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“Americans love their champions impossibly mythic. With this gripping retelling of the most exciting Boston Marathon in recent memory, John Brant leads readers not simply across the grueling 26.2 miles that Alberto Salazar and Dick Beardsley ran in 1982, but through later challenges that made their defining athletic achievements look easy.”

—Donovan Webster, author of The Burma Road

“This reads like a thriller but packs the full payload of meticulously researched nonfiction with details that even I, who actually ran Boston that year, had been unaware of. Deeply moving, Duel in the Sun gives loving but also ruthless portraits of two extraordinary athletes.”

—Benjamin H. Cheever, author of The Good Nanny and the forthcoming history of running Strides

“John Brant gives us a wonderful, in-depth look at a classic battle. Even better, he gives us an intimate look at two wildly different American distance runners—their dreams, their triumphs, their foibles, their epic struggles, and the day their lives converged in the streets of Boston.”

—Don Kardong, 1976 US Olympic Team

“I’m sure many hard-core running fans remember their showdown at the 1982 Boston Marathon. But the story of the race was entirely new to me. And that was part of what made John Brant’s Duel in the Sun such a happy surprise. . . . [Beardsley and Salazar’s] stories are windows into a world far from most of ours. . . . The men met at the exact time when their skills and Boston’s brutal racing conditions could combine to produce a classic. But the book is just as much about how Salazar and Beardsley coped with life after racing. Not always well, as it turns out. . . . As the pages dwindled, I was truly hungry to find out who would win the race and if either man would turn out OK. It’s a testament to Brant that he kept me in suspense for so long.”

—Baltimore Sun

“A beautiful, heartbreaking book. Before the finish line, we’ve been to Castro’s Cuba and on pilgrimage to Croatia, we’ve faced down addiction and depression, have made final peace with the failings of our bodies, and are left with the final triumph of two men at odds though bound by will and desire. Like that marathon 25 years ago, Duel in the Sun is absolutely riveting.”

—Michael Paterniti, author of Driving Mr. Albert: 

A Trip across America with Einstein’s Brain

“So prodigiously obsessive that they were impossible even for their coaches to restrain, Alberto Salazar and Dick Beardsley lived out their natures—and their futures—in one great, killing race. Both were driven by the need for consuming effort. Both succeeded—to the point of near obliteration. John Brant’s extraordinary book lets us enter and share each’s gloriously defining dementia. We emerge, as they themselves have, knowing a peace that could not have been harder earned.”

—Kenny Moore, two-time Olympic marathoner and author of Bowerman and the Men of Oregon: 

The Story of Oregon’s Legendary Coach and Nike’s Cofounder

“Within the running community, the 1982 Boston Marathon is arguably the most memorable race in the modern era. It was a neck-and-neck battle between the favorite, Alberto Salazar, and an upstart at what would be the zenith of a sudden, meteoric rise, Dick Beardsley. Brant, a contributor to Runner’s World since 1985, recreates the principals’ careers leading up to the race, describes the race itself, and, most significantly, analyzes its aftermath. . . . Many inspirational sports stories, both fiction and nonfiction, center on individuals who found themselves trapped by some form of destructive self-indulgence before battling their way to the top. Neither the ebullient Beardsley nor the regal Salazar chose their personal burdens, but each approached life as a marathon, and both have overcome adversity and are now cruising comfortably down the stretch. Two inspiring tales, well told.”

—Booklist
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PROLOGUE

In front of some audiences, Dick Beardsley never even mentions the 1982 Boston Marathon. In fact, he barely touches upon his running career at all. When he’s delivering one of his regular talks to a 12-step group, for instance, he simply begins, “Hi, I’m Dick, and I’m a drug addict,” then launches into the heartrending story of his disease and recovery.

When Beardsley finishes speaking and the people are wiping away their tears and settling back into their seats after a standing ovation, the host might explain how Dick Beardsley is the fourth-fastest American marathoner of all time and that his race with Alberto Salazar at Boston in ’82 remains one of the signature moments in the history of distance running—perhaps in the history of any sport.

But other audiences, such as this one at the 2003 Royal Victoria Marathon in Victoria, British Columbia, know all about Beardsley’s athletic career and are eager—even hungry—to relive his legendary “duel in the sun” with Salazar.

