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To the pioneering women runners without whose courage and generosity this book would not have been possible
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FOREWORD

Growing up in Boulder, Colorado, and just outside Boston, Massachusetts, I was surrounded by great runners and renowned races like the Boston Marathon. Strangely enough, however, I didn’t actually know a lot about running.

That’s because my parents never talked much about their running careers, or pushed me to enter races. It’s almost like they didn’t want me to get into running too early in life. They wanted me to discover it naturally and on my own. Nevertheless, they always supported my interest in basketball, swimming, soccer, and all sorts of physical activities.

Looking back, I’m so glad they didn’t encourage me to focus on running too soon. I think this allowed me to build up the passion and momentum I have felt since I turned pro in 2004. It’s taken a lot of hard work and tenacity to win the 10,000-meter bronze medal in the 2008 Olympics, to compete in the Olympic Marathon in 2012, and to continue pushing my boundaries. In September 2015, I set a new American record for 10,000 meters on the road.

If my parents had pushed me into running at an early age, I don’t know if I would still be exploring my potential and chasing fast performances. I’d probably be injured or burned out. Instead, I’m still excited about my running, still challenged to improve, and still hungry to achieve my goals.

To some extent, I was raised in a running store. In the early 1980s, my mother and father both worked at the Frank Shorter store in Boulder. It seemed like the center of the running universe. So many famous runners passed through that store. Of course, I didn’t know who they were at the time. I just thought they were friends of my parents, or Frank’s friends, and that everyone wore running shoes.

I didn’t know my parents were fast and famous. I just thought they liked to run a lot.

One of my mother’s best friends was Lorraine Moller. I didn’t realize she was an Olympian and the 1984 Boston Marathon winner. I just thought of her as my favorite babysitter.

I also had no idea that my mother, then Cheryl Bridges before she married my father, Steve Flanagan, and changed her name, was a one-time world record holder. In 1971, she was the first woman to break 2:50 in the marathon.

My father wasn’t too shabby either. He ran a 2:18 marathon and competed in the World Cross-Country Championships three times. Yet neither of my parents ever talked about their running. It might seem a bit unusual that I knew so little about my parents and their racing records, but I guess that’s just the way they wanted it.

In high school, I had a poster of Grete Waitz on my wall. I thought she was amazing with all those wins in the New York City Marathon. She was so consistent—a goal I later adopted for myself. She became a role model to me, and I knew that my mother admired her, too.

Later, when I met Joan Benoit Samuelson, we talked about training programs. I think she was very intuitive—very good at listening to her own body and its needs—and I’ve tried to follow that approach. I also know that she trained like a beast.

It wasn’t until college, when I started to immerse myself in the sport, that I began to uncover the amazing truth about my parents. I can remember times when I went rummaging through the back of closets and found medals, old pairs of running shoes, and musty Team USA uniforms. I thought the uniforms were cool. They were so retro that they seemed hip to me.

Anyway, I learned more about my parents running histories once I started asking them about the stuff in the closets. My mother would tell me stories about how uncomfortable it was to run in heavy cotton clothes and sweat suits, and without a sports bra. When I got my first shipment of running apparel from my sponsor, Nike, she was absolutely flabbergasted by the fit and function of all the technical clothes.

She also told me that it wasn’t unusual for her to be pelted by cans or bottles from passing motorists. I don’t know how she and her fellow female pioneers handled it all. Those were hard times to be a woman in the male-dominated world of competitive running. I’m not sure I would have had the guts to pursue running without any real support, and I can’t fathom how they managed to persevere. They were very strong and courageous.

We’ve made such amazing progress since those early days. I can’t say that I’ve ever felt any disadvantage compared to my male contemporaries. My running is so much easier than my mother’s was. I am able to do what I want to do and to pursue my dreams. I have so many opportunities that might never have existed without my mother and the other women runners like her. They paved the road for all of us to follow. I feel so deeply appreciative for all they have contributed to the sport.

And they didn’t do it just for Olympians like me. They did it for all women runners. Because one of the things they learned is that running improves your self-confidence and can give you a sense of possibility that carries over to all parts of your life. Running certainly changed the trajectory of my mother’s life—it gave her so much more confidence. And it has done the same for countless other women.

That’s what I tell the women runners I meet at road races. It doesn’t matter how fast you are. It doesn’t matter how long it takes you to reach the finish line. It’s all about personal excellence—striving to be the best you can be. That’s what we’re all aiming for. That’s what the First Ladies have taught us.

Shalane Flanagan
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Shalane Flanagan won a bronze medal in the 2008 Beijing Olympic 10,000 meter race and holds the American record for 10,000 meters on the track and on the roads. She has a marathon best of 2:22:02. Her book, Run Fast, Eat Slow, will be published by Rodale Inc. in September 2016.
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Thanks to the First Ladies of running, millions of women around the world now enjoy many road-race opportunities.




