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Dedication

For Melanie, we eat our candy with the pork and beans





Epigraph

Pre was stubborn. He insisted on holding himself to a higher standard than victory. A race is a work of art. That’s what he said. That’s what he believed. And he was out to make it one every step of the way.

—Bill Bowerman, Prefontaine eulogy, Hayward Field, June 3, 1975
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Prologue

COOS BAY, OREGON, June 2, 1975: Clouds flecked the sky and the sun cast a gentle pre-summer warmth while wind whipped off the bay over the tall, infield grass. Flowers and ferns adorned the casket of Steve Roland Prefontaine. Floral wreaths provided a somber backdrop behind the podium. Close to 3,000 friends and colleagues—runners, jumpers, throwers, veterans, coaches, teachers, and acquaintances from all walks of life—gathered to recall the life and mourn his death. Some knew him as a teammate and peer and called him “Pre.” Those closest to him called him Steve. Most, though, knew him as the greatest middle-distance runner in America—a man who by 1975 owned all seven American records between 2,000 meters and 10,000 meters; a front runner on and off the track, who ran for gold and settled for fourth in the 1972 Olympics, an emblem of the athlete as activist; and as a gentle yet rebellious spirit.

Steve died at the age of twenty-four in a single-car accident, at the height of his popularity. Earlier that spring, he had been named by Track & Field News as the world’s most popular athlete. His mother once said, “He no longer belongs to us. He now belongs to the world.” Now the world was grieving over what many would recall as a deeply tragic moment of a life taken far too soon with far too much to give.

People from all parts of Steve’s life had gathered for his funeral. Steve’s parents, Ray and Elfriede Prefontaine, sat in the front row of those closest to Steve at Marshfield High School’s Pirate Stadium, barely ten feet from the casket. Sitting with them were Steve’s older half-sister, Neta Fleming, thirty-three, with her young son, who wore a “Go Pre” shirt; Steve’s younger sister, Linda, twenty-one; and Steve’s girlfriend.

Frank Shorter, wearing his 1972 Olympic uniform, a close friend of Steve’s and gold medalist in the 1972 Olympic marathon, was one of the six pallbearers. Members of the Finnish national team, who were in Oregon as part of an unprecedented series of track meets conceived of and organized by Steve Prefontaine, bowed their heads. From Madras, Oregon, the entire Gauthier family, who had provided Steve sanctuary from his growing celebrity in their high-desert town, mourned. And then, of course, there were two of the most important influences of his life in his head coaches, Walt McClure of Marshfield High School and Bill Bowerman from the University of Oregon.

With Steve’s body in repose, those present were left to reflect on their own remembrances of the great young runner. Steve Prefontaine was warm and confident, as charismatic as he was fast, a middle-distance runner who incited animalistic desire, someone who partied as hard as he ran. Phil Knight, cofounder of Nike and an Oregon alumnus, said, “In the track and field world Pre is eternal.”

Bowerman, a cofounder of Nike and the track coach who oversaw the 1972 Olympic team, said, “Pre’s legacy to us is that the good things of track and other sports may be freely enjoyed by athletes and spectators, won by truth, honesty, and hard work. With his characteristic courage and persistence, through difficult communication, Pre opened that door. He was able to get that final step in athlete emancipation through our national organization. I pledge to Pre to fulfill his great dream—to keep that door open.”

Abroad, some foreign runners thought little of him, didn’t “get it,” but at home he became a symbol for those looking to take the power back. When offered a professional track-and-field contract, he remained an amateur, fully committed to the Olympic ideal, his Ahab-ian obsession. To this day, he embodies a purity of spirit in a sporting culture awash in myopia and cynicism. Though he greatly wanted money, stability, and structure for himself and others, he rebuffed the opportunity to fully sell out, thus he remains untainted. To his detractors, he was just a blowhard whose mouth ran faster than his legs and an unpatriotic ingrate more concerned with his own image than that of his country’s.

McClure, who, along with brilliant distance coach Phil Pursian, coached Steve as a budding star, said, “He was always in a hurry, his destiny could not allow for a wasted effort. Greatness is for only a few. The accomplishments of such an individual are often recognized years after the deed, the act. Steve Prefontaine achieved this level during his brief lifetime. I would not say that Pre was the last to leave the gym after a workout as many might believe, but rather he was generally the first, so intense was his concentration in a workout, so great his effort, and so valuable his time.” With that time, he wasn’t merely running, he was organizing; he, along with a small cohort of athletes, were at the dawn of a new athlete, one pushing against the power structures of track and field. He sought institutional support for track-and-field athletes, to free them from the stodgy, antiquated, and suffocating rules of the amateur establishment, long governed by the anemic Amateur Athletic Union. Before Tiger Woods and Serena Williams, before Bo Jackson and Michael Jordan, there was Steve Prefontaine, the one who started it all. Steve was a front runner on and off the track.

But the plight of the front runner is the vulnerability of getting run down by those less prone to risk, those who inherently feel they have more time, and Steve, perhaps instinctually, knew not to waste his waiting. In dying young, his legacy lived on; he became timeless. And this is his story of how he embodied a new athlete for a new era, someone who didn’t shut up and run. Far from it.





Part I





Chapter 1

Forged

STEVE ROLAND PREFONTAINE took off running, smiling, laughing hysterically.

As children, Steve and Ray Arndt, his first cousin, had taken their bicycles cruising around Coos Bay, Oregon, their hometown in southwestern Oregon. Arndt, named after Steve’s father, was just a couple years older than Steve; the pair were practically brothers. Growing up, Steve always seemed in motion. He could be draining and some kids in the neighborhood didn’t care for his boundless energy, the incessant high motor. Arndt, however, was the perfect balance, often by Steve’s side, someone who could hang with Steve, even put him in his place. Steve, Arndt recalled, “used to jabber incessantly,”  before quickly adding, “so did I.”

The pair often suffered road rash at the hands of each other as they horsed around Coos Bay. One time, they separated, and Steve hid in the hedges, grabbing a sturdy tree branch and waiting for Arndt to pedal by. At the right moment, Steve stuck that branch into the front spokes of Arndt’s bicycle and flipped Arndt over the handlebars and off the bike. Steve doubled over, laughing so hard he could barely breathe. Arndt brushed the grit off his wounds and glared at Steve, and thus Steve took off running.

Arndt, a bit burlier, wasn’t as quick, but he knew more shortcuts than Steve, and he knew where Steve would surface, so he cut through yards and waited for Steve, out of sight, like a panther. Steve ran past and Arndt pounced and knocked Steve to the ground. While on top of him, Arndt noticed that while Steve was on his side lying on his elbow, his legs never stopped running. Steve’s entire body was pivoting about his elbow trying to avoid getting punched and kicked by his cousin. In the way boys of a certain age were, they were always at war. But within minutes, they were friends again. Arndt said, “I could see what kind of a running spirit he had just because of the way he ran away from me.”

