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Advance Praise for November Project and November Project: The Book

“Ask a crossfitter about their workout and they’ll tell you about the WOD. Ask an NPer about their workout and they’ll tell you about the cool person they just met.”

—Chris “Rhymes with Chrysler” Heuisler, 36, national RunWestin concierge, Belmont, Mass., Boston tribe

“A class at the gym is to November Project what riding in the back of a taxi is to space travel. There is nothing in the world of fitness, motivation, and sheer energy that compares to showing up at 6:27 a.m. with hundreds of screaming people ready to train in the cold, rain, snow, ice, sun, heat, and beauty of a city that is still asleep.”

—Casey Neistat, 34, filmmaker and entrepreneur, 3:02 marathoner, New York City, Boston tribe

“OK, so they don’t want to be called a ‘running group.’ Fine. But through running, November Project is changing the world, one tribe at a time. Their method is both radical and simple, equally profane and profound: Show up, work harder than you ever would alone, and have more fun than you thought was legal in public places. If you haven’t shown up, you absolutely should. Until then, this utterly original book is the next best thing.”

—David Willey, 48, editor-in-chief, Runner’s World magazine, Emmaus, Penn., Boston and New York tribes

“I want to hug EVERYONE now. I was on a job interview last week, and when it was over, I had to remind myself I shouldn’t hug my interviewer. It’s instinct now to high five every runner I see. It’s like I shit rainbows. This is what NP has done to me.”

—Emilie Mandaric, 30, speech therapist, Allston, M ass., Boston tribe

“I brought my dad to a workout and hugged him for the first time in 15 years. Thank you, November Project.”

—Anonymous

“Thanks to NP, I went from a 10ker to a marathoner. But that’s not just because my fitness levels increased, it’s because my fitness self-esteem increased. I never would have thought that running a marathon was possible, but now I think that any athletic endeavor I train for and am supported through is completely within my reach.”

—Molly Ryan, 27, public health professional, Medford, Mass., Boston tribe

“I wish that you guys would leave me the fuck alone. I don’t want to give you a quote for your cult fitness book!”

—Karate Kid, 47, Reseda, Calif., adult karate enthusiast

“I was once an elite athlete who pushed his limits for 3 or 4 workouts every day and set his sights on epic adventures. Now, I have a business, a wife, and two young kids. I’m lucky to train twice a week. Although I no longer aim for the biggest waves, longest routes, or the deepest burn, I still want to be fit enough to get out there. November Project is the perfect remedy. It’s flexible, inclusive, and fun. It gives me the athletic base to bag peaks, taste trail, and ride currents on the weekends with my young family.”

—Adam Kreek, 35, 2008 Olympic gold medalist (rowing), motivational speaker, Victoria, B.C., Victoria tribe

“The level of commitment November Project requires, the lack of excuses and bullshit, and the waking up at 5:30 a.m. weeds out all the crappy people, and you are left with some of the best, kindest, most vibrant souls you will ever meet in this life.”

—Rebecca Daniels, 33, photographer, San Francisco, San Francisco tribe

“Since I started NP, I have PRed every single distance that I’ve raced. The PRs have been significant, too. I’ve also seen my strength increase and have actual muscles in my arms!”

—Pete Navatto, 41, New York State senior court officer, Oceanside, N.Y., New York City tribe

“The best rowing moments are when everyone in the boat is working their ass off to make their teammates go fast, when my 100 percent effort and yours become ours. There’s more speed in digging deep together, and there’s also this incredible joy. Or in November Project speak, Fuck Yeah! So Just Show Up (Olympic rowing experience not required).”

—Esther Lofgren, 31, 2012 Olympic gold medalist (rowing) and world record holder, Alexandria, Va., Boston tribe

“I’m getting back to times I ran as a kid, which I thought were long out of reach. There was a time growing up when you tried so hard to figure out who you were. Then you enter the working world and a sense of settling down and conformity and routine can set in. NP has helped shine a light on that sense of self-discovery again.”

—Michael Kearns, 39, construction management, Sturbridge, Mass., Boston tribe

“I was promised FREE fitness. So I showed up. Then I started having to do more laundry to have clean gear. Then I needed warm-weather gear. Then I needed new shoes that could handle distances. Then I needed new sizes since I was actually in shape. Now I’m out there buying shelving to hold it all. Brogan Graham, I’m sending you receipts to expense all this. #worthit”

—Patrick Burke, 32, NHL player safety director and cofounder of You Can Play, New York City, Boston and New York City tribes

“I can’t fucking stop these people. I’m at every single workout and yet nobody seems to care that I’m even around.”

—Gravity

“New requirements for any place I live in the future: There must be a tribe. What a bunch of brilliant, beautiful weirdos. I’ve finally found my people.”

