

[image: image]





[image: image]







Published by

Algonquin Books of Chapel Hill

Post Office Box 2225

Chapel Hill, North Carolina 27515-2225

an imprint of Workman Publishing

a division of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

1290 Avenue of the Americas

New York, NY 10104

The Algonquin Books of Chapel Hill name and logo are registered trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

© 2024 by Maggie Mertens. All rights reserved.

Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture. The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

Design by Steve Godwin.

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Mertens, Maggie, author.

Title: Better, faster, farther : how running changed everything we know about women / Maggie Mertens.

Description: First edition. | Chapel Hill, North Carolina : Algonquin Books of Chapel Hill, 2024. | Includes bibliographical references and index. | Identifiers: LCCN 2024005148 (print) | LCCN 2024005149 (ebook) | ISBN 9781643753355 (hardcover) | ISBN 9781643756134 (ebook)

Subjects: LCSH: Running for women. | Running—Physiological aspects.

Classification: LCC GV1061.18.W66 M47 2024 (print) | LCC GV1061.18.W66 (ebook) | DDC 796.42082—dc23/eng/20240312

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2024005148

LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2024005149

First Edition

ISBN 978-1-643-75613-4

E3-20240425-JV-NF-ORI






CONTENTS


	Cover

	Title Page

	Copyright

	Dedication

	Epigraph

	Introduction: Women Can’t Run

	1: But Not More Than 100m…

	2: But Only White Women…

	3: But Not a Mile…

	4: But Definitely Not a Marathon…

	5: But Only If You Train Like a Man

	6: But Only “Real” Women…

	7: What About the Long Run?

	Acknowledgments

	Discover More

	Notes






	Cover

	Table of Contents





Page List


	iv

	viii

	ix

	v

	vi

	vii

	x

	xi

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	34

	35

	36

	37

	38

	39

	40

	41

	42

	43

	44

	45

	46

	47

	48

	49

	50

	51

	52

	53

	54

	55

	56

	57

	58

	59

	60

	61

	62

	63

	64

	65

	66

	67

	68

	69

	70

	71

	72

	73

	74

	75

	76

	77

	78

	79

	80

	81

	82

	83

	84

	85

	86

	87

	88

	89

	90

	91

	92

	93

	94

	95

	96

	97

	98

	99

	100

	101

	102

	103

	104

	105

	106

	107

	108

	109

	110

	111

	112

	113

	114

	115

	116

	117

	118

	119

	120

	121

	122

	123

	124

	125

	126

	127

	128

	129

	130

	131

	132

	133

	134

	135

	136

	137

	138

	139

	140

	141

	142

	143

	144

	145

	146

	147

	148

	149

	150

	151

	152

	153

	154

	155

	156

	157

	158

	159

	160

	161

	162

	163

	164

	165

	166

	167

	168

	169

	170

	171

	172

	173

	174

	175

	176

	177

	178

	179

	180

	181

	182

	183

	184

	185

	186

	187

	188

	189

	190

	191

	192

	193

	194

	195

	196

	197

	198

	199

	200

	201

	202

	203

	204

	205

	206

	207

	208

	209

	210

	211

	212

	213

	214

	215

	216

	217

	218

	219

	220

	221

	222

	223

	224

	225

	226

	227

	228

	229

	230

	231

	232

	233

	234

	235

	236

	237

	238

	239

	240

	241

	242

	243

	244

	245

	246

	247

	248

	249

	250

	251

	252

	253

	254

	255

	256

	257

	258

	259

	260

	261

	262

	263

	264

	265

	266

	267

	269

	270

	271

	272

	273

	274

	275

	276

	277

	278

	279

	280

	281







For my mom, Theresa, who never told me I couldn’t.

For my aunts, my grandmothers, and great-grandmothers and all the strong women who made me.

And for every woman who was ever told she couldn’t but did it anyway.
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I always thought I must have been a deer or a horse in some former state, because it was such a joy to run.… I remember running over the hills just at dawn one summer morning, and pausing to rest in the silent woods, saw, through an arch of trees, the sun rise over river, hill, and wide green meadows as I never saw it before.

