













A Race Like No Other

26.2 Miles
Through the Streets of New York

Liz Robbins

[image: image]







To my parents, for cheering me as I ran my own race





Contents


Map



Introduction



1 Huddled Masses: The Start, Fort Wadsworth, Staten Island



2 Epic Aspirations: Verrazano-Narrows Bridge



3 Fairy-Tale Beginning: Women’s Professional Start



4 A Deliberate Path: Men’s and Mass Start, the Bridge to Bay Ridge



5 Sole Searching: Miles 4 and 5, Fourth Avenue, Brooklyn



6 Extra Letter, Extra Help: Mile 6, Fourth Avenue, Sunset Park, Brooklyn



7 Second Place: Mile 7, Park Slope, Brooklyn



8 “Gonna Fly Now”: Mile 8, Lafayette Avenue, Brooklyn



9 The Kenyan Mystique: Mile 9, Entering Bed-Stuy, Brooklyn



10 A Modest Mile: Mile 10, Bedford Avenue, Williamsburg



11 “Ain’t No Stopping Us Now”: Mile 11, Williamsburg



12 Blintzes or Bust: Mile 12, Manhattan Avenue, Greenpoint, Brooklyn



13.1 Details, Details: Mile 13.1, Halfway Mark, on the Pulaski Bridge



14 Barbie Goes to Jail: Mile 14, Long Island City, Queens



15 Putting It on the Line: Mile 15, Queensboro Bridge, Queens to Manhattan



16 Bond of Brothers: Mile 16, First Avenue, 59th Street to 72nd Street



Photographic Insert



17 Zoo Lake: Mile 17, First Avenue, 72nd Street to 92nd Street



18 Kings of Quirk: Mile 18, First Avenue, 92nd Street to 112th Street



19 On the Path of Pioneers: Mile 19, First Avenue, 112th Street to Willis Avenue Bridge



20 The Wall: Mile 20, the Bronx



21 Breathing New Life: Mile 21, Fifth Avenue, Harlem



22 Victory One: Mile 22, Marcus Garvey Park to 103rd Street and Fifth Avenue



23 Lungs of New York: Mile 23, Fifth Avenue to Central Park



24 What Price Glory? Ryan Shay (1979–2007): Mile 24 Sunday; Mile 5 Saturday



25 The Race Must Go On: Mile 25, East Drive to Central Park South



26 Making the Move: Mile 26, Central Park South to West Drive



26.2 Reasons and Revelations: The Finish Line





Acknowledgments



Selected Bibliography



Searchable Terms



About the Author



Copyright



About the Publisher








Map



[image: image]












INTRODUCTION



Marathoners push themselves to the edge of insanity and exhaustion, because when they look back on those 26.2 miles, the view is profoundly satisfying.

They see where they have been and what they have become.

Distance running is a pastime uniquely suited to introspection. To run is to question why. To run the New York City Marathon is to discover the answer.

A total of 749,791 people have crossed the finish line in Central Park since the first New York City Marathon in 1970. They all have a reason why they participate in the race, whether they run to live or they live to run.

They run with mothers and fathers, with brothers and sisters, with husbands and wives, or they run with their memories.

They come to outrun their demons and their diagnoses.

They run with members of a team, sometimes tethered to a blind runner by a shoestring.

They race on wheels if they cannot run.

They run to check it off the life list.

They run to eat cake or to chase vanity.

They run to suffer so others will not.

They run because they cannot stop running.


They run to win.

And at the end of the day, at the end of five bridges and five boroughs and 26.2 miles, they will have run because it is New York and they are not alone.

 

On Sunday, November 4, 2007, some 39,265 participants swarmed the Verrazano-Narrows Bridge, making New York’s the largest marathon in the world for the fourth year in a row.

Like so much in this city of eight million people, the race is all about volume. Not just in numbers, but decibels. Two million fans, an unscientific estimate by city officials, stand and shout, ring cowbells and bang pots, play bagpipes and trombones as they line the streets of the New York City Marathon course through five distinctive boroughs: Staten Island, Brooklyn, Queens, Manhattan and the Bronx.

Spectators turn the Marathon into the largest annual tailgate party that not even college football, NFL or NASCAR can top. Parties begin in Brooklyn and carry on to Manhattan’s Upper East Side, complete with champagne, bagels, lox and beer, featuring revelers who hang over balconies to glimpse the race. Churches send choirs or roll out the steel drums, setting up breakfasts and barbecues. Communities hold bake sales on the sidewalk. Students and alumni from high schools perform outdoor concerts.

Fans admire the athletes who blur by them and those who shuffle past. They hold fluorescent posters and hang sheet banners for friends and family along the route, making runners feel like stars. Kinship marks the day, especially for the recreational runner who gets to compete on the same course and cross the same finish line as the professional.

Marathons have become remarkably accessible in the last two decades, and even more so with the proliferation of entries allotted to charities. From funding cancer research to supporting school programs that aim to reduce obesity, charity pledge programs have given runners motivation beyond themselves, and this has sparked the latest running boom.

It is widely accepted that the American marathoner Frank Shorter ignited the distance running craze by winning the gold medal in the marathon at the 1972 Munich Olympics. The second, more populous movement began because of a milestone birthday. In 1995, Oprah Winfrey ran the Marine Corps Marathon in celebration of her fortieth birthday (finishing in 4:29:20), and motivated other first-timers to compete despite not having the prototype runner’s body.

Fred Lebow, who cofounded the New York City Marathon in 1970, believed anybody could access the power of running. A Holocaust survivor from Romania, Lebow was, until he died of brain cancer in 1994, an indefatigable champion of the race he created, insisting it could transform lives.

