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PROLOGUE

ON THE NIGHT BEFORE the national championship our team had been building toward for five years, there was only one thing left to do.

Buy a tent.

It was December 3, 2021. The boys of California’s Newbury Park High School cross country squad, the top-ranked high school cross country team in the United States, were eating a carb-loading dinner at an Airbnb in Huntsville, Alabama. The next morning, at a park in the city, was the RunningLane Cross Country Championships. Months earlier, when a meet in Oregon that had long determined the best team of distance runners in the United States had been canceled over COVID-19 concerns, coaches such as me had scrambled to find another race to settle who was the nation’s best. The best teams agreed that RunningLane would be this season’s new de facto title stage.

The runners, their parents, and I arrived in Huntsville two days before the race, and since we’d left Newbury Park, our Los Angeles suburb, I’d gone through a mental checklist to make sure we had everything we’d need on race day.

We had experience.

This national meet would not be our first.

We had speed.

Any one of our top four runners—senior Colin Sahlman, who had a laid-back surfer personality and an explosive closing kick; his younger brother Aaron, a junior with huge potential but inconsistent; and twin juniors Lex and Leo Young, the younger brothers of a national champion, who had become stars on and off the track because of their speed and social media presence—could have been the best runner on any other team in the country.

We had the attention of the running world.

Our state titles, national records, and unprecedented times had been written about by every track and field magazine and website. Our accomplishments were celebrated and argued over. Judging by what you read in online running forums, I was either the greatest or worst thing to happen to high school running. Our runners’ social media accounts were followed by thousands because our runners ran times so fast that they changed expectations for how fast teenagers could be. Only a few weeks earlier, in November, while running in the most competitive division in the most competitive state in the country, we had achieved statistical perfection. Even people who had no idea about running were taking notice.

I went down my checklist again. We had everything we needed—with one exception. And so, as the boys ate dinner at the house with their parents, I left with my wife, Tanya, to shop for a pair of pop-up tents.

When Newbury Park’s cross country teams showed up to meets during my first year at the school, in 2016, we might as well have been anonymous. And for good reason. Five decades after our school opened its doors just off Highway 101 northwest of LA, it had produced almost zero success in distance running.

Over the next five years, things changed. A lot.

When our runners arrived at meets, fans mobbed them for selfies. Even their competitors asked them for autographs—before races. The need for a tent, then, was partly practical. Our athletes not only needed a dry place to store their gear but also a space in which to retreat and focus before the starting gun, away from the autograph- and selfie-seekers and the spotlight their success had created.

But never before had we faced the kind of attention we would the next morning, December 4, in Huntsville’s John Hunt Park.

The day before, the boys began the warm-up that was our custom before every race. We started with the rope-assisted stretching I’d learned from my unorthodox journey observing top coaches. Then the boys ran the course—the first mile very slowly, the second mile a little faster, and the last mile not at true race pace, but at a good tempo. They finished drills to practice running form, then ran 800-meter strides, their legs turning over with the speed they would need to burst off the starting line and beat hundreds of other runners to the front of the pack.

Conditions were perfect—blue skies, temperatures approaching the seventies, the brown grass under our feet feeling firm and fast. I ran half of the 5,000-meter, or 3.1-mile, course with them and they did the rest. When the season began earlier in the fall, I thought our top five runners could average a time of 14 minutes, 30 seconds, a pace of 4:40 per mile. But as the season went on and Newbury Park broke records left and right, I realized that wasn’t fast enough. In the history of high school cross country, the 5K record was 14:10. It had stood for twenty years. If things played out like I believed they could, I thought our top four could all break that national record, and the times of our top five could average under 14:20. Our strategy had two parts, because we weren’t only racing the other hundreds of runners in the race but the runners whose records were still on the books from decades earlier. I wanted our team to run the first mile in 4:30 and keep pushing in the second mile to drop as many competitors as possible. Then they needed to go all out over the last mile to chase down records.

Over the years, I have been asked many times about the secrets behind Newbury Park’s success, how we’d gone from being just another high school team to pulling off accomplishments no other school had. Running fast is not just about knowing when to program a workout of seven repeats of one kilometer. Anyone can figure out how to schedule an easy day, a long run, and an interval. But no one believed they could run fast quite like Newbury Park’s runners. This success wasn’t just the result of two fast families, as many coaches and critics claimed. Our speed went deep down the roster because, slowly but eventually, our runners had bought into the philosophy that our fastest could always be faster. It wouldn’t have happened without the right environment. During our months of training, that meant creating an atmosphere around our team in which we believed anything was possible. So it didn’t matter what was being said about us by outside voices, because inside our literal and figurative tent, we believed.

It was why one of the first things I did that Friday morning, one day before the RunningLane championships, was stake out a good location within John Hunt Park for our tent. This was a relatively new meet and didn’t have an area roped off for competitors only; if we wanted to pull off the kind of performance I thought we could, we would need our own space, where the boys could focus beforehand, away from distractions.

At a big-box store in town, Tanya and I found a pair of tents that were each eight by ten feet. We’d push them together the next morning to create a mini-compound. The tents were brown, not the black and gold that everyone had come to know Newbury Park by. But the tents had what was most important to me—zippered-on walls that would keep our biggest fans, biggest critics, and selfie-seekers out. We didn’t need anyone from the outside interrupting plans that were years in the making.

