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More Praise for The Last Pick

“Dave McGillivray has shown that he knows what it takes to motivate and inspire people to accomplish goals beyond their expectations. I am proud to say he has inspired the people of Boston and especially our children to reach farther and achieve more. With The Last Pick, Dave’s wisdom will be available to everyone seeking guidance as they reach for the stars.”

Thomas M. Menino

Mayor of Boston

“Dave McGillivray is the type of person that fits my definition of an off-the-field hero. He may not have been picked by others long ago to be on their team, but he’d be the first I’d pick to be on my team now.”

Alberto Salazar

Boston Marathon and
NYC Marathon Champion

“Every amateur and professional athlete, every coach, fan, parent of a child in sports, referee, sports organizer, sports agent, team owner, announcer, and sports bar proprietor needs to read this book to understand why humans were given the ability to run, jump, throw, kick, tumble, and catch in the first place. Answer: to advance the cause of humanity. This is what Dave is all about, and everyone … needs to read about this one guy who lives that ideal.”

Dave Cowens

Boston Celtics All-Star, NBA Hall of Fame,
NBA MVP, NBA Rookie of the Year

“McGillivray truly understands that success is about overcoming the obstacles that life brings—whether they be physical, mental, or emotional challenges—and then using these experiences as motivation to prove the critics wrong.”

Doug Flutie

NFL Quarterback, 1984 Heisman
Trophy Winner, Pro Bowl Selection

“Dave shows that, through perseverance, self-confidence, and a willingness to accept any sacrifices involved, no road is too long and no challenge is too great.”

Dennis Eckersley

Hall of Fame Pitcher, Cy Young
Award Winner, 6-time All-Star

“I’ve known Dave since his first run across the US and know well his story. Dave is well respected in the running community in the US and beyond. No one deserves that respect more.”

Bill Rodgers

4-time Boston and NYC Marathon Champion

“His energy in his work and in helping others inspired me to attain the goals I set in my athletic dreams. His enthusiasm for everything he does is from his heart, and he is so determined in such an athletic-competitive way. It’s a privilege to know and respect him.”

Rod Dixon

1972 Bronze Medalist, 1500m, New Zealand;
1983 NYC Marathon Champion

“Dave McGillivray knows firsthand how participation in athletics can inspire individuals to reach personal heights greater than ever imagined. His book might not make you win an Olympic gold medal (or maybe it will), but it will help you reach your dreams of ‘gold-medal living.’”

John Naber

1976 Olympic Games—4 gold, 1 silver (swimming);
Network Commentator; Author; Speaker

“Dave McGillivray is an amazing man. He is proof that the impossible is possible, and this book will inspire readers to follow their wildest dreams. His words will ring in my head the next time I hear ‘you can’t.’ … Dave shows that I can.”

Alexandra Paul

Hollywood Actress (Baywatch);
Ironman Triathlon and Boston Marathon finisher

“I have stood on the sidelines for the past three decades watching Dave McGillivray, through sheer determination and grit, accomplish amazing feats while raising funds for many worthwhile charities. Read his story in The Last Pick and I am more than confident that you will come away with something that will help you in life.”

Mike Andrews

Chairman, The Jimmy Fund;
Former Major League Baseball Player

“Dave McGillivray has shown that it is not always the biggest, toughest, or most intimidating that are successful. Many, like Dave, succeed because they have the biggest heart, are the toughest mentally, are better prepared, and have more determination to succeed than the so-called ‘most talented.’ His story is an inspiring one for all of us.”

Steve Grogan

New England Patriots Quarterback,
Patriots All-Time Career Passing Leader
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Foreword

I am honored and humbled to write this foreword for The Last Pick. Personally, I think a more appropriate name for this section of the book would be “Fast Forward,” as there aren’t many people in this world who can keep Dave’s pace on or off the roads.

Harry Truman is credited with saying, “It is amazing what you can accomplish if you do not care who gets the credit.” Dave McGillivray should be credited for living it. With a heart the size of Boston, I can’t think of anyone who does more things for more people, without expecting anything in return, than Dave McGillivray. His work ethic, his energy, his athletic feats, and his generosity are legendary; and he’s earned my vote for the greatest organizational and management genius of our lifetime. Yet few people outside the running world even know his name. I hope this book will change that!

I feel sorry for the bookstore owner trying to find the proper shelf for Dave’s book. Like Dave, this book seems to belong everywhere. It’s a management book, a self-help book, a sports book, a biography, and even a history book. Most important, this book reveals stories that describe the making of a motivational and organizational mastermind. It will get you off the couch!

