spectators rose to an estimated 300,000. A marathon mania gripped Boston in 1909. The catalyst for this craziness was the Olympic marathon of the previous summer. It grabbed the public attention as nothing but death can.

Headlines in American newspapers ran variations of “Dying Man Wins Olympic Marathon.” That dying man was Dorando Pietri of Italy—but he didn’t win and, further, he didn’t die. He merely almost won and almost died. Dorando entered the Olympic stadium in London clearly the leader and about to become the winner when he began to stagger. To the horror of the crowd he fell. He got up, ran, staggered, and fell again. The shocked crowd could only watch. At last officials could take no more and helped Dorando across the finish line. Later that day other officials had to consider that Dorando did not run unaided to the finish; they disqualified him and crowned the next-place finisher, American Johnny Hayes, Olympic champion. Hayes had finished second in Boston in 1908. Another American, Joe Forshaw of St. Louis, earned the bronze in those Olympic Games. A. Roy Welton, who had broken Longboat’s checkpoint records for most of the 1908 Boston race, finished fourth. These men became celebrities. In fact, by 1911 the Mecca Cigarette Company of New York issued “runner” cards, featuring 150 different athletes, that were distributed in packages of cigarettes. The public thirsted after stories of marathoners. Hundreds of marathon races were scheduled in the United States that year. In Massachusetts alone there were Patriots’ Day running races in nearly every town.

 

By 1911 the Mecca Cigarette Company issued “runner” cards, featuring 150 different athletes, that were distributed in packages of cigarettes.

 

The April 18 issue of the Boston Daily Globe carried an 11-stanza poem about marathon racing. Each stanza sang praise to a different ethnic group of competitors: Irishmen, Indians, Italians, Canadians, French, and others.

People worldwide had waited during Pietri’s hospitalization to see if he would live or die. Day by day newspapers reported his recovery. A cry went up that the marathon was a more savage and dangerous event than boxing. An editorial in The New York Times on February 24, 1909, instructed,

It is only the exceptional man who can safely undertake the running of 26 miles, and even for them the safety is comparative rather than absolute. The chances are that every one of them weakens his heart and shortens his life, not only by the terrible strain of the race itself, but by the preliminary training which produces muscular and vascular developments that become perilous instead of advantageous the moment a return to ordinary pursuits and habits puts an end to the need for them. For the great majority of adults particularly in an urban population, to take part in a Marathon race is to risk serious and permanent injury to health, with immediate death a danger not very remote, and it is little better than criminal to let growing boys make any such demands upon their powers of endurance. For boys, indeed, even the shorter races are of very questionable desirability, since at any distance the expenditure of energy under the stimulus of competition is excessive…. The truth is that exercise should always be purely subordinate to the business and pleasure of life. To make it or the bodily changes it produces ends instead of incidents is a dangerous as well as an absurd mistake.

The lewd lure of death—the titillating possibility that they might see someone die—held unprecedented numbers of people along the streets of Boston to watch the 1909 marathon. Those in the crowd of 300,000 who came to see someone die were nearly not disappointed.

On April 19 a warm southwesterly flow of air brought what was then a record high temperature of 83.4 °F to Boston with high humidity. Worse still, the ill wind blew more or less at the runners’ backs, more or less at the same speed they ran. Stale air followed them. Sweat pooled on their skin and dripped off rather than evaporating. In even, still air runners generated enough wind by their own motion so that sweat evaporated to carry away excess heat, but on this day the racers stewed in their own juices. There were none of the snowflakes and drizzle of the previous 2 years to cool their hot skin. With no recent experience running in heat, runners expected fast times and planned to run to get them. Disaster awaited.

The field in 1909 could not include the marathon heroes of the day. Hayes had turned professional and raced the recovered Pietri and Tom Longboat in a much-publicized series of prize-money indoor match marathons. They packed venues like New York’s Madison Square Garden with overflow crowds of cigar-smoking gamblers. They raced each other on board tracks, 10 or 11 laps to the mile, while bettors screamed encouragement or dismay. The amateur Boston Athletic Association, through its membership in the Amateur Athletic Union, the governing body of the sport, would not allow Hayes, Pietri, Longboat, or other professionals to run in their marathon. The amateur Boston Marathon field did, however, have its own stars.

