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This book is dedicated to my father and mother who 
provided love and support through my life, much more than 

I appreciated until I was aged like them; and to my older 
brother and sister who died before their time. I miss them all.

I am forever indebted to the coaches who helped me 
become the meager runner I was and to the many 
coaches I had the good fortune to cross paths with 

over my fifty years in the Greatest Sport.

And to Mike Kuharic from Lyons Township HS who 
provided inspiration for the high school coach in this book.





May 29, 1976

Five laps remained. I stared at the shadows the stadium lights made 
on the track, hypnoti ed by the black and white kaleidoscope blend-
ing from one pattern into another. Circling the track, I made a silent 
plea to the running gods, asking them to resurrect my chances one 
last time, to snatch one last victory from the hand of defeat. But there 
was no response, no glimmer that my dream would be reali ed.

Snippets of years past ashed through my mind like a �lm 
reel as one foot followed the other—holding the 1969 State Cross 
Country Championship trophy overhead, the grin on Cret s face 
when I quali�ed for my �rst NCAA Championship, and holding 
my �rst All-American certi�cate in the 1974 Steeplechase. Each of 
these occasions validated my years of work, joyous moments I would 
never forget, ones which had made my decision to become a runner 
so profound.

But today it was over, the ending of this six-mile no longer a race. 
It was simply a challenge to �nish what I had started so many years 
ago. To show myself and others that I refused to quit, not even in the 
face of my biggest failure.

I berated myself for the hubris of the last eighteen months, the 
cra y dream which had consumed the past nine years of my life: 
running at the 1976 Olympic Trials. Now it was gone. I had no more 
chances. No more races. Like a desperate gambler, I tossed in my 
last chip and lost. It was hard to believe there was no next year or 



another race. My career was over, discarded like an empty bottle in 
the ditch.

I never had illusions of making the Olympic team. I wasn t that 
good, not even on my best day. I didn t have what it took to be in the 
top three at Eugene. I didn t possess that kind of talent.

My dream was straightforward: simply to qualify for the trials 
and maybe sneak in for a top ten �nish. To pull the rabbit out of my 
hat one last time. A �nal accomplishment which would put a nice 
last sentence on the end of a successful running career and to reach 
the goal I set back in 1968.

At three miles, Johnson, Mandera, and Chapa continued to push 
the pace when they heard 14:08, but for some reason I didn t respond. 
Coach Cret meyer yelled at me to join them, but my �re was gone. 
The tank was empty.

By four miles, I tossed in the cards, disgusted with my hand. 
There would be no happy ending. I was as certain of the fact as the 
assurance of pain the moment before a car crash. I wouldn t break 
28:30 and I knew I wasn t going to the 10K Trials in Oregon. The 
truth was as gut-wrenching as the death of my brother in Vietnam.

As I circled the track on the last lap, I stared into the darkness 
beyond the stadium lights, overwhelmed with despair. Tomorrow 
I was going back to Iowa City to end one career and start another. 
What it would entail, I didn t have a clue.

I had a degree but no job prospects. I had gambled everything 
on this throw of the dice and came up snake-eyes. My lease ran out 
in three days, expecting to spend the rest of June in Eugene. I was 
twenty-four-years old and nothing to show for all my work.

I crossed the line and jogged o  the edge of the track, ripped 
o  my Tokyo ‘64s and threw them in the garbage barrel as I walked 
barefoot through the gate. For the �rst time in my life I didn t bother 
with a cooldown. It really wouldn t matter.

I slipped on my ats and crossed the street, sitting on a bench in the 
gloom of Washington Park, staring into the night. My mind went back 
to Chick s wisecrack after the State XC Meet my sophomore year.



November 6, 1999

I had been told many times as a young child that my father had 
been a runner of some acclaim well before the running boom had 
amped up in the mid-70s. He continued to get recognition from time 
to time, humbly acknowledging trite stories and kind praise, his 
demeanor transformed with each encounter as though transported 
back in time.

Yet his successes meant little to me, even less after my parent s 
divorce. They were his stories, not mine. I was content to go my own 
way. Do my own thing.

Although I never ran track, I did inherit his love of sports and 
an instinctual craving for competition. Like him, I was always the 
fastest on my block and the fastest in gym class. And like him, I 
detested losing.

I didn t whine, I didn t make excuses, I didn t complain about 
o cials or lame teammates  I just worked harder and challenged my 
opponent s toughness, proved to them they didn t have what I did. 
Adults told me many times I reminded them of my father, Jim Sr., 
both of us cut from the same cloth, but I just shrugged.

It was probably the reason I pursued soccer. Since I was �ve, I 
had played with a single-mindedness that ama ed even my father, 
though he had little interest in the sport. Each game day I couldn t 
wait to play, driving my parents cra y, as impatient as a three-year-
old opening presents.



Other parents wondered if my father drove me too hard, a typical 
helicopter parent, but he rarely said a word or expressed a thought 
as he watched me play. All my motivation came from within. It was 
something I was born with.

After my freshman year at Grange Township High School, I 
practiced with the soccer club team all summer, Mom driving me 
to tournaments every weekend with my little sister tagging along. 
I was focused on becoming a great soccer player, one who hoped to 
play in college, despite a nagging belief I didn t have the innate skills 
the great ones possessed.

Some of my teammates had far greater talent, had expertise it 
took me months to acquire. Bending the ball around the goalie or 
utili ing a bicycle kick to score, skills that would have eluded me 
without thousands of repetitions. I outplayed opponents by being 
in better shape, utili ing my limited skills for the full sixty minutes. 
I ran them ragged, relying on my superior conditioning when they 
were overwhelmed with fatigue.

That fall we had a great season, winning the Near West Suburban 
Soccer title, putting us in the �rst round of the State Tournament 
against area rival Stagg HS. We had beaten the Chargers 2-0 at their 
place early in the season o  two great shots by Billy Brady and were 
psyched about going up against them at home, convinced we would 
kick their asses.

