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    For the fourteen who finished, and the eighteen who did not —
and for every ordinary person, on that road or any other, who gave a stranger water, a name, or an honest word, expecting nothing to come of it.
This book was two decades in the owing. I hope it is, at last, paid in full.
— M.K.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Let us run with patience the race that is set before us."
— Hebrews 12:1
Thirty-two men started. Fourteen finished. The rest of this book is about the other eighteen, and the two who carried one of the fourteen home.
— from the manuscript of Maud Keller, 1924

      

    

By John Long

First Edition, July 2026



Preface

The pages that follow are presented very nearly as Miss Keller left them.

I have resisted, throughout the editing of this manuscript, the temptation that any editor must feel toward a document written in a style not quite our own — the temptation to modernize, to tighten, to bring a voice forged in 1924 into closer step with the habits of speech readers expect today. I have decided against it, deliberately, and I think the reader deserves to know why before encountering the voice itself.

Maud Keller was a working journalist for the better part of four decades, trained in a newsroom that valued exhaustiveness over brevity, and she wrote this account twenty years after the events it describes, at a considerable remove from the young reporter who first covered that August afternoon. Her sentences loop and qualify and double back on themselves in a manner some readers may find unhurried by contemporary standards. She corrects herself in print. She tells you what she does not know as readily as what she does. She returns to the same handful of images — a well, a wave from a car window, a rope around an exhibit — turning each one over across many chapters, the way a reporter of her generation was trained to turn over a fact until she trusted it enough to set it down.

I have let all of this stand. It is not, I have come to believe, a fashion to be corrected. It is the sound of a particular kind of mind — patient, self-doubting, stubbornly thorough — doing the work this book asked of it. A reader in search of a faster telling will find one elsewhere. I do not think a faster telling would have been honest to the woman who wrote this one.

What editing I have done has been in service of clarity rather than style: correcting the occasional error of transcription, smoothing a handful of sentences that had, I believe, been garbled somewhere between Miss Keller's own drafts and the copy that reached me, and here and there restoring to direct speech what she had originally given only as report, where the letters and interviews she drew from made that restoration possible without inventing anything she had not already gathered. I have not softened her judgments, resolved her uncertainties, or supplied endings to the stories she left honestly unfinished. Where she tells you she does not know, she did not know, and I have not pretended otherwise on her behalf.

I ask the reader's patience for a voice that takes its time. I think it earns that patience by the end.

John Long



Prologue

I have started this book four times and thrown away three of them, because I kept beginning with the race, and the race was never actually where it started.

It started in a newsroom, with an assignment I was handed like a consolation prize. It started in a foundry in Cambridge, Massachusetts, in a bricklayer’s calluses, in a Cuban post office where a man delivers mail to this day and is still, I’m told, delighted to tell the story of the peaches. It started, if I am honest about how little any of us understood at the time, with a man named James Sullivan deciding that thirty-two human beings were an acceptable sample size.

I was twenty-six years old in the summer of 1904 — Maud Keller, then four years into a newspaperwoman’s career that had so far given me exactly the kind of story nobody remembers a week later. When my editor dropped the marathon on my desk, he did not intend it as an opportunity. He intended it as a way of keeping me busy while the men on his staff covered the real news, which that summer meant the Louisiana Purchase Exposition. The Fair, ten thousand electric bulbs and a Ferris Wheel you could see from three miles out, the kind of spectacle a city builds when it wants the world to stop asking what else it might be known for.

I did not know, dropping my notebook into my bag that morning, that I was about to watch fourteen men out of thirty-two survive an afternoon that the record books would later describe, with the tastelessness institutions reserve for protecting themselves, as “eventful.” I did not know I would spend the next twenty years unable to leave it alone.

This book is not the story I filed in February of 1905, though that story is in here too, mostly unchanged, because I still believe every word of it. This is the rest of it — the parts I only pieced together afterward, from men who trusted me enough to talk once the newspapers had stopped calling, from a hospital record I was not supposed to see, from a lecture hall in the spring of 1905 where a man who nearly killed two people described the experiment as a success and was not, so far as I ever learned, contradicted by anyone in the room.

