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  To Mary,

  who shows every inch as much courage as the toughest of the bunioneers.
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  The string leading to Bunion Derby started at the foot of my late father-in-law’s hospital bed in 1998. As he lay dying, he told me about a long-forgotten, fifty-two-mile footrace, run when he was just a boy in his hometown. After his death, I dug through the archives and discovered its history. Held in 1929, the race featured twenty-two local men with everyday jobs—milkmen, loggers, farm hands—who decided to run this extraordinarily long distance with little training, in hopes of winning a small cash prize. Only half reached the finish, and many of them hobbled across the line with bloody blisters the size of half dollars. The race organizers dubbed this tortuous event a “bunion derby.”


  I wondered where this funny-sounding name came from, and what motivated these seemingly sane men to do such a crazy thing. I learned the fifty-two-mile race was part of a brief explosion of ultramarathoning events by nonelite runners. It was set off by the first “bunion derby,” the nickname for the first footrace across the United States—Los Angeles to New York City—in 1928. Common men with common jobs won the race. The international superstars, pegged as shoo-ins to win the event, dropped by the wayside along the brutal 3,400-mile course.


  My fascination with the bunion derby resulted in a 2001 article for Marathon and Beyond magazine about Ed “the Sheik” Gardner’s participation in the race. I want to thank the magazine’s editor, Rich Benyo, for encouraging me to begin my five-year quest to expand the story into a book-length history.


  I want to express a special thank you to Alison Stewart for her invaluable editorial help in drafting Bunion Derby, and, of course, to my family, Mary, Katie, Brian, and Andrew. They never lost faith in me, and didn’t complain about the long hours I spent squirreled away writing the history of this great race.


  Introduction


  MARCH 9, 1928: WEEK 1 OF THE RACE. A LINE OF ABOUT 150 MEN stretches for miles along a thin, barren, rock-strewn road heading east across the blast furnace known as the Mojave Desert. They stagger—sunburned, wind-blasted, blistered—with muscles screaming in the ninety-five-degree heat. Passing cars kick up clouds of dust, choking the men and coating them with grit.1 Already, about fifty men have dropped out.


  Leading this caravan through hell is an unlikely black man of thirty, with cord-like muscles that pull his legs with the fluidity of a concert violinist. He moves with a God-given gift that comes partly from genetics but mostly from heart bred by the burden of being black, orphaned, and penniless in early twentieth-century America. In this heat, he wears his trademark outfit: white shorts, sleeveless white shirt, and a white turban-like towel that protects his neck from the burning sun. He adopted this uniform in Seattle where he’s lived and raced since 1921. To his admirers, he looks like the dashing desert sheik portrayed on the silent screen by the matinee idol Rudolph Valentino. People would call out, “Oh, you Sheik!” as he trained—the name stuck, and Eddie Gardner became the Sheik of Seattle.2


  This day, the Sheik has come to try something new. He is running across the United States. It is the first of its kind: a footrace from Los Angeles to New York in eighty-four days. The winner will receive twenty-five thousand dollars—a small fortune in 1928. The race is nicknamed the “Bunion Derby,” after the aching bunions the participants are bound to get after pounding their feet for 3,400 miles. Race founder Charles C. Pyle, arguably the greatest sports promoter of his age, crowned himself Director General of the “First Annual International Trans-continental Foot Race.” Accompanying him is his business partner and deputy director, Harold “Red” Grange, the greatest football player of the 1920s and heartthrob and hero to legions of fans.3


  There are other stories to tell—199 in all—a patchwork quilt of the American dream. In a wild grab for glory, a cast of nobodies saw hope in the dust: blacks trying to escape the poverty and terror of the Old South; first-generation immigrants with their mother tongue still thick on their lips; Midwest farm boys with leather-brown tans. These men were the “shadow runners,” men without fame, wealth, or sponsors, who came to Los Angeles to face the world’s greatest runners and race walkers. This was a formidable field of past Olympic champions and professional racers that should have discouraged sane men from thinking they could win a transcontinental race to New York. Yet they came, flouting the odds. Charley Pyle’s offer of free food and lodging to anyone who would take up the challenge opened the race to men of limited means.4 For some, it was a cry from the psyche of no-longer-young men, seeking a last grasp at greatness or a summons to do the impossible. This pulled men on the wrong side of thirty from blue-collar jobs and families.