I knew something big was going to happen on race day. We’d gotten this far because of the extreme belief that we could always run faster—and harder. Why stop now? The question wasn’t whether we could win a national championship. It was whether we could do something no one had ever seen.





CHAPTER ONE

MY MIND WAS RUNNING.

I had always been a better daydreamer than a student. It wasn’t because I was incapable, more that I was uninterested. Books had never held my attention like thoughts of riding my bike. As early as elementary school, I would stare out classroom windows thinking about where I would ride that afternoon, how fast I would go. Things hadn’t changed much as my junior year of high school began. The kid who didn’t know what was going on when the teacher called on him? That was me, a lot of times.

For as long as I can remember, I’ve been a racer, whether against someone or toward something. This was passed down. I grew up hearing about my uncles who ran in college and watching my dad and my mom’s father coach my older brother into becoming a good runner while I waited for my turn to join the local youth team. Some kids are pushed into a sport, but I rushed into it by myself. When I was five, I begged my parents to let me run a 5K in my hometown, on New York’s Long Island. For some reason they agreed to let a child not yet in kindergarten run 3.1 miles. I must have been persuasive.

Lacrosse, soccer, and baseball seasons came and went, but running brought out a different level of passion from me. When my family watched TV specials about the Olympics, the stories that caught my attention were about gymnasts who had given up their childhood to travel away from home and train in grueling conditions to make the Olympics. It’s not like I took it that far. I wasn’t ready to give up days at Jones Beach, passing the water tower on the way to the sand. But the stories planted an idea. I wanted to become the best at something. What would it take to realize my true potential? How much could I withstand to reach it? Questions like that were always on my mind, even at school.

I ran and I ran. But as I got a little older, it became clear that running wasn’t seen as the cool sport. Not like BMX, anyway, with its helmets and gear and ability to reach even faster speeds. When I was nine, I took all of the energy I’d put into running and moved to racing bikes. I did it the only way I knew how: full throttle.

I would get to the top because I always thought that if I could do more than everybody else, I would be better—that I would be the best. BMX bikes are powered by a rider, not an engine, but I saw myself as that engine, each day on my bike a chance to fine-tune something. I set my alarm for 5:00 a.m. to practice sprints and gate starts before class. Being a bad student didn’t matter to me, not when there seemed to be a life ahead of me as a professional BMX racer.

That’s why I was staring out those windows. A few weeks into my junior year, I got my chance to prove it.

The National Bicycle League held its 1993 Grand Nationals in Memphis, Tennessee. It was essentially the national championships of the sport. My parents couldn’t come, not with my mom, Patricia, running her own real-estate firm and my dad, Bill, working as a Nassau County homicide detective, so I traveled with friends from the circuit and sponsors to race in my age division, 16-expert. Each round started with the racers perched atop a platform in the track’s center, a metal gate propped in front of the front wheels of about eight racers. Only four would advance to the next round. When the gate fell, the race was on. We leaned over our handlebars as we exploded down a ramp, over a small hill, up a bigger one, then into a banked right turn. The course bent back on itself, with more hills sending us and our bikes flying, and banked corners allowing riders to maintain speed through the turns. Each round lasted only 40 seconds.

After finishing fourth in my semifinal, the last guy to make the final, I found a pay phone and dug out my calling card. I dialed my mom to tell her my news. Then I called my dad. I don’t know if either of them heard it in my voice, but the realization that I was among the final eight racers in one of the toughest divisions at Grand Nationals left me with a deep sense of pride. My school daydreams had become reality. Maybe racing bikes around a half-empty arena in Memphis didn’t look like it, but setting a huge goal and reaching it felt like my Olympic moment. I wanted to chase that feeling.

The 16-expert championship final was next.

Bright white helmet. Neon-yellow shirt. I was easy to spot in the middle of the starting line. We were about to find out who was the best in the country in my age group. Four seconds in, I knew it wouldn’t be me.

The closest rider on my left had gone out fast to the front through the first rise. Then he started wobbling. He crashed in the opening straightaway, right in the path of me and a few others. I’d worked seven years to get here, and I was already done. I got up and kept going but finished seventh.

When I got home to New York, something in the back of my head just knew that I’d probably competed in my last big BMX race. Setting a huge goal and reaching it again and again felt addictive, and setting a hard training regimen felt like the only test I wanted to ace. The more I thought about it, the more it felt right to chase that feeling in my first love, running.

The idea had actually come to me a year earlier, as a sophomore. Injuries are part of BMX racing, but breaking an arm twice in the same year frustrated me, put my arm in a full cast, and kept me off my bike. When my cast was cut down to cover just my forearm, I went out for MacArthur High School’s indoor track team to stay in shape for BMX riding. Just for fun, I entered the mile and within a few months I was running in the 4:40s and competing in the county championships. The season ended, my cast came off, and I went back to dreaming about Grand Nationals.

But change was coming.

I had always lived in Wantagh, near Long Island’s southern shore. Before my junior year of high school my mom, whom I lived with after my parents divorced when I was in grade school, bought a house in a different area of town that was part of a different school district. That meant I was going to a new school. Luckily, I recognized a few faces there. A few people I’d run with on the area’s youth track team also ran for the Wantagh High cross country team. As a kid, I enjoyed running long distances on the track or on the roads. I’d never run cross country, though, where packs of runners fought for position on courses from 3 to 3.1 miles (or 5 kilometers), which often wound through parks or golf courses. That total inexperience, combined with it already being late September when I returned from Grand Nationals, well after the high school season started, made me question my new classmates’ invitation to me to join Wantagh’s cross country team. But they were persuasive, and it was good to be around people I knew.