I was not present for all of it. I want to say that plainly, once, at the start, rather than let you discover it and wonder what else I’ve dressed up as memory. Where I wasn’t in the room, I have built the room as carefully as the evidence allows, and I will not pretend that carefulness is the same thing as having been there. But I have spent two decades gathering what these men would not have wanted forgotten, and I would rather tell it whole and imperfect than leave it the size of a Sunday headline.

They deserved better than a headline. This is my attempt at better.



Part One: The Also-Ran
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Chapter One: The Also-Ran Event
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The fog was still sitting on the lagoon when I left the house that morning, which tells you something about how early my editor’s idea of urgency ran, given that the gun wasn’t due to go up for another nine hours.

I boarded in those years with a widow named Mrs. Pruitt, three streets back from the fairgrounds, in a room barely large enough for the bed and the desk I’d insisted on having installed in it, over her mild and repeated objection that a lady oughtn’t need a desk in her bedroom if she kept sensible hours. I did not keep sensible hours. I had not kept sensible hours since the day I’d talked my way into that newsroom four years earlier, and Mrs. Pruitt had long since stopped commenting on the lamp still burning past midnight some nights, though she never fully stopped disapproving of it either. I mention her only because I think a reader deserves at least this much of the room I left that morning, before I take you into all the rooms I did not.

I walked the last stretch to the paper along the edge of the fairgrounds, because it added twenty minutes to the walk and I had never once regretted the twenty minutes. The Fair was already awake by the time I passed the gates — it was always awake, that was rather the point of it, ten thousand electric bulbs burning through the night so that the Palace of Electricity never had to know true darkness. I remember watching a groundskeeper walk the promenade with a long pole, snuffing gas lamps one at a time, the old technology being put to bed so the new technology could keep performing for a few more hours of daylight. There was something almost tender in it, a man tending two centuries of invention at once and giving neither one the whole of his attention.

Behind him, a boy was already wheeling an ice cream cart into position, arranging his cones with a care I’d later understand was well justified. He ran out of paper dishes before the gates had properly opened, and improvised, on the spot, in front of a small and entirely unastonished crowd, a cone rolled out of a warm waffle. A woman near me said it was clever. It was clever. I did not think, watching him, that I was witnessing the invention of anything that would outlast the week. I only thought he had a nice touch with a crowd, the way certain men do, the way I would come to understand Félix Carvajal had, though I did not yet know his name and would not for several more hours.

I mention the ice cream because it is, in its way, the whole problem with how this day is remembered. A man reached for a small solution to a small problem and made something people would still be eating fifty years later, and that image — cheerful, resourceful, faintly absurd — is precisely the kind of thing this Fair was built to produce and the very kind of thing that got remembered from it. What happened a quarter mile away, at a stadium most fairgoers couldn’t have located if you’d handed them a map, did not get that treatment. It got a paragraph, most years, if it got anything at all. I have spent the better part of two decades turning that unfairness over in my hands like a coin I can’t decide whether to spend.

The newsroom, when I reached it, was already at full volume, which was not unusual, though I set the ordinariness of it down here deliberately, so you might feel the morning as it actually was before I knew it wasn’t going to stay that way. Typewriters going. A haze of cigarette smoke sitting at shoulder height, thick enough that the ceiling fans did nothing but stir it. Somebody’s copy boy running the aisle with a fistful of proofs held over his head like a torch. I had a desk near the back, smaller than the men’s desks around it in a way nobody had ever bothered to explain and I had long since stopped asking them to. I had learned, by then, which battles in that room were worth the asking and which simply cost more than they were worth to fight before nine in the morning, and the size of my desk had settled itself, early on, into the second category.

My editor did not stop walking when he reached me. He had a gift for that — delivering an assignment the way a man tosses a dog a bone he doesn’t especially want back, already three steps past you by the time you’ve caught it. He dropped a folded sheet onto my desk without breaking stride, said something about a marathon out past the fairgrounds, a three o’clock start, and had very nearly reached the next desk over before I got the question out — whether he meant the Games, whether Hollins hadn’t already claimed the Fair’s Olympic coverage for his own column. He told me, without turning around, that Hollins had the Fair. What I had, he said, was the also-ran event nobody was going to read past the box score for.