After that, it was joining the Elite Eight. Everyone on the 
team talked like it was etched in stone. I was pumped up about 
our chances.

I ll never forget walking o  the �eld after the 0-1 loss, feeling a 
combination of disbelief and anger. The upset was stunning. I couldn t 
grasp the reality. With a Stagg goal late in the game, all our dreams 
were squashed. All my work was wasted. The fantasy was gone. I had 
invested so much in a season which was over far too soon. I didn t 



even bother to shower at school. I rode home with Mom as the team 
shu ed to the school bus, neither of us saying a word.

Rarely is any decision based on a single incident, but this game 
changed my life. I was crushed by our loss and the unexpected 
outcome. We all understood success in soccer was about the team 
and a sacri�ce for the common good.

Yet when Stagg double-teamed Brady, our leading scorer, he 
continued to demand the ball, failing to give an assist to wide open 
teammates who could have scored easily. Coach Jones made it clear 
at half-time what needed to be done, but Brady stubbornly refused 
to listen to common sense.

And like that, our season was over.
Acknowledging that a teammate didn t want to sacri�ce his 

ego for a win was something I couldn t comprehend. In my world, 
winning was all that mattered. That he was one of the leading scorers 
in the state meant little to me. If you weren t going to be the one who 
scored, you did everything in your power to make sure a teammate 
did. Anything to help the team win. That s what Dad taught me as 
a youngster and that s what I continued to believe as I grew.

The loss forced me to reevaluate my teammates. Our upperclass-
men were far too self-absorbed, prioriti ing parties over practices, 
self-centeredness over self-sacri�ce. It was disgusting to watch. As the 
only sophomore on the varsity team, I didn t feel it was my position to 
challenge them, but it certainly made me question their dedication. I 
was disgusted with our loss in the �rst round, the seniors laughingly 
describing it as a chance to start the partying sooner.

My running continued after the season was over, some of it simply 
to assuage my anger, included into my daily routine with next year 
in mind. But if truth be told, my teammates had broken my heart. I 
trusted them, and they let me down. I continued my running, telling 
the team I wanted to improve my conditioning for soccer, but that 
wasn t the truth. I was afraid to let them know the real reason. I was 
almost afraid to admit it to myself.



I didn t tell the track coach or even Mom of my decision: I would 
be going out for track the coming spring. There would be no club 
soccer like all the years before. Last season had pissed me o  like no 
other. The �nish convinced me another year of soccer would only be 
another year of frustration.

I laid my cards on the table and examined them closely. Never 
again would I allow teammates with bad attitudes determine my 
success. It was going to be my decision, my hard work that deter-
mined my outcome.



September 5, 1967

The �rst time I ran the 600-yard for President Kennedy s National 
Fitness Test in seventh grade gym class, I beat everyone. A few took 
o  like they were going to set the world record, but I caught them 
before we had completed a lap. It felt good to open my stride and pull 
around them with little resistance and push myself to the �nish.

When I crossed the line, I turned to look for the others, surprised 
to see how far they trailed behind. It was astounding. The �rst thing 
I had ever done well. I never thought of myself as good athlete, the 
best description as determined or tenacious, but mostly a teen with 
not much talent. I didn t know if my 600 time was good, bad, or 
whether the best athletes in my class had ran any faster, but I did have 
an inkling running was something I should continue to pursue.

All my life our family had been active. When Mom said run to 
the grocery store, she literally meant run to the grocery store. Swim 
lessons at the city pool entailed riding bikes three miles to get there 
and three miles back. Playing baseball included walking or biking 
two miles over to Creekside Park so we could play on a real �eld. 
We didn t know what the word aerobic work meant, but you would 
have seen us practice it every day.

Being the fastest was not a thing that I had thought much about. 
I didn t have to invest a lot to be good. It was just a matter of getting 
out in front of the others and pushing to go even faster.

Though my older brother never cared much about competition, 
Dad never let me o  easy in sports, more than happy to beat me if 



I wasn t good enough to win. The fact that we were eight, ten, or 
twelve didn t matter one bit.

If I won, it was because I deserved it, not because he had let me 
beat him. I still remember racing him on bikes to City Park when I 
was eleven, pulling away the last quarter mile, unable to suppress 
the smile as he rolled up to the agpole 100 yards behind me.

I had a paper route since I was in �fth grade. I got up at 5:45 every 
morning to deliver sixty-two papers through snow, rain, and heat, 
teaching me the importance of diligence from a young age. There 
was never a question of whether the weather would be so bad that 
I wouldn t have to deliver. The stack of newspapers always showed 
up on the driveway. I always had to get out the door. When I became 
a runner, it was easy to decide if harsh weather meant I should take 
the day o . Nope. There was never a day bad enough.

“99 percent of success is hard work.” Dad smiled. “No one can 
do it for you, so make up your mind to put in the time and e ort to 
succeed. Never quit ”

I still tried all the popular sports in Junior High: football in 
seventh grade (too skinny , basketball in eighth grade (too uncoor-
dinated  and baseball in ninth grade (couldn t hit , so I decided to try 
a new sport my sophomore year when I began classes at East High.

I showed up at the initial cross country meeting after school and 
saw my �rst period gym teacher was the coach. On my list of classes, 
it said Mr. Forwald, but in his �rst sentence to us he said we were to 
call him “Chick.” All the sophomores snickered.

I scanned the cluster of outcasts in the gym, most obviously too 
small or too skinny to be on the football team, listening to the bois-
terous conversations from the juniors and seniors in the front row 
as I quietly found a spot up high in the bleachers. On the far side I 
saw Kevin McBryant, his newly shorn crewcut showing o  the scar 
on the back of his skull where he walked into a baseball bat.