That was Steve’s nature, always on the move, from dawn until the dinner bell rang, and he’d come running home to be with his older half-sister, Neta, and his younger sister, Linda. Steve’s parents—Elfriede, Steve’s mother, a German émigré and war bride, and Ray, a hard-working carpenter—had little patience for nonsense.

At the age of twenty-one, Ray, small in stature with tightly cropped hair and a neat mustache, had moved to Portland, Oregon, by way of Devil’s Lake, North Dakota, where he was a plumber’s helper. In 1940, he married Jennie Redmond, age seventeen; with America on the brink of entering World War II, they settled in southwestern Oregon, in Coos Bay, a little city pinned against the Pacific Ocean, booming in big timber. Come March 1942, the pair had a child, whom they named Neta. Yet soon their little family was in upheaval.

Jennie had grown restless and unhappy. She spent many nights drinking in bars and taverns and sought the company of other men, often coming home at two or three in the morning intoxicated. She abandoned her toddler, soiled and developing a nervous disorder, for hours at night. She frequently beat Neta, and when Ray was drafted into the Army on August 4, 1944, he petitioned for his daughter to be made a ward of the court and placed her in the custody of trusted neighbors. On December 2, 1946, Ray filed for complete divorce and full custody of Neta.

After the war, Ray met Elfriede, a platinum blonde, blue-eyed German woman, marrying her on July 2, 1948, in Berlin. She emigrated to the United States, and on January 25, 1951, Elfriede delivered Steve Roland Prefontaine into the world, both new to a booming country.

Nine years older, Neta looked after Steve and babysat him. She’d dress him up like a girl and put makeup on him. Neta put him in a playpen out in the sunshine when he was six months old, and he developed the most gorgeous bronze skin. Steve won the prettiest baby contest because he had a tan nobody could compete with. She needed him, pretended he was her baby. A photograph from Christmas 1952—a month before Steve turned two—showed Neta with a big smile beside her chubby-cheeked brother.

On November 5, 1953, a baby girl, Linda Prefontaine, was born, and it was Linda much more than Steve who was the apple of Elfriede’s eye. When Linda was a baby, she got all the attention. While Neta adored Steve, Elfriede did not, leaving Neta as her little brother’s caretaker.

She also was his protector.

As a toddler, if Steve damaged anything, spilled his milk, bumped his tricycle, Elfriede beat him. When Neta returned from school and witnessed it, she would scoop him up and shield him, and “I would let her hit me,” she recalled. “Sometimes I really wanted to hit her. Because God said, ‘You must honor your father and mother,’ I didn’t. I was big enough to.”

After a long day at a construction site, Ray, now a carpenter, would come home drawn and tired, hands dry, cracked. Elfriede greeted him with a list of transgressions by Steve or Neta, and he was urged to take out the strap. Neta thought he didn’t really want to, but Elfriede insisted they be taught a lesson, so he lashed them. Neta would ask her father why he beat them all the time and he said, “I have to teach you to be good.” She pleaded, she was good, but there was no use arguing. When Neta was twelve and Steve three, she tried asking the neighbors for help, but they didn’t want to intervene. When Elfriede found out, she made Neta confess to the neighbors that she was lying. If not, she’d have Ray beat them when he got home. Corporal punishment was far from uncommon—even commonplace—during this time, but it must have been especially toxic for Neta to seek help, and all the more dispiriting to admit the painful falsehood that it was all a lie.

Outside the home, school didn’t come easily for Steve. Perhaps it was because he had to shake the German off his tongue (he would always remain mildly fluent in German and could translate when competing in Germany), but when he inevitably brought home bad grades, he was embarrassed, afraid to show his parents. To them, Steve was an embarrassment. Many times, Neta would come home to find her father beating Steve. Powerless to help, she’d run crying to her room. She worried about him constantly.

Neta was not the only one who saw the abuse. Ray Arndt, Steve’s cousin and fellow rabble-rouser, witnessed Ray take out his belt and “beat the crap out of Steve in front of my eyes.” Steve used to cry at first, but, according to Arndt, after so many beatings, he’d sit and not whimper. A seething intensity emerged on Steve’s face. He wanted to show his father that he was tough. In private, Steve told his cousin that when he got big enough, he’d swing back.

Back then, Coos Bay was a working town and working men insisted on hardness, where a lumberman “will cold deck you if you hold your glass the wrong way.” A generation of men returning from World War II sought an idyllic setting to find work and build a life. For many, the woods called. Acre upon acre of dense old-growth forests practically begged to be felled. The roar of chainsaws echoed through the woods and the trees moaned as they fell. These were grizzled men, and though it wasn’t war, they took their lives in their own hands in the surrounding forests where blade met blood. A job in timber could provide for a decent life, but just as easily take it. On coming home from the woods or a work site, a man’s hands might be swollen, bloody, and chapped. It was proof that you were tough, and toughness would be handed down one way or another. Boys wouldn’t become men; they would be forged into men and shaped accordingly, a brute-force initiation where youth must measure up.

By the time Steve turned ten, Neta was nineteen and had since left the house to live in a girls community center in Medford, Oregon. She made him a card for his birthday and wrote him a note telling him how sorry she was that she couldn’t stay there with him. She felt terrible. Neta barely had any money, but she placed $1 in the card. As a keepsake, Neta included in the card an innocent photograph of herself in a swimsuit so he wouldn’t forget her. Steve tucked it away, for safekeeping, in his wallet.

Years later, when Steve pledged a fraternity as a freshman at the University of Oregon, he bonded with John Van Zonneveld, an upperclassman. His parents had emigrated to the United States in 1947 from Holland. Van Zonneveld said his father “ruled with an iron fist.” Van Zonneveld wasn’t a competitive runner, but to escape his father, he took up running. “Pissed off,” he laced up his Converse tennis shoes and ran out the door, time and again. One day, Van Zonneveld shared a “rather bad episode” with Steve. Steve nodded, said he could relate, “Yeah, that’s kind of how I got started.” It could be why, for a time, running was so important: not only did Steve have a talent for it, but if he was running, he was free. It would also prove to be a means for Steve to mete out pain on his own terms; levied on his rivals, yes, but, just as often, drawing on the unforgiving masochism inherent to distance running. He ran with an intensity you rarely saw in a distance runner. Steve was going to make you hurt. While it is a stretch to connect a straight line from being beaten as a child to Steve wanting to then “abuse” his competition, the pain he endured at the hand of his father was, without question, a condition of his upbringing, in the same way that the pervasive culture of masculinity endemic to Coos Bay also was an ingredient to the roundness of Steve’s character and burgeoning sense of self.

Van Zonneveld noted how much Steve ran from the gut, from a will that transcended his meager stature. “He was running with a purpose,” Van Zonneveld said, “and that purpose might have been to relieve the anger. I think a lot of it stemmed from his childhood.” For a time, Steve found a friend in Van Zonneveld because they felt that all-too-familiar paternal rage, a generational pain that often found its way from father to son.

