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Bill does a victory lap with the team after the 1967 PAC-8 Championships in Eugene. Photo by ROGER JENSEN
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INTRODUCTION

Men of Oregon

“A guru gives us himself and then his system; a teacher gives us his subject, and then ourselves.”

—ADAM GOPNIK

IN THE SPRING OF 1964, BILL BOWERMAN GAVE ME HIS SUBJECT AND STOOD back to see if I deserved it. Bowerman, then fifty-three, had coached six sub-four-minute milers at the University of Oregon and had won the 1962 NCAA Track and Field championship on the very field where he now stood, signaling me over. I was twenty, a sophomore two-miler, just finishing my first training run after being out with the flu. He put two fingers to my neck, taking my pulse from my carotid artery.

“Easy day?” he asked.

“Easy day. Absolutely.”

“Twelve miles?” As if he were my physician, he tilted my head back so he could look me in the eye. He was six feet two and over 200 pounds, with a powerful upper body.

“An easy twelve,” I said.

We had vexed each other that year. I had never won a race in high school, had never broken 9:15 for two miles, but was determined to run the 100 miles a week his good friend Arthur Lydiard assigned his New Zealand Olympic champions.

“Are you in this simply to do mindless labor,” he said, “or do you want to improve?”

“To improve.”

“You can’t improve if you’re always sick or injured.”

“I know, but Bill, it was an easy twel . . . ”

He closed great, calloused hands around my throat. He did not lift me off the ground. He did relieve my feet of much of their burden. He brought my forehead to his. “I’m going to ask you to take part in an experiment,” he said with menacing calm. People five yards away thought we were sharing a tidbit of gossip. “For three weeks, you are not going to run a yard except in my sight. You will do a three-mile jog here every morning, and our regular afternoon workouts. If I or any of my spies sees you trotting another step, you will never run for the University of Oregon again.”

“Bill . . . ”

“Are we agreed?”

“Bill . . .”

“Agreed?”

As I was feeling faint, I submitted.

Some of my afternoons remained exactly the same. I was allowed our regular hard-day sessions of four three-quarter-mile repetitions at a 67-second-per-lap pace, then a five-mile run through the hills and rhododendrons of nearby Hendricks Park and four fast 110-yard strides before showering.

It was the easy days that were humiliating, reporting to Bowerman morning and evening on the sawdust trail inside the Hayward Field track, having him count my laps, barely feeling warmed up before he called, “Three miles. In. In.”

I did not suffer this gladly. I was tempted to do secret, defiant runs, but he had enlisted the rest of the team and half the town; every friend was a possible traitor. And the potential cost was too great. No one who knew Bill Bowerman doubted he would back up his ultimatum. No one who knew me doubted that I desperately wanted to be an Oregon runner.

The mornings were the worst, running through fog that made our hallowed old field pass in and out of time. I saw the great meets of the past few years. Every time I trotted the north turn, I passed the low chain-link fence where I’d stood as a sixth-grader and watched Oregon’s first sub-4:00 man, Jim Bailey, hurtle by, his spikes making a wonderful gnashing sound on the moist cinders, his expression inward, controlled, alien to the wondering boy. That was where my hunger began. From then on I wanted to run farther, to train more, to consume myself in transforming work, and so, like Bailey, to win.

I felt Bowerman’s eyes. I should have avoided this ignominy somehow. I was hardly new to his ways. At North Eugene High, I’d been coached by Bob Newland, who had high-jumped and coached with him. Had it not been for Newland, I doubt that I would have survived to have any confrontations with Bowerman. I never won because I was late in maturing, not breaking five minutes for the mile until my junior year, and because teammates Harlan Andrews and Dave Deubner won successive state 880 and mile championships. Newland gently led me to see the merit of honest effort, of a race being a way to measure my hard-earned progress apart from winning, and so I had endured.

I also knew Bowerman was adamant about enforcing his principles because I was friends with his middle son, Jay. Bill Bowerman knew me as a skinny kid who helped Jay chop Christmas trees from their woods long before I improved enough to get his attention as a runner. That time came in 1962, when I finished fourth in the state meet’s mile in 4:23.2, behind Deubner, who ran 4:11 that year, the best high school time in the nation. Bowerman told Dave, a brain, to go to Stanford because it’d be better preparation for medical school later. He invited me to walk on the team at Oregon and got me a terrifying weekend job in a plywood mill to pay for my dorm and fees.

My early experience with him actually led some on the team to hope I’d be some kind of liaison to Bowerman, because everyone found him inscrutable. No such luck. Even when he went out of his way to be welcoming, as at the annual team picnic at his house in September, it wasn’t safe to relax.

For freshman runners new to the team, the intimidation started with his hillside view, which spread to the snowy Cascades. Below, the McKenzie River carried fishermen in double-ended boats through spangled light. Beyond lay a soft-edged shire, stretching past farms to the mill town of Springfield and the university in Eugene. We were greeted by the platinum-haired, unexpectedly beautiful Barbara Bowerman, who guided us to tubs of corn, roasts of beef, wheels of pie. The sight closed our throats because standing behind them, magnanimously pouring cider, was our new coach.

Bowerman, inhaling the land, seemed in leathery profile to have been through some mythic struggle. He spit when someone called him coach because the football coach he most hated had demanded it. “Just call me Bill,” he said, but few would, or could, at first.

We gathered in the living room. The house had no trophies, simply varnished fir beams, high windows, and a tall rock fireplace Bowerman had built himself. There was a woodstove in the kitchen, beside Barbara’s spinning wheel, and a wire cage under the deck where Jay kept rattlesnakes for milking.

Bowerman stood. The river and mountain, behind him now, were filtered through Barbara’s bonsai and sprays of orchids. This accorded with why we were here. We were to be cultivated, refined. Bowerman was about to ask us to put aside the things of a child. Not by accident did he begin, “Men of Oregon...

“Take a primitive organism,” he continued, his voice oil and sweet reason, “any weak, pitiful organism. Say a freshman. Make it lift, or jump or run. Let it rest. What happens? A little miracle. It gets a little better. It gets a little stronger or faster or more enduring. That’s all training is. Stress. Recover. Improve. You’d think any damn fool could do it, even. . .”

He turned, squinted, went far away somewhere and turned back. “But you don’t. You work too hard and rest too little and get hurt. You yield to the temptations of a liberal education and burn your candle at both ends and get mono. Every angelic, lying face I see here is poised to screw up, to overtrain, to fall in love, to flunk out, to play the guitar until three in the morning in the Pioneer Cemetery. . .”

