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In the greater game we strive not for winning,‌‌‌ 

‌‌but to extend our personal boundaries of who we are and what we can be, 

not as much to become faster but to become more.

—Lorraine Moller Four-time Olympic marathoner—1984, 1988, 1992, 1996 1992 Olympic bronze medalist










Introduction 

In the beginning, in childhood, running is just what we do. We run, we jump, we play—we cannot be contained. With age, some learn to curb that impulse, some find other outlets for it, and some of us find that we still need to run. It is still play, but also much more: our key to physical and mental health; our way of finding balance; a means of expressing who we are and what we can do; a challenge we seek; and an escape from the other challenges we face.

The marathon has long represented the ultimate running challenge—a heroic, mythical, Olympian test. For most of us, the goal is first to complete it, then perhaps to run it faster—first we race the distance, then we race the clock. For the few who are gifted enough, determined enough, and perhaps obsessed enough, the challenge is to stand among the very best in the world, to wear a laurel wreath or an Olympic medal. But even for those few, the challenge is ultimately against oneself—what separates the marathon from other Olympic footraces, at least in our imaginations, is that the winner is not simply the fastest but the one who can push their body to the furthest limits of human endurance.

Every Olympic marathon has its share of drama. The stakes are so high because the opportunities are so rare—one can go to the edge only so many times in a career, and few athletes are fortunate enough to be at their peak for two Olympic cycles. Further, the marathon is capricious—it allows no margin for error and offers no guarantees: even the strongest, fittest, smartest runners in the world may find themselves humbled, not by their competitors but by the race itself.

To call any marathon the greatest in Olympic history is to surrender to the very human and ultimately fruitless compulsion for ranking. Still, the book’s title wasn’t chosen lightly. Never before in history had a single Olympic marathon brought together such a transcendent collection of talent. To further succumb to our rankings fixation, each of the top four finishers has a fair claim to being the greatest distance runner of all time: Going into the 1984 Olympics, Grete Waitz had never lost a marathon she had finished; Joan Benoit’s world record of 2:22 was nearly two minutes faster than the second-best performance in history; Ingrid Kristiansen was the fastest distance runner alive at any race short of the marathon (and would add the marathon world record to her collection less than a year after the Olympics); and although few knew it at the time, Rosa Mota was on her way to establishing a reputation as the greatest championship marathoner in history.

All four are legends in the running world, and it is a matter of good fortune and remarkable timing (for us as spectators) that all four lined up in the same race. Had they been born even five years later, each might have won gold in a different event. Men’s distance-running talent was spread across five races—the 1500m, 3000m steeplechase, 5000m, 10,000m, and marathon. In 1984, women could only choose between the 1500m, 3000m, or marathon; the International Olympic Committee added the 10,000m for women in 1988 and the 5000m in 1992. Had there been a full slate of women’s races in 1984, Kristiansen almost certainly would have run the 5000m or 10,000m, or both. Waitz also may have chosen the 10,000m—according to Jackie Hansen, one of the leaders in the fight to get the marathon in the Olympics, Waitz told her in 1983 that she thought the 10K was her best event. Further, if women had the same opportunities as men in previous Olympics, it is conceivable that Waitz, who ran the 1500m in 1972 and 1976, would already have won several medals in the 10,000m or marathon by 1984 and been happily retired by the time the other three came into the sport.

Had each been born ten years earlier, it is possible that we would never have heard of any of them. Without the Olympic marathon, they may never have found a stage worthy of their talents—and the millions who watched their race would have been deprived of the gift of witnessing such greatness.

Which brings up a second argument for the preeminence of this race: it was a historic first, a milestone in the movement for equity in athletics, and a race that was generations in the making. In 1896, at the first modern Olympics, a desperately poor Greek woman named Stamata Revithi sought to enter the first Olympic marathon, apparently in hopes of gaining employment with the Athens city government as a reward for her efforts; the local press nicknamed her Melpomene, the Greek muse of tragedy. Her petition was denied, but she ran the course anyway, the day after the men.

Outside of the Olympics, the lineage from Revithi to the marathoners of the 1980s is somewhat obscure, for a variety of reasons. Record keeping in races was spotty, even into the 1960s. The term marathon referred not to the precise 26.2-mile (or 42.195 kilometer) distance, but was a catchall for any long race. Until the 1980s, course measurement was an inexact art anyway; what counts as an “official” marathon is in the eye of the beholder. The records we do have show that a Frenchwoman named Marie-Louise Ledru ran a marathon in Paris in 1918, finishing in 5:40. Violet Piercy ran a race in London in 1926, in 3:40—although perhaps it was only thirty-five kilometers. Arlene Pieper, who owned a fitness studio in Colorado Springs, ran the Pike’s Peak marathon in 1959, finishing in 9:16. If that seems slow, it is because the course runs up to the summit of Pike’s Peak (14,115 feet) and back; for many participants, the race is more of a fast hike—experienced runners often hit the halfway point in about as much time as it would take them to run a full marathon on a flat course.

