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Epigraph



Sport is no longer a release from the harsh everyday American business world but its continuation and apotheosis.

—ROGER ANGELL, THE NEW YORKER, 1975
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Prologue

Honey, the FBI Is at the Door

ON A SUNDAY AFTERNOON IN JULY 2017, TWO INCONSPICUOUSLY DRESSED MEN APPROACHED the front gate to Adam and Kara Goucher’s yard in Boulder, Colorado. The family mongrel, Freya, started barking, which alerted Kara to them. She was in no mood for visitors. Earlier that day she had bombed out of a sixteen-mile race-pace workout on the road and was now both irritable and hungry. She turned over the salmon she was cooking for dinner and said to Adam, “Someone’s coming to the door. Do not let them in.”

The special agents arrived in Boulder earlier that day and decided to change out of their suits after an hour of driving around town. Though Boulder’s reputation as a city for hippies is steadily being supplanted by one of opulent wealth, it’s rare to see a suit within city limits, and they were worried they would draw unwanted attention.

Now in jeans and polo shirts, the men fussed with the front gate. Adam went out to meet them and after a brief introduction, led them inside. Kara glared at her husband, but he gave her a warning look.

“These guys are FBI agents,” he said.

Kara set the stove to simmer as their six-year-old son, Colton, peeked up from behind the couch where he was playing. The investigators told the couple they’d like to ask a few questions about their former mentor, Alberto Salazar, and their onetime employer, Nike, Inc. Until now, the Gouchers had no idea the Federal Bureau of Investigation was looking into the controversy the couple had been mired in ever since they turned whistleblowers on their coach in 2013, when they reported his alleged misdeeds to the United States Anti-Doping Agency (USADA). No one involved had yet been sanctioned, but the visit that day from the FBI was a soft assurance that they hadn’t been whistleblowing into the wind and that there might, at some point, be retribution. USADA’s power lies in its ability to ban and suspend athletes, coaches, and doctors from involvement in competition, but they are not a law enforcement agency. The FBI, however, has the power to incarcerate.

Still, Kara wasn’t ready to discuss the details of an investigation that had upturned her life in more ways than one. Turning to the agents she said, “Can you come back after dinner?”

* * *

THE SUMMER OF 2017 HAD BEEN A PECULIAR ONE, HOT WITH ANGER OVER POLITICS and a growing feeling that life in America was manifestly unfair. Truths about rich and powerful men getting away with whatever they pleased, from fraud in the case of Donald Trump to Harvey Weinstein’s multiple rape allegations, were all over the news, and the country seemed more divided than ever on the basic facts of our collective reality as the internet gave every conspiracy theory fertile ground, and an audience to grow, regardless of how spurious. It was the same summer that convicted doper and Nike athlete Justin Gatlin denied Usain Bolt, in his last solo race, a fairy-tale ending to a storied career. It was the summer the running world was still trying to digest Nike’s controversial multimillion-dollar attempt at the marathon world record. Pursuing the sub-two-hour milestone on a Formula 1 track, the Autodromo Nazionale Monza outside Milan, in northern Italy, Nike broke from International Association of Athletics Federations (IAAF) rules by having pacers swapped in and out of the race, running ahead of the athletes in perfect flying-V formation to block the wind. The competitors, who had footwear technology designed to lessen energy expenditure—a shoe called the Nike Zoom Vaporfly Elite—chased a green laser that beamed out from the back of an exhaust-free Tesla. Thirty-two-year-old Kenyan Eliud Kipchoge came within twenty-five seconds of the coveted sub-two-hour target, but many saw the event as little more than a publicity stunt and raised skepticism about the legitimacy of the results. Meanwhile, Kara Goucher had recently learned that her bronze medal from the 2007 IAAF World Championships in Osaka a decade earlier would be upgraded to silver. She had found out on social media that the Turkish athlete Elvan Abeylegesse, who finished ahead of Kara in the 10,000-meter race, had tested positive for a banned substance. Using new technology, the IAAF had retested urine from both the 2005 and 2007 World Championships; the reanalysis uncovered thirty-two adverse findings from twenty-eight athletes, and Abeylegesse’s name was the first to be leaked to the world. Abeylegesse tested positive for stanozolol, the same artificial steroid that caused Canadian sprinter Ben Johnson to be stripped of his Olympic gold medal in 1988.

Two thousand seventeen also saw the news break that the federal government’s $100 million civil lawsuit against Lance Armstrong—instigated by his former teammate and admitted doper Floyd Landis—would be moving to trial. But perhaps the biggest splash in doping news that year had been the release of the documentary film Icarus by playwright-turned-filmmaker Bryan Fogel. A passionate amateur cyclist, Fogel originally set out to expose the inefficacy of the anti-doping system, but his efforts led him to Dr. Grigory Rodchenkov—then-director of Moscow’s anti-doping agency—and Fogel found himself embroiled in an unfolding international scandal centered on the 2014 Winter Olympics in Sochi. Russia, as the film depicted, had never had an anti-doping program. Instead, the Russian Anti-Doping Agency (RUSADA) had been serving its athletes, likely for the past forty years, with both the drugs and the means to avoid detection. (Despite more than 1,500 documents made public by the World Anti-Doping Agency (WADA), Russian officials, and their president, Vladimir V. Putin, denied the existence of a state-sponsored doping program.)

Icarus would garner much acclaim, even winning an Oscar for Best Documentary Feature. Lost in these new revelations, however, was the Russian athlete who first exposed her country’s national doping program in 2014—a young track star named Yuliya Stepanova.

Yuliya had grown up on a farm with what she described as an alcoholic and abusive father in the city of Kursk, in western Russia. While watching the Sydney 2000 Summer Olympics, she daydreamed of what it’d be like to be an Olympian who competed on television and was admired by her entire country. At a running camp years later she overheard girls in the dining hall talking about taking pills and receiving injections. Her coaches eventually confided to her that without performance-enhancing drugs, the fastest a female athlete could expect to run the 800 meters, Yuliya’s best event, was about 2 minutes and 5 seconds. Below two minutes would be world class, and to achieve that time she’d have to start doping, they told her. Yuliya asked her coach Vladimir Mokhnev to put her on a drug program (Mokhnev has denied her account). Yuliya claims he started her out with testosterone and later added the powerful drug erythropoietin (commonly known as EPO) to her regimen. For a time, Stepanova received an EPO shot every other day, and began taking Turinabol (the anabolic steroid given to East German athletes in the 1970s and ’80s).

The effects of the drugs, for Yuliya, were dramatic. Her personal record dropped from 2:13 to 2:02, and after winning an age-group national championship, she earned a coveted spot on her country’s international running team. Performance-enhancing drugs were a normal part of athletic training for many Russian athletes. Yuliya knew the risks—being caught cheating meant she could be banned from competition—but as she later told the New York Times, she was committed to doing everything her coaches asked of her: “I train like they say, I take drugs like they say.” And with her athletic dreams beginning to come true, she had little incentive to stop. She was a professional athlete with a modicum of fame in her home country, and the government paid her about forty-eight thousand dollars a year (a considerable sum in Russia) to do nothing other than to train and race.