There’s a considerable amount of preamble first. Beardsley is not good at leaving things out. Appearing the day before the race at an expo accompanying the marathon, he tells the crowd of 200 about getting creamed at his first high school football practice, quitting the team, and turning out for cross-country without knowing quite what it was. “Do they tackle you in cross-country?” he asked a friend.

He recounts the time he had to rouse a college professor out of bed so the professor could administer a makeup exam that would preserve Beardsley’s undergraduate athletic eligibility and tells how he snuck into a sporting goods show disguised as a sales rep in order to beg his first shoe sponsorship deal. He explains that he ran his second marathon in a brand-new pair of running shoes that he didn’t want to get dirty by breaking in and that he prepared by fasting for 4 days because he’d read somewhere that fasting worked in ultramarathons, so he figured . . .

Beardsley is blessed with the fundamental trait of a born entertainer: a complete lack of self-consciousness. He strides back and forth in front of the podium, laughing right along with the audience, as delighted as they are by his own buffoonery. His voice—honking, booming, unabashed—rolls around the conference hall in overpowering waves. Wearing jeans, a red pullover, and a blue fleece vest, whipcord lean and with a lilt to his step, Beardsley might be mistaken for an athlete in his prime rather than a man of 48. You have to sit close to notice the hard miles showing around his eyes.

The crowd’s laughter drowns out the canned rock music blaring from the expo midway next door. But when Beardsley shifts gears, traveling back to Hopkinton, Massachusetts, on that sunny afternoon of April 19, 1982, the room falls raptly silent.

This only seems appropriate because the 1982 Boston Marathon was great theater: two American runners, one a renowned champion and the other a gutsy underdog, going at each other for just under 2 hours and 9 minutes. Other famous marathons have featured narrow margins of victory, but their suspense developed late in the race, the product of a rapidly fading leader or a furiously closing challenger. At the ’82 Boston, by contrast, Beardsley and Salazar ran in each other’s pockets the entire 26.2 miles, with no other competitor near them for the final 9 miles. They were so close that, for most of the last half of the race, Beardsley, while in the lead, monitored Salazar’s progress by watching his shadow on the asphalt.

Neither man broke; and neither, in any meaningful sense, lost. The race merely came to a thrilling, shattering end, leaving both runners, in separate and ultimately Pyrrhic ways, the winner. The drama unfolded in the sport’s most storied venue, at the peak of the first running boom—when the United States produced world-class marathoners in the profusion that Kenya and Ethiopia do today and when thousands of passionate citizen-runners embraced the sport as a means of personal and cultural transformation.

The next day’s headlines read, “An Epic Duel,” “The Greatest Boston Marathon,” and “A Display of Single-Minded Determination and Indefatigable Spirit.” Since Beardsley was just 26 and Salazar 23, everyone assumed that this would be the start of a long and glorious rivalry, one that would galvanize the public and seal American dominance in the sport through the 1984 Olympics and beyond.

But rather than a beginning, Boston ’82 represented a climax. After that day, neither man ran as well again. Since that day, the sport of distance running has grown in numbers, with a half million Americans completing a marathon in 2003. But it has lost much of its rigorous, ascetic glamour. One hundred thirty-five runners, for instance, virtually every one an American, ran the ’82 Boston in a time of 2 hours 30 minutes or faster, the benchmark for a first-rate marathon. In 2003, only 12 runners, 3 of which were Americans, met this standard. Since that day, incredibly, only two more of the world’s major marathons have been won by a native-bred American man. So some of the younger members of the audience—the elite runners who will lead tomorrow’s Royal Victoria Marathon—listen to Beardsley’s story with a mixture of curiosity, envy, and awe.

Others in the crowd, those closer to Beardsley’s age, listen on a different frequency. They know the enormous toll that Boston exacted on both Alberto Salazar and Dick Beardsley. If the glory of their marathon bore a heroic quality, so did their suffering and deliverance afterward.
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At Nike corporate headquarters in Beaverton, Oregon, Alberto Salazar descends to the ground floor café of the Mia Hamm Building for a quick lunch (another office building on campus is named after Salazar, but he has made it a point never to work there). For the past several years, Nike has employed Salazar, the most recent great American distance runner, as a kind of coach-at-large, chartered to deliver the long-awaited next great one. On this drizzly October Tuesday, he has spent the morning training the professional athletes in Nike’s ambitious Oregon Project. This afternoon, he’ll supervise the cross-country team at Portland’s Central Catholic High School.