I have carried that sentence with me for two decades, turning it over the way a man turns over a stone he’s decided to keep in his pocket for reasons he can’t fully account for. It was not said with any particular cruelty. I want to be fair to him on that point, even now, because I do not think he intended it as an insult so much as a simple accounting of where I stood in that room, delivered by a man who would have been genuinely startled to learn it had landed as anything but plain fact. I said, because it was the kind of thing you said in that room when you wanted to sound braver than you felt, that I’d find something worth reading anyway. He was three desks further off by the time the sentence left my mouth. I don’t think he heard it. I’ve come to suspect that’s true of a great many brave things people say in newsrooms — the room isn’t listening, and the sentence exists mainly so the person saying it can hear herself mean it.

Hollins caught the tail end of it from the next desk, and smirked in the way of a man who has never once had to fight for an assignment in his life.

“Careful, Keller,” he said. “Somebody upstairs might mistake that for ambition.”

“Good,” I told him, not looking up from the sheet. “It is.”

I want to be fair to Hollins here as well, because he becomes a better man over the course of this story than that exchange suggests, and because he gave me his blessing, decades later, to use his real name and tell it honestly, insult and all. But that morning he was exactly what he appeared to be: a competent, unbothered reporter who had never had cause to wonder whether the newsroom took him seriously, because it had simply always done so, without his ever having to ask. I don’t say that to condemn him. I say it because the distance between his morning and mine is, I’ve come to think, a smaller version of the distance between the Fair and the stadium — between the story everyone already assumed mattered, and the one nobody had bothered to check.

I studied the assignment sheet a moment longer than it required. Three o’clock start. Out past the fairgrounds. A number of entrants I don’t now recall having any particular reaction to, though I would come to know it by heart: thirty-two men, seven nations. I rose, pinned my hat in place with the brisk, practiced motion of a woman who has learned to dress for a story in under a minute because a minute was usually all the newsroom gave her, and went to find out what an also-ran event actually looked like from the inside.

I did not yet know any of the men whose story this is. That is worth stating directly, because the chapters that follow will move freely between rooms I sat in myself and rooms I did not, and I would rather you trust the distinction than assume I’ve quietly erased it. That morning, walking out past the gates with my notebook under my arm, I knew none of them. I knew an assignment sheet, and an editor’s low opinion of it, and a colleague’s smirk, and I mean this literally: nothing about that walk suggested I was about to spend the next twenty years unable to put the story down.

Thomas Hicks, I would learn much later, was already four miles into a training run by the time I was pinning my hat in place. He ran alone most mornings, before the heat, on a stretch of road outside the city. A discipline he’d have called common sense instead of ambition, though I’ve come to think those were never quite separate things for him. He was English by birth, twenty-eight that summer, and had spent six years pouring brass at a foundry in Cambridge, Massachusetts, a fact that will matter more later than it can possibly seem to now, on a page that hasn’t yet told you why. I did not meet him that morning. I did not meet him, in fact, until far later than a reporter covering his race by rights should have. But I have stood in that foundry since — cold by then, the ovens long banked, a foreman named Walter walking me through it room by room with the patience of a man who’d clearly given the same tour to his own memory more than once — and I understand, better than I did at the time, exactly what a man is running toward when running is the one hour of his week that belongs to him.

Fred Lorz I would meet sooner, and would come, for reasons that will become clear, to wish I hadn’t quite so soon.

But that is getting ahead of the morning, and I promised myself, on the third abandoned attempt at this book, that I would not keep doing that — that I would let the day arrive in the order it actually arrived in, rather than the order that makes the best sense looking back. So let me start where I actually was, at eight in the morning on the thirtieth of August, 1904: a newsroom, a hat, an assignment I had already privately decided to make more of than it had been handed to me as.

I did not go directly to the stadium. I want that on the record too, in the interest of the same honesty I’m asking you to extend me for everything that follows: I spent most of the morning at my desk, drafting questions I would never get the chance to ask anyone, because nobody at that stadium was interested in giving a woman reporter more than thirty seconds of their attention, a fact I discovered only once I arrived and started trying.