In early February 2013, as Yuliya was preparing for the IAAF World Championships in Moscow, everything came crashing down. A drug test revealed a banned substance in her blood, and the IAAF suspended her from competition for two years. “When I just found out about being sanctioned, the world that I imagined to myself collapsed in front of my eyes,” she later wrote in a statement to WADA. The forced time away from the sport proved to be clarifying for Yuliya. “Now they tell me to keep doing everything they say. Take my punishment, my two-year ban, and don’t say anything. Rest, get healthy, and I will still get paid my regular salary. After two years . . . I can start training again for the Rio Games.” Despite her coaches’ assurances, it was now obvious to Yuliya that she was a sacrificial lamb. She wrote a ten-page confession to WADA, detailing the coordinated administration of performance-enhancing drugs by the very organizations tasked with policing it in Russia, but nothing came of it.

In an even more courageous effort to expose the truth of her country’s drug corruption, Yuliya returned to training and began secretly recording her daily interactions at Russian training facilities. She and her husband, Vitaly, a former educator and doping-control officer with the RUSADA, shared the recordings with German investigative journalist Hajo Seppelt, who then broke her story in a documentary, The Doping Secret: How Russia Makes Its Winners, which aired in Germany in December 2014. Russia’s track-and-field team was subsequently banned from the 2016 Summer Olympics—a stunning and humiliating turn of events for the prideful nation.

Yuliya is now considered one of sport’s most important whistleblowers, but the sentiment in her home country is one of contempt. A spokesperson for Russian President Putin called her a “Judas,” and Russian newspapers featured cartoons and headlines portraying Yuliya and her husband lying for fame and fortune. On the internet, there are even calls for her murder, or “liquidation.” For fear of reprisal, her family has been forced into exile in the United States. By the time I contacted them in 2018, for an assignment from the New Yorker about what it’s like to hide from Russian assassins, they had already been forced to move to more than six different secret locations and were leery of participating.

The outrage directed at the Russian athletic program in the wake of the scandal seemingly ignited the Russian hacking organization Fancy Bear. The group, who is also believed to be behind the breach of the 2016 Democratic National Committee, began a hacking spree to unearth evidence of doping among athletes around the world and lessen the criticism directed at their own country.

In September 2016, Fancy Bear began publishing information from a WADA database showing the widespread use of the therapeutic use exemption (TUE) system, which allows athletes with valid medical needs to take pharmaceuticals with ingredients on the banned-substances list. Though prominent athletes were named, including tennis champions Serena and Venus Williams, Rafael Nadal, gymnast Simone Biles, runner Mohamed “Mo” Farah, and cyclist Bradley Wiggins, the athletes shrugged off the incident, arguing that this use of banned drugs was entirely within the system provided and that, therefore, they did nothing wrong.

Fancy Bear was also blamed for unearthing an internal USADA document that laid bare years’ worth of information, including damning details of possible cheating, prescription drug misuse, and medical malpractice in the United States at Nike’s premier professional running program, the Nike Oregon Project (NOP), led by legendary coach Alberto Salazar. For years, stretching back to Salazar’s own illustrious running career, rumors swirled of his use of performance-enhancing drugs, but until his assistant coach Steve Magness blew the whistle on him in 2012 by taking his concerns directly to USADA, these allegations had amounted to little more than chatter.

Details of the hacked report first surfaced in late February of 2017 in the Sunday Times of London, who published four articles in two days reporting that USADA had assembled a compelling case against the Nike Oregon Project. They focused their coverage on UK track star Mo Farah, while choosing not to publish the stolen document in its entirety. The news, at least in the United States, barely made an impression.

* * *

IN MAY 2017, A USB DRIVE FULL OF EXPLOSIVE ONES AND ZEROS CAME INTO MY POSSESSION through a confidential source. When it arrived at my house in Boulder, Colorado, I plugged the drive into my computer, which revealed a single file, a 4.7-megabyte PDF titled “Tic Toc, Tic Toc . . .” Awash in adrenaline, I read the pages in front of me. The document I had on my screen—the “Interim Report of the US Anti-Doping Agency to the Texas Medical Board”—laid out USADA’s case against NOP’s team coach Alberto Salazar, team physician Dr. Jeffrey Brown, and some of Nike’s highest-profile professional runners. In 269 illuminating pages, it depicted a culture of secrecy, coercion, cheating, and possible medical malpractice at Nike.

The New York Times assigned me to unpack the damning report, focusing on the evidence of coercion. It was a complicated case, involving alleged abuse of prescription drugs and gray-area tactics, but since no one had been caught red-handed with a syringe in their arm it would require careful reporting to convey exactly what had gone wrong and why it mattered. For this, I needed to speak to people who’d been there—who had trained under Salazar and would be willing to take me behind the scenes of the Nike Oregon Project. I attempted to contact people named in the document to see if they would comment on the record. Nike’s PR representatives dragged their feet in responding to my inquiries, even as I stressed that the piece was slated to be published in the coming days. Alberto Salazar and his protégé, Galen Rupp, another key figure of the report, did not respond to calls or emails.

The USADA report partially focused on two athletes, Olympian Dathan Ritzenhein and former Loyola Marymount University track athlete Tara Welling (née Erdmann). Neither was eager to speak on the record. Ritzenhein and I eventually did a phone interview. He was gracious but didn’t want to talk about any of the substances allegedly given to him by Brown or Salazar.

Welling would not speak to me and instead passed me off to her husband, Jordan Welling, who works at Nike (though he has no relationship with the Oregon Project or the sports marketing department). I stressed to him how important it was to get an actual interview with Tara, even offering to fly out to Portland to sit with her in person, but they demurred.

Over email, she said that when she joined the team she “had nothing but the utmost respect for Alberto and the staff” and that “I personally never had concerns regarding long-term health while with the Oregon Project.” I found these comments hard to reconcile with what Welling had told USADA.

As the report laid out, she had not been truthful with their investigator during their first interview over the telephone, when she denied ever seeing Dr. Brown. The anti-doping agency, in their further review of the evidence, found an email that undercut her claim, and a second, in-person interview was scheduled, which took place in Portland on February 5, 2016. During the questioning, Welling recalled Salazar “abusing prescription medications,” and that he carried two large bags of medications that he would give to athletes; he would give her prescription Celebrex whenever she needed it. Dissolving into tears, she told officials, “I don’t know if Alberto did something to me.”

* * *

I FIRST MET OLYMPIANS ADAM AND KARA GOUCHER AT THE TRANSROCKIES RUN STAGE race in Colorado in the summer of 2016. Adam was participating in the multiday trail race, and Kara was there to cheer him on and serve as a celebrity speaker for the event. Both former Nike Oregon Project athletes, Adam and Kara had been silently sitting on their own story of disillusionment with their erstwhile coach and sponsor, until 2013, when they sat down with USADA and revealed what they’d seen and experienced on the team, providing key testimony for its eventual report.