—Chris Mosier, 35, LGBT advocate, first transgender athlete on Team USA (duathalon), New York City, New York City tribe

“The whole thing’s fuckin’ weird.”

—Dean Karnazes, 53, renowned ultra runner and New York Times bestselling author, Milwaukee, Madison, San Francisco, and Boston tribes

“The reason I joined the Tribe was the unique combination of fitness, community, respect, love, and most importantly inclusion. I love getting hugged by total strangers at 6:25 am. My fav hashtag: #JustShowUp.”

—Bart Yasso, 60, chief running officer, Runner’s World magazine, Emmaus, Penn., Philadelphia tribe

“November Project is good! Good! Good! Good!”

—Micah L’Esperance-Chouinard, 3, Brookline, Mass., Boston tribe

“I felt welcomed, I felt at home, I felt part of something, I felt happy, I felt like I had just taken a slug of Zoloft.”

—Molly Rossignol, 46, family doctor, Madison, Wisc., Madison tribe
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INTRODUCTION

“Put Us on the Fuckin’ Cover!”

BY CALEB DANILOFF

 Wisconsin Notes*

•The Pour House is more or less a dive bar in downtown Boston

•BG likes assholes more than Bojan does

•A Serbian shoulder tells a life story

•Origin myths can form while you’re sipping beverages

•November Project is a training ground and a lifestyle

•Hugging “makes you chill the fuck out”

•A bold suggestion is made

•A writer smiles awkwardly


* When the Madison, Wisconsin, tribe came on board, they complained about having to wade through the Boston blog posts. These just-the-facts, straight-shooters wanted the straight dope. So Wisconsin Notes was born, a CliffsNotes of sorts written for the Madison tribe.


“Boston is known for a lot of things: American history, academics, high-tech and science. And now it’s getting known for fitness, and isn’t that pretty cool.”
—Larry Anderson, head coach of MIT’s men’s basketball team



Boston, Massachusetts, May 30, 2013

The Pour House sits at the top of Boylston Street, one of Boston’s most prominent downtown thoroughfares—home to high fashion, high-tech gadgets, and high-priced steak. The 35-year-old pub is a quick grub stop during the day and a college dive bar at night, known for its wet fries, cheap brunches, and $5 Bloody Marys. With no cover and perky bartenders on two levels, Northeastern University and Berklee College of Music students, with the occasional sprinkle of tight V-necks and skirts from Boston University, pack the late-night line to get in.

It was a Thursday evening in late May when I pulled open the heavy wooden door, the warm street air rushing past me. At the bar, a couple of locals were hunched over drinks, as still as gargoyles. The booths were packed, though; the tables were crowded with sauce-splattered plates piled high with wing bones and hollowed-out hills of nachos, balled-up napkins, and greasy beer steins. A tall, bald-headed dude, about 6 feet 4, stood toward the middle of the bar in jeans and a gray T-shirt. That was my man: Bojan Mandaric. I still wasn’t sure how to pronounce his name. He was Serbian and one of the cofounders of a curious fitness outfit in Boston I’d been asked to write about for Runner’s World magazine. Even after scrolling through their blog and some local press, I wasn’t quite seeing the running story. I needed some extra color, and so I suggested we meet at the bar where the idea for the group was apparently hatched.

I’d heard of November Project a while back, but it hadn’t found purchase. A local news show had aired a segment on what looked like a bunch of twenty- and thirtysomethings running a hill in Brookline, a well-to-do community just outside of Boston. Up and down, back and forth, no destination. Two former Northeastern University rowers grinned and talked knowingly, explaining that their workouts took place three mornings a week, always free. And while, technically, the group—or the tribe, as they called themselves—was “running,” it didn’t seem like capital-R running to me. As a former drunk who found salvation in a pair of New Balances, for me, running was all about getting from one place to another, not just geographically, but psychologically, emotionally, spiritually. The road was my bible and I worshipped every chance I got. Alone. In black (navy blue if I was feeling sassy). Not the look-at-me neon that seemed popular among these November Project people. The only thing that resonated was the predawn routine. Sweating as the sun comes up has always sent a hot shot of glory coursing through my body and juiced the rest of my day. But their workouts ended with positivity awards and hugs. Oy vey. Millennials. Next!

I recognized the 31-year-old Mandaric from a short video entitled “The Tattoo Verbal” that he and cofounder Brogan Graham had made about getting November Project ink. It all had to do with some promise they made when they hit 300 people at a single workout. The clip showed Graham getting a huge old-school alarm clock needled onto his triceps, set to 6:30 a.m., ribboned with the words “Rise and Shine.” When it was Mandaric’s turn, the camera cut to the artist stenciling the same design to the back of the Serbian’s bald head and ended with Mandaric calmly stating, “Okay, let’s do it.” I was anxious to see if he’d gone through with it.

“Bojan?”

“Yes. Caleb?”