I plopped down beside Kevin and nudged him, surveying the 
faces in front. Clad in a white short-sleeved polo and white pants, 



Chick ambled out from the locker room and scanned the rag-tag 
group, looking over the faces of newcomers in the bleachers.

He cleared his throat. “I know some of you are here because you 
want to be in shape for basketball tryouts on October 15, but I also 
know some of you are here because you re serious about running.” 
He paused and tossed a stack of papers on the chair in front of the 
team. “We will meet at 3:15 p.m. tomorrow and begin with a mile 
time trial to see what kind of shape you are in. Show up dressed 
and ready to go. Grab a medical form to take home to your parents. 
We re done. Have it back by the end of the week.”

That was it  I had expected some Knute Rockne speech. Rah, 
rah, do it for the team.

I walked out the front door of the gym alongside Kevin, talking 
about classes, wondering if I had made a mistake joining the team. 
The coach didn t impress me. It didn t even seem like he was very 
enthused about the sport. All I saw was an old man corralled into 
being our coach, investing as little as possible for bigger paycheck.

Oh well, maybe cross country would lead to better things. An 
East High letter jacket  A girlfriend  I needed something. I was tired 
of being a dork.

The next day, the sophomores stood outside the gym doors, clus-
tered like a bunch of turkeys before the slaughter. I was no exception. 
I wore billowing red gym shorts that made my legs look like pale 
pencils, a white T-shirt that did the same for my chest, and a black 
pair of low-cut Converse All-Stars.

I stood beside Kevin McBryant, listening to Chick explain today s 
workout. I already knew Kevin wasn t going to be any good. He was 
our neighborhood klut , the one who always got picked last on every 
team. The one who never �t in. At our Saturday morning Catechism 
classes, he recited the “Hail Mary” when everyone else was saying 
the “Our Father.” I stood next to him out of pity, and maybe because 
I was afraid no one would stand next to me.



“All you sophomores over here.” Chick pulled a black magic 
marker from his back pocket. “I want all of you to line up, and I ll 
write your name on the back of your shirt, so I know who you are.”

We stood in a short line, approaching Chick in single steps like a 
bride walking up the aisle, turning our backs to him and wrapping 
arms around narrow bodies in a hug so he had a at surface to write 
the name. Like the solvent in mimeograph copies, everyone inhaled 
the fumes as we shu ed back, like they were trying to get high o  
the scent.

“OK you knuckleheads, I want you to do a two-lap warmup 
around the grounds and we ll get going. Captains,” he pointed at 
two seniors, “show them the course.”

The sophomores just stood there as the upper class athletes shuf-
ed towards the tennis courts and broke into a trot. Kevin and I 

trailed behind, lost in the swarm.
Probably eight or nine of us were rookies. A pathetic turnout. 

The small number meant this was either a very unpopular sport or 
much tougher than I imagined. Neither answer was appealing.

Down the hill along the south side of the football �eld, the swarm 
began to separate as we ran up the hill along First Avenue.

 Kevin was having a tough time staying up with me even 
though we had barely gone half a mile. For some reason I always 
had patience with him, my fragile ego �nding solace in someone 
stepped on just as often. He could be so aggravating at times, but I 
overlooked his shortcomings, knowing how tenuous the ties of being 
a part of the “cool group” could be. Everyone made fun of his lack of 
coordination, and especially the goofy smile, but he always showed 
up and gave it his best, even if it wasn t much.

The captains led the team as we circled the �eld, making a U-turn 
at the south entrance, north along the practice �elds, then towards 
the baseball diamond, around the out�eld fence and back to the 
gymnasium. One mile.

It must have taken ten minutes. I felt like I was dragging Kevin 
through the �rst loop, positive we had to be the last ones, but as 



we ran around the out�eld fence there must have been �ve to six 
sophomores and even a few juniors behind us. And not just a little 
bit behind. A quarter mile would be accurate.

As we started the second loop, Kevin began walking and 
motioned for me to continue the last circuit on my own. With little 
e ort, I accelerated and passed a bunch of stragglers, catching up with 
the captains before they completed the second loop. We stretched 
while the remainder of runners, most of them staggering in as though 
they were survivors of Donner s Pass arrived at the tennis courts. It 
was clear half of the rookies wouldn t even make it to the time trial. 
Kevin would probably be one.

Chick stood in front of us, a stopwatch hanging on a shoestring 
around his neck, his receding white hair even more stark against a 
sunburned face. Some of the guys took o  their shirts because it was 
so hot, but I was too embarrassed to take o  mine. My chest was as at 
as a ten-year-old girl. Some changed into spikes. I didn t have any.

“OK. All you knuckleheads come over here. We re going to line 
up even with the edge of the tennis courts. Sophomores in back. 
Juniors and seniors,” he pointed, “take your shirts o . Sophomores 
keep your shirts on so I can identify you. We ll see how fast all of 
you can run the mile loop.”

That was it. No “good luck” or “pace yourself.” The rest of the 
upper class athletes tossed their shirts over by the fence and lined 
up. Six white shirts stood beside me as we waited for one junior to 
tie his shoes.

A whistle and we were o . I was almost knocked down at the 
start. The group took o  like Chick had said there was free food. 
We ew down the �rst small hill and through the spectator gate of 
the football �eld at a breakneck pace. I noticed there were only two 
behind me as we turned and raced up the First Avenue hill.

We had whittled down to eighteen or nineteen candidates after 
the two-mile warmup, most of the holdouts with a variety of ailments 
that sounded very suspicious. I chased after the lead pack like I was 



running down the last bus of the day, astounded by how quickly 
they had started.

At the top of the gentle slope along First Avenue, a few shirtless 
runners but mostly those in shirts slowed dramatically, their foolish 
initial e orts coming at too high a price. I caught another group of 
four on the north side of the football �eld by the agpole and three 
more in single �le as I passed behind the press box, the sound of 
their spikes scraping on the cement as obnoxious as �ngernails on 
a chalkboard.