When I approached Adam and Kara a year later about the story I was writing for the New York Times, they weren’t interested in being quoted in the article, but they were willing to help me understand the background on what had taken place during their time at Nike. They confirmed elements of the report that strained credulity—such as the claim that Salazar frequently gave Rupp private massages. If NOP employed some of the country’s best sports-massage therapists, then why would Salazar need to personally do the job? I wondered. But Kara assured me, “Oh yeah, that absolutely happened, and it happened a lot.” (This was corroborated in interviews with Dathan Ritzenhein, Steve Magness, and others.) The Gouchers also told me—as Kara had testified during USADA hearings—that on a couple of occasions, Salazar left tubes of testosterone cream around the condo at training camps where he acted as Rupp’s personal masseur. (Salazar has denied administering banned substances to any of his athletes.)

The story—titled “‘This Doesn’t Sound Legal’: Inside Nike’s Oregon Project”—ran on the front page of the New York Times on May 20, 2017, and immediately my inbox filled with messages from fellow journalists, athletes, and crackpots alike. One person, who inundated my inbox with attachments and was insistent on speaking to me, was Robert Lyden, a running coach, footwear designer, and outspoken former Nike employee from Oregon. He had sued Nike (and Adidas) for patent infringement and was embroiled in a lawsuit with the megacorporation (both cases were voluntarily dismissed in early 2018). He presented me with what he thought was enough circumstantial evidence to damn Nike once and for all in the court of public opinion. He relayed a possibly apocryphal story I had heard once before about Nike athlete Joan Benoit, the 1984 Olympic marathon champion and running world sweetheart, being offered performance-enhancing drugs by Nike coaches in the 1980s, with Phil Knight present in the room. (Benoit hasn’t responded to requests for comment.) He also shared a story about a red dot from a gun scope appearing on his stairwell’s white baluster at 1:30 in the morning. He thought someone was trying to send him a message. “Be careful,” he told me.

I was beginning to realize just how extensive the tale of coercion and cheating might have been at Nike. The next time I met with the Gouchers, July 6, 2017, we sat down for lunch to talk about a possible book. I told them I wanted to expose the unsettling details of this premier running program and tell the wider story of cheating and misconduct at Nike and at the highest levels of endurance sports. Adam, who has a preternatural sense of fairness, was uncompromising in his attitude toward Nike. When I asked about their relationship with Kara’s brother-in-law, who works at Nike and helped design the latest Nike shoe to hit the headlines, the Vaporfly 4%, he said, “Fuck ’em. They’re dishonest cheaters.” Kara was far more empathetic. Her gaze dropped and her mind drifted as she told me, “I don’t want this to be all negative, we had a lot of good times.”

Leaving Adam and walking toward our cars, Kara’s eyes welled with tears. “They were our family,” she told me. “Galen [Rupp] was like my little brother and Alberto [Salazar] was like a father to me, for years. I loved them.” Although this was only the third time we’d ever met, I wondered if I should have tried to console her. But what we had started that day—what we had pried open—could not be put neatly back.

* * *

AFTER LEAVING THE NOP IN 2013, THE GOUCHERS RETURNED TO BOULDER, A TOWN that calls itself The Bubble because there doesn’t seem to be anyone within its city limits who isn’t astoundingly fit, accomplished, and wealthy. Here, your neighbor is likely to be a former Olympian, and you might recognize the guy next to you in line at Whole Foods from the latest Patagonia catalog. Because of Boulder’s altitude, climate, and topography, it’s a place where athletes move to focus their lives on training for endurance sports. Take, for instance, the road up Flagstaff Mountain, just a few blocks from the Gouchers’ home. It’s a route on which both professional and recreational cyclists often test themselves against the more than 2,300 feet of uphill, and the clock. A ride on which known-dopers Tom Danielson and Levi Leipheimer still hold record times.

Neither of the Gouchers has ever ridden up Flagstaff on a bike. They don’t rock climb the Flatiron peaks that jut out of the ground on Boulder’s western flank. They don’t fight the I-70 traffic to ski on the weekends at one of the nearby world-class resorts. The Gouchers are runners. They have dedicated their lives to the simple pursuit of being as fast as humanly possible in the most basic and primal of sports.

Today, their familial tides are dictated by the dual moons of Kara’s training requirements and parenting. She is in the twilight of her running career, a critical point in which an athlete either goes back to the private sector or floats up from earth, like a child’s balloon, and somehow maintains a life in the limelight, propelled by the winds of past achievements. There is little doubt which one Kara will do. At age thirty-nine, she still looks like she could win a major marathon, and the fresh face that endeared her to running fans all over the world has barely aged.

Adam retired from running in 2011, after a string of injuries that left him with a hitch in his stride and compromised mobility. Now he more closely resembles a CrossFit athlete than a waiflike distance runner. He is affable but intense, and easily animated by talk of performance-enhancing drugs. “I think that ninety percent of US sports are dirty,” he told me. “I’m talking baseball, football, basketball, tennis, running, all of them. And they’re stealing money from clean athletes. It’s not fair.”

When the Gouchers welcomed the FBI agents back into their home promptly at 7:30 p.m. (after they had heeded Kara’s demand), their yard sat bathed in fading light. Beyond them, the Flatiron mountain range bustled with rock climbers, cyclists, and trail runners. The couple sat at the dinner table and for the next few hours began to tell the story of their athletic careers to the two agents seated across from them.

“Okay, now tell us exactly what happened at Nike.”
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The Best Feeling I’ve Ever Had in My Life

ON AUGUST 4, 2012, TWENTY-NINE MEN FROM EIGHTEEN DIFFERENT COUNTRIES LINED up in northeast London to find out who could run 6.2 miles—the 10,000-meter Olympic event—the fastest. Among them was Ethiopian legend Kenenisa Bekele, who owned the Olympic record for the distance at 27 minutes and 1.17 seconds, the world record of 26 minutes and 17.53 seconds, and had won the previous two Olympic gold medals in the event. Add this to his four World Championships in the 10,000 meters and it was clear to see why the British television broadcasters, in their preamble to the event, called Kenenisa “the world’s greatest distance runner.” The race, however, was anything but a foregone conclusion: it was a stacked field of the fastest men in the world. Kenenisa’s younger brother, Tariku Bekele, was a favorite, as was the world half-marathon champion, Kenyan Wilson Kiprop. Kiprop had run the fastest 10,000 meters of the year in front of Oregon track fanatics at the University’s famed Hayward field during the 2012 Prefontaine Classic, which hosted the East African Countries Trials.

The XXX Olympiad of 2012 was London’s third time hosting the modern Olympic Games since the ancient games were revived by Pierre de Coubertin in 1896. The United Kingdom spent an estimated $15 billion to stage these Games including $775 million on the new stadium the men were now lined up in. London’s first time hosting an Olympics, in 1908, saw approximately two thousand athletes—though only thirty-seven women—compete for 110 gold medals. The Games of 2012 would involve some 10,500 athletes—with women now representing almost half of the field—competing in 302 events.