Both teams, he reports, are thriving. The Oregon Project’s Dan Browne has met the qualifying standard for the 2004 Olympic marathon trials, and Central Catholic’s Galen Rupp—a gifted young runner for whom many predict greatness—is preparing to repeat as the state cross-country champion. Other parts of Salazar’s life are in similar bloom. His oldest son, Antonio, plays wide receiver for the University of Oregon’s football team; and his younger son, Alejandro, is a star striker for the University of Portland’s soccer team.

At 45, Salazar appears every bit the proud, happy family man and flourishing professional. His brown eyes are clear, calm, and bright; and his cheeks have lost a marathoner’s hollowness. He no longer resembles “the young priest fresh from seminary whose face drives all the housewives to distraction,” as one writer described him 20 years ago. Now Salazar looks more like a fit-but-comfortable middle-aged monsignor, a man still true to his religious vocation, but also at ease in the worldly realm of fundraisers and cocktail parties.

A Japanese visitor approaches and politely asks for an autograph. Salazar graciously complies. “After Boston, I was never quite the same,” he says after his fan has departed. “I had a few good races, but everything became difficult. Workouts that I used to fly through became an ordeal. And eventually, of course, I got so sick that I wondered if I’d ever get well.”

Salazar’s warm smile briefly turns wintry. For a moment, his poise falters, and he seems like a traumatized man who, after long therapy, can finally talk about his past.

“It took me a long time to connect the dots,” he says, “and see that the line stretched all the way back to Boston.”
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Monday, April 19, Patriots’ Day, broke warm and blue over Boston, perfect for just about anything except running 26.2 miles. At a little after 7:00 a.m., Dick Beardsley stood at the window of his room at the downtown Sheraton, watching work crews ready the marathon’s finish-line area on Hereford Street far below. Behind him in the room, his wife, Mary, slept. He was glad to have her with him, but it also felt somewhat strange. Normally, when Beardsley traveled to road races, Mary stayed home in Rush City, Minnesota, where she worked as a secretary in an insurance office. But Mary had wanted to see the sights in Boston and support her husband at the crucial moment of his career.

Although it had lost some of its luster in recent years, the Boston Marathon remained the world’s most famous distance run, defining the sport for the general public the way Johnstown defined floods. Americans became horse racing fans on Kentucky Derby day and auto racing fans on Memorial Day for the Indianapolis 500; on Patriots’ Day (commemorating the battles of Lexington and Concord and the start of the Revolutionary War), they turned their brief attention spans to the Boston Marathon. Even Beardsley’s father in Minnesota knew about the race. When Dick had started running as a high school junior, his father had given him a special birthday present—an IOU plane ticket good one day for a trip to the Boston Marathon.

A decade later, Dick had finally made it to Boston for the marathon’s 86th running. His father, however, hadn’t paid a cent for the trip; the only thing Bill Beardsley was interested in buying was his next fifth of gin. Nor did the race organizers offer appearance or prize money (those emoluments wouldn’t come to the race for a few more years). New Balance, Beardsley’s shoe sponsor, was picking up his tab.

Tradition and prestige, not cash, had drawn Dick to Boston. Most big-city marathons, for instance, started early on Sunday morning. Boston, by contrast, always started at noon on Monday. Instead of getting out of bed and proceeding directly to the starting line, as was his custom, Dick now had 5 long hours to fill. He wasn’t hungry, but he knew he needed nourishment. He tiptoed to the phone and ordered toast and hot chocolate from room service.

As he nibbled the toast and sipped the cocoa, he watched the Today show, turning the volume down low so as not to disturb Mary. Willard Scott, the weatherman, predicted bright sunshine and a high of 75 degrees for the Boston area. “A great day for the marathon,” he said.