INTRODUCTION

Go to any 5-K, 10-K, half-marathon, or marathon and take a look around. You’ll see a complete cross section of humanity: men and women, teenagers and septuagenarians, lean-as-greyhound speedsters, and others who are round as an apple. Roughly half the runners will be females. Some will be leggy teens with ribbons in their ponytails. Some will be strong and muscled—women in their twenties and thirties who look like they just stepped out of a CrossFit class or a triathlon training session. You’ll see pregnant women enjoying a relaxed aerobic stroll and new mothers pushing their running strollers. They’ll be chatting with leaner, gray-haired women who run with a crisp, efficient stride.

It’s hard to imagine that running didn’t always look this way. But it didn’t. For running’s first 2,700 years, dating back to the ancient Olympic Games, women were completely excluded from most events. They couldn’t run in any official distance races at all. Consider a few events from the 1950s and 1960s.

•In the mid-1950s, an Ohio farm girl named Grace Butcher dreamed about running the mile, like her heroes Glenn Cunningham and Wes Santee. Her dream died on the vine. Women were prohibited from running any track distance longer than 200 meters.

•In the early 1960s, Smith College runner Julia Chase wanted to run the Manchester (Connecticut) Thanksgiving Day 5-miler as her mentors John Kelley and George Terry had done. Her entry was refused. The rules forbade her participation, she was told.

•Five years later, in 1966, Roberta “Bobbi” Gibb wrote away for an entry application to the Boston Marathon. She had grown up outside Boston and had watched the marathon several times with her father, feeling a strong kinship to the graceful rhythm of the runners. However, Boston Marathon officials rejected her request. Women were incapable of running 26.2 miles, she was told, and were barred from entering marathons.

Fortunately, Butcher, Chase, and Gibb refused to give in. They persisted, eventually achieved their running ambitions, and opened the doors for all who would follow in their footsteps. The progress came slowly, and sometimes painfully. The old men who controlled the sport of running—members of the International Olympic Committee (IOC) and the Amateur Athletic Union (AAU)—insisted on sticking to bygone regulations and unproven health concerns.

At times, the rule makers actually pushed the clock backward rather than forward. The first Women’s Olympic 800-meter race was held in Amsterdam in 1928. It should have advanced women’s running. Instead, it shuttered progress for another three decades.

In that pivotal race in 1928, one finisher collapsed briefly to the track. Several others looked tired and bedraggled after the all-out, two-lap effort. No one pointed out that this was also true of the men who had run a hard 800. Newspaper sports writers, all males of course, expressed horror over the sight of the sweaty women. One paper actually used a primitive form of Photoshop to scare readers with the sight of the women’s contorted faces.

The IOC promptly banned the women’s 800. It wasn’t until 1958 that the IOC announced the event’s reappearance in the 1960 Rome Olympics. At last, Grace Butcher and other women had a chance to prove their endurance abilities. The 1960 U.S. Olympic Track Trials in Abilene, Texas, in July 1960, stand as an absolutely crucial event in the history of women’s running.

It is here that women were allowed to participate in the 800-meter race for the first time since 1928. (During this era in the United States, running races were measured using the U.S. customary system. For ease of reference, I refer only to the metric distances in this book.) For the first time, women who had no talent in the sprints were given a chance to test themselves in a middle-distance event. Although little attention was actually paid to the women’s 800, the event served as a springboard for all future women’s distance races—the 800 was where the first baby steps were taken, and soon these steps would change into powerful strides.

However, Olympic officials continued to drag their heels when it came to giving women runners full parity with men. The women’s 1500 meters was not added until 1972. The marathon came in 1984, after a particularly inspired campaign by many running groups. Even so, women were not given the opportunity to run the 10,000 until 1988, the 5000 until 1996, and the 3000-meter steeplechase until 2008.

After the 1960 Olympic Track Trials, the pioneer women runners turned naturally to cross-country and road races, held in public parks and on public roads. Indeed, in the spring of 1967 a new event called the World Cross Country Championships was organized, and it included a women’s division. (This event, now semiannual, has also been called the International Cross Country Championships, among others. I have used only the current label, World Cross Country Championships, to describe these significant races, held in March since the 1950s.) Still, progress came slowly. Each runner had to wage a solitary battle in her own region. Luckily, these women were made of strong stuff. They might have gotten rejected time and again, but that didn’t stop them. They kept returning to the races.

It wasn’t just that they received little encouragement. It was far worse than that. They were widely ridiculed and routinely warned about permanent physical damage. Running might prevent healthy pregnancies, they were told. They were warned that it would surely turn them masculine, overly muscled, and unattractive.

How wrong could a group of so-called experts be? Let me just say this: I began my running career in the mid-1960s, and I met many of the women pioneers. The Boston Marathon and other East Coast races introduced me to Bobbi Gibb, Kathrine Switzer, Sara Mae Berman, Nina Kuscsik, Charlotte Lettis, and others like them. Anyone could see that they were bright, engaging, and beautiful in every way. As you will soon discover, their stories are both incredible and inspiring.

