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			Author’s Note

			I wrote this book because I have long been fascinated by something I do not possess, which is speed. Every runner I have ever known—including an eighty-five-year-old woman in northern California who ran seven-hour marathons, and Eliud Kipchoge, the otherworldly Kenyan who runs them in just over two—shares a desperate desire to run faster.

			I started searching for a story that might explore what drives so many of us, from the very fast to the very slow, to begin, or end, or break up our days by heading out to the streets or the trails to run some miles. Sometimes we don’t even know how far we will go when we start. And isn’t that the beauty of it?

			Then I saw a picture of a running team from the mid-1970s. They had scraggly hair and hopeful eyes, ridiculous (or amazing) uniforms with a toad logo, and the kind of lean physiques that only thousands of hours of roadwork can produce. I knew their coach, Bob Larsen, from his work with the marathon champion Meb Keflezighi, but I had no idea this was where it all began.

			Those guys called themselves the Jamul (pronounced “HA-mool”) Toads. They looked a little nuts, which is how most people felt about nearly every runner who logged heavy mileage back then. I had a hunch they embodied the obsessive and rebellious spirit at the roots of this strange endeavor and that those runners and their coach could help me understand why we run. As I unearthed their story, I realized it went so far beyond what I expected.

			I like to think the spirit of those Toads, so visible on that photograph, is timeless. It lives on today at every level of this beautiful pursuit.

			
				Matthew Futterman

				November 2018

			

		

	
		
		
			
			“It is the brain, not the heart or lungs, that is the critical organ.”

				—Roger Bannister Miler. Neurologist.
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			Prologue

			Athens, Greece, August 29, 2004

			Bob Larsen has lost his mind.

			That’s been the word around the campfire in running circles for a little while now. For three years he’s been dragging runners up to Mammoth Lakes in California’s southern Sierras, preaching the benefits of running and sleeping so far above sea level. There, and only there, they will find what they need to avoid getting laughed at by all those Africans—the Kenyans and Ethiopians and everyone else at the top of the game, runners who barely consider Americans to be participants in the same sport anymore. Judging from the results of the past couple of decades, they really have no reason to.

			And yet, Bob Larsen believes as strongly as he believes anything that after these Olympic Games they will. That’s why everyone who knows anything about running is certain that Bob Larsen has cracked. Sure, he spent the 1970s figuring out how to run so far, so fast, before anyone else had cracked the code. Then he produced all those national champions and Olympians at UCLA in the 1980s and 1990s. But this idea that runners from his part of the world can figure out how to keep up with the folks born and raised to be champions in East Africa’s highlands, well, that just seems a little loony.

			Bob Larsen does not think so…though maybe it is, and maybe Larsen is a little loony himself. Case in point: He spent several days hunting for the coldest freezer in the Olympic Village, comparing set points and feeling inside them, searching for the one that will keep the ice vests he wants his marathoners to wear (until right before the starter’s pistol fires) as cold as possible. He finds the coldest one in the kitchen near the village dining hall. He finds this pushy New York woman who works there. She promises she can barrel her way through any obstacle. She gets the vests into the freezer the night before the race, and gets them to him the next day.

			
			Bob could sense the eye rolls and the sideways glances from the other coaches when he told them of his quest for the perfect freezer. That was just fine with Larsen. This is how it was back in the 1970s, when he took that first group of hippie runners no one took seriously and he elevated them to national prominence. When no one sees you coming, you have them right where you want them.

			For a moment one week earlier, on the middle Sunday of the Olympic Games, the running world stopped and had to reconsider Larsen’s sanity. On that day, American Deena Kastor came from way, way back in the women’s marathon and sneaked onto the podium with the bronze medal, the first U.S. distance medal since 1984. Deena who? Kastor had been one of the runners Larsen and his partner in crime, Joe Vigil, started shuttling up to Mammoth Lakes a few years back, high in the Sierras. And here in Greece, she wore the ice vest to the start line, then raced the plan Larsen and her coaches had designed for this crazy, blazing hot Olympic marathon.

			The course followed the trail that gave the race its name—the road from Marathon to Athens, the one Pheidippides ran to announce the Greek victory over the Persians. Pheidippides collapsed and died after delivering the message. To avoid that fate in the heat of the Athens summer, Kastor’s coaches told her to let everyone else fight for the lead early, and especially during that largely uphill stretch between miles 2 and 20. They bet the heat and the stress of the course would produce widespread panic among even the elite of the field. Panic produces mistakes. Let the others make those mistakes, and then pounce. They did, and then she did.

			Still, that was the women’s race, the Larsen skeptics whispered. The women’s field lacked the depth and firepower of the men’s competition. Kastor had done well, but the African men had proven themselves an entirely different life form. Unapproachable.

			Larsen can feel those doubts, the subliminal snickering, as he rides to the start line with his prized protégé, the twenty-eight-year-old Meb Keflezighi. Exiting the bus, Meb gets the ice vest pulled on tight. For ten years he has done nearly everything Larsen has told him to do, and he isn’t about to stop now. Larsen let him come to Athens for the Opening Ceremony. Then he put Meb on the first plane back to a hotel in Crete, where they had set up a base camp for training in the weeks ahead of the Games.

			
			More fun in the Athletes Village, Meb said.

			More sleep on Crete, said Bob. And that was that.

			Weeks before this marathon, which is scheduled for 6 p.m. on the final day of the Games, Meb drove the course with Larsen.

			“What do you think you can run out here?” Bob asked him.

			“In this heat, 2:11 or 2:12,” Meb said.

			“I agree,” Bob told him. “And if you do that you are going to get a medal.”