—Louisa May Alcott, Sketch of Childhood, by herself, c. 1880

For us, body education is core education. Our bodies are the physical bases from which we move out into the world; ignorance, uncertainty—even, at worst, shame—about our physical selves create in us an alienation from ourselves that keeps us from being the whole people that we could be.

—The Boston Women’s Health Book Collective, Preface to Our Bodies, Ourselves, 1973
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Atalanta, Copy of Ma 52, a Roman copy by Pierre Lepautre after a Hellenistic original (Wikimedia Commons)



INTRODUCTION: WOMEN CAN’T RUN

WOMEN HAVE ALWAYS been able to run, but men have been trying to convince us for centuries that we can’t.

In the first modern Olympic Games, one event epitomized manliness: the marathon. The 26.2-mile race was not an original component of the ancient Olympic Games, but a kind of tribute to the masculinity of the ancient Greeks just the same. The marathon is so named for the Athenian soldier who, supposedly, ran all the way back to Athens after the Battle of Marathon to announce “We won!” after the Athenian army beat the Persian invaders,1 a turning point in the Greco-Persian wars that helped lead to the rise of the Classical Greek civilization. According to some accounts, this man died of exhaustion as soon as he made his announcement. Such was the difficulty of the 40-kilometer run from Marathon to Athens. What better way to honor the classic Greeks than with this: essentially the reenactment of a war story. A feat of manliness if ever there was one.

Then, a woman asked to be registered.

This woman, known as Stamata Revithi, a poor single mother, was a woman obsessed. She had been walking to Athens from Piraeus with her seventeen-month-old baby in the weeks before the marathon, seeking a better life for herself and her child. A traveler on the same path asked why she was walking so far, on foot, with her young child in her arms. “Where should I find the fare? I have no money” was her answer. When the traveler gave her some money, he also made a suggestion that she should try the upcoming marathon. Perhaps he meant it as a means of making money, gaining fame, or merely because Revithi looked like she could run, judging by her walking a 10-kilometer route while carrying a toddler.

WHEN FRENCH BARON Pierre de Coubertin wanted to revive the modern Olympic Games at the end of the nineteenth century, he framed the need for them as a way to better the world, to promote world peace. “It is clear that the telegraph, railways, the telephone, the passionate research in science, congresses and exhibitions have done more for peace than any treaty or diplomatic convention,” Coubertin said at a speech in 1892.2 “Well, I hope that athletics will do even more. Those who have seen 30,000 people running through the rain to attend a football match will not think that I am exaggerating.” Coubertin wanted to build a better world through sports.

But this better, more peaceful world didn’t include women. Not in the sports part, anyway. He wanted to bring back the Olympic Games “for the solemn and periodic exaltation of male athleticism… with the applause of women as reward.”3 Later, as the president of the first-ever International Olympic Committee, he doubled down on the idea of women’s (lack of) place in the Games: “Women have but one task, that of the role of crowning the winner with garlands… in public competitions, women’s participation must be absolutely prohibited. It is indecent that spectators should be exposed to the risk of seeing the body of a woman being smashed before their eyes. Besides, no matter how toughened a sportswoman may be, her organism is not cut out to sustain certain shocks.”4

Needless to say, when those first modern Games took place, in Greece in 1896, there were no women athletic contestants. Women, Coubertin was fond of pointing out, did not participate in the original Olympic Games. They were barred from even entering the stadium as spectators. Participants in those ancient games were nude so as to keep women from even attempting to disguise themselves and sneak in.5

Historians have found evidence that ancient Greek women held their own separate games to honor Hera, Zeus’s wife, in which three separate age-groups of young women competed in a footrace, but that was no matter to Coubertin.