Among Dave’s many responsibilities and titles is race director for the TD Banknorth Beach to Beacon Race in Cape Elizabeth, Maine. Although the Bank and I are cited as “founders,” I credit Dave for the success and popularity of this event. At the heart of this race are thousands of volunteers, and Dave keeps the Beach to Beacon heart revved and pumping—with power and pleasure. Like electricity, Dave’s presence is critical and powerful yet virtually unseen. With Dave, there’s no grandstanding, no schmoozing or self-promoting—just a burning desire to present the best race possible. Every year he succeeds, earning the respect, admiration, and gratitude of runners of every level.

I picture Dave on his 100th birthday, running his age, as has been his tradition for many years. And at mile 100, I will greet him with a memento inscribed as follows: “You Are What You Run! Thank You!”

Joan Benoit Samuelson, 1984 Olympic Gold Medalist, Marathon;
1979 and 1983 Champion, Boston Marathon


Acknowledgments

At age 25, I started to write a book about my run across the country, but I never finished it. This is not that book. The finish of that run led to the start of a new one and countless other runs and journeys after that. Ironically, it was actually a struggle to motivate myself enough to set aside the time to write a book whose main purpose was to motivate others. What started as a depiction of an 80-day run across the United States led to a story not about running but about what’s possible if you have a few guts and don’t underestimate your own ability.

Well, at the age of 51—26 years and literally thousands and thousands of miles later—I have finally completed my book. Speaking of the number 26, this was a marathon in and of itself—no, an ultramarathon! We paced ourselves and, yes, even did the survivor’s shuffle on occasion, but we have finally crossed the finish line.

My thanks and appreciation go out to the following people, who have always made me feel like the first pick, not the last, and who were instrumental in helping to make this dream, among many others, come true.

To Linda Fechter—you truly are the person who courageously and patiently kept in the race, stayed the course, and brought this epic journey across the finish line. My heartfelt thanks and appreciation go out to you for not only keeping a promise but being the finest example of what this book is truly about.

To the staff at Rodale Inc., in particular Heidi Rodale and Hope Clarke, and with special appreciation for the incredible editing skills of Rachelle Laliberte—I am so fortunate to be published by a company whose mission of inspiring and enabling people to improve their lives matches my own.

To my wife, Katie—because of your caring, understanding, and wonderful attitude, you inspired me and allowed me to finally complete this chapter of my life.

To my son Ryan—because of your determination and passion, I know you, too, will “run” around Fenway Park someday, not as a runner but as the preeminent professional sports groundskeeper that you aspire to be.

To my son Max—because of the same determination and passion as your brother, I know you will be standing on the mound in Fenway Park someday as a leading pitcher in the major leagues.

To my 2-year-old daughter, Elle—just wait until you get a little older and truly realize what a kook you have for a father. Ignorance is bliss.

To my mom and dad, my true heroes—you trusted me, believed in me, and allowed me to be me. A son couldn’t ask for more.

To my brothers and sisters, Bob, Susan, Denise, and Alan—thanks for helping your baby brother take not only his very first steps but the hundreds of thousands of steps since then.

To my wonderful friends and Team DMSE colleagues mentioned within these pages and all those too numerous to mention—friends are family you choose for yourself. You are all worthy of having your own stories told.

To Grandpa Eaton—you taught me that I needed to earn the right to set a goal. I hope I earned the right to write this book, a book I hope will effectively impart and convey your important message to countless others.

To Ken Coleman—not only were you the voice of the Red Sox, you were the voice that gave me the chance I needed in life. Because of the chance you gave me, I hope a lot of goodwill and kindness were realized.

To all the kids being treated at the Jimmy Fund Clinic and children everywhere in need—I dedicate this book to all of you. Those of us who have been dealt a fair hand have an obligation and responsibility to help those who have not been as fortunate. Know that you will never be alone. We are all in this trek through life together.

—Dave McGillivray



To my husband, Michael, my best friend for nearly 20 years. I am constantly astounded by your unwavering patience, nurturing, and love.

To our children, Morgan and Jack, for their understanding of all the nights, weekends, and vacations that Mommy spent at the computer. Your hugs and kisses sustained me.

To my mom and pop, Cooky and Larry, who have seemingly broken the land-speed record from Bondville, Vermont, to Cohasset, Massachusetts, whenever I called to say, “I need you” … which I always do.

To all the rest, including family and friends … for all those times you listened, entertained the children, provided words of encouragement, and, most important, delivered a cup of hot coffee to my door at precisely the right moment. You know who you are, and I thank you from the bottom of my heart for being there from the beginning to “the end.”

To Mrs. Stein, my third-grade teacher at Forest Park Elementary School, who passed away before I had the chance to thank her for instilling in me a love of writing that has not wavered since that first meeting of “Author’s Club.”

Finally, to Dave, for believing in me, inspiring me, and doing what his own mentor did for him … thank you for giving me a chance.