			On paper, Meb should have no shot at the podium. There are 101 runners in the field. He has the 39th fastest personal best for the marathon in the competition. His best is 2:10:03. Kenyan Paul Tergat, the world record holder and favorite, has run a 2:04:55. That’s more than a full mile ahead of Meb’s best pace.

			No one knows about the work though, the work that Bob and Meb have put in, running to the edge of exhaustion, the work that is at the very foundation of every lesson Bob has delivered to every runner he has guided the past forty years as he quietly tries to solve the secrets of distance running. It’s a place he knows is filled with the truths that can only be found when we go to the place we fear more than any other—and stay there. Because when you go there, day after day, what happens in the race is not about how pristine your practice track is, or whether there is a certain logo on the side of your shoe or on the singlet across your chest. It might be a winged foot, or a swoosh, or even a toad. The race, and winning the race, will be about being the best version of yourself on the day you are supposed to, and what happens when you pursue that edge without fear. Nothing else.

			In the warm-up area before the race, Bob and Meb don’t speak of any of this. They barely talk at all. “Just another little race,” Bob tells Meb with a wink. There is no need for any last-minute reminders. Meb knows everything he needs to know. He knows to keep an eye on the Italian Stefano Baldini, who has a proven record of running strong in the heat. It’s in the low 80s as race time approaches. There is nothing more to say.

			As Meb goes to the start, finally discarding the vest, Larsen loads into a van for coaches that will take him to the 10-mile mark. He will wait there for his one live glance at Meb during a race they have worked for a decade to reach.

			
			As he stands at the side of the course a little less than an hour later, Larsen begins to see the lead pack approaching. They are cruising over that historic route at faster than five minutes per mile, a time that seems inhuman to most for even one mile, much less 26. Then, he spots Meb, just behind them, trudging along. Meb may not be the most beautiful runner, but he is right where Larsen wants him to be, tucked just behind the lead pack, right where no one can see him coming.

			“Perfect!” Larsen says to his charge.

			Meb flashes a thumbs-up and a smile. Larsen does the same. Then Meb is gone.

			It really is perfect, Larsen thinks, the kind of perfect that exists out there at the very edge of sanity, which is actually a place that is not very insane at all. This is where Larsen has always landed during this never-ending quest…the elusive perfect he has spent a lifetime searching for. Always, the closer he gets to it, the further it stretches out of reach. Or does it? As Larsen watches Meb and the lead pack disappear down the road, he wonders if he’s finally found it.
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			Bobcat

			Central Minnesota, 1951

			Bob Larsen can’t remember a time when he didn’t run.

			During the first dozen years of his life, a life on the farm in the lake country of Minnesota, he runs because he has to. Here, much of Bob’s life involves figuring out the fastest way to get from point A—his home in the woods—to point B. Sometimes he saddles his horse, but more often than not, he arrives at the same answer—running. He runs to school. He runs to his friends’ houses. He runs because his family’s log cabin and farm are a two-mile trek on a narrow lane to the closest road. That road is a dirt road. So is the 15-mile route to Detroit Lakes, the closest town. Down that road is the rest of the world—school, and friends, the closest stores, none of which are very close at all.

			The nearest friends are three miles away. His one-room school, with one teacher for all eight grades, heated with a wood stove, is two and a half miles from the cabin. A general store is even farther. When Bob is nine, his mother teaches school a few miles into the hinterlands. She brings Bob and his sister, LaDonna, with her in the family coupe. On the way, they pick up a few Native American kids from the White Earth Reservation who only rarely attended school in the past. They are older and bigger than Bob and LaDonna but in the same grade. Everyone wedges into the coupe and bounces along the dirt road to the schoolhouse.

			At recess, the children run through the woods playing cowboys and Indians, climbing trees and hiding in the branches, covering long distances by moving as quickly as they can, then trekking back when the school bell rings. Bob almost always chooses to be an Indian. The Native American kids usually play the cowboys. They chase each other all around the land near the school. No one can catch Bob.

			
			The next year Bob and LaDonna return to their regular school. In the afternoons, they often hustle home on a shortcut through the woods along the shores of the lake and streams on the edge of the neighboring game refuge. There are deer and foxes and turtles. If they get hungry they stop to pick wild berries and chokecherries.

			Their farm is roughly 600 acres, with decent farming conditions, though not as good as the pricier land farther to the south. The soil is rich, and there are wide, level expanses. Half the land remains wooded, but there is still plenty of space to grow alfalfa, corn, and wheat every summer, and occasionally potatoes and other crops. Bob’s mother has a large vegetable garden. In the fall, she cans the vegetables so her family can eat them through the long winter. They raise cattle—milk cows and calves, bulls and steers. They also have pigs, sheep, chickens, and a few turkeys kicking around. One gets slaughtered for Thanksgiving, another a few weeks later for Christmas. They have horses to ride and horses to plow. Bob owns a horse. He pays $90 of his own money for it, money he earned selling baby pigs at the county fair. With the exception of the milk cows, the number of animals they raise depends on the expected price of the meat at the market in Detroit Lakes, where they rent space in a freezer, store some of their meat for sale and some for personal use. On the farm all they have is an icebox. They cut the ice for the icebox out of the lake using hand saws during the winter. The plow horses pull the ice cakes onto the shore and up to the barn. They cover the ice with sawdust, which keeps it for the summer.

			When Bob was young he helped milk the cows by hand twice a day. Eventually, his family gets a milking machine. They drink this milk, raw. It is rich and thick. So is the butter they churn from it, and the ice cream his grandfather makes with the hand crank during the summer.