I joined the team carrying zero expectations.

By my second race, I was the fastest runner on the boys varsity team. By season’s end, I qualified individually for the New York State high school championships. To be perfectly honest, I was surprised I did so well with no real training, and the speed with which I found success brought back the tug I’d felt as a kid. I still wasn’t dedicated to academics, but I was all in on exploring how good I could be as a runner.

Indoor track is a big deal in New York, as in most cold-weather states, and at Wantagh, I took it far more seriously than I had at MacArthur. Outdoor tracks are a 400-meter oval, while most indoor tracks are half that size, meaning a mile indoors is usually eight laps. But the track at my first indoor county championship for Wantagh was ridiculous: eleven and a half laps of constant turning on a hard rubber-mat surface. I missed advancing to the state meet by one spot. It crushed me. I skipped school the next day, playing the race over and over in my head, searching for my mistake.

That spring, I didn’t need coaxing from my teammates to go out for outdoor track. My weekly running mileage rose. I was even monitoring how much sleep I was getting every night. Running the 2 mile in the 9:30s qualified me for the New York State meet in the 3,200 meters, which is just short of two miles. At the state meet I also represented my county by running a 1,200-meter leg on the distance-medley relay.

When I didn’t place high enough to earn all-state recognition, a familiar cycle resumed. I felt crushed by disappointment, then poured my energy into figuring out how to change things. Twin Lakes Preserve was my local park, and in the summer before my senior year its four-mile dirt-trail loop became my proving ground, as I developed my mental and physical endurance. A group of local college stars including the St. John’s University foursome of Brian Quinn, John Honerkamp, Chris Graff, and Chris Fogarazzo, and Iona’s Dave Frazer trained there; I hung on for dear life during our weekly fartlek workouts, where we alternated between faster and slower paces. Being able to stick with them on those summer runs increased my strength and confidence in tandem. Afterward, we’d shoot the shit at a pizza joint in Bellmore and roll our eyes every time Dave would play “Brandy” on the jukebox. I was in heaven. Running was no longer just a passion; I was becoming a Runner.

Riding my bike had been at the core of all of my imagined future plans, but the longer I was in it, the more the sport and its lifestyle no longer felt like a perfect match. I’d built my life around it, but I wasn’t sure how to build a future within it. BMX wasn’t an Olympic sport, and it was hard to figure out the blueprint for how to go from being a good amateur rider to a professional. Riding BMX was the first time I’d trained with real discipline in a sport, but I also often believed that blinders-on focus made me an outlier. Running fascinated me because you could be part of an amazing team, but success still came down to the individual. The uniqueness of training could be the difference between being great or simply good. I still daydreamed, but now it was about training. What made you fast? Why did coaches call for certain workouts? I knew just whom to ask.

Nobody was more excited about my return to running than my grandfather, who lived only a five-minute drive away. I was a seeker of information without a driver’s license, and he possessed both. He took me to all the big meets—the Millrose Games in Madison Square Garden, and meets at Mitchel Field on Long Island and on Randalls Island—and made me pay attention to the small details, like what the ease of a runner’s stride, or the way they carried their arms, could tell you about their potential.

And what about my own? My grandfather went to great lengths to help me find out. Once, years later when I was in college, a snowstorm on Long Island a few days before Christmas closed all the tracks and kept me on a treadmill. That wasn’t good enough for my grandfather. We looked at forecasts and figured out the closest place where there was no snow—Virginia. We drove to Virginia Beach and did the workout. In high school, we didn’t need to go quite that far. He believed soft surfaces limited the pounding on my legs, so he’d drive me to local tracks, or routes at Bethpage State Park, with miles of crisscrossing dirt trails. After my workout, he’d pick a restaurant. Nothing fancy—often Italian, because this was Long Island. Around the table, we talked training for hours. Movies like Rudy had made me wonder, “If I train right, can I really do this—do work and effort really outweigh talent?” It doesn’t always, but if you put them together, it’s magic. I had the effort. My talent was unclear. So we would spend hours discussing the final variable: the work. He wanted me to understand that everything about training was individualized and should be placed in a bigger context. That there was more than one way to reach a goal. That there was always room to fine-tune the plan, to get better.

Sometimes, his lessons seemed paradoxical: “In order to move forward, you’re going to have to move back,” he’d caution.

A runner’s 4:15 mile might be more impressive than their previous 4:10 because they closed with a stronger, faster final 400 meters. Did it matter more if a runner’s fastest race for a season was 4:20, or that their workouts put them in the 4:10 range but they couldn’t find the right race to put it all together? My grandfather would draw graphs and explain the why behind a workout. Since I’d gotten back into running, I was all in. Qualifying for the state track meet as a junior, in my first year of taking the sport seriously, left me hungry for more improvement—and impatient for it, too. My grandfather sensed that and told me to keep a big-picture perspective: There would be peaks and valleys on the path to success.