—Linda Fechter


|  CHAPTER 1  |

The Home Run

Ladies and gentlemen, a Fenway Park greeting for Dave McGillivray …

Ken Coleman, executive director of the Jimmy Fund, August 29, 1978

The man standing at the microphone just behind home plate at Fenway Park was Ken Coleman, a legendary sports announcer whose voice was known for reporting at bats, strikes, and home runs for the Red Sox. But on that night, he stood in his role as executive director of the Jimmy Fund—the official charity of the Boston Red Sox.

It was 7:40 p.m., August 29, 1978.

I couldn’t see the 32,000 baseball fans from my vantage point just outside the gate entrance near the left-field wall, but I could hear Ken’s booming voice echoing throughout the stands. It was Jimmy Fund Night at Fenway Park, a night when a portion of ticket sales went to support cancer research and patient care. The crowd was on hand to watch the Red Sox face the Seattle Mariners and also to welcome home a 24-year-old runner who had just completed a solo transcontinental run of 3,452 miles across the United States: me.

It wasn’t until my support team and I had crossed the Mississippi River that I allowed myself the luxury of thinking about the actual finish ceremony and how it would feel to be reunited with the family and friends I’d left behind. Prior to that point on the route, there was too much doubt looming in my psyche as to whether or not I would make it—and make it on time. But after passing that milestone, I felt that I was heading out of the woods. Fenway became a magnet pulling me home.

I had begun in June at the Seattle Kingdome, also during a pregame ceremony. But being well over 3,000 miles from home, as well as running out into a rather empty stadium, rattled my confidence a bit. I hadn’t accomplished anything yet, and as Tom Kinder—my support-crew member—and I stood there on the field, I had briefly wondered if what I was about to embark upon made any sense at all and if I would succeed.

In fact, it was not my reputation as an athlete that led me from the former Seattle Kingdome to Fenway; it was just the opposite. As a youth, I reached a height of 5 feet 4 inches—and then stopped, while others my age grew taller and taller. It was my small stature and people’s incorrect perceptions that got me cut from both baseball and basketball in high school. I was chosen last for most teams in gym class and at recess. I was also the boy who often got into fights while defending my brother or myself about our somewhat vertically challenged bodies.

Somehow, I always held on to my desire to be an athlete. I believed I had ability, and for most of my boyhood years, I shared the dream of so many: to be a baseball player. I practiced throwing, catching, and hitting for hours on end. At age 15, on the Babe Ruth All-Star team, I got the closest I’d come to the majors—until now. I believe that I was the first person, other than the ballplayers themselves, to ever run around inside the park, a place steeped in history and superstition.

On that summer of ’78 night, I wondered what the reaction of the sold-out Fenway crowd would be: Would they heckle me or, worse, make no noise at all as they scratched their heads in bafflement at the kid in running shorts who was delaying the start of their favorite pastime? The answer came as the doors I waited behind opened to the thunder of 64,000 hands clapping together and I began a victory lap around the warning track.

Prior to going out on the field, I had asked Ken if I should do one lap or two. “It’s up to you,” he said. Toward the end of the first lap, I felt that the crowd was as full of adrenaline as I was, so I decided to go around once more; after the thousands of miles I’d already run, what did it matter? As I passed the Red Sox dugout, Bill Campbell, a relief pitcher, threw his cap to me. I put it on my head, and the applause of the fans grew even louder. I glanced up into the stands and saw that even Mrs. Yawkey, the owner of the Red Sox, was applauding.

Running onto the field felt like my own little Olympics, as if I’d just completed the marathon and was running into the Olympic stadium. I was a good runner, a solid runner; but I would never make such an elite team, so I savored every moment in that ballpark. It was the first time I ever felt like a legitimate athlete.

As I ran, I turned a bit to get a good look at the billboard hanging in right field: “Help Make a Dream Come True,” read the sign that had led me to call Coleman just 8 months before. It was an advertisement to encourage people to donate to the Jimmy Fund. For 3 months, my support team and I did all we could to educate people beyond New England about the Jimmy Fund’s mission. Knowing that the organization was counting on me helped me stay the course. Quitting was never an option.

The standing ovation lasted for what seemed like 10 minutes. I wondered if there were any former cynics or playground bullies from my childhood in the stands—those who knew me in high school and had low expectations of my success in any sport at all. On that night, I knew I had made believers out of doubters. One’s genetic makeup is not as important as the will to succeed. I, Dave McGillivray, of Medford, Massachusetts—always the last pick—had done something I was proud of, and that night, I was 10 feet tall. “I knew I could do this,” I thought to myself as I decided to go that second time around.


The guy who stands 5-foot-4 dares to stand apart. He challenges others to do the same in their lives, whatever their dreams may be.

Barry Scanlon, the Lowell Sun, March 29, 2000



It began because I wanted and needed a challenge … a big one. My desire was to do something unique that very few people had done before. As I told David Hartman during a Good Morning America interview the day after I ran into Fenway, the reason I ran was twofold. First, I wanted to dedicate a good portion of my time to running something that I didn’t have to qualify for; there were no real parameters other than what I set for myself. Second, as I told people across the country, “Strong legs are running so weak legs can walk.”