A quartet of shirtless runners glanced over at me through the 
six-foot chain link fence as the leaders made the U-turn out of the 
stadium and stormed in the opposite direction. I made the same turn 
ten to twelve seconds later, looking down the long straight for white 
t-shirts ahead. There were none. Only skins.

I charged down the chalk sideline of the practice football �elds 
after the second group of three, closing the forty-yard gap with every 
step. As we made a left turn around the small backstop, I reduced 
their lead to ten yards, and then �ve before I went up the small 
hill towards the baseball diamond. Joining the second pack as we 
passed the dugout, one of the juniors gave me a quick glance as I 
pulled alongside.

The e ort to catch them just about killed me, but I did, easing 
back on the throttle just a bit, hoping to regather some of my courage 
before I ran them down the last straight.

It would prove to be a mistake. My estimate of a superior speed 
was vastly overrated. We passed the right �eld foul pole and the 
sprint was on. I pumped my arms hard, feeling a bit like a novice 
race walker, yet certain my stupendous e ort would catch the group 
o -guard. My kick turned out to be no better than theirs. In fact, a 
junior pulled beside me in the last twenty-�ve yards and I crossed 
the imaginary line at Chick s body three steps behind him.

Damn. That hurt. With my hands on my knees, I glanced side-
ways as the rest of the team came in. No one said a word, although I 



noticed two seniors pointing at me as I stood waiting for Kevin. He 
was nowhere to be seen as I scanned the course.

I walked over to get a drink from the fountain and rejoined the 
team, bodies littered on the ground like ripe apples o  a tree. Kevin 
�nished and dropped to the ground like he d passed out.

I walked over and pulled him to his feet as Chick shouted, “OK 
guys, over here.” Chick waited for the rest to struggle to their feet. 
“I got times for each of you. I ll read them in order. Dave Eastman, 
Jack Wilson, Jim Fomby 4:38, Roger Marque  4:43, Steve Wilkinson 
4:52, Matt O Hara 4:58, Tim Kennedy 5:03, Jim Gatens 5:04...”

I didn t hear anything after he said Gatens. I didn t even hear him 
mention I was the �rst sophomore to �nish. All I heard was Chick say 
5:04, the benchmark I would use the rest of my high school career.

Kevin and I walked home after a half-mile cooldown and a long 
shower, both of us excited about the �rst meet a week from Thursday. 
From a tree up ahead I could hear the distinctive paired notes of a 
male oriole as we shu ed down the school sidewalk, Kevin excit-
edly talking about Father Tiernan asking him to be an altar boy 
at St. Mary s, an obligation that was lower on my list than getting 
wisdom teeth pulled.

Ever since his father died two years ago, Kevin was at a loss for 
a male �gure in his life. He gushed about the games, movie nights, 
and the overnight retreats as we walked up his driveway.

After the time trial, Chick mentioned we should be including 
three-mile runs Monday, Wednesday, and Friday mornings before 
school to get in extra work.

The next morning at 6:45 a.m. I walked through the backyard and 
slipped through the missing slat in the fence behind Kevin s house. 
I knocked on their back door, and the two of us trudged up the hill 
towards school with the scent of burning trash hanging in the air.

In the distance, I could hear strains of the Little Hawk marching 
band playing, the volume oating in and out like a distant AM radio 
station, barely able to distinguish the tune. Eventually I could make 
out, “Can t Buy Me Love” as we ran across the parking lot and up the 



hill. We did three loops of the time trial course, more tired of hearing 
the Beatles tune for the sixth time than we were of the running and 
headed back home for breakfast and a shower.

“How fast did you run ” Dad had the transistor radio tuned to 
KXIC for the morning news.

“You got me. I ran with Kevin McBryant, so probably not 
very quick.”

Dad s “Oh” indicated he reali ed what a slowpoke Kevin was.
“I guess we went about thirty minutes. I didn t check the clock 

before I left. Where s the cereal ”
Mom pulled the boxes of Quisp, Fruit Loops, Wheaties, Frosted 

Flakes, Sugar Smacks and Raisin Bran (yuk  from the cupboard like 
she was holding an accordion as Don headed out the door for classes 
at the university.

“See you,” Mom called after him. “Have a good day.”
The rest of us just mumbled. Bill sat on the far side of the table 

with his chin balanced on a �sted hand, scooping a spoonful of 
Frosted Flakes into his mouth, eyes closed as though he was still 
asleep. Susie traced a line through the ma e on the back of the cereal 
box with a pencil while Mom poured the second can of water in with 
the concentrated orange juice.

She looked up as she stirred. “So. When is your �rst meet ”
Swallowing a mouthful, I replied. “Chick said we run in a dual 

against Cedar Rapids Je erson on Thursday at home.”
“Let me know how many people you beat.”
She played basketball in high school (they wore knee-length skirts 

back then  and still impressed me with how easily she could sink a 
free throw, but it was clear she didn t know much about running. In 
her opinion, if there wasn t a ball or a scoreboard, it wasn t a sport. She 
never understood whether it was a sub-5:00 pace or a sub-6:00 minute 
pace I was shooting for, although maybe she was pulling my leg.

Regardless, Mom was competitive, whether at Bridge Club, ping 
pong, or racing in the paddleboats on the lake. Like Dad, she had 
always made a point to challenge us and refused to let anyone win 



unless we had earned it. I cried many times when I lost, but her 
response was always the same – work harder.

The sophomores were in the �rst race Thursday afternoon. I was 
excited to get the season started, but nervous about my chances, 
afraid I would get my butt kicked. The sun cast narrow shadows o  
our bodies as seven of us toed the chalk line in the grass. Fall was 
just around the corner even though today was warm, temperatures 
hovering around eighty degrees.