I met the West Coast runners less often, but I find their stories among the most amazing in this book. Take a look:

•Doris Brown took a red-eye flight from Seattle to New York City for the 1976 New York City Marathon, the first to go through all five boroughs. I’ve never heard of another elite runner doing this. The next morning, she finished second to Miki Gorman, and apologized for being a little tired.

•Southern Californian Judy Ikenberry began her track career in the 1960 Olympic Track Trials 800. She was 17 at the time, raw and wild. Fourteen years later, having gravitated all the way up to the marathon distance (an unusually big jump), she won the first National Women’s Marathon Championship.

•Cheryl Bridges grew up in Indianapolis, where the board of education decided she could run on the high school campus—as long as she stayed far away from the boys so as not to distract them with her flowing blonde hair. She moved to California, kept on running, and, in 1971, set a marathon world record. Her daughter, Shalane Flanagan, won an Olympic bronze medal in the 10,000 meters in Beijing in 2008. Shalane has run far faster at all distances than her mother ever achieved, though she has never held a marathon world record like her mom.

After my competitive racing days, I had the good luck to land an editorial job at Runner’s World magazine where I continued to follow the women pioneers of running. I watched Grete Waitz, Patti Catalano, and Joan Benoit raise the women’s running torch ever higher and wrote frequently about their brilliant performances. Francie Larrieu and Mary Decker seemed to show up at every National Track Championships and Olympic Trials.

I was sitting in the press section of the Los Angeles Olympic Stadium on August 5, 1984, when Benoit ran onto the track well ahead of her marathon rivals. This was the long-awaited day—coming 88 years after the first Olympic Marathon for men—and emotions ran high. Looking up and down the media row, I saw many fighting to hold back the tears. I didn’t bother fighting; it was futile.

However, Joan didn’t launch the boom in women’s running. The real tidal wave of women’s running didn’t get started until the mid-1990s. What happened then?

So now we must talk about Oprah Winfrey. Oprah ran her marathon 10 years after Joan’s. In other words, her race happened well outside the timeline I have used to organize this book. But I was there to watch Oprah run her 1994 Marine Corps Marathon in Washington, DC. In fact, I ran the last 23 miles with her. And I can assure you that it was the most courageous marathon run I have ever seen. So I have no hesitation about including Oprah with these pioneer women runners.

To begin with, Oprah came from a troubled background. Second, she was not raised with sports. And third, she is a woman from an ethnic group that, in the United States, has not been associated with distance running. Few American black women, beyond Marilyn Bevans, ran long-distance races. What’s more, Oprah had a weight problem that was visible every day on national TV and every week on magazine covers at supermarket checkout counters. She was about to turn 40, and she wanted to do something epic—something that would challenge every fiber of her being.

She decided to train for a marathon. And once she made the commitment, she stuck with it to the very end, just like all the other women runners in this book. Oprah succeeded, and in early 1995, we put her on the cover of Runner’s World magazine with the headline, “Oprah Did It, So Can You.” Maybe it’s just a coincidence, but that’s about the time when thousands, and then millions, of women began running.

People often ask me to summarize the shared qualities of the pioneer women runners. That’s not a fair question—not to me, and especially not to them. They broke through the gender barrier in good part because they were fiercely independent; each is a unique individual. They don’t fall into pat categories.

Still, if forced, I would probably come up with these following five shared qualities. They don’t apply to all the pioneer women, but they do apply to many.

1.First and foremost, they ran because they loved to run. They told me dozens of insightful childhood stories that made clear their early attraction to running. It was an activity that gave them great pleasure—a soul-satisfying, physical pleasure—and they couldn’t understand why anyone would want to deny them such joy.

2.They had supportive parents. This wasn’t universally true, of course. Several came from troubled family backgrounds. But most of their parents imbued these individuals with strong values, particularly a fierce work ethic.

3.All were changed by their running. Not just in terms of strength and endurance, but emotionally as well. Again and again, I heard variations on this theme: “Before I started running, I was very shy and insecure. Running gave me a sense of self, and a voice to express that self.”

4.They were smart and successful in other areas of their lives. An astonishing number of these runners, from the 1960s, in particular, earned MDs, PhDs, and other advanced degrees. They became doctors, veterinarians, college teachers, and impressive business and community leaders. They were either born leaders, or they had learned through running that they could lead and influence.

5.They didn’t run as a form of protest. They weren’t trying to overthrow some regime, or even the odious early bosses of the AAU. (Although this mindset changed somewhat in the 1970s.) They just wanted the right to test themselves freely in competitions with other runners. Some never protested the discrimination; they lined up quietly on sidewalks and behind bushes. Others took on the burden because it represented the only way forward for them, their sisters, and their daughters.