Even as late as the 1960s, the Amateur Athletic Union (the governing body of track and field in the United States) stipulated that the longest allowable race for women was 1.5 miles. The first woman to run an AAU-sanctioned road race as an official entrant (in defiance of the rules) was Julia Chase, a 19-year-old student at Smith College, who ran the 4.75-mile Manchester Road Race in Connecticut on Thanksgiving Day 1961. (An article in Life magazine referred to her as “a fetching entry in a man’s field.”) In 1963, Merry Lepper finished the Culver City Marathon in 3:37. In May 1964, Dale Greig ran a marathon on the Isle of Wight in 3:27. A month later, Millie Sampson ran 3:19 in New Zealand—apparently after a long night of dancing and carousing—but athletics officials disputed her record: it wasn’t an official race, they said; the course was short, they said; they seemed to want to say that they didn’t believe a woman could run a marathon that fast.

Doubtless, the record has gaps: stories persist of a marathon organizer in Kansas who, in 1927, sent an emissary to recruit runners from the famed distance-running Tarahumara tribe in northern Mexico. When the chief of the Tarahumara learned that the race was only twenty-six miles, the story goes, he sent three teenage girls up to run it. But even if the record is incomplete, it is clear: opportunities for women to race any distance were limited.

The first women’s Olympic marathon came about only through a years-long effort to correct the myopic failings of the sport’s rule makers. Its eventual inclusion in the Olympics was a victory that belongs to many: talented, determined athletes whose achievements helped change societal attitudes toward what women could do; skilled advocates who navigated and manipulated the bureaucracies of the governing bodies of international sport; and the right kind of troublemakers—rebels who pushed their way into places they were told they didn’t belong. Their efforts culminated in a race of shining beauty, an inspirational example of Olympian athleticism and grit. Both the athletes who contested the race and the pioneering generations who fought to make it possible have become icons and heroes. But they didn’t set out to be. They only wanted to run.











Prelude 

‌‌Amsterdam, August 2, 1928, 3:25 p.m.: On the cinder track inside Olympische Stadium, nine athletes prepared for the final of the women’s Olympic 800m. The Olympic flame—a new addition in 1928—glowed atop Marathon Tower, which rose above the stadium. The wide banked oval of the cycling velodrome circled the perimeter of the track, a moat between athletes and audience. Heat, dust, and smoke choked the air. Spectators craned their necks toward the start, looking down at the athletes through a gauzy haze. 

The 1928 Olympic Games was the first time in Olympic history that women were permitted to compete in track and field—“athletics,” to most of the world—and the 800m was their longest race. Some viewed it with bemusement, some with excitement, some with disdain. Women’s athletics was not universally welcomed into the Olympics: “Impractical, uninteresting, unaesthetic, and . . . wrong,” said Baron Pierre de Coubertin, founder of the modern Olympics.1 Only the persistent efforts of Alice Milliat, a French athlete and founder of the Fédération Sportive Féminine Internationale (FSFI), forced the hand of the IOC. Twice she petitioned Coubertin to include women’s athletics in the Olympics; twice he dismissed her. So, she started her own: the first Women’s Olympics, which Milliat and the FSFI hosted outside of Paris in 1922, included eleven athletics events and attracted thirty thousand spectators. The second edition, held in 1926 in Sweden, drew sixty thousand spectators, including Swedish royalty. Milliat’s successful Women’s Games were a threat to the IOC, which didn’t easily tolerate rivals to its international sporting hegemony. But because the IOC had excluded women’s athletics, they had no way to control the upstart FSFI. Their only means of containing the threat was to admit women to the Olympics, which they did—grudgingly: after originally agreeing to include ten women’s events, they cut the number to five—to be included in 1928 only on an “experimental basis.”

Germany’s Lina Radke entered the Olympics as the 800m world record holder, a title she and Sweden’s Inga Gentzel swapped back and forth in the months before the Games. The record had been 2:26 since 1922; Radke ran 2:23.8 in August 1927, Gentzel dropped it to 2:20.4 in June of 1928, Radke ran 2:19 in July. Gentzel was more than just a mid-distance star—she was also the Swedish record holder in the 200m and may well have run that instead, had it been included in the Olympic program.