We shook hands, and he clapped me on the back.

“Good to meet you, man.”

I recognized his eyes, or the look in them, rather. I’d lived in Soviet Moscow for almost 6 years in the 1980s, the son of an American journalist, and came from Russian stock. Mandaric’s brown peepers had that Slavic cast: slightly brooding but curious, smile-worn but guarded. I didn’t see any room for fools. The Serbs and Russians were like childhood cousins who’d spent their summers together in the country climbing trees, raiding vegetable gardens, and tying cans to the tails of cats. I was always glad for some connection to shrink the space between me and my subject, in this case about 6 vertical inches and 4 across the chest.

“I’m looking for the skull tat,” I said, craning my neck to peer up behind his ear.

“Oh, ha, that part was a joke. You kidding? I’m not getting my fuckin’ dome inked. Come on, let’s bounce downstairs, see if BG’s there.”

I didn’t have time to decide whether I felt disappointed or dumb for not getting the joke because Mandaric’s English had knocked me back. It was impeccable, loose, fluid. I expected a blockish, yawning Slavic-style accent, with an occasional grasping for the right word. Not full-on American dudeness.

I followed Mandaric down the stairs to the basement bar, watching him dip his very blank pate to the left to avoid the overhang. No sign of Graham. We took a spot at the bar. From the tattoo video, I knew Graham was wicked tall, too. Square jaw, fit as fuck, veiny biceps, wrap-around sunglasses. Definitely what I’d call a Master of the Universe. Given the rowing thing and a name like Brogan, I pictured privilege and the easy swagger that comes with towering height and a back like a picnic bench. I was fully primed to dislike him. When we spoke on the phone to set up the interview and I mentioned that I’d started running Harvard Stadium a few weeks earlier, he blurted, “What’s your full-tour** PR?” I had no clue what he was talking about. What’s a tour? Let alone a full one? I was caught off guard and didn’t want to seem lame. “Um, twenty sections,” I’d said, rounding up and seeing no need to mention it was the little steps.

“Here he comes,” Mandaric said, looking toward the stairwell.

Graham’s legs came into view first. Long, bulbous shins screwed into giant clip-in bicycle shoes, like buffalo hooves. The rest of him just kept coming. I swear it took a full 30 seconds for a pair of shoulders and a helmeted head to emerge from beneath the ceiling overhang. But before I could study his face, his long arms were stretched out like condor wings and the light vanished. It wasn’t just a press-and-get-out-before-it-seems-like-a-gay-thing man-hug. It lasted. I could feel his abs through my jacket like he was smuggling kindling. When he finally let go, he looked me in the eyes and said, “Fuck yeah, dude. Great to meet you. This is awesome.”

I smiled. “Um, yeah, you, too.”

I had to step back to take him all in. According to the articles I’d read, the Wisconsin-born Graham stood either 6 feet 6 or 6 feet 7, but with his gray kettle helmet, he looked closer to 6 feet 9. Amplifying his presence was some of the straightest posture I’d ever seen, like he’d been built with cranes and welding torches. He and Mandaric fist-bumped.

“Let’s grab a booth,” Graham said, his voice deep and raspy. “Fuckin’ starving.”

Walking between the two of them, I felt like Justin Bieber with his security detail. A couple dudes playing darts near the bathrooms turned to look. We slid in, passed each other menus, and Mandaric and Graham made small talk about an old spray-paint stencil Graham found in his apartment. “Remember—it was just you and me, we were still using a zero for the o.” While swiping through some of their social media posts, I had seen plenty of pics of shirts, jackets, hats, bags, even pillow-cases, tagged with the words November Project. In one pic, a dreadlocked dude had the logo blasted across his bare chest with the hashtag #itsnotacult. A waitress appeared and they both ordered Harpoon IPAs. I asked for a water and dug out my recorder.

“So how would you explain November Project?” I asked hopefully. “Is it like a running club?”

“Nah, it’s not a run club or a boot camp, but the people who train with us accidentally become runners,” Graham said, flipping his phone over and placing it screen-down. “We’re our own thing.”

Mandaric took the baton.

“We don’t like to put ourselves into a bucket,” he said. “Because of the variety of athletic levels and backgrounds and the intensity and consistency of our workouts, most of our members, whether they realize it or not, are in a constant state of improvement. Some were sofa spuds just 6 months ago. Road races are the easiest ways to measure improvement, so we do have a lot of people running. Would they call themselves runners? Sure. There are a couple run groups that have spun off from the tribe. But we’re more like the urban athlete. Our members are also cyclists, cross-country skiers, rowers, yogis, crossfitters, hockey players. We’re across the board.”

“Urban athlete, yeah, I like that,” Graham said. “People never understand November Project at first. That’s always been our problem. Because there’s nothing to compare it to. We call it a ‘free, grassroots fitness movement,’ but you really have to just show the fuck up. That’s the only way you’ll get it.”

