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COMMENTARY ON AL HOWIE


“Somehow, if you could put what he is doing into terms of somebody scoring 90 goals in a season, if you could somehow compare it to somebody batting .400, people would realize what he is doing. He’s running more than 100 kilometers a day… day after day after day.”

—Bob Feeney

“Mr. Howie’s feats were outlandish, the distances covered so outrageous as to be comical.”

—The Globe and Mail

“I’m telling you, what he is doing is not human.”

—Phil Latulippe

“The only thing I find more fascinating than Al Howie’s life story was his ability to run 63 miles per day for over 70 days in racing flats.”

—Pete Kostelnick, Trans-US record holder

“Howie is indisputably one of the best ultramarathoners in the world.”

—Runner’s World, 1992

“An alien; nobody could do that. But I saw him do it.”

—Tom McGrath, former Trans-US record holder

“One of Canada’s all-time great ultramarathoners.”

—Canadian Running

“A skinny Rob Roy with the voice of Scotty from Star Trek.”

—Telegraph (London)

“He was an oddball, a rare spirit.”

—Tom Howard

“Before extreme, endurance, and ultra sports went mainstream, there was Al Howie.”

—Times Colonist (Victoria)
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Thank you, bunker mate #244B, for teaching me to run.






[image: Al Howie stands beside a Highway 17 Trans-Canada sign in Ontario, paused on a quiet roadside during his ultramarathon journey.]



[image: A collage of photos. At the top, Al Howie leads a road race pack; inset shows him at Lands End signpost and training on an exercise bike, preparing for endurance feats.]







The greatest obstacle to being heroic is the doubt whether one may not be going to prove one’s self a fool; the truest heroism is to resist the doubt; and the profoundest wisdom, to know when it ought to be resisted, and when to be obeyed.

—Nathaniel Hawthorne








PART I THE CHASE







1 IMPOSSIBILITY


Buckets of rain had drummed and drenched the runners for 15 hours and counting. Tents flapped like carnival banners. White tarps sagged under the weight of standing water—Queens itself seemed to sigh. From the dark, slipping through puddles the size of rowboats, came a wisp of a man—sinew and bone—a figure roped with mileage.

Under the yellow glare of the old park streetlamps, his hair, sun-bleached and ragged, was brushed up like a lion’s mane. It danced wildly in the breeze. His beard, thick and wiry, stuck out beneath hawk-boned cheeks—red with touches of fool’s gold blond. Over that, his eyes were a calm blue, half-glazed, half-defiant.

As he passed, his battered Ron Hill 207s tapped the concrete as light as raindrops—“ballet slippers,” the runners called them. Rumored to weigh a mere 2.07 ounces—his shoes were as thin as a golf glove. Al Howie hoped to run 1,300 miles in them.

Two days before, he and nine others had stood under the spindly banner in Flushing Meadows, Queens—September 18, 1989—noon, with the mercury soaring over ninety. A course map pinned to the timing tent resembled a melted slice of New York pizza. It laid out the one-mile loop around the Unisphere, the 700,000-pound metal globe left over from the 1964 World’s Fair. To finish, they’d have to circle it 1,300 times in 18 days—three marathons a day—or be dropped. Sleep as little as possible, ignore the pain, and keep your mind far from the soul-sucking boredom. Run the length of I-95 from New York to Miami—without ever leaving New York City. Since its inception, no one had ever completed it.

“It’s physically impossible,” declared Frank Shorter, the great American gold medal marathoner. That became its nickname—the Impossibility Race—the mad dream of Indian spiritual guru Sri Chinmoy. For over a decade he’d designed endurance challenges to break the body to empower the spirit—run and become. His followers numbered in the thousands. That spring he’d spoken at the United Nations. Beneath his sleepy eyelids, his pupils fluttered left and right in meditative bliss. His 1,300 was the longest certified footrace in the world.