There were hoots. Senior Archie San Romani reddened.

“We have no hard and fast training rules,” Bowerman went on. “The vicissitudes of life usually teach an intelligent person what he can handle. It does help to have someone wise in the ways of candles to steady you as you grope toward the light. That would be me.

“But I regret to inform you,” he added, his tone not the least regretful, “you cannot just tell somebody what’s good for him. He won’t listen. He will not listen. First . . . first you have to get his attention.”

A few upperclassmen nodded. Bowerman didn’t have a central organizing principle. He had this, a central organizing parable.

“Farmer can’t get his mule to plow,” he said. “Can’t even get him to eat or drink. Finally calls in a mule skinner. Guy comes out, doesn’t even look at the mule. Goes in the barn, gets a two-by-four and hits the mule as hard as he can between the ears. Mule goes to his knees. Mule skinner hits him again, between the eyes.

“Farmer drags him off. ‘That’s supposed to get him to plow? That’s supposed to get him to drink?’

“‘I can see you don’t know a damn thing about mules,’ says the skinner. ‘First you have to get their attention.’”

In the hush that followed, Bowerman’s grin was not far from fiendish. This was his allegory, his rationale, his fair warning. He was our mule skinner, and all he would do to us—including booting us from the team to make a point—constituted the two-by-four he would use to crack open our mulish skulls, so that lessons might be inserted.

At the time, of course, I didn’t know the details. Leaving that first meeting, I felt only baffled disquiet. Even men who had trained under him for years were edgy. “Bowerman,” said Keith Forman, a 3:58.3 miler and a keen psych major, “is ruled by a need to unsettle, to disturb. The man lives to get to you.”

And so we freshmen found. That first fall, Bowerman’s urges seemed to war with each other. His own competitiveness was barely containable, but anyone racing in cross-country practice found himself working out alone. He affected countrified ways (“You run like a turkey in a plowed field.”) but just as often quoted scripture, the classics, or the Epic of Gilgamesh. He was a difficult, dignified professor of kinesiology but cracked up at jokes that began “Two guys were peeing off a bridge . . . ” He raised funds for the Bach Festival, but when a trucker kept flattening his mailbox, he booby-trapped it to puncture the guy’s tires. For twenty-five years, Oregon freshmen asked each other the same thing: Was Bowerman here to teach us to overcome a cold, hard world? Or was he one of its coldest, hardest terrors?

In theory, as a coach, he should have been as interested in motivating the lazy as in mellowing the mad, but he wasn’t. He regarded that most frustrating athlete, the gifted but casual, as beyond real help. He would juggle their roommates to give them an example of ambition but took no further steps to inspire. He never gave a pep talk. “I’m sorry I can’t make them switch brains,” he said. “But I can’t.”

That left him free to be absorbed by the eager. He examined and reexamined what we ate. What we wore. What we did (and with whom we did it). He rethought our gifts, our goals, and the blind spots that kept us from reaching them. He took a personal interest not only in our roommates but also in our classes, our jobs, our diet, even our women. Most of us he pushed toward restraint. That would be hopeless with Dave Wilborn, so he pushed him toward marrying. Dave went from 4:20 in April to 3:56.2 in June.

And yet, no matter how he permeated our lives, he always kept a kind of officer-and-troops distance, never trading intimacy for intimacy. The better you knew him, the less you could let down your guard. He confounded friend and foe alike because he was completely unreadable.

Bowerman thought of himself as an educator. He scorned recruiting and almost never gave full scholarships. “Anyone can be taught,” he said, “those who don’t expect a handout best of all. I’d sure rather be teaching than blowing smoke up some spoiled brat’s ass.”

He loved language and loved it if you loved it, too. When he forced those easy days on me, I called him a tyrant and he would never let me forget that. Once when I was too weak to trim some ripple soles he’d glued to my shoes, he took the shears and felt my hands and called them “philosopher’s hands.” And later he came into the sauna and put a big claw on my tender thigh and grinned that fiendish grin and said, “Now, Kenny, this is a horny hand. Feel a truly horny hand.” I decline to call that “mentoring.”

He didn’t believe that a paternal concern for our feelings was his job. Athletes who’d depended on father-figure high school coaches were always in for a shock. When we were new, he’d assign a track workout and time us civilly enough yet ignore us otherwise. Was our form correct? His only answer was to stonily lift his gaze to the swallows in their flight above Hayward Field.

“He speaks to us as does God,” said my roommate, Bruce Mortenson. “Intermittently.”

Disdainful of the leaden weight and nonexistent cushioning of running shoes in the 1950s, he had taken up cobbling and made us three-ounce spikes that lasted one race. We had no inkling that these were the beginnings of Nike’s vast success, but we knew we had better shoes than anyone else. When Bowerman satisfied his academic curiosity about whether middle-aged professors and townspeople might be trained to actually trot a few miles, we had no idea jogging was about to inspire a sea change in American habits and health. But we knew there was only one man who could make both the professors and the mill foremen get out and run. Bowerman held our town together.

His training system rested on the deceptively simple truth that all runners are different. He might forget our names (he was famous for long and sometimes futile pauses when introducing even seniors at the Monday Oregon Club lunches), but he never forgot who strengthened more after intervals and who after long runs, nor whether we showed up fresh and ready for more work the next day or stiff and sour. In the 1950s he’d learned to tailor the nature and intensity of workouts—and especially recoveries—to individual needs and had been rewarded with Bailey’s 3:58.6 mile in 1956, the first sub-4:00 on US soil. A steady green line of national champions and Olympians followed, from Otis Davis, the 1960 Olympic 400-meter champion, through Bill Dellinger, the bronze medalist in the 1964 Tokyo Olympics 5000 meters, to Steve Prefontaine, holder of all seven American distance records, from 2000 to 10,000 meters, at the time of his death in 1975. In the sprints, jumps, and throws, Bowerman was just as good. He coached NCAA champions in fifteen of college track’s seventeen individual events.

Our desire to join that lineage was almost demented. I, for one, was so wild to remake myself into a champion that I rolled my eyes at Bowerman’s patient studies of our strides and metabolism, and especially his damn easy days. It felt demeaning to just rest. Work was righteous; rest was weak-willed, ignoble.

And so I rammed into a classic paradox. “To run a world record,” said Australia’s Herb Elliott, world record holder and 1960 Olympic 1500-meter champion, “you have to have the absolute arrogance to think you can run a mile faster than anyone who’s ever lived; and then you have to have the absolute humility to actually do it.” Elliott was a god to me then. I took him as an example of maniacal effort. But if that sentence urges anything, it urges balance. You must balance the arrogance of your ambition with the humility of your training. If that was a hint to rest more, I ignored it.