With Neta carving out, as best she could, a life for herself, Steve was effectively on his own. Instead of swinging back with his fists, Steve saw the validating power of his emerging athleticism. Steve would later say, “You don’t have many ways to jump. You can be an athlete. Athletes are very big in Coos Bay. You can study, try to be an intellectual, but there aren’t many of those. Or you can go drag the gut in your lowered Chevy with a switchblade in your pocket.”

Despite the “running spirit” that Arndt saw in his cousin, whatever Steve’s natural aptitude for running as a boy was, initially it wasn’t his focus. Sports ruled in Coos Bay, providing entertainment for the locals and giving the young athletes a chance at status and prestige. The politics of growing up in Coos Bay were apparent to anyone walking the halls of Blossom Gulch Middle School or Marshfield High School, high up on the hill, a white, institutional-looking building above the bay. If you were a standout athlete, no matter the sport, you had the respect of everyone. You could walk the halls with your letterman jacket unbuttoned, chest puffed out.

And of all sports, football was king.

It didn’t matter that Steve was small. Steve wanted to play football—the most aggressive and manly of the major sports—in middle school. After all, he was tough, knew how to take a beating. The helmet atop his head made him look like a bobblehead doll. The shoulder pads rattled atop his bony body and the jersey hung off him like a nightgown. Steve’s legs were that of a great blue heron, barely more than skin-wrapped bone. He rarely made it into an actual game. One look at him and you figured he was a liability. At ninety pounds, he mainly watched from the bench. “Football was suicide,” he would say. He stood on the sideline looking out onto the field, waiting for a shot at glory that was unlikely to arrive. Like many generations before and after, a misplaced football player might find his way into a singlet, short shorts, and running flats. Once Steve had the courage to give up football and pursue an altogether different sport, he proved capable. In the desperation to find his place in the Coos Bay athletic hierarchy to belong, distance running grabbed hold.

While he wasn’t yet great, a byproduct to his newfound study surfaced: when Steve proved fast, as he started to win, the beatings at home stopped. “Lo and behold, what happened? He was a good runner,” Arndt recalled. What Arndt couldn’t stomach was how quickly Steve’s parents changed tenor from shame and indifference to boastfulness once Steve showed a skill for running. Arndt said, “Steve probably did feel good or glad that the days of getting strapped on the ass were replaced by his dad in the stands, clapping and cheering for him.”

In the years that followed, Steve grew closer to his parents and never said a bad word publicly. They would travel to many of his meets, often going as far as southern California, even Europe. Steve loved his little sister Linda; and he loved and always stayed connected with Neta, though Linda and Neta would grow estranged. Future friends would say how much Steve loved his father, but it was just as likely that Steve ran so furiously, so far and so fast, so early in the day and so late, for refuge. Running earned him love, his speed a shield.





Chapter 2

Dangerous

THERE WAS ALWAYS a watchful eye scanning the football field for kids who looked, let’s say, out of place. Steve didn’t know it when he was playing football, but Walt McClure, the high school track-and-field coach, had his eye on him.

A sturdy six foot one, McClure was trim and athletic. In high school, he had played basketball and football, but he excelled on the track as a middle-distance runner. McClure’s father had run the 1,500 and 800 meters for Team USA in the 1912 Stockholm Olympics, and McClure himself went on to run at the University of Oregon for legendary coach Bill Hayward, the namesake for Hayward Field in Eugene. McClure bridged two generations of running royalty, beginning his collegiate career under Hayward and ending it running for Bill Bowerman, who would one day be the most revered coach in all of college track and field and a cofounder of Nike. McClure graduated in 1951 to start a life as a high school coach and biology teacher at Marshfield High School in the bustling seaside town of Coos Bay.

Steve Prefontaine later said McClure was like a second father to him. Steve wasn’t alone, as many would attest. Where a boy’s home life might be chaotic and frightful, McClure, though stern, brought comfort and stability to his teams, his Boy Scout troops, and the boys that composed them. As a coach, McClure didn’t make each athlete conform to his program. Rather, he looked at each athlete as the individual they were, be it a possible state champion or someone looking to earn their letterman jacket. He set a date pace for each runner (the time you could run that day) and a goal pace (a stretch, something you should strive for).

The thought of running for its own sake did not come naturally to many, as cross-country runners and distance runners were just as often “failed” football players or basketball players. Steve Prefontaine was no different. Steve wondered, What kind of a crazy nut would spend two or three hours a day just running? I’ll never do that.

Steve wasn’t the only one skeptical of his running ability. Roger Bingham, a classmate of Steve’s and a close friend going all the way back to the seventh grade, thought Steve was too small, too short, too slow—a sentiment shared by many. At the time, Bingham, by his own account, was the best distance runner in their grade. In an event called the 1,320—three-quarters of a mile—Bingham dusted his peers, with Steve never coming within ten seconds of him, or about sixty yards. Still, Steve showed some talent, though raw, for running. High in energy, he endured despite not being the quickest.

At the end of the 1965 school year, Howard Kubli, who was a sophomore at Marshfield High School when Steve and Bingham were finishing the eighth grade, was part of a crew that organized a track meet for the incoming freshmen. It was partly for fun, but it also was a showcase so the upperclassmen could see who was coming up the pipeline. More importantly, McClure could evaluate a diamond or two in the rough. The eighth graders would challenge the freshmen. Kubli had heard Steve could run a mile in just more than five minutes, not half bad for a fourteen year old. Nobody remembered the result of this meet, but the feeling remained: Steve had talent; he was tough; he had a punishing way of moving.

And yet, despite the small buzz around Steve, come cross-country season, he didn’t show up at first. McClure found Steve in a physical education class and successfully lobbied him to come try out for cross-country. At Marshfield, the cross-country team was desperate for bodies, which meant a freshman could compete on the varsity level. However, Steve also turned out to be, at least for the early part of the season, a non-factor.

Part of the problem might have been mindset—something that in a couple of short seasons would come to define Steve but was lacking at the start. Tom Huggins, a year ahead of Steve and one of the best runners on the team (and a captain as a sophomore), saw something in Steve, even though Steve couldn’t see it in himself. Huggins noticed some of the upperclassmen, who lacked his own commitment to excellence, would take cigarettes with them on training runs. Out of sight from the coaches, they’d smoke when they should have been hammering out the course. Huggins couldn’t believe it, but he kept it to himself. They would never listen to him.

The team had a running route they called the Blue Course (every route McClure mapped out had a name), on which they ran up a hill and stormed down the other side. At the bottom of the hill, a road jutted to the left that was perfectly flat and circumvented the hill—a shortcut. The slackers took this route. One day, Huggins sped around the corner and saw Steve hanging out with those guys burning down cigs. Huggins knew he had to intervene. Maybe it was insecurity, but Steve chose to fit in with the smokers. When Huggins finished the workout, he caught up with Steve and took him around to the side of the bus.