			Their cabin sits about thirty meters from Buffalo Lake, which is almost entirely surrounded by woods, creating an intense sense of a family alone in the wilderness. There is also a pond in the middle of the property. Run to the other side of the farm and the shoreline of another lake appears. Minnesota.

			Bob runs to get from the cabin to the barn, to round up the cows for milking twice a day. He runs to get to the fields, and sometimes to go into the woods to explore and to find wild berries. Every day he shovels manure, and during the winter, snow. Muscles take root in his upper back. Before he was eight years old, he learned to drive the team of horses pulling a wagon or a sled. None of this is easy, but it is the only life he knows—all farm kids do this sort of physical work daily, the kind that pushes them to the edge of exhaustion. And there is a payoff. They get strong from it. The strength makes them confident, and when they are challenged they believe they will have an advantage over kids who don’t grow up on farms.

			
			For Bob Larsen, this sense of physical superiority drawn from hard work will never go away. He will learn how to use it for himself and to pass it down to runners he turns into champions. He will feel it when he runs with the bulls in Pamplona. He understands bulls, he understands work, he understands self-reliance, and he understands how to move quickly using only the power of his legs.

			He doesn’t yet know how important these ideas will be to a truth that he will spend a lifetime searching for, or that he will come as close as anyone to finding it. He doesn’t know that he will understand the secrets to the East African domination of long distance running before even the Kenyans and Ethiopians do. He doesn’t know that he will write the blueprints of training for an activity that will become a worldwide movement, and he will impart this knowledge to two generations of star long distance runners, that they will include collegiate and national champions and Olympic medalists, that one of them will pull off perhaps the most inspirational triumph in distance running history, and that he will do all this in relative obscurity during the next half century.

			For now, Bob Larsen is still on a remote farm in the middle of Minnesota, happy as can be, until suddenly it all ends. Life on the farm comes to an abrupt completion on a spring afternoon in 1951 with a freak accident. Bob’s father falls out of the haymow on the second floor of the barn. It’s one of those hazards that make farm life among the most dangerous existences on the planet.

			His father’s injuries aren’t fatal, but his back is wrecked, not catastrophically, but the farming days are over. There is simply no way to haul bales of hay or milk cows or drive the plow horses or drag the slop out to the pigs.

			In the summer Bob’s parents will head south and west. They will need money for the journey. Bob will collect the few hundred dollars he has earned through the sale of pigs birthed by the sow his father had given to him. He will give it to his parents. They promise to pay him back. Then they leave. Bob and his sister stay behind in Minnesota with their grandmother until his parents figure out where they are going to end up. They pause in Las Vegas to consider making a life in the desert. It is 104 degrees in the shade. They push on to San Diego, where a new life, warmer than Minnesota, cooler than Las Vegas, begins.

			
			San Diego, Fall 1954

			There are moments when the boy from northern Minnesota does not like high school, when he misses the family farm and the one-room schoolhouse, the simplicity of life far, far away from the big city. He misses the horses and the cows, even the smelly chickens and all the work the farm required. There are times when he feels alone. These people out here on the coast of southern California he has gotten to know the past few years are a little different, which could make any teenager slightly uncomfortable.

			Then there is gym class. Gym class has always been the time when he runs. In junior high school, these were dashes, 50 yards, 100, maybe 300 at most. The teacher lined the boys up in the schoolyard. A track was chalked off on the concrete. Bob Larsen took his spot at the front and felt no discomfort at all. He knew the boys around him would give him a chase, maybe finish within a few yards or even closer some days when he wasn’t feeling his best, but almost always he would hit the finish line first. He likes to hit the finish line first. When he runs he is at home, even through middle school, when no one ever feels at home.

			Now he is in tenth-grade gym class, his first at this dizzyingly large institution with 3,000 students called Hoover High School. A teacher named Raleigh Holt is lining the boys up for another one of these runs. He tells the boys that since they are in high school, they must run longer than they did before. This test, and it is a test, because Raleigh Holt needs it to be for reasons that will soon become clear to Bob, stretches 660 yards. They will need to be fast, but this 660-yard run is also about being strong, Mr. Holt says. Larsen stands at the front, as usual. His strawberry-blond hair is cut in a 1950s buzz. His eyes are bright and wide, focused, like they always are when he is about to run. The expression on his face is blank. Inside, where no one can see, he can feel the grin begin to emerge, because he knows what is going to happen next.

			
			When he first arrived in San Diego, Bob joined a fitness program at the local YMCA. It was not far from his house, northeast of downtown in a neighborhood called North Park. After the farm, nothing felt far away. They did sprints and shuttle runs up and down and across the gym floor, the rubber on the bottom of their shoes squeaking with every twist and turn. They did sit-ups and push-ups and pull-ups and chin-ups. It was tiring for some, but Bob didn’t really get tired. He does not tire the way the other kids do.

			And now he knows he isn’t going to get tired on this 660-yard run his gym teacher, Mr. Holt, is describing like a trek to the Mexican border. Bob hears the boys around him moaning. He thinks about the farm, of all those runs through the woods and across the property. They were so much longer than 660 yards. Weren’t they?

			Yes, they were. Bob knows how this will go. He knows what it’s like to work to the edge of exhaustion. He knows that work is the reason there will be so much daylight between him and the other kids after they leave the starting line. They will get tired. He will not.

			For a moment, when Mr. Holt is done speaking, the gym teacher stands silently in front of Bob. When the whistle blows Bob will sprint to the lead, the air coursing through that strawberry blond buzz. He will never look back. He won’t have to, because he knows who surrounds him—a bunch of kids from the city, and he knows they don’t have a prayer of keeping up with him. By the end, roughly 100 seconds later, his nearest classmate is 30 yards behind.