Bowerman understood that paradox—the need for both abandoned effort and ironclad control—because it was his own. He told us of being turned from youthful rebellion by Ercel Hedrick, the Medford School Superintendent, who terrified him into channeling his energies. Bowerman knew and loved and distrusted us as he had been known and loved and distrusted himself.

When he talked with us about goals and hopes, he asked us, though never in so many words, to balance the hunger that is in all runners with some grasp of what our predecessors had achieved. The thing was not to blindly disregard limits but to understand the odds, even as one refused to accept them. He asked us, then, to leave open a tiny window of possibility. “If you go out to race,” he said, “and know you’ll lose, there’s no probability involved. You’ll lose. But if you go out knowing you will never give up, you’ll still lose most of the time, but you’ll be in the best position to kick from on that rare day when everything breaks right.”

He said that on May 4, 1964, when my three weeks of tyranny were over and he sent me out to run the two-mile in a meet against Oregon State. He said to begin no faster than 4:30 for the first mile and not to chase after their animal, Dale Story, the NCAA cross-country champion, who ran barefoot and was thirty seconds better.

Stripping down, our filmy, Bowerman-designed racing shirts and shorts made me feel battle naked. My sharpened steel spikes sank into the cinders with a gnash that evoked Jim Bailey years before. On the starting line, Story’s shirt looked heavy, almost like wool. All of Bill’s care in preparing me hit home, and I gave myself over to his plan. I hit 4:30 for the first mile. Story ran 4:19 and led by seventy yards. Bowerman, on the infield, said, “He won’t hold it. See what you can do.”

I began to gain, and the crowd, Bowerman’s crowd, 10,000 strong, saw me coming and got up and called. With half a mile to go, I had no real will left. All control had passed to that thunder that would not let me slow. Into the last turn, Story still had ten yards. Then he looked back, his shoulders tightened, and I experienced for the first time the full savagery of my competitive heart.

I outkicked him by a second in 8:48.1, ripping twenty-seven seconds from my best, finishing in bedlam, crowd and teammates pressing the air out of me, shouting that everything was possible now, the Olympics were possible now.

Bowerman was there with wild blue eyes and a fiendish grin, and I knew what he would say. “See!” he’d crow. “I told you! You just needed rest!”

But he didn’t. He whispered in my ear as he had when he strangled me. “Even I didn’t think you could run that fast, Kenny,” he said. “Even I.”

He had given me his subject. I had found myself. It finally began to penetrate my thick skull that I had to rise above the world’s fixation with sheer work. I had to attend to my own eccentric physiology. I accepted easy days into my life. I stopped counting miles.

Over the next eight years, the one long run he permitted me every ten days would turn me into the fourth-place finisher in the 1972 Olympic marathon. It was the lesson of my life, and it forces me now to consider—with a shiver—whether anyone besides Bowerman could have gotten through to me.


CHAPTER 1

That Wild Yearning

BOWERMAN MAY WELL HAVE BEEN AN INTROSPECTIVE SOUL, BUT WHO COULD tell? He spent long hours in contented silence, solving a huge range of problems, and he was brutally eloquent when dissecting others’ psyches. Yet he kept the process of himself to himself. As Barbara Bowerman would recall, “I can’t tell you how frustrating it was to love him and trust him, and know he loved me and trusted me, and still he would never tell me what he was thinking.”

To get across what he deemed worth knowing, Bowerman’s instrument, blunt or pointed, was the story. So it is to his narrative tales—what they celebrate, what they mock and loathe—that we must look for clues to his character.

In 1983, the editors of The Wheeler County History asked him to write about his family’s founding of the town of Fossil, his boyhood home and the seat of the smallest, poorest county in Eastern Oregon. Bowerman chose to tell the story of his mother’s grandfather, James Washington Chambers, who had grown up in Tennessee.

Along with his parents, Thomas and Letitia, and his four brothers and two sisters, J. W. Chambers lived at The Hermitage, the plantation near Nashville where General Andrew Jackson bred and trained racehorses. Irish-born Letitia Chambers was Jackson’s cousin by marriage. The future president and his wife, Rachel, had no children of their own, but they took in family like laundry, turning out one starched, pressed relative after another. Bowerman bled for young J.W., subjected to such bark-bound, puritanical authority: “Being a very much younger brother in a family of Scotch-Irish,” Bowerman wrote, “J.W. had plenty of opportunity to vent his rebellion.”

In 1828, Andrew Jackson was elected the seventh American president and two years later signed into law the Indian Removal Act of 1830. Henry Clay rightly called the act an eternal stain on the nation’s honor, but white settlers cheered and pushed greedily onto tribal lands. By the spring of 1832, the family member hungriest to go was fifteen-year-old J. W. Chambers.

“What took him,” Bowerman asked, “on his quest for the new, the romantic, the dangerous, to what became the Oregon Territory?” Bowerman could only guess, but judging by the words he chose, he must have felt the answer in his bones: “A wild yearning for perfect freedom.” One day, young J.W. just up and left, saying (as Bowerman loved to tell the tale), “I’m a-headin’ West and just takin’ ma pony.”

The Chambers kid’s way with horses found him a place among the voyageurs and trappers who mapped the great routes. Every so often a crumpled letter would get back to his family, describing the fish, game, and topsoil beyond the Rockies. Thomas Chambers who had wanted to cross the plains since he’d read Lewis and Clark’s journals couldn’t rid his dreams of the bounty his son described. By the early 1840s he had moved his family to Morgan County, Missouri, where they began assembling a wagon train.

In 1844, word of it reached the prodigal son. J.W., then twenty-seven, rode hell-for-leather to Missouri to lead the train, only to find a father who didn’t exactly kill the fatted calf in welcome.

Bowerman put it this way: “As mountain men were wont to do when going to rendezvous, J. W. Chambers joined his buddies in a rip-roaring, trail’s-end wingding. The head-of-clan Chambers, exercising Puritan logic, ’splained to J.W. that he was not fit enough nor mature enough to lead the train.” To test J.W.’s fitness, Thomas asked whether his son’s rebellious habits might accept something short of perfect freedom—namely, the settling influence of a wife. As Bowerman often told it, Thomas had someone specific in mind: “Meet the widow Scoggin,” Thomas said. “And her five children. Husband died back East. Needs a man.”