I’ve always had a deep concern for those who weren’t given a fair chance in life, especially children. Even so, there are always skeptics who question the motives of those doing positive things. Was I really running for charity—or for myself? No one in my family was ill with any particular ailment, though my mother has since been diagnosed with cancer.

The bottom line is that I felt a responsibility to help, and I still do. I didn’t have the financial wherewithal to give away thousands of dollars to charity, but I thought I could persuade those who did to step up to the plate.

The Red Sox connection went deeper than the use of the stadium for my official finish. My idea to run across the country had been years in development, yet it wasn’t until I called the Jimmy Fund and met Ken Coleman that I truly believed it was possible. This man—the “voice” of the Boston Red Sox for many years—truly gave me a chance. He brought the Red Sox into the fold of the run plans and instantly turned my personal goal into something of greater magnitude and very much in the public eye.

The moments of the two victory laps were not for me alone to celebrate. I had a sponsor, Pro Specs. Without their financial help, the outcome might have been different. I also had a support crew of guys who only 80 days before had been strangers to each other and over the course of the run became people I counted on: Dan Carey, Jeff Donahoe, Tom Kinder, Kent Hawley, and my brother Alan. Last, and maybe most important, I had the people in New England who supported me. I thanked them all when I was allowed to say a few words.

I wanted nothing more than to convey my exhilaration as I ran around the park. I did everything I could to show the crowd how excited and appreciative I was to be home and among all those who had followed my progress and stuck with me the whole summer.

When you give to someone else, the feeling you get back is worth significantly more. The Jimmy Fund received 1,500 donations from people who had been at Fenway or were listening to the radio. The gifts for that night added up to more than $19,000, including a check for $1.26 from an 8-year-old boy who’d been at the game. That total, in addition to the money we’d raised before and during the run, helped the Jimmy Fund. Knowing that perhaps we’d introduced a new audience to the groundbreaking research being done at the Sidney Farber Cancer Center (now the Dana-Farber Cancer Institute), however, was all the incentive we needed to keep putting one foot in front of the other.


Excuse me if I cry a little. I want you to know this: David … called me on the phone, and I thought, “Well, I can’t imagine anyone wanting to do something like this.” And when he came in, he was with me and my assistant, Charles Kilty, for some 3 hours because I wouldn’t let him go. And believe me when I tell you that this trip was no ego trip. This trip was done for the children and the adults we see at the Sidney Farber Cancer Center and the inpatients at Children’s Hospital.

Ken Coleman



One might assume that running across the country was the culmination of my little-known athletic career, yet it was only the beginning, a catalyst for a lifetime of journeys. I calculate that my feet have logged approximately 130,000 miles thus far. If there’s a challenge that few have done or many believe cannot be done, then that is what I strive for, including a 24-hour run, a 24-hour swim, competing in eight Ironman triathlons, and even my annual tradition of running my age in miles on my birthday. These activities may sound off the wall, but they’re simply ways I’ve found to challenge myself. When I started my birthday run, I was 12 years old, so I ran 12 miles. The challenge is much different now that I’m 51, but pushing myself and keeping my body and mind in working order are a big part of who I am.

Running across the country was a life-altering experience. I learned about logistics, planning, discipline, and overcoming odds. I realized that doing something that seems impossible is a lot easier when you break it down into attainable pieces. It wasn’t a run for 80 days; it was 1 day of running, 80 days in a row. The same with fund-raising: I didn’t need to help thousands. If I made a difference in one life, that was good enough for me.

I lost more weight organizing the trek across the country than the 9 pounds I shed during the 2½ months running it. I put everything I had into preparation and planning, the two elements that are key to every success I’ve had. At the time, as I checked and rechecked, I didn’t realize that I was also preparing myself for the future. I now plan and execute events for a living. I used to joke that my job as a race director is very secure because no one else would want it. The truth is, even with all the challenges that present themselves with each project, I don’t see it as work. I’m passionate about it—I took the hobby I loved and made it into my career.

We all have the capacity to make great things happen in our lives. I believe in all that self-fulfilling-prophecy thinking. I’m not saying there won’t be hardships; I’ve literally been to rock bottom and back again. If you think back to what brought you to where you are today or imagine where you see yourself in the future, you’ll likely find that your life direction has been shaped by a handful of well-made decisions. When the high school basketball coach cut me, self-pity could’ve prevented me from pursuing anything requiring physical ability. Instead, I saw it as a challenge. It was a choice.

I go with my gut, even when an idea defies logic or practicality. Unfortunately, it can take a long time to find out if I’ve chosen the right path. If I truly believe in something, though, then it’s worth giving it a try. I have no regrets. I learn from each experience, even when the results aren’t as planned.

