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This book is dedicated to my youngest grandchildren, Matthew and Meara Van Der Zee, and to every kid in Maine with a dream. May you achieve those dreams.













FOREWORD


Sports have long been recognized as a way for poor urban youth to make it out of poverty. For instance, traditionally, the best boxers in a city often emerge from the latest round of immigrants. Along with boxing, running, baseball, and basketball are other sports that require little equipment or infrastructure, giving blue-collar kids a better shot at success.


In the state of Maine, with its tiny population, its rural and low-income nature, cities that barely count as towns in more populous states, and its distance from major urban centers where success may be easier to attain, achieving success meant athletes had to be better, work harder, and, if they actually reached the heights, in some cases did it when they were older than their urban competitors. Many truly talented athletes from all disciplines never made the big time, because luck also counts when so many factors are working against athletic success.


Back in 1790, around the time the earliest athletes featured in this book were born, the population of Maine was a mere 96,540 people. Today it is still only 1,338,404. So, while the number of truly famous athletes in this book is few, they are drawn from a tiny number of determined people. In the book, we feature 50 athletes who achieved a great measure of success and perhaps fame despite the odds.




A few of the outstanding athletes featured here came from families in which many members were similarly talented, although not always in the same sport. Certainly not every athlete in the book came from poverty, either. They are a varied group drawn from different sports, genders, ethnic backgrounds and socio-economic levels. But they all share three things: talent, passion, and a strong connection to the State of Maine.
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JOAN BENOIT SAMUELSON


Number One in So Many Ways


In the firmament of Maine athletes, runner Joan Benoit Samuelson is likely the best known star, especially in contemporary terms, since she was the winner of the world’s first Women’s Olympic Marathon in 1984 and her record of 2:24:52 still holds. Her time, 2:22:43, for winning the 1983 Boston Marathon held the course record for 11 years. She also won the Chicago marathon in 1983, setting a world record for an American woman with 2:21:21 that held for 18 years, and a course record that held for 32 years.


Benoit’s parents were skiers who encouraged athleticism in their four children. The diminutive Joan did not start running until she was 15, and then only to aid in her recovery from a broken leg suffered while slalom skiing. Turned out she had quite a knack for it.


Born Joan Benoit on May 16, 1957, in Cape Elizabeth, Maine, she always excelled at sports, but running replaced all the others soon after she took it up. She joined the new girls’ track team at her high school in 1972 and quickly became its star. Despite little support for female runners at the time, she began training on her own to run a future marathon, often logging 200 miles a week.


She left Bowdoin College in 1977 for a running scholarship at North Carolina State, earning All-America titles there in 1977 and 1978 and leading her school to an Atlantic Coast Conference cross-country championship. She returned to Bowdoin to complete her degree in history and environmental studies in 1979 and entered the Boston Marathon the same year. One of the oldest marathons in the country, run continuously since 1897, the Boston race banned women until 1972.


The 57’3”, 105-pound Benoit sported a Boston Red Sox baseball cap during that first Boston Marathon race. She may have been the only runner who first performed a two-mile sprint to reach the Hopkinton starting line after being stuck in traffic. A virtual unknown at the time, she beat the record by eight minutes, coming in at 2:35:15.


After a severe knee injury and surgery in 1984, her chances for the first Olympic Women’s Marathon looked chancy. However, she recovered faster than expected and won the trials. Three months later, she made history. The same year, she won the Jessie Owens Award and was named the Women’s Sports Foundation Amateur Sportswoman of the year, Subsequent injuries slowed her running career, but she was awarded the James E. Sullivan Award in 1985 as the country’s top amateur athlete.


The international superstar put her hometown of Cape Elizabeth on the map for elite runners when she founded the Beach to Beacon 10k Road Race in 1998, a 6.2-mile race held every August that starts at Crescent Beach State Park and goes to Fort Williams Park and Portland Head Light.


“A long-time dream of mine has been realized” said Benoit Samuelson. “I’ve always wanted to create a race that brings runners to some of my most favorite training grounds, so that they can enjoy the same beautiful environment, sense of community and rich history that has played such an important role in my life.” Winners of the race have hailed from as far away as Ethiopia, Kenya, the UK, Mexico and more. She has used her fame to help charities that include the Special Olympics, Multiple Sclerosis and Big Sisters of Boston. She’s


Benoit Samuelson, recognized simply as “Joanie” in Maine, also placed first in her age group in the Boston Marathon in 2011, finishing in 2:51:29. She also completed many other marathons as far away as New Zealand, including setting an over-50 division record with 2:49:09 in the 2009 New York City marathon. She was inducted into the Maine Women’s Hall of Fame in 2000.