I asked one official directly, early in that first hour, whether he could give me the names of the pre-race favorites — a question that would have taken him perhaps ten seconds to answer had I been wearing trousers instead of a skirt. He looked at me the way a man looks at a dog that has spoken unexpectedly, not unkindly, only completely unprepared for the fact of it, and told me I’d do better asking one of the gentlemen from the other papers. I did not point out that I was, at that moment, the only reporter from any paper who had troubled to ask him anything at all. I have thought since that I should have. I have also thought, with the benefit of two decades and a great many similar mornings since, that pointing it out would not have changed a single word of his answer, and that a reporter learns early which battles are worth the breath and which simply cost more of a morning than they’re worth to win.

I found, later that same hour, a second official considerably more forthcoming than the first, an older man who answered my questions without any apparent notice of the skirt that had so thoroughly derailed the earlier conversation. I have wondered since whether age itself explained the difference — whether a man secure enough in his own long career simply had less need to perform the kind of gatekeeping his younger colleague seemed to consider part of the job — or whether it was simply the ordinary variation any profession contains, some men more generous than others regardless of what else might be said about the era producing them. I did not get his name, and have never been able to track him down since, a small failure I regret given how much more useful his brief cooperation proved than the earlier man’s flat refusal. I wrote down what I could see instead, and let the officials keep their names to themselves, and found, by the time the day was through, that I had gathered a far better story from watching than I ever would have from asking.

It was closer to noon by the time I finally made the walk out past the stock pavilion, following a route a Fair official had described to two lost tourists earlier that morning with the carelessness of a man pointing toward something he considered beneath his own itinerary. Somewhere over there, he’d said. You’ll hear it before you see it. He wasn’t wrong, though what I heard first wasn’t the crowd — it was a brass band finding its footing badly, three false starts before it settled into something recognizable, rehearsing for an afternoon it had clearly been assigned with about as much enthusiasm as I had.

The stadium itself, when it finally came into view past the last stretch of dust and scaffolding, was not much to look at. Francis Field, the sign said, though I’d hear it called the World’s Fair Stadium as often as its own name that summer, an afterthought’s afterthought, a name that couldn’t even keep hold of itself. Next to the Palace of Electricity a half mile behind me, it looked like a sentence some overworked editor had cut for space and never quite gotten around to restoring. I remember thinking, standing at the edge of the grounds with my notebook already out of my bag, that I had drawn the smallest possible story on the largest possible day, and that there was nothing left to do about it but go find out what was actually happening inside the fence.

I paused at the gate a moment longer than I needed to, watching a stream of officials and vendors and curious early arrivals pass through ahead of me, none of them sparing a second glance for a woman standing alone with a notebook. I remember thinking, in that small pause, that I had spent four years learning to read exactly this kind of indifference — not hostility, which at least required someone to notice you enough to resent your presence, but the plainer, more thorough indifference of people who had simply never been trained to expect a woman reporter standing where I was standing, and so did not quite see me at all. I had learned, by then, to treat that indifference as a kind of cover and not an insult. A man who does not see you coming rarely troubles himself to stop you.

I had no idea, walking through that gate, how many of the men gathering on the other side of it were about to become people I would carry with me for the rest of my working life. I want you to hold onto that particular kind of not-knowing as we go, because it is, I’ve come to believe, the truest thing I can offer you about how a story like this actually arrives. It does not announce itself. It hands you an assignment sheet, tells you it’s the smaller of two stories, and lets you find out for yourself, mile by mile, exactly how wrong that was.
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Chapter Two: Four Years in a Newsroom

[image: ]


I have given you, in the previous chapter, the shape of a single morning. The walk, the newsroom, the assignment, the long dusty road out to the stadium. I want to step back now, briefly, and give you something I have withheld until this point: the shape of the four years that came before that morning, since I do not think a reader can properly understand what the assignment cost me, or what I made of it, without understanding a little of what had already brought me to that specific desk in that specific newsroom.

I was raised in a household that valued, above nearly everything else, the appearance of settled respectability, which is a polite way of saying that my parents expected a daughter who would marry sensibly, keep a sensible house, and trouble the world with as little of her own ambition as the world could be persuaded to overlook. I do not say this bitterly. I have made my peace, across a great many years, with the fact that my parents loved me according to the only template available to them, and that the template simply had no space in it for what I eventually became. My father managed a dry goods concern that provided comfortably, if not lavishly, for all of my childhood, and my mother ran our household with the same brisk efficiency I would later recognize, with some private amusement, in nearly every newsroom editor I ever worked under. I had one brother, older by six years, who inherited the dry goods concern in due course and has, so far as I know, never once wondered why his own path forward required so little explaining to anyone.