			When gym class is over, Mr. Holt strolls over to Bob. He knows the boy isn’t from here. He also knows he is going to turn Bob into one of the stars of the Hoover High School track team and one of the top runners in San Diego. He is fast. He just needs a little work.

			Before very long, for the first time, Bob begins to train. Like the racing in gym class, the training comes fairly easily. In this unenlightened era, unless you are a sprinter, there is little variation. Like everyone else who is remotely connected to running, Mr. Holt knows about the regimens the great Czech runner Emil Zátopek put himself through on the way to winning the 5,000- and 10,000-meter races and the marathon at the Helsinki Olympics in 1952. In training, Zátopek rarely runs any distance longer than a half mile at a time. Occasionally he might go as far as a kilometer, or 1,200 meters. Rarely though. But he does these repetitions over and over. A morning session and an afternoon one. He will do ten 880s, with a brief rest between each one, or twenty 440s, at a pace far faster than what he will race at in those long distance competitions. His competitors are in awe of these. They listen to Zátopek speak of running twenty 440s in succession, each one faster than 65 seconds. Their legs begin to burn. It’s not possible, they think. They are right. For them it is not.

			
			Holt has adapted these workouts for his Hoover High School students—in other words, he has made them significantly easier. Monday through Wednesday the routine is almost always the same. The boys (it is all boys, because there is no girls team) run three 1,320s—three laps around the dirt track—with a solid 5 or 10 minutes of rest between each one. The next day they run eight 440s. Between each quarter mile, they walk a full lap of the track, which takes about five minutes. On Thursdays they “jog,” though they call it easy or light running. Fridays they race at track meets. They are expressly told not to run on weekends. Best to rest up for the next week. Same goes for summer. No running then. Summers are for recovery. So is winter.

			Thanks to a collection of very fast boys at the high school, it seems to work. Bob becomes an essential part of a team that almost never loses, even though nearly every star runner on the team, including Bob, spends weeks on the injured list. It will force him to understand that in running health is just as essential as speed. He learns early on that all the talent in the world is worthless if you can’t get to the starting line. Only later will he understand that the injuries he and his teammates are experiencing are likely the result of an imbalanced training regimen, of every runner on the team doing the same thing day after day, an endless stream of intervals around and around the hard dirt track in black leather running spikes. It’s a valuable nugget that he will store away until he begins in earnest that quest for running truth.

			Bob and the Hoover boys try not to think about the pain. They focus on their numbers. They are all breaking 4:30 in the mile. The best of them can get down around 4:20 on a good day. By the time they are done, everyone knows they are among the best runners in southern California. As a senior, Bob is the top miler in the city, a star recruit for San Diego State University, where he gets to consider the most important concept that any runner confronts—what comes next.

			

			—

			
			What comes next is an up-and-down year of adjusting to life as a college runner and battling injuries. At the first practice, Larsen and his teammates are sent out on a three-mile warm-up run on the grass at Aztec Stadium. On other days, they do a warm-up run on the roads around the university. This is interesting and different, farther than Bob has ever run in one stretch. The grass feels good under his feet, especially since he is training in the thin leather racing flats that provide little cushion. Then it is back to the interval training on the track that he is too familiar with. All those quarter-, half-, and three-quarter-mile near-sprints around a rock-hard dirt oval. Three weeks into the season, his shins are shot. He shuts down for two weeks, then comes back, then another shut-down. It goes like this all year, even into the spring, when the injuries grow especially frustrating because for the first time Bob is starting to feel genuinely fast.

			San Diego, Summer 1958

			Bob Larsen knows how to run only one way—as hard as he can, to the edge of exhaustion. This is how he approaches each training session, each interval of 200, or 400, or 800 meters. He sets a simple goal—expend so much effort that when he takes his final step he has nothing left to give. Then, the only thing his body can do is collapse.

			There is a simple explanation for why he does this. He worships Roger Bannister, the Englishman who first broke the four-minute mile. He has studied the photograph of Bannister collapsing after the finish on that gray day at the Iffley Road Track in Oxford on the 6th of May, 1954. When the race ended, and Bannister had broken four minutes for the mile by six tenths of a second, he fell limp, unable to stand without the help of those around him. So Bob runs and then collapses just as the Oxford medical student did that day.

			
			His teammates think it might be a recipe for future injury, maybe even death. They also find it to be a bit of a hoot. They watch their teammate falling to the track at the end of each interval, leaving everything he has out there like the English guy who ran in a way that not long ago most thought was unthinkable, and they shake their heads. Bob simply believes this is how you have to run to be as great as Bannister. Seek the threshold and then cross it. Later, as his quest for running truth evolves, he will realize he wasn’t far off. But right now it’s just the beginning of his journey, one he doesn’t yet know he’s on, to understand what it really takes to run very far, very fast.

			Only in the last few months, as a member of the track team at San Diego State, where Bob is a freshman, has he begun to consider himself fast. The Aztecs are a spartan operation. The head trainer, the man responsible for the health of the athletes, is the same man who hands out the jocks and shorts before practices and collects them for the laundry after. There are no ice baths or hot tubs. The team showers are outside. Bob loves it, and like Bannister, he loves to run the mile. He can stay with the leaders in nearly any race and finish in the 4:20s. He can also run the 200 in 25 seconds. He has wheels, though the occasional stress fracture makes him feel like he has a few broken spokes.

			At the end of the spring season, his coach told him and the other men on the team to remember they are not in high school anymore. They need to get some running in during the summer. They need to come to the track, put in the time, do the work, run those intervals. Keep the rest short between each one, and push as hard as you can, will yourself around those turns even when your lungs are screaming.