Running helps me maintain positive self-esteem and confidence and provides some direction to my life. It has lifted me up when I thought I couldn’t get any lower, and it has been a significant part of my overall happiness due to the friends and experiences I’ve encountered along the way. Some other sport or vocation might have served as well, but running is what I know and enjoy. Yes, the cross-country run was an athletic challenge, but for me, it was not as much about athleticism as it was about accomplishing a goal.


Maybe for once, the game will not be the story tonight, but David McGillivray’s amazing trek across the country for the Jimmy Fund—no matter what happens in the next few hours—will be the story.

Dick Stockton to Ken Harrelson, Red Sox announcers



On that one Fenway night, I shared common ground with heroes whom I had admired since I was old enough to count to Ted’s number 9. It was 15 minutes of fame that will last a lifetime. The Red Sox won the game that night, 10–5. A number of players, including Carl Yastrzemski, George Scott, and Carlton Fisk, hit home runs. In a sense, after 4 years of planning and 80 days on the road, I had done the same.


|  CHAPTER 2  |

Please God, Make Me Grow

I truly believe that every person on this planet has ability. It just takes guts to find out what that ability is and to draw it out.

Dave McGillivray

I heard a commotion in the school hallway. I was in the seventh or eighth grade, and I followed the crowd down the stairway to see what was happening. What we all saw was this big bully who had this little guy by the shirt, using it as a handle to hold the smaller boy up against the wall and dangle him a few inches off the ground. My first thought was of how awful the situation was and how badly that kid must have felt. My second thought was: “Oh, my gosh—that ‘kid’ is my brother Alan!”

Of course, I went crazy and started punching the instigator. I’m not sure if I actually hurt him—he towered over me—but at least I was meddling where he didn’t want me. After a few minutes of my Chuck Connors/Rifleman–type moves (based on one of my all-time favorite TV shows), the bigger guy got frustrated and eventually released Alan from his grip—but not before beating me up a little, too.

Alan got picked on because he was small, just like me. This smallness, according to our oldest sister, Susan, is our “biological inheritance”—a nice way of saying that all of the McGillivrays share short genes. My sister Denise actually enjoys being the littlest in our family. She measures in at 4 feet 10 inches, and that’s with thick socks on. She always got attention for being little. Sometimes being short got me attention too, but not the kind anyone would want.

Around age 11, human nature took over, and I began to compare myself to other kids my age. I checked them out and sized them up according to my own personal spec sheet. There was a trend: Most boys in my hometown were starting to surpass me in height. The greater the distance grew between me and the tallest kids in the neighborhood, the more emotional distance I put between us.


athlete: a person possessing the natural or acquired traits, such as strength, agility, and endurance, that are necessary for physical exercise or sports, especially those performed in competitive contexts

The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language



Boston is a fanatical sports town. Whether in the city or the suburbs, it’s nearly impossible to find someone who does not possess a favorite sports-team T-shirt or cap that’s faded or tattered from years of twisting and clenching during that team’s difficult times. Growing up in this environment only fueled my desire to be an athlete. At a young age, my notion of an athlete was quite simple: I wanted to play on a school team.

I did play Little League. Both of my coaches, Mr. Matta and Mr. Henry, were very encouraging. Baseball at that level was all about the game. Any boy with a pulse and a desire to play got the chance. The top players made the all-star team, as I did after putting in a lot of practice. During Little League’s off-season, Alan and I could be found playing with the Medford Park League. Each day was devoted to a different sport. Mondays were baseball and Tuesdays were basketball, the two sports I most enjoyed.

Back then, the “park” consisted of a rundown basketball court, the Little League field, and the “piles”—enormous piles of broken concrete and debris that had been dumped along the woods and forgotten. The big kids used to “hide” within its makeshift walls to drink and smoke cigarettes. During the summer of ’67—a memorable time because the “Impossible Dream” Red Sox team was vying for the pennant, which until recently was not a usual occurrence—the “piles kids” were extra active. One morning, Alan and I went up to shoot hoops but were taken aback by Carr Park’s striking resemblance to Fenway Park. Some of the kids had snuck into Fenway and stolen the American League play-off banners, which now hung from the basketball poles. I admit, they were cool to see up close, but the Boston police and the Yawkeys, longtime owners of the Red Sox, were understandably hot under the collar when they got to their park that day.


You can observe a lot by watching.

Yogi Berra, Baseball Hall of Famer



I loved baseball but was obsessed with basketball. I went to the park nearly every day and waited for the court to free up. It was time well spent. I studied the techniques of some of the juniors and seniors like “Oscar,” nicknamed for the legendary player, 6-foot-5 Oscar Robertson, a National Basketball Association Most Valuable Player; and Mucka Morse, another neighborhood phenom. Both were excellent shooters who would play with their friends late into the day. When it got too dark to see, someone would take the cinder block that always seemed to be nearby and toss it at the utility pole a few times. There was a short in the wiring, and just the right hit would illuminate the court so play could continue.