As president of the New York Road Runners club, the organization founded in 1958 that directs the race, Lebow and his bearded, animated face made New York’s Marathon famous throughout the world. The first race was held in Central Park with 127 runners, with only one woman among them. Six years later, by 1975, the Marathon grew to 534 runners, and soon after, talk began of widening the race to all five boroughs in the city. George Spitz, a city auditor and an active member of the Road Runners, first proposed the idea of timing the race to coincide with the nation’s bicentennial. Even Lebow initially had to be talked into endorsing the wild idea of shutting down the city for an amateur athletic competition.

On Sunday morning, October 24, 1976, 2,090 runners had paid their five-dollar entrance fee and showed up at Fort Wadsworth in Staten Island to start the race on the Verrazano-Narrows Bridge. Like the runners, Lebow had approached the day with equal parts trepidation and anticipation.

“I think Fred hoped it would change the face of marathoning,” said Tucker Andersen, 65, who ran that first race in 1976 and has run every year since. “But who knew?”

Not even Lebow could have predicted that the New York City Marathon would grow to such a phenomenon that thirty-two years later more than 100,000 people would apply for entry into the race lottery and less than half would be accepted. Or that the Marathon would come to generate revenues of more than $200 million a year for New York.

The race has gone on every year, in rain, heat or wind, the event itself serving as testament to perseverance. In November 2001, only seven weeks after the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks, more than 25,000 runners started the race in front of a 150-foot-tall banner—“United We Run”—created in solidarity by the Berlin Marathon five weeks earlier. New Yorkers and runners from most nations on the globe wore red, white and blue, as they slapped hands with firemen and policemen along the route for an emotional tribute.

Since 2003, the Netherlands-based financial services company ING has been the race’s title sponsor—a necessity in the twenty-first-century professional sports landscape—enabling the New York Road Runners to showcase their premier event worldwide and attract elite talent. With an enthusiastic and personal touch, Mary Wittenberg, the 45-year-old Road Runners’ chief executive and president, has recruited aggressively and sought to help fund emerging talent in the United States. She wants to popularize the sport of distance running by marketing runners as if they were superstars of the NBA or Major League Baseball.

Wittenberg was the whirlwind force behind bringing the 2008 United States Men’s Olympic Marathon Trials to New York and pairing the race with the New York City Marathon. At cocktail parties, lunches and press conferences leading up to the double header, Wittenberg talked herself hoarse while promoting the “greatest marathon weekend in history.”

Privately, though, she was nervous. International marathons in 2007 had been beset by oddities and bad weather, from the nor’easter that blew through Boston in April 2007 to the heat-induced disaster in Chicago later that year. The 2007 Chicago Marathon, on October 7, had to be canceled after three hours, because the temperature reached a record high of 88 degrees for the race. Aid stations ran out of water. Medical tents were overflowing with runners, and 184 participants were taken to the emergency room. A 35-year-old Michigan police officer, Chad Schieber, died when he suffered a heart attack after the 18-mile mark.

Despite its thorough preparation, New York would not be immune to catastrophe. During the U.S. Olympic Trials on November 3, 2007, one day before New York’s Marathon, Ryan Shay, a former national marathon champion, collapsed suddenly in Central Park after running only five and a half miles. Just 28, Shay was pronounced dead of cardiac arrest less than an hour later.

Shay’s unassailable work ethic would become his legacy, but it would also prompt difficult questions. How hard can a runner push and why? Can this happen to anyone? Were performance-enhancing drugs involved? Some questions would remain unanswered even after the full autopsy results were released four months later showing that Shay died of natural causes.

Although marked by tragedy, the November 2007 Olympic trials also celebrated the emergence of young talent: Ryan Hall, 25, who gamely ran a trials record time of 2:09:02 in the hills of Central Park as he set his path for the 2008 Beijing summer games. The day would forever be remembered by the name Ryan. One day later, the thirty-eighth New York City Marathon completed the back-to-back drama—two races framed by the competing forces of marathon history.

Were it not for a death, after all, this race and all of its glory never would have existed.

Pheidippides, an Athenian herald, supposedly ran 150 miles in two days to request help from Sparta, then raced a final 25 miles from the Marathon battlefield to Athens to announce the undermanned Greek victory over the Persians in 490 B.C.

“We have won!” Pheidippides proclaimed. And promptly dropped dead.

The first modern Olympics in Athens, in 1896, re-created his victory run (the official marathon distance of 26.2 miles was instituted at the 1908 London Olympics), and in Greece today Pheidippides is still considered a folk hero.

Each major international marathon has since developed its own legacy, its own distinct identity. Established in April 1897, the Boston Marathon owns the tradition as the longest-running marathon in the world, with strict qualifying times for entry and an intimate racing atmosphere. The Chicago Marathon, historically a competitor of New York in the same autumn season, is a flat course that encourages fast times (weather permitting). The same goes for Berlin, where Ethiopia’s Haile Gebrselassie set the men’s world record (2:04:26) in September 2007. The London Marathon, modeled after New York and started in 1981, is home to the women’s record, which the UK’s Paula Radcliffe set in 2003 (2:15:25). London is also known for its fast course, one that draws top-flight professional fields as well as amateurs in outlandish costumes running for charity.