At the start of this, the third running, he beamed with pride. “Brave runners,” he whispered in a thick Bengali accent. “My heart is all gratitude to you. The English dictionary houses the word ‘impossibility,’ but your life history book does not include the word ‘impossibility.’ ”

Howie had started in a flash with sunglasses and bravado—seven-minute miles one after another, then down in the sixes. His bare, skinny legs turned over like a metronome, cutting through the haze wafting off the concrete. The other runners held back, rationing strength. Not Al. He moved like Secretariat breaking from the gate. Only after 30 miles did he throttle back to a 10:30-per-mile pace. Night fell, and the lights of the tennis courts came to life. When the sun rose again, he’d stacked up 113 miles—no sleep. Then came the rain.

Howie pushed on, clocking 81 miles on day two. He ran soft, light as air. Trishul Cherns remembered the calm: “You’d think no one was behind you—and then suddenly, there was Al.” On the third day, the skies cleared, and Howie made it to 267 miles. He ended the first week with 573 miles, still not even halfway, and the forecast had turned dire. Hugo, a Category 4 hurricane, had made landfall in South Carolina and turned north.

It hit on day eight like a hammer. Sixty mile-per-hour winds whipped down the tree-lined corridors of Corona Park. Most runners opted for sleep or huddled under the Kanza shelters. A brave few climbed out of makeshift tents to run another day to be greeted by a cold September rain that stung like wasps. When it finally passed off to the west, a frigid arctic air swept over the runners, freezing their sore, numbed limbs stiff.

The loop turned to soup, littered with shoes, soaked shirts, and bits of tarp flapping in the wind gusts. The Greek god Zeus, cast-iron and towering over the path, seemed to glare down, lightning bolt in hand, daring the last mortals to quit. Most did. But Howie didn’t. He charged over the course, polka-dotted with water holes the size of rowboats. He averaged over 73 miles a day for 11 days straight—more than three full marathons every day. “Nothing can stop him,” said Stefan Schlett, over 30 miles behind.

On October 5, Al Howie crossed the tape for the 1,300th time. A simple timer perched on two folding chairs read 16:25:00—a four taped beside the one, so the clock read 416 hours. He’d run for 17 days, 8 hours, and 25 minutes, sleeping as little as three hours a night. A dozen or so fellow runners and volunteers stood wrapped in rain jackets, clapping in the mist. He wore his sweat-darkened Victoria Runners’ Association tee, thrift-store plain, under a battered red warm-up jacket with the sleeves shoved up. The same Ron Hill flats—soles flapping, toes peeking through. In one hand, a large Canadian flag. In the other, the Scottish Lion Rampant snapping in the wind as his hair blew sideways, matted and gold.

Still, he didn’t stop. He turned around and did one more loop in the opposite direction, passing under the Day-Glo banner and vanishing back into the night.

What was known of Howie was rumor imported from Canadian running magazines: Dubbed the Tartan Spartan, he was a journey runner, who ran city to city all over the country, living off of fish ’n chips and beer. No plans, no schedules. Al held nothing back. “No p’int in savin’ y’rself,” he explained to a writer afterward, in his thick brogue. “Y’r goin t’ get tired anyhow.”

“I’d rather die on my feet than live on my knees,” he added, quoting an old rallying cry for peasant independence. Few would have imagined those words were more personal than philosophical—that he’d literally been living on the run—dodging Interpol for years before fleeing to Canada. He’d ship his clothes from town to town by bus, pick them up, change, and run on. And his real name wasn’t Al.






2 THE PIRATE


Ten miles on a June day in 2014, along a gurgling Hudson River, the bouncing grey line of the George Washington Bridge in the distance. A cut over to Central Park, Harlem Hill, and Strawberry Fields—dodging tourists on Seventy-Second Street and back to my tiny homebase—a 200-meter track huddled against the river: I was king of my world.

I collapsed onto a park bench next to a friend. He was there so often he was as much of the park as the grass. As usual, we sat silent as New Jersey flickered on the hazy horizon across the water. I knew next to nothing about him but sensed his story was rippled with adventure. He oozed it.

I’d never heard of Howie then—or even ultrarunning. Like most, in my mind the marathon was an 800-pound behemoth, a near impossible goal I’d one day tackle, then brag about endlessly. Anything beyond that was unthinkable. That was about to change.