  For footloose young men with a heavy dose of chutzpa and guts, it was an adventure before they entered the world of work and marriage. They left disapproving parents and hitchhiked, walked, or, like the Richman brothers of New York City, piled into a creaky jalopy they bought for twenty-five dollars, and headed for the land of sunshine.5


  Some had more to prove. Fifteen-year-old Toby Cotton, a dirt-poor black and the eldest of six children, saw the race as a way to pull his family from poverty.6 Others hoped to revive dying acting careers with the publicity. Then there were men who ran for civic pride—representing a town, fire department, Boy Scout troop, or American Legion chapter—hoping to get their organization a few lines of good press in a national newspaper. And some simply wanted to test themselves, to be part of something big by putting one foot in front of the other for eighty-four days on a ribbon of road that would become the heart of America’s love affair with the open road—United States Highway Route 66.7


  The 2,400-mile Route 66 runs between Los Angeles and Chicago, the toughest portion of the 3,400-mile transcontinental crossing. In 1928, it snaked through mountains, deserts, mud, sandstorms, and blizzards. The word “highway” was generous. Route 66 was a cobbled mix of old pioneer trails and byways designated as a national highway in 1926.8 It was the infancy of motorized America, and standards were low. Little of the road was paved west of Oklahoma. Rain turned it to mud with the consistency of flypaper, and the sun baked the flypaper into dust.9


  Route 66 would take the runners through Texas and the border states of Oklahoma and Missouri, where black men doffed their hats and stepped off sidewalks when a white man passed their way, and summary justice lay at the end of a rope for any black threatening the status quo of Jim-Crow America.10 Farther east, the racers would head through the smoke-belching industrial heart of America—places like Chicago, Gary, and Cleveland—where men shaped steel into a million cheap cars that, within the decade, had put the middle class on wheels, clogged once-quiet streets, set off a siren call for better roads, and turned the air blue with smoke.11


  When it was over, only fifty-five men reached New York City. The rest slowly disappeared along the way, along with their dreams. But 199 men began in California, cocky or desperate enough to risk the journey. This is their story.


  PART I


  A GRAND VISION
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  CHAPTER 1


  America, Route 66, and Charley Pyle


  America in 1928


  THE UNITED STATES STOOD IN THE TWILIGHT, A LAST PAUSE BEFORE the tumbling stock market spiraled into the Great Depression. This was the decade of Wall Street speculation, prohibition, jazz, speakeasies, and machine-gun-toting gangsters who made millions supplying the country with illegal booze. Charles Lindbergh, in something akin to Neil Armstrong’s walk on the moon, flew the Atlantic in his single-engine Spirit of St. Louis airplane. Most Americans hoped the ocean was broad enough to protect them from the problems of the old world, which had claimed the lives of millions of young men in the trenches of France during World War I and left the continent disillusioned and seething.1 The United States had its own problems—rural poverty, racism, income inequality—but all were left to simmer beneath the surface of a society trying to forget the sorrows of the planet.2


  And perhaps because all else seemed so somber, this was also the decade of sports mania, when fans followed the careers of men like baseball’s “king of swat” Babe Ruth, and football’s “galloping ghost” Harold “Red” Grange, with a fervor bordering on religious.3


  Technology was driving America, breaking barriers everywhere and drawing the nation into a homogenous whole.4 From an isolated farmhouse in Nebraska to a Manhattan brownstone, the explosive growth of radio receivers and stations flooded America with news of the nation and the world.5


  And then came the cars.6


  In 1900, Vermont required a driver to have someone walk in front of his car with a red flag, the United States produced 4,000 cars each year, and no filling stations existed in the entire country. By 1928, America was a country on wheels. The country produced 4.8 million cars a year with 26 million cars on the road. That year, there was one car per five people in the United States, compared to one car per 43 people in Great Britain, 325 in Italy, and 7,000 in Russia.7 This widespread ownership was made possible by the mass-production techniques pioneered by Henry Ford. In 1920, he produced one car every 60 seconds, priced from $335 to $440, which was affordable to the American middle class.8


  And so came the demand for better roads.