New York, with its hidden hills and obvious inclines on and off the five bridges, may no longer produce the world’s fastest times, but it offers instead an experience beyond just a road race. This is a day that is large, loud and unforgettable. Ordinary people become celebrities, and celebrities can feel the pain of ordinary people. For those who endure the grueling training, they earn T-shirts, music, medals and parties, and over the course of 26.2 miles, a citywide standing ovation.

Only four professional athletes—one male and one female runner, and one male and one female wheelchair racer—can break the tape in Central Park and wear the handmade laurel crown. Everyone else shares the glory of completing a goal.

Fast and slow, old and young, untested and undaunted, those who participate, volunteer or cheer form a bond for one day. This simple act of running, putting one foot in front of the other fast, ultimately connects people and completes them.

To be sure, the Marathon is not an idyllic event, just as New York is not always the picture on the postcard. The race can be as raw as a heel blister, as unpredictable and as maddening as gridlocked Manhattan traffic. But for those other moments on the five-borough course when the crowds are roaring, the sun is dancing, the masses are rushing in rhythm and the endorphins kick in for an emotional turboblast known as a runner’s high, the possibilities are exhilarating. In these unforgettable moments, the journey becomes the destination.
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HUDDLED MASSES




The Start, Fort Wadsworth, Staten Island

One hundred and forty buses line Midtown Manhattan in the hazy darkness before dawn, idling for a mass evacuation to Staten Island.

As streams of sleepy runners shuffle through the unblinking glare of headlights, they follow instructions spit from the megaphones of men and women wearing orange jackets. This apocalyptic activity might seem unusual—even for New York—were it not the first Sunday in November.

The thirty-eighth running of the New York City Marathon will start in five hours, and Pam Rickard is anxious, holding her husband Tom’s hand as she prepares to board her bus. Tom has faithfully accompanied his wife of 21 years from the foothills of the Blue Ridge Mountains to the steps of the New York Public Library on Fifth Avenue and 42nd Street. The caravan awaits her. When they approach the door to one of the buses, a man lowers his megaphone and looks at Tom.

“This is where you kiss her good-bye,” he says sternly. “You’re not going any farther.”


A lump catches in Pam’s throat. She heard those exact words in September 2006 when she walked into the Roanoke County jail to complete her 90-day sentence for driving under the influence of alcohol, the punishment for her third offense in two years.

Fourteen months later, she is going to run her eighth marathon. It is her first in New York and the first since she became sober. Pam is 45 years old, a 5-foot-6 mother of three daughters with wavy black hair and a perfectly toned runner’s body. But the faint wrinkles around her eyes reveal the hard living she fought so long to hide and the new life she is fighting even harder to maintain. Her jaw is taut in determination.

Last year on this very Sunday, she was collecting trash by the side of Virginia Route 581, wearing an orange jumpsuit and hoping no one would recognize her. Today, she wears an orange bib with the number F5079 and revels in her anonymity.

When Pam learned she had won a number from the New York City Marathon lottery back in June, she was humbled by the odds she had beaten. Of the 43,989 U.S. residents who had applied, she was one of 8,157 accepted. She does not want to forsake her second chance.

 

In New York Harbor, the patron of second chances stands guard, welcoming the world to her shores. As the sun rises in ribbons of rose, gold and orange, marathoners peering out of buses or ferry windows easily spot the Statue of Liberty and her torch, forever lit. A mile away, on the northern tip of Staten Island, the masses of runners are beginning to huddle.

They emerge from an alphabet of origins, from Andorra to Venezuela and from Lake Michigan to Zoo Lake. New York may have been the destination for millions over the centuries, but the city represents only the beginning of a newcomer’s journey. Simply arriving is not enough; achieving here is what matters. The soaring skyscrapers, majestic bridges and millions of people lining expansive (and expensive) avenues demand an effort of an equally epic scale.

Today will be no Sunday morning jog.

“Good morning! Welcome to Staten Island! Have a great race!” Mike Poirier shouts from his lawn chair on the concrete stoop of his small Bay Street house. Somnambulant figures step from the shuttle buses that had collected them at the Staten Island Ferry terminal and traipse past him.

When Poirier bought his house nine years ago, the real estate agent neglected to tell him that the biggest event in the city’s calendar would pass by his front door every November. Unshaven and wearing his U.S. Army Retired baseball cap, Poirier happily sips the coffee his wife hands him and shouts out the same greetings to waves of runners.

Poirier’s house is just outside the grounds of Fort Wadsworth, which sits at the base of the soaring Verrazano-Narrows Bridge. The fort is one of the longest operating military defense strongholds in the country, protecting New York Harbor for nearly 200 years. Officially completed in 1865, it originally housed troops from the Army and then from the Navy until 1994, when the Coast Guard moved into the barracks. Men went off to World War II after training at Fort Wadsworth, and Nike missiles were stocked in hidden batteries throughout its grounds during the Cuban Missile Crisis. Today, the fort will host people going off to a different kind of battle.

For the better part of five hours, the grounds will turn into a self-sustaining village of approximately 50,000 people—an intricately planned operational marvel populated not only by the runners, but also volunteers, New York Road Runners staff, members of the media, entertainers and law enforcement officials from national and local agencies responsible for the safety and security of the event.

A New York Police Department patrol car escorts the bus that carries Harrie Bakst and his older brother, Rich, from Manhattan to Staten Island. They are part of the caravan of 12 buses carrying Fred’s Team members, all running for the charity founded by Fred Lebow, the late founder of the New York City Marathon. Lebow established this team with the Memorial Sloan-Kettering Cancer Center in 1991, when he was being treated at the hospital for brain cancer. When Harrie was younger, he never thought he would run a marathon, much less be treated for cancer at Memorial Sloan-Kettering.