I want to say something in fairness to my brother here, since I have perhaps let him stand in this chapter as a simple symbol of unexamined male privilege rather than the actual man he was. He was, in his own quiet way, truly supportive of my ambitions once they became clear, even if he never fully understood what drove them, and he wrote to me once, some years into my newspaper career, that he had come to admire the persistence my chosen path required in a way he suspected his own inherited position had never once demanded of him. I do not think he fully grasped the difference between our two situations even as he wrote that admission — a difference not merely of effort but of the entire structure each of us had been asked to work within — but I have chosen to credit the admission as genuine regardless, since I think a brother’s honest acknowledgment of an advantage he did nothing to earn is rarer, in my experience, than the world generally gives men credit for offering.

My mother, I should say, was not without her own quiet contradictions on the subject of a daughter’s ambitions. She had, I understood only much later, once wanted to study medicine herself, before her own family had made plain that such a course was not available to a young woman of her station, and had set the wish aside so thoroughly that I did not learn of it until I was well into my twenties, from an aunt who mentioned it in passing as though it were common knowledge rather than a carefully buried piece of my mother’s own history. I have wondered since whether some of my mother’s insistence on my own settled respectability was less a matter of real conviction than a kind of protective instinct, a wish to spare her daughter the same grief of wanting something the world had already decided not to grant her. I did not ask her about it directly before she died. I have regretted that omission more than most of the others this book has already confessed to.

I talked my way into that newsroom, four years before the marathon, through a combination of persistence and what I have come to recognize, looking back, as a fairly shameless refusal to accept the first several answers I was given. I had written, unpaid and unsolicited, a series of short pieces on the city’s charitable institutions — the orphan asylums, the settlement houses, the kind of quiet civic infrastructure that ran on the labor of women my mother’s generation considered acceptable subjects for a young lady’s charitable attention. I submitted three of these pieces to the paper’s Sunday supplement before anyone troubled to read past the first paragraph, and a fourth, on a home for unmarried mothers that I had researched with rather more thoroughness than the assignment strictly required, finally caught an editor’s attention, not for its quality, I suspect, but for its willingness to say plainly what most coverage of such institutions preferred to leave delicately unstated.

I was offered, on the strength of that piece, not a position but an audience — fifteen minutes with the same editor who would go on, four years later, to hand me the marathon assignment with such evident indifference to my prospects.

“A newsroom without a single woman on staff is missing half of every story it covers,” I told him, across the desk he did not once rise from. “Half your readers are women. So are a considerable portion of your subjects. And your men don’t think to ask them anything.”

He heard me out, or gave a fair impression of it, and told me the paper had never found the arrangement wanting before.

“The paper never found it wanting because the paper never tried the alternative,” I said. “That’s not evidence. That’s just habit dressed up as a conclusion.”

I do not know that the argument itself won him over. I have come to suspect, in the years since, that what actually won him over was simply my refusal to leave his office until he’d given me some answer beyond a polite dismissal, and that he hired me, in the end, less out of conviction than out of a busy man’s practical calculation that agreeing would cost him less time than continuing to refuse.

I have thought about that fifteen minutes more than its length would seem to justify, because I think it established, at the very outset of my career, exactly the pattern this book has since spent so many chapters describing in other people’s lives: that institutions rarely change their minds through persuasion so much as through the simple, exhausting persistence of someone refusing to accept the first several answers offered. I did not convince my editor that women belonged in his newsroom. I simply made remaining unconvinced more trouble than it was worth to him, and he capitulated, the way Sullivan never did and Fenwick’s argument never managed, not because the argument had won but because the arguing itself had finally cost more than the concession.