			Bob isn’t sure how that’s going to work with his schedule. He now lives in El Cajon, not all that close to the university, and he has a job at the local Shell station that he is fairly certain is going to sap all his energy. Two days into summer, he knows he is right. There is little rest for the gas station attendant of the late 1950s. This is the era of the gas station worker as automobile valet. At the Shell station, Bob does a whole lot more than simply pump gas. He washes and waxes cars, changes the oil, checks tire pressure, and, if need be, changes the tires, too. He is on his feet ten hours every day. When he arrives home, he collapses on the couch in his parents’ living room. The last thing in the world he wants to do is run.

			
			After two days he realizes the only way he is going to get his miles in is to avoid the couch at all costs when he walks in the door. He decides to go directly to his room. He changes into shorts and a running singlet, slips on his shoes, and heads out the door for a run.

			A few months before, a podiatrist had molded a crude early version of an orthotic to slip into his thin leather running shoes. He told Bob it might soften his landing and help with the stress fractures in his shins. The hard plastic wedge is as thick as an old Coke bottle. As he runs on the roads in his neighborhood, alone in the summer twilight, he can feel the orthotics cushioning his arches.

			He often heads over to El Cajon High School, about three miles away, at a pace that would allow him to have a conversation with a buddy if there was anyone else around to do these distance runs with. At El Cajon High, he finds a few other boys doing summer workouts, sometimes on the track, sometimes barefoot on the grass fields next to the school. Then Bob heads back onto the road to run home. Sometimes, when he gets close, he realizes his legs and his body are just beginning to feel good, so he keeps going, adding on one and then two and then three or four more miles as the evening cools and darkness descends.

			The miles click by. Sometimes, mile six is easier than mile five. He will test his pace for a few miles one day, clicking off 3 miles in 16 minutes or so in the middle of the run, then easing back toward the finish. He finds the roads liberating, so different from the round-and-round of the track. Sometimes the route makes up itself. He just follows it, sometimes quickly and sometimes less quickly, however fast and wherever his legs tell him to go.

			The miles become addictive, the part of the day that Larsen thinks about all afternoon at the Shell station. San Diego is a big city compared with the farm in northern Minnesota where Bob spent the first dozen years of his life. But it is still something of a small Navy town. Larsen runs through streets of low-rise buildings and past block after block of modest California ranch homes. Everywhere he sees sailors in their whites, officers in their dress uniforms, heading over to a friend’s house for dinner. Downtown, enlisted sailors wander the city’s streets, in port for a few days and searching for some female company and something to do.

			
			He is always bone tired when his shift at the gas station ends, but after a few weeks he knows as well as he knows anything that if he just avoids his couch and gets out on the roads, within minutes his energy will rise. Some days he only flirts with pushing the gas pedal to the floor. Miraculously, he feels no pain in his shins. The running is pure joy, just as it once was back on the farm in Minnesota.

			Some days he pushes hard, even to the edge in spurts, that moment of liminality, when the ritual is giving way to a kind of transcendent exhaustion and he has no idea what will come next. Pain? Nirvana? Some combination of the two—the most painful kind of pleasure or the most pleasurable form of pain? He wonders if a joyful, physical pain can serve as a pathway for a deeper, wider realm of understanding. It’s like that moment when the point of a thumbtack is first piercing the fleshy part of a fingertip, and it feels strangely good. How long can it last?

			In August, he signs up for a race in Balboa Park that is called the Balboa Park 8 Miler. The event attracts the top runners from the region, college competitors and a few recent graduates, who still train, dreaming of maybe making an upcoming Olympic team before getting on with the rest of their lives. It is 1958—there are no recreational runners, people who will eventually be called “joggers.” They simply do not exist yet. All summer long, as he racks up those miles in dusk on the crowded roads of central San Diego County or on a trail across one of the dusty canyons, Bob Larsen never sees another soul running the way he does.

			On the start line of the Balboa 8 Miler, he sees the best runners in the region and that’s all. This is the fourth edition of the race, which was started in 1955 by an SDSU alum named Bill Gookin. Gookin had set school records at SDSU and had a shot at national success in the middle and long distance races. He and his teammates weren’t ready to give up competitive running, so they formed the San Diego Track Club and began to organize “all-comer” meets and this eight-mile distance race over the hybrid terrain of rolling Balboa Park and the surrounding streets and boulevards. Most of the closest races were in Los Angeles, a day’s drive round-trip back then. Bill Gookin and his small crew are the only serious adult runners for miles around. Gookin is there on the start line with Bob Larsen. So are roughly 50 to 100 other men. There are no women, who do not compete in races longer than 400 meters.

			
			At the sound of the gun, Larsen takes off to the front. He knows this is where he belongs. He has thought this for some time now.

			As he runs the first miles of the Balboa 8, he has a summer of bliss in his legs, all those dusky ventures, mile after mile of pushing to find the moment when his legs or his lungs will give way. They never do.

			He has never raced this far, but five miles in he is still up front. He is floating over the grass and concrete, clicking off miles at a 5:30 pace and feeling he could run to San Francisco like this if he wanted to. One by one, the runners in the lead pack fall off until it is no longer a pack anymore, just Bob Larsen sailing across the course, 100 and then 200 yards ahead of the rest of the field. Down the stretch he is waving to his buddies watching beside the course. The endorphin-fueled euphoria is coursing through his body. There is no way he can know this, but he is having the greatest long distance running day of his life. He crosses the finish line in 44 minutes flat. He is nineteen years old. He cannot imagine and does not know a purer form of happiness.