Harrie is 22 on race day, but he has always seemed to be an older soul, possessing a seriousness offset by his optimism. Cancer recently inscribed a story on his neck, leaving a violet, 4-inch scar just below the right side of his jaw.

In February 2007, Harrie went from being a robust senior at New York University, to a patient with adenoid cystic carcinoma, cancer of the salivary glands. During a routine checkup for a school trip to South Africa, a doctor felt a small lump in Harrie’s neck, which turned into a life-changing diagnosis. After surgery to remove the tumor, Harrie underwent a grueling six-week course of radiation. It was then that Rich convinced him to run the New York City Marathon with these words:

“You’re already going through the ultimate test of endurance,” Rich said. “Next to that, the Marathon is a piece of cake.”

Easy for Rich to say. He had already run the race in 2006 and knew what to expect. At 26, Rich, who stands 5 foot 10 and weighs 165 pounds, has a broad upper body but thin runner’s legs. Harrie, dark-haired like his brother, is a solid 6-foot, 200 pounds, with a body that recalls his high school football and baseball days.


At the fort, the brothers disembark from the bus and make themselves comfortable with other Fred’s Team members in the middle of a parking lot, chatting nervously in the impromptu circle. They help each other write their names on the team’s purple-and-orange shirts and snap pictures to record the morning. Like many first-time marathoners—there are 15,722 of them here today—Harrie has heard the alarming stories about “The Wall.” He has been told that an utter physical and mental depletion plagues the body somewhere after the 20-mile mark and makes runners feel as though they have run up against a concrete barrier and can go no farther. Harrie has run 20 miles, but no more, during any one training session. The uncertainty of how his body will react is Harrie’s most overwhelming concern right now.

“Can I really do this?” he asks himself, echoing the unspoken refrain of virtually every other runner in the village.

Rich knows the Marathon will hurt his brother. It will hurt everybody in the race today. “But Harrie,” Rich says, “is stronger than he thinks he is.”

 

By 7:30 a.m., Fort Wadsworth is starting to generate kinetic energy. The guitars, drums and urgent vocals of the band, Blues BBQ, blast from the main soundstage like a radio alarm clock. The speakers spread through the village intone multilingual announcements—on a continuous loop in English, Spanish, Italian, German and Japanese—lending a distinctly Epcot Center feel to the morning.

Staten Island is the most overlooked of New York City’s five boroughs, and the most suburban. Yet runners will spend as many (if not more) hours waiting here for the race to begin as they will running through the other four boroughs. Temperatures are in the high 40s, and to pass the time on this brisk morning, participants sit under layers of clothing and blankets.

The fortunate who belong to a charity team or who have connections to the race’s premier sponsors can duck into heated tents stocked with pastries, fruit and beverages. Outside the hospitality tents, some runners rough it by camping out in sleeping bags, four bodies across, doing their best Woodstock impression. Those who did not think to bring enough layers lie in the fetal position to generate heat.

Other runners warm themselves by walking around and meeting new friends, swapping stories of why they are here and where they are from, taking care not to expend too much energy. Some sit silently by themselves at the base of trees, filling out the New York Times crossword puzzle or reading the Sunday paper, calming their anxiety by going through a routine. Others call loved ones, whose sleepy voices will ease their nerves.

Some runners are overjoyed to be here, having gained automatic entry after not being chosen in the lottery three times in a row. Others were guaranteed entry by the fast qualifying times they ran in a marathon or half-marathon in the previous year. But neither luck nor experience helps calm the jitters right now. One glance at the Verrazano-Narrows Bridge looming from every angle above the start village and the runners are reminded of the daunting task ahead.

As soon as they get to Fort Wadsworth, runners are directed to one of three distinct areas in the village that correspond to the color of their bib numbers: blue, green or orange. When the time comes, runners will proceed to corrals that direct them to the starting line on the bridge. Runners with blue and orange bibs will start on the bridge’s upper deck, while those with green proceed to the lower deck.

Each distinct area of the village has the same characteristics—a massive arc of corral-colored balloons, first aid stations, and kiosks for coffee, tea, bagels and hot water. Runners queue for their prerace sustenance, but no line takes longer than five minutes. Due to complaints from 2006 participants who waited in lengthy lines to use portable toilets, 309 more were added in 2007 to the start village, bringing the total to 1,515.

The long lines will be elsewhere this year—at the parking lot where runners drop off their official clear plastic bags containing belongings not needed during the race; they will be deposited at numbered UPS trucks that correspond to their bib numbers. In the orange drop-off area, there is a gridlock of nearly one hour, as runners waiting to drop bags get caught in the exiting flow of those who already have done so. Nerves begin to fray in anticipation.

The pungent aroma of Bengay wafts unmistakably from the medical tents where runners try to ease their already tense muscles. Inside, runners also avail themselves of petroleum jelly, applying it to the body parts that will endure the most skin-on-skin friction. Men place Band-Aids over their nipples. Most marathoners have long eschewed the concept of modesty. But not all.

A few feet from the curb of the main street heading into the start village, a small open tent holds some forty men and five women, swaying and praying. Jewish marathoners from around the world spill out of the tent. Many drape prayer shawls over their running outfits and wrap tefillin (black boxes holding biblical inscriptions) on the arm and the forehead. Their mumbling grows to a crescendo at the morning minyan (a prayer gathering that traditionally had to have at least ten men), forming an intimate community within a community.