He told me, years later, over a drink neither of us bothered pretending was purely professional, that he had fully expected me to last perhaps six months before the work or the treatment or simple discouragement drove me elsewhere. I asked him what had changed his expectation. He said nothing had changed it, exactly — he had simply stopped noticing, somewhere around my second year, that he was still expecting it, and had realized only much later that the expectation had dissolved into something closer to ordinary confidence in my continuing presence. I have found that a fair description of how most doors of that kind actually open, in my experience. Nobody announces the moment the resistance ends. It simply, gradually, stops being resistance, and becomes, without any single dramatic concession, the new ordinary.

I did not make that first year alone, though I have perhaps given that impression so far. A handful of other women, scattered across other papers in other cities, were fighting some version of the same fight that same season, and word of one another reached us the way word reaches any small, scattered minority in a large profession — a byline noticed, a name passed along, a letter risked on the strength of nothing more than a shared understanding of what the work cost. I will have more to say of that network later in this book. I mention it here only because it began earlier than a reader might otherwise assume, in that same difficult first year, and because I do not think I would have lasted the six months my editor privately gave me without it.

Whatever the reason, I was hired, and spent my first two years on stories far smaller than the marathon — society notices, charitable events, the occasional human-interest piece deemed suitably gentle for a woman’s byline. I did not resent the work, exactly, though I confess I found it smaller than what I had argued for in that fifteen-minute audience. I have come to think that most ambitions of any real size require a period of smaller work first, if only to prove to the people controlling the larger work that the ambition wasn’t simply youthful noise.

I boarded, as I have already told you, with a widow named Mrs. Pruitt, and I want to give you one evening from that boarding house now, since I think it says something about my own state of mind in the years leading up to the marathon that the newsroom material alone cannot quite convey.

Another boarder at Mrs. Pruitt’s establishment that year was a schoolteacher named Miss Agatha Reinholt, some eight years my senior, who taught at a girls’ academy across the city and who became, over the two years we shared that house, as close a confidante as I had in St. Louis outside the newsroom itself. She had her own ambitions, far different in shape from mine but no less genuine — she wanted, she told me one evening over tea in Mrs. Pruitt’s small parlor, to found a school of her own eventually, one that would teach girls mathematics and the sciences with the same seriousness afforded to boys, over the ornamental arithmetic most girls’ academies of that era considered sufficient.

I want to describe, briefly, what those evenings in Mrs. Pruitt’s parlor actually looked like, since I have referenced them several times in this book without ever giving you the texture of the room itself. Mrs. Pruitt kept a modest fire going most evenings, regardless of season, having decided early in her widowhood that a lit hearth made a house feel occupied in a way an unlit one never quite managed. Miss Reinholt and I would take the two chairs nearest it, more evenings than not, she with whatever examination papers she’d brought home to grade and I with whatever notes the day’s assignment had produced, the two of us working in a companionable silence that occasionally broke into exactly the kind of conversation I have already described. I have returned to those evenings often in the writing of this book, a small, steady counterweight to everything more dramatic these pages have otherwise had to describe — two women, working silently by a borrowed hearth, each building toward a future the world around them had not yet decided to make room for.

She spoke of the school she wanted to build with an intensity I had not expected from a woman I’d otherwise known as calm, almost reserved, in her daily manner. The animation of someone describing a thing she had turned over in her mind so many times that the describing of it had become, itself, a kind of pleasure independent of whether the thing would ever actually exist. She told me she had already drafted, in a notebook she kept locked in her own trunk, a full curriculum for the school’s first three years, subject by subject, though she had never shown it to anyone, including me, in all the years of our friendship. I asked her once why she kept it locked away rather than pursuing it openly.

“Because a plan shown too early to the wrong audience gets discouraged right out of existence,” she said, eyes still on the papers in her lap. “I’d rather let it grow a little longer in the dark. A seed wants darkness before it wants sun, Maud. So do I, apparently.”

I asked her once, that same evening, whether she had ever regretted the path that had brought her to a boarding house parlor instead of a household of her own.

She considered the question longer than I expected. “Regret isn’t quite the word,” she said finally. “I decided, somewhere in my twenties, that the ordinary path asked me to set down things I wasn’t willing to set down. So I chose, with my eyes open, the life that let me keep them instead. It cost me things — a household of my own, children, a marriage entered into for reasons beyond practicality. I don’t pretend those aren’t real losses.” She looked up at me then, and smiled, in the tired, unhurried way I came to think of as entirely her own. “But I weighed them against what keeping the ambition gave me. And I have never once, in all the years since, decided I chose wrong.”