Nike had several athletes racing, but the distribution of their largesse had focused mostly on their two most prominent Oregon Project runners, Galen Rupp and Mo Farah, from whom they were expecting great things. The men had been training together under the diligent eye of Alberto Salazar, a former Nike athlete and American record holder in the 10,000 meters. Salazar had been working with Rupp, who was now twenty-six, since before he could legally drive and had grown to love him like a son. After a somewhat lackluster beginning to his professional running career, Farah and his family moved to Oregon early in 2011 to join the secretive Nike program based at the Beaverton world headquarters. He was still under contract with Adidas when he arrived, contractually obligated to wear the three stripes while training—an unheard-of breach of etiquette on the insular campus and a sin for which Farah was forced to endure stares of disdain from campus employees, until Salazar got word out that it was okayed at the highest levels. Farah had great reverence for his new coach and the pair enjoyed an almost instant leveling up in the athlete’s performance.

Eleven years into its tenure and untold millions invested, the Oregon Project had not produced to a commensurate level of expectation, or expense. An American athlete hadn’t earned a medal of any color in the 10,000 meters since the 1964 Olympics in Tokyo, Japan—twenty-two years before Rupp was born. A European runner hadn’t won the event since 1984, and an Englishman never had. Today would change all of that.

The race plan for Farah and Rupp was simple. Stay near the front of the pack, Salazar had explained to them before the start. If anyone makes a move to pull away, cover the distance and put yourself in a position for a final-burst victory. “We felt they could out-sprint anyone in the race, we didn’t care if it was a fast pace, a slow pace, whatever,” said Salazar, after the event. “They wouldn’t be trying to win it until the last four hundred, maybe even the last two hundred meters.”

As the network cameras panned past the athletes on the start line, Rupp, wearing a long gold chain, a red Nike USA singlet, and shorts pulled up high, kissed his wedding ring. As they stopped on Farah—who, despite now being a Nike athlete, was required by United Kingdom Athletics to wear the Adidas sponsored jersey of Great Britain—held his palms up behind his ears, as a way of saying Let’s hear it! to the crowd. The Somali-born athlete moved to England as an eight-year-old and considers himself British. The London crowd responded with deafening enthusiasm. Buoyed, Farah blew the audience a kiss, raised his arms, and started jumping up and down in place to keep the crowd going and warm up his legs. Then he brought his palms down over his face and, with a big exhale, cleared his expression back to all-business, as an actor might do to prepare himself for the drama ahead.

In professional running there are two events that matter more than all the others combined. The Olympics is the premier affair. A distant second, but still the third-largest sporting event in the world, is the International Association of Athletics Federations World Championships. The Olympics take place every four years, with the World Championship alternating every other year, on the odd year, since 1991.

Winning an Olympic medal, then, as now, comes with no prize money from race organizers; instead many countries’ national sports federations provide the financial incentives. And they vary widely among countries. An athlete representing the United States of America in the 2018 Winter Olympics, for instance, would have received $37,500 for a gold medal, $22,500 for silver, and $15,000 for bronze. Singaporean athletes are paid the most for ascending the Olympic podium, receiving $1 million for a gold medal, $500,000 for silver, and $250,000 for bronze. However, for most athletes in most countries this bonus is not life-changing money. The real financial windfall for a successful runner is made through sponsorships, where finishing on the podium can gain an athlete millions of dollars in corporate backing. Signing an endorsement contract with Nike or Adidas or Puma can bring fame and fortune, provided the athlete continues to perform at the top level.

When the starting gun fired, eighty thousand fans watched Kenenisa propel through the herd to take the lead and set the pace, a tactic he hadn’t employed in many of his preparatory races so far this year. The field of runners spread out into a long line, with everyone clamoring to stay with the front pack. Farah and Rupp were patient, at times dropping back out of the top ten, but always in the mix of runners in the lead group. More than half the athletes racing were in Nike spikes—their allegiance visible from the stands thanks to the neon yellow of their shoes.

There are two “long distance” Olympic track races: the 5,000 meters and 10,000 meters. The “ten” or “10K” as it’s called, is the longest of the Olympic running events held on a track. Though the 26.2-mile marathon begins and ends on the Olympic stadium oval, it usually sends the athletes out to the streets of the host city, rather than forcing them to run 105.5 laps around the track. The 10,000-meter event was added to the Olympic program in 1912, though just for men. Women runners had to wait an additional seventy-six years to compete in their own 10K. The 6.2 miles is exactly twenty-five laps of a standard four-hundred-meter track.

Six minutes into the event, Eritrean Zersenay Tadese took the lead. Comparatively short and compact with a slight forward bob, the five-time World Half Marathon Champion was known for pressing the pace in past competitions. He pulled the group through the halfway point. After eighteen minutes, Kiprop jogged off into the center of the track and dropped out. Twenty minutes in, Rupp found himself in fourth place, sandwiched in between the two Bekele brothers, with Kenenisa in front of him in third and his brother, Tariku, behind. Farah waited patiently as his coach had instructed, in sixth place. The front pack was now twelve athletes that had pulled away from the others, with fellow NOP runner American Dathan Ritzenhein meters off the back in no-man’s-land struggling to regain contact. Farah made a move to the front but didn’t attempt to drop the group. By the time the bell sounded for the last lap around the track, the race had seen no significant power plays.

With increasing urgency, Farah and Kenenisa battled around the final turn before the last lap with Tariku just off their heels—but Farah would not be denied.

As Farah accelerated ahead, the crowd drowned out any chance of hearing the stadium announcers. With his graceful long legs gobbling up the track, Farah’s feet flashed Nike yellow as he ran the final 400 meters in about 53 seconds. Rupp began his move into third at 27 minutes and 12 seconds and passed Tariku, and then, with just meters to go, overtook Kenenisa for silver.

Crossing the finish line first, Farah, arms outstretched, wore an expression of disbelief. As the men decelerated, Rupp, less than half a second behind Farah, screamed “Moooo!” The two men hugged. Then Farah, who is a practicing Muslim, got down on his knees, put his head on the polyurethane track, and bowed three times toward Mecca to the south. The cameras cut away until he was done with his prayers. He then rolled around like a joyful child before Rupp helped him up into an embrace. With arms slung around each other, both men flashed the number one sign with their index fingers before Rupp remembered he was second and added the additional finger to make two.

The day would come to be known as Super Saturday in England, for the three gold medals won by their Olympic team in quick succession, ending with Farah’s.

“Look at the scalps of Africa taken by Mo Farah, and of course, Galen Rupp,” a broadcaster blared.

“It was the greatest feeling, perhaps, I’ve ever had,” said Salazar of the race. “It was better than anything I ever did in my own running career. Other than marrying my wife, and my kids’ births, this was the best feeling I’ve ever had in my life.”