Canada’s Jenny Thompson had dominated her national championships, winning by nearly one hundred meters, and would have been considered one of the favorites, had she not sustained an injury in training just days before the race. Japan’s Kinue Hitomi loomed as perhaps the most fearsome competitor in the 800. Leading up to the 1928 Olympics, she set world records in the 100m (broken by eventual 1928 Olympic gold medalist Betty Robinson of the United States), the long jump (5.98m) and triple jump (11.62m), the 400m (59.0—at a time when many track experts doubted women could ever break a minute), and 200m (25.8); she was also the top javelin thrower in the world. At the 1926 Women’s Games, Milliat awarded Hitomi a silver cup as the best athlete in the meet. But it was Hitomi’s misfortune that none of her strongest events were included in the Olympic program. She originally entered the 100m; a poor prelim kept her out of the final. Seeking redemption, she entered the 800 at the last minute.

With the crack of the starter’s pistol, Thompson, running with her leg well wrapped, shot out of her sprinter’s crouch and into the lead. Her coach advised a cautious start, but she preferred to run from the front and dare the others to keep pace. As Thompson rounded the first bend, Hitomi accelerated to join her, and the two ran shoulder to shoulder into the backstretch. In last place was Gentzel. By disposition, Gentzel was a front-runner, but she stumbled slightly off the line, and was buried by the other eight.

It is a cardinal rule of the 800m that a runner gets only one move, one all-out burst in her bid for victory; there’s no reserve for anything more. Most athletes save that move as long as possible for fear of running out of steam before the finish. Gentzel made hers on the backstretch of the first lap, rocketing to the lead at the 200m mark. It was risky to surge so decisively so early, but Gentzel lacked the pure explosive acceleration of some of the others, the ability to separate from the pack in an eyeblink. She needed to burn out the kickers before the end, and after her start, a mid-race surge was her only path to victory; she wasn’t running for silver. She pulled the field through 400m in 1:04.2—recklessly fast; in an ideally paced race, such a first lap would yield a final time around 2:10, or nine seconds under the world record.

Early in final lap, the field bunched together as the athletes gathered themselves for the finishing sprint. Gentzel still held the lead, but the strain of her early move was evident. Hitomi was on her shoulder, and Radke, who settled in mid-pack at the start, glided along in third. Radke struck on the backstretch and immediately gapped the field. Gentzel was left helpless; Hitomi reacted just a hair slowly, and by the time she got up to speed, Radke was away and not coming back. Radke cruised the last seventy-five meters, calmly looking back every few strides to ensure that Hitomi got no closer. Hitomi, holding on to second, also looked back—though with more urgency: Gentzel found some last reserve and made a final charge, and Hitomi held her off by only two-tenths of a second. The three medalists—Radke, 2:16.8; Hitomi, 2:17.6; Gentzel, 2:17.8—all shattered the previous world record; Radke’s new mark stood until 1944. Five of the nine women set new national records. By any objective measure, it was one of the greatest races in Olympic history.2

It was also the last women’s Olympic 800m until 1960. Fantastical accounts—some by journalists not even in attendance at the race—described multiple runners collapsing at the finish, or even mid-race. One writer had “only 6 of 11” competitors finishing. The false reports were used as evidence of a failed experiment—pretext to eliminate women’s track and field after just one Olympics: “The experience of Amsterdam seems to have justified my opposition to allowing women into the Olympic Games,” stated Coubertin. “Reaction so far has been hostile to repeating the spectacle.”3 The gates that Alice Milliat forced open were very nearly slammed shut. Only a “compromise” kept women’s athletics in the Games, but their races were limited to two hundred meters and shorter. It would take generations for women’s athletics to make progress beyond where it stood in 1928.











PART I










Chapter 1 

Kicking Down the Door

The Pioneer Era, 1966–1972

Bobbi Gibb hid behind a forsythia bush near the town green in Hopkinton, Massachusetts. Spectators and runners filled the streets, all waiting for the start of the 1966 Boston Marathon. Spirits were high: it was Patriots’ Day, a New England-centric holiday, ostensibly to honor the battles of Lexington and Concord that began the Revolutionary War in earnest. In a less historical sense, it marks the end of the long, gray winter and the unofficial beginning of spring. Vendors hawked balloons and popcorn; Girl Scouts sold cookies. A handful of police officers worked crowd control, mostly keeping non-runners clear of the starting line. As high noon approached, race officials checked competitors into the starting corral, runner by runner, number by number, barking orders at the racers, at the crowd, at each other.

A range of emotions—nervousness, excitement, impatience, giddiness—rippled through the runners in the corral. Some waited silent and stone-faced; others couldn’t stop moving, shaking their arms and legs, bouncing from foot to foot. In 1966, marathoners comprised a small tribe—only five hundred runners contested Boston, then the largest marathon in the world—and the corral also had the feel of a homecoming. Racers competed against the course, the clock, and each other, but they also felt themselves banded together, embarking on a collective journey.