“That’s not going to help you,” Huggins said. “You start cheating on this stuff and hanging out with those guys, you’re never going to become as good as you have the potential to be.”

Steve nodded, receptive to a slightly older peer showing him a better way. Inherent to growing up in Coos Bay were the disparate paths that could lead to an unsavory, hard-scrabble existence. He saw a very real future where he was headed for the streets, which could very well land him in the woods or the mills, honest but bludgeoning work. To Steve’s credit, he listened, because after that moment, Huggins never saw him cheat again. Huggins never told the coaches. Never told anybody. He recalled, “If there was an incident that turned the switch, that was it. The Blue Course.”

With a renewed sense of purpose, Steve kept running that fall of 1965, his freshman year at Marshfield, casting aside cigarettes and filling his lungs with the crisp air blowing off the bay. Once Huggins straightened him out, Steve’s focus revealed itself to everyone. On training runs, some of the upperclassmen would hide in the high grasses of the dunes and pounce on unsuspecting teammates as they ran by. They knew better than to tackle Steve, though. He was out for himself and wanted to improve. The seniors could still beat the little upstart, but they were seventeen and eighteen years old; Steve was fourteen and slowly started to see how increased effort translated into better results.

During an early season cross-country race, with points on the line, the athletes jogged and stretched in their purple and gold racing singlets and shorts that barely covered their legs. Bingham was primed and so was Steve, who had a bit more bounce in his step. Some fifteen runners from Marshfield started tearing up the trails. Though Bingham wasn’t quite as fast as the upperclassmen, he was running a fine race by his standards as the finish line neared. Just behind him, he could feel a runner gaining. Then, seemingly out of nowhere, Steve edged Bingham by two strides. Bingham couldn’t believe it. With gained confidence, as the season progressed, Steve routinely beat Bingham by a few strides—others too. All he needed was that initial taste of competition and the satisfaction of climbing through a field . . . and he was hooked. Bingham said, “I never saw the front of Steve Prefontaine again.” Few would.

Jim Villanueva, Gary Matthews, and Huggins were the returning veterans to this 1965 squad, a team that won the District 5 championship and finished fourth place in the state in 1964. Villanueva, a senior, was the best runner on this team, and it was his time, as it were, to shine. He wasn’t very big, but despite a slight upper body, he had powerful thighs with white socks pulled halfway up his chiseled calves.

While Villanueva started the season with several wins, Steve hovered around the back of the top ten. Despite Villanueva’s wonderful season, McClure was bullish on Steve, “a wisp of a boy who’s come on like gangbusters and has challenged . . . the team’s No. 2 runner.” McClure needed Steve to step into bigger shoes as Huggins, “last year’s outstanding freshman,” and Clyde Blakely, “who’s been a hard worker this fall,” were injured.

With the season winding down, Marshfield traveled to the District 5 championships. North Eugene High School won easily over South Eugene High School and Marshfield. Villanueva finished sixth overall to lead his team; Steve finished nineteenth. Despite it being Steve’s first district meet—a step below state championships—McClure quickly noted there was something . . . different about Steve. More than any other boy, McClure saw composure from Steve. He showed promise. McClure wasn’t the only one to notice.

Attending this meet was the looming figure from the University of Oregon, famed track-and-field coach Bill Bowerman, with NCAA track titles in 1962, 1964, and 1965 to his name. McClure had told Bowerman “about this little guy who was a good one.” It was the first time Bowerman laid eyes on Steve. Bowerman noticed he ran about as good as any freshman could under those conditions and with that level of experience—or lack thereof. Bowerman would later say that Steve “wasn’t necessarily born to run, but he was born to compete.” Bowerman saw that in action; he saw fight. But there were many young, talented ruins across all sports who peaked too soon. There was no sense in getting his hopes up about the potential of a relatively untried freshman who was finding, but hadn’t yet found, his stride.


DESPITE SHOWING AN aptitude for distance running, for Steve there was an element of wanting to belong, to impress his elders. As he grew more confident and transitioned from fall cross-country to spring track and field during his freshman year, he began to reveal a feistiness that surprised many. What stood out the most was how Steve began to talk.

In 1964, the year before Steve really leaned into running, Muhammad Ali—then Cassius Clay—chirped. He proclaimed how he was raising ticket prices for his fights, how he was putting people in the stands and filling up stadiums, and what does he tell the reporter ahead of his fight with Sonny Liston? He was going to “float like a butterfly and sting like a bee!” At the time, athletes, especially track-and-field athletes, barely uttered a word of conflict or confrontation. There was a gentleman’s quality to the sport, a country-club air to the primarily white distance runners that cast the lanky and skeletal bodies as more than boring: milquetoast. But in 1964, Steve was thirteen years old and still very much unsure of himself and what his athletic path would be. There was something in the brashness of Ali that awakened an inner part of Steve’s psyche, that as long as you could back it up, you could say whatever you wanted. Whether Steve saw it on television, heard it on the radio, or read it in the papers, he must have loved Ali’s confidence, probably laughed, and definitely stowed it away for future use. What he heard or saw in Ali was someone not only speaking up but also speaking out. Talking trash was a means to agitate, but also to hold himself accountable. Time and again Steve would talk; time and again he backed it up, which, among distance runners, made him an altogether new species of competitor.

Before a track meet in the spring of 1966, McClure told Kubli, now a junior, and Steve they would be running the mile. Steve, barely 100 pounds, cornered Kubli and said, “Man, I’m going to kick your butt. I’m gonna float like a butterfly and sting like a bee!”

Kubli said, “Get out of here, you’re a freshman punk. You’re not gonna do anything.”

Kubli was determined to show Steve what it meant to be stung like a bee, only to have McClure change his mind and have Kubli run the two-mile, sending another upperclassman, Steve Prescott, to run the mile instead. Kubli then saw Steve corner Prescott and spout off the same line, how he’s going to “float like a butterfly and sting like a bee.” Kubli couldn’t believe it, and later recalled, “But that was just kind of him.”

Nobody remembers if Steve won or not. Nevertheless, he made an impression.

Steve’s teammates weren’t the only ones noticing. Phil Pursian, tall, narrow shouldered, came to Marshfield High School from the state of Washington to teach English. He had grown up on thirty-eight acres on a small farm in Renton, Washington, “out in the tilly weeds,” as he recalled.

After graduating from Linfield College, where he excelled as a runner, and taking a teaching job at Marshfield, Pursian laced up his shoes and ran on the Pirate Stadium track. Standing on the fringes of his fiefdom was McClure. McClure watched Pursian’s technique. “I can tell you did a lot of running,” he said.

“Yeah, yes, I did,” Pursian said.

“If you get time, go down to the track and check out what we’re doing.”

Pursian did, and before long McClure entrusted Pursian to coach the distance runners, including a still-scrawny Steve Prefontaine.