Ultrarunning—more than a sport, but a way of life—would come to dominate my thinking. I’d learn my friend had once run 1,000 miles in a race around Texas with weather so foul even the race directors quit. He’d faced down Hurricane Hugo with Al Howie, and together, they’d run across the Mojave Desert. But now, all I could think of was catching my breath…

“I have no name,” my friend blurted out. He’d said it a thousand times, but it was still amusing as hell to watch strangers react. The two young ladies in their sweaty running tops looked at each other like confused, head-cocked dogs.

“How many miles?” he’d barked, flashing his gold teeth. The setting sun was casting a purple smokescreen over the Hudson, making my friend, who I called “the Pirate,” look even more dangerous.

These two had been kinder than most. They at least gave a giggle and chatted for a second before walking on. I asked him what his success rate was with lines like that. He grinned and tucked away his Russian beer in his rucksack.

“Mickey Mouse, cha-cha-cha ladies. They care more about their waccoons on the leash than they do the real cat.”

The Pirate’s lingo can take a little getting used to. His thick French accent is just as heavy as if he had stepped off the boat the day before. His r’s slide to w’s, and it’s a stiff learning curve to catch on to his vocabulary. Raccoons are dogs. Cats are guys. Sputniks are dumbasses. And Mickey Mouse means fake. He also has a knack for getting names wrong: Virginia Secret, Trader Joe, Britney Spear, and his favorite band, the Cranberry.

Crocodile Dundee was the first name he gave me, laughing as if there was some long, storied inside joke that I would never catch on to. Other common responses to the name question were “Manson…” He’d pause. “…Charlie, the devil.” Or, “I do not exist.”

You couldn’t help but sense there was something deep, hidden, and mysterious about him. He knew that, too. He wanted to draw you in slowly. He got things given to him that way. People would pay for the ride. “How many meals do I have to buy to find out the story of this guy?”

He is easy to spot at night, shirtless, sitting on the back of a bench, staring out over the Hudson. Behind him sits a small track he calls “the temple.” He runs there for hours and hours, day and night, regardless of weather. He may sound like a cartoon character, but he is my next-door neighbor.

I came to call him “the Pirate” out of necessity. He would never tell me his name, so I went with what described him best. He is mostly bald, save for a small swath of thin hair that forms the faintest hint of a mohawk. This he manicures himself, evident by the fact that it is never quite centered on his skull. Half his teeth are gold, and on closer inspection each is a skull replete with two eyes and a mouth hole.

There isn’t an inch of fat on his body, and his posture is as erect as a drill sergeant’s. His arms are slim, toned to the bone, and his waistline could fit him into a pair of ’80s hair-band jeans. His most prominent features, however, are his calves. Cut off Mr. T’s biceps, paint them sun bronze, ripple them with thick veins, and strap them just under the knee, and you’d have the Pirate’s lower legs. This was his makeup in his late fifties, when I first met him. About prior manifestations in his life, I cannot speak except to say I’ve seen photos with hair down to his waist and others where he was naked, spear in hand, with a band of Amazonian natives.

Most days he has a faint smell of sweat and alcohol about him and often wears the same self-made running clothes days on end. He cuts the sleeves out and a circle around the collar line. He likes to drink, and talk about different cultures, and lives with absolutely zero ambition. He’s never had a checkbook, cellphone, house, or driver’s license. The day is his life, his life his day.

He never walks anywhere. He double-times it, military style, always with his rucksack strapped to his back. The only time I’ve seen him take it off is when he is running or in my place. Even then, he keeps it between his bare feet like a security blanket. In it you’ll find all the tools necessary for the apocalypse: food, knife, wine, rope, and a bit of memorabilia.

He has lived with native tribes and aboriginal peoples in the Amazon, hitchhiked from New York to Patagonia, and trekked with the same tribes that did in Michael Rockefeller in Papua New Guinea. In a time before the heightened security of today, he slept under the stars at Delphi, Machu Picchu, Teotihuacan, Chichén Itza, Petra, and Olympia.