Outside the corral, behind the forsythias, Gibb was scared. Not of the race itself—she’d traveled four days by bus from San Diego to be a part of it—nor by the distance—for her, twenty-six miles wouldn’t even qualify as a long run. In that moment, she feared exposure, the glare of the public eye. Two hours earlier, her mother had dropped her off on the outskirts of Hopkinton, and since then, she’d tried to be as anonymous and unremarkable as possible. She wore men’s Bermuda shorts she’d borrowed from her brother and a new pair of running shoes, the first she’d ever owned—boys’, because no manufacturer made running shoes for women. She usually wore nurses’ shoes in training. She tucked her blonde hair under the hood of her blue sweatshirt, found a hiding spot as close to the starting line as she dared, and hunkered down to wait. But sitting still proved impossible: her nerves were jangly, and she was still stiff from the bus trip, so she jogged up and down the side streets, away from the crowds, for forty minutes. Now, just before the start, she crouched back behind the forsythias and waited.

The starter’s pistol fired, the crowd cheered, and the lead runners took off at a brisk pace. As the middle of the pack shuffled by, Gibb pulled her hood low and jumped out to join them. Normally, crowds made her uncomfortable—she liked to run alone, on secluded trails or an empty beach. But this experience, being surrounded by other runners, spectators lining the street on either side, was what she had come to be a part of—this strange celebration of human endurance and spirit she’d first witnessed with her father some years before. She was thrilled to be a part of it but nearly sick with dread—she was sure to be discovered. But, from the day she’d received the letter from the race director rejecting her entry, being discovered had become the point of her run.

As a child, Gibb and her friends and cousins ran wild in the woods around her Winchester, Massachusetts, home. The others outgrew it; she never did. Sometime around sixth grade, she noticed her friends beginning to change, and she saw, in her future, a trap laid for her. She was expected to go to college—her father, a chemistry professor at nearby Tufts University, encouraged her to explore the natural world, and she loved the idea of losing herself in books, formulas, and equations. But then what? Would she just fold herself up and put all that behind her for marriage? In her mother, she saw a bright, buttoned-up housewife whose own growth had been stunted, and among her mother’s friends, she saw women who seemed to depend on alcohol or pills to get through the day. It was a future she wanted no part of.

Escape was her means of protest. She’d run with the neighborhood dogs through the woods—Artemis and her pack. She’d run with no sense or care of how far she’d gone and no plan for when to turn back, reveling in the joy, the freedom, the autonomy of being in motion, a sense of connection with nature, a feeling of oneness with the universe. And when she saw the Boston Marathon for the first time in 1964, it was as if she’d glimpsed the place she truly belonged. She’d found her tribe. She had to run it.

Her training plan was essentially to run farther and farther until she was sure she could cover the distance. Though she wore no watch and never measured her routes, she would run as much as thirty or forty miles in a day. That summer, she made a solo cross-country trip, driving into the afternoon, hopping out and running for hours, then camping in an open field. She arrived in San Francisco, drove down to the water, went racing into the ocean and running along the shore, then camped on the beach. The next morning, she turned around and headed back home to Massachusetts.

She planned to run Boston in 1965 until she took a bad fall and sprained both ankles a few weeks before the race. In January 1966, the 23-year-old Gibb got married and moved to San Diego, where her husband was stationed in the navy. There, she met some local runners, who explained to her that there was a process for entering the marathon, that all those people didn’t simply congregate in Hopkinton and make their pilgrimage to Boston together—she needed to submit an entry form and undergo a required physical exam. That February, she wrote to the Boston Athletic Association requesting an entry and received a letter back from BAA president Will Cloney: per the rules of the Amateur Athletic Union of the United States, which sanctioned the race, women were not permitted to run the Boston Marathon, which was a men’s division race. The longest race women were permitted to run was 1.5 miles, he explained, adding that he believed women were not physiologically able to run 26.2 miles and that the BAA could not take on the liability of having her in the race.

She was furious. She laced up her shoes and banged out the door and ran until she began to calm down. She ended up in Del Mar, about twenty-six miles from San Diego. It was late; she slept on the beach, and when she awoke, her anger had settled into determination. She had originally wanted to run Boston as a spiritual journey, to feel a sense of connection with the other marathoners. Now she would run not just for herself but to overturn such mindless, prejudicial nonthinking. If she could show the world that women could run a marathon, what other dumb assumptions might be proven wrong? What other constraints might be loosened?