By the 1890s, proving masculine physical prowess through sport was appealing to men like Coubertin because, according to them, the very idea of “masculinity” and what it meant to be a man was being threatened at the time. Women throughout Europe and the West were beginning to organize for greater rights, for the vote, for political power, for the right to be educated and to work in the jobs they had been told were only for men.6 At the same time, similar organizing was happening in the US, where formerly enslaved Black people were clamoring for more rights in the wake of the Civil War and Reconstruction. In short: what many (white) men saw as the “natural order”—white men on top, women and everyone else at the bottom—was being challenged. Naturally, in the absence of mass war (since Coubertin wanted more peace), sports was the perfect stage on which to perform their masculinity and reassert their physical dominance.7

When Stamata Revithi’s story was related many years later by Athanasios Tarasouleas, an Olympic historian who cobbled together a narrative from newspaper accounts of the time, he described Ravithi as blond, strong, and a woman with “large bones and big, clever eyes.” He says that when she learned of the marathon, she saw it as her only option to try to turn her life around.

The evening before the marathon, Stamata joined some of the men at an inn in the village of Marathon, where the runners spoke to the press. Tarasouleas reports that she told the journalists there with certainty that she would run the entire distance, and that it would take her three and a half hours or maybe even less. “I saw in a dream that I had an apron full of gold and gilded sugared almonds! Who knows! My heart is in it, I suppose my feet will hold,” she said.

Revithi insisted that her being poor and often going without food would only help her maintain her stamina. “So many nights I went without food while feeding my child! I had no bread to eat.”

The Olympic Committee, however, tried to convince Stamata that a group of women were running the race the following week, so she should wait. She did as she was told and didn’t join the men that next morning. But soon she realized she’d been lied to. There were no other women coming to race. So the following day, Stamata arrived at the starting line on her own at 8 a.m. She wrote down the time she started, and asked the school master, mayor, and magistrate to sign the paper to prove her start time.

Revithi gathered her long white slip skirt up and tucked it in at her waist to free her legs a bit. Her well-worn shoes didn’t last the whole route, so partway through she removed them. Five and a half hours later, she arrived, “perspiring and covered in dust,” at the finish line in Athens. She asked some officers nearby to sign her document, proving how long her marathon run had taken—proving that she had done it.

Despite Tarasouleas writing with the aid of Greek newspaper reports of the “famous marathon woman,” Stamata Revithi’s story is told more like a Greek myth than like a news report of a barrier-breaking athlete of the time. There is a mythical, magical air to it.8 Her name doesn’t even match in all of the accounts, some refer to her not as Stamata Revithi but as Melpomene—the name of a famous muse in Greek mythology.

There are no accompanying photographs in Tarasouleas’s piece, though the games were photographed. Instead, there’s a sketch of what Revithi may have looked like, long flowing skirt, hair tucked back at the nape of her neck. The drawing doesn’t look all too different from the ancient Greek women illustrated in myths.

ONE SUCH MYTH begins with a baby left to die because she’s a girl and therefore useless. You see, King Iasus of Arcadia had wanted a baby boy so he could pass his kingdom down. You couldn’t pass kingdoms down to girls, I guess, so he ordered this baby to be taken by one of his men to a mountainside and left there, screaming and alone.

In one version of this Greek myth that I came across—it is difficult actually, to find many written accounts of this particular myth—the girl has a mother, too.9 But the mother, the queen, though bereft at the thought of losing her child, has no power in this marriage. Women don’t often have much power in these kinds of stories, do they? But the queen did make one bold statement: she named the child Atalanta. The name meant “of equal weight.”

The baby was taken to the mountain and left, as ordered. But she didn’t die. Instead, Atalanta was found by a bear who mothered her, or at least nursed her enough to grow. Depending on which version of the story you read, she was either raised by the bear or a group of hunters who found her and took her in as their own. Either way, being raised out in the forest with the bears and/or the hunters allowed her a form of physical freedom, certainly more than she might have had if she’d been raised in the Arcadian palace. Outside, free to roam of her own accord, she discovered she was not just an excellent hunter, she was a runner, and a fast one. In fact, she found that she was faster than any man.

One story says that she traveled to Olympia, but couldn’t take part in the Olympics, since she was a woman. But there were games for women held elsewhere, where she won honors in wrestling, broad jump, discus, and of course, the footrace.