Glancing down the line with our backs near the fence, you would 
be hard pressed to �nd a bigger group of mis�ts. Most of the East 
High sophomores were rail thin, wearing uniforms that appeared 
to be twenty-years-old, faded and a si e too big. A spectator would 
have guessed our school colors were washed-out red and dirty white, 
as though the uniforms were picked up at some garage sale. One of 
the smaller sophomores had to tie a shoestring on the back straps of 
the singlet to keep the jersey from falling o  his narrow shoulders.

Standing at the line, I looked like a stork in a pair of boxing trunks. 
Almost six-feet tall and 128 pounds, Dad used to joke he couldn t 
see me if I stood sideways. My legs were as wide at the calf as at the 
thigh with a matching pair of arms thrown in. I was self-conscious 
about my body, performing hundreds of push-ups daily in hopes of 
�lling out my chest, but nothing seemed to help.

I glanced across at the pale blue uniforms on the Jefferson 
J-Hawks, guessing they were brand new. Though we were all the 
same age, their team seemed to possess a con�dence that had eluded 
me so far in life. It was con�dence that my cousin from California 
exuded when he visited with his store-bought skateboard, and an 
aura of cool that followed him everywhere.

The CR Je erson team had legs with more power, chests far bigger 
than their waists, sideburns to the bottom of the earlobe, and faces 
clear of its. I was intimidated before we even began.



As we waited for Chick to �re the starting pistol, East High cheer-
leaders shook their pom-poms and shouted encouragement, “Go 
Little Hawks” and “Crush the J-Hawks.”

I stared at the trio, too nervous to be horny. They caught my 
attention, but I knew I didn t catch theirs. They weren t cheering for 
me. In my head maybe, but the truth was I was just another dork 
standing at the starting line. I had as much chance of dating one of 
them as I did being named Valedictorian.

Chick raised the pistol. “Runners set ”
I leaned forward and the gun went o , seven Little Hawks and 

ten J-Hawks shooting across the practice �eld on the 1½-mile race. We 
blended into one group as though magnetically attracted, morphing 
from a hori ontal line into a misshapen oval, a mixture of light blue 
with red and white in a mishmash of color.

Our team meekly followed the J-Hawks, uncertain what to expect 
as we raced down the �rst straight. The lead group made a left turn 
and climbed the only hill on the course, the pack transforming into 
a long, thin line, pulled apart like a string of ta y. I stuck on the 
back of the top six Je erson runners with ease, curious to see what 
they did.

I couldn t understand why the pace seemed so slow, certain I d 
ran faster in practice. When their group began to split, I stuck with 
the �rst three J-Hawks who passed the mile at 5:19.

Why was no one pushing the tempo  Glancing over towards the 
Cedar Rapids team, I made my decision. Time to go. At the far goal 
post on the practice �eld, I leaned into the turn and picked up the 
pace, easily pulling away.

Not one of the Je erson runners had any response. I was shocked. 
At every turn I continued to check behind, refusing to believe it was 
that simple. I crossed the �nish line �fty yards in front of the next 
runner with a 7:45 for the mile and a half.

Before the race I thought I d be lucky to be in the top �ve. I 
just won.



I was so excited that I had goosebumps on my arms as I turned 
towards the �nish line to cheer on my teammates, watching as they 
raced into the chute one-by-one like they were entering a revolving 
door. Our varsity squad jogged by as the last Je erson �nisher crossed 
the line, spikes draped around each neck like a priest s stole.

Should I get some spikes? They looked so cool.
I stared at Dave Eastman as he pulled o  his ats, wondering 

if I could ever be as good as him. Just then he looked up, raised a 
�sted hand and smiled. I turned to look behind. There was no one 
there. I turned back to him. He pointed at me and nodded, giving 
me a thumbs up.

Chick pulled us together after the last sophomore crossed 
the line.

“Great job fellas  That was a nice way to start the season. They 
beat us 14-22 but we ll get better. Don t worry. Now do a cool down 
twice around the course.”

We started to walk away. “Oh, and don t forget to take your salt 
tablets. It s hot out here today. You all sweated a lot.”

As I turned to join the team, Chick tapped me on the shoulder. 
“Nice job Jim.”

I couldn t hold back the smile.

Kevin and I went to the football game against Cedar Rapids 
Kennedy that Friday night. We sat o  to the side in the stands away 
from the main crowd of supporters. My other neighborhood friends 
were on the football team and absorbed cheers from the adoring 
crowd, so I was glad to at least have Kevin by my side. As inconse-
quential as his presence may have seemed, it was better than being 
the loser who sat alone.

We stared wantonly at the shapely cheerleaders as they went 
through the mechanical routines, asking the crowd to, “make some 



noise,” hoping to create enthusiasm I didn t feel. They never glanced 
our way.

At halftime it was fun to point out mistakes made by the march-
ing band: trombone players running into each other, a drummer 
pivoting in the wrong direction, o -key notes from the horn section 
that made me cringe. Kevin and I had watched them on many of 
our mornings runs, so it seemed permissible to make some snide 
remark about this week s show. We walked back home across the 
baseball diamond after the game, wondering what it would be like 
to date a cheerleader, watching for hoods lurking in the darkness of 
the school grounds.

In early October I was still undefeated in sophomore races, even 
at the big weekend meets in Davenport and Cedar Rapids. I was 
beginning to develop some con�dence in my ability, expecting to 
be up front every race. It was about the only thing I expected to do 
well. But I still couldn t escape the nagging feeling even this would 
collapse like a house of cards.

I was thrilled to see my name in the Little Hawk News, but senior 
Dave Eastman was getting the headlines, even though it was a small 
story at the bottom of the back page. He continued to acknowledge 
my victories after meets, even pointing at my new Avanti spikes 
with a thumbs up.

Tuesday, we had our last dual meet of the season against CR 
Washington. This was the one Chick had talked about all year: a race 
against the top team in our area. The Warrior varsity and sophomore 
teams were expected to dominate the Mississippi Valley Conference 
this fall, just as they had done for the past three years. Their varsity 
had a great tradition, winning eight of the previous ten years, second 
the other two seasons and undefeated this year.