The spring of 1966, Steve and the other freshmen ran in several junior varsity meets, gaining a sense of what it meant to compete and win. In one early season meet the “frosh spikers” won thirteen of fifteen events, with Steve winning the two-mile in 10:54.4. About a month and several meets later, Steve stepped to the line for the varsity two-mile against his good friend Tom Huggins, teammate Steve Peterson, Bandon’s Dan Fraser, and North Bend’s Arleigh Allen. For the first seven laps, they remained in line, likely with the leaders trading the pacesetting. When the meet official fired the gun for the eighth and final lap of the race, Huggins surged to the front and drew away with a winning time of 10:02.2. Allen took second, Peterson snagging third. Steve finished fourth but set the school’s freshman record for the two-mile in 10:08.6, a drop in time of some forty-five seconds in one month.

Running gives an athlete immediate feedback: the stopwatch doesn’t lie. The work pays off. This improvement gave him all the validation he needed that he was on the right path.


SUMMER GAVE WAY to fall and a new school year. The Marshfield High cross-country team found itself on a rugged, pitted course, part of it on sandy beach for the Gold Beach Invitational in October 1966.

Bob Hylton, running for Siuslaw High School in Florence, was a couple years older than Steve. Hylton, undefeated at this point in the young season, lined up beside Steve. One of Steve’s teammates got Hylton’s attention, pointed to Steve, and said, “You know who this is?”

Hylton looked back at him, looked to Steve, and said, “Um, no.” Hylton’s impression was that Steve was awfully scrawny. According to Hylton, some of his teammates were “screw offs,” and one of them who was none too impressed with Steve, pointed to Hylton and said, “Do you know who he is?” They lined up and leaned over at the waist and—BANG—off with the pistol.

Steve shot to the front. He likely had heard about runners like Washington State University’s Gerry Lindgren or Australia’s Ron Clarke, maybe even John Landy (the second man to break the four-minute-mile barrier), runners who relished being on the lead, thought it immoral not to be. To run behind the leaders and try to outkick them—to sit and kick—would make them sick. But in this race Steve contended with Hylton, and Hylton, older and stronger, went right with him, and the pair pulled clear of the field. Hylton noted how fast this Steve Prefontaine was, that unsettling feeling that it took a little too much effort to keep pace. Hylton did what many runners would do with Steve in the lead: he tucked in behind and drafted. Hylton stared at Steve’s feet, hypnotized by Steve’s rhythm. Steve didn’t appreciate this. He would have choice words for people like this. He cussed at Hylton for drafting. Steve said, “You’re not gonna outkick me!” all while continuing to swear his head off at Hylton. Had Steve shut his mouth, he might have had more reserves, but his impetuousness was winning out, as it sometimes would. Hylton couldn’t jaw back, too tired.

Steve led the entire way and cruised 15 yards ahead of Hylton with 400 yards to go. Steve hit the bottom of his reserves and was tying up. With 170 yards remaining, Hylton had just about pulled even. The pair, practically by themselves, charged down the straightaway toward the finish. Hylton churned harder, and in the final 20 yards eclipsed Steve in the final sprint, a near photo finish to win in 15:40. Steve’s time was 15:41. The next closest finisher was Steve’s teammate, a full 14 seconds back, roughly 80 or so yards. Hylton certainly knew Steve’s name now, and he wouldn’t be the last upperclassman in the area to leave a race wondering—even in victory—what the hell had hit them.

By the time of the District 5 cross-country meet that same year, Steve had emerged, if not the best in the area, at least one of the best. Not bad for a sophomore. This did wonders for his confidence, something rarely in short supply and, frankly, never would be. Qualifying at districts would vault this team into the state championship meet the following week in Salem.

McClure figured North Eugene High School’s Bill Keenan and Thurston High School’s Jan McNeale, talented upperclassmen, were favored. His handicapping was spot-on. The course took place on a sports car racing track between Eugene and Creswell and McClure watched Keenan and McNeale set a fast pace, putting a great deal of distance between them and the rest. Except there was one “little guy in purple and gold.” Steve clung to their heels like a Jack Russell. Keenan recalled, “Who’s this young fool who thinks he can run with us? We’re waiting for his lungs to explode and to call an ambulance.”

The course was a few loops—the leaders would dip out of sight and reemerge. McClure and Pursian watched with each lap how Steve kept pace with the upperclassmen as the rest of the field fell farther back. At the three-quarters mark in the race, Steve passed Keenan and McNeale and took a short lead. McClure noted that this came as quite a surprise to Keenan and McNeale. Had Steve run his own race, the outcome might have been different. Steve periodically peeled off to chastise his own teammates for not keeping up with the leaders. Then he turned around and caught back up to Keenan and McNeale. In the final 300 yards, the strength of Keenan and McNeale outkicked Steve. Keenan won with McNeale finishing second. Steve, for all his jawing, was third.

Steve shocked Keenan. Not one to offer counsel to a competitor, he approached Steve and said, “You know, buddy, I don’t have any idea who you are, but if you ever learn to shut your fucking mouth, you’re gonna be dangerous.”

McClure would later say, “It was, however, apparent that if competitive spirit is an ingredient for athletic success, ‘Pre’ had a good start toward becoming a giant among runners.” He also thought, We’ve got a good one! It was the way he ran, how he carried himself, how he accelerated, what he had left that made us believe he could be a great one if he wanted to be. Indeed he did want that, and he wanted others to know it as well.

Come spring track in 1967, it wasn’t just his running that made him memorable—his mouth did some of that work. At the Indian Club Relays, Roseburg High School’s Greg Barnett, a 1:56 half-miler, edged away and left Steve in the final lap of the mile winning by seven-tenths of a second. It was a race that stuck in Steve’s craw, so much so he turned to Barnett and said, “Who are you?” There was a measure of audacity in Steve’s voice, that he didn’t expect to lose and certainly not to someone he hadn’t heard of. Barnett’s reply was even better, “Well, who are you?” Barnett made note, this was one God darn cocky son of a bitch.


THE LONGER A sprint became, the harder Steve was to pass, yet despite his growing confidence, the end to Steve’s sophomore track campaign proved a bitter disappointment.

At districts, Steve failed to hit the two-mile standard of 9:45 necessary for states, finishing fourth overall in 9:52.3. Six Marshfield athletes qualified for states—but shockingly none in the distance events, including Steve. The beauty and pain of track and field is the brutal objectivity of the clock or the measuring tape. During the season he had met the standard of 9:45, but not in the meet where it mattered most.

His season was over.

This abrupt end shook him. Steve had already been measuring his worth in sport—in minutes and seconds—and that growing confidence he had forged sprinting up eroding dunes and braving the cunning headwinds with flecks of sand peppering his face suddenly appeared more fragile. Sure, that season he had produced personal bests, even state-qualifying times. The problem was he didn’t run those times when it mattered, and it ate at him. Steve was, by now, the best runner on his team and one of the better runners on the coast. Not good enough.