Hearing of her achievements, Iasus decided maybe she wasn’t so bad after all and that he would step back into the role of her father, meaning he would marry her off.10 In the picture book I found of the tale, the explanation is that he wanted a grandson (was still looking for a real heir!). Perhaps, some other accounts suggest, Iasus was just hoping for a dowry. Ovid, who first wrote down the myth of Atalanta, wrote none of the above backstory, only that she was a woman who knew she should not marry, as an oracle had once told her that marrying would be her downfall.11

In all of the accounts, however, Atalanta tells her father she won’t agree to a marriage match unless the man could beat her in a footrace. If the suitor lost, they would be killed. She believes this means no man will even make such a risky bet and she can avoid this marriage business forever. Her father agreed, but it didn’t work out so well. Many men, in fact, believed in their own ability to best this woman in a footrace and win a wife. Instead, she won, and won, and won. And so they died, and died, and died.

After some time, one man, Melanion, a known warrior, turned to the gods for help in outrunning this mortal woman, who was faster than any mortal man. In Ovid’s version, Melanion is interested because she is just so becoming while she runs. Her pale skin blushing pink, her legs free of robes, a short white tunic the only thing covering her nakedness—that kind of thing. The children’s version is not quite so salacious, but leans heavily on the romance just the same. Melanion sees Atalanta run, “her hair streaming behind her like a cloud, beautiful as a goddess,” and is convinced the risk is worth it.

Aphrodite, the goddess of love, gives Melanion a trick to win. She provides him with golden apples—a symbol of heroism any person seeking greatness would seek out enthusiastically—to throw down along the track so Atalanta would be distracted from the race and lose. The feat of trickery worked, because Atalanta stopped along her race a few times to pick up the apples, which it turned out were also quite heavy and so slowed down her pace, allowing Melanion to pass her. So she wasn’t beat, not really, but she married him anyway. Perhaps she respected his wit. Or she appreciated those golden apples. The stories try to make it seem like she was just a girl in love.

Later, according to Ovid, the lovers were overcome with passion in a home of the gods, (that’s a no-no) and as punishment, the gods turn the pair into lions for eternity. Fittingly, because, like Atalanta, lions are proof that the gender binary in the entirety of the animal kingdom is more complex than it seems on the surface. As a lion, Atalanta wouldn’t be considered strange at all to be a fast huntress. As punishments go, this one doesn’t sound so bad to me.

NOW I KNOW myth is a popular place to start a story, as a way to prove that some idea has been around for a long, long time. But here I start to question myself. Is a myth about a woman who can outrun a man a confirmation of the thousands of years of stories about male physical superiority, or a challenge to them? Do myths contain a kernel of truth? Or are we meant to read them simply metaphorically?

The kingdom of Arcadia, where Atalanta was said to be born, was the seat of an ancient Greek indigenous civilization, among the mountainous Peloponnese region, a place of unspoiled wilderness. It doesn’t seem far-fetched to me to believe that perhaps the ancient women of this region were strong runners, hunters, and generally took delight in a footrace. Of course, we have almost no written record of these everyday humans. Atalanta is one of the only mortal women who appear as main characters in ancient Greek myth, and even then, her story is not one of the most well known.

I’m including Atalanta here because I’m struck by how closely Stamata Revithi’s story—an undeniably true story, reported in newspapers—is to Atalanta’s. I see in Revithi’s story proof that women like her, and thus like Atalanta, do exist. While she proves what I aim to do here—to give evidence that women have always run—the way Revithi’s story has been told also perpetuates the idea that women who can run, who can beat men at a footrace, would exist only in myth, or as a wildly rare exception.

IN WHAT IS almost an aside, Tarasouleas mentions that Revithi’s older child, a seven-year-old, had died a few months prior to her walk to Athens. I can’t help but read this and think that perhaps it was this grief that made the marathon sound like a good idea to Revithi. Like something tangible to do in the depths of the unbelievable pain of this loss. A way to prove the seemingly impossible is, in fact, possible—like the loss of a child.