Around the corner, a tent ten times the size, with plastic windows lining its walls, offers ecumenical Christian services conducted by clerics who are themselves running the race. Cindy Peterson, who grew up Catholic in Montreal, cannot discern whether there will be a Mass this morning. No matter; she is there anyway to keep warm. Cindy and her teammates from the New York–based Mercury Masters have been wandering the fort since before sunrise. They belong to a team of women 50 years and older, but they are not the early-bird special types—unless it means getting up for a run. At 67, Cindy is the oldest Mercury Master running the race. It will be her twelfth New York City Marathon, her thirty-fifth marathon since she turned 55.

At 4 a.m., long before the group met in Manhattan for a picture, Cindy applied her champagne-colored lipstick, black eyeliner, tan eye shadow and foundation. She has platinum hair beneath her sparkling red-and-purple baseball cap, and she stands 5-foot–5, with a few extra grandmotherly pounds in the middle. Cindy looks as if she’s ready for the stage, to sing as she did when she was a teenager in Canada. That was before her American ex-husband made her choose between him and her voice.

Cindy, who lives in Bedminster, central New Jersey, now travels freely around the globe to run marathons and partake of a growing, specialized tourist industry. On this day, however, the world comes to her backyard.

Foreign runners number 20,072 today and hail from 107 countries. Given that there are only 19,193 from the United States, this percentage—51 percent foreign—makes the New York City Marathon distinct. The ratio has always been typical of New York’s race, while frustrating to local and U.S. runners applying. Early in the Marathon’s five-borough history, Lebow made it his mission to recruit foreign runners to the most cosmopolitan city in the world. He befriended presidents of running clubs in France and Italy and those two countries, along with Great Britain and the Netherlands, still bring the most runners as part of tour groups. Most operators are filled to capacity eight months before the race.

“If you do one marathon on earth, you do this one,” Peggy Sailler, of Saint-Malo, France, said one day before the race at the annual International Friendship Run. Nearly 15,000 runners gathered on the lawn outside the United Nations for the equivalent of an adult pep rally at 8:30 a.m., followed by a run through Midtown Manhattan that ordinarily would have taken them four miles, to Tavern on the Green, the famed Central Park restaurant where the Marathon finishes. This year, because the U.S. Olympic Marathon trials were being run in Central Park on Saturday morning, the course was only 1.7 miles long, so it was more of an “acquaintance run.”

For some, that run was like a photo op with new running pals, a literal dress rehearsal. Today, for the actual performance, the costumes are out in force. A man and wife from Scotland wear matching purple wigs. A man in lederhosen holds a plastic beer glass attached to a tray. A woman from Japan wears a silk kimono, while another from France wears a tutu. Flocks of Italian-speaking runners stroll around in disposable heat-retaining polypropylene coveralls sold at the bustling Marathon Expo in the days before the race; they look as though they have just come from the night shift at a nuclear plant.

Superheroes are also patrolling the grounds, complete with cape and face paint, as if to advertise what running does for their self-image. One local favorite, Larry the Lighthouse (aka Darrin Goldman from New Jersey), fits inside a 5-foot Styrofoam lighthouse while he shuffles for charity. Just when you chuckle and think this odd mélange of characters must be extras from the Tatooine bar scene in Star Wars, Chewbacca shows up, with a bib number pinned to his fur. Naturally.

 

Far from the Carnavale that is the people’s race, the sport’s top international runners prepare in library silence. Their heated tent is located on the other side of the fort, beneath the southeast side of the bridge. There, the elite athletes have ample time to stretch and, later, warm up their legs on a long service road alongside softball fields.

By 8:30 a.m., Paula Radcliffe is staking her territory, stretching her hamstrings by setting her right leg atop a table next to a plate of croissants in the front of the tent. Her blue-green eyes sparkle in concentration, emitting a signal of absolute confidence. The other women try not to notice.

Radcliffe, 33 years old and born in Cheshire, England, holds the women’s world marathon record she set in London in April 2003—2 hours, 15 minutes and 25 seconds. (She had shattered her own record of 2:17:18, which she ran in Chicago the previous October.) No woman since then, including Radcliffe, has come within three minutes of that eye-popping 2:15:25 mark.

Due to pregnancy and injury, she has not run a marathon since August 2005. Her first race back at any distance came at the Great North Run, a half-marathon in Newcastle, England, five weeks ago. Radcliffe finished a disappointing second place. The two-year layoff from competition was incredibly frustrating for her, but it did reap an incalculable reward—her daughter, Isla. Blond-haired, blue-eyed Isla has become a star at nine and a half months, happier in the limelight than her mother, who is a formidable, yet gracious superstar.

After Radcliffe kissed Isla good-bye to board the elites’ bus leaving Manhattan this morning, she handed her daughter to her husband, Gary Lough. Isla waved to her mum sitting at the window inside the bus and then quickly lost interest, instead exploring new people around her. She spotted Getaneh Tessema, the husband of her mother’s prime competition, Gete Wami, from Ethiopia. Isla wanted to be held by this kind man who always seems to be smiling. So Lough passed his daughter to Tessema, who bounced her in his arms; he missed his own four-year-old daughter, Eva, back in Addis Ababa.

The men remain in Manhattan to endure an anxious day. This is the thirty-third major race in which Radcliffe and Wami are competing against each other, but only the first at the marathon distance.

Wami, 32 years old, won the Berlin Marathon just 35 days earlier, running in front the entire time with a male pacesetter; no other woman was in contention after the first mile. That victory moved Wami into the lead for the inaugural $500,000 World Marathon Majors prize. A competition, which tabulates results over two years from marathons run in Boston, London, Berlin, Chicago and New York, concludes today. For the lure of this jackpot, Wami will attempt something so physically taxing that it is virtually unheard of in the sport; no man or woman has won major city marathons within five weeks of each other.