The waitress returned with our drinks.

“Sheila took care of you upstairs,” she smiled, placing chilled pint glasses in front of Graham and Mandaric.

“Aw, look at that,” Graham said. “That makes me feel like a famous person. Cheers.”

According to the Google search I had done, November Project workouts had been earning a degree of fame lately, at least locally. “Flash-mob fitness!” “The fight club of running clubs!” “Hugs and fitness!” In recent months, it had added two more chapters: one in Madison, Wisconsin, run by Graham’s older brother, and a second headed up by a college friend in San Francisco. I wasn’t sure that counted as a movement. I told them I’d seen the Boston Globe newspaper story that featured pictures of Graham clad in striped pirate pants, doo-rag, and eye patch cheering on other colorfully dressed sweat hogs as they ran up the concrete steps of Harvard Stadium. (Oh yeah, I forgot to mention the costumes. I definitely didn’t do costumes.)

“There are a lot of run clubs in this town, but we are definitely having the most fun,” Graham said, wiping the suds off his lips with his long fingers. “We keep it weird, keep it competitive, keep it welcoming. And my Serbian friend here and I will always be there to greet you. That’s our sauce.”

“So how fit do you have to be to join?” I asked, flipping a notebook page. “Could my 78-year-old mom with an artificial hip get something out of it?”

“Can she move? Shit, bring your grandmother,” Graham said. “The workouts are scalable. The bad-ass racers show up to the stadium and try and knock off a ‘double burger’*** in an hour. And the folks just off the couch walking 10 sections, they’re going to be sucking wind just as hard. Everyone’s on the same battleground. There’s no front of the line or back of the line. That’s where we’re not at all like a run club, where the fastest and slowest never really interact. And when you have an Ironman finisher or a professional hockey player cheering you on in your first pair of running shoes, that can’t help but step up your game. Plus, you get the chance to know somebody you might never have come across.”

“And this is where it all began, eh,” I said.

“Right at the end of that bar,” Graham said, twisting his napkin into a point. “Yeah, it was, ‘What are we going to do this winter?’”

Mandaric said he’d just rowed in the 2011 Head of the Charles Regatta for the Northeastern University Rowing Alumni team (“one of his 5 or 500 fuckin’ gold medals,” Graham piped in). But that had been several weeks earlier, and that boat wasn’t moving anymore. Nor was Mandaric.

“I have a tendency, if the weather’s shitty, days are shorter, I come home and I’m just not motivated,” Mandaric said. “I sit on the couch and eat a delicious dinner my wife cooks and not do shit. I’d gain 20 pounds over the winter. Springtime rolls around and I kick my ass back into gear, fire on all cylinders. But this guy, he could eat half this bar and still look the way he does. He’s like a fuckin’ shark, like, if he stops moving, he’s gonna die.”

I looked at Graham, dipping a cluster of fries in ketchup. He gave a head nod and a smile to someone behind me. There did seem to be a palpable vibration about him, like he was always in a state of liftoff. Mandaric, a year ahead of Graham at Northeastern, had been a hot Serbian rowing recruit with supercharged technical skills who jetted straight to the varsity boat. Graham, meanwhile, a self-described “donkey,” a power guy, said he was still learning the ropes on the JV squad. Hoops had been his sport in high school.

As fellow oarsmen, the men had grown tight, bonded by the sport’s extreme, almost maniacal pushing of physical boundaries. Eight bodies working as one, no star players, no egos. Just a communal red-line exertion during races that often lasted less than 10 minutes, but that left rowers keeled over, wrung out like dish towels, shoes spattered with last night’s dinner.

After graduation, they went their separate ways—Graham traveling, Mandaric to grad school to pursue a degree in new media. Both coached collegiate rowing for a while. When they drifted back to Boston, they’d get together occasionally over beers, trying to carve out meaningful conversation beneath loud bar music. Sunday, October 30, 2011, was one of those occasions.

“I was very specific,” Mandaric said. “I don’t want to pay to go to a fuckin’ gym. I don’t want to pay to be fit.”

With a hard clink of their mugs, they pledged to show up every morning during the month of November before work to run the river, hills, or the steps of Harvard Stadium—some of their old rowing workouts. This wasn’t just two beer buds getting bromantic over suds; this was accountability, a core ethic. A crew boat requires that all eight seats have asses in them. One rower calls in sick, keeps hitting the snooze bar, or can’t get over last night’s breakup equals a soul-crushing on-land workout for the rest of the team, each guy hating on the slacker and plotting revenge. Mandaric looked at me with his no-nonsense eyes: “I just said to him, ‘You better fuckin’ be there.’”