“Shows how much you know about the marathon, Willard,” Beardsley murmured to the screen.

Dick flicked off the TV and moved back to the window. His edginess transcended normal prerace jitters. He felt as if he were standing at a precipice, as if something momentous lay in store. By predilection and economic necessity, Beardsley liked to race nearly every weekend. Combined with his $25,000 annual stipend from New Balance, prize winnings from 10-Ks, marathons, and other road races earned him and Mary the semblance of a middle-class income. For the last 3 months, however, Beardsley had forgone the road-race paydays, sequestering himself in Atlanta, where he trained exclusively—and furiously—for Boston. Two weeks earlier, he had logged his last hard workout, 20 miles at 2-hour, 12-minute marathon pace over a hilly course. Later that day, he’d reported the results to his Boston-based coach, Bill Squires.

“I couldn’t feel my feet touching the ground,” Beardsley said. “I felt like I was flying.”

“You damn fool!” Squires screamed into the phone. “You just left your marathon in Georgia!”

But Beardsley knew he had plenty left in him. During training, he typically ran 120 to 140 miles per week, an average of just under 20 miles a day. In the 2 weeks before a marathon, when he cut that mileage to 70, he felt like he was barely running at all. He couldn’t sleep. The energy boiled out of him.

He pushed aside the cup of chalky hot chocolate and took a long drink of cold water. The only defense against the heat was to drink all morning, flush his tissues with water, and keep drinking all through the race. Maybe Salazar wouldn’t be so careful.

For a while, Dick sat in the chair, his feet up on the table, by turns watching the TV and the morning light rising on Hereford Street. He sipped water, made frequent trips to the bathroom, and, as he’d been doing continuously for the last month, thought about Alberto Salazar. On Thursday night, Dick had watched on the TV news as Salazar arrived at Logan Airport.

“There’s no other runner here who especially concerns me,” Salazar had told the reporters. “If de Castella or Seko were competing, it would be different. But looking at the rest of the field . . . let’s just say I’m fit and prepared. If there are no injuries or unforeseen developments . . . well, the facts are plain; I’m the fastest man in the race.”

There was no disputing Salazar’s facts: He was clearly the fastest man in the race. For the last few years, he had been the fastest man in just about any distance race on earth. Salazar owned the world record in the marathon—2:08:13. He was the two-time defending champion of the New York City Marathon. On the track, he was the second-fastest American ever in the 10,000 meters and a member of the 1980 Olympic team. He’d been an NCAA cross-country champion and last month, in Rome, had finished second in the world cross-country championships. The state of Salazar’s present fitness was daunting; just 9 days earlier, he’d run 27:30 for 10,000 meters, 2 seconds off the American record and almost 2 minutes faster than Beardsley’s best for that distance. Salazar, moreover, was handsome and charismatic, the closest the sport of running came to a household name. After his world-record performance in New York City last autumn, Sports Illustrated published a long, adulatory profile of him. President Ronald Reagan congratulated Salazar at a ceremony at the White House.

Beardsley had run against him once before, at the 1980 New York City Marathon, Salazar’s debut at the distance. Then a 22-year-old senior at the University of Oregon, Salazar had swaggered into the media capital of the world and publicly announced that he would run the race faster than 2:10, the standard for a world-class marathon. At the time, Beardsley’s personal best for the distance was 2:12. All through race week, he watched Salazar cut around Manhattan in a black leather jacket, looking like a young Montgomery Clift.

“Alberto wasn’t exactly bragging; he was just extremely confident,” Beardsley recalled. “He had already trained with Bill Rodgers, who was the reigning champion of the marathon, and he knew that he was in just as good of shape as Billy—in fact, a lot better shape. He didn’t predict victory, just that, if the day went reasonably well, this is how he would perform. It’s not really bragging if you back it up.”

On the day of the marathon, Beardsley broke fast from the start on the Verrazano Narrows Bridge and by midrace had established a significant lead over the rest of the pack. He held the lead through the 18-mile mark, which came at the Manhattan end of the Queensboro Bridge. When Beardsley swooped down from the bridge, which was closed to spectators, the roar from the crowd lining First Avenue nearly staggered him. Bill Squires, who had recently begun coaching Beardsley, stood among the crowd. He was shocked to see his runner so soon. “Holy shit, Dickie!” he screamed. “You’re leading the New York City Marathon!”