Tom Morrissey had won the year before and intended to win again. Sammy Mellor, the 1902 winner, had run his best time of 2:41 for eighth place the year before. Mellor had developed a mystical love for the Boston Marathon: “I have run in every race since 1901, and when I come along on race day every rock on the course seems to jump up and shake hands with me.” Bob Fowler, third the previous year, hoped to fix himself on the apparent tradition of third-place succession that had seen Mellor, Lorden, Spring, and Morrissey crowned with first place after their thirds of previous years. But the press favored a young man from the Carlisle Indian School, a Hopi named Lewis Tewanina who had placed ninth in the 1908 London Olympic Games but had never run in Boston. He was pictured in newspaper cartoons racing wearing a feather, deerskin pants, and moccasins. Hayes arrived in town to advise his pupil, Mike Ryan of New York City, who had finished fourth the year before. Hayes planned to follow Ryan on a bicycle.

A. Roy Welton and Jimmy Lee of Yonkers, ninth and sixth in 1908, respectively, came to race. Carl Schlobohm took an early lead but relinquished it shortly. Tewanina took the lead with Louis Fine of Providence, Rhode Island. Harry Jensen of New York hung close, as did Jimmy Lee and Sammy Mellor. At South Framingham Pat Grant of Brooklyn ran easily in 62nd place. Henri Renaud of Nashua, New Hampshire, ran in 53rd place and held no notion of winning the race. But Renaud would be the man of the day.

Renaud’s father had persuaded his son to enter the marathon. The father, who had come to New Hampshire from his native Trois-Rivieres, Quebec, had been a noted ultra-long distance racer in his youth. Nineteen-year-old Henri ran with his pants held up by a black leather belt and his socks rolled down his ankles to his polished black leather running shoes. His grin displayed a gap left by a departed upper front tooth, which together with his sweat-plastered hair made him look a bit goofy. He did not know it at the time, but he had reason to grin. He gained places in the race without passing anyone. His job in a cotton mill in Manchester, New Hampshire, required him to work from 6:30 a.m. to 6:00 p.m. in a hot and humid room operating a weaving loom. The heat and humidity were required to prevent a buildup of static electricity and cotton fibers in the air. Unlike other racers that day at Boston, Renaud had already been in summer weather for 12 hours a day.

Renaud had started racing the previous September and had placed 14th in the New England AAU cross-country championships and 13th and 16th in other local races. He was neither fast nor strong, nor was he well regarded as a runner, but he alone was heat-acclimated. He weighed 158 pounds and stood 511” (though another report has him at 5’9”, which seems more likely from photographs). He claimed a diet that included little meat.

Mellor and Lee took the lead. Mellor had been there many times before. He had tried to win the marathon every year since 1901. But it was too hot, and Mellor had to surrender the lead. As the sun pressed down on Mellor perhaps he did begin to see the stones reaching up to shake his hand. Fine and Tewanina took the lead back again.

Fine suffered. He drove himself until the machinery of his body stopped. The heat seized him, and the sun put him in the Newton hospital. Welton dropped out at 18 miles. Tewanina stopped and asked for something to eat. His coach from the Indian school collected him and drove him to the finish line. Morrissey had given up and walked by the Wellesley hills. John Goff of Cambridge took a turn leading before himself dropping out. Fowler suffered, but stubbornness kept him in the race. Every runner sponged himself frequently. Globe writer Lawrence J. Sweeney was amazed at the retreat of dyestuffs from the fabrics of the runner’s uniforms: “The colors from their suits outlined fantastic designs on their weary legs.”

Up the long hill Mellor and Lee did not attempt to push themselves. They had made a peace treaty of sorts to prevent what had happened to Lee and Fowler the previous year, when both raced themselves out in an attempt to beat Morrissey but ended up only defeating each other. All hopes for good times died. Mellor and Lee made peace not to save themselves for victory but from the weather. No longer was racing paramount; mere survival became the goal. Just keep going and get it over and done. The Globe reported that Ryan in his desperation resorted to stimulants.

Renaud had eaten nothing and taken only two drinks of water. Only in Auburndale, after he had broken into the top 20, did he think of winning. His co-workers back at the mill had laughed at him and told him to give up running because he would never win anything. During the hills Renaud passed runner after runner. After the Newton hills he ran in third place.

Pat Grant held the lead for a short time, until he himself had to walk. He broke into a run as Harry Jensen passed him but could not prevent the passing. At St. Paul Street, less than 3 miles from the finish, Renaud caught and passed Jensen. Once Renaud got the lead he swore that no one would pass him even if it cost him his life. Renaud said later, “I am American for speed and French for gameness.”

