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			Praise for The Long Run

			“To best appreciate the current boom in distance running, it’s necessary to peek back at its history. Martin Dugard’s The Long Run is an entertaining look at the roots of the sport, a celebration of its heroes, and a beautiful reminder that, while distance running hasn’t always been the most popular sport, it’s always been pretty dang cool.”

			—Des Linden, Boston Marathon champion and New York Times bestselling author of Choosing to Run

			“A swift, totally engrossing narrative about the men and women who turned distance running into an American obsession. As I read, I didn’t feel like I was holding a book. I felt like I was on the side of the road, cheering in Boston, New York, Los Angeles, Munich, Eugene. It’s a story for people who lived through the first running boom; but even more for those discovering the one happening now.”

			—Nicholas Thompson, CEO of The Atlantic and author of the national bestseller The Running Ground

			“The Long Run goes beyond recounting America’s running boom, showing how Steve Prefontaine, Frank Shorter, Joan Benoit Samuelson, and Grete Waitz helped turn running—and the marathon—into a national force. With a historian’s eye and a runner’s heart, Martin Dugard delivers racing accounts that put you in the shoes of these legends, infused with his own passion for the sport. It’s a reminder not just of how running got cool (and keeps getting cooler), but why we keep doing it.”

			—Chris Chavez, Citius Mag founder and author of the forthcoming The Marathon Book

			“Martin Dugard’s The Long Run unearths and relates many fascinating, long-forgotten stories of the first running boom. Dugard’s love of the sport infuses every page, while his rapid-fire narrative style makes every chapter a readable feast. A marathon tour de force that moves at a sub-4-mile pace.”

			—Amby Burfoot, Boston Marathon champion, author of Run Forever, and longtime editor of Runner’s World

			“The Long Run is a brilliantly written education of the most mass-participated sport in the world: the marathon. It is a must-read for the millions of people who take on the distance each year.”

			—Deena Kastor, Olympic bronze medalist and New York Times bestselling author of Let Your Mind Run

			“In The Long Run, Martin takes us back to when running started and how it inspires to this day. Every runner should be a student of the sport and learn from Martin Dugard’s amazing book.”

			—Meb Keflezighi, 2004 Olympic silver medalist, Boston Marathon champion, and New York Times bestselling author of 26 Marathons

			“Reading The Long Run is like pounding out some miles with a great friend on a Sunday morning. Pure joy. And most important, it will make you want to run—as far and as fast as you can.”

			—Matthew Futterman, author of Running to the Edge

			“More than a sports history, The Long Run is the story of a cultural phenomenon. Dugard shows how a perfect storm of charismatic figures and cultural anxiety transformed running from an obscure activity into a global phenomenon. It’s a powerful exploration of how we learned to embrace endurance as a defining part of our modern identity. A must-read!”

			—Steve Magness, author of Do Hard Things

			“The Long Run is required reading for anyone who loves the marathon. It gave me a greater appreciation of the legends in the sport who came before me and created the momentum for the running movement that I benefit from today. It reminded me how truly special our sport is.”

			—Sara Hall, pro marathon runner and author of For the Love of the Grind

			“This just may be the best book on running that I have read. Combining the research skills of a historian with the powerful storytelling of a novelist, Martin Dugard gives us a thrilling narrative. He tells the incredible history of long-distance running, its larger-than-life personalities, the dramatic events that brought running to millions around the globe, and why it all matters so much.”

			—George A. Hirsch, chairman emeritus of the New York Road Runners, co-founder of the five borough New York City Marathon, and founding publisher of Runner’s World

			“I simply can’t stop reading Martin Dugard’s new masterpiece, The Long Run. I guarantee that if you have ever laced up a pair of running shoes, you will simply love this book. What a great read!”

			—Bob Babbitt, co-founder of Competitor Magazine and inductee into the USA Triathlon Hall of Fame and Ironman Hall of Fame

			“Is there anything more pure than a foot race? In The Long Run, Martin Dugard captures both the passion of the hardcore runner and the curiosity of the beginner. The Long Run explores why people continue to be drawn to a seemingly simple sport and to a distance so iconic that it is sometimes used as a metaphor for life itself: the marathon.”

			—Grant Fisher, Team USA 2024 Olympic medalist in the 5,000 and 10,000 meters

			“Martin Dugard skillfully shares an unprecedented account of the wonderful sport of distance running through his peerless ability to depict historical legends, running pioneers, unrecognized influencers, iconic coaches, and competitors. The Long Run is an extremely special opportunity to personally connect with and to uniquely appreciate one of the world’s greatest sports.”

			—Jeff Messer, distance coach, exercise physiologist, and top coaching clinician
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			Author’s Note

			This Is the Story Of a revolution.

			I was part of the massive explosion in running’s popularity during the 1970s, even as I am part of the current post-Covid boom.

			Raced in high school and college. Then it was triathlons, adventure races, and mountain biking, though not for long. Every endurance sport has its tribe. Mine is the running community. It was only a matter of time before I found my way back.