Or perhaps her run was a desperate attempt to save herself and her living child from the same fate, poor as she was. According to Tarasouleas, Revithi was asked immediately upon arriving in Athens why she would “run all that way and tire yourself?” Her response: “So that the king might award a position to my child. I am now going straight to Timoleon Philimon [the secretary general of the Greek Olympic Committee] to let him know how long it took me to run from Marathon, and tell him that whoever wishes may come to compete with me.”

Or the run might have been a way to retaliate, to do something on her own, as a single mother, when society didn’t think women could do much of anything without the aid of a man. Of course, there is no follow-up reporting, nothing known about this woman beyond these few days in the spotlight of history.

But perhaps wondering why it was that Stamata ran the marathon is just falling into the trap of myth myself. After all, do I wonder why any of the many men who completed that first Olympic marathon decided to run? Do I blame their decision on some kind of emotional heartbreak?

Perhaps Stamata just wanted to run, so she did. And we should leave her story at that, and ask instead why it is we do not hear her name as the first woman to run the Olympic Marathon—the same year that a group of men did. Instead, we hear that the Olympics didn’t hold a marathon for women until 1984, giving the impression that women were merely incapable for all that time. When in fact, nearly a century before, an untrained, barefoot, grieving single mother proved it was possible.

IN SOME WAYS, it is fitting that these early stories of women runners read like myth. That they bring up more questions than answers. Women running today are similarly embroiled in questions about their bodies. The questions have changed, some, over the years, from things like: Is a woman even capable of running? Will a woman’s uterus fall out if she runs too far? How far is too far? To things like: Can a woman run on her period? How about during pregnancy? Will she ever run again after giving birth? How does estrogen or testosterone impact speed? Will a woman ever be faster than a man? If she’s that fast, is she really a woman?

For many reasons, even the most basic of these myths (Can women run?) would take decades and decades to address. And—though we live in a far more gender-equal world than at the turn of the twentieth century—when we look closely, the myths around women and their bodies remain hard to shake, even today.

LIKE MANY CHILDREN, I grew up running: on the soccer field, at track and cross-country meets, and all over my backyard and neighborhood, chasing my four brothers around. Since there were five of us, everything was a competition. Growing up in the 1990s and early 2000s near Seattle, and having the parents I had, meant that I was never told I shouldn’t run or keep up with my brothers. I was encouraged, and I loved it. I was never breaking records or told I was even particularly talented, I just played sports and ran around because that’s what my family and the kids I grew up with did. And it was fun.

When I got to college, a women’s college on the East Coast, I was in an almost opposite gender environment than I grew up in. I no longer played any organized sports or had brothers around to keep up with, but running remained a balm. I ran through my picturesque college campus whenever I needed to clear my head or blow off steam.

I’ve continued to run, off and on, as a way to move my body when I feel like exercising, because it’s something I can do no matter where I’m living or how broke I am. I’m no elite athlete, not even a regular racer, but running feels natural and puts me in touch with my body in a way that little else does. As a journalist, I worked early on for a women’s magazine and found that I loved sniffing out gender inequality through my work. But when I began to report on equal pay and treatment for women in athletics the same I would for women CEOs, I was shocked by the angry responses I’d get. I couldn’t believe how many people thought that the outright inequality for these athletes was just a matter of biology. In short, they argued that women athletes were slower, weaker, and smaller than men, so why would they ever be worth watching, let alone be paid the same as men?

Since that realization, I’ve begun an excavation of sorts, diving deep into the way perceived physical limitations of women have been used as an excuse for unequal recognition, pay, access, health services and support, and in some cases, devastating forms of abuse. What I learned was that running specifically, something that I grew up seeing as so simple and natural and gender-free, has been used for years and years and years to define women as being lesser than men.