A few days later, while the sun was still hitting the snooze button, Graham was shifting from foot to foot outside his apartment in Cambridge’s Central Square with his hand on a telephone pole. It was 27°F, wet snow spitting in his face. He was waiting for Mandaric, who had set off running from his place in Brighton 3 miles away. Because Mandaric had to get to work earlier than Graham, they staggered the workout. When Mandaric arrived, the pair ran back to Brighton, where Graham then turned around and dialed up his 5-K pace for a solo dash back to Central. They christened this workout the “Door to Door” and created a Google Doc where they could post their times and track improvements. They named it November Project.

“During those first months, we really got to know each other and became better friends,” Mandaric said, leaning back in the booth, smoothing out his shirt. “That was a time when we were talking about life, relationships, the shit that’s bothering us.”

“It became very addictive,” Graham recalled. “You’re sitting at your desk at work afterward, proud of yourself even though you’re all tucked in, kinda boring, kinda adult, using your indoor voice. But you’ve already had a dose of something that’s pretty raw and pretty real. And when we started getting texts from our friends, asking, ‘When are you gonna run next?’, the wheels started to turn.”

After 6 months of logging miles along the Charles, eating stadium stairs, and tackling road races in shirts stenciled with November Project (with zeros for o’s), they began hyping their workouts as a joke on social media.

“I don’t even remember how it went from 5 people to 50 people,” Mandaric said. “The initial idea was not to grow the numbers, it’s something that just happened. So we started a blog, tracked people’s times, started giving away frozen pizzas for PRs. When we had enough people on Wednesdays at the stadium, we created Fridays—repeats on this monster hill in Brookline—and when we had enough people there, we created Mondays.”

Not many of the pieces I’d read had talked about the Monday workout except to note that it was always at a different location around the city announced via social media a day or two beforehand. From maligned neighborhoods to municipal plazas to hidden parks, a surprise fitness circuit awaited members, who were expected to run there.

“I was just on Google Maps looking for green space. Bojan and I really hadn’t been to a lot of these places and we’d lived here for 10 years. In our lives, where we just see our driveway and where we work and the one bar we go to—to visit a new neighborhood is fun. I’m really proud of Mondays. It’s the silliest day, the exploration piece. It’s really cool.”

Mandaric summed it up this way: “It lets you re-fall in love with the city you live in every week.”

“Tell me about the hugging. I wonder if a lot of people can’t get past that.”

“It’s a Midwest thing,” Graham said. “We say, shakers don’t risk anything in life. In Boston, there’s a vibe that’s pretty cool, but you give someone a big bear hug and every bit of coolness drops to the floor. You forget about not feeling good enough or fast enough. And if you show up as a hardcore athlete about to throw down, it makes you chill the fuck out. Everyone finds comfort in it. People might think it’s weird, that’s fine. We’re going to keep doing it. It’s a huge dose of community. There are many things that set us apart from other run groups. We tell people if you’re not into hugging, you better fuckin’ fake it or you’re not going to like it here.” The waitress arrived to clear plates. “That burger was killer, thank you,” Graham said. “I’m going to pretend you made it.”

She smiled, smitten. Graham turned back to me as he handed off the plate.

I’d never thought about it that way. He almost made it seem cool, necessary even. It takes courage to embrace a stranger, and with a little bit of risk who knows what can open up? Okay, point to you, Mr. Graham. But still, as a Gen-Xer raised on alienation and shaped by drunken assholery, I was pretty sure I’d be fuckin’ faking it.

“You got any tats?” Graham asked.

“I do, yeah,” I said.

“Nice, whatd’ya got?”

I pulled up my left shirtsleeve.

“I got this one when I was 19,” I said. “It’s almost 25 years old.”

“Here we go, here we go,” Graham exclaimed. “I’m taking a picture of that one. Pull it up.”

“It’s a duck-billed platypus wearing a suit and smoking a cigar, carrying a briefcase with the word MOCKBA written on it. It’s faded now, but that’s Moscow in Russian.”

“Yeah, yeah, dude, I gotta get that one,” Mandaric joined in. “Where’d ya get that?”

“Ohio, during a cross-country trip.”

“What city?” Graham asked.

“Don’t remember. There were a lot of substances involved.”

“What else you got?” he said.

I pinched down my shirt collar.

“Here we go,” Graham said, leaning forward. “Here. We. Go!”

“That’s a Bukowski poem,” I explained.

“That’s fuckin’ awesome,” Graham said, turning to Mandaric. “Yeahhhh, dude! You show him yours?”

Mandaric rolled up his sleeve, revealing a shoulder coated in ink.

“So that’s for November Project,” he started explaining, pointing to a rocket ship stamped Nov. Project. “And obviously I’m born and raised in Serbia, so the alien with the sunglasses stands for resident alien. And this is me, my wife, and my sister. The clock tower is my hometown clock tower. And my mom passed away when I was 16 so that’s her initials in Cyrillic. Then when we have kids, I’m gonna fill it in with more little aliens or flying sorcerers.”