			I used to be fast. Now it is enough to have run on six continents, hoping to run on the seventh, learning by experience that jogging through a foreign city is the easiest way to sightsee. I have hobbled the hard mile from Tavern on the Green to a Manhattan Midtown hotel after finishing the New York City Marathon, stepping gingerly up and down curbs as my muscles stiffened. On one occasion, several of my marathoner friends who also happened to design running shoes for a living had already taken up residence at an Irish Pub on Seventh and Fifty-fourth to rehydrate. They pounded on the window as I limped past, beckoning me to join them—which I did, sweaty singlet, space blanket, finisher’s medal, and all. Nothing like postrace storytelling for making the pain go away.

			My first marathon was in high school. It’s the only time I broke the magical three hours. I’ve run New York three times. Boston once. LA a few times. A bunch of others. They never get easier. During the lone Disneyland Marathon in 1995, organizers remeasured the course mid-race. They swore they got it right, but those last two miles felt like four.

			So, all of that is me saying I have a passion for the story you are about to read.

			Big characters, big moments, and a historical arc that has never been completely explored, written for those 621 million men and women around the world who call themselves runners, the 51 million Americans who say the same, the 1.1 million who run a marathon every year, and the millions more who do not yet run at all, let alone a marathon, but wonder if they have what it takes to finish 26.2 miles.

			This is the story of how completing the world’s most famous long run became such an aspirational challenge that “finishing a marathon” is now a top bucket-list goal—“the great suburban Everest,” in the words of one race organizer.

			More to the point, this is the story of how running became cool. And the runners who made it happen.

			Martin Dugard

			Rancho Santa Margarita, California

		

	
		
			New York City Marathon

			


			[image: ] September 13, 1970

			Central Park, New York City

			10:45 a.m.

			A Sunday. Humid, sunny, eighty-five degrees. One hundred and twenty-seven runners paid the $1 entry fee for this first-ever New York City Marathon. They now toe the starting line next to Tavern on the Green.

			Long Island firefighter Gary Muhrcke was up all night answering calls at his busy station house in Far Rockaway. Muhrcke called his wife at 8:30 this morning, telling her he just wanted to go home and sleep. Jane, a mother of three, has been looking forward to this day in Manhattan for a long time. The kids are already dressed and ready to go. She suggests her husband stop whining and get ready to race. The veteran distance runner reluctantly shows up fifteen minutes before the start. Dressed in white shorts and a matching singlet bearing the logo of the Millrose Athletic Association, he wears bib number 2.

			The course is four hilly laps of Park Drive, the paved interior loop closed to automobile traffic on Sundays. A couple more miles inside the park are tacked on to make the full marathon distance. The youngest competitor is sixteen. The oldest is fifty-year-old Ted Corbitt, who lives in the Bronx, wearing bib number 1 as a show of respect for his participation in the 1952 Olympic Games. The physical therapist is among five African American racers.

			A startling majority of the field is precisely thirty-five years old. There is just one woman. The Amateur Athletic Union, governing body of United States track and field, technically prohibits them from running distance races longer than a half mile. Nina Kuscsik does not care.

			With the exception of Joe Martino from Massachusetts, every competitor resides in the tri-state area, so today’s marathon has no impact on New York City’s tourist industry. Many competitors arrived by subway.

			Running is their source of fitness and personal challenge. They talk euphorically about the “runner’s high” in the middle of a workout. To the rest of the world, running is punishment. So much so that nineteenth-century British penitentiaries forced prisoners to run on treadmills for up to eight hours at a time. “We banged the tins, and bawled the hymns, / And sweated on the mill: / But in the heart of every man / Terror was lying still,” Oscar Wilde wrote of his time in the British prison system. Not for nothing was it called the discipline mill and considered cruel and unusual punishment.

			So, these are odd fitness enthusiasts. Call them freaks. They don’t mind. It is an unwritten societal rule in America that young men prove their masculinity by indulging in sports, perhaps even pursue a professional career in baseball, basketball, or football if they have the skill. When those days are over at eighteen or twenty-two or even as late as thirty years old, golf and bowling are the way to go—perhaps the occasional swim while on vacation. This tradition is not uniquely American, borrowed from the British public school focus on team sports and the ancient Greek belief that physical and mental health are intertwined. This attitude runs so deep that when the Duke of Wellington famously stated that the Battle of Waterloo was won on the playing fields of Eton, there was no disagreement—even though Eton’s playing fields were constructed not long after the Napoleonic Wars.

			This long-held belief in team sports above the individual competition means almost nobody chooses to be a long-distance runner. Those who disagree supposedly risk death. Every human being has only so many heartbeats, states one popular theory. Running will take years off your life.

			Women have it worse than men. It’s not ladylike to sweat. Running long distances will make their lady parts drop right out of their bodies. Exercise in public places is almost unheard-of. If a female fitness enthusiast is lucky, the local gym will have “lady’s day” once a week. This led to the popularity of fitness guru Jack LaLanne’s TV program, advocating jumping jacks and light abdominal exercises in the privacy of one’s own home—preferably while wearing a leotard and ballet slippers, like the amazing Jack himself.

			The starting time nears. These maniacs in Central Park touching their toes and nervously bouncing in place think those theories absurd. They’re not even afraid of risking arrest to pursue their pastime. Men and women running for no apparent reason draws police attention. Most of today’s marathoners limit their training to main streets and daylight because cops “only see folly in the sight of a grown man running,” as the Chicago Tribune writes.