The night before the race, Gibb called her parents from the bus terminal in Boston and asked them to come pick her up. They hadn’t known she was coming home, and she hadn’t told them she was planning to run the marathon. Her father was worried, angry, and wanted no part in her escapade. Her mother, who had tried for years to get Bobbi to stop all the running and just be a normal girl, tried yet again to convince her not to run. Bobbi tried to explain: this was about more than running. In the end, the elder Gibb relented and drove her daughter out to Hopkinton. When she dropped Bobbi off, she hugged her, pinned some money to her shirt for a cab ride home, and whispered a tearful “good luck.”

Now, Gibb had done it. She was running down Route 135 toward Boston, with hundreds of others, just another runner in the pack. But she knew it couldn’t last; she wasn’t more than a mile into the race when she heard the whispers behind her: “Hey, is that a girl?” “Can’t be, can it?” “Are you sure?”

Would they shoulder her off the road? Would the police swoop down and grab her, haul her off the course, and throw her in jail? She had only one weapon at her disposal: she turned around and smiled.

“It is!” “Hey, are you going to go the whole way?” Yes, that was the goal. “Way to go, girlie!” “I wish my girlfriend would run . . . ” Now she was truly one of them, and together they set off down the road. The sun warmed the day. She wanted to take off her sweatshirt, but her long hair and black one-piece bathing suit would draw attention like a beacon, and she still feared that the officials would throw her out of the race. “It’s a free road,” her new companions said. “We won’t let them.”

The news hummed down the course like a current. Local radio began reporting her progress. Spectators pointed and cheered. When the route passed Wellesley College, famous for its marathon day “scream tunnel” of students wildly cheering on the passing runners, the crowd thundered for her like they had for no other runner. She rode their energy like a wave, up Heartbreak Hill, and from there, downhill to the finish. She began to feel that she really had done it—yes, she’d had to sneak into the race, but the pack had accepted her as one of their own, and she would prove that she belonged. The crowds grew thicker and louder as she descended Heartbreak Hill onto Beacon Street and into Boston. Governor John Volpe waited at the finish to congratulate her.

But the marathon always exacts a price. She’d had no water or food since she left Hopkinton. Her new running shoes had rubbed her feet raw, and blood soaked through her socks and squished in the soles; she wished she’d worn her comfortable, old, broken-in nurses’ shoes. Her early adrenaline had long worn off, and she was barely running now. But she had to finish—whose point would she prove if she dropped out now? She limped around the final turn onto Boylston Street, and the roar of the crowd carried her home. She smiled, picked up her stride, and crossed the line in 3:21, unofficially 125th place out of the 415 men who finished the race, not to mention the hundred-odd others who had dropped out.

The official finishers, the men, staggered off to celebrate, commiserate, and swap stories in the afterglow of their day. By postrace tradition—since abandoned as the race has grown—they were all invited to the BAA postrace meal: beef stew, Dinty Moore. After shaking hands with Governor Volpe, Gibb had to face the press. “Why’d you do it?” “How do you train?” “Does your husband know?” She smiled, laughed, bantered, and tried to make them understand how simple it was: she loved running, fell in love with the marathon, and just had to do it. Then she limped back out to the street and hailed a cab back to Winchester.

Her street was crammed with cars. The press had beaten her home. They crowded in her kitchen, interrogated her parents; the phone kept ringing. She answered the same questions, posed for more photos—she even allowed herself to be photographed in a red polka-dot dress in the kitchen, making fudge. Well into the night, she finally got her postrace meal and crawled into bed.

Several days later, Gibb and her mother paid a visit to the famously foul-tempered codirector of the Boston Marathon, Jock Semple, in his “office” in a building attached the old Boston Garden—really more of a dark warren with rubdown tables, a steam room, several whirlpools, and a clanky old radiator on which Semple heated his lunch (usually a meatloaf or cheese sandwich) in the winter. They brought with them a gift of Scottish heather, which Gibb’s grandfather grew in his yard, and returned the blanket a race official had thrown around her shoulders at the finish. Semple looked like an old bantamweight fighter—gray hair, gray sweatshirt, wiry muscles and sinew on a compact frame that had softened and thickened with age. He grew up in Scotland, working factory jobs and running races for the factory teams, before immigrating to the United States in 1921. In 1930, he hitchhiked from Philadelphia to Boston to run the marathon. He finished seventh and knew he’d found his place. He got a job as a locker-room attendant in Boston and devoted himself to the tiny, cultish running community—and especially to the marathon. He eventually became a trainer and sports masseur (his “real” job) and spent most of his free hours working races up and down the East Coast—largely unpaid. He saw the same runners each weekend, and they were his people—they trained hard, raced hard, and earned his respect. He and Gibb chatted for a few minutes and parted amiably, Gibb with an impression of Semple as a “very sweet guy.”