  In 1914, there were almost no good roads outside the East Coast, and crossing the continent was an adventure. The Federal Road Act of 1916 offered money in matching grants to states that formed highway departments, thus prompting the launch of ambitious road-building programs.9 The first highways were local ventures without federal coordination, but in 1925 the country adopted a plan for a national highway system.10


  One author wrote, “The miracle was not the automobile. The miracle of the early twentieth century was the construction of a vast network of highways that gave the automobiles some place to go.”11 In the 1920s, the construction of highways and buildings employed more people and spent more money than any private industry.12


  Cyrus Avery and Route 66


  Cyrus Stevens Avery, a prominent Tulsa businessman, became a leader in the effort to develop national highways, and almost single-handedly created United States Highway Route 66. In 1923, he was appointed the first chairman of Oklahoma’s three-man highway commission, and became a member of the American Association of Highway Officials. In 1924, this group petitioned the federal government to develop a comprehensive and uniform scheme of interstate routes and a common highway numbering system. The secretary of agriculture responded by appointing a board of state and federal highway officials to designate a national highway system from existing routes. And in 1925, the secretary approved approximately seventy-six thousand miles of the original eighty-one thousand submitted by state highway departments.13


  As a delegate, Cyrus set about creating a road of his own—Route 66—a 2,400-mile road that started in Grant Park in Chicago, sliced through the Midwest and his hometown of Tulsa, and stopped in southern California near the Pacific Ocean in Santa Monica. In all, the road spanned two-thirds of the United States and three time zones, and passed through eight states: Illinois, Missouri, Kansas, Oklahoma, Texas, New Mexico, Arizona, and California.14


  Though this new road had a title, it had little more than that. When Route 66 opened in 1926, only 800 miles were paved with the remaining 1,600 miles covered in dirt, gravel, or bricks. During the bunion derby, only Illinois and Kansas were entirely paved. From California to the Texas border, just 64 miles were paved, leaving 1,221 miles of dirt and gravel. Texas had yet to “see a cement mixer” with a road surface that in some places turned from dust to black goop during a rainstorm. Oklahoma had about a fourth paved, and Missouri two-thirds.15 Barely fifteen feet wide and in many places with no shoulder at all, Route 66 was “fragile and puny.”16 It took until 1937 to pave the entirety of it.17


  Despite its humble beginning, Route 66 would, during the 1930s and 1940s, become the “symbolic river of the American West in the auto age of the twentieth century.”18 But that was its future. In 1928, it was new and raw, waiting for greatness.


  The Grand, Fertile Mind of Charley Pyle


  Charles C. Pyle—better known as “C. C.” for “Cash and Carry,” “Cold Cash,” or “Cross Country,” as the mood fit—was forty-eight years old in 1928. He had cold blue eyes that could be “very hard boiled,” a mustache, and a receding hairline with close-cropped, peppery gray-blond hair.19 He was six feet, one inch tall and paunchy at 190 pounds, belying his years as a fair amateur boxer. A bit of a dandy, Charley wore spats, carried a cane, and was the most flawless dresser his business partner, Red Grange, had ever seen.20


  His roots were Midwest, Scotch-Irish, and conservative. Charley was born in Delaware, Ohio, the son of a Methodist minister. His mother wanted him to follow his father, but Charley chose dollars instead of worshipers and dropped out of Ohio State University to pursue his business career. He launched into an astonishing variety of money-making schemes like selling Western Union clocks, running theater companies in the West, and boxing “all-comers” in California mining camps. He also managed to be married several times. By 1925, he returned to the Midwest and ran five movie theaters in Champaign, Illinois.21


  One of his theaters, the Virginia, was located near the University of Illinois campus and frequented by the school’s football players, including Harold “Red” Grange, a phenomenal all-American running back. At five feet, eleven inches, Red was a “swivel hipped halfback with great speed, swiftness and peripheral vision” and blessed with the common touch.22 As one reporter said, “Like Smitty in the comic strip, Red’s a regular guy. No stage stuff with him. Just big, his chest fairly bulging out of his shirt, his deep set brown eyes snapping, his auburn-tinted locks slicked down in the accepted collegiate style.”23 One admiring female said, “He doesn’t act conceited in the least. His hair is just red enough to be right.”24


  Red first caught the attention of the national press in 1924 in a game against Michigan, where he ran for four touchdowns in the first quarter, scoring each time he touched the ball. After that, he became the most watched and photographed player in football—college or professional.25


  In his senior year in 1925, Grange almost single-handedly destroyed the University of Pennsylvania football team, carrying the football thirty-six times for 363 yards and scoring three touchdowns. Two weeks later, there was serious talk of placing his name on the Republican ticket for the congressional primary, until someone realized that at twenty-two, he did not meet the age qualification to run for national office.26