“Tattoos are awesome,” Graham said, “I love tattoos.”

Okay, so maybe this Brogan Graham was a different breed of cat.

“I keep saying this, but ideally, I’d like to have NP in every city in the U.S. and the world,” Mandaric said, picking up an earlier thread. “I don’t think it’s that far-fetched. After Outside ran their story, people reached out asking, ‘How do we start one in my city?’ They’re realizing the potential and want to replicate it. There’s no secret. Everyone can do it.”

“Yeah, this is a dream community for me,” Graham said. “It’s active people who are always down. I could send out a tweet right now, ‘Who wants to do a 5-miler starting at Pour House?’ and we’d get 20 people here in 15 minutes. It’s cool.”

“So what makes it work?”

“When you don’t pay dues, your only admission price is showing up,” Graham said. “People believe in what we’re doing because they feel like they own it. They’re shareholders ’cause their ass is standing there.”

“My philosophy is you attract people who represent your personality,” Mandaric added. “If you’re a good person, you’re gonna surround yourself with good people. If you’re an asshole, I might hang out with you once or twice, but third time I’m like, that dude’s a fuckin’ asshole; I don’t want anything to do with him. So the people who we—”

“Hold on,” Graham interrupted. “I’ll hang out with assholes—like, six times. Up to ten times. Ten to fifteen times. I’ll hang out with an asshole fifteen times. Because they’re fun. Anyway.”

I didn’t hear any more. I stared at Graham, his close-cropped head, his sharp cheekbones, his ready-for-anything eyes. In college, I’d earned the nickname “Asshole” and proudly answered to it. Might we have hung out? Nah, probably not. I disdained athletic endeavors (up to and including walking to class) and reveled in the irony of wearing a high school varsity jacket that reeked of cigarette smoke and burnt breakfast meats. But suddenly, the space between us narrowed. I realized I’d stopped taking notes for the past 20 minutes. Shit. I checked the recorder.

“What surprises me, in the right way, is how proud people are of this thing,” Graham continued. “It’s more than being proud about being tagged in a Facebook photo which says, ‘Look at me, I’m working out way before you got out of bed; I’m the shit.’ A little self-pride, that’s one level.

“But my girl did the Run to Remember half-marathon on Sunday, and I was standing on the corner to take her jacket as she ran by. Suddenly, I hear, ‘November Project!’ and a few moments later, ‘Fuck yeah, NP!’ It got to the point where I heard it a half dozen times in the first couple of minutes. This wasn’t about Facebook or trying to recruit spectators or because I was standing there, but because they were proud. All of them were wearing grassroots gear. Of all the shit you could put on the front of your chest to race in, that’s really fuckin’ cool. Race day is an important thing. You set out your shirt the night before, get out your bib, your goo packets, or whatever. That’s a goosebumps story for me.”

Mandaric leaned back in the booth and took me in for a moment.

“So this story, it is gonna be a page, or a little box, or a full-on article?” Mandaric asked.

“They’re looking for a thousand words, maybe fifteen hundred, depending.”

I glanced at Graham, who seemed to be staring just beyond me or was lost in thought. I reached for the check.

“So put us on the fuckin’ cover,” he blurted.

Uh, what? Blank look. Watery smile.

“Why not?” he continued, wide-eyed. “Put our goofy asses on the cover. Can you imagine? People will pick it up and say, this is running; I don’t have to be that skinny hot blond chick. I’m not gonna be Dean Karnazes. It’ll be like those two awkward guys with tattoos. Put your fuckin’ slow guys on the cover.”

I didn’t know what to say. The cover? The freakin’ cover? I didn’t know the route that led to this sacred real estate, the gatekeepers with their secret codes and formulas. I hadn’t even been to a November Project workout yet, had only spoken to these guys for 90 minutes. They were either delusional, hopelessly naïve, or had balls the size of Gibraltar.

“I’m just a contributing writer and don’t have much influence on what goes on the cover,” I said.

Graham looked at me a moment and I thought I registered a flash of disappointment in his eyes, not in the fact that I couldn’t promise them the cover, but that he was looking at someone who saw limits, who doubted his own influence, and that made him a little sad. I told myself it was just the angle of the light and looked away.