Wami looks nonplussed sitting at one of the round tables in the tent, as if she were attending a community breakfast. But this is how she appears while racing, too. Since Radcliffe did not run the last two years, Wami’s primary competition today for the series prize money is Jelena Prokopcuka (pronounced pro-kup-CHU-ka), the two-time defending New York champion from Latvia.

Prokopcuka trails Wami by 10 points and must win the marathon outright or finish at least three spots ahead of Wami (but in no less than third place) to collect the half-million dollars.

An hour before the race, Prokopcuka is already warming up while trying to calm down. She knows her best times are not as fast as these other two women’s. She also knows she could have a problem; a hip injury she sustained during a training run 35 days ago has not completely healed.


The marathon distance is nothing if not merciless. Those 26.2 miles—especially the final six, where the real race begins—have the ability to expose even the slightest of injuries and create new ones.

Professional runners pound the uneven pavement for more than two hours, taking an average of 190 steps per minute. Elite athletes will strike the ground about 25,000 times during the course of the race. Depending on their weight, they put more than 700 tons of impact stress on each leg during a single marathon.

Confidence, along with proper training, good health, good strategy, and, ultimately, luck, can soften the minute-by-minute blow and contribute to a successful marathon day. A runner needs a harmonic convergence of these factors and then perhaps also needs an opponent out of sync. Even then, breaking the tape first is not assured.

The distance, itself, is the most menacing foe of all.

“I am still afraid of the marathon,” South Africa’s Hendrick Ramaala admitted a few months before the race. “I think all the guys deep down, they know. They are scared of the marathon.”

Ramaala speaks like a man who has lost more marathons than he has won—a professional not afraid to acknowledge he is mortal. In fact, he has won only two of the 20 marathons he has entered since 1999. He is his country’s top marathoner, the 2004 New York champion and the infamous New York runner-up in 2005, when he lunged across the finish line and stumbled just three-hundredths of a second late.

At 35, aging by marathon standards, Ramaala is not yet ready to rest on his laurels.

Inside the tent that the elite men and women share, he speaks easily with the 29-year-old favorite from Kenya, Martin Lel, and nods to Morocco’s Abderrahim Goumri, who at 31 is a relative upstart in the sport. In his debut marathon seven months ago in London, Goumri engaged Lel to the final 300 meters—until he surged too soon and watched the veteran Lel confidently sprint past him to the finish line. Lel was born into the sport, belonging to Kenya’s Kalenjin tribe, which has the majority of its country’s star runners. Goumri’s father, a mason from Morocco, did not accept that his son could make a living with his feet—until Goumri started winning national races.

Ramaala, a lawyer, is the only runner with an advanced degree in this collection of elite athletes, even though he has never practiced. He is well liked by his fellow athletes for his quick wit and his down-to-earth charm.

Professional runners, even with their 140-mile training weeks, their tolerance for pain and their extremely regimented schedules, are not so different from the recreational athletes. Today, they are all competitors, out to test themselves.

Hendrick Ramaala and Jelena Prokopcuka, Paula Radcliffe and Gete Wami, Martin Lel and Abderrahim Goumri, Pam Rickard, Harrie Bakst and Cindy Peterson are the archetypes of this race: a cancer survivor, a recovering alcoholic, a grandmother, intimidating champions and contenders trying to keep pace. Their stories tell of survival and reinvention, persistence and determination. The lives of these runners and their experiences on the course reflect the grandiose dreams and gritty challenges of New York, as well as the eclectic spirit of the city’s distinct neighborhoods.

Not everyone starts the New York City Marathon with a poignant or compelling tale, but they can create one in the time it takes to run 26.2 miles.

The competitors chosen here serve as windows into a one-day festival of soles, guides to a journey of self-discovery that will unfold mile by mile.
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EPIC ASPIRATIONS




Verrazano-Narrows Bridge

Five helicopters and a blimp hover like buzzards above the Verrazano-Narrows Bridge, pounding out a steady pulse. The heartbeats from the herd of 39,265 athletes echo below. Runners are assembling, elbow to elbow, in groups of 1,000, and they stream endlessly, it seems, onto the bridge’s two decks to compete in the world’s largest marathon.

By 9:30 a.m., runners are in line, stretching, laughing, befriending strangers, dancing to music from headphones, trying to stay warm, trying to stay positive, nervously bouncing on the balls of their feet, some even squatting and flushing their bodily fluids right there on the bridge as the minutes tick down to a day of certain torture.

The assault on the senses is typical New York. Here, the sheer volume of humans, smells, noises, accents, anxieties and ambitions is enough to overwhelm anyone, even those who think they are prepared. And even those who are no longer running.

It has been two decades since Norway’s Grete Waitz captured her ninth and final New York City Marathon title, a record that no other runner can or likely will match. Sitting in the backseat of the red convertible pace car, where she will serve as the grand marshal of the women’s professional race today, Waitz cannot help but feel the spark of Marathon electricity on the bridge this morning.

“Even now when I’m out there at the Verrazano, with the helicopters circling, I feel the goose bumps as if I’m going to compete,” she says. “It’s still the same feeling.”

 

Alberto Salazar knows the feeling intimately—he won the New York City Marathon three consecutive years in the early eighties, and like Waitz, set a world record on the course. Salazar may first envision the finish line in New York, but when he considers the defining image of this Marathon, he turns back to the Verrazano-Narrows Bridge for its scene of breathtaking enormity.