  In October 1925, he was in Pyle’s theatre, watching the silent movie The Freshman, when an usher asked him to come up to Pyle’s office. When Red walked in, C. C. Pyle said, “Grange, how would you like to make a hundred thousand dollars?” He proposed that Red join the Chicago Bears after the last game, play out the professional season, then go on a nationwide tour so fans could see the “galloping ghost” in person. Grange agreed.27


  The next morning, Red signed a two-year contract with Pyle, appeared in a Chicago Bears uniform on Thanksgiving Day, and drew a crowd of thirty-nine thousand—the largest crowd in professional football history. The pair then toured the East and West Coasts, likely earning $200,000, plus $125,000 in commercial endorsements including Red Grange sweaters, dolls, shoes, ginger ale, ball caps, cigarettes, and a starring role in a movie.28 C. C. Pyle had struck gold, and it was Red Grange. In the late 1920s, when two-thirds of American families survived on $2,500 or less a year, he had made a fortune.29 But Charley Pyle was not satisfied with a huge income. He wanted power—to see if he could bend the world of professional football to his will.
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  Figure 1. Left to right, Harold “Red” Grange and C. C. Pyle in dining car, circa 1926. Credit: Red Grange Collection, Special Collections, Wheaton College (IL).


  For the 1926 football season, Charley told the owners of the Chicago Bears they could have Red for a one-third share in the franchise. When they refused, he leased Yankee Stadium in New York City and petitioned the National Football League for his own franchise. The league refused, so he formed the rival American Football League with nine teams and established his own, the New York Yankees. The country, however, was not ready for two leagues. Attendance was dismal and all but the Yankees folded by the end of the season. However, he got what he wanted: In 1927, the NFL brought Pyle and his Yankees into the fold.30


  By the end of the 1927 season, Charley and Red had shaken professional football to the rafters, made a fortune, and owned their own NFL team. They were looking for a new mountain to climb, and Cyrus Avery and the Route 66 Association had just the thing.


  CHAPTER 2


  The Idea is Hatched


  ONCE ROUTE 66 RECEIVED ITS FEDERAL HIGHWAY STATUS, CYRUS Avery organized a Route 66 Highway Association with businessmen from cities along the 2,400-mile route.1 Its members wanted the millions of new drivers flooding America’s roads to know a route beckoned from Chicago to Los Angeles—a new gateway to the golden West that, they hoped, would bring paying customers through the association’s once-sleepy towns and cities. They wanted drivers to know about the road, and they needed a way to tell them.


  Whose Idea Was It, Anyway?


  The origin of a footrace-to-advertise-the-route idea is open to debate. One version is that the idea emerged from the association dinner in Oklahoma City in early 1927. A member suggested holding a footrace along the entire length of highway from Los Angeles to Chicago, then continuing eastward to New York City. Lon Scott, public relations director for the association, liked the idea. It was new and quirky in a way that might grab the attention of the national press if the right leader could be found. Scott thought of Charley Pyle.2 In another version, Pyle himself had the idea and asked to address the gathering.3 Whatever happened, Charley attended an association meeting in the spring of 1927 and, with evangelic fervor, told the businessmen his race “would promote the sale of everything from mousetraps to [the] grand piano,” and “turn the [association’s] patchwork of gravel, dirt, and paved roads into gold.”4


  The members liked what he had to say. They returned to their respective chambers of commerce and received pledges of support including $5,000 each from Tulsa and Oklahoma City, and $2,500 each from Joplin, Springfield, Amarillo, and East St. Louis. The chambers promised to present these contributions to Pyle when he brought his race through their towns.5 This footrace across America had all the trappings of a C. C. Pyle undertaking: It was big, no one had done it before, and most everyone outside of the association thought it couldn’t be done.


  Charley Pyle’s Traveling City


  With the association’s backing, Pyle left for Los Angeles and began organizing the great race across America. He gave himself the grand title of director general, called his race the First Annual International Trans-continental (Los Angeles to New York) Foot Race, and appointed Red Grange his deputy director general.6 The press soon gave the race a shorter and catchier nickname—the bunion derby—for the battered bunions participants were bound to get after negotiating 3,400 miles of some of the most extreme and varied terrain on earth.