Oddly enough, the lesson that resonated most had nothing to do with running. One of my uncles had become successful as a stockbroker in New York, and my grandfather thought I should get into business and the stock market, too. It wasn’t my thing. But his larger point still stood: He didn’t like self-limiting talk.

“The only reason you’re not going to be a successful stockbroker, the only reason you’re not going to be successful in whatever you do, is because you tell yourself that,” he said.

Soon, I had even more time to think about running.

Because I couldn’t run.

A few weeks into my senior year, just as my first full season of cross country was beginning, it was over. I was messing around with my friends playing football in PE when I jumped to catch a pass and heard a pop when I landed. Within a couple of hours, my knee ballooned and I could barely walk. I thought I’d dislocated it. After pleading with the school nurse for me to go home, and making a panicked phone call to my mom, I got the diagnosis from a doctor: a torn ACL. I didn’t have great grades to show colleges, great times to show college coaches, nor much time in the year to produce faster ones. This wasn’t the 1970s, when a torn ligament in your knee meant the death knell for an athlete’s career, but undergoing surgery in November still meant that being healthy enough to run my final season of outdoor track in the spring wasn’t guaranteed. What was that my grandfather had said about limits?

The silver lining was that because I’d injured myself on school grounds, the district paid for teachers to come to my house, and I finished classes halfway through the day. With my afternoons free, I drove a half hour to an indoor pool, where I’d swim for two or three hours, a high school kid sharing lanes with retirees. Days not in the pool were spent working out on a handbike. I read Track & Field News cover to cover, memorizing the top runners from all the eras, obsessing over Roger Bannister and the day in May 1954 when he became the first to run a sub-four-minute mile.

I was so determined to cross-train my way back that I’d convinced myself there was no way I wasn’t going to run fast again before I graduated. It was easy to be negative about other aspects of my life, but when it came to my recovery, and running, I didn’t want any negative thoughts, any seed of doubt. Don’t tell me it’s not possible.

I was back running by April. A few weeks later, I ran 4:18 to finish fifth in the mile at the state meet, high enough to earn the all-state recognition I had long sought.

In June of 1995, a few weeks after graduation, I was back at a national championship. But this wasn’t Memphis, and this wasn’t on a bike. The National Scholastic Track and Field Championships were on the campus of North Carolina State University, and the boys mile drew runners from Junction City, Oregon, to Duluth, Minnesota, to Long Island. Only ten months after tearing my ACL and thinking my world was over, I finished twelfth in 4:23.84. In the previous two years, I’d proven I had some natural talent, and I loved pushing myself in training. But while talking with the legendary coach of my dream school, I realized there was still so much to learn.

A few coaches from local colleges had called to recruit me, but I wanted to hear from the University of Arkansas. By my senior year, Arkansas had won eight national championships in cross country, four in outdoor track, and eleven consecutive indoor national titles under its coach, John McDonnell. Because I’d started late and gotten hurt, I, of course, had a paper-thin résumé. They weren’t going to call me. So I called the Arkansas athletic department and was transferred to McDonnell’s answering machine. I was shocked when the legendary coach returned my call. I told him my mile and 2-mile times, but he wanted answers to questions that none of the other coaches had asked.

“How fast do you run the 400 meters?” McDonnell asked. “What kind of tempo work do you do?”

I didn’t know what a “tempo” was. Wantagh High practices consisted of either speed workouts or easy days, and I didn’t know any better. McDonnell’s questions intrigued me. Arkansas’s titles were proof he knew the secret to speed. I needed to know how coaching could unlock my own. I had a million questions. I never wanted to be without an answer again.





CHAPTER TWO

I WOKE UP IN my Nissan Maxima.

It was the summer of 1997, and my road trip from California to see an old running buddy in Raleigh, North Carolina, had hit the trip’s literal high point, seven thousand feet above sea level in Flagstaff, Arizona.

My arrival there wasn’t by mistake. Endurance athletes had figured out that training at high elevation could help them run stronger, for longer, because the body adapted to become more efficient at delivering oxygen as less of it became available. It was my first time in “Flag,” as the locals called it, but not my first time training at altitude.

McDonnell’s questions during our brief call taught me that there was more to identifying and uncovering talent than looking at the basics of race times and personal bests. That was the most I would learn from him, though, because Arkansas wasn’t in my plans. I’d scrambled during my senior year of high school and found tiny Brevard College, which was tucked two thousand feet up in North Carolina’s Blue Ridge Mountains. The most notable moment of my one year there came after a run, when I was icing my legs in the creek that ran through campus and looked down to see a copperhead snake in the water, swimming between my legs. I froze in fear.

My development as a runner seemed frozen in place at year end as well. I fell prey to a mistake many young collegiate runners make. In an effort to prove to myself that I could train with the best, I dramatically increased my mileage while simultaneously ratcheting up the intensity of my runs. The trial by fire proved too hot, and a cycle of injury and frustration culminated with a stress fracture in my right tibia. In need of a change of scenery, I looked West.

I had always envisioned moving out West and figured California’s palm trees and beaches would offer a great training environment. I landed in Pasadena. There, I connected with Jesse Gomez, the coach at Pasadena City College, and spent the year taking classes at the college while running with the guys on the school’s team. By spring my stress fractures had healed and I was able to run some respectable times on the track. Being healthy and fit rekindled my desire to run for a top program; I did extensive research and took a few recruiting trips that summer, and decided to pack my bags for Adams State College.