One can imagine the poleaxed J.W. taking a long look at the widow’s fiercely bulging eye and hard-set jaw (she did look like Harry Truman) and growling, “By God, I’ll do her.” They married in 1844, and the Chambers wagon train departed on April 1, 1845, with J.W. riding scout beside his father. And J.W. did her well, for eight months and three weeks later, on the banks of the Willamette, Mary Greene Scoggin Chambers would give birth to Bill Bowerman’s grandmother, Mary Jane.

But first they had to cross two-thirds of a continent. Half a million people traversed the Oregon Trail between 1842 and 1860, a number so vast as to suggest it wasn’t all that hard. But it was bitterly hard. Men, women, children, animals, and wagons had to cover ten to fifteen miles a day for eight months or risk having a mountain pass named for them because they froze in it, like the Donners. One in ten died—50,000 in all—far more of them from cholera and accident than at the hands of Indians.

Almost all those who traveled the Oregon Trail were on the only trip of their lives. They’d sold their farms to outfit their wagons and teams. If they made it to the valley of the Willamette, a married couple was entitled to 640 acres, but meanwhile, that acreage existed only in the haze of carnival-barker promises. The land and friends they’d left behind were heartbreakingly real. It was, as one historian put it, “the experience of giving all to gain all.”

It was a defining ordeal, a winnowing out of the nonindustrious, the nonenduring, the inflexible, the uncooperative. Those who completed the cross-country journey found that it concentrated traits in their new society that would last as long as the wagon tracks themselves, still plain to see today through the sage near Baker City in Eastern Oregon. If Bowerman was stubbornly ingenious, if Bowerman loved to tell a story, if Bowerman gloried in Oregon’s vistas and fertility, well, Bowerman was pioneer stock and had a right to cackle, as he did, that “The cowards never started and the weak died along the way.”

The 2,000-mile trek took the Chambers family seven months. On October 15, 1845, their train reached The Dalles, on the Columbia. They were less than a hundred miles from the mouth of the Willamette, but the way was blocked. The basalt cliffs where the Columbia Gorge slices through the Cascades north of Mt. Hood were impassable by wagon, and no flatboats were to be found. The family made their winter quarters about two miles from the Methodist Mission.

After they had built huts and corrals, Thomas Chambers led an advance party, including J.W. and his gravid wife, Mary, downriver by boat to find their promised land. They selected loamy pastures on the Tualatin River, a tributary of the Willamette, near what would become Hillsboro. They filed Donation Land Claim #41 at the new capital, Oregon City, and it was there, on December 22, 1845, that Mary Jane Chambers was born.

That winter, J.W. built the first flat-bottomed boat to make it through the Columbia rapids known as Cascade Falls and carried the families’ wagons and belongings in a complicated series of ferryings and portages down the Columbia and up the Willamette to their 642-acre homestead on the Tualatin.

Western Oregon kept its promise. The grass stayed green all winter. The Chamberses were disoriented by the sight of their cows standing fat in the pastures in February. Once the weather cleared in June, the skies were cloudless until October. The Indians had used fire to keep much of the valley in grassland. The settlers’ fields produced so much wheat it was soon being used as a means of exchange. They had given all. They had gained all. They were home.

Not that much peace crept upon the mind of J. W. Chambers.

In the Willamette Valley, the Chambers family had come to a place with California summers and English winters. The rivers coiling past mistletoe-clotted oaks and dark, befirred hills were swollen by five months of cold rain. The bone-chilling wet that drove Lewis and Clark to clinical depression on the Oregon coast did the same for J.W. He called the Tualatin area a “swamp” and often rode out looking to find better. Indeed, his father, Thomas, and several family members moved to Puget Sound in Washington.

But the “settling influence,” as Bowerman put it, of J.W.’s wife and, eventually, seven children “partially took.” For fifteen years, J.W. built warm, dry log homes and barns, helped his neighbors thresh their wheat, and reined in his wanderlust. He made a trip to the gold fields but didn’t stay, returning home instead to raise and race his beloved horses. And he used the profits from the farm to order up a spectacular symbol of making it to the new land without sacrificing the refinement of the old: a grand piano for each of his daughters. “They were shipped around Cape Horn before the Panama Canal was built,” wrote J.W.’s great-granddaughter Patricia Hoover Frank in 1983. “The girls learned to play them at school. Mary Jane played quite well and sang very well too. She often entertained overnight travelers or guests.” (According to Barbara Bowerman, “There’s a story that one of J.W.’s horses, named Foster, won $30,000 in a race. I don’t know if that’s apocryphal, but it would have financed the pianos and considerably more.”)

In 1864, when Mary Jane was eighteen, she accepted the hand of Thomas Benton Hoover, who had been five when he traveled the Trail with his parents in 1844. A photograph from that time shows Mary Jane to be comely and clear-eyed. Many desired her, even to a deranging degree. “The first night in their own home, one of Mary Jane’s former suitors set the cabin on fire,” wrote Mary Jane’s great-granddaughter, Georgia Lee Hoover Stiles. “Obviously they got out, for we are all here.”

Barely. They lost all their belongings—except for the piano, which Tom and Mary Jane somehow managed to drag from the cabin to safety.

By 1869, the Hoovers had two children, Annie and Will. One day J.W., whom they hadn’t seen in a year, burst in and shouted, “Finally, finally, Eden is at hand!” They had heard this before.

“Horses were J.W.’s life and cattle his cash reward,” wrote Bowerman. “His restless spirit was always taking him back across the Cascades.” On this trip he’d explored the canyons of a river flowing out of the Blue Mountains. The river was named the John Day, for a hapless man who had been captured and tortured by Indians, escaping with his life but without his sanity.

It was a cautionary tale, but one totally lost on the old mountain man J.W., now in his early fifties. He rode up the John Day with an Indian friend in 1868, returned in 1869, convened a family council, and said he’d seen over a million acres of rich, black loam and rolling hills. There were lush meadows, virgin timber, abundant springs and creeks. Bowerman liked the line in J.W.’s report that made for an equine heaven: “Shoulder-high in meadow grass, knee-high in bunch grass.” Bunch grass endures after meadow hay has frozen. If your hills have clumpy, silvery bunch grass, your stock can last out any winter.

J.W. had surveyed some ranch-sized claims and ridden for home. Now he asked, who would come across and live with him in a land of milk and honey? The look upon the face of his wife, the formidable Mary Greene Scoggin Chambers, is lost to history, but her reaction isn’t: She declined the invitation. “His wife,” as Bowerman put it, “figured winning one wilderness home was enough.”

But J.W. talked his daughter Mary Jane, her husband, Tom, stepson Woodson Scoggin, and horse-raising partner William Bigham into joining him in peopling the spreads he’d claimed.