I won the sophomore race against the CR Washington team, lead-
ing from start to �nish and winning by over �fteen seconds. It was 



at terrain, so I felt comfortable running 5:05 for the �rst mile and 
picking up the tempo the last half mile. My sophomore teammates 
ran the best race of the year and we won, �nishing �rst-second-
sixth-ninth to best last year s conference champions by one point.

We had come a long way as a team. The �rst meet, we ran like a 
bunch of school kids, timid and nervous, but today we demonstrated 
dedication and the hard work paid o .

Kevin was our sixth man, one of the pushers for the �rst time 
this year and turned in his best 1½-mile time. He crossed the line 
with a huge smile on his face.

He slapped my hand at the back of the chute, displaying a con�-
dence I had rarely seen from him. As we began the team cooldown, 
he began singing “Popeye the Sailor Man” in a voice that hadn t yet 
gone through puberty. Everyone laughed as Kevin turned towards 
us after the last note, his face awash in a goofy smile.

“Jim. Why don t you join us on the long run today ” Dave looked 
over his shoulder as we exited the gym door on Monday.

I was shocked. He had a smile that lit up his face, wavy hair 
covering the top of his ears with sideburns that were even longer, 
and a beaded leather necklace that exuded cool. Dave was every-
thing I wanted to be: talented and self-assured with an aloofness 
that girls loved.

Usually the sophomores and JV s did their Monday run as a 
group, and the varsity went their own way. I couldn t get over that 
he wanted me to join them. This was like the Homecoming Queen 
asking me out on a date.

“Sure,” I replied timidly. I turned to the sophomores and gave 
them a shrug.

Dave turned to the varsity. “Let s do the Sea cup route.”
He smirked at Fomby. Jack Wilson laughed. “My favorite loop.”
Fomby frowned but said nothing. He typically had a retort for 

everything. Something was up. There was always some smart-ass 
reply, his charm so e ective he could sell snake oil. Today he was 
meek as a mouse.



I followed behind, uncertain about which route they meant. We 
headed o  across the parking lot, turned right on Court Street and 
down the hill into the distance. I followed at the rear, listening to the 
jokes and easy banter, conscious of my presence in this elite group.

Fomby �nally found his voice. “Do we have to go by her house ”
I didn t have a clue what he was talking about. We turned right 

on 1st Avenue and the guys pointed at a small white home on the 
corner with a clothesline to the side. Everyone but Fomby laughed 
like they were in junior high.

Dave made a sudden dash across the street. Everyone followed 
except Fomby, a scowl plastered on his face. Dave turned and yelled 
over his shoulder in a falsetto voice, “See you Grace ”

There was a lull in the conversation as we headed north on 
Keokuk Street. This was one weird route. Conversation slowed as 
we pushed up the hill on Kirkwood Avenue.

“I m curious,” I started timidly, afraid no one wanted to hear me 
speak. But I had to know. “How did you get the two Washington guys 
to chase after you last Thursday  I mean, they could have ignored the 
surges and stuck together. I couldn t believe how stupid they were.”

Jack turned around with a big grin on his face. “Dave, you 
tell him.”

“After we passed the mile split, I ran at Rush s side, you know, 
the Washington captain, and looked over and called him a pussy.” 
Dave spit and laughed. “I said he didn t have the balls to catch me. 
Then Jack and I took o  on the �rst surge. I was staring back at him 
the whole way.”

“I wondered. I couldn t �gure out why you kept looking back.” 
Jack cut in.

“So, when he didn t respond we slowed down until we were 
beside him again. Dave was staring at Rush the whole time. You 
could see how pissed he was.”

Dave continued. “Then I called him out. I said, ‘See Rush, you are 
a pussy. I knew you didn t have the balls.  Then I nodded at Jack and 
we surged again.” Jack slapped Dave on the shoulder and snickered.



“So then Rush shouts at Dave, ‘Fuck you  and chases after us. 
Rill, his teammate, followed. He didn t know what to do. Anyway, 
we just kept toying with them the last mile, slowing down and yell-
ing ‘pussy  whenever he got close. Dave and I smoked him the last 
straight, carrying out Chick s plan to a T.” Jack slapped Dave s hand 
and they both laughed. “But don t tell Chick.”

We got through the eight miles and were back at the school before 
I reali ed it. As we headed into the gym, Dave turned to me. “You 
going to meet us Sunday for the run ”

“Yeah, sure where do you meet  What time ”
“In front of the school at the Statue of Liberty, 8:00 a.m.”
The seniors asked me to run with them on the weekend. Cool.
Though mention of the statue brought back bad memories. Three 

hoods who had cornered us last summer at the Red  White Carnival.
Rodney Chambers, Kevin McBride and I had been walking 

around the fair, taking in all the sights and sounds on a late summer 
evening in mid-May: the bright lights, pretty girls, and rides we 
planned to try—the Octopus, Cups and Saucers. As we traipsed 
around the grounds making stupid comments to each other, our 
thoughts were on anything but a group of hoods watching us from 
across the festival. We were unaware we were being separated from 
the herd like a pack of wolves looking for their next meal.

As we stared at the ri e range targets near the edge of the festi-
val, they half pushed, half intimidated us towards the back of the 
tents away from the crowd. The hair stood up on the back of my 
neck. Fuck. I was scared shitless. We stood in the dark shadows of 
the carnival, huddled in a tight cluster for protection, shaking in our 
shoes. We were going to get the crap beat out of us. It took all my 
courage not to cry.

I can still hear the nasal voice and see his weasel eyes. The oldest, 
Bowenkamp, sneered and pointed. “You can either get the shit kicked 
out of you or you can run down to the statue and give her a big kiss 
on the mouth, then come back with a quarter for each of us. What s it 



gonna be ” He held up his �st. “Either way you better decide quick.” 
He smiled at our discomfort.