You had to be a running junkie to know Adams State. Mentions of it kept popping up in the lists of national champions I devoured in Harrier magazine, and through articles I found while looking at microfilm at my local Long Island library. Its campus was in Alamosa, Colorado, on a dusty plain in the remote foothills of the Rockies, at seventy-five hundred feet. In cross country, the winning team is the one that produces the lowest score. A cross country team has seven runners, with the top five finishers scoring points that correspond to their place, and the sixth and seventh runners not scored, but able to displace other teams. In 1992, under Coach Joe Vigil, Adams’s five scoring runners finished 1-2-3-4-5 at the NCAA Division II national championships, the only team in NCAA history to achieve a mathematically perfect score of 15.

It was a monumental achievement, the kind that stuck in the memory of a young running junkie like me.

Vigil had retired and was succeeded by Damon Martin by the time I showed up on the mesa in Alamosa in 1997. Martin would become every bit as successful as Vigil, winning thirty-nine NCAA national championships in cross country and track and field, but even as a newer coach, he made us feel unbeatable.

Martin had a gift that was more than his grasp of the sport’s technical side, a way of tapping into and heightening his team’s emotions in a way that was uncanny. Before workouts, my teammates and I would gather in a classroom in the school’s athletic building. Martin stood in front of us, his excitement rising, his delivery so powerful it was unlike that of anyone else I’d met.

“I want to rewrite the record books!” he said, and we left his meetings for hard 1,000-meter or one-mile repeats at Cole Park thinking, Why not?

The talks charged the atmosphere around practice and meets. We always showed up in the right mindset because of it. We wanted to break the world record for him, and we would leave no stone unturned in pursuit of that next personal best.

It was why on my cross country road trip I pulled off Interstate 40 to explore the runner’s mecca of Flagstaff. I understood why it had that reputation after spending a few days running through stands of pine trees on soft dirt trails that my grandfather would have approved of. The scenery was amazing, but I couldn’t stay long. I pushed on. Near Lawrence, Kansas, I checked into a motel because it had two amenities that appealed to me. The nightly rate was cheap, and behind the motel was a flat dirt road that stretched for miles. In other words, it was perfect.

In running circles, I had heard humidity called the poor man’s altitude. Inspired by reading about the harsh conditions elite Kenyan runners trained in, and determined to build my toughness, I set out in the midday heat, running five miles out on that road and five miles back. I broke the mileage up into slow, easy paces, fartleks that alternated between intervals of fast and slow, and miles at my aerobic threshold. This was before GPS watches; I measured the route using my car’s odometer, marking each mile with rocks, and when I ran past each marker, I’d click the Timex stopwatch that I had palmed. At the time, full of early-twenties hubris, bringing water on my runs was an afterthought. This was, in hindsight, dumb. It was kind of like another time when I convinced myself that I should run nothing but hills. I left Kansas after a miserable week, still headed east to North Carolina, showering at truck stops and public pools along the way.

The itinerary of that summer trip was a lot like mine in my twenties and thirties. I didn’t stay in one place for long. But if it looked aimless to some, I didn’t care, because I was doing it my way. Some stops were memorable, others were terrible. But in their own way, each pulled me closer to running, and toward an answer to the question that had brought me to Flagstaff in the first place. How do we run faster?

After my second year at Adams, I went home for summer break and found my BMX bike in the garage. Riding again felt good. I took the bike out to a trail on the eastern end of Long Island. Speeding up before a jump, my foot slipped off a pedal and my heel slammed into the ground. Before long, my knee had swelled up.

Another torn ACL.

Schoolwork alone wasn’t enough of a reason to stick around campus, so I set off to work.

Without a plan for my future, I spent the rest of my twenties in the corporate world, not the running world. Running was still a passion of mine, though. I remained a student of the sport, reading books like Daniels’ Running Formula by legendary Cortland State coach and exercise physiologist Jack Daniels; in later years, we corresponded by email, as I quizzed him on his coaching methods. I stayed fit, running in local track meets and road races throughout California, but I wasn’t doing it with purpose. With my connections to biking, I’d gotten a job with Fox Racing, in Morgan Hill, California, just south of the Bay Area. Sales wasn’t something I enjoyed, but I moved up quickly because finding success in that field was no different from how I approached improvement in running. How am I going to sell more stuff? I resolved to make more phone calls than anyone else, to visit everyone on my list five times more often than the regular sales guy.

My experience compensating for poor schoolwork had taught me how to work with different personalities and make people believe in what I was saying. But at my desk, managing my accounts, constantly overhearing coworkers gossiping, talking about random things—it was grinding me down. It felt like the biggest excitement was when the food truck pulled up outside the office at lunchtime. This was the opposite of the electric atmosphere I’d encountered while training at Adams, where the coaching had opened up my sense of what was possible, and where ambition was rewarded.

I hate my life. I don’t want my life to be this.

Within a few months, I’d earned a promotion from inside sales to outside sales. But I didn’t aspire to be a sales manager or a district manager. That wasn’t going to make me happy. I wanted to be back outside; I needed to be back around running and coaching.



By 2007, eight years after my last official college race at Adams, I was running for a team again, at Concordia University in Irvine, California, which competed at college sports’ NAIA level. Long before the COVID-era rules that extended eligibility to graduates who had missed out on a season of their sport, I was the original Super Senior.