Perhaps Howard A. Pearce of New Bedford was too game, or perhaps it was the heat or marathon mania, but after he dropped out of the race at 8 miles and rode with other dropouts to near the finish, he jumped out of the car and burst through the crowd and began to run on the course. The people who saw him break into the race took no note, but those who saw him running quickly and freshly behind the BAA official lead vehicle took him to be the winner. They gave him their full cheers. He accepted them. Officials such as John Graham and George V. Brown doubted that he had run the whole way, so they pulled their car up to him to ask. Pearce ignored them as he ran down Commonwealth Avenue and on toward the Exeter Street finish line. Pearce the imposter headed for the tape. The officials decided that he must not reach it. They implored him to stop, but he refused. The officials asked to police to stop him and remove him from the course. Only with the finish line in sight did the police catch up and nab Pearce and physically force him from the course.

Henri Renaud, the legitimate winner, plugged along nearly a mile ahead of Jensen and Grant. Renaud accepted his deserved ovation from a crowd that had been waiting a long time in what for them was quite pleasant weather. His time was the slowest-winning Boston Marathon time of the century. He crossed the finish line with road dust caked on to his sweat. Little rivers from the spongings eroded those fantastic designs of mud and dye on his legs. He lifted his arms in victory and gave his goofy missing-tooth grin as he broke the red worsted wool finish line.

“Survivors of the Inferno of 1909” shows the positions of the top eight finishers at each checkpoint. As the day wore on, more and more runners dropped out because of the excessive heat. For some of these finishers, it wasn’t so much their speed but their ability to withstand the heat that won them their places.

[image: image]

Bob Fowler finished 10th and swore again that this race would be his last marathon. Mike Ryan, with or despite Hayes’s help, slogged along to finish 35th in 3:35. Sammy Mellor, at 5th, took his best place in years.

Later in the year two resolutions concerning the safety of marathons passed at the AAU annual convention. The first barred all competitors under 16 from marathons, and the second required a medical examination for all marathon competitors.

1909 Results

[image: image]

182 entrants, 164 starters.


Chapter 2

1910-1919 The Great War Decade

 

Presidents: William H. Taft, Woodrow Wilson

Massachusetts Governors: Eben S. Draper, Eugene Foss, David I. Walsh, Samuel W. McCall, Calvin Coolidge

Boston Mayors: John F. Fitzgerald, James Michael Curley, Andrew J. Peters

1910 Populations: United States, 92,228,496; Massachusetts, 3,366,416; Boston, 686,092

 

As the second decade of the century opened, the English and the Germans conducted a high-stakes competition of battleship construction. The Germans thought if they could build enough dreadnoughts they would drive the English from the seas; the German army was already the best in Europe. But if the English could add to their fleet, they could maintain naval superiority. All that plus the growing international trade of the U.S. in industrial (rather than agricultural) products woke up the giant country and linked the fates of America and Europe.

In 1916 Americans reelected Woodrow Wilson with the slogan “He kept us out of war.” In 1914 Joe Kennedy of Boston married Rose Fitzgerald of Dorchester, the daughter of Boston mayor John F. (Honey Fitz) Fitzgerald; their child, John Fitzgerald Kennedy, was born along the Boston Marathon course in Brookline in 1917. By then the Great War in Europe had sucked the United States into involvement. It touched nearly everyone in the civilized world. Millions of young men, off to fight in the glorious war, ran out of their trenches with the glee of the mythic Pheidippides, eager to shout, “Rejoice. We conquer!” The war touched the Boston Marathon and changed its history. It killed one winner.

By the close of the decade the international awakening of America had come full circle; Americans wanted the world to go away and leave them alone on their continent.

MEN WITH SCHEDULES

TUESDAY, APRIL 19, 1910
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Fowler: Victory This Year for Sure?

In 1910 cities had many daily newspapers, some with morning, evening, and “extra” editions. They were the only media. From time to time readers saw photos documenting the travels of former President Theodore Roosevelt. The week of the Boston Marathon readers saw Roosevelt in the Middle East riding a camel. They read that Mark Twain lay on his deathbed and that a vociferous band of suffragettes were demanding that women get the right to vote. In the second week of April readers of Boston newspapers read about the frustrations of marathoner Bob Fowler.

Fowler, from Cambridge, Massachusetts, had his heart set on winning this year’s Boston Marathon. The year before he had finished 10th in “the inferno.” He finished third in 1908; was stopped by a freight train and so he finished second to Longboat in 1907, but also under the course record; placed third in 1905. Wasn’t it finally his turn? Fowler, now with a receding hairline, said that if he won this year it would be his last marathon. He felt he deserved to win, that this was his year. On New Year’s Day of 1909, Fowler had run the fastest time ever in the world, 2:52:45.4, for the full 26-mile, 385-yard marathon in Yonkers, New York. Natural succession meant that Fowler, who had paid his dues, should win. But neither the world nor the marathon worked in predictable patterns; events conspired against those with even the best of intentions.
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