Night after night, I paid for the pizza, and he brought the god-awful Russian beers that he got on the cheap. “Chernobyl specials,” he called them, and after a few he would talk about crossing the Darién Gap with a machete and a hammock and nearly dying of rabies in Ecuador or nearly being stoned to death in the northern triangle of Thailand. He is as wild as a tiger and as enigmatic as D.B. Cooper.

Of course, I pegged him for a pathological liar right off the bat. I’ve had my fair share of experiences with guys who ate Twinkies with Elvis and danced with tornadoes. But the Pirate had pictures. Laminated into what he called his “portfolio.” He pulled it from his rucksack one night after a hard run: Hundreds of pictures—painted faces of people never to be recorded in any annals. In the middle, a nude pirate holding a spear. Him chomping a bat out West with a smile spread across his face. Kneeling next to the skeletal remains of a friend, speared down in a tribal battle.

He’d gone to these places alone and with little money. He didn’t write any articles or publish any of the photographs. He went for the spirit of adventure—which was the essence of what he called “real”—a term he leaned on like a sword to cleave away the phony from the world, the “Mickey Mouse.”

He had one answer for every problem in the world: run. “This is all you need,” he’d say, and gaze out over the track and the river. “It’s free. You do this, and the rest is Mickey Mouse.” No matter how big or complicated the world got, he did his miles. He moved next door to me in 2003, and now, 11 years later, I still didn’t even know his name.



I left him that June evening in 2014, by the Hudson, doing his calisthenics under a flickering park light. Back in my bunker, I began surfing the Net for info on six-day races in Queens—one of the Pirate’s most outlandish tales. It was ludicrous that anyone could run that long—even him. But he talked about running them in the ’80s and racking up hundreds of miles. Soon, a link popped up: Sri Chinmoy. I clicked it. Six- and seven-day races. Archives. Click. Scroll. Picture. My brain froze—I had seen a ghost: the Pirate. His picture. His name. Emile Laharrague. Copy. Paste. Google. An enormous list of feats.

We needed to talk.

I caught up with him on his way back from the river. We sat alone in the rotunda above the boats. I ripped off the amazing splits he turned in over six, seven, and even 17 days. He’d been the third runner to complete 1,000 miles in a certified race. I begged him to open up about the Trans-American Footrace from California to New York. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

The moon eased out from behind the clouds, and I could see he was tearing up. He took out a metallic cup, poured it full, and handed it to me. “Drink.” His tone dropped to a flat, serious murmur.

He told me more than I could have imagined: races across the Sahara, thousand-mile races, cross-continent races, weeks of running with little to no sleep, even races with a tribe of Native Americans in Mexico kicking balls decades before Born to Run was a thought.

Hours later, the moon was hidden again among the dark clouds, and he was through.

“Somebody’s got to tell this stuff,” I said.

Bitter wounds seemed to squint his eyes. What happened to him in these races was unclear but mention of them conjured up a museum of pain and disappointment. “Those days are over,” he paused. “Yeah.” There are reasons for everything we do or say or, in his case, the things he doesn’t say. I had touched a part of him he didn’t want touched. “How did you get this stuff?” He cut his eyes at me.

I threw up my hands. “The internet.”

He stood up. “Nah. Don’t write about me.” He pulled on his rucksack and ambled away.

I sat silent for several moments, listening to the tiny waves lap against the rocks. Then there was a shuffling of feet; he appeared again from around the corner, stopped in front of the table, and looked out over the river. Waves of memories seemed to move over his face like the shadows of the passing clouds. “Al Howie.” He said the name as if I knew it. “Can you find him for me?”

I shrugged.

“Al… Howie,” he repeated, slowly, in two parts, as if giving clear directions to a stranger. “He was real.”






3 ARTHUR JOHN



Occasionally, legend and reality unite.

—Allison Albee



A picture of him online arrested me. Not that I had any particular image in mind of Howie, but his wild tossed hair, earring, penetrating eyes, both sharp and gentle, radiated freedom.