When I returned his gaze, all I could do was force a smile and say I’d see them in a few weeks, not sure when exactly. I had other pieces on my plate. I made sure to get their race PRs and was relieved to learn Graham was a Boston Qualifier. My plan now was to parachute in for the three sessions and gather enough content to notch another Runner’s World byline in my belt. It was all about the next story, the bigger one, the one that I could really sink my teeth into. The one I was always hoping would change my life.
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World Takeover Leaps to the Cover of @RunnersWorld Magazine

November 6, 2013 blog by Brogan
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BOOOOOOOOOOOOM! The cover story for the December issue of Runner’s World is nearly 100 percent November Project and 400 percent real! It’s been spotted now in the hands of November Project members in all seven locations and, as of yesterday, at least one airport bookstore near you. As much as this RW tale highlights the Boston experience, it’s important to know that we, as a seven-city mob, are growing fast in all the right ways. Getting this type of recap of who we are and what we stand for is huge . . . giant . . . no, it’s . . . it’s . . . it’s unlike anything we’ve seen in our 2-year lifespan. Today’s post captures all seven tribes enjoying the love from Runner’s World and their inside scoop. Open wide and make room for this power-hype burrito of WEDNESDAY love-sauce coming your way! The tribe is seemingly taking over.

Though many folks from the “normal media” have come and gone, staying just long enough to drop the right lingo and understand our workouts, this is not the case with Runner’s World. Caleb Daniloff, the writer for the December issue cover story, will not be put in this classification. He’s officially hooked and rarely misses a workout throughout the week.

Another special thanks to David Willey (RW editor and NP member) for believing in the good of our community and pushing our story in a year of dramatic ups and downs. The article has been spotted on the shelves! Let’s see just how far this November Project love-beast can reach. Onward.
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** A full tour is running up and down all 37 sections of Harvard stadium, for a total of 1,131 steps.

*** A double burger is two full tours, or 74 sections.
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CHAPTER 1

The Newbies

 Wisconsin Notes

•November Project takes the strange out of stranger

•Nor’easter Shmor’easter

•Two MBTA bus riders become lifelong friends

•One person throws up

•Harvard’s coliseum helped save the sport of football 

•November Project’s first recruit runs “Wild”

•Countless Boston rowers have been born again on the stadium stairs

•A Stanley Cup champion once went by “newbie”
 •Bojan guns down excuses like they’re standing still (which they are)
 •While his own tribe was home wrinkling like frozen prunes, BG was picking sunshine wedgies in Southern California. Yeah, fuck that guy.


  5:45 a.m.



Maria Cesca wasn’t sure this was such a good idea. Her husband and sons thought she was nuts. Her flight had landed late the night before and she was rolling on 3 hours of sleep. But here she was, at 5:45 a.m., shivering and bleary-eyed in a deserted bus stop at the corner of Harvard Street and Commonwealth Avenue in Allston, a gritty neighborhood in west Boston. A cold rain was lashing the stop signs and the wind swinging the street lights. The 48-year-old Florida warehouse manager was nervous as she peered down the empty boulevard while scanning for the number 66 bus. Not a soul or machine in sight. She bounced from foot to foot, trying to keep warm, no idea what lay ahead.

All because of the big guy.

On a recent trip to Boston from her home in Coral Springs, the Brazilian-born Cesca and her 23-year-old son Pedro, a graduate student at Boston University, had been running the Esplanade along the Charles River. They stopped to take a selfie with the iconic MIT dome across the water in Cambridge as a backdrop, moving the camera this way and that, trying to get the angle just right.

“A big guy stopped running, approached us, and asked if we wanted him to take our picture. I answered yes, thank you. The big guy took the photo and asked us where we work out, then started telling us about something called November Project. I was so surprised with his kind gesture, taking his time to take our picture and talking with us. In South Florida, people are always in a rush. I went to my son’s apartment and looked up November Project at the computer.”

Cesca didn’t have a chance to check out the curious group during that trip, but found herself in Boston the following Thanksgiving week. She thought about the big guy again and emailed him, asking whether the workout was still on for the next morning despite the monsoon beating down on the city. Within minutes came the reply.

“We always train. The weather is only an excuse for those who decide to NOT show up. Also, the early morning is harsh on the well-rested and the sleep-deprived. 1⁄2 the world is ‘tired.’ Pop out of bed and go intro yourself to Bojan tomorrow. I’m training with our November Project group in San Diego tomorrow morning. The tribe is strong. BG.”

Finally, Cesca spotted headlights sweeping the lacquered asphalt, the beams clouded by mist and sliced by furious lines of rain. The bus stopped and the doors hissed open, water dripping off the hinges. She climbed aboard and paid the fare. It was just her, the driver, and two men sitting in different rows. As she stepped forward, she noticed the men were dressed in striped leggings, fluorescent wind jackets, and running caps. Cesca wondered if they were headed to the stadium, too. She took a seat, making note of the storefronts out the window, paying attention to the route.


One of those men was 46-year-old Nicolas Flattes, a sales associate at True Runner, which had just opened a store in Newton. A technical rep from New Balance named Sara Wild had recently visited the staff and told them about a local social-fitness group, that it represented a fresh direction in running, and was even the subject of a Runner’s World cover story. Flattes thought it sounded weird and crazy, but interesting. He knew Wild was a sub-3:05 marathoner and a one-time professional soccer player, so “my first impression was that the group might only be for ultra and elite athletes. I thought I’d have no place there.”