I was gone before he said another word. Rodney and Kevin took 
o  right behind, afraid they d get left to more abuse if they didn t get 
started. They watched us jump up and kiss the statue, illuminated by 
the lone spotlight, then sprint back up the hill towards the threesome. 
I was the �rst back, pulling the quarter out of my pocket as I ran.

Bowenkamp s palms hit my chest like a cannonball, and I slammed 
into the ground like a fallen plank, gasping for air. It happened so 
quickly I couldn t �gure out how I d ended at on the grass. His part-
ners did the same to Rodney and Kevin. I cowered on the ground, 
afraid to move, afraid there was more to come, expecting he would 
kick me with his boots. I dreaded looking at them, scared a knife 
would be displayed if I did.

Bowenkamp glared at us. “If I see any of you here tomorrow 
afternoon, we won t be so nice.”

He glared especially hard at me. They picked up the quarters o  
the ground and walked away laughing, leaving us to wallow in our 
shame. We stayed on the ground until they slid through the tents 
and were out of sight.

I stood up and dusted myself o , afraid to look at Rodney or 
Kevin. No one said a word. I checked left and right to see if anyone 
had noticed what had happened, embarrassed by my cowardice. As 
if on cue, Rodney turned towards his house on Court Street as Kevin 
and I headed down Morningside Drive towards home.

I kept checking over my shoulder the entire way. The terror in 
my gut is still there any time the statue is mentioned, the same pallid 
feeling as that unforgettable day.

I could feel fall in the air with the low sun and the cooler tempera-
tures, but despite it being in the mid-�fties, I knew the brisk air 
was what I was going to need to get through this Sunday run. The 



maples were changing their colors to reds and yellows, the oaks 
already brown as we headed west on College Street, the group of 
seven cresting the hill at Summit Street for a destination unknown.

As we neared downtown, I could feel the pace picking up slightly, 
probably under seven minutes per mile. It was easy  we were loos-
ening up and the faster tempo felt natural. Jack turned left at Gilbert 
Street and we headed south. It was the Quarry Run. I d never gone ten 
miles in my life, and certainly not at a sub-seven pace. Whoa doggie.

As we went down Gilbert Street with a slight wind at our back, 
Jack broke the silence. “Did you guys hear about the protestors who 
stormed the Pentagon yesterday ” Jack s brother had taken o  for 
Canada a year ago to avoid the draft. “On the news last night, they 
said there were 50,000 people at the rally. More than 500 got arrested. 
They had footage and you could see that it was cra y.”

“Right on.” Dave nodded. “I m with the protesters. Nixon has 
no business putting troops in southeast Asia. I can t see why he s 
sacri�cing Americans for such a stupid cause. It s pointless.” Dave 
shook his head and then resumed. “You guys know Je  Johnson, 
don t you  He s a senior on the football team. Well, his older brother 
Steve, was killed there last summer. I knew him. He was on the cross 
country team two years ago. I used to run with him every day. Now 
he s dead. It really freaks me out.”

We continued south on Gilbert and contemplated what Dave said. 
Vietnam was rapidly becoming a part of everyone s life.

It was quiet for the next two blocks. We caught the light and 
crossed Highway 6 heading out towards the old stone quarry. The 
pace was 6:45. With each step out, we were adding to the distance 
back. We went out this way to visit our cousins, so I knew exactly 
where we were. Stopping at County Road E. �ve miles into the run 
we did an about-face and paused to catch our breath. We turned and 
headed back into town.

The �rst few steps were di cult to get back on the 6:45 pace, but 
within seconds I was �ne. Our group of seven ran on the shoulder 
of the asphalt road facing into tra c, keeping a wary eye for an 



aggressive farm dog or pesky red-winged black birds. The aroma of 
manure drifted in and out as we slid by row after row of yellowed 
corn stalks.

The tempo crept up ever so slightly, probably close to a 6:30 pace. 
I could take it, but I also knew the three �fty-yard rises, which had 
seemed so easy going out, were going to seem like three mountains 
on the way back. Conversation ceased except the occasional banter 
between Dave and Jack as they recounted Saturday s race.

Going into the �rst hill, Marque  and the three seniors main-
tained the same speed despite the climb. I held my position in the 
trailing group of three as we crested the �rst small hill, telltale signs 
in my breathing making it clear that the worst was ahead. The down-
hill helped me recover, but in a quarter of a mile we would be at hill 
number two.

I took the �rst steps up the incline and my heavy breathing imme-
diately resumed, the four up front pulling away as I struggled to stay 
with Matt O Hara and Steve Wilkinson. Inches at a time the pair 
separated themselves from my best e ort, opening a thirty-yard gap 
before I had reached the top. I had no response as we ran down the 
hill, fatigue stealing my courage with every step. I knew I couldn t 
keep it up much longer.

Two-thirds of the way up the last hill I hit my breaking point. It 
was over. I was gassed. I didn t have the strength to �ght it anymore. 
As I staggered to the top and glanced down the last hill, I caught Dave 
turning to look over his shoulder, curious as to how far the rest of 
the team lagged. I had nothing left. Even the downhill didn t seem 
to help. A bottle rocket with no gunpowder. Two miles from home 
and I didn t know how I was going to make it back.

If I broke twenty minutes the last two miles I would have been 
surprised. I was running on fumes. Even the gentle rise towards the 
school was more than I could handle. When I got back to the Statue 
of Liberty I wanted to collapse on the ground, but pride wouldn t let 
me. I was embarrassed to run so poorly the �rst time I joined them.



Maybe I wasn t as good as I thought. I slowed to a stop and stared 
at the ground.

“How was it ” Dave waved to Jack as he headed for home. I 
glanced up, uncertain if he was talking to me.

“I got my butt kicked.” My eyes dropped back to the ground. “I 
thought I was ready, but I guess not.”