			Even those thoroughfares can be deadly. Drivers play chicken with runners, swerving to force them off the road. Scream insults. “Cars would go by, windows would roll down and either taunts or empty beer cans would come flying out. There was no respect,” top East Coast runner Amby Burfoot tells The New York Times.

			New Yorkers out and about on this lovely morning will soon bear witness to a pack of grown men in cotton T-shirts, tube socks, and lightweight nylon shorts running circles around Central Park. Many, though not all the marathoners, are members of the New York Road Runners Club, today’s race organizer.

			The presence of a similarly dressed woman will be an affront to some spectators and amusement to others. Many honestly fear for Nina Kuscsik’s mortality, though less concerned with her heart and lungs than gravity and the fate of her reproductive organs. There will be suggestions these runners should be in church, this being Sunday and whatnot. Competitors would suggest that this cathedral of endurance is all the church they need.

			That is about to change.

			Not just for the 127 people awaiting the start of today’s inaugural New York City Marathon, wondering if they have time to sprint inside Tavern on the Green for one last pee.

			For everyone.

			No master plan. Mystifying that it happens at all.

			Meanwhile, there exists a world where running is not for freaks and weirdos but a haven for the gods. Revered. Aspirational. Center stage. At the college and Olympic levels, the discipline of running at high speeds for extraordinary lengths of time has made the cover of Sports Illustrated for years. The ultimate achievement is winning an Olympic gold medal, which never made anyone any money but guarantees a lifetime of celebrity.

			Right now, the Olympics don’t allow women to run distance, but they’re coming. Female runners are already running fifty-milers and crashing the Boston Marathon, despite physical altercations with race officials trying to pull them off the course.

			That is the divide.

			On the one side, the immortals, devoting their lives to Olympic glory and the pure splendor of pushing mental, physical, and emotional limits, a calling bordering on the divine.

			On the other, participants, men and women of all ages running for the sake of running, no dreams of fame or Olympic gold. They find the act invigorating, revel in the endorphin rush, embrace the suffering, obsess about weekly mileage, and enjoy sublime life pleasures like a full roll of toilet paper in a newly cleaned porta-potty on race day.

			The Olympians think the participants and their comfortable paces are just glorified joggers.

			The participants say the track Olympians aren’t “real runners” because they don’t run marathons.

			The commonality is that both sides are racing—and, in the process, changing the notion of what it means to compete. Some race to be first across the finish line. Others to quiet self-doubt by doing something they previously believed unachievable. Both pursue the Olympic ideal of striving to be their very best. No matter place or finish time, there is nothing average about these attempts to banish mediocrity.

			On this morning in 1970, the chasm between the two types appears to be a Grand Canyon, too wide to bridge. Been this way since University of Oregon track coach Bill Bowerman introduced recreational jogging to America seven years ago.

			Yet the leap from one side to the other has already begun.

			Take shoes. Olympic distance runners wear Adidas custom-made to the shape of their foot. Other companies like Puma in Germany and Onitsuka Tiger in Japan make off-the-shelf running shoes. An Oregon outfit cofounded by Renaissance man Bowerman, Blue Ribbon Sports, will soon compete with these longtime footwear titans. Today’s runners all wear some form of these “running” shoes.

			So, the technology of Olympians is crossing over to average runners—if there is such a thing.

			Take food. Just last year, it was discovered that eating high amounts of carbohydrates boosts glycogen stores in muscles. This sugar is the fuel that propels a top distance athlete, most of whom run too fast—and not long enough—for the body to access fat for energy. That knowledge has crossed the divide. Many of today’s marathoners had a beer and a heaping plate of spaghetti for dinner last night, hoping to avoid the celebrated “wall” at twenty-two miles, when the body runs out of glycogen. Last year, a new energy drink was handed out for free to runners at the Boston Marathon. It’s called Gatorade. The assistance came four times during the race. The practice of mid-race replenishment began at the 1908 London Olympics marathon, where runners visited “aid stations.” Prior to that, racers stopped in restaurants and bars to refuel.

			Take training. Olympians live in a world of easy runs, intervals at race pace, and all-out speed workouts designed to improve turnover for those final moments in a race when they will kick for home. A magazine named Distance Running News shares those methodologies in print each month. The interval format is foundational to the recent jogging fad. More and more, the middle-aged marathoner does at least a portion of his training at the local high school track, chasing the admonition that strength plus speed—interspersed with judicious amounts of rest—equals success.

			Yet something is missing.
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			The starter’s pistol barks at precisely 11:00 a.m. If bystanders are startled by sudden gunfire in Central Park, they don’t show it. New York Road Runners Club president Vincent Chiappetta hands the weapon to a friend and joins his fellow marathoners for 26.2 lunchtime miles. “The marathon is a charismatic event,” believes Fred Lebow, the marathon’s cofounder. Remember that name. He’s a big deal. We’ll hear more from him later. Thirty-eight. Holocaust survivor. Former diamond smuggler. Relentless.

			“It has drama, it has competition, it has camaraderie. It has heroism. It has all the elements for good copy,” Lebow tells a reporter.