But he also thought that some quad work might speed up his recovery from a calf muscle tear he’d suffered while training for his second half-marathon. The leg injury, however, was the least of his pain. The previous year, his 11-year marriage had collapsed and it was still raw to the touch.

“The relationship went up in smoke as if it never happened. We had two children, a six-year-old daughter and a one-and-a-half-year-old son. She told me to move out and get my own place. It was a complete shock. Our marriage had been rocky and we had moved from Boston to Vancouver in the hopes that things would get better, but they only got worse.”

After his ex-wife gained full custody of their children, Flattes found himself shut out, even by one-time friends. Numerous attempts to see his kids failed. Exhausted and worn down, he went home to Boston to regroup with family and figure out his next move. Five months later, he was nervously jostling on a city bus on his way to a strange stadium at the world’s most prestigious university. “I had no idea what was going to happen,” he said.

The bus whined to a stop across the road from an iron-gated athletic compound, across the river from Harvard’s main campus in Cambridge. Flattes followed a short, tanned woman and the other man down the steps and back into the wet blackness. All of them headed in the same direction. They smiled shyly at each other and walked between two brick columns. Were they even allowed to be here? Through the rain, Cesca and Flattes could make out points of light bobbing a few hundred yards away, headlamps of runners going up and down.

“It was a magical image,” Cesca recalls. “It looked like the lights were flying. Everything was new. The rain getting in my eyes was so cold. I could hear some voices but I couldn’t see the people yet, only the lights.”

6:07 a.m.

They passed the end zone of the football field and rounded the corner of the gray concrete stadium. They found an open archway that led into the lower cavern. A number of bikes were chained to the wrought-iron fencing, rain-beaded helmets dangling from the handlebars. Flattes could make out concrete columns and staircases leading up to a square of bruised sky. He was chilled and glad to be out of the rain. “I made my way up the back stairs to the top of section 37 and put my bag in the driest place I could find. Then I saw a guy run up at top speed, stagger behind the wooden bleachers, and throw up. I thought, this must be the place.”

Nervous, Flattes then made his way down to the group gathering at the bottom, all arms and heads, writhing on a metal landing that overlooked the northern end zone. It looked like 100 people at least. He was impressed. Clouds of breath rose here and there, mingling, vanishing. A shirtless Asian dude was wearing a swim cap, goggles, and Hawaiian board shorts. An older man was barefoot. People were chatting and laughing and hugging; others kept their heads down against the pelting rain. Flattes looked across the artificial turf, emblazoned with a red H in the middle, toward the goal posts and scoreboards. He scanned the red Ivy League championship banners that rung the stadium’s upper portico. The most recent national title was dated 1919. This place was old, he thought.

Built in 1903 and shaped like a horseshoe, Harvard Stadium was designed to conjure a classical Athenian coliseum, complete with an upper colonnade and gated archways. Inside, the 37 seating sections are each terraced with 30 rows of concrete benching. At ground level, gates give way to the field. You can almost picture lions being released to eat the Christians or hapless professors denied tenure. One writer described the arena as “the aristocrat of American sports amphitheaters.”

When it rains, the stadium smells earthy, like history, and, fittingly, it has a claim on several firsts. It was the first stadium built for U.S. college athletics and was the first permanent—and largest—reinforced concrete structure of its time. But perhaps the arena’s most famous first was as midwife to football’s forward pass, a development that not only saved the game, but pretty much shaped the NFL we know today.

In the late 1800s and early 1900s, football was a hot running and kicking game on college campuses. But it had morphed into a blood sport, a mash-up of rugby and bar brawling, with punches, eye gouging, throttling, pig-piling. And death. At the end of the 1905 college football season, 18 fatalities were reported across the country, along with dozens of disabling
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Twas the Morning Before Thanksgiving and YEG Was Talking to the Hand

November 27, 2013 blog by Bojan













One Year Later











November Project’s Harvard Stadium Workouts

BY BROGAN GRAHAM

Frogman1



Fire Drill



Robotman3


Back to the Future



PR Day












Sara Wild: Newbie Zero





































We Missed You This Morning, Ali

May 16, 2012 blog by Bojan





We Missed You This Morning, Daniel

November 19, 2012 blog by Bojan







We Missed You This Morning, Chris Marshall

July 12, 2013 blog by Bojan









Harvard Stadium by the Numbers














#GrassrootsGear

August 2, 2012 blog by Bojan





Positivity Award @Nov_Project

September 18, 2012 blog by Brogan







Andrew Ference, Captain, Edmonton Oilers

“November Project is exactly like Fight Club, except with hugging.”


































The Boston Bombings: The Tribe Is Strong




Harvard Stadium, April 17, 2013
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