  In the summer of 1927, Charley began filling newspapers and billboards with word of wondrous prizes for the winners of his derby: $25,000 for first place; $10,000 for second; $5,000 for third; $2,500 for fourth; and $1,000 each for fifth through tenth places.7 Each man who wanted to compete for these prizes had to sign a contract, though it would only apply to the top ten finishers. After the derby, the winners would let Pyle look after their interests for two years. He would have the authority to order them to appear in any sporting event of his choosing, and take 50 percent of any income they might earn from future sporting events, exhibitions, or movies, not including derby prize money.8


  Each day’s race would be a “stage race,” a distinct distance run from one designated town to another. The men would start as a group, then run or walk to the official finish line, where each man would have his time recorded and added to his total cumulative time. Participants had until midnight to complete the course or they were disqualified, with the proviso that a man could elect to stop before the deadline and make up the remaining distance the next morning, then complete the next day’s distance as well. The man with the lowest elapsed time in New York City would win the race.9
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  Figure 2. “Official Route from Los Angeles to Chicago.” Credit: 1928 official program, personal copy, author.


  Pyle did not develop training rules. He maintained, “If they want to stay up half the night attending a Saturday night dance, that’s their business.”10


  The man Charley charged with enforcing the rules was forty-eight-year-old Arthur Duffy, who took a leave of absence from his job as a sports writer with the Boston Globe. The derby’s new referee was tough and to the point—in 1902, he’d set the world record in the 100-yard dash while at Boston College, and then revealed that he had “received more than generous expense money from race promoters and insisted that most top runners had done the same.” Unimpressed by his frankness, the Amateur Athletic Union revoked his world record.11


  Pyle gave Duffy some off-season Yankee football players to serve in his race patrol, which involved driving the course in high-power cars to deter contestants from accepting rides or taking shortcuts. As part of his duties, Duffy maintained an official log of the men’s times, using industrial time clocks and time cards. As a man approached the finish line, a spotter would call out his number, and his card would be put into a time clock as he crossed the line.12


  Under the derby system, each contestant received a locker, cot, and space in the huge communal sleeping tent, complete with collapsible metal beds, mattresses, and portable hot showers. The men would eat breakfast and dinner from a commissary tent while supervised by dietitians. Lunch would be served on the road from the doors of a traveling truck.13 Charley also had a medical tent staffed by a physician, a podiatrist, nurses, and massage therapists. He even brought along an expert shoe repairman, who repaired footwear from the back of his “Shoe Hospital truck.”14


  To move this traveling city, Charley needed a fleet of twenty-five trucks and a work gang of about fifty men. For eighty-four days, his crew would collapse and reassemble his tent city, and often in adverse conditions—the desert heat of the Mojave, the howling icy winds of the high country in Arizona and New Mexico, and ankle-deep mud in Texas.15 The director general would face a logistic nightmare that would tax every ounce of his legendary charm and leadership skills.
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  Figure 3. “General Information.” Credit: 1928 official program, personal copy, author.
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  Figure 4. One of Pyle’s specially designed buses in El Reno, Oklahoma. Credit: El Reno Carnegie Library.


  Charley would lead his crew eastward in America, one of two specially designed buses he had built for the race. America contained sleeping, bathing, and eating accommodations for fourteen, with an open observation deck and a rear sleeping compartment lined with mahogany and blue mohair. Charley planned to use it as a place to entertain and carry a corps of sports reporters who would accompany the derby across the country. Pyle wanted his corps of reporters comfortable and rested, ready to write stories that would keep millions scanning the sports pages for news of his great race. A sister bus would house Charley, Red, and other race officials. These palatial buses weighed about twenty-four thousand pounds and cost twenty-five thousand dollars apiece.16


  Paying the Bill


  PLEDGES, ENDORSEMENTS, AND THE CARNIVAL


  Pyle had used about $100,000 of his own money to put his tent city in place, and would spend roughly $2,500 a day during the transcontinental crossing, plus $48,000 in prize money in New York City. Taken together, he would pay upwards of $350,000 to hold his race—$3 to $4 million in today’s dollars. But he wasn’t worried. He believed he could finish in the black with the pledges he would collect from Route 66 cities and towns, payments from companies looking to advertise in the derby, and receipts from the traveling carnival he had attached to his race.17


  And he did have endorsements. For example, the Sunkist Company agreed to supply his men with fresh oranges in exchange for advertising; a meat company sent hams and bacon and paid $5,000 for the privilege; a food company paid $6,000 to serve his men its breakfast cereal; a drug company paid $5,000 to provide rubbing liniment; another paid $7,500 to supply foot powder; and even the Mobil Oil Company contributed free oil for the fleet of cars and trucks.18