I had some success, earning indoor all-American honors, but by the next year I had already moved on, an hour south along the Southern California coast.

At Cal State San Marcos, I used my last bit of college eligibility to run one season of cross country. But that wasn’t what drew me there. It was that I could do it while training under the program’s coach, Steve Scott. He was one of the milers whose name and times I’d memorized in high school reading Track & Field News and then his book, The Miler. He’d run under four minutes in the mile 136 times, more than anyone else in history. In his 1980s heyday, he seemed to do everything fast—even setting a record by playing eighteen holes of golf in 29 minutes. By the time I got to campus in late 2007, his US record in the mile of 3:47.69 had finally been taken down by Alan Webb—but only after standing for twenty-five years, an eternity in track and field. Steve had reached the pinnacle by being a training machine, yet he seemed wary of pushing his athletes as he’d pushed himself.

“I can’t give you this workout because I did that,” he told me once. “And there’s no way.”

To be fair, we were at the NAIA level, far from the top college ranks of NCAA Division I. And there truly was no way I could handle such a workout because I’d shown up to San Marcos coming off yet another injury, a stress reaction that kept me stuck on an elliptical, unable to run consistently for the previous seven months, since the indoor season the previous winter at Concordia. Yet by the end of the fall cross country season at San Marcos, I was an all-American.

That’s when my apprenticeship under the great miler really began.

The mile is an unusually difficult event because it demands speed, strength, and endurance. To be world-class, you can’t be good at only one of them, but need all three. Steve created mile-specific workouts to simulate its demands: 800 meters, followed by a one-minute rest, then a 400, another one-minute rest, capped with a final 400. After a full rest, up to about ten minutes, the circuit started over. In all, Steve liked to do the 800-400-400 three times and average our splits together to come up with what Steve believed was an indicator of a runner’s true mile potential.

But to reach my potential meant finding my limits, and Steve knew how to push me past them. Boy, did he ever. I’ll never forget one day at the track. We ran a four-mile tempo around a 5:05 pace, then a five-minute rest, followed by a mile in 4:20, and after five minutes’ rest, another mile in 4:17. After another five-minute rest, I ran an 800 in 2:04, and after a final five-minute rest, a sub-60-second 400. The volume destroyed my legs; I wanted to toss my watch in frustration the next day when I was so sore that I could barely move on my usual eight-mile run. As exhausted as I was, workouts like that changed my perception of what I was capable of running. The next time I raced, when I hit that moment you always do when you question whether you can keep the pace, I believed.

My goal was to tap into Steve’s knowledge and experience to translate something, anything, that had worked for him into my own running. After all, only Steve knew what “fast” like a 3:47 mile felt like. I would track down his old races on YouTube and ask him to narrate what was happening on the track and in his memory. He told me about winning the silver medal at the world championships in 1983 and even let me hold his medal. He told me about finishing 10th at the 1984 Olympics and fifth at the 1988 Olympics in the 1,500 meters, and the disappointment that lingered. He told me that the miler who leads the first lap never wins.

“The mile is won in the last 150 meters,” he said. “I promise you.”

His insights were unbelievable.

My own improvement, meanwhile, was not.

My times in the 1,500-meter had hit a plateau.

“I don’t know what’s going on,” I told Steve one day. He didn’t know what to tell me. That was a lesson, too. If an athlete has a bad or confusing performance, one of the best things you can tell them to sustain their belief and confidence is that it’s not their fault, and that you, as the coach, are going to figure it out. Even if, in the moment, you don’t know how.

I was trying to figure out how to stay in running as a postcollegiate athlete. At the 2007 US Cross Country Championships in San Diego, mutual friends introduced me to Scott Simmons, the coach at Queens University, a Division II school in Charlotte, North Carolina. He found my number a few days later and invited me to join his staff as a volunteer assistant. I packed my few belongings into my car and started another road trip East. Scott’s offer intrigued me because he had created success at a school with little history of it while also coaching successful pros. I felt a kinship with this obsessiveness in the search for getting faster. I wanted to learn from his blueprint.

Quickly, it became obvious Scott wasn’t afraid to do things differently. During muggy Charlotte days, he’d show up to practice and hand athletes gloves he’d outfitted with slots to hold packs of ice in the palm, because he’d read that cooling the periphery of the body could cool down the whole body. His athletes had their blood tested regularly, which was my introduction to learning the importance of levels of hemoglobin, iron, and ferritin. He rented motor homes and drove the team into the Appalachians to run at Beech Mountain—at about fifty-five hundred feet, one of the highest points along the Eastern Seaboard—because he wanted to learn about the short-term effect of training at elevation. He chafed at the widely accepted notion of what “base” offseason training looked like. Many coaches believed a runner’s foundation is built on their loading up with heavy mileage before the season starts. Not Scott; he didn’t believe in a high volume of mediocre work, focusing instead on speed, year-round. He noticed how some athletes ran their best in the middle of the season while still training their hardest, not at the end, as their workload decreased, and it made him rethink how to taper. I hadn’t put the pieces together like that before, but when I saw his methods, they made sense.