WHILE WE KNOW now that women can run and jump and play sports and even run marathons, there are many things that we still don’t know—or falsehoods that people want to continue on believing—about the so-called weaker sex. For instance, in 2006, the fastest woman marathoner in the world was pregnant.12 A pregnancy announcement in this early twenty-first-century era was often also a retirement announcement. And though British runner Paula Radcliffe was thirty-two, and just three years out from a world-record-shattering performance in the marathon (she ran the London race in just 2 hours 15 minutes 25 seconds, a record that stood for sixteen years), the whispers about the end of her career began. Every newspaper headline I can find announcing “Radcliffe is pregnant” adds a clause something like “but insists she’ll keep running.”13

Doctors hardly even recommended exercise to pregnant women in 2006, let alone elite runner training regimens like a hundred-plus miles per week. In fact, a 2006 survey found that a majority of ob-gyns were still offering outdated exercise recommendations to their pregnant patients. Just half of the ob-gyns surveyed recommended exercise to most of their pregnant patients, and three out of five surveyed told their patients not to exceed a maximum heart rate of 140 bpm—a heart rate you can reach through running, biking, or other sustained cardio exercise—even though the American College of Obstetricians and Gynecologists got rid of this recommendation in 1994.14

Even when I was pregnant for the first time, in 2017, I received similar instructions from my doctors not to overdo it on exercise, to watch my heart rate, not to lift weights, so as to avoid the risk of miscarriage.

Needless to say, Radcliffe was in medically unknown territory when she decided not only that she would come back to running competitively after giving birth, but that she would continue to train throughout her pregnancy. For the first five months she ran for seventy-five minutes every morning and another thirty to forty-five minutes in the evening. During the last five months of pregnancy, she cut back training a bit: to just a one-hour run each morning, and riding a stationary bike in the evenings. She also received an ultrasound every month to monitor the fetus and her uterine lining and fluid levels. Radcliffe ran up to the day she gave birth to her daughter. And then she did take some time off—twelve days, to be exact.15

She had about nine months after her daughter was born before the 2007 New York City Marathon, the first marathon she would have run in two years. But her postpartum body may not have been quite ready to get back to marathon training. After a few months, she discovered her sacrum—the bone at the base of the spine—had a stress fracture, likely sustained during childbirth. Eight weeks off of running. She came back again, only to hurt her foot, setting her back another couple of weeks. Finally, by September, she was back up to 140 miles a week in preparation for the November marathon.

And though she really had no scientific insight into how her body might perform in this first big race after giving birth, Radcliffe thought she had a chance to win. She’d won the NYC marathon in 2004, after all. And nearly every other marathon she’d ever entered. At the time, medical studies had never even looked at elite athletes and pregnancy. The New York Times called her race “the medical unknown.”16 There were rumors that it was impossible, of course. And another rumor that running postpartum was akin to blood doping, as the amount of blood in your body increases between 20 and 100 percent during pregnancy, so she’d be sure to win.

THE MORNING OF the 2007 race was a beautiful November New York day. Breezy, but clear. The kind with that autumnal chill in the air that can burn off when the sun reaches you. But Radcliffe didn’t stand still long enough to feel the warmth—she made her own. Headed down the first stretch of the race, toward the Verrazano-Narrows Bridge connecting Staten Island and Brooklyn, Radcliffe led the pack. Despite being a world record holder, however, she had massive competition. Gete Wami, of Ethiopia, had just won the Berlin Marathon thirty-five days earlier. Two-time NYC Marathon winner Jeļena Prokopčuka, of Latvia, took off at the starting gun with Radcliffe, too, as did reigning world champion Catherine Ndereba, of Kenya, and Lidiya Grigoryeva, of Russia, who had won the Boston Marathon that spring.

Radcliffe hadn’t run a marathon in more than two years and she was essentially running with an entirely different body. The human body goes through massive physiological shifts during pregnancy: from that increased blood volume, to joints that get pumped full of relaxin (a hormone that makes our skeletons more stretchy), and, of course, from having the equivalent of a bowling ball or a watermelon attached to the front abdomen, pushing down on the pelvic bones and floor for months, which changes musculature, balance, and very often physically pulls the abdominal muscles into a semi-permanent or permanent separation known as diastasis recti or “mommy pooch,” which can affect your core strength and stability.