Marathons were not her only racing successes. She won the prestigious 7.1 mile Falmouth (Massachusetts) Road Race six times in 1976, 1978, 1981, 1982, 1983 and 1985, breaking the course record four times.


Benoit married her college sweetheart, Scott Samuelson in 1984. They live in Freeport, where the high school athletic complex is named for her. The Samuelsons have two children, a daughter, Abigail (Abby) and a son, Anders, both runners. When Joan ran the 1987 Boston Marathon, she was three months pregnant and finished second. In 2014, she ran the Boston Marathon with both of her children.


“Joanie” might be Maine’s busiest person. She gardens. She’s an author. She goes on ski trips with her husband and kids. She wrote her biography, “Running Tide” with Sally Baker, and “Running for Women” with Gloria Overmuch. She is a motivational speaker. She opened a running clinic. She is a sports commentator. She coaches cross-country and long-distance runners. Nike has designed a line of shoes inspired by her winning the first Women’s Olympic Marathon in 1984. Her voice is featured on the company’s Nike + iPod system as a congratulatory voice.


Nike lauds Benoit Samuelson this way: “In two hours, 24 minutes and 52 seconds, Joan Benoit Samuelson ignited a revolution. The year was 1984, the location: Los Angeles, the event: the first women’s marathon in the history of the Games. The victory definitively decimated obsolete notions that had previously limited women’s running to 1,500 meters: the belief that women weren’t physically capable of enduring such distances.”


All these accomplishments might be enough for another athlete, but Benoit Samuelson isn’t just any other athlete. In 2019, she once again entered the Boston Marathon, 40 years after her record-setting victory there. As they had in previous marathons, she and daughter Abby ran together. “Joanie” hoped to celebrate the anniversary by coming in within 40 minutes of her historic time of 2:35:15.


However, at age 61, she bested her goal by coming in within 30 minutes of that time, at 3:04. She’s not just an athlete and a superstar, she’s someone who has genuinely earned the title of legend.
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EDMUND “RIP” BLACK


From Hauling Traps to Throwing the Hammer


Edmund “Rip” Black grew up on Bailey’s Island, Maine, and early on practiced the profession of many islanders—lobster fishing. In fact, despite achieving high honors in all his high school’s sports, family and friends had to convince him to go to college instead of going straight to pulling traps.


Eventually he was persuaded. He graduated Portland High, where he played baseball and hockey, captained the track and field squads, and was named the state’s best high school fullback in 1923. But still he didn’t go on to college immediately. He spent two years after graduation lobstering.


Finally, he headed to the University of Maine in Orono, where once again he showed his prowess in several sports by playing football and baseball. He threw a no-hitter against the Bowdoin College team in 1927. But at Orono he discovered the hammer throw.


Black proved so good at the hammer throw that he entered the Olympic trials at Harvard Stadium in Cambridge, Massachusetts, in 1928. He won. The next step was a trip to the Summer Olympics in Amsterdam aboard the SS Roosevelt. Considered the best chance for the United States to bring home a medal in the event, Black didn’t fail.




He came home to Maine having won the bronze medal with a throw of 160 feet, 10½ inches.


He didn’t qualify for the 1932 Olympics in Los Angeles so he dropped the hammer and returned to his first love: lobstering. He worked as a lobster buyer for a few years, but began fishing and stuck with it until he retired at age 85.


His son, Bill, said lobstering suited his father’s independent spirit, and that hauling with his dad for ten hours a day instilled in him a great work ethic.


Like any good athlete, Black couldn’t sit around when lobstering died down in the winter. He took up candlepin bowling and true to form, he excelled. He reportedly played 50 games in one day.


Black lived from May 3, 1905, to October 22, 1996. He suffered from Alzheimer’s disease in later years, and moved to Westboro, Massachusetts, with his son in 1993, where he later died from complications of pneumonia.
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CINDY BLODGETT


Among America’s Top Female Basketball Players


Cindy Lee Blodgett is Maine’s all-time leading scorer for high school basketball, led the University of Maine (UMO) to its first four NCAA Tournament appearances, still holds at least 18 school records, and is ranked sixth in NCAA scoring history. One sportswriter called her “one of the greatest athletes in New England history.”


Blodgett was born in the small town of Clinton in a rural area of Maine on December 23, 1975. When she was little, her father found an old pipe, stuck it in their driveway, welded a hoop to it, and launched his daughter’s basketball career.


She attended Lawrence High School, leading her Bulldogs team to four Class A state championships with a record of 84–4. She is still Maine’s top high school basketball scorer with 2,596 points.


A high school coach remembered her as dedicated and tough, recalling when she split her head open in a collision during a semifinal game, but returned to the game to score 19 more points.
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