The First Ladies of running changed the running world, unleashing a pent-up demand that eventually opened the floodgates. They never intended to force themselves onto the male-dominated sports pages or into the male-centric business world. Those things just happened. As a result, women runners have had an impact beyond track meets and road races. If women can run 10-Ks and marathons, as these First Ladies so ably proved, then, to quote a popular phrase: “Who says women can’t run the world?”

I feel incredibly fortunate to have grown up running with the First Ladies. I was able to witness their accomplishments at close range, and to call many of them good friends. They have made running a more exciting, rewarding, and inspiring sport for everyone.

Throughout this book, I’ve written about the First Ladies primarily using their first names. I believe this makes for clearer reading. (Yes, they got married, divorced, and remarried just like the rest of us.) I’ve used the surnames they carried during their prime running years. I mean no disrespect by taking this shortcut, and I hope none is taken. I mean only to champion these incredible women, and I hope that this book gives you a chance to learn more about them.
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Joan Benoit races the last lap on the track in the 1984 women’s Olympic Marathon—the first for women, coming 88 years after the first Olympic Marathon for men.
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Grace Butcher sprints off the final curve to win the 1959 National Championships 800-meter race—the first such championship for U.S. women since 1928.




GRACE BUTCHER

Born: January 18, 1934

“Running and writing both seem like a calling to me—something I’ve done ever since I can remember. One is for the mind, the other for the body. It seems as if I have to do both to be who I am. They run like parallel streams through my life.”

MAJOR ACHIEVEMENTS

•First modern American 800-meter runner

•Winner, National Indoor Championships 800-meter, 1958 and 1960

•Winner, National Championships 800-meter, 1959

•Participant, 800 meters, 1960 U.S. Olympic Track Trials

Grace Butcher always knew she’d be a great runner. “I just had a certainty about it, as if it were meant to be,” she says reflecting on her childhood in the early 1940s. “As far back as I can remember, I ran. First, I played horse. My toothpick legs were the horse’s legs, and the rest of me was the horse’s body. I galloped through my childhood.”

Grace’s life took an abrupt turn when her family moved from upstate New York to a small town in Ohio, and she was forced to leave behind her best friend, Eva. In a world more than 50 years before Facebook or Twitter to keep them connected, the two became fervent pen pals to stay in touch. They remained close friends and kept their dreams alive with each letter—Eva signed all of her notes “FSA” (“future sports announcer”), and Grace signed hers “FOS,” which stood for “future Olympic star.”

In her new home in Chardon, Ohio, Grace plastered the walls of her bedroom with photos of great distance runners such as U.S. milers Gil Dodds and Glenn Cunningham, and the famous Finnish star Paavo Nurmi. She was ready to compete just as they had and saw no reason why she couldn’t become one of them. Yet, she noticed there was something missing in her montage of heroes: a woman. Grace recalls that she didn’t know any other girls her age who ran, and didn’t even know if any professional female runners existed.

“I imagined that surely there was some mystical kingdom where girls wore warm-up suits, and ran laps, and sweated, and had muscles,” she remembers.

So, on her own, she attempted to organize a girls track team at Chardon High School. But her efforts were blocked by an old catch-22 circular argument: “We can’t have a girls team because other schools don’t have a girls team. You won’t have anyone else to compete against.”

Grace’s mother took action. To find a team for her daughter, she made countless phone calls until, in the spring of 1949, she finally made a connection. Grace’s mother located a program in Cleveland, nearly an hour’s drive from the rural farmlands of Chardon.

“This was an era when parents didn’t automatically drop everything to take their kids 40 miles to music and sports practices,” Grace recalls. “But my mother did.”

Grace’s father was less involved in her training. He was a Harvard-trained mechanical engineer whose first Depression-era job was digging ditches for a road crew. Sometimes, he tossed a football with Grace in the backyard or helped her with homework, but he always seemed to become impatient with her and to have little time for her extracurricular interests.

At 15, Grace and her mother finally arrived for her first official track practice. Grace could scarcely believe her eyes. The handful of young women stretching, warming up, practicing their sprint starts, and working on their hurdling form was exactly as she had envisioned. This was the Polish Falcons track team, coached by Stella Walsh, 100-meter gold medalist at the 1932 Olympic Games, and the 100-meter silver medalist in the 1936 Olympics. While continuing to compete herself, Stella supervised the team, which competed in local and regional meets organized by the Lake Erie Amateur Athletic Union (AAU).

At her first practice, Grace learned the most important of all track skills: How to use a garden trowel to dig a proper starting hole. This sounded simple enough, but she quickly discovered there was a specific technique. “You had to scoop out cinders at a right angle to the track,” she remembers. “That would give you a vertical surface at the back of the hole, so you could push off hard.”

Grace tried all the events that Stella offered: sprints, hurdles, high jump, long jump, even the javelin. At the end of practice, Stella asked Grace which event she would most like to enter. “The mile,” Grace answered, with no hesitation.