When athletics awards were handed out for spring participation, Steve, and many others, were merely handed their letter that year. That letter meant little to Steve. He had failed, this in a year when he told his mother one day he was going to run in the Olympics. “You’re crazy,” she said. Maybe he was, but he would later tell her that she had to think positive and things would fall into place.

Steve wasn’t as discouraged as he was sickened by his failure. He knew he was better. He believed he was better, and he sought out to prove it. His resolve deepened. Steve began to get ideas; he was thinking far into the future and mentally putting himself on the medal stand on the biggest stage imaginable. Lofty as those ambitions were, he couldn’t even earn his way into a championship field of Oregon high school runners. This was merely a setback, a defining moment that propelled him, not a moment that pegged him as a loser.

McClure would write in an essay long after Steve graduated from high school that, “Spring track (of his sophomore year) seemed to bring nothing but frustration to Steve. The final disappointment was his failure to make the state high school meet in the two-mile. A possible contributing factor to Steve’s poor sophomore year was his strong concern for and interest in the other members of the team: this took some of the concentration away from his own task. His failure to make the state meet in the two-mile bothered him greatly at the time. This, however, may have been a determining factor of things to come.”

He had reached a tipping point of leveling off or leveling up. He wanted to make sure that the piss-poor race he ran at districts never happened again. He would keep this failure at the forefront of his mind to fuel the ever-punishing workouts he would endure. His trash talk had failed him. As an inflection point in his burgeoning career as a distance runner, this failure to qualify was the most impactful, where he knew, in his bones, he needed to double down in his training. More work was to be done, more pain to endure. There were lessons in losing, and he never let a loss define him. He looked forward. A loss was merely data, though it angered him deeply, gnawed at him. He had won races his sophomore year. Some races. Some wasn’t enough. He wanted them all.

With the help of McClure, Steve’s resolve deepened. All summer, all he thought about was coming back. He “flogged” himself. All he did was run. On the beaches. Up the hills.

He vowed to never lose again.





Chapter 3

Champion

IN THE SUMMER of 1967, ahead of Steve’s junior year at Marshfield, he asked McClure and Pursian to meet with him. McClure, with Pursian by his side, asked Steve, “What do you think about this cross-country season?” He looked them dead in the eye and said, “I’m going to be state champion.” Then Steve told them he didn’t plan on losing another race. He asked them to draw up a plan in line with his ambition. If nothing else, Steve had already proven his capacity to compete. Now, they saw something else: hunger to train. They got to work.

McClure and Pursian later grabbed a cup of coffee. McClure said, “What do you think about Steve’s statement?”

“That’s a tough goal,” Pursian said.

“I don’t know if he can do that this year.”

There were plenty of strong returning distance runners in the state. That said, by the end of the first week of practice, McClure and Pursian noticed a shift in Steve’s mentality, a ruthlessness to his training. He was going to punish himself and, by extension, his competition. Perhaps it was a product of his upbringing, but he sought to impart his will on anyone who should challenge him. Distance running isn’t unto itself an aggressive pastime, but Steve ran with a near pathological violence. One way or another, Steve wanted you to hurt.

Not wanting to squander what they had in Steve, and wanting what was best for his development, McClure and Pursian phoned a friend: Bill Bowerman.

In addition to leading his Oregon Ducks track team to back-to-back NCAA championships in ’64 and ’65, in 1966, Bowerman also published a slim book, Jogging, to wide acclaim, making the case that, when it came to coaching and training talent, he was one of the sharpest minds in modern distance running. A WWII veteran, tall, lean, with graying, close-cropped hair, Bowerman was putting something in the water down there in Oregon. His résumé in the distance races, to that point, was unprecedented. In 1960, twenty-year-old Dyrol Burleson became the first Duck—and second American—to break four minutes in the mile. Over the decade, he’d be followed by six more: Keith Forman, Archie San Romani, Wade Bell, Dave Wilborn, Arne Kvalheim, and Roscoe Divine. As a result, Bowerman became a sub-four whisperer and runners who were under 4:10 in high school often found Oregon irresistible. Bowerman sent runners to the Olympics. He forged champions.

He was equal parts teacher, coach, and mad scientist. Where most coaches of that era believed in bludgeoning a runner with relentless mileage, Bowerman favored an alternating hard-easy approach. For instance, when Steve would enroll at Oregon, a typical week of workouts looked like this:

Monday: AM 3–6 (miles), PM 3–6

Tuesday: AM 4–7, PM 6x330 in 48–52 seconds, 7–10 mile run, 6x330 cut down

Wednesday: AM 4–7, PM 7–9, squad meeting 5 p.m. lounge

Thursday: AM 3–6, PM 6–8 laps with Pat and Randy, 2–4 sets after

Friday: Light AM + PM

Saturday: 7–10 mile run at 6:00

Sunday: 12–15 easy or 3:00 PM with other runners

Bowerman wanted runners to finish workouts “exhilarated, not exhausted.”  Many coaches of the day preached “more” as their mantra, with excess mileage becoming a top down, system-wide approach. Bowerman believed in the individual, what some at the time might have considered coddling, and he would favor stress, recovery; hard, easy; and thus he began grooming great distance and middle-distance runners.

Bowerman, far ahead of his time, took to optimizing the athlete instead of cramming his schedule with garbage miles for the sake of mileage and running the risk of breaking down an athlete’s body and, just as important, his spirit. A phrase heard all the time today but put into practice in the mid-twentieth century by Bowerman is train smarter, not harder.

Bowerman also believed in light shoes and fabrics, often designing the squad’s uniforms and footwear, figuring that if an athlete can shed a few ounces in his uniform and footwear, that would equate to several pounds of burden saved over the course of a long race. He wanted shoes as light as if “I drove nails through your bare feet.” Indeed, Duck feet were the envy of every rival.

McClure had run for Bowerman, so they were more than passing acquaintances. When McClure and Pursian drove up to Eugene to visit the great guru, they told Bowerman they had a special talent with outsize ambition in Steve. Had McClure not run for Bowerman, it’s unlikely the Oregon coach would have shared his secrets. With Steve, and the rest, Bowerman recommended they alternate between hard and easy days—smarter, not harder. Bowerman would later say that given the choice, he’d rather undertrain an athlete than overtrain him. They would incorporate date pace and goal pace. They would have test runs and they would plot the times on graph paper. The hope was, come the end of the season, the athlete will have hit goal pace. Once the runner hit goal pace, reset. That was now date pace. And so on.

The plan was ostensibly for Steve, but everyone would benefit from the new playbook.

Steve, a junior, and his running partner Tom Huggins, a senior, were Nos. 1 and 2 on this team and they reveled in the training. McClure marveled at Steve’s strength. Steve had been soaring around the 2.4-mile course at Mingus Park in workouts stopping the watch at 11:55. Quite a ways back, along came Huggins, the only runner on the team capable of staying with Steve.