I kept to my foul shots and stayed well under the radar of some of the kids with too much time on their hands. After a while, they seemed to develop a quiet respect for what I was doing and left me to the process of shooting free throw after free throw (after free throw). Another reason I loved the game: I could practice alone. Eventually my efforts paid off. I was making 80-some baskets in a row from the foul line, and I held the unofficial Carr Park record for 2½ years. It was Mucka Morse who finally broke my streak.

All those foul shots were just the tip of the iceberg regarding activities of a repetitive nature. Patterns in my life may at times seem a bit out of the ordinary. I want to do the best I can at all things; to improve; to surpass expectations. Foul shots began with a few simple shots, but after those went in, I couldn’t help but do more, then more. What begins as a thought of “What if … ?” or “I wonder if I can do that …” becomes a commitment; the commitment becomes a promise to myself to keep going; and voilà, I have started a streak.

I wasn’t going for the Guinness Book of World Records when I was shooting foul shots every day for hours on end. However, I did try to break the record for situps, which at that time was well into the thousands. As a teenager, I would do 200 to 300 situps at a time every day for weeks on end. Then one day, I got home from school and got down on the living-room floor to do my situps. I did 100, then 200 … 300 … 400 … and kept on going: 500 … 600 … 700 … 800 … 900 … 1,000…. I got up to about 1,600. I was really on my way, but then my mom called me for supper, a request I could not ignore, so I stopped. That was it. I had done 1,600 situps! I quickly moved on to the chicken and mashed potatoes awaiting me at the dinner table. I’m sure my abs appreciated the rest, though I was a bit disappointed that I had to stop my effort. The self-important title of Situp Champion would have to wait another day.


I guess I never thought about how the McGillivray “streak” is in us all. We are all loyal; we take our responsibility seriously and don’t give up.

Susan McGillivray West, Dave’s sister



Goal setting is a common thread in my family. My sister Susan never missed a day of school from the fourth grade on. The only reason her elementary-school record wasn’t completely clean was due to a bout of measles. She had perfect attendance in junior high, senior high, and nursing school! She has never missed church on Sunday and has never uttered a swear word in her life, much to the amusement of her kids, who have tried hard to get her to slip up. My dad worked for 30 years without missing a single day, and my mother went to her hospital volunteer job even when emphysema made her breathing so labored that she needed to rest after taking only a few steps. Though this full-throttle approach to life yields positive results, I sometimes think it’s based on stubbornness that none of us can deny—well, I can, but I won’t.


We were furnishing our house on Belle Avenue. I noticed a new furniture store had just opened around the corner from where I worked. In the display window, I saw two blue swivel chairs that I thought would fit nicely on either side of our fireplace. I told my wife about them, and we decided to buy them. When I brought them home, Dave looked at them and said, “I’m never going to sit in those chairs.” Why? I do not know. At one time Dave’s brothers tried to force him to sit in one of the chairs, but he escaped. As far as I know, he kept his promise and never sat in either of those chairs.

Francis “Macadoo” McGillivray, Dave’s dad



When I start certain habits, like not sitting in the blue chairs, I don’t think too much about it. I don’t talk about the “commitment,” because I don’t know at the time that I’ll continue it. It just happens. The idea becomes a patterned behavior, part of my personal fabric, whether it makes sense or not.

It used to be necessary to request a pass to leave a classroom to, say, go to the bathroom. Most kids asked for one all the time. For some strange reason, I decided to see if I could get through a day without asking for a pass. I succeeded, and a day grew into a week, then a month—and suddenly, I decided to try to get through all of junior high and high school without ever raising my hand and disrupting class to request a pass. Why did this become a “thing” for me? I have no idea, but I did persevere, and my bladder hasn’t been the same since!

In junior high, a perfect attendance record was denied me but only because of an emergency appendectomy in the eighth grade. After that, my record held throughout high school and all 4 years of college. You might say I got my money’s worth.

The best example of my tendency toward repetitiveness is that each year on my birthday, since turning 12, I have run my age in miles. This past year, I ran 51 miles to celebrate my 51st year. I use the word run loosely. By the 51st mile, it was more like a crawl … but I did it.

Whatever you want to call this habit of repetition, it seems to work for me. By going to the extreme, I may be overcompensating for the awful frustration of not being as tall as I’d wanted to be. I have a hunch, though, that even if I were 6-foot-7 instead of 5-foot-4, I’d be the same way. I’ve run 34 consecutive Boston Marathons and will continue to run until I’m no longer physically able. There is a club called the Streakers that consists of runners just like me, who have run Boston for most of their lives. Can all of us be wrong?

Since the McGillivray apples don’t fall far from the tree, I imagine it will be only a few years before my sons, Ryan and Max, attempt their own personal challenges. My daughter, Elle, lovingly nicknamed Yell-ee, has already made her place in the history books for having the best set of lungs for a 2-year-old.