“It’s like a Cecil B. De Mille movie, because it’s on such a huge, epic scale,” Salazar said, reflecting some months before the Marathon. “It’s like huge armies clashing. There are thousands of people, sirens, helicopters, pandemonium. There is no other event like it.”

No matter that only a handful of competitors hope to win today. “It’s not so much about beating other people,” Salazar said, speaking for the masses. “You want to see how hard you can push yourself, who can take the most pounding.”

Salazar, long removed from his running career at 48, recently provided a chilling reminder of the body’s physical limits and, in his lucky case, its surprising capabilities. In July 2007, Salazar suffered a heart attack while training runners on the Nike campus in Beaverton, Oregon. His heart stopped for 14 minutes. He received immediate CPR, and paramedics shocked him eight times with defibrillators, eventually reviving him. Salazar, who has a family history of heart disease, had a blockage in his coronary artery. Doctors performed surgery and inserted a stent to open the artery and regulate his heartbeat. Three weeks before this year’s New York City Marathon, doctors would find another blockage. Salazar, despite coaching runners who were entered in the Olympic trials, was not allowed to travel to New York this weekend.

Last year, Salazar accompanied Lance Armstrong, the seven-time Tour de France champion, during the opening 10 miles of Armstrong’s much-ballyhooed first marathon.

“He went out too fast,” Salazar recalled.

The 1984 Olympic marathon champion Joan Benoit Samuelson was also in Armstrong’s entourage, elbowing curious runners out of the way in the final 10 miles as Armstrong winced his way to a 2:59:36 finish. Armstrong made climbing the Alps on a bicycle look routine. But he proclaimed the 2006 Marathon in New York his toughest physical experience, to the glee of some professionals and die-hard amateurs who did not want their sport to be taken lightly.

“I don’t want to have another month like I did last year,” Armstrong says today, standing on one leg. He is stretching his quadriceps after stepping out of his black SUV near the elite athletes’ tent. “For a week, I couldn’t walk.”

He later learned that what he thought were shin splints were, in fact, stress fractures. He vowed to be better prepared this year. Armstrong is relieved not to have a “LanceCam” shadowing him for Internet consumption this time. Nor will he have an A-list of escorts.

Armstrong, at 5 foot 10, 173 pounds, is about 10 pounds lighter this year and in better shape, bitten by the bug that afflicts so many first-time marathoners. But with such painful memories of New York in 2006, why did he return?

“I like to have something in my life to keep me going,” he says. “The pressure of doing a marathon keeps me going, keeps me fit, and I can tie in the foundation work.”

His survival from advanced testicular cancer at age 25 in 1996 was the impetus to form his cancer research charity, the Livestrong Foundation, and on this day, 130 members will be running as part of his team.

Armstrong returned to satisfy his restless competitive spirit, but he was also drawn back, he says, by the memory of New York’s exuberant spectators, the intimate sidewalk give-and-take. “The fans, they don’t just come out and cheer the leader, they just hang out. They’re there all day, cheering everybody,” Armstrong says, shaking his head in amazement. “Somebody who’s not from here, you never know these boroughs, these neighborhoods exist. You go from one corner, and there’s this Motley Crue cover band and on another corner, a bunch of Hasidic Jews. It’s crazy.”

New York’s allure is the reason why rap star Sean “P. Diddy” Combs ran in 2003. It is also one reason why Katie Holmes, the 28-year-old actor and wife of Tom Cruise, contacted the Road Runners a few months before the race, requesting to run her first marathon.

At 5 a.m., a representative for Holmes woke up a New York Road Runners staff member and reported Holmes had lost her required bib and the timing chip that is attached to a runner’s shoelaces. She would need one more of each. And, as pre-arranged, she was to be registered as Kate Smith.

Holmes was supposed to be on the elite athletes’ bus, but when she did not show up in time, the bus left without her. Race organizers were told Holmes would get to the starting line on her own—an effort, presumably, to dodge the paparazzi. She does. She has two trainers doubling as bodyguards who plan to run with her, plus a crew of security following her throughout her run, waiting for her at each of the initial 18 first-aid stations along the course.


In the lead-up to the 2007 race, event organizers were too busy preparing for the Olympic trials to court other high-profile celebrities but welcomed them when they wanted to participate. Alex Zanardi, the Italian race car driver who lost both of his legs in a racing accident, is competing in the hand-cycle wheelchair division. Mike Richter, the retired New York Rangers goalie, is running in support of the charity operated by ING, “Run for Something Better,” which promotes running in New York City schools. This is Richter’s first marathon ever since finishing an Ironman triathlon in 2006.

“Suddenly you’re 40 years old, and you’re eating the same,” Richter reflected days before the race. “I said to myself, ‘Maybe I should get a program.’”

The running program led him to discover that the two sports were not so different. As a hockey goalie, he was always alone in front of the net, trying to stay focused while fighting through exhaustion.

“The essence of real athletes is that you’re always competing against yourself,” Richter said. “With running, it’s just a different arena. That feeling I had when playing hockey, it’s still there. You play with as much excellence as you can.”

 

Race director Mary Wittenberg understands that concept of perfectionism. Since before sunrise she has been racing all over Fort Wadsworth and the Verrazano-Narrows Bridge, conducting television interviews, overseeing the operations of the start village and meeting sponsors with a smile—an event planner in her element. She climbed over the barricades to greet the wheelchair athletes assembling adjacent to the bridge and then sprinted down the hill to the elite athletes’ tent, where she greeted the professionals and also met with Armstrong and New York City Mayor Michael Bloomberg, who arrived via helicopter. Then she retreated to the command center trailer on the bridge, where she printed important phone numbers and course records on a pink Post-it pad that she would affix to the back of the credentials hanging from her neck.