Oddly enough, he reminded me of a prisoner—Larry Murphy in the 1979 film The Jericho Mile. A lifer obsessed with running around a dirt track in the prison yard—not knowing how fast he really was.

But Howie did know. Between 1989 and 1993, he ran 5,290 miles in ultramarathon competitions, and he finished first in every single race but one. Those numbers dwarfed the Pirate’s, whose only win was the Texas race—the one runner who didn’t quit. Howie was another story.

A few characters I tracked down in British Columbia said what I’d found wasn’t the half of it. “Most of those races,” one remarked, “Howie ran hundreds of miles just to get there.” They gave me a second to take that in. “Then, he’d run back home.”

“He was autistic,” Claudia Cole, his ex-wife, said over the phone. Life with the mega-distance runner had been heaven and hell—date nights on the roads of Victoria, magical record-breaking journeys, fake names, bizarre IDs, an alleged kidnapping, poverty, addiction, deportations, and a latent talent not discovered till his thirties. Howie the myth was a number on a page—proven, witnessed, undeniable. But the man was like drifting fog, always disappearing just before you could grab hold.

“Why would anyone want to write a book about him?” was the initial response from the family in Scotland when I called. His son, Gabe, had disowned him. “You would never want to write a book about the real Al Howie.” They’d been left in the dark for over 40 years—a rare postcard, vague phone calls, disconnected “hellos,” from a ghostlike figure they struggled to understand.



Al was born Arthur John Howie in a maternity home in 1945 in a village just north of Saltcoats, called West Kilbride. His mother’s side was from Paisley, his father’s from just north of Glasgow. Saltcoats sat in the middle of the “three towns.” Along with Ardrossan and Stevenston, they made up the greater county area Ayrshire on the western coast of Scotland.

In the early 20th century, there were jobs to be had there at the Seaside Pavilion or in coal mining, shipping, or the railroad. Named for the salt pans where seawater was boiled down in coastal sheds, or “coats,” Saltcoats once supplied salt for preserving food long before refrigeration.

Dominated by the Firth of Clyde, a deep coastal inlet where the mainland meets islands and sea lochs, Saltcoats’ sweeping views of the mountainous Isle of Arran made it a popular summer getaway. In the evenings, old men leaned on the harbor wall, swapping wartime stories as the fishing boats clinked in their berths. Women with polished shoes and hairpins bustled in and out of the chip shop, vinegar cutting through the brine-heavy air. Above it all was the clatter of slot machines and the bright music that drifted from the Pavilion, its bright signs shining with the promise of dance floors and socials.

The Howies met and married in 1940 and soon after lost their first child, James, when he was two years old. Next to be born was Elizabeth in 1943, Arthur John in 1945, and Ian in 1950. The family was normal by all accounts but eccentric to their neighbors in one respect: They walked everywhere.

The Howies piled up miles and miles exploring new areas of the countryside, walking to school, work, or wherever the day’s chores dictated. Famous for their “walking vacations,” each summer they took a two-week trip to the Isle of Arran or the Isle of Bute. There, they would hike half the day up peaks and along scenic stretches of Whiting Bay.

The first of these was at Blackwater Foot on Arran. Arthur John, called “AJ,” bawled his eyes out when they stumbled upon a lost lamb, an early hint of a sensitive nature. Later vacations were always on the Isle of Bute, where Mr. Howie had taken vacations as a boy. They were an active brood, had the itch of explorers, and believed life was richer when you were out in nature—and on the move.

Young Arthur John watched Glasgow’s working class arrive on the weekends to tan their shoulders and teach their kids to swim. The tidal pool was open from May 15 to September 15; Arthur John and his siblings learned to swim there. While most in the family were good swimmers, Mrs. Howie was an avid one. She pressed the children to get their season passes each year, but Arthur John rebelled, lost interest, and never got past the breaststroke.

His mother, Mary, was intelligent and engaging but could also be intensely introverted. Her moods held large swells, with high crests and deep, isolating troughs. She would hike a mile to the gym, swim a mile, then walk the additional mile back home.