Stella was taken aback. She hadn’t expected this response, or anything like it. She figured Grace would want to do one of the sprint events the girls had been practicing. “Oh, no,” Stella explained. “You can’t run the mile. There’s no mile for women. The longest distance is 200 meters. But with your nice long legs, you could be a hurdler.”

Although disappointed at first, Grace decided to pursue training for the 200-meter race and hurdles. Her excitement to finally have a team to run with, and an Olympic champion as her mentor, inspired her to push harder with each workout. She wrote in her journal on May 16, 1949: “What a workout—hurdles and broad jump. It was worth every bit of sweat to get the praise I did from Stella.”

Stella further demonstrated her confidence in Grace when she loaned her protégée a pair of her own track shoes to wear in practice. Less than a month later, Grace ran in her first track meet. Dressed in the Falcons team uniform—a shiny white satin singlet and matching shorts—she finished third in the 200 (which Stella won) and fourth in the hurdles. The best came last: She ran on the Falcons’ 4 x 100 relay team, along with Stella, and they finished second. However, the track meet didn’t fulfill all of Grace’s fantasies. In her active imagination, she envisioned herself racing in a packed stadium with wildly cheering fans. But, in reality, the small meet only attracted about six loyal mothers. Still, at 15, Grace was already competing on a track against a world-class athlete. “To run in the same race with Stella!” Grace wrote in her journal. “To see her take off her warm-up suit struck me as rather like seeing a statue unveiled.”

Two months later, Grace won the Cleveland Junior Olympics hurdles title. It wasn’t the mile; it wasn’t the event she dreamed about winning. But she remained hopeful. She told herself this was just the beginning of her journey toward a great track career and the Olympic Games. Instead, it was almost the end.
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Life changes quickly when you are 15. The next year, Stella Walsh left the Falcons to pursue other interests. Without Stella, the Polish Falcons’ track team dissolved, and there was no longer an activity for Grace to throw her energy and passion into. She drifted away from running and track practice.

Two years later, Grace fell in love with a local boy from Chardon and rushed off to marry him in Louisiana, where he was stationed with the army. When the couple returned to Chardon several years later, they were the parents of two, dark-eyed, curly-haired boys. The once-close world of track and field now seemed like a distant dream. Grace nonetheless stayed physically active by playing basketball, riding horses, swimming, and even racing motorcycles.

“It seems that I was born with my adrenaline button stuck in the ‘on’ position,” she says. “I always had to be doing something intensely physical. I didn’t drink or smoke or party hard. What else was I going to do with myself?”

Until the mid-1950s, Grace rarely thought about her early track racing days with Stella. Her schedule was plenty full without running—she now had a husband and two small children to manage. But one day, she saw a local TV program that featured Harrison “Bones” Dillard, a Cleveland native inspired by Jesse Owens, also from Cleveland. Dillard, who had won four gold medals in the 1948 and 1952 Olympic Games, mentioned several track programs in Cleveland, including one for women, the Holland Athletic Club (HAC). Grace decided to focus her attention on one sport—her first—track. She joined the club shortly after seeing the TV program and wondered if she might find an outlet for her still-unsatisfied love for distance running. During her first year with the HAC, Grace was coached by the club founder, Bernice Holland. Afterward, she worked with first one Hungarian immigrant, Alex Ferenczy, followed by another, Julius Penzes.

Penzes’s workouts were grueling, seemingly endless, and quite different from the training methods of today. But the Hungarians’ system of the 1950s and 1960s produced world-record results by way of highly structured interval training of varying distances. A workout might begin, for example, with 10 strides of 160 meters each, followed by a series of 200-meter repeats at a much faster effort, finishing with a different distance and a new pace. The runner never knew what to expect next, since the coaches revealed only one part of the workout at a time. “When I talk to the runners of today, I often feel that I’m disappointing them, because they always ask how many miles I ran each week in the late 1950s,” Grace says. “We didn’t do many.”

In the 1970s and beyond, most coaches advised runners to build their strength and fitness by logging as much distance as possible. Everyone counted their weekly mileage; that was how runners compared themselves with each other. “We simply didn’t count miles. We did only track work, and it was all speed, speed, speed. I never ran anything longer than two miles continuously at a time, but I did speed workouts that just about killed me.”

Grace had to push herself especially hard in these workouts, because she was a natural distance runner who was forced to compete at shorter distances against runners with more speed than she had. But at the time, she had no other options. The longest event for women in the Olympic Games was 200 meters. Although the games previously included an 800-meter race for women at the 1928 Olympics in Amsterdam, officials quickly dropped the event from the schedule after several participants collapsed at the finish line (an act that is commonplace among both male and female runners who give the race their all). Though virtually alone in her efforts in the mid-1950s, Grace wanted to bring back the 800 meters for American women. While the event didn’t exist in the Olympics, European women still ran it quite regularly. It didn’t seem to kill anyone, and it gave women track runners a bigger stage on which to test their abilities.