“McGillivray Leader in Fitness Tests”

Medford Daily Mercury headline



Foul shots, situps, birthday runs … I didn’t realize it at the time, but they were preparing me for the important moment when my life changed forever, a moment when I discovered a “purpose.” Most people don’t know what they want out of life until well after the age of acne and first dates. I was in my midteens when all those small physical accomplishments lit the athletic fire in my belly. It was sparked by a bit of politics.

The leader of the free world—in fact, several leaders—had a huge impact on my 16-year-old self. Dwight D. Eisenhower established the President’s Council on Youth Fitness, with the objective of raising public awareness regarding the lack of exercise among the American public. Subsequent presidents added their own marks to the program over the years.

In 1970, the newly established President’s Council on Physical Fitness and Sports took it a step further to encourage lasting fitness gains through sports and games. My entire freshman class was required to take part in the first-ever athletic “testing,” which took place in schools nationwide. The results were to yield the recipients of the Presidential Physical Fitness Award for exceptional achievement by boys and girls ages 10 to 17.

The gym teacher administered the test. None of us knew what to expect, right up to the moment we were asked to do as many situps as possible in 2 minutes, followed by the same time limit for squat thrusts, pushups, and chinups. There was also a 300-yard dash.

We went one at a time. I gave every task my all, because I was up against my toughest critic and competitor: me. I push myself hardest when I try to live up to my own standards of achievement rather than competing against others. Taken individually, all that we were asked to do may not have added up to much, but as a whole, it was a measure of our overall physical fitness, which was precisely what the US government was trying to determine. The effort was initiated after a survey concluded that American youth were not as healthy as their European counterparts.

I didn’t think much about it until the following afternoon. I knew I had done my best and done well, but I didn’t realize how well until I began my paper route after school. There, on the front page of the sports section of the Medford Daily Mercury, was a story about how I was the leader of the overall test. I didn’t even realize we were being scored or compared to each other. I hadn’t known there was an award to be won, but I had won it! I was in a bit of shock as I rode my bike around my neighborhood, throwing papers with “McGillivray” in a bold headline onto everyone’s front porches and driveways.

I was proud to be recognized for an athletic endeavor. To put it in perspective, my high school had the second-largest student body in the state of Massachusetts at that time—and I had finished first. It confirmed to me that there was truly something “there,” that I possessed some ability I could hone in on. I have the president of the United States to thank for that boost to my self-esteem.


On the basketball court, he taught himself how to shoot. Dave would just stand there and hit free throw after free throw after free throw. He was just a naturally gifted athlete.

Alan McGillivray, Dave’s brother



As a sophomore, I faced a few unanticipated obstacles to my aspirations to play team sports—specifically, basketball. These barriers were actually people, and at least one of them was 6-foot-5. I envied how easy it was for other kids my age, like Allie McCormick, Danny Denufrio, and John Mancuso to play the game. Filling their shoes would be a challenge, especially since they were probably at least a size 13.

When it came time for basketball tryouts, I went in with confidence. What I lacked in height, I made up for in skill. But this was not grade school anymore; I was in the big leagues now, and Coach Don Tremblay saw my role on his team differently than I did. Though I hung in until the end, eventually I was the last one cut. In a misconstrued effort to help ease the inevitable, the coach said, “Dave, if you were 5 inches taller, you’d be my starting guard.” But the point was, I wasn’t 5 inches taller.

Before I left the court, I challenged one of the centers on the team to a one-on-one game to 21. I needed to prove something to myself and, perhaps, to anyone watching. I beat him. Then I walked off the court and decided never to let anyone tell me that I couldn’t do what I truly believed I could do.

I went straight home that night, not sure if I was more disappointed or more angry about the circumstances. I went up to my room and with a thick, black, permanent marker, I wrote on a piece of cardboard: “Please, God, make me grow!”

It’s good to go to the most influential person you can think of when you need a response to an important issue. So, with a bit of masking tape and a lot of faith, I hung the sign up over my headboard, where it remained for months.

I had a lot of trouble working through the feelings of being left out of something that meant so much, something I believed I was good at. Anger was a lonely emotion, but it won over the sadness. A switch went on in my brain, and I began to work out like a kid possessed. I was determined to one day be recognized as an athlete. Team or not, I continued the foul shots I had practiced for years at the park, only now they took on greater importance. I wanted to be the best basketball player I could be, even if I was a team of only one.


You have to have confidence in your ability, and then be tough enough to follow through.

Rosalynn Carter, former first lady



Months went by. I could still taste the disappointment, but time brought a new sport season and a new chance. I had confidence enough to try out for varsity baseball. I survived cut after cut, but on the final day, it was déjà vu all over again (ironically, a phrase coined by a baseball great, Yogi Berra). I didn’t make the cut. My baseball career was over.