His two stars had ascended to the top of the sport, just as he’d envisioned way back in 2001 at the inception of his running program. The stunning and decisive vindication for Salazar and the NOP would soon be immortalized in a banner featuring a photo of the duo’s triumphant finish that hung in the Lance Armstrong fitness center on the Nike campus. The decade-plus effort to help top American distance runners not only compete with but defeat the Kenyans and Ethiopians had finally paid off.

After the event, Salazar received more than sixty text messages, but the most crucial one came from Tom Clarke, the Nike vice president who had originally green-lit the Oregon Project. Watching from a hotel room in Atlanta he couldn’t hold back the tears of joy. His text message to Salazar read, “I’m so proud. Congrats. TC.”

* * *

AS FARAH AND RUPP CIRCLED THE TRACK ON THEIR RESPECTIVE VICTORY LAPS IN LONDON, back in Houston, Steve Magness’s cell phone lit up with texts of his own. As former assistant coach and scientific adviser to the prestigious program and Salazar’s former right-hand man, Magness had helped coach both athletes in their preparation for this day. However, since quitting his job two months earlier, the entire fiasco made him sick to his stomach as he considered what his former athletes had done to achieve greatness.

“It’s supposed to be this grand moment where you played a role in helping someone do something that no one thought was possible, and it’s the complete opposite,” Magness told ProPublica and the BBC. Instead, it was “one of the most disheartening moments of my life.”

He had moved back home to Texas crestfallen after leaving the palatial Nike campus and was trying to put his career and his life back together. Though he accepted a position as an assistant coach to the University of Houston’s track-and-field and cross-country programs, he ruminated on the many unsettling things he’d witnessed while employed at Nike world headquarters, which dampened his excitement for the sport that had become his life’s work.

Magness felt an obligation to tell anti-doping authorities what he’d seen, but this was no trivial decision for an exercise scientist deeply involved in the sport. He had a tough decision to make: keep his mouth shut and pretend he didn’t see anything untoward or contact the sporting authorities and let them decide what to do. Whistleblowing is typically a thankless act of sacrifice, Magness understood. Shining lights into dark and secret worlds and speaking truth to power comes with great risk, and here it was an even greater risk—because it directly implicated him. There was a very real chance coming forward could destroy any prospect of a career as a running coach, get him sued, and possibly land him with the scarlet letter of a USADA doping suspension.

“I’ve never experienced war or anything like that, but I experienced PTSD from this,” Magness said when we met in Houston for interviews in the fall of 2018. He’s of average height, slight build, and looks every bit a scientist with dark un-moussed hair, glasses, and an introverted demeanor.

Growing up in the North Houston suburbs in the academic shadow of his older brother, Magness turned to sports as a way to differentiate himself. He loved soccer, but was the progeny of track men (his father ran and his grandfather was a state champion).

In 1966, President Lyndon B. Johnson started a program called the Presidential Physical Fitness Test, as a way to encourage exercise among school-aged kids through a variety of challenges. One of which was the timed mile. This was where Magness caught the first glimpse of his future.

By high school his coaches encouraged him to stop playing soccer altogether, then his teammates coerced him to take training seriously. He would run before and after school and started putting in fifteen miles every day. “My entire senior year of high school, I stayed up past ten p.m. a total of six times,” Magness later said of his dedication. His mile time improved from 4 minutes and 21 seconds his freshman year to an astonishing 4 minutes and 1 second as a senior, the fastest mile run by any high schooler that year.

“I thought, straight up, I was going to college and then I was going to run professionally,” said Magness, “and I was going to go to the Olympics.” That year, the Houston Chronicle listed him as a “Legend in the Making,” in an article about the city’s next generation of sports superstars.

He chose to attend Rice University to study exercise science and ran well at cross-country as a freshman, but his track season went poorly. “I didn’t care about school work, I didn’t care about grades. I didn’t care about any of it,” said Magness. “I was just all running.” His entire identity was wrapped up in being fast, so when running wasn’t going well, he questioned his value as a person. Looking for a change he transferred to the University of Houston just five miles away. His performance improved on the new team, but not to the level of expectation he had garnered coming out of high school.

After graduation Magness moved into a running commune of sorts with a few friends in Los Angeles. The two-bedroom condo was subsidized by the local running store so the six post-collegiate athletes, who all slept in bunkbeds, could have an opportunity and some breathing room financially to train and race. Magness focused on road 5K events, but only lasted six months in the house before he left for graduate school in Virginia.

As it became painfully clear that his dream of running for his country in the Olympics wasn’t going to happen, Magness gradually turned his attention to sport science. He began training with Alan Webb and his coach Scott Raczko while studying physiology at George Mason University. The time spent with America’s best miler was formative for Magness. He witnessed how hard Webb worked, day in and day out, with Raczko. “And he was clean,” said Magness.

In December 2010, he visited Webb, who was now living in Oregon and training under Salazar. Magness tagged along for Webb’s daily training at the Nike campus, where he unintentionally impressed the coach. Crowded around a small screen, watching a video of Paula Radcliffe’s running form, Magness made an astute comment that no one had asked him for.

Still, when Salazar called to offer him employment, he thought it was a practical joke. In 2011 Magness accepted what he can only describe as his dream job, working with the most powerful coach in track and field and some of the fastest distance runners on the planet at Nike in Beaverton, Oregon. He ignored red flags—like Salazar’s rumored testing of testosterone or the flippancy with which he passed out prescription drugs—with the typical gusto of a new Nike employee. A wide-eyed Magness worked in the Mia Hamm office building and met daily with his athletes in the Lance Armstrong fitness center. He ate in a cafeteria named Boston, after the marathon. He saw NBA star Manu Ginóbili one day while working with an athlete on an AlterG treadmill and LeBron James on another day in the Bo Jackson gym. His friends and even his parents would frequently remind him of his amazing luck and privileged position.

“I’m thinking my future is set,” said Magness. “I’m going to do this and if Salazar retires, maybe I’ll get his position. I don’t have to do anything else for my life.”

Over time, however, the veneer wore off, and the reality of the high-pressure environment began to seem at odds with Magness’s moral compass. He had witnessed Salazar acting in dishonorable ways, but, at least at first, nothing overtly illegal. He’d seen him bully doctors into giving both himself and his athletes prescription drugs they didn’t have a medical need for. He had watched as Salazar celebrated injuries to Nike athletes trained by rival coaches. Salazar was obsessed with beating Jerry Schumacher, a fellow Nike running coach he had hired to succeed him, who eventually broke off to run his own, rival program within the brand’s ecosystem. And the most cringeworthy of all, Salazar had a habit of making inappropriate comments about female athletes’ bodies, especially his star athlete Kara Goucher.

Though Salazar tended to act as his athletes’ doctor, his undergraduate degree was in business and marketing. By the time he hired Magness, he had a reputation as a trainer who chased one scientifically suspect trend after another, often changing direction and making decisions on gut feeling instead of solid data, at great expense to Nike. In an interview with Sports Illustrated years earlier, Salazar appeared cavalier about his own drug use. He admitted to experimenting with the corticosteroid prednisone in an attempt to revive his deficient adrenal system, and noted that he was on Prozac when he won his last race, the 55-mile Comrades Marathon in South Africa, in 1994.