“Don t be so hard on yourself. It s happened to all of us at one 
time. Keep putting in work like you did today and it will pay o .”

I turned to walk home, but Dave stopped me. “Jim. I can tell 
you re discouraged. Don t worry about it. You re going to be a factor 
on the team before the season is over. I promise. Hang in there.”

“Thanks.”
I stared at the sidewalk, dissatis�ed with my e ort, afraid they 

would never ask me back. It was humbling to go from the best 
sophomore to the worst varsity runner. As I shu ed down College 
Street, I replayed the words Dave said: “You re going to be a factor 
on the team.”

He would never know how much his kind words meant after 
such a lackluster run. I was discouraged, although maybe even more 
tired. I smelled burning leaves from somewhere in the neighborhood. 
With his faith in me and a little patience, I was convinced I could be 
a good runner. Time would tell.

Every Thursday we had a short team meeting after the workout 
to go over the meet ahead - the type of course, the competition we 
would face, and the team strategy we would use. Typically, Chick 
would talk with the sophomore squad �rst, then let us head into the 
weight room for pull-ups and sit-ups while he talked to the junior 
varsity and varsity teams.

Today he had the JV and varsity go �rst. I started to walk away 
with the rest of the sophomores, but he caught my attention. “Gatens, 
stay around for a second.”



He turned to the team. “OK, quiet down and listen up. We head 
up to Ellis Park on Saturday morning for the MVC Meet. The school 
bus will leave at 8:00 a.m., so if you re late, you re not running.” He 
stared at O Hara. “Sophomore race at ten, JV race at ten-thirty, and 
varsity at eleven. You ve all run Ellis Park a million times, so you 
know the course.”

Chick scanned the JV squad. “Steve and Mark Miller, Chambers, 
Phillips, Wilkinson, and Kennedy will be running the JV race. I want 
all of you to go through the �rst mile as a pack, right around 5:10, 
then Wilkinson and Phillips work together and move up to the front 
of the race. I expect a team score of under twenty-�ve points or there 
will be a �ve-mile run for you guys after the meet.” Chick glared at 
the JV team. “Do I make myself clear ”

Everyone nodded. Then he turned towards the varsity team. 
“The varsity ”

At that moment, it hit me. I had expected him to call my name 
for the JV team. Even though I had never run head-to-head with any 
of the junior varsity runners in a meet, I had run far faster times in 
meets and practices than the Miller twins (who I could not tell apart , 
Wilkinson, Kennedy, Chambers, and Phillips.

That s why Chick asked me to stay around. I wasn t running the 
sophomore race. I was running varsity

“ will be using a di erent strategy. I want Dave and Jack to take 
the lead from the gun, pull Schult  from Je erson and Mohr from 
Dubuque and the entire Washington team through half mile at 2:24. 
At the mile I want you two to trade thirty-yard surges—Wilson you 
�rst, then Eastman. See if you can break them down. You know, like 
you did last time.”

Dave and Jack looked at each other and smiled. Chick continued. 
“I want the rest of our pack, Fomby, Marque , O Hara, and Gatens,” 
he nodded at me, “steady as she goes from start to �nish—5:10 pace 
the whole way with Fomby leading this group.” I nodded as he spoke, 
absorbing every word. “None of you guys are strong enough to mix 
paces, so if you can keep the tempo even, we will be in decent shape. 



See if Washington s top four go after our two hares and then you 
three will catch as many as you can the last half mile. If you stick 
with the plan, we can pull o  an upset.” Chick rubbed his hands 
together and smiled. “Okay, get a shower.”

And just like that, we won. East High thirty-seven, Washington 
thirty-nine. Fomby passed Wash s number four and Marque  their 
number �ve runner on the last straight as the Warriors struggled into 
the �nish. If Fomby hadn t caught them, Washington would have 
won 37-39. But the strategy worked, and we were MVC Champions

It didn t matter that I had given up a shot at the sophomore title 
to �nish nineteenth in varsity competition. I didn t care that Ray 
Clancy got the medal. I was the only sophomore in the varsity race  
The experience was worth the sacri�ce.

Eight weeks ago, I ran my �rst cross country race. Now I was a 
member of the Mississippi Valley Conference Championship team. 
It was so cool to stand up on the riser and hold the team trophy. To 
be in the team picture. To stare at my face on the back page of the 
Little Hawk: Jim Gatens—sophomore. I wouldn t have dreamt such 
a scenario even a week ago.

Chick chose me to run at the State Meet, happy with my perfor-
mance at conference. I was excited to travel with the team in the 
station wagon, even though it was tight quarters for me. O Hara and 
Marque  were in the front bench seat, three seniors in the middle, 
and me, the rookie, sat sideways in the rear storage area of the station 
wagon. I was so glad to be a part of the group that I really didn t 
mind the uncomfortable position for the seventy-�ve-minute drive.

Chick tuned the AM radio to a Country Western station playing 
Conway Twitty, George Jones, Hank Williams and the Carter Family 
all the way to Marshalltown. The only song I enjoyed was by the 
Statler Brothers singing “Flowers on the Wall”.

It wasn t as fun coming home after the championship meet. Dave 
and Jack did well—second and seventh in the state, but as a team 
we were at as a pancake. It was a disappointing end to the season, 



but one I would always remember—although it was Chick s classic 
line that made it memorable and not the race.

After the awards ceremony he pulled us aside before we got in 
the station wagon.

“Boys, instead of coming home with a trophy  we ll only be 
coming home with a dick in our hand.”

He smiled and walked away. We were shocked. Then everyone 
burst out laughing. A classic line, and it summed up the results well: 
eighth place and easily beaten by Cedar Rapids Washington. It was 
the wrong ending to a successful season, but we had all worked our 
butts o  and no one could say we hadn t tried our best.

I reali ed on the ride home that coming out for cross country 
was one of the best decisions in my life. No matter what anyone else 
would have called me, I was a runner.