  The most prominent endorsement of all, however, came from a national coffee distributor, the Cheek Neil Coffee Company. For the derby, it built the world’s largest coffeepot at eleven feet high, bolted it to the chassis of a truck, and sent it to Los Angeles. Two company employees would travel across the country with the derby, roasting and blending Maxwell House coffee and serving ninety gallons a day to Charley’s men. The duo prepared the coffee inside the gigantic pot using two gas-heated coffee urns. The company paid $5,000 for the honor of providing coffee and placing its advertising on derby vehicles.19


  And then there was the traveling road show, with star attraction Red Grange. Charley thought droves of people would pay twenty-five cents to catch a glimpse of the Michael Jordan of his era, as he introduced the derby stars at an 8 p.m. show after the conclusion of each day’s stage race. There were also food concessions; vaudeville acts; and sideshows like the Turtle Boy, the chicken that mooed like a cow, and a fearsome array of deadly Asian snakes charmed by the poison girl.20 The bunion derby would be part footrace and part Hollywood production.


  Charley Pyle also had the only portable radio station in the country—KGGM. When conditions were favorable, its 100 watts of power would be heard for 1,500 miles. It broadcasted race results, interviews with the race leaders, and musical pieces from Charley’s twelve-piece jazz band he brought along as part of the entertainment.21 Pyle thought he had his financial bases covered, and now all he needed were the contestants.


  CHAPTER 3


  The Stars


  IN THE MONTHS LEADING UP TO THE RACE, PYLE SENT EMISSARIES to Europe and advertised in newspapers and national magazines, inviting able-bodied men to come to Los Angeles and test their mettle in the greatest footrace the world had known.1 In the end, 199 answered the call and toed the line for the first footrace across America. And among these mostly unknown contestants, Charley sprinkled a small galaxy of stars with international reputations.


  The Greatest Runner of His Generation


  The first was the forty-four-year-old South African Arthur C. Newton, who held world record times for most distances between thirty and one hundred miles. Lanky, with close-cropped mustache and hair, he looked more the part of a tanned, middle-aged English banker than “the most phenomenal distance runner the world had ever known.” Born in England in 1883 to the Reverend Henry Newton, he received a private school education before leaving for South Africa to take a teaching position at a preparatory school. He remained there for eight years before embarking on a scheme to grow cotton and coffee on a 1,350-acre grant of land from the South African government. His life as a farmer was cut short when he was called to military service in World War I. When he returned, he found the government had resettled black South Africans on his land and offered him no compensation for his loss.2


  Angered and frustrated, the thirty-eight-year-old veteran decided to try drawing national attention to his grievance by winning his country’s fifty-four-mile Comrades Marathon in 1922. After only five months of training, he won the grueling event. A year later, he shattered the course record by two hours, winning in six hours and fifty-two minutes.3


  In the 1920s, Newton was a groundbreaking force in the sport of distance running. He changed perceptions about what the human body was capable of sustaining during training. Most distance runners limited their weekly workouts to no more than thirty miles, believing that higher mileage training strained the heart. Newton ignored the warning and often ran thirty miles a day, heralding the beginnings of modern high-mileage distance training. He brought a scientist’s eye to running, having developed what he thought was a perfect stride length (three feet, seven inches) and height (just above the surface) to conserve energy. Arthur also developed an early sport drink by mixing lemonade and salt.4


  By 1927, he had set world records for the thirty-, thirty-five-, forty-, forty-five-, fifty-, and one-hundred-mile distances. In January 1928, he bettered his own one-hundred-mile record, and reportedly averaged eight hundred miles a month in training. When he entered the derby, most observers thought the twenty-five-thousand-dollar first prize was his for the taking.5 Pyle had the father of modern long-distance running in his galaxy of stars.


  The Mighty Europeans


  Pyle’s next star was forty-year-old “Wee Willie” Kolehmainen, part of a famous Finnish running dynasty. He received his nickname from his short stature, being just five feet tall. In 1912, Willie and his brother Hannes arrived in the United States to study the methods of American professional runners. Willie remained and turned professional that same year, while Hannes retained his amateur status and returned to Finland. That year, Willie beat the 1910 Boston marathon winner and set an unmatched professional record of two hours, twenty-four minutes and thirty-two seconds. Later, he married an American and lived in New York City where he worked as a bricklayer. His brother Hannes developed a formidable international reputation, having won the 1920 Olympic gold medal in the marathon and two gold medals at shorter distances in the 1912 Stockholm Games. But in 1928, many observers considered Willie a better runner than Hannes, who accompanied him to Los Angeles as his trainer.6


  A host of other Finns arrived in Los Angeles in the winter of 1928, including tiny, four-foot-nine-inch Olli Wanttinen, who would become a lead runner in the derby, despite his size, and August Fager, a Finnish-born member of the 1924 United States Olympic team.