Their 1870 trek, with covered wagons and livestock, first by boat to The Dalles and then into the interior on Indian trails, took almost three months, lengthened by their lugging along Mary Jane’s piano. One wonders, as Bowerman did about J.W. fleeing westward at age fifteen, what made Mary Jane at twenty-four, her children four and two, so uproot her life. If their Tualatin farm was prosperous, it was also by then routine. The family yearning for freedom must have surged in her, too. She was her father’s daughter.

They arrived at a crystal stream in a bowl of greening, juniper-dotted hills on April 26, 1870, named it Hoover Creek, and quickly built four log cabins with floors of whipsawed planks. They turned their animals out into the meadows and planted cottonwoods. From a white cliff, they cut slabs of soft rock that hardened in the air and let them make a fireplace in every dwelling. The mud-caulked cabins (all but one with openings for rifle barrels in case of an Indian attack that never came) were snug, durable, and had room for the piano.

J.W. wrote in his diary, “This is truly the promised land.”

Sometimes the price of perfect freedom is perfect isolation. Mary Jane wouldn’t see another woman settler for two years. When a husband and wife driving their hogs to market sought refuge at Hoover Creek, Stiles continued, “The two women on seeing each other broke down and cried, as they were so starved for friendship. They stayed up all night talking.”

Tom Hoover petitioned for and won a road from The Dalles and settlers filtered in. In 1876, Tom and Mary Jane were sworn in as the area’s first postmaster and -mistress and opened an office on their ranch. But what to call it? In their choice, they linked their lonely outpost with concerns greater than bunch grass and hogs. They seem, now and forever, thoroughly modern.

Not long after they had settled in, they’d heard a rumbling and had run out to see dust rising from the base of a ridge. Tom rode over and found that a landslide had exposed large bones that looked like nothing he’d ever seen. He sent word to a friend, Thomas Condon, who was becoming an eminent geologist. Condon came, looked, was stumped, and packed some off to New York. Eventually the bones proved to be ossified camels and elephants from the Tertiary period, some 60 million years before. Fascinated by the petrified remains and cutting-edge science, the Hoovers named their post office, and later the town, Fossil.

The connection with Condon was possible because the Chamberses and Hoovers honored learning in a way unusual in such a speck of a frontier town. Each generation of Fossil families sent many of its young away to good colleges. After seeing the wider world, a healthy number returned to keep the ranches thriving. Much of the land today remains in the hands of the original families.

Was J. W. Chambers, the cause of all the uprooting, satisfied with his new life? It’s hard to know. A photo of J.W. in his thirties shows an unfurrowed brow and a coarse, dark beard that can’t obscure eyes and mouth brimming with wit. In another image, taken some twenty years later, the beard is white-streaked, the mouth rigid, and the eyes squint beneath a ridge of worry. The photos seem to be of different men.

Twenty years on horseback will do that. But Chambers might also have been worn down by his failure to reunite his family. “Only once did J.W.’s wife come to Fossil country,” wrote Bowerman, and the opinion she recorded in her diary read, “A more godforsaken place does not exist on this earth.” She returned to the Tualatin Valley, where she died in 1890, at the age of eighty.

But Fossil grew. It grew because Tom and Mary Jane filled it with seven children: After Annie and Will came Hattie, Mary, Lizzie, Maud, and Thomas Jr., the last born in 1886 when Mary Jane was forty. From 1879 to 1883 they lived in The Dalles so the kids could attend a better school. But then they returned to Fossil, built a two-story house (it took seven men to get Mary Jane’s grand piano into their upstairs bedroom), and never left again.

Tom started the town’s first store and was elected mayor, justice of the peace, and county commissioner. “He gave a great deal to encourage the young people in the pursuit of healthful sports,” the Fossil Journal would write. “While not a churchman, he helped in a substantial way to build every church in town. But the organization he loved more than any other was the Fossil Band, which he helped start in 1885 and of which he has ever since been an enthusiastic member.”

Fossil flourished, but for years it had no doctor. Instead it had Mary Jane Hoover. She delivered babies, set broken limbs, treated burns, sewed gashes, and pulled teeth. “My favorite story, told to me by my grandfather Will,” recalled Stiles, “had to do with a tooth extraction. She pulled the tooth all right and then cauterized the gum with a white-hot nail.”

It’s hard not to see in both Tom and Mary Jane the templates for Bill Bowerman. Bill would have Tom’s openness to his community’s calls, the same musicality, the same ecumenical approach to matters of faith, never letting religion’s doctrine interfere with religion’s comfort. Like Mary Jane, he’d be good at adapting simple tools to sophisticated uses, especially in the healing arts.

All the Hoover children had a vigor equal to the demands of ranch life. “Today we would refer to those girls as movers and shakers,” wrote Stiles. “The boys were gentle and soft-spoken. When they all left the ranch each morning for the one-room schoolhouse on the Busby place, astride their favorite horses, their father would tell them not to run the horses. And just as soon as he was out of sight one of the girls would shout ‘GO’ and it was a horse race.”

Tom Hoover’s fear was only natural, because his father-in-law, still horse-besotted at fifty-nine, was killed by one. While racing with Indian friends, J.W. was thrown, suffered a broken neck, and died on July 11, 1877. He was buried on a westward-facing slope above the ranch where Tom and Mary Jane would raise their family. Bowerman, writing of his favorite ancestor’s departure, wished tranquility on J.W.’s restless spirit and deemed it “fulfilling that, having ridden into the western sunset at age fifteen, he should close his book of life on his last ride.”

Tom and Mary Jane bore up and went on after J.W.’s death. Their fourth daughter, Elizabeth, was born on September 21, 1878, and so missed knowing her grandfather by fourteen months. Lizzie, as all would call her, would grow into the most beautiful and headstrong of the gallopers to school.

Over the years, Mary Jane became smaller, wirier. Tom grew more florid. In a midlife photo, she is trim, her mouth straight and intelligent. Her liquid eyes have the power of an osprey’s, but their focus is inward, as if she is saddened by what she has seen, or is about to see. Perhaps the picture was taken after January 19, 1896, when she awoke to find Tom dying of what news accounts called “apoplexy” but was surely a stroke. He was fifty-six.

The Condon Times’s obituary needed a full page to list all that Tom had done and been and founded and named. “The burial ceremony was beautiful in the extreme,” it said, “and visibly affected the great concourse of friends who were present.” The funeral oration was delivered by Judge H. H. Hendricks, a brother Knight of Pythias. “Our brother belonged to no church,” said Hendricks, who risked a little heresy in the Methodist-heavy town. “He professed no creed, but he had a faith in Him whose guiding hand is felt though unseen. To do good and be true, was his religion and there needs no other.”