With an indefatigable will, a runner’s rail-thin body and a passion for the athletes in her races, Wittenberg, 45, created a career in a sport that once rejected her. She had wanted to be a runner when she was growing up as the oldest of seven children in Buffalo, New York. She was cut from the track team three times, but Wittenberg discovered at Canisius College in Buffalo that she had the endurance and the mental resolve to excel as a competitive rower and a coxswain.

Wittenberg got her chance to compete as a runner when, with only a year of eligibility left, she joined the cross-country team at Notre Dame as a first-year law student. She started training for marathons despite demanding work hours as a first-year law associate in Richmond, Virginia. In 1988, she won the Marine Corps Marathon. Her time—2 hours, 44 minutes and 36 seconds—was a good 20 minutes off an elite-level pace, but it qualified her for the 1988 women’s Olympic Trials. A back injury cut short Wittenberg’s Olympic bid just two miles into the trials.

“Part of me always wonders how good I could have been,” Wittenberg said. “I’m very comfortable because I don’t think I would have been that good.

“Most of us who run, we have personalities that we’re either going to be the best or we’re going to do something else.”

 

This is a day that ends with a celebration of individual achievement; the start recognizes those individuals with the courage to be here in the first place. Giovanni da Verrazano was the first European to sail through these narrow waters in 1527. Othmar H. Ammann, the Swiss-born engineer, outdid himself by creating a bridge to span what Verrazano had discovered. It was Ammann’s sixth and final bridge in New York City, and it was considered his masterpiece; construction was made possible by Robert Moses, New York’s “master builder” and premier city planner. Moses overcame decades of political resistance and neighborhood protests to see the bridge finally connect Staten Island and Brooklyn on November 21, 1964.

Weighing nearly 1.3 million tons, the bridge has two decks and a maximum of twelve traffic lanes that approximately 200,000 vehicles use daily. It spans 4,620 feet (a little less than a mile), making it the longest suspension bridge in North or South America—surpassing San Francisco’s Golden Gate Bridge. Today, the 39,000 runners will feel a slight movement while crossing the span, as if they are bouncing softly on the springs of a mattress.

Jim Fortunato, who spent twelve years as the bridge’s general manager, has a unique perspective on the structure, which has been something of a big brother to him, ushering him through life. On the bridge’s Brooklyn-side promenade, also known as Lovers Lane, Fortunato once walked with his high school girlfriend, Joan. “Remember all the times we spent over here,” Jim wrote to Joan, his words stretching across a picture of the bridge that was on the inside of his 1972 Fort Hamilton High School yearbook.

When Fortunato and Joan were married in 1975, they made the bridge the background for their wedding pictures. By then, Jim had left the bridge’s Staten Island–side toll booth—his first job at age 16. Now, at 53, Fortunato serves as the Chief Command Center officer for a race defined by his life’s love.

“The Bridge is the Marathon,” Fortunato said. “It’s the shot seen ’round the world.”


This is the shot broadcast internationally on November 4, 2007: The morning sun glistens off the glassy harbor, illuminating a scene dotted with ships up to the Hudson River and out to the Atlantic Ocean. When the New York Fire Department boats spray water in three fountains of red, white and blue at the start of the race, it is a sight so awesome that not even a camera lens can capture its scale. Only the runner on the bridge can truly appreciate its grandeur.

Joanne Navarra does have an impressive view, however, 90 feet in the air. She is in the tower of the fire rescue truck in front of the toll booths, overseeing the flow of foot traffic and the start operations. This was the invention her husband, Vic, a former New York firefighter, called his eye in the sky.

Victor Navarra can no longer see, because sinus tumors have blinded him. Confined to a wheelchair, he is not waiting to die. He lives for the Marathon start he has organized since 1982.

In 1980, Navarra, a Staten Island athletic club president, was unable to train for the Marathon after breaking his ribs fighting a fire, so he became a race volunteer at Lebow’s insistence. Two years later, Navarra had become the coordinator for the start, involving friends, Staten Island neighbors and his family. He soon became an innovative force in the marathon industry, popularizing the corral system that feeds thousands of runners into different chutes onto the bridge.

His daughter April is caring for him today while his other daughter, Kristie, directs the operations with Joanne. His granddaughter, Marissa Madson, nine, is working the starting line.

Two months earlier, Navarra rattled off race-related details that made him most proud, including the 28,000 cups of coffee served each year in the start village. “The Marathon is my passion, my love and my excitement,” Navarra said.

Navarra retired as a firefighter in 1999, robustly healthy at age 47. But on September 12, 2001, a day after his Engine Company 40 and Ladder 35 from Manhattan’s Upper West Side lost thirteen men in the World Trade Center terrorist attacks, he was back on duty. He worked at ground zero for three straight months and it was there, he and Joanne believed, that he was exposed to toxic fumes that caused his cancer.

Doctors told Navarra in April 2007 that he likely had three months to live. So when October came, Vic and Joanne discussed their toughest contingency question for the start: What if he were to die right before the 2007 Marathon?

“He told me, ‘The Marathon will go on, and we will have the funeral when we are finished,’” Joanne recalled three weeks before the race.

As organizers were girding themselves for his death, though, it was the unexpected tragedy that rocked the weekend.

Navarra felt an icy shiver when Joanne
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