			The marathoners dodge pedestrians and dog walkers and cyclists and young children kicking a ball, find refreshment in water fountains or a Coke handed to them by a stranger, detour hundreds of yards off the course to public restrooms when nature calls—or, later in the race, when nothing but crossing the finish line matters—duck behind a large shrubbery. Throughout the twenty-six miles, they endure the same lame joke they have heard a thousand times from sedentary bystanders who find themselves quite hilarious: “Pick it up!”

			Eleven a.m. is a very late hour to start a marathon, especially on a summer morning. The heat is withering. Runner after runner drops out. That’s the danger in a loop course. Competitors literally run through the finish line at the end of every lap. That’s where family and friends are standing. It’s so easy to start walking, step off the course, say hello and “damn, it’s hot,” then call it a day. Say good enough is good enough and let’s do better next time. One by one, this morning’s starters do just that. The lone woman drops after two loops. Nina Kuscsik will win the New York City Marathon in 1972 and 1973, but on this day, illness gets the best of her.

			Eventually, it is over. Dick Rothschild of New York City, one of the thirty-five-year-olds, finishes fifty-fifth and last in 5:10:34. No finisher medal is draped around his neck. No space blanket is handed to him to keep away the chills as his dehydrated muscles grow stiff from hours of nonstop running. Footsteps become a shuffle. Stepping off a curb is a monumental challenge. Someone had the foresight to bring a case of soda pop for postrace hydration, but no one can find an opener so the sugary drinks that would greatly aid recovery go to waste. Instead, many runners seek out someplace serving cold beer.

			No television camera films the finish line, but the marathon makes the papers: “55 finished,” writes The New York Times. “The first 10 received wrist watches, the next 35 clocks and everybody who competed got commemorative trophies.”

			Fireman Gary Muhrcke is the winner: 2:31:38. Bearded and grinning, he holds up both arms as he breaks the tape, fingers extended in a pair of peace signs. Soon after, he is asked to pose for a victory photo with wife Jane and their three young kids. The family stands on the pavement beneath a tree. The backdrop is Central Park’s Sheep Meadow, but that view is blocked by eleven anonymous New Yorkers wearing their Sunday best who just happen to be forming a semicircle behind the Muhrckes.

			Photographer Don Hogan Charles of The New York Times is one of only two photographers who showed up to cover the race. The other has already left, so Hogan gets the honor of snapping the winner’s photo. He frames the shot like Da Vinci’s The Last Supper. Muhrcke in all white, still wearing his number 2 bib, stands in the center with his towheaded children and Jane, also blond. His son and two daughters wear pristine white sneakers. The entire family smiles like this is the greatest day of their lives.

			From left to right in the background, the accidental guests look as individual and distracted as the twelve apostles. None of them smile.

			A lone woman on the right wears heels, a knee-length maternity dress buttoned to the neck, sunglasses, and a pocketbook squeezed into the crook of her right arm. Off to the left, a portly middle-aged gentleman gazes not into the lens but sidelong at a youthful Jane Muhrcke. He wears a white T-shirt under his short-sleeved Guayabera. A packet of cigarettes frames the front pocket.

			The other men wear long pants and dress shirts. All but one wear shined leather shoes. The holdout wears scuffed white tennis shoes, has dark hair, and strikes a pose, staring pensively into the camera as if he is the primary subject. No one except the Muhrckes appear to have any idea why a photographer with a Times press credential is taking their picture.

			“The whole city was out in the park, but nobody knew a marathon was happening,” Gary Muhrcke will reflect. His victory also earns him a trophy with Lady Liberty on top.

			“Most of them probably didn’t even know what a marathon was.”
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			November 2, 2025. Fifty-five years after Gary Muhrcke’s triumph. The marathon is no longer unknown.

			Central Park. The 56th New York City Marathon finishes near Tavern on the Green, but that is the only similarity to its first edition. Cost of admission is $315. Entries closed in March. More than 200,000 runners applied for a starting bib.

			The race now winds through all five boroughs, beginning on Staten Island. It’s been that way since 1976. Spectators stand shoulder to shoulder the entire route. The marching band from Bishop Loughlin High School is at the eight-mile mark in Brooklyn, playing the Rocky theme song over and over for three hours. The actual crowd size in Central Park alone is more than one million. A global television audience watches live.

			The women’s course record is smashed in 2025 by Hellen Obiri, her 2:19:51 twelve minutes faster than Gary Muhrcke’s 2:31:38 back in 1970. The pace of the men’s fastest mark of 2:04 is almost fast enough to lap Muhrcke on the old loop course—though it’s certain none of these highly compensated professional marathoners worked all night fighting fires before stepping to the starting line. First prize in the men’s and women’s division is now $100,000 each. The victors had their postrace photos taken by a small army of photographers. The Sheep Meadow is right where it was in 1970, but tight race day security makes it impossible for anyone without a credential to get near the finish line.

			The 2025 winners, Obiri and Benson Kipruto, both from Kenya, were also crowned with a leafy green laurel wreath. The tradition began in 1972, when Jane Muhrcke wove them from plants grown in her Long Island backyard. She continues making them for the marathon to this day, delivering the crowns to race officials at the last possible minute to ensure freshness.

			Gary Muhrcke is also still active, running a six-mile loop of the Central Park course in 2020 on the fiftieth anniversary of his victory. Eighty at the time. His Lady Liberty trophy was long ago broken by a young nephew, but Jane bought a small Statue of Liberty from a souvenir shop and glued it back on top to maintain the memory of that day.