Opinions differed. The Boston Marathon was sacred to Semple, and god help those who disrespected it. “The weirdies!” he’d cry: college boys who raced on a dare, untrained guys who tried to sneak to the front of the starting line to sprint out with the elites and get on camera, and anyone else who tried to make a spectacle of his race—they all became targets for his fury. Once, a weirdie in a full Uncle Sam getup, advertising something or other on his back, dared join the race; Semple ran alongside him, throwing cups of water in his face and berating him. Another year, in the midst of a downpour, he aimed a flying tackle at a runner in a full snorkel suit—and missed, landing in the mud. Then there was the time that a poodle had the temerity to wander out on the course; it became the target of a ferocious Semple kick—which, again, thankfully, missed. Semple ended up on his back in the road. In 1964, as athletes were loading onto buses to head for the start, Semple threatened to punch one man “right in the face”; and at the finish, he angrily shoved someone else he felt was encroaching too far into the runners’ path. In 1965, he nearly got arrested for assault during the race—a sergeant from the Framingham Police boarded the press bus (on which race officials also rode, keeping tabs on the lead runners) looking for him. From then on, BAA president and marathon codirector Will Cloney stood in the well of the bus, right in front of the door, to keep Semple from charging out after yet another weirdie.

But in Semple’s worldview, Gibb was no weirdie. They shared common ground: a reverence for the marathon and pleasure in the simple joy of running. He and Gibb understood each other, and even though she’d jumped into the race unofficially, he considered her one of the tribe.

***

In 1967, Gibb ran again and hardly made a stir. Instead, it was Semple and his temper who made history. He was already in an especially foul mood at the start—the weather that year was cold and drizzly, which made checking in the runners before the race that much harder, because many of them wore coats or ponchos over their number. Checking in each runner, one at a time, had delayed the start, making both runners and officials even more miserable. And shortly after the start, near the 2-mile mark, members of the press had started needling him: “Hey Jock, is that a girl?” “It is!” “With a number??” Perhaps, sensing a story, they couldn’t contain their excitement; it is also possible that the guys on the press bus, for whom Semple’s eruptions made for good fun and good copy, intentionally wound him up: “Hey Jock, there’s a woman in your race!” Sure enough, there she was, and it wasn’t Gibb, whom Jock had greeted with a smile that morning. It was another woman, this one with an official bib number pinned to her gray hooded sweatshirt.

Cloney and Semple both charged off the bus after her. She was running in the company of three men. One, 50-year-old Arnie Briggs, World War II veteran, had run Boston eighteen times, finishing as high as tenth in 1952. He now coached the Syracuse Harriers running club and was familiar to both Cloney and Semple. “You know better than this, Arnie!” Cloney shouted as he approached the group. “Leave her alone,” Briggs shouted back. Semple, in a floundering rage, rushed out from behind Cloney, charged the woman, and grabbed for her number. He missed, managing only to tear the glove off her hand. He came back at her for a second go, shouting, “Get the hell out of my race and give me that number!” This time, he was met by a cross-body block from a third member of the group, hammer thrower and Olympic hopeful Tom Miller. Semple went flying off the course and landed in a heap. “Run like hell, Kathy!” yelled Briggs.

Kathy, or Kathrine—or, on her official entry form, K.—Switzer did so.

Switzer, 20, had long, brown hair and an easy welcoming smile that hid an intense competitiveness. She’d started running in high school to get in shape for field hockey and found that she enjoyed the sense of measuring herself against herself, of always trying to get better. At Lynchburg College she quit field hockey, feeling that too many of her teammates weren’t as committed or competitive as she was. But she kept running for the joy of it: like Gibb, she found something sacred in it—“like touching god,” she said. One day, the Lynchburg men’s track coach, Aubrey Moon, saw her out running and asked if she’d join his team. He needed more milers to fill out his squad, and rules didn’t expressly forbid a woman from running men’s track. In the spring of 1966, she got her time respectably under six minutes and even scored a few points for the team. But the mile felt so short, and the track so restrictive. When a teammate of hers went up to run Boston, she was intrigued: “Did any women run it?” she asked him. Yes, he replied, and manfully admitted that Gibb had beaten him by more than twenty minutes.

That fall, Switzer, who was studying journalism and communications, transferred to Syracuse University and began running with Briggs, who was the campus mailman and a volunteer assistant coach for the track and cross-country teams. On long runs through the streets and trails around campus, Briggs regaled her with stories of Boston Marathons past—to him, the race was a hallowed event, its champions a pantheon of heroes. Switzer loved his stories, but one cold February morning, with Briggs in the middle of a story she’d heard many times before, she stopped him.

No more talking about it, she said. Let’s run it.

Impossible, he said. Women couldn’t.

Gibb did, she countered.