Huggins was a brilliant long strider. That fall he woke early, at those unforgivable hours. If it wasn’t already apparent after the previous season, Huggins, as fast as he was, was nearing his ceiling. As long as he kept waking up early with Steve, Huggins would ensure, at least for a time, that his ceiling might grow a touch more, even if Steve’s ceiling revealed itself to be somewhere in the clouds.

But those mornings . . . they were brutal. Soon, they didn’t need an alarm clock; habit roused them. They laced up and hit the road running. Huggins woke at 5 a.m., puffy eyed, face still creased from his pillow, and headed out the door, feet pop-pop-popping toward 921 Elrod Street, where Steve would be waiting, puffy eyed, face still creased from his pillow. Huggins always liked it when it was Steve’s turn to wake up first and trot over to the Huggins’ house, so Huggins could steal a few more minutes of sleep.

The wind whipped and the rains pummeled. It rarely got too cold in Coos Bay, often in the 40s and 50s with a peaceful—though sometimes vengeful—rain showering them. Their favorite runs were on the sand dunes, especially in “bad” weather, because the sand was clean and they didn’t get muddy. And, well, Huggins could, at times, beat Steve on their runs on the dunes because Huggins’ feet were bigger—think snowshoes—and Steve’s feet were little hooves by comparison.

The pair would talk on runs; Steve could always talk, so great were those incongruently massive lungs. In high school, it was usually about girls. It was always these two on the runs. Someone might experiment and step in for one workout, but they quickly deduced that waking up at 5 a.m. was one thing—but waking up at 5 a.m. to get drummed into the ground on these runs was far from worth it. Some runners grew frustrated that they couldn’t beat Steve or Huggins and Huggins said, “Well, you don’t work out as hard as we do.” By 1967, Ron Clarke, the great Australian runner and owner of several world records from two miles to 10,000 meters, wrote in The Unforgiving Minute, “Consistent training, not over two or three months, but over two or more years, is the only secret to success.”

Those morning runs had the desired effect. Save for a dead heat (still a win) with Huggins, Steve was undefeated through all nine races that cross-country season, still adhering to his promise not to lose again.

Earlier in the season in a triangular meet with Roseburg and Medford, Steve ran into a familiar face: Roseburg’s Greg Barnett. Barnett had beaten Steve in the mile the previous spring during track season. Barnett was pleased to beat him, especially when Steve had the audacity to question who Barnett was. Here was Barnett again, though his lungs were charred from fighting forest fires all summer.

McClure approached Steve before the race and asked, “Do you remember Barnett?”

Steve nodded. Steve told McClure he’d like to settle things.

The pistol fired and Steve shot to the lead to clear the field. Barnett pulled even with Steve 200 yards into the race—it was roughly two miles long, the distance of most high school cross-country races at that time. In a questionable and brilliantly antagonistic move, Barnett slapped Steve on the ass and said, “Show me something, Prefontaine.”

As if Steve needed any more motivation to grind Barnett into dust, Steve ripped ahead by 40 yards in the bite of an apple. There would be no catching Steve that day, or any day, and he won by thirty-nine seconds, roughly 200 yards.

Years later, Barnett marveled at Steve’s transformation, the incredible leap Steve took from mortal sophomore to something untouchable. At the end of the race, with Steve fully recovered by the time Barnett huffed across the finish, Barnett asked, “What the heck did you do this summer?”

“I ran ten miles a day,” Steve said. “I ran ten miles a day, but to tell you the truth, I had to walk a lot of it.”

Barnett admired Steve’s vulnerability, that he admitted he needed to walk at times. It took work, even for someone as seemingly gifted as Steve. Barnett would always remember that.

Ahead of districts on Friday, October 27, 1967, McClure told Steve and Huggins they had to finish one-two, and don’t let anyone get ahead of you. Take it to the field. When ruminating on Huggins and Steve, McClure said Huggins had more speed, but after two miles, “he can’t stay with Pre.” On average, Steve beat Huggins by eleven seconds in all their races and as much as seventeen seconds. Steve was the toughest competitor McClure had ever seen.

On a typical late October day in Oregon, meaning lots of rain and soggy conditions, the kind where spikes get waterlogged and feet smoosh around inside, Steve was one of the favorites along with fellow junior, North Eugene’s Doug Crooks. As a sophomore in the spring of 1967, Crooks became the fastest sophomore miler in Oregon prep (meaning high school) history, one of the few rivals Steve could claim in high school.

With his hair greased to his head by the rain, Steve took charge of the race early and by the halfway point was all alone. The “diminutive bundle of energy,” as the papers called him, covered the 2.5 mile course in 12:40, thirty-four seconds ahead of Huggins, the pair finishing one-two—just as McClure had hoped—despite both getting lost and running an extra 50 yards to get back on course. Post-race, Steve—with a gentle, knowing smirk on his face, his eyes heavily shadowed by his prominent brow, head slightly tilted, a swoosh of wet hair—looked like he had just gotten out of a pool. Crooks finished third.

On that day, Bowerman was in Corvallis at Oregon State University laying out the cross-country course, but he sent his deputy, assistant coach Bill Dellinger, to scout. Three days after the race, Bowerman, in what was the first recorded outreach to Steve, addressed a letter to Mr. Steve Prefontaine, Marshfield High School: “Bill Dellinger and I have watched the newspaper with interest this fall in your cross-country races. We congratulate you on your steady improvement. . . . Bill reports . . . that you look like a real champion. Congratulations, hit the books and if we can be of help to you here at the University of Oregon, we would be more than pleased to do so.”

Bowerman was always quick to say that he didn’t recruit, that he wasn’t going to swoon some kid. It would appear there were exceptions to every rule. Much to Steve’s chagrin, Bowerman rarely wrote letters to him. But it didn’t mean he wasn’t interested.

Bowerman left it to Dellinger to spearhead Steve’s recruitment. Steve and Dellinger had a lot in common. Dellinger was one degree of separation between Steve and Bowerman. Dellinger competed for Bowerman at Oregon, ran in three Olympics, and won a bronze medal in the 5,000 meters at the 1964 Tokyo Olympics, which would eventually become Steve’s signature race. Also, Dellinger grew up in Springfield, a town that shares an identity with Coos Bay—a bit rough around the edges, a little rusty.

A few days before the state championship meet, Dellinger addressed a letter to one Mr. Steve Prefontaine wishing him luck. At that moment, all Dellinger could hope for was that Steve remained academically eligible, grounded, healthy, and still loved to run. Likewise, it must have filled Steve with a greater sense of confidence to be courted in such a way, to be recognized for his achievements. Steve was officially a prospect, but any number of things can befall a young athlete with potential. A precocious runner often levels off as the competition rises up to meet him. But at this juncture in the season, as many runners peaked, Steve kept improving and his determination kept pace with his fury to lead from beginning to end.

Schools traveled to Willamette University in Salem for the state championship meet on November 4, 1967, set for a 10:45 a.m. gun. That day, the foot traffic was thick at Bush Pasture, and as 10:30 a.m. approached, more than twenty teams warmed up their best runners. The morning had that mid-fall chill of 45 degrees, but there was no rain and barely a breeze blowing in from the northwest. Steve, still unbeaten on the year, stepped up to the line.