I had no interest in going out for hockey or football, so one of the only sports left was soccer. Height didn’t seem to be a requirement for that. I tried out and made the team. Running, especially during warmups, is a big part of the sport. Most of the other players held back lazily in practice because it was just that—practice. I did the opposite, focusing and pushing hard to get the most out of each workout. I wasn’t the best or the fastest, but I was always up front because I put more into it. I even made varsity.

One day, someone took notice of the fact that I was always in front. Joe Orpin, the cross-country coach, happened to be watching the soccer field during practice. Afterward, he came over and introduced himself. He reminded me of the older coach from the movie Chariots of Fire. He asked me if I wanted to run cross-country. Without hesitation, I said, “No. I don’t want to run. I want to play sports.”

Ouch. It’s hard to imagine now that there was a time I didn’t consider running an official sport. But the more the coach talked, the more intrigued I became.

Cross-country and soccer were on the same fall-season practice schedule. Participating in both would be my first foray into multitasking. As always, my mom and dad left the decision to me, and since I rarely turn down the opportunity to do something unconventional, I decided to try it: The greater the challenge, the sweeter the reward.

On the days soccer and cross-country overlapped, I found myself needing to be in two places at once. I went to the meet first, crossed the finish line, and kept running. En route to the soccer field, I changed from my running shoes into my cleats. It was like the transition aspect of a triathlon. I had everything ready to go so I could make the switch from one sport to the other as quickly and efficiently as possible. As with all else in my life, success was in the preparation.

Running cross-country and continuing on the soccer field was very similar to my experience of both directing and running the Boston Marathon. By the time I took the job as race director, my love of running was already established. I was asked to organize the race, but I didn’t want to give up running it. With a little vision on both sides, the Boston Athletic Association and I came up with a formula for me to do both. That was more than 18 years ago; who knows where my life would’ve gone had Coach Orpin not taken the time to explain to me that running is a legitimate sport!

I loved running cross-country. Eventually, I became cocaptain of the team, along with a kid named Tony Cirella. We ran 5 miles a day together, every day, always starting and finishing at the high school. I’ll never forget one particular afternoon during our senior year. Tony and I started out at the same pace, but I wanted to go a bit faster. We agreed I would run ahead. I got back, showered, and waited in the locker room for him. A long time passed, but I didn’t think anything of it; maybe he’d met some friends and decided to put in more miles.

The next time I saw Tony was at his funeral. He’d collapsed of a massive heart attack out on the course. He was 16 years old. That spring, the school created an award in Tony’s memory, and I was honored to be one of two recipients of the $100 scholarship.


Dave struggled in grammar school, and I can remember coming home in tears because I had gotten a B. He said, “I got a couple of Ds—what are you crying about?” Again, in junior high school, he studied hard to do well; good grades came easier to me.

Denise Potts, Dave’s sister



I applied the same intense behavior I used to improve my athletic skills to the academic side of high school. I was not last in this arena as I had been in some sports. In fact, I was first, but it was not as much due to my brainpower as to my work ethic. I didn’t care if I was number one; studying hard was about the individual goal of wanting all As.

I didn’t go through grade school or most of middle school with the same stellar record I did in later years. It wasn’t until the eighth grade that I started to put a lot of effort into my studies. My brother points out that my first set of high marks coincided with my appendectomy. I attribute the positive results to my effort and do not recommend surgery as a means of entry to an Ivy League school.

Once I decided I wanted top grades, I decided to immerse myself in the world of others who had the same work ethic, just as I had done on the basketball court. Whenever I could, I studied with good students, such as the Carpenito twins. They were hardworking and intelligent, and working with them enhanced my study habits. It was another streak of sorts, but this one actually led me somewhere. I was valedictorian of my high school and college classes.

Learning has always been paramount in my life, be it studying American history or figuring out the perfect stance and position to make foul shots. Being the top in my class was an honor, but notoriety in team sports had eluded me. (Sports was a constant battle of wills for me: Will I make the team or will I not?) The prize I truly coveted, as did any kid who played Medford High sports, was the Phelan Award, presented each year after graduation at a banquet hosted by the Mustang Club of Medford.


Dedicated to honor student-athletes who have exhibited the selflessness, the desire, and the regard for school and community, which was the embodiment of the character of the person for whom this affair is perpetuated.

Phelan award banquet program, 1976



I was nominated for the award the year I graduated. I had run indoor and outdoor track my sophomore and junior years, along with playing soccer and running cross-country through my senior year. Though I had worked tirelessly to prove myself as an athlete, the possibility of winning the award never seriously entered my mind. There were about 5,000 students in my high school that year, so there was some serious competition. I even debated whether or not to attend the ceremony, but I decided to go. I wanted to get my varsity letters, as well as support everyone else’s efforts.

The days between graduation and
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