He insisted Gibb jumped into the race halfway through, at Wellesley.1 Switzer refused to run another step unless he acknowledged that Gibb ran the full race, and that she could, too. The challenge was set, but Briggs demanded that she prove herself first. They topped out with a thirty-one-mile run, at the end of which Briggs passed out. He was convinced—she was ready.

She sent in her entry, and did the required medical check in Syracuse; the doctor certified that K. Switzer was fit and healthy enough for a marathon. On raceday, Briggs picked up their numbers in Hopkinton. In the sleet and snow, Switzer wore a heavy sweatshirt with the hood up and pulled tight as they walked toward the start. Officials looked only at the number on her chest, 261, when they checked her into the corral. At the gun, Switzer and Briggs, along with Miller and John Leonard (the foruth member of their party), set off with a record number of more than seven hundred entrants in the 71st Boston Marathon.

Now, three miles into the race, she was rattled. Semple’s attack was terrifying, but she couldn’t shake the image of the old man crumpled in a heap on the side of the road. She feared that Miller, her boyfriend at the time, had killed Semple. To her great relief (and terror), the press bus roared past again, and she heard Semple scream, “You all are in biiiiiiiig trouble!” But the bus didn’t stop, and as scared as she was that somewhere along the course Semple would arrange to have her snatched out of the race, she ran on, determined to finish—so much so that she slowed her pace to a near-crawl, making sure she kept plenty in reserve. By the time she reached the finish line, the officials were gone, and the clock was off. Of the dozen or so people waiting for her, most were reporters. Her time—probably around 4:30—was unimportant.

She grew up during that race, she would say later. The press’s aggressive questioning afterward—“Why Boston, and why wear numbers?” “What are you trying to prove?” “Are you a suffragette?”—only hardened her further. Originally, Boston had been just a personal challenge, an exploration of her physical limits; the reactions of Semple and the press stirred something in her: she would train harder and faster and become a serious competitive marathoner, racing not just to finish but to compete. Further, she would work to expand opportunities for other female runners. Why couldn’t more women do what she did? For that matter, why couldn’t women like her run in the Olympics? It was a crazy dream, for sure, but anyone—man or woman—who dreams of the Olympics has a little crazy in them. She finished the race, exhausted and shivering, but with a new mission: down the road, an Olympic marathon for women; in the short term, women just needed the opportunity to run.

Even as Switzer arrived at the dark, cold finish line, photos of Semple’s attack were being readied for the newspapers. Semple versus Switzer transcended sport. What feminists tried to articulate in books and speeches throughout the 1960s the photos captured on a visceral level. On one hand, this was slightly unfair to Jock—he was an equal-opportunity madman with a gender-neutral temper. In his mind, she had cheated to get the number, and he had every right to take it back; she was just another weirdie using his race to make a spectacle.

On the other hand, Switzer was a diminutive young woman. In modern times, Semple would have been fired and perhaps prosecuted. Instead, he was back at the helm in 1968, and Switzer was banned indefinitely from AAU-sanctioned events. Rules were rules, and what Cloney had shouted at Briggs was correct: he should have known better. AAU bylaws stated that women were not permitted to run in men’s division races, and Boston—by default, really, because the AAU prohibited women from racing more than 1.5 miles—was a men’s division race. Races that violated this rule risked losing their official sanction; men who competed in races that violated the rules risked losing their eligibility for international competition—including the Olympics.2 When Gibb jumped out of the bushes and ran the marathon, Cloney officially—and technically, truthfully—stated that Gibb “did not run in the Boston Marathon,” she merely covered the same route as the official race while it was in progress. “No girl has ever run in the Boston Marathon,” he insisted in 1966. Switzer, however, not only violated the rules, but she put the marathon’s official standing at risk and potentially rendered the top runners in the international field ineligible for the Olympics.

As the 1968 Boston Marathon approached, the press couldn’t help but pester the somewhat chastened race director: What if more women showed up? He had no problem, he said, if they’d done the training, “like the Gibb girl.”

And Gibb was there again in 1968, joined by a thousand male entrants and several other women, who, like her, ran unofficially: Marjorie Fish ran with her husband—he with a number, she without; Elaine Pedersen ran with her boyfriend’s number. No matter—Semple was on his best behavior, and besides, running with someone else’s number made one, by definition, unofficial. Gibb won again—her third Boston title in what is now called the women’s Pioneer Era—but the 1968 marathon was her last for a while. She’d resolved to keep coming back until she proved the point—that women could run, and run well. Mission accomplished, she felt: the marathon was no longer just a man’s game.