Lizzie Hoover was seventeen. She fought down as much of her own grief as she could to help her mother deal with the crush of the community’s condolences and to console her sister, Maud, thirteen, and brother, Tom, ten.

Lizzie was a natural at both empathy and reaching out to hold her family close. Her spirits usually were so irrepressible that she seemed to physically vibrate with them. “I’ll always remember Lizzie’s hum, then chuckle, then hum,” wrote Stiles. The deductive reader, knowing that one of Mary Jane’s daughters will become Bill Bowerman’s mother, may safely presume her to be Lizzie.


CHAPTER 2

Lizzie and the Governor

IN 1897, LIZZIE HOOVER FOLLOWED HER SISTER MARY TO OREGON AGRICULTURE College (now Oregon State University) in Corvallis. She threw herself into her classes, in part because she loved them, in part because she disdained the idea of going to college to find a man. “Her husbandry studies,” Bill Bowerman would say, “were strictly animal.” She fought off homesickness in a way her sports-loving father would have approved, by starring on the Beavers’ women’s Pacific Conference championship basketball team.

Lizzie took her degree in 1901 and returned to Fossil a strong, confident young woman whose next step was to find a man of substance who shared her ardor for the land and understood how inseparable she was from the burgeoning Hoover clan. So Lizzie took a back pew in the Methodist Church, studied the availables, and was unimpressed.

But soon someone mentioned a young lawyer up in Condon who was making something of a name for himself. William Jay Bowerman Sr. was born in Hesper, Winnesheik County, Iowa, on August 15, 1876, the oldest son of Daniel and Lydia Bowerman. The family came west when he was sixteen, in 1893—not by wagon but by the Canadian Pacific Railway—settling in Marion County in the central Willamette Valley.

Jay, as he was always known, was effortlessly quick, surged with ambition, and saw youth as no barrier. He whipped through Willamette University and took a law degree at twenty, before he was old enough to be admitted to the bar. He did farm work until he had aged enough to hang out his shingle in 1897 in Salem with John McCourt, a future Oregon Supreme Court justice. A year later, Jay enlisted in the Army, served in the short-lived Spanish-American War, and mustered out determined to live east of the Cascades.

In 1899, at twenty-three, he moved to Condon, about twenty miles north of Fossil. (The town had no connection with Thomas Condon, but would be the boyhood home of double-Nobel Prize winner Linus Pauling.) Within five years, Jay was enjoying a lucrative law practice, owned a 560-acre farm planted in wheat and barley, was brokering vast real estate deals, and was running for the state legislature. A photo from that time is striking for the expressionless poise of his face and for eyes so observant they seem to follow one’s every move. Jay’s younger sister Mary, equally exceptional, took her M.D. from Willamette in 1903, moved to Condon too, and became the first female doctor in Eastern Oregon.

The juicy details are lost, but it couldn’t have taken Jay long to meet tall, athletic, clear-eyed, crooked-nosed Elizabeth Hoover after her return to Fossil. All who knew him had to be astounded by how young Jay was. At twenty-five, only two years older than Lizzie, he’d achieved riches and renown. If Lizzie hummed with energy, Jay Bowerman’s alpha-male presence more than matched it. He had a farm and a law practice. The legislature beckoned.

Lizzie found that she had a charismatic suitor. “Jay Bowerman,” recalled attorney Jim Castle, who would work with him in later years, “was a very handsome man. You would introduce someone to him and he had the faculty of saying the right complimentary thing and thereafter it was the most colorful talk you ever heard.” (“Colorful,” in the parlance of the day, meant “suggestive.”) Jay and Lizzie married in a rush in Fossil in 1903 and set up housekeeping in an imposing dwelling in Condon. There was no grand wedding trip because Jay had clients to serve and an election coming up. Their first child, Daniel Hoover Bowerman, was born January 21, 1906, in Condon. Mary Elizabeth (Beth) Bowerman would follow on February 26, 1908.

Jay pronounced himself the world’s happiest man. Lizzie, as she had known she would, loved being a mother. She would have preferred to live in Fossil, within the bosom of the Hoover family, but the sheer joy of her babies made her content in nearby Condon.

And Condon was where Jay was going places. At twenty-eight, in 1904, he was elected to the State Senate as a Republican and began a precipitous rise in that body, which met at the capitol in Salem, far across the Cascades. A Mr. Hofer, whom Jay trounced in a primary, told the Condon Times: “To Jay Bowerman, life is real, life is earnest. As a poor boy in Marion County, he was not hunting soft clerical jobs. He mauled rails and hauled cordwood for a living. He has hands and arms and a physique developed by hard labor. When he talks to a campaign audience, he strikes telling blows straight from the shoulder. In the legislature, he was always dead in earnest for or against a proposition.”

At age thirty-two, in 1909, Jay was elected president of the State Senate. None of this was handed to him on a tea tray. In fact, Jay had ferocious enemies to the south, in the town founded by his in-laws.

The differences between Condon and Fossil ranged from the geologic to the financial to the moral. Condon was surrounded by vistas of rippling wheat. Its grain elevators creaked with money. The masthead of the Condon Globe read “Condon: Largest Primary Grain Shipping Point in The United States.” Fossil, tucked among its buttes and creeks, was really suited only to growing hay, subsistence farming, and grazing. So Condon was the seat of prosperous Gilliam County and Fossil the seat of hardscrabble Wheeler County.

Acrimony was fanned, as it so often is, by the hot breath of distilled spirits. Condon was not averse to a saloon. Fossil was intemperately for “temperance,” voting that no rum should pass its lips. Every Oregon city and county battled in those years over whether to be wet or dry.

It was inevitable that Jay, a Condon wheat man, an attorney, a live-and-let-drink man, would be felt by many citizens of Fossil to be in league with the devil in all his guises. One accuser was James Stewart, editor of the Fossil Journal. On March 20, 1908, Stewart reported hearsay from a Mr. Searcy that Senator Bowerman had received the sum of $600 from the saloons of Condon for amending that city’s charter in such a way that if Gilliam County voted to go dry, the town would stay wet.

However, as reported in the loyal Condon Times, the facts were these: Three years before, Jay Bowerman had been asked to draft the city’s new charter. He had done so. It was amended and approved by all of Condon’s citizens at a “mass meeting” and passed by the legislature exactly as amended, without a jot of Bowerman hanky-panky. Besides, every town’s charter had a clause like that, even Fossil’s.