“I wrote letters to everyone I could think of,” Grace recalls. “I wrote to other athletes, to the AAU, and to public figures who I thought could help us. I don’t recall that anyone objected. Everyone seemed to agree that women deserved more opportunities at longer distances.” But still nothing happened.
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By the summer of 1957, Grace had made enough noise that she was allowed to run in an exhibition 800 at a local outdoor meet. No other women entered. Since it was an exhibition, and no one knew what might happen, track officials allowed her male coach to pace her through the first lap. Grace then went solo the second lap. She finished in 2:57.8. It was, as far as anyone could determine, the first time in 29 years that an American woman had raced two laps (800 meters) around a track.

Grace wasn’t particularly proud of her time. She knew that she and others could do better, if given more chances. But she had finished, and she didn’t collapse or horrify any of the spectators. “At least we showed that a woman could complete the two laps,” she remembers.

At about the same time, the International Olympic Committee announced that it was going to add the women’s 800 to the 1960 Rome Olympic Games. The U.S. track organization, the Amateur Athletic Union, quickly took note, hoping to uncover some American talent for Rome. The 1958 AAU Indoor Championships were slated for Akron, Ohio, and a women’s 800 was included. Again, it was billed as an “exhibition” rather than an official event on the racing program.

But at least the women’s 800 would become part of a national championship event, which meant it would open more doors and attract more attention to women’s middle-distance running. However, the effort didn’t happen as readily as Grace and her friends had hoped. And the national publication for track and field didn’t show much interest. “Women’s track is definitely not men’s track,” said a Track and Field News magazine editor at the time in 1959. “We cannot sacrifice magazine space to cover ‘fringe’ activities. Personally, I can’t get very excited about girlish athletics.”
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Nonetheless, 10,000 enthusiastic indoor track fans did get excited, along with Frances Kaszubski, the AAU national chair for women’s running. A handful of women toed the start line, including Grace and 47-year-old Stella Walsh, her first coach. With the starting gun in the air, Kaszubski interrupted the proceedings to make a brief plea to the competitors. “Ladies, please don’t collapse and embarrass us,” she said. “Run under control and with a smile on your face.”

Grace can’t swear that she followed directions that day. She only remembers finding herself in the lead midway through the distance, somewhat to her surprise, and that she pushed hard the rest of the way to maintain her margin. She broke the tape in 2:48.6, a new personal best. Later that evening, Kaszubski slipped her an official AAU winner’s medal, even though the race had been labeled an exhibition.
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After her 1958 indoor win, Grace set her sights on the 1960 Rome Olympics, just two years away. She would be 26. Across the country, dozens of other young runners got the word about their new Olympic possibility. In another 24 years, women would finally be allowed to run an Olympic Marathon. But the first big step forward came in 1960, and the distance was 800 meters.

Grace intensified her training, running twice a day, six times a week, sometimes worrying that she couldn’t afford to take a rest day. In particular, she obsessed over her need for increased speed. In that regard, many of her competitors had an advantage over her. They could run 400 meters in 58 or 59 seconds, while Grace’s best was 63. She might have beaten them at a longer distance—1500 meters or the mile—but races at those distances still didn’t exist for women. When not training with Penzes in Cleveland once a week, Grace sought out area high-school tracks. The local coaches supported her, and even loaned her “workout boys” to pace her during intense interval training. “The coaches soon figured out I was serious and hardworking,” she says. “They would tell the boys they could get in really good shape by running with me.”

The hard training began to pay off. Grace won the 1959 National Championships 800 in 2:21.2, a big personal best. That gained her a spot on the U.S. team that would compete against the Soviet Union, then the highest honor in American track, short of an Olympic berth. This was the Cold War era, and the United States versus the Soviet Union track meets were televised every year, with huge national audiences tuning in. Every American runner on the U.S. team was given a singlet, shorts, warm-up suit, and navy blue travel blazer. It was almost more than a small town girl from Chardon, Ohio, could believe.

Grace attended a training camp in Cleveland, where her hotel and meals were paid for, and she received $2 a day in spending money—she was finally treated as an elite athlete of the time. Then, the team flew to Philadelphia’s famous Franklin Field for the big meet. It began with an opening ceremonies spectacle just like the Olympics.

“It was thrilling to march into the packed stadium in a parade behind the flags,” Grace recalls. “We realized the Russian women were better than us because they had so much more experience, but we were also proud to be the best Americans. We felt we would catch up with the Russians once we had as many years running the 800 as they did.”

While the experience was enthralling, Grace’s race was not. In the previous weeks, Penzes had increased her training program to three workouts a day. Excited about the progress she had made, he reasoned that an extra dose of training would drive her to an even higher level. The plan backfired. One day Grace’s foot exploded in pain, as if she had wrenched it in a hole. With her foot heavily taped, she ran in the meet anyway, but fell short of her best efforts. The injury continued to plague her off and on for a year. When the foot was healthy, she trained intensely, aiming toward the National Championships and National Indoor Championships, followed by the 1960 Olympic Trials. She knew she was returning to good form when she won the 1960 Indoor Championships in 2:26.8, followed by a 2:24 July tune-up race in Chicago.