I have wondered about that conversation often in the years since, especially as my own life settled into a shape not unlike hers — unmarried, professionally consumed, the ordinary domestic path quietly set aside in favor of a newsroom desk and, eventually, this book. I do not offer that fact as a complaint. I offer it the way Miss Reinholt offered her own account of it to me that evening: plainly, without self-pity, as simply the shape a certain kind of ambition tends to take when a woman decides to keep it rather than trade it for the ordinary alternative. I have wondered, on occasion, what my life might have looked like had I made a different choice at some earlier fork I no longer remember clearly enough to identify. I have decided, on most days, that I do not regret the fork I actually took, and that this book, whatever else it is, stands as some evidence that the choosing was worth what it cost.

I lost track of Miss Reinholt some years after I moved out of Mrs. Pruitt’s boarding house, the way one loses track of even close friends once the daily proximity that sustained the friendship falls away, and I have often wondered, in the writing of this chapter, whether she ever built the school she described to me that evening over tea. I wrote to the girls’ academy where she had taught, some years into my research for this book, hoping to trace her forward the way I had traced so many other threads, and learned only that she had left their employment sometime around 1911, with no forwarding address on file. I have chosen to imagine, in the absence of anything more definite, that she left to build the very thing she had kept locked in that trunk for so many years, and that the curriculum she drafted, subject by subject, eventually found its way into a classroom of her own design. I have no evidence for this beyond my own hope that it is true. I offer the hope anyway, the same way I have offered a number of other hopes across this book where the evidence simply ran out before the story did.

I mention all of this here, before the marathon itself properly begins, since I think a reader is owed some sense of who was actually standing at that stadium gate that August morning — not simply a reporter handed an unwanted assignment, but a woman four years into a career she had fought harder to obtain than the newsroom’s easy dismissiveness ever let on, boarding with a widow and a schoolteacher in a house that held, between the three of us, three entirely different versions of what a woman’s ambition might look like when she refused to set it down.

I should say something, too, about Mrs. Pruitt herself, since I have let her stand in these pages mostly as a landlady’s mild disapproval of a lamp burning past midnight, and she deserves rather better than that. She had buried a husband some fifteen years before I came to board with her, and had built, in the years since, a small but really stable living from the rooms she let, treating the enterprise with a seriousness I did not fully appreciate until I understood how few respectable options a widow of her era and station actually possessed. She never remarried, though she told me once, in a rare unguarded moment over the kitchen table, that she had received two proposals in the years after her husband’s death and had declined both, having decided that the freedom of running her own household, however modestly, suited her better than the alternative of running someone else’s under a new husband’s name. I have thought of her often in assembling this book, one more woman who chose, without a word and without any newspaper ever troubling to record the choice, to keep an independence the world had not particularly expected her to want.

I did not know, walking out that morning, that the assignment in my hand was about to become the largest thing I ever did with any of it. I only knew that I had spent four years proving I deserved a chance at something larger than society notices, and that I intended to make the most of whatever this chance turned out to be, however unpromising it looked on the page my editor had handed me.
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Chapter Three: The Fair the Postcards Sold
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I want to pause the story here, before the runners themselves take it over, and give you a fuller sense of the city this whole spectacle was staged inside of, because I think a reader coming to this book a great many years after 1904 could easily mistake the Fair for the whole of St. Louis that summer, when it was, in fact, a walled and gated exception to how most of the city actually lived.

St. Louis in 1904 was a border city in every sense the word implies, not only geographically but in the uneasy compromise it had struck between the customs of the Deep South and whatever more moderate arrangement its civic boosters preferred to advertise to a watching nation. The Fair itself sat on land that had, within living memory, been ordinary farmland outside the city proper, and its organizers had built, in the space of a few years, an entire temporary metropolis more electrically lit, more lavishly appointed, and more thoroughly segregated than the actual city surrounding it. I want to be direct about that word, segregated, because I have found that later accounts of the Fair — including, I confess, an early draft of my own newspaper coverage — tend to use gentler language that obscures and not describes what was actually built.