We didn’t always agree on workouts, which I sometimes thought could be too punishing or too predictable, but I always recognized the underlying logic. “Running is learning to run with pain,” he’d say, and that meant designing frequent points in training to simulate a race effort. That’s how I learned the concept of the “hammer” workout, such as ten 400-meter repeats at 59 seconds each with one minute of rest in between, but with a couple of “hammer” repetitions at faster speeds, around 53 or 54 seconds, in the middle.

After being around Simmons for a while, I was out for a run with some of the Queens athletes when I realized I’d been thinking only about the athletes I was with and their training. This had never before been the case, my thoughts always centering on how I felt, or how I was training. It was a bolt-of-lightning realization—that my own running had become secondary to that of the athletes I was working with; maybe, I thought, coaching would be my calling.

A great coach once told me that a lot of coaches in the NCAA are monkey see, monkey do. Scott’s methods challenged that. I wanted to be different, too, and when I found athletes who bought into how I saw coaching, who were willing to go beyond their preconceived notion of their limits, it hooked me even more.

Once, during a goal-setting session at Queens, a male runner who ran about 15 minutes in the 5K said he wanted to run 14:10. We left the meeting for practice, and I overheard him bragging. I thought to myself that this guy was in love with the goal but didn’t understand the commitment needed to achieve it. Meanwhile, we had another guy, Michael Crouch, who had about the same level of success and told us his goal was to run 14 flat. The difference was Crouch didn’t just talk a big game, he had a vision and a plan to make it happen.

A few years later, in 2009, I was at Stanford University standing along a fence before a 5,000-meter race when Michael ran up to me with a wild look in his eyes. He told me he was prepared to hurt as much as he possibly could.

“I’m going to run harder than anyone else out there,” he said. “I don’t care.”

This kid’s going to do something crazy, I thought. And he did.

That night, Crouch ran 13:40.89. By the time he graduated from Queens, he’d won multiple national championships and broken school records. You can’t run sub-14 if your body isn’t physically able to handle that speed. But your body won’t do that without the mind also believing that it can.

That race single-handedly changed the way I thought about coaching. Being willing to push beyond my competitors, beyond even what I thought was possible, had been second nature to me since I was a kid racing 5K’s and getting up early to train gate starts on my bike. But that wasn’t enough if I couldn’t get athletes to be all in, too. Michael was the blueprint for what was possible with the right mindset, plan, and commitment. It was why when I left Queens in 2010, it wasn’t important for me to hear about athletes’ goals, but how much they would sacrifice to reach them.

Trying to extend my running career had taken me all over, but also not very far. After Charlotte, I moved to Eugene, Oregon, which called itself TrackTown, USA. In the 1960s, Eugene had been the center of the American jogging boom, thanks to the University of Oregon coach Bill Bowerman, whose search for running knowledge had taken him to New Zealand, among other places. A statue of Bowerman stood near the 100-meter starting line of Hayward Field, the university’s iconic stadium, which by 2010 had again become the nexus of the sport. It felt as if everyone who wanted to be great in the United States was moving to Eugene, trying to run for the Oregon Track Club Elite. You could spot pros running at Hayward or on the city’s bark trails, named after legendary distance runner Steve Prefontaine. There was an aura about the club, and I wanted to get close. I lived with only what I could pack into my car and found myself there around current and future Olympians.

I was trying to work up the ranks, and Andy Downin, a former pro runner who coached a small group in Eugene, allowed me to join them as I continued to chase a sub-four-minute mile. We quickly butted heads over training philosophies. I never felt as fit as I could be, and expressed that to him. He told me he couldn’t coach me without my buy-in to what he was doing. He wasn’t wrong.

Without a training group to focus my attention on, I started testing out my training theories on myself, which untethered me from Eugene. When an opportunity came to train with a small group of established pro middle-distance runners in Lafayette, California, just outside the Bay Area, I moved south. But I couldn’t break through that line separating a fast amateur from a true professional.

I’d had success. I’d been an all-American in college at the NAIA level, and in the years since I’d left Cal State San Marcos, my fastest mile had dropped to 4:02. My sales background came in handy while building connections within the professional world, and relationships with agents and organizers helped me talk my way into races like the Fifth Avenue Mile in New York. But I didn’t see it reflected in my race times—and it was because I was a bad athlete to coach. I was the example of how to screw it up. Every one of my coaches would probably tell you that I believed I needed a perfect day to perform my best. When inevitably the perfect situation didn’t arrive, I’d get impatient. Instead of listening to my coaches, I questioned their philosophies and workouts. I didn’t at the time realize that there is no such thing as the perfect day, that mental toughness means understanding you can—no, you had to—perform even when conditions weren’t ideal.

It took me years to realize how much I’d learned from Downin without realizing it, and that his style would actually have made sense had I not been so hotheaded and in a hurry for results.

Instead of sitting back in a pack to conserve energy and trusting my training, I’d make rash race plans. At the 2010 Brussels Grand Prix, held in Belgium every summer, I went into the 1,500 meters so frustrated by my stalled progress that I had only one thought: I’m gonna take the lead two laps in and not let anyone pass me the rest of the way. Sure, it worked that day, when I ran 3:46.68 to win, but the strategy wasn’t sustainable. Neither was my training. To figure out how much my body could handle, I’d do workouts that would make no sense, like running 200s at faster-than-race pace with 60 seconds of rest, as many as I could complete. It wasn’t exactly a smart workout, but I wanted to understand how it felt to get a headache brought on by an extreme buildup of lactic acid.