According to the USADA report on the Nike Oregon Project, Salazar admitted to also secretly taking testosterone around this time—a drug which is unambiguously illegal in all sports—a fact the world wouldn’t find out about until the report went public in 2017.

Magness, on the other hand, had both a bachelor’s and a master’s degree in exercise science, having graduated summa cum laude. The day he arrived at the leafy Nike campus he instantly imbued Salazar’s running program with scientific credibility.

Early in his tenure at Nike, a number of disconcerting things began happening. While Magness was on a trip with Galen Rupp in Germany, Salazar mailed the runner drugs, which he’d placed in a secret hole cut into a Clive Cussler novel. Shortly thereafter, Salazar asked Magness to investigate a substance called L-carnitine—a drug that is not on the banned list—after researchers in England discovered that it could possibly improve running endurance.

The substance, though easy to find on the open market, had a notoriously long load time, which meant that to get L-carnitine into the athletes at the levels required to realize the performance-enhancement they’d have to employ experimental techniques.

Salazar feared other coaches would soon begin exploring the supplement, too. With the 2012 Olympic Trials approaching he ratcheted up efforts with Dr. Jeffrey Stuart Brown to use an infusion method that the supplement researchers had used as a proof of concept. The method bumped up against WADA rules around infusions, but, Magness told me, Salazar said he’d cleared everything with USADA.

“The next one was the testosterone,” said Magness. Later the same year, while reviewing some historical medical data on the Oregon Project athletes, he noticed a line item for Rupp that read, “Presently on prednisone and testosterone medication.”

He took it to Salazar, who reviewed it and then told him it was a mistake. Salazar blamed Dr. Loren Myhre, the Nike physiologist who had entered the early notes. “He said Loren was crazy, that’s why it was wrong, he never said anything about it being a supplement,” Magness explained.

Initially, Magness managed to convince himself the notation was probably a mistake, though he logged it in the back of his mind as yet another red flag before going back to work. From that day on, he and Salazar would never see eye to eye again.

About a year in, Magness said Nike stopped paying him his salary, a turn of events he is convinced was orchestrated by Salazar. “Any leverage Alberto had to make you afraid of your job or just putting you on edge,” he explained, “he took advantage of.” So Magness quit, and after watching Rupp, who he described as “not even on the same sphere of talent level as Alan Webb,” take silver at the 2012 London Olympics, right behind Farah, decided to send the most consequential email of his life.

On December 10, 2012, Magness sent the following message to USADA’s “Play Clean” email address:

Look into the Nike Oregon Project athletes.

I’m strongly suspicious of using testosterone cream as I saw it labeled in test results for Galen Rupp before. Along with the fact their head coach has a prescription himself for testosterone cream.

Also, Hemoglobin levels are regularly in the 17–17.8 levels for athletes with total red blood cell mass as high as 1100g for an athlete like Galen Rupp. Those are pretty high levels, even with the use of altitude or simulated altitude. Unfortunately I was not privy to blood volume and therefore hematocrit levels.

They’re also pretty good at doing legal injections under 50ml instead of infusions. I know it’s permitted, but they’ve done this with L-carnitine, magnesium, and iron, plus a few others probably. L-carnitine they took an infusion protocol and instead went with 3–4 small injections while drinking a high-glucose drink instead of the glucose+carnitine infusion that was done in the medical journals.

What began as a cathartic truth-telling exercise for Magness ignited a full-blown investigation by USADA, which typically follows up on all credible tip-offs. They interviewed Magness multiple times in the proceeding months and commandeered his laptop and phone, which they scoured for evidence of further wrongdoing. They told him that they were going to ban him first, for the L-carnitine infusion he received as NOP’s guinea pig, and then work on getting Salazar and Dr. Brown suspensions.

Whistleblowers have protection for a reason: in exchange for their valuable and reliable information, they are usually given a lighter sentence, or none at all. In our interviews, Magness said he told USADA, “Look, if you think I deserve a ban, well okay, but this sucks because along with the Gouchers, this whole shit starts with me coming forward and risking everything.

“What if you ban me and then Alberto goes through his arbitration and he gets off scot-free? So then the one person who is going to be banned is me. I’m not painting myself as some righteous person who’s one hundred percent in the right all the time. I’m flawed and I’m human and I did some stuff that I deeply regret. And if I went back, I wouldn’t do it again, but it’s not like you caught me, I’m giving you all this stuff because, for the greater good, there is some shit that needs to be fixed here.”
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Fort Knox West

TO GET TO THE HEART OF THE NIKE CORPORATION, YOU TRAVEL NORTH ALONG THE famous green berm in Beaverton, Oregon, then take a left on Bowerman Drive and pass under an elevated white bridge with a giant orange checkmark on it. The initial buildings were cast around Lake Nike, a man-made feature at the center of campus. The elevated earthen berm that surrounds the campus buildings was built with the excavated dirt removed to create the lake, and the bridge connects the nearly two miles of running trail that surrounds much of the four-hundred-acre corporate headquarters. It’s a fitting threshold for the world’s largest athletic shoe and apparel manufacturer, whose humble roots began with the then-nascent sport of recreational running in 1964 and now makes its presence known around the globe.

Phil Knight once called it “a topographical map of Nike’s history and growth,” and driving onto campus has the feeling of entering an amusement park, museum, embassy, and college campus all in one. An ongoing $1 billion expansion project has brought the total number of primarily white, gray, and black buildings to more than seventy-five, and interspersed amid bucolic streams, glens, and waterfalls are tennis and basketball courts, soccer fields, and gyms. Black Mercedes vans with orange swooshes on them and orange bikes with white swooshes provide transportation through the sprawling campus. Like most places in the Northwest, Nike’s headquarters is idyllic when the sun comes out—blooming green and full of waterfalls, bamboo forests, and statues—but there are rain-covered sidewalks and bridges between buildings for the reality of the weather in this region of the country.

Bowerman Drive is named for Bill Bowerman, the force of nature who coached University of Oregon runners from 1948 to 1972 and cofounded Nike with Knight. Bowerman was an Oregon original of true pioneer stock (his grandmother traveled the Oregon trail “in utero” as his father liked to say) who not only coached Phil Knight, but National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) championship teams, and an Olympic gold medalist during his twenty-four-year career. He played an integral role in ushering in the running boom itself, which helped create the very market that Nike so masterfully took advantage of. The company that began selling Japanese shoes out the back of a green Plymouth Valiant at high school track meets now enjoys a market value of about $160 billion and boasted of a yearly revenue of more than $39 billion in 2019. Nike and its swoosh are possibly the most recognizable brand on the planet, and its cofounder Phil Knight is one of the richest men to have ever lived, with a net worth estimated by Forbes at some $35 billion.