			Retired fireman Muhrcke long ago gave up marathons. But if he had run the NYC Marathon in 2025, he would not have been alone in his age group. The oldest runners were in their eighties. The youngest were eighteen, organizers seeking to discourage an influx of child runners by putting a minimum age requirement on the race. Of all the competitors, 45 percent were women. All those runners coming from all over the world meant $427 million in revenue for local hotels and restaurants. Attendance at Broadway theaters soared.

			The running-shoe market is now a $15 billion phenomenon, experts predicting that number will rise to $25 billion by 2033. From 127 competitors in the first New York City Marathon, the number of competitors rose to 395 in 1973, 12,512 by 1980, and 26,597 in 1993, the year I first ran New York. In 2009, the field of 43,660 made it the largest marathon in the world—twice the size of the venerable Boston Marathon, a race limited by the narrow country roads on which it is contested. Back in April 2024, the Paris Marathon became the largest in the world, with a field of 54,175. Berlin broke the record that September with 54,175. The following November, New York takes it back with 55,646 finishers. Only to see London break that record in April 2025 with 56,640 runners.

			The crown returns to New York City in November 2025. An astonishing 59,226 runners storm the five boroughs.

			It’s not only Gotham. Marathons are monumental happenings in cities from London to Berlin to Chicago. Major metropolitan areas cater to running tourists, counting on that enormous race-week revenue. Cities see hundreds of millions of dollars, as well as thousands of jobs, centered on the intense logistical challenge of staging a big city race. Marathon season is October and November in fall, March and April in the spring. Runners around the world devote months of training to these special races. Among their own, it is enough to explain the long buildup in mileage and temporary weaning from beer, ice cream, and late nights by naming the city: Boston, LA, Rotterdam.

			Marathon is appended only when necessary to explain this ascetic devotion to non-running friends and curious coworkers.

			One thing is certain: Running is not a fad. Some etymologists believe that word fad is an abbreviation of the French word fadaise—“trifling.” Others say it comes from the sixteenth-century English fiddle-faddle, denoting something of little importance. Still others claim its three letters are the acronym of “for a day.”

			Time has shown that running is none of those.

			Against all odds, the whole world has not just embraced distance running as a spectator sport but are lacing up their shoes and joining the movement. Running has always been a low-cost way to exercise—no balls, no sticks, you can do it naked if you like, as the ancient Greeks and thousands of runners at San Francisco’s Bay to Breakers race attest. But for years it languished in the deep and lonely bunker of cult status. Young, old, men, women, gay, straight; all races, all religions, all ethnicities; Harvard grads and high school dropouts. Skinny, heavy, and SAF, as one running group calls itself—“slow as fuck”—all proudly call themselves runners. Olympian and Boston Marathon champion Des Linden calls this social side of running “the new dating app.”

			What made this phenomenon happen? Some ethereal catalyst bolstering the competitive drive that lives within us all, bringing forth a desire to push those mental, physical, and emotional limits. This collision of events, gold medals, legislation, and popular culture spawns a movement radically altering not just how we approach fitness but our lifestyles and communication and mental health.

			It all begins with mystery, myth, and legend.

			Let’s start with the legend.

		

	
		
			
				Part 1

				Before

			
		

	
		
			Marathon

			[image: ] September 10, 490 BC

			Marathon, Greece

			6:30 a.m.

			The legend begins this morning.

			“At them,” commands Miltiades, the compact Athenian general. Sixty. Wellborn. Hails from a family renowned for winning Olympic chariot races. The average Greek male of the time is five feet, five inches. Nothing in the history books suggests Miltiades is much taller.

			Eleven thousand soldiers begin marching briskly across this coastal plane. Battle formation. Sunrise in their eyes. Gentle wind blowing in from the sea. Clad in leather battle armor, bronze helmets, togas, sandals. Spear in one hand and circular wooden shield in the other. The air smells of body odor, cooking fires, and a faint hint of licorice. In Greek, marathon means “fields of fennel.” The aroma of those plentiful herbs carries on the morning breeze.

			These “hoplites” are greatly outnumbered. There are no hippeis, as Greek cavalry is known. Just foot soldiers. The fate of Athens rests in their hands. For the past decade, Hellenic city-states have revolted against Persian rule, eager to copy the Athenian experiment in democracy. City-state by city-state, King Darius of Persia has sent his army to rape, burn, and pillage, forcing these rebels to once again submit.

			The only other Greek holdout is Sparta—Athens’ philosophical opposite. One is known for wisdom, and the other for war. Unfortunately for the hoplites, their home is the city-state lacking in military tradition. Every man of fighting age has been summoned to Marathon. Slaves promised freedom if they fight. Should Miltiades fail, nothing will stop the Persians from marching twenty-five miles inland to level Athens.

			One mile from the attacking hoplites, backs to the narrow beach, forces loyal to Darius look forward to the smell of spilled Athenian blood: 15,000 foot soldiers, 1,000 horses and riders, 800 ships that carried them across the Aegean, and more than 100,000 sailors and oarsmen who guided this conquering force over the narrow sea. Their weapons of choice are bow, arrow, dagger, short spear.