Steve whipped to the lead as the course curled around the grandstands. Then came a hill, the first of several, and Steve, with shorter legs, powered up the incline. Doug Wellman of Parkrose High School coasted roughly 10 yards behind Steve and would be the primary threat to Steve’s assault on an undefeated season. Wellman thought Steve was too strong for a runner and awfully muscular, which made the hills navigable; Wellman’s longer legs made it more difficult for him to climb. The hills were long but gentle with sharper, swifter downhills. Try as he might, Wellman watched as stride after stride, Steve got smaller and smaller in the distance. Though Steve was in his sights, Wellman never felt in contention. Steve covered the 2.5-mile course in a walloping 12:13.8, ahead of Wellman by about 100 yards. Huggins finished fifth to give Marshfield the No. 1 and No. 5 positions, good enough to help Marshfield finish third overall.

As Steve crossed the finish line, he looked like he was in shock. His eyes wide, mouth agape, fists raised above his head; he had done it. No goal could’ve been loftier that season, and perhaps that realization led to that look of surprise that he was the best of them all.

Over the years, there would be hundreds of photographs of Steve Prefontaine. There’d be photographs of him so rung out he could barely stand; photographs rather matter-of-factly hitting the tape with that rounded chest, eyes peering up over his left shoulder at the clock; photographs of him merely swiping the tape with his hands as he trotted past. But this one from 1967, taken by Janet O’Dell with the caption title “Straining Winners,” is the only one where he looks positively shocked at what he had done. There was no anguish, nothing put-on, no heavy-handed performative fatigue. It lacked that been-there-before pastiche because, in this context, he had never been there before. He had won races in dual meets but to win a BIG one, to defeat the best of the best, was uncovering new territory on the map and planting his flag. In that moment, there was no certainty, no swagger. It might just be the most human portrait of Steve Prefontaine ever taken.


STEVE’S PERFORMANCES IN the fall earned him an invite to the Oregon Indoor meet-up in Portland—where he was considered the favorite to win the high school mile—except he got sick with a severe cold and a fever and scratched. He was disappointed, even crestfallen.

A few days later, Dellinger heard the news. Based on Dellinger’s reply, and that it was addressed directly to Steve at his house on 921 Elrod Street, Steve worried about what it would mean to his ascendant career as a runner. Offering Steve words of encouragement, Dellinger wrote: “I am very sorry that, because of your illness, you did not get to run in the Oregon Invitational Indoor meet. I am sure you could have won your event. However, you still have one year to look forward to that race and the record that stands up there. Do not panic because of your illness. You will come back very fast. The main problem is not to start too hard, too soon. I know your coach will do what is right as far as your training. With the work that you have been putting into it, and are putting into it, and with the desire you have, I know you can look forward to a rewarding outdoor season.”

Dellinger proved a comforting voice as Steve turned his gaze to the bigger picture. One of Steve’s burgeoning superpowers was his ability to focus, to set goals for himself, to visualize. His disappointment at missing a premier indoor meet at the start of the new year was palpable. He wanted to keep proving himself on bigger stages and missing an event felt like a loss, like he was losing ground. But he soon put it behind him and refocused.

Ahead of the 1968 track season, Steve took out a sheet of paper and a marker. Atop the sheet, he wrote:

‘State’

‘Champ’

Remember last year?

3:5(?) <== 4:08 or better

1:4(?) <== 1:54 or better

8:(??) <== 9:00 or better

Run with the best??????????????

And taped it to his bedroom desk.

Steve believed in goal setting, so he kept his litany of goals in plain sight. Years later, at running clinics, he would always speak of the power of goal setting and clear intentions—things that athletes of all kinds take for granted now, but few gave voice to back then. Sports psychology didn’t become a formalized discipline until the late 1970s. Steve intuited long before such concepts would become the norm that if he wrote it down and visualized where he wanted to go, he had a better chance at scaling the highest peaks. Here, in 1968, he ensured that he didn’t forget the sting of not qualifying for states in 1967. He picked at the scar of that pain to refresh it. By the time spring track started, Steve had heeded Dellinger’s advice—do not panic. When the Indian Club Relays at Roseburg headlined a Saturday in southern Oregon on March 23, 1968, Steve became the fourth fastest miler for an Oregon high schooler ever. The “seemingly tireless junior” was a “show stealer . . . when he ran away from the field for a 4:13.8 mile.” His goal was 4:08, so Steve still had a way to go, but the 4:13.8 bettered his time as a sophomore by some fifteen seconds. He now stood at five foot nine and 142 pounds—right around where he’d race for the remainder of his career, give or take a few pounds, his face slimming and narrowing, looking less like an innocent Boy Scout, and more like a strapping, confident young man. Steve wasn’t happy with his performance at the relays, something of a trend to come in the following years. When he ran fast, he always felt he could run faster if the conditions were better or if he had more help on the lead. His speed isolated him. His commentary about how he ran isolated him, as there were peers who grew frustrated when hearing his voice or reading his words. Be that as it may, McClure readied to drop Steve’s time down a notch, maybe as low as 63-second laps, which would put him at 4:12. Steve put all his trust in his coach. He always would.

Steve wanted any clipping he could get, so he spoke to Dellinger asking for any story from any newspaper that might have a record of his achievement. As it happened, Dellinger clipped the article from the Register-Guard and wrote another letter to Steve. “Enclosed is the clipping which you wanted me to send you from our area. Again, my congratulations on your very fine race. I am sure you can look forward to greater things to come. Looking forward to seeing you up here on the weekend of the thirteenth when we go against USC.”

Attending the Oregon-USC meet as a recruit would give Steve the chance to see and experience what world class, Division I athletes could do, what a sub-four mile might look like in person, how that might just help him further visualize his time creeping ever closer to his goal of 4:08.

And Oregon’s Hayward Field was the place to see it.

The Oregon-USC meet took place on Saturday, April 13, 1968, and Steve, along with his father and uncle, was an enthusiastic spectator. The Ducks lost 92-53 to the Trojans (who, because of a cold, were without their best 220 runner in Orenthal James Simpson, better known as O.J.), but Steve saw some electric performances. Six thousand five hundred fans shouldered into Hayward Field to challenge USC, the defending NCAA champions. Unlike in cross-country, where it was quiet for most of a race, save for the final fan-lined chute, here Steve saw how runners could ignite the crowd with every lap, even perform for the crowd and feed off each other. Like football players visiting Notre Dame, an aspiring track star visiting Hayward Field felt like they were walking into a cathedral. It undeniably infected him, the speed, the cheers from the mighty crowd.

Steve intently watched the Duck milers—Dave Wilborn and Arne Kvalheim, among others—tactically approach the race, alternating leads every 330 yards, then, in the final lap, fight it out. For the crowd on hand, they knew they were
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