  The Estonian government sent Juri Lossman, the 1920 Olympic silver medalist in the marathon. Its leaders hoped Lossman’s performance would bring much-needed publicity to the small, isolated country on the Russian side of the Baltic Sea. Another European standout was Guisto Umek, a temperamental, middle-aged race walker from Trieste, Italy, who reportedly had the favor of the Italian dictator, Benito Mussolini.7


  The Hope of the New World


  Few thought an American had a chance against this European assault. Sports writer Braven Dyer of the Los Angeles Times believed the consensus, claiming that the Europeans would win first prize in the derby, due to “a lack of capable distance runners in this country” and a long tradition of distance running in Europe.8


  The great hope for the new world lay with champion race walker Phillip Granville, a thirty-two-year-old Jamaican-born tailor from Hamilton, Ontario. At about 185 pounds and over six feet tall, Granville was handsome, blessed with endurance, and spoke the King’s English with the clipped vowels of an Oxford don. Phillip was a crowd pleaser with a winning smile and a complexion the color of cinnamon. He described his ethnicity as Jamaican Indian, but the black press considered him a “race man” and carefully followed his progress across the country.9 After watching him race in Los Angeles, Braven Dyer said, “We are willing to go on record as selecting the big South Jamaica Indian as the man most likely to win the race.”10


  Granville had an amazing career. In 1923, he won the national walking championship of Canada. In 1924, he went to Paris as part of the Canadian Olympic team but illness forced him out of the competition. In 1925, he raced in England, winning nine of the ten events he entered, which earned him an audience with the king. In 1926, he returned to Canada and established an unrivaled string of amateur race-walking victories, including the 109-mile Buffalo-to-Toronto race in nineteen hours and fifty-six minutes, which shattered the course record.11 In 1928, Phillip said he entered the derby “to represent Hamilton and Canada [and] I passed up one of my dearest possessions, my amateur card when I decided to enter.”12


  The Tortoise or the Hare


  The press corps was convinced that the winner would come from within this assembled cast of racing stars. To most observers, the only real question was whether it would be a runner or a walker. Most believed that, like the tortoise and the hare, the race would go to a walker with a slow but sustainable pace, after the runners had burned themselves out over the long miles to New York City. Boston Marathon champion Clarence De Mar thought no living runner could run the equivalent of two marathons a day for two and a half months and survive.13 Others believed the winner would be someone who used a mix of running and walking as conditions and stamina allowed.


  The race would take the contestants into uncharted territory—3,400 miles of some of the most varied and difficult conditions on earth. Many wondered whether anyone would survive to collect the prize money.14 But if anyone did, he would surely be from the cast of stars that Pyle brought together in Los Angeles.


  CHAPTER 4


  Men in the Shadows


  WHEN C. C. PYLE PUBLISHED HIS RACE ANNOUNCEMENT IN NEWSPAPERS and magazines throughout the country, he did so with the promise that any man who braved the 3,400-mile trip to New York City would receive free food, lodging, and medical care as long as he stayed in the race.1 He would do all this for a $125 entrance fee. This promise allowed men of limited needs to enter the race. With a sentence, the director general had let in the shadow runners—the black, the Native American, the immigrant, and the dirt-poor farmer—souls outside the mainstream far from the attention of the national press. These men were poor in funds but rich in hopes and dreams.


  Most who came to Los Angeles had little training or experience with ultramarathoning. Dr. John A. Baker, a Philadelphia intern who served as the derby’s physician, examined the men before the race. He found that not more than forty seemed fit enough to withstand the contest, just six had trained at more than twenty-five miles on a regular basis, and few had ever competed in long-distance events.2 These men were mostly tradesmen or farmers. Ethnically, the Americans were mainly European immigrants or first-generation citizens, with a sprinkling of American Indians and blacks.3 They were blue-collar, roll-up-your-sleeves men, and they had often sacrificed their last dollars to come up with the entry money.


  Why did these men leave the everyday world of jobs, family, and home to face stars
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