Finally, Searcy, who’d started the whole fuss, filed an affidavit with the Condon Times swearing that he had said nothing about Bowerman receiving any $600 for anything. The charges against Jay were amply rebutted, but he was not a man to suffer accusation coolly, or at all. His “dead-in-earnest, for-or-against” temperament moved him to overkill.

On April 11, 1908, the Condon Globe (yes, the little town supported two argumentative papers) reported that “District Attorney A. J. Collier filed an . . . indictment, against James Stewart of the Fossil Journal for criminal libel alleged to have been committed against Jay Bowerman, [Collier’s] political boss and benefactor. A bond of $1500 has been fixed by Judge Littlefield.”

The parties met in court two weeks later in Fossil. The Condon Times reported that the case was continued “over vigorous protest from Senator Bowerman who requested immediate trial,” adding snidely that Stewart had gotten the continuance “on the grounds that he had no evidence to back up his charges and where he is going to get such evidence in a month from now, or in six months from now is an open question.”

What seems to have happened—since this was right before the 1908 Senate election, which Jay won—is that Jay settled for an apology and dropped the case. In subsequent elections, Jay’s opponents didn’t raise the topic of the incident against him. Apparently it wasn’t felt to be especially high-handed in the rough-and-tumble civic discourse of Eastern Oregon, the cultural compost upon which Bill Bowerman’s forebears flourished. (Indeed, Bill would inherit not only his father’s eyes, but also something of his reflexive urge to sue.)

In 1909, Oregon Governor George E. Chamberlain resigned to take office as a newly elected US Senator. He was replaced as governor by Secretary of State Frank Benson who then fell deathly ill. Next in line for the governorship was the president of the State Senate, William Jay Bowerman Sr., who became the youngest man—at thirty-three years and ten months—ever to sit in the governor’s chair.

For seven months, from June 17, 1910, to January 8, 1911, Jay ruled as if born to the job. Despite being essentially a caretaker, he chose the site of a big state hospital and developed a list of seven proposals for when he ran for election in his own right. Most of these were basic needs of the time, such as creating a state highway department and a central accounting system, but one was intriguing in that it might not be put forward by a twenty-first-century Republican. It was an employers’ liability act, to provide, in case of injury on the job, “for prompt and complete compensation to the employee without cost to him.” Jay was one of a classic Oregon breed, a moderate Republican, who well remembered his summers mauling rails.

The acting governorship allowed Jay to expand his interests and contacts statewide. So, in early 1911, he moved the family and his law practice to Oregon’s largest city, Portland, to become partner in the firm of Fulton and Bowerman.

Lizzie, hugely pregnant at the time, wasn’t exactly overjoyed by the move. She had never cared much for living in rented apartments in Salem when the legislature was in session (carousing legislators seemed wicked to her), and no Portland town house could equal the Hoover ranch back in Fossil. But she’d made a sacred promise to help her husband and she was sticking to it. She would cheerfully throw fine Sunday dinners for visiting politicos and be gracious to all, whether statesman or hack. This would take a certain self-discipline, but she was equal to that. The pioneer principle was that everyone pulls his or her weight. That’s what’s meant by character.

Thus it was that the birth of their twins, Thomas Benton Bowerman and William Jay Bowerman Jr., who arrived in Portland on February 19, 1911, flooded her with reassurance. The twins would be a perfect distraction from the world of logrolling and speechifying and plotting campaigns. The twins would be a worthy mother’s parallel to Jay’s success.

In the fall of 1910, Acting Governor Jay Bowerman ran for the governorship against Oswald West, a Democrat from Astoria, whom Jay had known since they were stripling lawyers in Salem in 1897. After receiving the Republican nomination, Jay returned to Condon and a rapturous welcome. “As the train pulled into the station,” said the Condon Times, “the racket was deafening. Mr. Bowerman, accompanied by his mother and Mrs. Bowerman, was driven down Main Street, being lustily cheered as the big car passed each corner.”

In later life, West (who is honored in Oregon for abolishing the death penalty and preserving the state’s coastline by declaring the beaches highways) would say the policy differences between the candidates amounted to little more than West being a smoker and Jay a chewer. But the Condon Times of November 5, 1910, evoking Eastern Oregon’s belief that to the rest of the state it might as well be Manitoba, commanded its readers: “Go to the polls and cast your vote for the man from the wheat fields and bunch grass. Mr. Bowerman is a man of ability, a man of brains and an American. Mr. West is a light weight, a man chosen by a political machine and a Canadian. Which do you want?”

Jay carried the East but West won the race by about 3,000 votes. West would say, “Turned out there were a few more smokers than chewers” and go on to adopt almost all of Jay’s proposed improvements.

The Condon Times was crushed, noting, “The defeat of the head of the Republican party was a complete surprise, not only to the Republicans, but to the Democrats themselves. Practically all the rest of the Republican ticket was elected.”

The paper knew why Jay had lost, but could hardly mention it in that unforgiving era. West’s victory was due to rumors that Jay was divorcing Lizzie.

Over the years, Jay had grown close to his young aide in the Senate, Wayfe Hockett, the daughter of a Grants Pass banker. Jay taught her the law and she passed the bar on the strength of his lessons. Lizzie was spending more and more time at home. “So the love match was made sitting there in the legislature,” Barbara Bowerman would say, not unkindly, many years later. “When his wife didn’t want to be there, here was someone who adored him.”

Jay and Wayfe were so open about their affection that when he was elevated to the acting governorship, judiciary officials had asked Wayfe, not Lizzie, to accompany him to the swearing-in ceremony. Wayfe had declined because Jay had not yet obtained his divorce, and wouldn’t until 1913. But so many knew the truth that a whispering campaign by the Democratic machine was lethal. “It was the dirtiest election,” Wayfe told Barbara long afterward.

Lizzie didn’t contest the divorce, but her resentment would not abate. She knew she’d kept her end of the deal, had sacrificed her wishes to his ambition. In return, she felt that Jay, that congenital luster after power and ownership and pleasure, had cared to sacrifice nothing. For the rest of her life, when Lizzie spoke of the split or of Jay’s betrayal, it was always in terms of deceit, as in “That man never told the truth in his life.”

Jay married Wayfe on November 3, 1914. They were a far better match, and would prove it by living a long, faithful life together in Portland and bringing up two daughters of achievement, Jane and Sally. He had, of course, sacrificed a great deal for his love. For the rest of his life he would be called “Governor” and judges and attorneys would leap to accommodate his wishes. But his career in elective office was over. He would wield remarkable influence, but it would be from behind the scenes.