Those who drifted in and out of Arthur John’s life found her unusual. If she didn’t get along well with the company, she’d tuck herself away in her room, except at mealtimes—the family would talk to her through the door. Still, she managed to take good care of the home, the three children, and her live-in mother.

Howie’s father, Arthur, was a man’s man, and indecisiveness was not a quality he respected. A hard worker, he eventually became the head steward over the merchant ships in the Ayrshire area. Irish ships, docked in Ardrossan, they made the passage back and forth between Scotland and Ireland.

Most nights he came home after everyone was asleep, if at all. He, too, was athletic. During the war, he was conscripted into the Navy, where he took up boxing and became a champion. He saw Arthur John as being overly sensitive like his mother, more bookish than jock. He called his son “the professor” for his reading glasses and fondness for poetry. According to Arthur John’s ex-wife, “He never had much nice to say about Al and was quick to blame him.”

The surviving family maintains Arthur John’s childhood was “very normal.” He teased his sister and younger brother, dressed proper in every way, was clean-cut, and really didn’t stand out. Fellow students remember a bright boy who pissed the teachers off by passing exams without studying. He was smart enough to breeze through primary school, but in secondary school he hit a rebellious streak and resisted anything he was told he “ought” to do. From then on, he went his own way, in and out of the classroom.

The reality of Arthur John’s childhood would prove to be a bit dodgy in that the facts didn’t always match his version of events. He maintained that he was an honors student at an academy for the smartest of the smart. Not true. The academy at Ardrossan was open to everyone, and he never excelled.

“It all started in middle school when his grades started to drop,” said a family member. “He stayed away from home.” A 1983 Canadian Runner article paints a typical picture of young Arthur John. The mix of truth and fiction is all too fine and subtle, a snapshot of his tendency to dramatize his youth and cast himself as the loner:


Howie remembers standing by storm sewers at age nine and breaking into tears as strangers went by. Asked what was wrong, he pointed down through the grates and sobbed that he had lost money given to him by his mother to buy bread. Donations thus solicited, he used the dough to purchase cigarettes.



One person knew an “Alfie” Howie from Saltcoats and talked about bikes, smokes, and girls. He’d never heard of Al or Arthur John and didn’t remember him being athletic in any way, but rather peculiar. Beyond that, he couldn’t recall much, except that he was from a good neighborhood. He made a point of emphasizing that.

Another fellow also knew a fun character called “Alfie.” He laughed as he remembered, “I knew Alfie very well in Saltcoats, Scotland, in our late teens. Used to be out on the town most nights with him and several other regulars, even then, always the eccentric, but great to be with.”

In sports, Arthur John was average and showed little interest. His brother, Ian, was the strong one. But looking back, one classmate remembered the yearly cross-country run. Al came in second “without really trying,” he said. “Alfie couldn’t see what the big deal was; ‘why is everyone breathing so hard?’ ” For Al, the hills were nothing: “Somehow, they didn’t bother him at all.” The next year, he won the same race. No one thought anything of it.

One of his best pals was Gary Jameson from Stevenston. Gary had a Triumph motorbike, and he and Alfie were a sight to be seen, cruising around town. “Do you remember us running around on my Triumph, 62–63, good days—Rolling Stones, the Beatles, booze and fags?” Gary wrote on an old beat-up postcard.

One lady remembers an “Alf Howie” from secondary school. He was a regular at a local hot spot, the Melbourne Cafe. He would send his buddies into the cafe, have them put “He’s in Town” on the jukebox, and then make a grand entrance. “He was a rebel,” she said. “All the teachers hated him because he did so well at exams even though he hardly ever attended class.” He always had a sense for the theatrical, and she was in awe of him. “He had this energy about him. He was a one-off in school, as in life.”

“He was all about the ladies,” said Ian, who remembered saving up a penny collection from his paper route and having one for each year starting in the 1840s. One night, they vanished. Arthur John had taken them and blown them all at the pub.

He only sat for a couple of university exams and never passed. While his brother and sister grew into local professionals, Arthur John journeyed down into England to work, the black sheep of the family, a moniker he would never shake.