			In fact, there is plenty he doesn’t know. Most importantly he has no idea why he is having this magical day. He doesn’t know that within those long runs in the evenings, the hard ones and the less hard ones, and even those exhausting days at the gas station, lies the secret to his success this day in Balboa Park. He doesn’t know that this is the secret he will chase as he evolves from Bob Larsen, surprise winner of the 1958 Balboa 8, into “Bobcat” and “CBL” (short for Coach Bob Larsen)—a man who teaches others that they can find strength that they never thought they had if they can fearlessly search for it, again and again. He has no idea or plan for any of it as he accepts the congratulations. All he knows is that he is the Balboa 8 Mile champion, that he has just pulled off an epic run and he should probably celebrate, though not too much, because this race is over, and his mind goes very quickly to what comes next.

		

	
		
		
			
			Why We Run

			So, a question: Why do we run?

			Bob Larsen has sensed from his first days in the sport that the answers are equal parts science and existential philosophy. He knows that running can be many things—a form of medicine, a means of escape, a mission, a destiny—all at once.

			First some science. The human body bends in the direction of decay. Without regular and increasingly challenging activity, the systems of the body slowly, or in some cases quickly, descend into inefficiency and malfunction. After people reach roughly their mid-twenties, bones lose their density, and muscles lose their mass. Mitochondria, the tiny structures within each cell responsible for converting nutrients into energy—hence their reputation for being the body’s power plants—get worse at doing their job with each passing year. Muscle cells shrink, and fat cells grow. This happens to people who are wiry and fit, and those who are round and out of shape.

			A body that is in training and then stops training experiences all this in microcosm, a quick descent from in-shape to out-of-shape that mirrors the aging process in a way that is adjusted for time and age and the level of fitness that was reached before the break in training began. The fittest athletes experience the decay more acutely than anyone because they have more ground to lose. Good runners who can complete 5 kilometers in 20 minutes may lose only 10 seconds, or less than 1 percent, after a week of inactivity, but after a month that 5K time may grow by more than a minute as the body’s ability to circulate and use oxygen efficiently drops by roughly 12–15 percent. After two months, efficiency has dropped by more than 25 percent. Endurance is among the first traits of fitness to go, even among the most fit. Scientists compare this phenomenon to the changes that a pot of hot water and a boiling one will experience when they are removed from heat. After five minutes, the pot of water that was boiling will still be hotter than the other one, but it will have lost a higher percentage of its heat than the pot that was merely hot.

			
			The challenge for humans—or the subset of people who care about such things, including those who can run very fast for a very long time—is how to keep the body on a slow boil. The idea is to train the body so that the heart is very good at pumping blood. The 60,000-odd miles of blood vessels need to be especially good at getting blood to the corners of the body where oxygen is needed most, especially to the muscles that work the hardest during a physical exercise. Fortunately, vigorous training increases the number of capillaries, which are the tiniest blood vessels responsible for feeding oxygen to muscles. It also increases the size and the quantity of mitochondria, those power plants charged with transforming nutrients into energy and supplying that energy to our billions of cells.

			Here is what happens when our bodies run: We breathe harder, and we force our hearts to pump more quickly. This forces our blood vessels to dilate, so more blood filled with oxygen can get to the muscles that need it. When the muscles use up their initial store of complex sugars, also known as glucose, which they use to produce energy, the muscles throw off hydrogen ions and carbon dioxide. That causes capillaries to dilate, allowing for even more blood flow and oxygen to the muscles.

			A body that has trained also produces a vastly different group of metabolites, those small molecules essential to the chemical reactions that must occur in all living organisms that want to survive. Those reactions include converting food to energy and into the various proteins and other organic substances essential for cells to thrive, and also for the elimination of waste.

			The well-trained body has far more glycerol, which breaks down fatty tissue, than the untrained one, and far less allantoin, which can bring on a condition known as oxidative stress that causes cell damage. In this way, every run becomes a battle against decay and death—a battle none of us will win but which many cannot resist fighting.

			The evolutionary biologists tell us we are bred to be distance runners, that we owe our very existence to it. Think of early humans, they say. They live in the Serengeti. They are hungry. Their brains, compared with the size of the rest of their bodies, are so much larger than nearly every other animal’s brain. Keeping that brain alive requires well-nourished, oxygenated blood. At any given moment, the brain uses 20 percent of the blood that’s in the body. The brain uses all that blood to fuel the electrical impulses that neurons use to communicate with each other and keep the body’s cells in working order. Keeping that blood healthy requires thousands of calories every day.

			
			Plant food is fine, but it can be hard to get enough of it on the African plain. Animal meat is better. There is a problem though—nearly all the animals are faster than the humans. That makes them hard to capture and kill. Early humans don’t have guns and bullets to shoot them. They have rocks and spears. Advantage animal.

			Humans, though, have a secret weapon: sweat glands. They have the ability to cool themselves through perspiration. They also have muscles and lungs that adapt to activity. The more activity, the bigger the capacity of the lungs and muscles. In a 100-meter race, or even a 1,000-meter race, the humans don’t have a chance against the animals. However, give a human a few months to practice and stretch that distance to 3,000 or 5,000 or 10,000 meters, and things start to get interesting. The animals can’t cool themselves. Think of dogs and horses that pant feverishly in the heat, especially after exertion.

			The early humans are also blessed with an intricate series of muscles in the back of the neck that allow the head to stay upright and balanced when the rest of the body is moving at full speed. The Achilles tendon helps, too. The roughly eight-inch elastic strand that attaches the calf muscle to the heel is a near perfectly designed energy storage unit for an animal that wants to run on two feet. It is one of nature’s most delicately designed springs, storing and then releasing energy every time the foot hits the ground and pushes off. Other primates, such as chimpanzees and gorillas, have their own unique advantages, but they would kill for the human Achilles tendon.