***

Gibb passed the torch to Sara Mae Berman, who won Boston in 1969. Berman, nee Sidore, grew up in New Hampshire in the 1950s and was not an athlete—“girls didn’t do that sort of thing,” she said. But her parents did give her the freedom to roam, and as a teenager she would take the train from her home in Manchester into Boston to spend the day happily wandering the streets, occasionally shopping, mostly just soaking in the city. She graduated from the Rhode Island School of Design in 1958 and soon married Larry Berman, an astronautics major at MIT. Larry, still in college, was captain of the cross-country team, and Berman—“the dutiful little housewife,” as she described herself—would sit on a blanket and watch him run loops around Jamaica Pond.

Three children soon followed, and she began to feel constrained, even indolent, just keeping house. Larry asked if she was happy with the shape she was in. Most certainly not, responded Sara Mae. Her first day running with him, she took off at a mad sprint and nearly collapsed after a block. When he finally caught up with her, Larry asked who told her to start so fast. Eventually, she built up her endurance to five miles, at which point Larry said, great, now run it faster. Despite her design school pedigree, Sara Mae shared a practical, engineering mentality with Larry, and they started interval sessions at MIT’s track, parking their children in a playpen in the infield, letting their eldest play in the cinders. In 1964, she ran her first race, as an unofficial entrant. “The guys were fantastic—not one nasty comment,” she recalled. The officials, “old fuddy-duddies,” she thought, took longer to come around.

But they got used to her. Each weekend, if she wasn’t racing herself, she was at a race with Larry, coaching the running club they cofounded, the Cambridge Sports Union—one of the first coed running clubs in the country. In 1965 and again in 1966, the Bermans attended the national AAU convention to petition for an increase in the longest women’s distance race from 1.5 miles to 2. They were treated, according to Sara Mae, “very uncivilly”—accused of wanting to exploit and endanger young girls, shouted down by members of the AAU executive committee. They did get the maximum distance for women increased to 2.5 miles starting in 1967 but decided not to press their luck any further.

Gibb’s run in 1966 planted a seed in Sara Mae’s mind, but she and Larry recognized that she wasn’t ready for a marathon. But by 1969, she had increased her mileage from sixty to eighty miles per week, and she and Larry had marked out the Boston course to the quarter mile; at that time, most road races had no mile markers, Boston included. Berman ran and won again in 1970, setting the unofficial course record of 3:05, and won a third time in 1971, the last Pioneer Division champion.

The ground had begun to shift under the AAU’s feet. In December 1971, Nina Kuscsik, fresh off a victory at the New York City Marathon, made a proposal at the annual AAU convention to allow women to run marathons officially. Kuscik had a gift for working through the Byzantine AAU bureaucracy, and she was treated much better than the Bermans were in 1965 and 1966. She convinced the AAU to increase the maximum allowable women’s race to ten miles. The AAU also acknowledged that “some women” could be permitted to run marathons. Which ones? Those who had already proven they could run a marathon.

If the AAU’s new rule traced a confoundingly circular logical path—fitting, perhaps, for an organization that oversaw track and field—it did launch a new era in women’s running. At noon on April 17, 1972, the starting gun fired, and the first sanctioned women’s runners in the Boston Marathon—all eight of them—took off with about twelve hundred men. Kuscsik won, one of her seven marathon victories that year, and set the first “official” course record of 3:10, still five minutes slower than Berman’s 1970 time. 

Though Berman had been unable to train all winter, she wouldn’t have missed the first sanctioned women’s Boston Marathon for anything. In the days leading up to the race, reporters kept badgering her to comment on female marathoners’ great victory over Jock Semple, the arch-chauvinist. Berman scoffed. She had known Jock since the early 1960s, and although she did allow that it was wise to stay out of Jock’s way on race day, she knew that, in his mind, the world did not divide so much along gender lines as between runners and weirdies. In the 1960s, he donated trophies to women’s races, and once on a visit to his native Scotland, he donated £200 to the women’s division of his local running club. “We loved Jock,” she recalled. “If you did the work, followed the rules, and didn’t cause trouble, he respected you—and we respected him.” Now that the rules allowed women to run officially, Jock welcomed them—just as he had the unofficial women runners such as Gibb.

The next year, at the starting line of the 1973 Boston Marathon, Switzer stood among the official entrants. Jock walked up to her; she braced herself for the worst, but instead of his usual scowl, he was grinning. “Let’s get a wee bit o’ notoriety,” he said, then put his arm around her, turned them toward the cameras, and planted a kiss on her cheek. If she was caught off guard, it doesn’t show in the photos; they both seem at home in the moment: the annual celebratory pilgrimage from Hopkinton to Boston was about to begin, and each was exactly where they were meant to be. Their smiles are easy, genuine—Jock’s with a hint of mischief. Their world had changed; his bit o’ notoriety was a stubborn man’s way of admitting that he had been wrong, of asking forgiveness, of acknowledging her rightful place in the marathon they both cherished.
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