			The foreigners mill on the light brown sand, awaiting the order to attack. Unworried warriors wander to the nearby marshes for a last prebattle constitutional. They take their time getting into formation, a confusion of shouted commands, milling bodies, and sharp pointy weapons. Led by the able commanders Datis and Artaphernes, the Persians have just conquered and burned the Greek city of Eretrea. Nothing can stop them. The outcome is so assured, their cavalry is already loading back onto the ships to attack Athens from a different direction.

			Meanwhile, hoplites march faster.

			The Athenians have ten generals in the field. Miltiades is commander in chief. He is one year away from a dungeon, disgrace, a sword flaying open his meaty horseman’s thigh, and death by gangrene. Yet on this summer morning, the general is brilliant. He orders his outnumbered hoplites to close on the Persians. Their march turns into a trot. Then a run. Speed is vital. The eight-foot-long Athenian spears are for thrusting, not throwing. Blade on one end and bronze spike on the other. Only good in tight combat.

			Miltiades’s strategy is unusual. He keeps the center column weak, strengthening the right and left flanks. This risky proposition makes his army extremely vulnerable.

			The second unique aspect is running.

			This is not done. No one charges headlong into the Persian army. Foolish. Suicidal. Hails of Persian arrows can kill from two hundred meters away. The notion of a lightly armed opposing force surviving arrows falling from the sky like rain and then engaging in hand-to-hand combat is absurd.

			That’s exactly what the Athenians are doing. Weighted down by forty pounds of kit, the hoplites charge like they have everything to lose.

			Persian archers slowly kneel or stand, getting into position. To their amazement, Athenians blitz the final hundred meters into their lines. Greek historian Herodotus will write about this moment through enemy eyes, stating, “In their minds they charged the Athenians with madness which must be fatal, seeing that they were few and yet were pressing forwards at a run, having neither cavalry nor archers.”

			Spears extended. Shields over heads deflect falling arrows. Bare hoplite arms and legs glisten with sweat from the mile of running. Breath comes in ragged bursts. Muscles burn.

			Then the crash of two armies colliding. Imagine the sound of a modern NFL football game as offensive and defensive lines hurl themselves into each other. A thud of bodies smashing into one another so loud it is heard a hundred yards away. Profanity. Snorts, grunts, groans. Cries of exhaustion and pain. Men trampled. Limbs contorted. A clatter of that unique body armor known as shoulder pads.

			Now multiply that brutish tumult times thousands.

			And make it life or death.

			Persian and Athenian lines are thirty and forty deep as they clash. More mob than army. No chance for men to maneuver once they’re stuck in the scrum. They just stand in place, spears swinging right and left, looking for the next man to kill, often impaled themselves by a blindside. For every man who falls, another moves forward, standing on the dead and dying as they wade into the fight.

			Metallic scent of blood as spears plunge through bodies. Clang of swords on armor and shields. Stench of men soiling themselves as they die. Screams of surprise, terror, agony. Face-to-face combat means they smell their opposite’s breath, body odor, and that breakfast of dates and dried fish. The Athenians have a tradition of hand-to-hand fighting, yet numbers favor their opponent. The Persians push the hoplites back, hoping to overrun the Athenians. There, they make a great mistake, born of Miltiades’s genius: The weak center is a trap. Each time an attack is made, the strong flanks descend and slaughter.

			The battle lasts four hours. Athens loses 192 men. Persian archers finally turn and sprint for their ships, leaving behind 6,400 dead on the Marathon plain. Many more drown escaping through coastal swamps.

			Athenians spend the afternoon cremating their fallen and covering the ashes with earth. Though exhausted from a long morning of battle and saying farewell, they march seven hours home to prevent the escaped Persian fleet from attacking Athens by sea.

			Today’s victory has a lasting effect on world history. It’s how democracy grows and spreads, just like the running movement 2,500 years later. This belief in equality and freedom would not be possible had a triumphant Persia installed yet another autocratic dictatorship. The Greeks still consider it the greatest battle in their history.

			Incredibly, that’s not why we remember this day.

			We remember it for a legendary hero who never donned battle armor.

			All he did was run.

			Supposedly.

		

	
		
			Pheidippides

			[image: ] September 10, 490 BC

			Marathon, Greece

			Afternoon

			The legend has a name.

			Pheidippides. Forty when the Battle of Marathon is waged. Old even for ancient times but capable of running 150 miles in less than two days. He makes his living as a professional hemerodrome—“day-long runner.” Athens’s secret weapons. Carry information from city to city and general to general. Clad in toga and sandals, these professional distance runners travel faster over rugged mountainous terrain than a man on horseback.

			Miltiades needs someone to tell Athenians about the amazing victory. He chooses Pheidippides. The courier immediately runs the uphill twenty-five miles from Marathon to Athens. Most hemerodromes are young men, barely older than a teenager. For Pheidippides to continue this job into early middle age is an indication of great prowess. He is also comfortable being alone, self-reliant, perseverant, disciplined, in tune with his body, familiar with discomfort, sustaining an interior dialogue on the run that often takes him out of the moment and into a realm of faraway thought, a man who finds great pleasure in the simple act of putting one foot in front of the other for miles on end, and has no problem whatsoever relieving himself in the great outdoors.