Among a broad-minded populace in a more tolerant age, mere divorce wouldn’t have destroyed a man’s ability to ask for its votes. But this was Oregon in 1913. The lessons of the wagon trains were still fresh, and they were all about morals. Having faced death many times on the Trail, the first settlers were people of tremendous religious faith who raised their families accordingly. As Barbara Bowerman would put it, “The Hoovers were all Methodists. The schools were started by the churches and set the codes for society. Divorce was considered as bad as fornication.”

So Oregon would not forgive Jay’s breaking of faith. “Wayfe and Jay were haunted by guilt all their lives,” said Barbara, who came closest to being an objective observer and would grow to care a great deal for Wayfe Hockett Bowerman.

Both sides of the family took the divorce hard. Long years later, a gaggle of Hoovers was dining at the University Club in Portland when the Jay Bowerman family came in. The whole Hoover family got up and left.

Since society went easier on a clearly wronged woman, Lizzie might well have gone home, grieved, and (in the manner of her grandmother, the widow Scoggin) found a man content to bring forth calves and children. However, as they were negotiating the divorce settlement, Jay had the gall to suggest that Lizzie might be the wayward one and wondered whether the twins were even his. And then something happened to make even that wretchedness seem little more than playground babble.

Lizzie had taken seven-year-old Dan, five-year-old Beth, and the twins to live in a Portland apartment building. Because little Tommy and Bill were well and truly into their terrible twos, Lizzie hired a nurse to help out. One morning, the nurse dressed the twins and took them for a walk. The elevator had wrought-iron accordion doors and an open grille through which passing floors were visible. When the elevator started down, Tommy’s clothes or arm got caught on something outside the car’s grating. In front of Bill and the screaming nurse, the little boy was pulled up and crushed against the edge of the compartment’s iron ceiling. He died later that day.

As an adult, Bill Bowerman would have no memory of the accident. Nor did he seem to his aunts or uncles to have been marked by it. His wife was less convinced. “I’ve always wondered how it affected him, psychologically, seeing that,” Barbara would say in a tone that was almost academic. Yet her next words would reveal her true horror: “Can you imagine how it affected that distraught woman, whose husband was already shaming her and leaving her? I cannot!”

Tommy’s death made Lizzie cleave to her remaining children as few mothers have. She snatched them up, went back to Fossil, and, everlastingly embittered by abandonment and loss, raised them without the help of a man ever again.

The two-year-old Bill was imprinted with his mother’s judgment. If his father had just kept his promise and taken care of his family, the accident would never have happened. Bill’s twin, little Tommy, would have been alive to play with, to grow up with. On some deep, emotional level, Bill Bowerman may well have believed his father a murderer.

Barbara mused upon all these things for years and developed a theory. “Bill’s inner conflict, wherever it came from, had to do with being uneasy about being a man. Like his whole family on his mother’s side, he was ashamed of his father. As he grew and began to be prideful about his own manliness, it ran right into his mother’s hatred of that very thing. She taught him that you beware of men. All men. They’ll betray you. Maybe he became ashamed of his own masculinity. Bill never even spoke about it until after we got married—the divorce or his dying twin or his mother’s trauma, or even that his father had just been governor when it all happened. Of course he was too young to remember any of it. But also, it was something you didn’t discuss in that family. Talk about your deep, dark secret.”

Lizzie was thirty-five and would earn her living by teaching. For that, she had to go back to Oregon State for her master’s degree. Leaving the kids in Fossil with her younger sister, Maud, who’d married Weaver Edwards, she enrolled in Corvallis in late 1914. The Edwardses had no children of their own and Maud doted on Bill, but however splendidly her children were being cared for, Lizzie could not endure being apart from them.

So she soon brought them all to her. Her brother Will loaned Lizzie his own daughter to help out. “I was seventeen and I babysat the kids while Lizzie went to college,” Dot Hoover Miller recalled many years later. “And then I went to Corvallis High School. I had a lot of fun. But Aunt Lizzie hated men. She hated men. She’d turned against them, every single one. Later, she’d never let Beth have a boyfriend. Poor Beth. She could have had a life, but she always had to live with her mother.”

Lizzie—who exempted male family and friends from her disdain—wouldn’t leave her kids, not then, not ever. If one child needed to go somewhere, the whole family went. She taught school in Fossil until Dan was in high school, then moved the family to Ashland because the schools offered a wider choice of subjects. They would go on to Seattle so Dan could attend the University of Washington’s Journalism School, to Medford for Dan’s first newspaper job, and to Eugene, so Bill could graduate from the University of Oregon while still living with his mother.

But that was far in the future. First, Lizzie took her master’s in home economics in 1916 and the family returned to Fossil. Bill was five. Lizzie’s brother Will had taken over the original ranch and other siblings had homes and families nearby. Lizzie and her kids lived in those houses, among those myriad relations, and young Bill started school. On his first day of first grade, the teacher asked, “Can you write your name?” Bill cried, “That’s what I came here to learn!”—an early warning that he meant to go through life on his own terms.


CHAPTER 3

Wild Bill Meets a Mule Skinner

DURING HIS EARLY CHILDHOOD, BILL’S LIFE CENTERED ON THE HOMESTEADS. All the families had houses in town, where the mothers lived with their kids during school. Come summer they’d move out and work on the ranches, setting up big tents for the overflow.

“When we returned, years later,” Barbara Bowerman would recall, “Bill’s Fossil wasn’t the little town. It was the original ranch of his grandparents’ on Hoover Creek, eight miles away, where he carried water to the hay crews with a mule and slept under the stars.”

At times, the boy Bill ran wild among the lava-topped buttes and pinewoods, as rebellious as only a fatherless child can be. Driving through the area in later years, Bowerman would point out to visitors some cramped little cave he’d spent the night in after running away from home. There were a lot of those caves. He seemed to imply that he was so fired by his own wild yearnings, so temper torn, that obedience had been impossible. But make the slightest suggestion that he might’ve been an unhappy child and he’d narrow his eyes and say, “Just the opposite.” He didn’t flee because he was miserable. He ran because he could get away with it.

Fossil has changed so little that one may stroll up Main, pass the Mercantile general store, its exterior unaltered, and retrace Bill’s footsteps. After exploding from his fourth-grade classroom and the stucco grade school, he played workup
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“There's hardly a more perfect Bowerman biographer than
Kenny Moore, who brings both Sports lllustrated writing chops and
an intimate knowledge of Bowerman’s coaching style to the task.”
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