I am aware of the limits of my own understanding here, and I want to state them simply before I go any further, the same way I have tried to state them everywhere else in this book where my own perspective falls short of the material. I was a white woman from a comfortable enough background to talk my way into a newsroom, and I moved through St. Louis in 1904 with a freedom the city did not extend equally to everyone living in it. What follows comes primarily from a single source, gathered decades after the fact, and I have tried to give his account the same weight and the same restraint I have tried to give every other difficult chapter in this book, without pretending to a fuller authority on the subject than one man’s testimony, however generously offered, can actually provide.

I found Mr. Josiah Betts through a St. Louis congregation whose pastor, contacted almost as an afterthought during a research trip in the early 1920s, mentioned that one of his older members had worked at the Fair as a young man and might be willing to talk about it. Betts was in his forties by the time I met him, a barber with his own shop by then, and he gave me the better part of an afternoon, speaking with the same careful precision I noticed in several of this book’s older sources — the precision, I think, of a man who has told a story enough times to trusted listeners that he has stopped needing to search for the words, and has instead refined them, sentence by sentence, into their most exact form.

He had been nineteen that summer, he told me, newly arrived in St. Louis from a small town further south, drawn by the same rumor of opportunity that had drawn tens of thousands of other visitors and workers to the city that year, though his own version of opportunity looked far different from the one advertised on the Fair’s own promotional handbills. He had heard, before arriving, that the exposition employed thousands of workers in every capacity a city its size might require, and had assumed, with the optimism of a young man who had not yet learned the specific shape his own opportunities were likely to take, that a hardworking man might find something worth building a future on among all that employment. He found, instead, a far narrower set of doors than the handbills had implied, and told me he had spent that whole summer understanding, with increasing clarity, precisely how few of them were open to a man who looked like him.

He had worked the Fair grounds that entire summer as a waiter in one of the concession restaurants, a job he described to me without any particular bitterness, though he was careful to note that describing it without bitterness had taken him a good many years to manage. The restaurant served exclusively white patrons, as did nearly every dining establishment on the grounds, a fact so unremarkable to the Fair’s organizers that it appeared nowhere in any promotional material I have ever been able to locate — simply assumed, the way the water shortage on the marathon course had been simply assumed, by men who never had to live with the consequences of their own assumptions.

He described the kitchen itself to me in some detail — a cramped, sweltering space behind the dining room proper, staffed almost wholly by Black workers preparing food that white waiters, in the more prestigious establishments, would then carry out to the patrons themselves, though Betts’s own restaurant had not troubled itself with even that small division of visible labor. He told me the heat in that kitchen had rivaled anything the runners endured on the course outside, though he was quick to add that he intended no equivalence by the comparison — only that he had spent that same August afternoon, while Hicks and Lorz and the others fought their own battle against the sun, fighting a far less visible one of his own, in a kitchen nobody outside its walls had any reason to think about at all.

Betts told me he had walked past the “Boer War” exhibit most days on his way to and from his own post, and had watched, more than once, the crowds gathering to view Taunyane and Mashiani and the other men displayed there. I asked him directly what he had made of it, watching two Black men exhibited as curiosities while he himself served white diners a few hundred yards away, invisible to those same diners in a different but related way.

He did not answer right away. He wiped down the counter in front of him once, twice, as though the answer needed the extra time more than he did.

“The Fair found a place for men who looked like me in exactly two categories,” he told me. “The serving, and the displayed. I spent that whole summer trying not to think too hard about how narrow a space that left for anything else a man might want to be. I recognized something of my own condition in that rope around the exhibit, even though nobody ever formally announced that a rope encircled my own position at the Fair as well.” He paused, and looked at me directly for the first time in some minutes. “Some ropes don’t need to be visible to do their work, Miss Keller.”

I asked him whether he had followed the marathon itself, given his position at the Fair that same afternoon. He told me he had heard about it only in fragments, secondhand, from other workers passing through the kitchen — a runner who’d cheated, a runner who’d nearly died, a great commotion out at the stadium that none of the kitchen staff had any occasion to witness directly, since their own duties kept them tied to the grounds’ dining rooms regardless of what spectacle unfolded elsewhere. He said he had thought, hearing the fragments, that it sounded like an unusually eventful afternoon even by that Fair’s already considerable standards, and had not learned the fuller shape
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