It seemed too good to be true, and it was. Just beyond the bridge, Salazar blasted past Beardsley without a glance, gliding on to a commanding 2:09:41 victory. Salazar had logged the fastest debut marathon ever and delivered the time that he’d promised. Beardsley, meanwhile, faded to a ninth-place, 2:13:55 finish. As close as he’d come to Salazar, however (at the finish, roughly two-thirds of a mile separated them), he might as well have been 90th.

So what would be different here in Boston 18 months later? Everything, Dick vowed. “My whole life boiled down to this,” Beardsley would remember in his autobiography. “One way or another, this race would change everything. . . . I was a runaway train. That’s how it felt. My times were getting so much better so much faster, I had no idea where it would lead.”

He sat down again at the TV and, by reflex, started drumming his thighs with his fists. All through the winter, as he sat in front of the TV in the evenings, Dick pounded his thighs 1,500 times. He had read somewhere that pounding your muscles made them tougher. If he thought it might gain him a few seconds on the downhills, he would have tried curing his quadriceps in a smokehouse.

Beardsley knew that the Boston Marathon would be decided on the course’s four long hills rising between miles 17 and 21. If he had any chance of beating Salazar, he would have to fly down those hills like a bobsled racer, capitalizing on the fact that Salazar outweighed him by 20 pounds. Conceivably, a series of rocketing descents might pummel Salazar’s legs to the extent that Dick would be able to pull away from him before mile 25. If that plan failed, and the race came down to a kick at the end, then Salazar, with his superior short-range speed, would do the pummeling.

Mary stirred and sighed in bed, mumbling a few words from a dream. Dick couldn’t make out what she said. He stared, unseeing, at the TV. Fifteen hundred punches, each thigh.
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At 9:00 a.m., he kissed Mary, who wished him good luck and said she would see him at the finish line; she planned to watch the race on TV in the hotel room. He gathered his gear and went down to the lobby to catch his ride out to the start in Hopkinton, a village of 2,500 people 26 miles west of Boston. To transport its sponsored runners, New Balance had organized a station wagon—a green behemoth with three rows of seats, the first two facing the front and the third facing the rear. The rear bench-seat was the kind little kids rode in, goofing around, wrestling, tormenting the drivers of trailing cars with endless waves or, if they were nasty kids, obscene gestures.

To Dick’s dismay, all the front seats had been taken up by other runners and their gear. They were good marathoners, 2:15 to 2:20 caliber, but none would contend in today’s race. Beardsley, by contrast, had won the inaugural London Marathon the previous spring and last June had achieved a breakthrough 2:09:36 victory at Grandma’s Marathon in Duluth, Minnesota. Until Salazar’s entry into Boston a month earlier, Beardsley was considered a favorite to win the race. Moreover, he was New Balance’s top athlete; in fact, just last night, a representative from Adidas had made a strong pitch—including an offer of a $25,000 signing bonus—to try to lure Beardsley to his company. Out of loyalty, Dick had refused. This was his reward? Why couldn’t those guys make room for him in the front? Maybe he should have signed Adidas’s contract after all.

Dick jammed his gear bag into the cramped rear seat, then squeezed in beside it. He was isolated from the other athletes, facing away from them, like a naughty, exiled 9-year-old. Often he felt like a 9-year-old. Weighing all of 128 pounds, he wasn’t much bigger than one. His dad was a drunk in Wayzata, Minnesota, and so was his mom. His college? South Dakota State University. He hadn’t graduated. He lived in a rented log cabin by the St. Croix River in eastern Minnesota, an hour’s drive north of the Twin Cities. The only places he felt truly at home were the woods and dairy barns and the gravel roads through farm country where he could run for hours with no company but the cows, nothing to look at but the mile markers. Beardsley sulked in the far back seat. The rear window was stuck open. He shivered from the cold air rushing in and felt nauseous from the exhaust fumes.