It seemed as if her training and racing were coming together at just the right moment. But walking off the track in Chicago, she felt a sharp pain in her foot once again. Despite the injury, and filled with dread, Grace flew to Texas for the two biggest races of her life—the Nationals and the Olympic Trials. At Nationals, two other runners broke 2:20. This was new territory for American women in the 800, and Grace couldn’t match their pace. That left only the Olympic Trials, where each runner had to finish first, second, or third in the first-round heats in order to advance to the final. The first three finishers in the final would go to the Olympics, provided each attained the international qualifying time.

The throbbing pain in Grace’s foot continued, and she found it impossible to run with her normal stride. A sympathetic coach tried to help by giving her a shot of novocaine, and then wrapping the foot as tightly as he could to minimize its movements on the loose-cinder track. But these hasty remedies were to no avail: Grace finished fourth in her heat, failing to make the finals. As it turned out, only one American, race-winner Billie Pat Daniels, ran fast enough to earn the trip to Rome. She broke the tape in 2:15.6, a new American record. The second and third finishers didn’t achieve the Olympic qualifying time.

This proved what Grace had known and argued from the beginning. The best U.S. women, denied the chance to run the 800 for so many years, would need time and opportunity to catch the rest of the world. The point wasn’t to win medals the first time around; the point was to start the journey, and then let history unfold as it would. The wisdom of Grace’s vision proved true just eight years later when the United States’ Madeline Manning, also coached by Julius Penzes, won the 800-meter gold medal in the 1968 Mexico City Olympic Games.

After the 1960 Olympic Trials, Grace returned to Chardon, back to her husband and two young boys, and waited for her foot to heal. After several months, she returned to the track, starting the laborious process of getting back in shape. With her Olympic dream lost, she struggled for motivation. “I remember that I was out on the track with no one else around on a hot late-summer day,” she says. “And I felt so very lonely.”

But she didn’t give up. It is the way of the athlete to return to the struggle, to start over again, no matter how difficult or solitary. You run again, because you must. It is something you feel deep in your core, something difficult to describe to others. Is it physical? Is it spiritual? Does it matter?

“I developed a sort of life motto, ‘Keep on keeping on,’” Grace says. “I believe we’re all here to discover our life’s purpose, and then once you’ve discovered it, for Heaven’s sake, get on with it. The saddest words I know are, ‘If only . . .’.”

In the early 1970s, occasional road races began popping up around Ohio. Grace was in her late thirties, but entered many 5-Ks, and even the races that occasionally stretched to 15-K. No other women in Ohio competed in these races, but Grace wanted to test her limits.

“Mentally, I loved the idea of running longer distances,” she says, “but physically, my body didn’t like it—I always tightened up badly and had to take three or four days off to get rid of the pain in my calf muscles. I think I just ran too much on my toes the way I did on the track.”

Fortunately, that same running form served her well in masters track and field competitions, which was gaining popularity. Over the next 20 years, Grace continued running and writing, eventually teaching at several universities and publishing many poetry books.

“Running and writing both seem like a calling to me—something I’ve done ever since I can remember,” she says. “One is for the mind, the other for the body. It seems as if I have to do both to be who I am. They run like parallel streams through my life.”
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Denied an official race number, Julia Chase displays perfect form—and a nice Smith College gym uniform—in the 1961 Manchester Road Race in Connecticut. She ran the 4.75-mile distance at a 7:10 minutes-per-mile pace.




JULIA CHASE

Born: August 24, 1942

“Running puts you in touch with your primal self and your deepest resolve. You learn how to deal with pain and other obstacles. You realize that it’s not important to do conventional things. You can do whatever feels worthwhile to you.”

MAJOR ACHIEVEMENTS

•Participant, 800 meters, 1960 U.S. Olympic Track Trials

•First woman road racer, Manchester 5 Mile (Connecticut), 1961

•Finisher, 50 years later, Manchester Road Race, 5 Mile, 2011

Before 1961, there is no record of a woman ever finishing an American road race. When Julia Chase became the first—completing a 6.5-miler on Veterans Day in Chicopee, Massachusetts—the newspaper stories dripped with sexism and ridicule. “Julia Chase, an attractive, 19-year-old Smith College student is causing almost as much dither these days as Amelia Bloomer did when she introduced unconventional ladies garments in 1849,” read an article in the Boston Globe newspaper. The Associated Press described her as “the curvaceous, 19-year-old sophomore.”

Headline writers, in particular, enjoyed making fun of Julia and her running. The New York Daily News used its famous back page to proclaim: “She wants to chase boys.” Julia had neither wanted nor expected attention from the press. She ran the small race in Chicopee to build confidence for a much bigger event later that month—the Manchester Road Race in her home state of Connecticut.