			Sweat glands, muscles in the head and neck, an Achilles tendon in each foot—these are priceless tools. So when it comes to long distance running, advantage human. Blessed with these gifts from nature, humans learn how to run constructively in groups, how to take turns giving chase and tracking their prey. They learn how to run their prey into submission.

			
			The evolutionary biologists preach the gospel of the “Running Man,” who lives on in the spirit of the Tarahumara Indians in Mexico, those ultra-marathon champions celebrated for their barefooted dominance in trail races across the Rocky Mountains.*1 And yet, while the scientists can explain with fascinating precision why humans can run, and how we perfected this skill thousands of years ago chasing zebra and ibex on the African plain, we haven’t had to run our prey to death for thousands of years. We really don’t have to run anymore at all. So why do we?

			Because it makes us thin? Yes, for some. Because it allows us to win races? For the luckiest of us, those blessed with speed, this, too, may be true. Because it makes us feel good? Who doesn’t crave the rush of endorphins that courses through our bodies after even a mediocre run, to say nothing of those magical days when we stop even though it feels like we could just go and go and go.

			All this is true, but maybe another answer has to do with battles.

			Now comes the philosophy.

			We relish those fights against time and decay and death, even if we know they are ultimately unwinnable. With each step, each stressed breath, every elevation in the heart rate that restarts the process of improved oxygen circulation and capillary production and metabolite efficiency, each extra second we save on a clock that measures how we are, or are not, letting time slip away, we can better fool ourselves into thinking that aging and expiration are optional. Or that they have been delayed for another day.

			There are other battles we run from, too. Consider Frank Shorter for a moment. After all, he is the supposed father of the American running boom. In an earlier era of Olympic telecasts, Shorter won the gold medal in the 1972 Olympic marathon in Munich in front of a captivated U.S. television audience drawn to the Games that year in record numbers. That was the year Palestinian terrorists took hostage and killed eleven Israeli athletes. Shorter watched it from his balcony in the Olympic Village, a mere forty yards across a grassy yard from the terror. Then, a few days later, he became the first American to win the race since 1908, inspiring 1970s America, so worn down by war and the sense of everything coming apart, to begin to lace up its shoes and run.

			
			Shorter first became a star runner at the Northfield Mount Herman prep school in Massachusetts and then a college champion at Yale. He has long been rather matter-of-fact about why he ran. In his memoir, Shorter compared running to reading a book.

			
				After a while, you’re not really conscious of reading. It’s just images through your head. It’s the same with running a marathon. People always ask me why I do it. Well, I am good at it, and we do the things we excel at. But also, I just like being out there. I like it better than anything else I’ve ever done. I like being able to think about it as I go along. I get so seriously involved with the race, with what my body is doing, I don’t have time to notice things around me.

			

			Or even what might have been inside him, which, as he would only realize later, was sort of the point.

			In his sixties, Shorter accepted he could no longer bury memories of his troubled childhood in Middletown, New York, where he was raised by an abusive, alcoholic father. Publicly, Shorter’s father was revered as the dedicated town doctor. In private, he was a monster. He abused Shorter and his eight brothers and sisters. He raped his daughters and beat a young son who suffered from Down syndrome. As the second-oldest brother, Shorter tried to protect his siblings as best he could. As soon as his father entered the home, life became a chess game of motion. How could Frank move to intercept his father, distract him from unleashing his cruelty on the rest of the family. To be still was to surrender, and Frank didn’t like to surrender. Running became an extension of the movement and activity. Shorter ran to school, and to his friends’ homes, one in particular, a few miles away, that became, secretly for him, an oasis from his father. If he was running he was safe, moving beyond the reach of the abuse.

			Shorter is now sixty-seven years old. He still runs.

			So, we run to avoid death, to play at that game of transcending our finite reality, for a moment, so as to imagine we are more than this single life in the most endorphin-juiced way.

			
			And we run away from trauma with the miles of body in motion. And here is one more possibility—maybe running is a way of reimagining the life-death duality. This is a part of what I do on some of my most special days as a runner, even though I toil far off the elite pace in marathon after marathon. The run can be a meditation-in-motion, a cleansing of all the sensory realities we encounter. The run is white noise, a way to simply experience time as a body, a piston, that exists away from the mind and only in the body as a live reactive presence. Running is escapism, but it is also the opposite. It can be the ultimate expression of being awake and alive only as a body that occupies space and time. A painter doesn’t merely create a painting. When he is painting and creating at his best, he is a part of that work of art. This is how it can work for the runner and the run.

			

			—

			Now, another question—how do we run best?

			Greek coaches poked their charges with forked sticks and told them to practice holding their breath. Roman athletes practiced abstinence, slept a lot, and had slaves lash their backs with rhododendron branches. A nineteenth-century miler (and boxer) named Captain Barclay filled his day with uphill, half-mile sprints, moderate six-mile walks, and lying in bed naked for a half hour at high noon. Training at intervals of a half mile to 1.5 miles with rest in between becomes an approach at the dawn of the twentieth century. In the 1920s, the Finnish legend Paavo Nurmi gets Olympic glory after indulging in long training runs at a steady pace.*2 Emil Zátopek becomes the greatest runner ever doing as many as seventy 400-meter intervals at 65–70 seconds in a single training session.