Many factors contributed to the rise of running in the early 1970s, including Frank Shorter’s Olympic gold medal in 1972, an increasing public interest in fitness, and the birth of some of America’s major endurance races. But Bowerman’s success on the track, his community outreach running classes, and his groundbreaking book, Jogging, are considered essential ingredients to the movement, at a time when, by one estimate, 48 percent of Americans had at least tried running.

As a coach, Bowerman was a tinkerer who pondered every aspect of his discipline for ways to make his athletes faster. He conceived of a sports drink that would replenish what the runners lost through sweat, ten years before Gatorade (though he abandoned the idea after not being able to improve the taste past “sheep’s piss”) and would work tirelessly on improving the surfaces that running tracks were made of. His athletes loved and revered him, but some of them have also called him a tyrant and considered him a sadistic prankster. He was as likely to recite a biblical verse as he was to take his penis out and urinate on his young athletes in the showers, or brand them with a hot key in the sauna as a perverse test of their pain tolerance.

He was convinced that shoes were central to athletic performance, and believed that the lower the weight, the less encumbered athletes would be, and the faster they’d run. The track shoes that were available in post–World War II America, however, were either expensive German shoes or “Crap. Crap. Crap. Crappy, hard leather, crappy ten ounces per shoe,” as Bowerman put it. He had fought the Germans in World War II as a member of the famed US Army Tenth Mountain Division and resented paying Adidas, a German company, for his team’s track spikes.

* * *

LONG BEFORE NIKE GOT IN THE SHOE GAME, ADIDAS WAS THE FIRST PREEMINENT global athletic brand. Its founder, Adolf “Adi” Dassler, began his life’s work amid the economic depression of World War I, in Herzogenaurach, Germany, where he and his brother founded Gebrüder Dassler Sportschuhfabrik, the Dassler Brothers Sport Shoe Factory, in 1924, specializing in athletic shoes. Adi was generous with samples, sending them out to sports clubs, players, and team managers. By 1926 the brothers were producing one hundred pairs of shoes a day, including football (soccer) shoes and leather track shoes with hand-forged spikes. Sales were brisk, and the Dasslers rapidly expanded their operation.

As Adolf Hitler rose to power in the 1930s, the brothers had little choice but to pledge allegiance to the Nazi Party. To refuse would have put everything they had built, and the livelihood of their more than one hundred employees, in jeopardy. Though he preferred athletic competition to politics, Adi became a supervisor of the Hitler Youth sports league in Herzogenaurach with the goal to support athletes with sporting goods equipment without concern for political affiliation, religious faith, or ethnicity. Regardless, the brothers’ shoe factory was employed to make marching boots for the Nazi troops.

Hitler viewed sport as a way to develop and display the “genetically pure” Aryan race as physically superior to the rest of the world. A Nazi Germany that dominated international sports would, by necessity, be fit and hardened when needed for the battlefield. The training of soldiers therefore included the systemized practice and playing of sports.

When Berlin was selected as the location of the XI Olympic Games in 1936 the Reich chancellor seized the opportunity to show international visitors an open-minded, cosmopolitan, and peaceful regime. Never in their history had the Games become such a political chess match. Though the German Jewish population was living in ever-increasing fear, the international community hadn’t yet realized how bad it had become, and certainly not how bad it was going to get. The Nazis hid their true intentions, and as the Games approached they took great pains to disguise the systematic disenfranchisement of the Jews (even suspending distribution of Der Stürmer, Berlin’s weekly anti-Semitic newspaper).

For sixteen days in August the Nazi Party enchanted the world with their clean streets, efficient public transit, and beautiful grand hotels. “Foreigners are spoiled, indulged, flattered and fooled,” the journalist Bella Fromm wrote in her diary. “The propaganda machinery is trying to give visitors a positive impression of the Third Reich using the Olympics as camouflage.”

The XI Olympiad of the modern era proved to be the most dramatic and intriguing spectacle in all of Olympic history, and became the apogee of Hitler’s popularity—and his hypocrisy. The “peace-loving statesman” had already begun building his concentration camps and had set in motion a plan to grow the army for a forthcoming war.

It was the biggest and the most impressive Games ever, with more countries participating, more athletes running, and more competitions than ever before (just shy of four thousand athletes from forty-nine countries traveled to Berlin to compete). It was a media event of unprecedented scope and scale. This was the first time the Olympics were televised, and eighteen hundred journalists from fifty-nine countries reported on the competitions. Radio broadcasts of the events reached forty-one countries.

Fifteen world records were set in August 1936, as well as forty-one new Olympic bests. Germany won thirty-three gold, twenty-six silver, and thirty bronze medals. They were far and away the most successful country at the Games with eighty-nine total medals, followed by the United States, which won fifty-six.

The undisputed hero and fan favorite of the Games was an American track-and-field athlete from Ohio State named Jesse Owens. Much to the displeasure of Nazi leadership, the African-American athlete became the first to win four gold medals in one Olympiad . . . and he did so in Dassler shoes. His performance in front of the Führer was an affront to the entire idea of white superiority. This would prove an extremely risky boon for the Dassler brothers’ business in the narrowing band of acceptable behavior of Nazi Germany. But it established their worldwide reputation as a true sports performance brand, and sales took off.

When Germany invaded Poland in September 1939, the Nazi troops fought for days on end without rest. The speed and efficiency of the invasion shocked the Allied Forces. Recent research by author Norman Ohler for his book Blitzed: Drugs in the Third Reich has unearthed a possible reason. Ohler has claimed that the Nazi ranks were awash in drugs: cocaine, opiates, and most of all, methamphetamine.

Many countries repurposed their shoe manufacturing facilities for their respective war efforts. The US army wore flying boots made by the Converse shoe company out of Massachusetts, while one of the oldest cleat makers in England, a company called Gola, went from creating soccer “boots” to marching boots. Because of industry shortages, the Gebrüder Dassler Sportschuhfabrik factory evaded shutdown, but was employed to build panzers (tank armor) and bazookas, as well as footwear for the troops. They even managed to expand their running line to include shoes with new names such as “Blitz” and “Kampf.”

As the war came to an end and Soviet forces closed in on the Berlin chancellery in April 1945, Hitler committed suicide by swallowing cyanide and shooting himself in the head.

The Dassler Brothers Sport Shoe Factory survived the war, but in 1948, after twenty-four years of working together, brothers Adolf and Rudolf went their separate ways due to irreconcilable differences. Each man continued the family profession and built their respective brands into West Germany’s showpiece sports companies. Adi combined his first and last name to arrive at Adidas. Rudolf, who went by “Rudi” among friends, named his business Ruda and set up shop just across the Aurach River in Herzogenaurach (though he would later rename his company Puma).