The Manchester Road Race took place on Thanksgiving Day, and the 4.75-miler was perhaps the country’s second most famous road race, second only to the Boston Marathon. Manchester annually attracted 150 runners, only 50 fewer runners than Boston, and its field also included Olympians and elites. But Julia’s desire to run the Manchester race was a personal matter—just one year earlier, in 1960, Manchester had denied Julia entry. Race officials told her to try again the next year, with an earlier registration. She hadn’t been permitted to register for the Chicopee race, either (it was against Amateur Athletic Union [AAU] regulations for women to run more than 1.25 miles). But when she showed up anyway, the race organizers treated her respectfully and let her run along with the 34 official entrants (all men, of course).

After a couple of miles, she passed one of them—the first male ever to be passed by a woman in a road race. What was his reaction? “Good work,” he said, “keep it up.” Julia finished 28th overall at Chicopee. Surprised and impressed by her performance, the officials even dug up a trophy to award her. However, the good will ended when word spread about her effort. Reporters called her at Smith in Northampton, Massachusetts, several times a day. Julia, raised to be polite and helpful, gave them as much interview time as they wanted, although some questions could be painfully cringe-worthy. “For a college sophomore, all the questions just became excruciating,” she recalls. “They kept trying to come up with different motives for why I ran.” They all asked the same kinds of questions, most of them implying that she must be “different,” and not in a good way.

Why would a woman want to do this thing that no other women do? Was she looking for a husband? Was she trying to make a statement about female superiority? Was she an “Amazon woman” with some strange genetic makeup? The answer to all the probing questions was a resounding no.

“For me, I was doing something completely normal, something I loved,” Julia says. “I had grown up running through the woods. Humans have been running from the beginning of our history. I thought it would have made more sense to ask: ‘Why doesn’t everyone run?’”
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Julia began her running as a youth in Groton, Connecticut, on the edge of the Thames River and Long Island Sound. Both her parents were ill much of the time, so she lived on her grandmother’s 8-acre homestead and was less supervised by adults than most youth. If she missed the bus to school, she had to get herself there, so she jogged the 1.5-mile distance.

“It was easy,” she recalls. “It was simply the way we got around in those days. Besides, I loved everything about it. I loved the aesthetic of being outdoors, running a forest trail, jumping over a stream, and wondering what I’d encounter around the next corner.”

She remembers how her grandmother, at age 75, encouraged all her various enthusiasms—from outdoor exploration to running. “Granny was warm and supportive, as curious as I was, and always interested in learning new things,” Julia recalls. “If I discovered a bird’s egg in a nest, she’d take me home to look it up, and we’d figure out together what kind of bird it was. She told me that I should aim for a full life, and to do good for others.”

As a teenager, Julia spent much of her time outdoors with her four brothers. The five of them would play baseball during the day, play hide-and-seek in the evening, and go swimming at night. Growing up as the middle child in a family of all boys, Julia learned quickly to pick up a variety of sports with skill that rivaled most boys her age. In school, she recalls that gym teachers often picked her to show a group of much-older girls how to put a good spin on a softball. “When it came to sports, I like to think I held my own with all the boys in the neighborhood,” she says.

During the spring of 1957 when Julia was 14, she and her father headed to mass every morning for Lenten services. It was on these drives that she learned about another near-religious practice—morning runs. Every morning, like clockwork, Julia and her father would notice a solitary runner logging miles on his daily workout. But it wasn’t just any regular road runner hitting the pavement for his morning miles. It was local marathon star John J. Kelley, the best distance runner in the United States at the time.

The sight of Kelley’s slim-but-energetic figure bounding along the road entranced Julia—he blended seamlessly into the scenery. He appeared unfazed by the whir of passing cars, the monotony of unending distance, or the unpredictable spring weather. A month later, on April 20, 1957, Julia was quietly reading in her bedroom when she suddenly heard her father bellow up the stairs: “Johnny Kelley just won the Boston Marathon!”

The news astounded her, particularly after her father explained the magnitude of the Boston Marathon. It was hard to comprehend that the short, youthful-looking runner she had seen on local streets had won a race of worldwide importance. She could scarcely imagine someone covering 26.2 miles on foot. The distance seemed overwhelming.

At the same time, Kelley’s victory also caused Julia to begin thinking about her own limitations—or lack thereof. Maybe the seemingly impossible was not, in fact, that far out of reach. She began to ask herself: “I wonder if I could do something like that someday?”
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From that day forward, Julia clipped every headline and story that noted Kelley’s accomplishments. And even though a knee injury would hold her back from running for three years, she would still walk to the nearby golf course where John Kelley and fellow runner George Terry ran their hardest fartlek workouts. She would scout out the best vantage point, sit herself down, and watch them fly past. “I can’t really explain it,” she says, “but I would almost shake with excitement [when they ran past].”
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