			For a twenty-year-old Bob Larsen, champion of the 1958 Balboa Park 8 Miler, running (and the attempt to figure how best to prepare to run) becomes the ultimate puzzle. Within weeks of that triumphant day, he is back in school, back in training, doing his coach’s interval workouts around the track at Aztec Stadium. His lungs have never felt so big, but his shins are starting to ache again. He runs for three weeks, then he has to take two weeks off. Then he returns for another three weeks of intervals, racing his teammates through a series of quarter- and half-mile repeats over and over, as though they are at the national championships each day. Every week, seemingly, another one of them goes down with another leg injury. Only Bill Gallagher, one of Larsen’s teammates from Hoover High School, manages to stay healthy. Bill is majoring in engineering. His class schedule and his lab work only allow him to train two or three times a week with the rest of the track team, and he isn’t breaking down. But he isn’t getting much faster either.

			
			Even more frustrating, Larsen and his teammates know how close they are to being exceptional. They aren’t blowing away the competition, but they can do the math. At practice, before and between and after those intervals, they sit on the infield grass and tally up and multiply and divide the times they have run and compare them to the national records that their contemporaries have set—records that stand at 8:46 for two miles, 14:16 for the 5,000.

			Larsen has just won an eight-mile race in 44 minutes, 5:30 miles, and it wasn’t very hard. He can get to 4:20 in the mile. He and his teammates can breeze quarters in 65 seconds or so. This is not so different than the workouts Roger Bannister did in the run-up to breaking the four-minute mile—10 quarter miles beginning at a 66-second pace, a couple of minutes rest between each one, and slowly trying to knock a few seconds off the quarters and cut down on the intervals of rest as the race approached.

			“Those records,” Larsen tells his teammates every afternoon, “they’re soft. We can break them.”

			There is one problem. They can’t stay healthy. If they aren’t healthy they can’t train, and if they can’t train they can’t improve. This is not only a problem for Larsen and the rest of the Aztecs at San Diego State, but for seemingly every top American runner. All of them, at one crucial moment or another, get saddled by injury. Shin splints, stress fractures, tweaked knees, sore ankles, pulled quads and hamstrings and calves. The Europeans are clearly putting up better times than the Americans, but maybe they aren’t any faster, Larsen thinks. Maybe they are just healthier. Maybe they have solved the injury puzzle, so they are able to train more.

			
			One morning in the fall of 1959 Larsen puts a foot on the floor as he climbs out of bed. His leg, weakened from the stress fractures, now buckles. Larsen collapses to the floor, pain coursing through his shins. He takes a few days off from training. The pain subsides. Then he tries to run again. He begins to think he just might have the engine of a Cadillac, but he has been stricken with the body of a Rambler.

			His mind churns. More than ever now he is looking for the big answers he senses are out there…a truth that will connect training and injury and ability in some kind of transcendent way.

			At meets he quizzes opponents who win races, asking them what their workouts are. They give answers like “10 by 600” or “8 by 800.” He asks them why? They shrug and say they do what their coach tells them to. There is no trial and error. No one thinks about running technique much either, other than some chatter about long strides vs. short ones.

			Then he gets a break. In San Diego’s kinesiology department he discovers a new PhD recipient named Frederick William Kasch. A native of Chicago, who played baseball at the University of Illinois, Kasch arrived in San Diego in 1948. He teaches a range of courses in exercise physiology and applied anatomy, and he develops the then-revolutionary idea that regular exercise can make the heart stronger and prevent heart attacks. It can also help someone with a bad heart make that most essential of all muscles stronger. He develops a fitness program for adults to prove his theories, measuring their capacity when they first show up and then tracking their progress as the weeks go on. This at a time when the consensus within the scientific community is that to exercise vigorously after the age of thirty-five is to flirt with a catastrophic cardiac event.

			There are others who are researching the path Larsen is following. He discovers the writings of Woldemar Gerschler, a German coach and researcher who, along with Zátopek, forms the bedrock of European interval training. Gerschler, the director of the Freiburg Institute for Physical Education, built the connection between fitness and pulse rates. To many it sounds like a silly concept, but people pay attention to him because before World War II he trained the great German half-miler Rudolph Harbig. Harbig cut two seconds off the world record in the 800 meters in 1939, lowering it to a then unheard-of 1:46.6. Gerschler establishes a series of hypotheses based on the concept that the heart is just another muscle that can be trained. The more and harder you run (or swim or ride a bike), the slower your heart will beat when it is not under stress. And even though your heart is beating more slowly, it will still pump the same amount of blood. As you exercise more, the heart can pump at a slower rate, thus working less hard, even as you increase your stress level.

			
			There is also Percy Cerutty, the eccentric Australian coach known for his intense, primitive, captive training camps in Portsea, Australia. Cerutty, an authoritarian coach with a shock of white hair and a build so wiry his ribs and sternum are visible through his skin, discovered running in midlife after a nervous breakdown at forty-three. He spent hours walking, and then running in the Australian countryside to regain his health. He stuck to a diet of mainly vegetables and whole grains. By the 1950s he was holding training camps that adhered to a rigid regimen of weight training and gymnastics exercises, sprinting up crazy steep sand dunes that were often no more than 30 yards high for as long as an hour, and sessions of interval training and runs as long as 20 miles, with runners varying the pace.

			Finally, there is Arthur Lydiard, the Kiwi running guru who is becoming one of the early advocates of running for health. He runs with a group that will become known as the Auckland Jogging Club. It includes runners at all levels and is believed to be the first running club of its kind. Lydiard pushes a system built around volume. He wants his runners pounding out 100-plus-mile weeks. He does not care if the pace is merely healthy. “Train, don’t strain” is the Lydiard mantra. The distance builds a foundation of endurance, Lydiard insists, and
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