By the mid-1950s, Bowerman was fiddling with his own creations in the United States. As the head coach at the University of Oregon, he was obsessed with making a better performing and lighter-weight running shoe for his athletes. He spent time with a local cobbler to learn the basics of how footwear was put together, then systematically experimented with new materials, including nylon, mesh, lightweight leather, rattlesnake, and even kangaroo skin on the upper part of the shoe. He very quickly managed to cut the ounces in half and began gluing the shoes together instead of using the traditional sewing method employed by industry leaders. He reached out to American footwear manufacturers of the time, like Spalding and Rawlings, with his ideas and track shoe improvements. “He tried to send pictures to all the shoemakers and nobody would have anything to do with it,” Bowerman’s wife, Barbara, told PBS in 2007. “He decided, ‘Well, I’m going to make my shoes myself.’”

Knight, who went by Buck as a young man, joined Bowerman’s Ducks in 1955, and became one of the coach’s pet projects. The gruff sensei set to toughening the young man—who was viewed as having more enthusiasm than talent—with some good-natured hazing, reportedly subjecting him to the shower urination ruse at least three separate times. He also questioned out loud if the shy, scrawny Knight really wanted to be on the team. He once forced the towheaded Oregonian to run a long, hard workout with the team when he was clearly ill and should have been in bed. “He was contradicting everything he’d taught us about not running sick and making it worse. I knew it was just to make me acknowledge that his word was law, no matter how arbitrary. But that didn’t make it any easier to take. I was so mad I ran a personal record,” said Knight. “When I hung in, he saw character, and that was the end of it. Later, it was funny to watch him hazing other guys the same way—funny after you’d been through the cycle.”

Though Knight ran a respectable personal best of 4 minutes and 13 seconds in the mile while attending the University of Oregon, his résumé of achievements has but one line from his time as a Duck. In 1959 he was part of a four-man, four-mile relay team that set an American record at the Drake Relays, beating the previous mark by seven-tenths of a second. Bowerman referred to Knight as “a good squad man.”

After running for Bowerman at the University of Oregon, Knight was accepted into Stanford University’s MBA program. He graduated in 1962 and moved back into his parents’ spacious white house on Claybourne Street in the Eastmoreland neighborhood of Portland. The twenty-five-year-old then convinced his father to fund a vacation-cum-business trip to Japan, armed with an idea he’d developed in graduate school to import cheap Japanese shoes and sell them at considerable markup in America. He left on Thanksgiving Day of 1962 (a time, he points out in his 2016 biography, when “90 percent of Americans still had never been on an airplane”).

Once in Japan, Knight paid a visit to the track at the University of Tokyo, where he noted the shoes on the athletes’ feet. After touring sporting goods stores as well, he concluded Onitsuka Co., Ltd., was the best hope for US exports. He cold-called the company and managed to set up a meeting with their executives. Though virtually unknown in America, Onitsuka dominated the Japanese basketball market and sold more than $8 million worth of sports shoes each year; however, many in the running community considered Onitsuka track spikes, which also featured a three-stripe emblem, a poor Adidas knockoff. Their owner, a former military commander named Kihachiro Onitsuka, started the company in 1949, and as legend has it, created his original shoe last—the basic three-dimensional mold upon which a shoe is constructed—by melting candles from a Buddhist shrine and shaping them to his own feet.

Knight arrived at the Onitsuka headquarters confident but admittedly clueless, and proceeded to begin his business life with a creative lie. Fresh out of an MBA program, he wasn’t even employed, let alone a business owner, but when asked who he represented in America, he sputtered “Blue Ribbon Sports,” a name he came up with on the spot. Knight has floated two different explanations for the name throughout the years: One involves the fact that he had been drinking the night before the meeting and recalled the beer company Pabst Blue Ribbon. The other—more polished but no less unimaginative—explanation was that he thought of the first-place ribbons given to the winner of a foot race. Knight also told the Onitsuka executives that he had run for the famed track coach Bill Bowerman. The gruff, old veteran held cachet to anyone who knew track and field, and the executives were summarily impressed.

Knight didn’t leave the meeting with a business deal, but he did receive a handshake from Onitsuka confirming that they would mail him twelve pairs of their Tiger brand shoes as soon as they received his payment. In his travel diary that day he wrote that he had “faked out Tiger Shoe Co.” He then sent a letter to his father asking him to wire the $50 to the company.

While Knight awaited samples in Oregon, halfway across the world in Herzogenaurach, Adi Dassler reigned over the world’s largest athletic shoe company. Despite being entangled in a family feud with Puma, Adidas had seven hundred employees in four factories, and sold their wares in fifty-eight different countries—far and away the biggest brand in the industry.

The samples arrived in Portland three weeks after the assassination of the thirty-fifth president of the United States, John F. Kennedy, on November 22, 1963. By then, the pragmatic Knight had already taken another job at an accounting firm that would become Coopers & Lybrand, which paid him $500 a month. He immediately sent two of the five Onitsuka Tiger Limber Ups to Bowerman with a note saying he’d be willing to sell his old coach shoes for his athletes at cost, $4.50 for flats and $7.00 for the track spikes. On January 22, Bowerman wrote back that he liked the looks of the shoes and that he wanted to be cut in on the deal.

Neither of the men had much extra cash to use as seed money in their new business venture, however. Bowerman’s teacher salary allowed him to support his wife and three sons, but not much else, and Knight was still a junior accountant. Regardless, later in the week, they shook hands on a partnership that gave Knight 51 percent and Bowerman 49 percent ownership of their new entity, Blue Ribbon Sports. With no business plan to speak of, they signed a contract a few days later, with both men investing $500 into the venture. The business model was simple: import Japanese shoes, mark them up, and sell them to Americans. All of this sounded agreeable and opportune to Knight, but a week later it struck him that he better add an addendum to the contract. In a note under his signature in legible longhand he wrote: “P.S. I forgot to make it part of the original agreement, but I think it ought to be made explicit: There will be no pissing on partners in the shower.”

* * *

THOUGH PORTLAND IS OFTEN DEPICTED IN POPULAR CULTURE AS A TOWN OF BOHEMIAN eccentrics bumming around among the artisanal cafés, knitting circles, independent bookstores, and marijuana dispensaries, the area has thrived from the historic agreement Bowerman and Knight made back in 1964.

The transformation into the Silicon Valley of the athletic footwear industry began as soon as the campus opened in October 1990, just seven miles west of downtown Portland. Over the years, as Nike blossomed, so too did the local economy, as the company brought a reported sixteen thousand jobs and nearly $2 billion to the state.

There are now more than eight hundred athletic and outdoor industry companies in the area, employing more than twenty thousand people. German juggernaut Adidas Group moved some of its operations just outside the City of Roses in 1993 after admitting it was having trouble recruiting talent to live in the Bavarian village of Herzogenaurach. Under Armour, which is based in Baltimore, recently did the same. Smaller but equally competent brands, such as Columbia, Mizuno, and KEEN, also call Portland home.

Every year, America imports an average of seven and a half pairs of shoes per person, but the market remains difficult to break into, requiring a large initial investment and a constant stream of new products.

Nike is the largest company in Oregon’s history and for many years it was the only Fortune 500 company headquartered in the state (there are now two). Their influence runs deep in many facets of the community, where they donate, volunteer, and sponsor events. The University of Oregon now offers a master’s degree in sports product management, and Portland
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