All winter he had suffered these mood swings—moments of supreme self-confidence, when he would feel as invincible as Salazar, followed by moments of crushing doubt, when he knew he was an imposter, that he really wasn’t a world-class athlete, that at some critical point God would expose him as a sad little son of small-town alcoholics. Dick was just a dairy farmer, for crying out loud. He did not belong in the front of the station wagon, and he certainly didn’t belong in the front of the Boston Marathon. He belonged on a Minnesota lake trolling for bass and crappies or in a dairy barn, sitting on a three-legged stool, staring into the yin darkness of a Holstein milk cow, her tail flicking flop. He belonged in the rear seat of a funky old station wagon, looking backward like a 9-year-old.

The station wagon moved out of the Back Bay, heading west through the bright morning sunshine, passing Kenmore Square bars already filling up with Patriots’ Day revelers. His father would start drinking in the morning, too. Bill Beardsley loved martinis. He kept an inch or two of gin in his glass all day long.

For the duration of the drive to Hopkinton, the station wagon’s rear window was stuck open. Exhaust fumes wafted in on a chilly wind. Dick shivered and gagged; but just as his discomfort climaxed, he was able to dissociate, jump outside of himself for a moment. What a comical sight he must make, he thought, shoehorned into the back of a giant old station wagon. Dick gave a thin smile. He repositioned his bag, fashioning a pillowlike perch away from the draft. It really wasn’t so bad back here, he thought. At least he didn’t have to talk to anybody.

As the station wagon cleared the city and turned west onto the Interstate 495 expressway, Beardsley’s gloom and anxiety gave way to confidence. One other thing was true: He felt at home in the marathon.
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Had the founding fathers of Hopkinton magically descended on their town on the morning of April 19, 1982, they would have been dumbfounded by the marathoners’ presence, yet at the same time comforted by it. Early Hopkinton was a resoundingly Puritan place, hacked out of the Massachusetts wilderness in the late 1600s and officially founded in 1715. King Philip of the Wampanoag Indian tribe waged desperate, bloody war against the colonists, who responded in kind, slaughtering the natives with impunity. For its first few centuries, the history of the town was the same as that of the Hopkinton Congregational Church. The church and town were chartered to spread the Puritan gospel—specifically, to support Harvard College in its mission to produce ministers of that gospel. The church was led by heroic clergymen such as Nathaniel Howe, who presaged the endurance feats of latter-day marathoners by preaching his entire career without a raise in salary (the church elders felt that earthly rewards had a corrupting influence on pastors), supplementing his meager stipend by plowing fields, mucking stalls, and bucking hay. The Reverend Howe, perhaps, would have felt a special kinship with the thousands of citizen-runners massed in the town square that sunny morning.

There were 6,689 entrants, one of the largest Boston Marathon fields up to that point. As recently as 1968, the field for the race had been less than 1,000. Indeed, for most of the Boston Marathon’s 8 previous decades, only 100 or so male marathoners showed up each Patriots’ Day (no woman attempted to participate until 1966, when 22-year-old Roberta Gibb stepped out of the bushes near the starting line and ran the race unsanctioned). Prior to the 1960s, the marathoners were mostly New England workingmen. Seven-time champion Clarence DeMar, for example, labored in a local print shop. Three-time winner Johnny Kelley, who ran the marathon into his nineties, was a maintenance man for the Boston Edison Electric Company. “I think the job toughened me up, climbing and walking and stooping all day,” Kelley said. “When I began my run at night, I was tired; but after a mile or so, the tiredness went away.”

Hopkinton understood and welcomed such men. If Patriots’ Day was cold or rainy, village residents opened their homes to them. As soon as the runners left the town square, Hopkinton, with its white church and green square and World War I doughboy statue, returned to its quiet rhythm. If they had the day off from work, residents washed their cars or took down their storm windows or walked down to the doughnut shop to rag with their neighbors about the Red Sox’s chances that year, whether Ted Williams still had the snap in his wrists.

Then came the running boom. By 1969, the marathon’s field swelled to more than 1,000. Instead of a few dozen pipe fitters, warehousemen, and out-of-town eccentrics, the village was invaded by hundreds of mostly long-haired baby boomers. Attorneys from Tampa and clinical psychologists from Santa Cruz now peed behind the rhododendrons. More marathoners showed up every
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