			Just like every distance runner the world has known before and since.

			The best route from battlefield to Acropolis begins with a short jog south along the coast. A right turn. A long steady climb through the foothills of Mount Penteli and Mount Hymettus that will light a fire inside Pheidippides’s quadriceps muscles. Then a gentle downhill into the teeming streets of cosmopolitan Athens. Perversely, this transition from climbing to descent alters muscle movement from extension to compression. Sudden eccentric contractions cause upper leg muscles to cramp. The last miles will be an exercise in pain management.

			The afternoon of the battle is warm. Sun reflects heat off the boulders lining the wide mountain trail. Pheidippides grinds through the uphill miles, pace smooth and steady. Energy comes from a small pouch of figs, olives, dried meats, and a sesame seed and honey paste. Water is slurped greedily from streams. He already ran 150 miles to Sparta and back this week; this is known to be fact. So, Pheidippides is at his limit as he runs the 25 miles from Marathon after the battle.

			Athens is a large city in 490. Population 140,000. Sunset is 6:32 p.m. on this particular summer evening. Even starting in midafternoon, Pheidippides is swift enough to arrive by dusk. Given the legendary stamina of hemerodromes, crowds of citizens and slaves make a path for him as the exhausted runner enters the city from the east, following the dirt streets past the pillars of Ναὸς τοῦ Ὀλυμπίου Διός, Naós tou Olympíou Diós—roughly, “Temple of the Olympian Zeus”—then staggers up the smooth limestone steps of the Acropolis. There, at the highest point in Athens, he shouts, “Nike! Nike!”—victory, victory.

			Then drops dead.

			In this moment, a hero is born. In one fell swoop, Pheidippides runs the first-ever “marathon” and dies at the finish line. From this day forward, the distance will be synonymous with ultimate sacrifice.

			Some modern researchers explain cause of death as takotsubo syndrome, or broken heart, for the ailment’s occurrence during a tumultuous incident. The traumatized muscle simply stops beating.

			It’s the ultimate hero legend—war, triumph, perseverance, death. The only thing missing is a love interest. An epic saga perfect for passing from generation to generation to generation, never losing its narrative power and inspiration.

			Only, none of it happened.

			Pheidippides was a real man. We know of him through Herodotus. In his seminal Histories, the Greek scholar describes the Battle of Marathon in vivid detail. He writes sixty-five years after the fight, basing his story on eyewitness accounts. The historian mentions Pheidippides by name, stating that this hemerodrome ran that incredibly long distance to Sparta on the eve of battle. The courier’s purpose was to convince them to aid the Athenians. The Spartans said yes, but wait a week, when an important religious festival will be over. Then we’ll help.

			So Pheidippides runs all the way back to Athens to give Miltiades the bad news. Here, Herodotus steps away from historical rigor to assert that Pheidippides takes a detour to visit the god Pan. Ancient Greek writing commonly blends myth and fact to add a supernatural feel. Pan is half man and half goat, with a male torso, rough beard, and prominent genitals, as well as cloven hooves, horns, and a tail. He loves to dance, play the pipe, and slay beasts. His hallmarks are laughter and sexual vitality. Early Christians base their physical description of the devil on this licentious god. Edwardians immortalized him as the eternal boy: Peter Pan.

			By the time Herodotus writes Histories, Athenians believe Pan is why they won at Marathon. Leaving the beloved deity out of something as momentous as the world’s first history book would be a glaring omission. So, Herodotus writes of Pheidippides and Pan having a conversation before the courier goes on his way.

			This fantastical addition underscores the one thing Herodotus does not mention: Pheidippides running from Marathon to Athens. Nor does he mention a courier—any courier—crying “Nike.” Or anyone dropping dead.

			Herodotus is the Father of History. So dedicated to his craft that he attempted to travel the length of the Nile searching for its source. The journey ended six hundred miles south of Cairo at the impassable waterfall known as the First Cataract, whereupon the historian was forced to turn around and travel all the way back downriver. Pan notwithstanding, Herodotus possessed great professional discipline. He would have mentioned such a dramatic moment. Particularly one witnessed by crowds of Athenians as an exhausted and sunburned Pheidippides runs the final uphill mile to the Acropolis.

			Herodotus’s version of events goes like this:

			Pheidippides runs to Sparta.

			Pheidippides runs back from Sparta, stopping to speak with a god who loves laughter and music, inspires such fear in his enemies that mild-mannered souls turn into carnivorous beasts, and has lots of sex. Pheidippides is a great runner.
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			This is where legend and myth diverge.

			A legend is a historical tale that may or may not be true.

			A myth is pure fiction posturing as truth to explain a social phenomenon.

			The marathon myth starts five hundred years after Herodotus and one hundred years following the birth of Christ. Plutarch writes an essay dramatizing the story of Pheidippides. This Greek historian is in his mid-fifties. Father of five. Greek by birth but a Roman citizen. He seeks to answer a prominent question of his time: whether Athens is still better known for wisdom over war.

			Plutarch lands on the side of wisdom. To explain why, he also discusses great battles. So, as part of his thesis, Plutarch’s “On the Glory of Athens” (De Gloria Atheniensium) revives the marathon story. The historian writes of a courier running from Marathon to cry news of victory. His name is Thersippus. For good measure, Plutarch also mentions a runner named Eukles.