Howie worked in factories in Germany and the UK. When there wasn’t work, he picked up stonework skills and did odd jobs, building garden walls and patios. At this time, around 1966, the film Alfie came out, starring Michael Caine. It was a massive hit and the Burt Bacharach title song, with its signature line “What’s it all about, Alfie?” went to the top of the charts and drove Arthur John to drop “Alfie” and “Alf” altogether. “People were constantly asking me, ‘What’s it all about, Alfie?’ ” he told a friend. Out of necessity and the blue-collar environs he was working in, “Al” was born.

He moved on to Manchester and Birmingham before settling in Bournemouth on the coast. He was happiest living near the sea, a way of keeping home with him.

In England, he met a young girl from New York, Arlene Donahue, a.k.a. “Donnie.” Howie was big on nicknames, another pattern of his. Arlene’s parents were originally from Saltcoats but were currently living in the States. She had long, straight, dyed-black hair and liked to have a good time. Like lots of folks in the ’60s, they listened to rock music and relished the idea of being off on their own, where they could drink, smoke grass, and go to bed when they wanted.

Al was 22 and Donnie was 16 when she got pregnant. They had a son, Gabriel—Gabe—and soon married. Al took a job as a bus conductor, wore a funny hat and uniform, and clipped tickets for a living. He wore his hair short and sported a smooth, clean-cut look.

He was the picture of conformity if you didn’t look too closely—a pressed shirt and tie. But his eyes were distant. In one photo, holding his small son, his mind seems somewhere far away—the rebel caged and smoldering. The more society weighed on him, the more he pushed back. His hair inched longer and longer, as did his beard. Finally, his hair grew down to his waist and he sprouted a Fu Manchu mustachio to go with it. Donnie screamed out her frustrations at night and pushed him to work harder each morning, but Howie wouldn’t change.

One characteristic that never changed in Al’s life was his stubbornness. He didn’t want to work. Life wasn’t about that to him; he had left home to do what he wanted. He was a thinker, a dreamer, and life had become a dull rerun of shoulds and shouldn’ts. Where was the heroic life, the life deliberately lived?

Donnie wasn’t the person to balance anyone out. She was just as out of whack. Still a party girl and overly extroverted, she was at odds with Al’s withdrawn nature. He preferred to drink at home or with close friends, was socially awkward with people, and when it came to strangers and parties, he was the ultimate oddball in the crowd. He was chronically misunderstood as being aloof, something that dogged him throughout his running career as well.

Donnie swerved into heavier and heavier drugs, including heroin. In later years, Al admitted to many of his running buddies that he, himself, had been a heroin addict. After four years together they were at each other’s throats, both constantly threatening to leave. “You’d never be able to take care of Gabe!” she would shout. It was ironic that they were once paid by a photographer to pose as “happy Americans,” while they were visiting the Alhambra. “An ideal couple,” the cameraman had said.

They put up a good front, but in 1971, they skipped their yearly vacation to Spain and Al secretly moved Gabe over to his passport. He also applied for a visa to the United States without telling anyone and quit the conductor gig.

Donnie was furious. An eerie picture taken at this time by Al’s brother, Ian, can be read like a Titian painting, full of narrative and foreboding color. Donnie is standing alone atop of the steps in front of the house, tucked halfway behind the entrance. Her head is tilted, and she has a distant look in her eye as if she were the only one in the picture.

In front of her, sitting at the bottom of the steps, is Al, with four-year-old Gabe in his arms, looking away, apparently upset. Al’s hair has grown out to his shoulders and is cut exactly in the fashion of Brian Jones of the Rolling Stones. He is wearing a sleek satin shirt, rolled up at the sleeves above dark blue bell-bottoms. His gaze is fierce, protective, like a lion. His right hand gently holds Gabe’s belly, while his left finger points directly at the camera like a gun, the trigger cocked. It’s 1972.

A month after this photo, Donnie would come home to an empty house. A simple note with scribbly writing said, “Going on holiday.”
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