By my early thirties, I was running 3:44 for 1,500 meters, which translated to close to a four-minute mile, a lifetime best. Yet I’d accepted that I was never going to make a living as a runner. The sting was softened by the epiphany I’d had a few years earlier in Charlotte while running at Queens, when I realized I wanted to coach. But how could I draw insights from top coaches without being a top athlete myself? What if I made a documentary? I envisioned calling it Track Shack. In my head, I would bring a camera and follow training groups in North Carolina, Colorado, Oregon, or California.

I didn’t have the credentials for a top program to hire me as a coach. But my stops to this point had shown me there were other ways of creating an opportunity.





CHAPTER THREE

THE TRACK ON THE campus of Nike’s headquarters in Beaverton, Oregon, is a red oval set inside what looks like the middle of a forest. In 2011, it was the home of two of the country’s most successful distance-running groups: Oregon Project and the Bowerman Track Club.

I’d moved from the Bay Area to Portland because the clubs there were producing some of the world’s fastest runners. The Oregon Project was coached by Alberto Salazar, who in the 1980s had broken US records on the roads and the track. When their Olympic-medal-caliber athletes, such as Galen Rupp, Mo Farah, and Kara Goucher, showed up to meets, they had a noticeable presence; runners would stop and stare at their sleek warm-ups and logo, which was a mixture of a skull and a laurel wreath.

Meeting Bob Williams, a former University of Oregon runner and Oregon Project assistant, was an early break. He agreed to coach me a little, showing me things that I immediately made part of my routine, like a warm-up that used ropes to stretch. Bob introduced me to Kenny Moore, an Olympic marathoner in 1968 and 1972 who’d become one of the best writers about the sport. Most important, Bob took me to train at Nike’s track. And by email, Bob also introduced me to Salazar.

I’d always had this strong belief that I could manifest my crazy idea of learning from the sport’s best coaches into reality; in a weird way, I always had confidence it would work out. And with my permission to use Nike’s track, I began doing what I’d always done: hang around, work out, meet new people, and become a sponge. I wasn’t there every day, and when I was, I tried to stay out of the way of the elite training groups. But I made a point of being around, nonetheless, sometimes to watch the workouts of my girlfriend, Tanya. We’d met at a cross country meet when I was at San Marcos and she was already an NCAA Division II all-American for Cal State San Bernardino. With her last bit of collegiate eligibility, she went to Queens when I joined the coaching staff and won a pair of 10,000-meter NCAA championships. Between her training and my own, it gave me opportunities to be at the Nike track.

My running credentials weren’t impressive enough that Alberto was obligated to give me even a second glance. But one day, after I was done cooling down, Alberto showed up and was talking about The Fighter, a new Mark Wahlberg movie. I’d seen it, and we struck up a conversation. We just got along. When I’d see him on campus, he’d say, “Hey, Sean.” It happened enough that I asked if we could meet. I had so many questions: Why did Oregon Project athletes do so many drills to work on form? Why did they use an oxygen tent to mimic altitude, as opposed to simply spending a few weeks at altitude? Alberto kept a measuring wheel in his car to make sure a workout course was always dead-on to the meter. He was obsessive about details. I took note.

Alberto had this noticeable presence when he walked on a track. Maybe it was because his athletes knew how hard he’d been willing to push himself, often racing himself to collapse in the 1980s. I’d been to some college workouts where it was immediately apparent that I couldn’t run fast there, even if you paid me a million dollars right then. But in Oregon’s rainy air, there was electricity. Athletes crushed workouts that seemed impossible at the start, only for the incredibly fast times to become their new, accepted reality as they happened over and over.

Alberto said to me once that for Farah to win a 10K, he had to run the final lap in 52 seconds, at least. Alberto was teaching me the idea of learning how to reverse engineer a race; all of Farah’s training pointed toward allowing him to close with a devastating kick. Everyone who exercises creates lactate, and at an easy pace the body recycles that lactate into new energy. But at a certain point when the intensity increases, the body creates more lactate than it can reuse, and the lactic acid builds up in muscles. That certain point, in running, is known as the lactate threshold. The best runners train their bodies to get used to that threshold and increase how much energy and power they can create, even when their body is redlining.

Yet entering the final lap of a race, Farah’s heart rate and lactate couldn’t be allowed to limit his performance; the coach and the athlete had to figure out together how to run that 52, no matter how much it hurt. I heard the echo of my grandfather’s advice: Everyone just limits themselves, setting barriers well before their true potential. I knew constant improvement, past a certain point, was impossible. But track and field and cross country are weird things, and you can always go a little harder, dig a little deeper.

In June of 2011, Nike wanted a pacer for Kara’s 5,000 at the Prefontaine Classic, held every year at the University of Oregon in Eugene, and they asked Tanya. It meant I got to tag along and watch inside Hayward Field from a reserved space with Oregon Project members. Farah, the star of the Oregon Project who would go on to win gold medals in the 5,000 and 10,000 meters at both the 2012 and 2016 Olympics, was on his way to the first sub-27-minute 10,000 of his career when I made an observation about some of the racers. Alberto looked at me and said, “That’s exactly right.” It gave me confidence that we were seeing the same thing; it reassured me that I could coach.

Years later, in 2019, the US Anti-Doping Agency banned Alberto for four
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