			Both hemerodromes complete the journey.

			No Nike. No dying.

			No Pheidippides.
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			Decades afterward, the historian Lucian reads Histories. Syrian by ancestry, born in what is now Turkey, he makes his way to Athens. His bust shows him lean and clean-shaven. Known for sarcasm and satire. He writes his own version of the legend. “A Slip of the Tongue in Greeting” (also known as “Pro lapsu inter salutandum”) weaves the marathon story into a discourse on joy. Pheidippides returns, but the author makes liberal use of the spelling by changing his name to Philippides.

			Lucian also adds the entirely new parts about Nike and dying. This version of the legend may or may not be tongue-in-cheek, the Syrian poking fun at the legendary hemerodromes and the glorious Battle of Marathon in a single jab. Yet for almost nineteen centuries, this stands fast as the new version of the legend.
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			As all this takes place, the ancient Olympic Games are held between 776 BC and 393 AD. The longest running event is the dolichos, inspired by couriers just like Pheidippides. The distance is not even three miles. Lacking the same concerns about sunburn as those solitary hemerodromes running for hours through the mountains, all athletes compete naked, striding around an oval track of one stade in length—roughly two hundred meters, though no two ancient Greek tracks are the same distance.

			The Olympics are contested until AD 393. Eight centuries elapse between the Battle of Marathon and those final games. Plenty of time to add a race commemorating the greatest-ever victory in Greek history. Yet no one thinks it’s necessary. This suggests that a courier running twenty-five miles isn’t such a big deal, not even if he drops dead.

			Centuries pass. The legend languishes. Greece languishes. The Roman Empire rises and falls. Mens sana in corpore sano, writes Juvenal. The Holy Roman Empire rises and falls. Dark Ages. Battle of Hastings. Hundred Years War. Battle of Agincourt. Discovery of America. Renaissance. Reformation. Enlightenment. Siege of Vienna. Global circumnavigation. American Revolution. Battle of Waterloo. Charge of the Light Brigade. American Civil War. American Indian Wars. Discovery of a tiny island in the Pacific now known as Midway.

			Finally, 1879.

			British poet Robert Browning is a man of many obsessions. He has just returned from a trip to Italy, where he and his late wife, Elizabeth Barrett, lived until her death in his arms seventeen years ago. Browning’s work receives mixed reviews, some calling him England’s new Shakespeare while others find him impossible to read. Sixty-seven. Long white beard and tired eyes. Not interested in remarrying. By turns Christian and atheist.

			Fascinated by ancient Greece.

			Browning read Homer’s Iliad as a child and has been fluent in Greek since the age of sixteen. Like any self-respecting scholar, he knows his Herodotus. So, when Browning sits down in his West London home to pen the collection known as Dramatic Idyls, inventing a 118-line poem about Pheidippides and the Battle of Marathon is not a stretch.

			Only this time, the forty-year-old courier is not just a runner, he battles as a hoplite.

			Yes, he fought on the Marathon day:

			So, when Persia was dust, all cried “To Acropolis!

			Run, Pheidippides, one race more! The mead is thy due!

			‘Athens is saved, thank Pan,’ go shout!”

			He flung down his shield,

			Ran like fire once more: and the space ’twixt the Fennel-field

			And Athens was stubble again, a field which a fire runs through,

			Till in he broke: “Rejoice, we conquer!” Like wine thro’ clay,

			Joy in his blood bursting his heart, he died—the bliss!

			This is the legend we celebrate to this day. A little Herodotus, a little Lucian, a little Browning, and such heightened inspiration that it’s only a matter of time before someone gets the bright idea to finally hold an actual race following in Pheidippides’s invented footsteps.

			It will be called—what else?—a marathon.

		

	
		
			Olympics

			[image: ] April 10, 1896

			Marathon, Greece

			1:50 p.m.

			The first Olympic marathon is about to begin.

			Friday afternoon. Greek patriotism wafts in the air like licorice and 490 BC. Seventeen runners on a bridge over a new roadway near the ancient battlefield. Lined up in four rows, positions selected by lots. Peasant farmers bear witness. A small crowd, at best. Bicycles, pushcarts, and horse-drawn wagons stand by to provide sustenance, collect dropouts, offer emergency medical solutions, and even allow runners to cheat if they can cadge a ride.

			One German runner has already backed out. An Italian was denied entry because he is professional. Olympic organizers believe making money for running violates the Olympic ideal. Only amateurs may compete.

			The course is from Marathon to Panathenaic Stadium in Athens. The ancient home of the Olympics has been rebuilt after millennia of neglect. An eager mob of 71,800 began lining up at 3:00 a.m. to buy tickets. Some are competitors from the fourteen countries represented at these first modern games. Thousands upon thousands more are Greeks, including King George I and the royal family. Athletes will compete in the pole vault today, but that is not why thousands pack the hard seats. The crowd has come to see this intriguing new race. The race of Pheidippides. Their race. Though clearly a modern invention, the name belongs to the greatest battle in Greek history. No other event is so uniquely Greek.

			Yet this is all new. Spectators have only a vague idea how long the marathon will
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