And just for context, at this time—2007—there was still almost no gender-specific sport science research being done. In fact, many women athletes, from students to elite professionals, were still being trained as though they were men.

This soup of mystery about her own body was the backdrop of Radcliffe’s New York City comeback marathon. Still, she stayed at the head of the pack throughout the entirety of the race. In the second to last mile, while exiting Central Park, Wami, who’d remained within striking distance of Radcliffe throughout the race, found a burst of speed big enough to overtake Radcliffe. But her lead lasted just a few seconds. Radcliffe kicked all the way up the final hill and across the finish line first.

Radcliffe, a marathon winner, still the fastest woman in the world, became a myth, too.

The photo of Radcliffe, British flag draped over one shoulder, nine-month-old wide-eyed daughter perched on one slender, sinewy arm, the other arm raised in victory, ran across newspapers all over the world. Reporters described her victory as “stunning”17 and “surreal.”18 The implication was that this woman must be superheroic to run so fast, to come back from what used to be considered a long-term disability and continue to be one of the fastest women in the world. But Radcliffe’s race wasn’t about being superhuman at all; it revealed that when it comes to women runners, we’ve only just begun to figure out their capabilities.
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Paula Radcliffe and her daughter after the 2007 New York City Marathon (Alan Cordova)



EVEN AS WOMEN were proving over the years they could also be runners, the Pierre de Coubertins of the world found ways to make those women remember they were laurel-holders, first. Running for women has remained in some ways an activity shrouded in the unknown—and it seems as though many like it that way. Why would we attempt to learn more about women’s bodies and how they work, especially athletes, when men’s sports are so much more impressive?

It’s easier, after all, to just call these women outliers, mythological beings like Atalanta herself. Women who run. How strange!

In 2011, Radcliffe’s biggest victory would even be questioned. Her world-record marathon in 2 hours 15 minutes 25 seconds would be considered a “world best” instead of an official record. Why? Because there were male pace runners (who come on to run a portion of a race at a certain pace so runners can see how fast they’re going) at the race. A woman running next to a man, according to the International Association of Athletics Federations, made women “artificially” faster.19

Another attempt at discrediting her came in 2015, when Britain’s Sunday Times would release blood test results from thousands of “suspicious” blood scores to imply a vast doping conspiracy among Britain’s track-and-field athletes, one of whom was supposedly Radcliffe.20 This questioning, though later proved demonstrably false,21 opened up space in the conversation for those who doubt women’s capabilities. A time like that, faster than the vast majority of men (the average male runs a marathon in about 4.5 hours), must have included cheating.

Radcliffe, in other words, was—like Atalanta and Stamata Revithi—too fast, too strong, for a woman. She was artificial. Superhuman. Mythological.

Women runners, it feels like the stories tell us, are to be questioned, mythologized, accused, and most of all: doubted. Cut down to size. So that other women don’t get any ideas of what they might be capable of.

How much of women’s selves, our capabilities, our strengths, our speeds, have we ignored, hidden away behind this veil of myth, over the years? How do we bring the truth to the forefront? As with the story of Atalanta, I’ve always believed the truth is somewhere underneath the myth. We just have to dig deep enough to find it.

FUNNILY ENOUGH, THE marathon itself is a myth. Many stories of the original marathon cite the story about a soldier running to Athens after the Battle of Marathon to announce their victory. In fact, historians say now, the entire army marched the distance after the battle, back home to Athens, in all of their armor and heavy gear. Not a run, but still a feat of endurance, to be sure. But this long march became confused in legend with a separate event at the beginning of the battle, when a runner did cover a great distance, from Marathon to Sparta—140 miles—to ask for help from the Spartans.22 Somehow, over time, the story of this lone runner merged with that of the army’s march, and a tale of a great physical feat at the end of a lengthy battle became a crowning achievement.

So really, marathons should be 140 miles, instead of 26.

Ironically, if marathons were 140 miles, women would be beating men in marathons all the time.

22 
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“A look behind the curtain that all women who love running and sport should read.”
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