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In 2007, after collapsing on a practice field at the Nike campus, champion marathoner Alberto
Salazar's heart stopped beating for 14 minutes. Over the crucial moments that followed,
rescuers administered CPR to feed oxygen to his brain and EMTs shocked his heart eight
times with defibrillator paddles. He was clinically dead. But miraculously, Salazar was back at
the Nike campus coaching his runners just nine days later.Salazar had faced death before, but
he survived that and numerous other harrowing episodes thanks to his raw physical talent,
maniacal training habits, and sheer will, as well as—he strongly believes—divine grace.In 14
Minutes, Salazar chronicles in spellbinding detail how a shy, skinny Cuban-American kid from
the suburbs of Boston was transformed into the greatest marathon runner of his era. For the
first time, he reveals his tempestuous relationship with his father, a former ally of Fidel Castro;
his early running life in high school with the Greater Boston Track Club; his unhealthy
obsession to train through pain; the dramatic wins in New York, Boston, and South Africa; and
how surviving 14 minutes of death taught him to live again.
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THREEEPILOGUEACKNOWLEDGMENTSPROLOGUEIT TURNS OUT that the white-tunnel
stuff is overrated.Scientists in the Netherlands recently conducted a study of people who’d
been resuscitated from clinical death—meaning that their hearts had stopped beating—and
only 18 percent reported any sort of mystical experience during the moments they were
deceased. On June 30, 2007, the day when I died, I joined the majority. I wasn’t transported
through a blazing white tunnel, my soul didn’t drift out of my body, and I didn’t look down at
myself sprawled on the thick grass outside the Lance Armstrong Sports and Fitness Center on
the campus of Nike headquarters near Beaverton, Oregon. My death, in fact, was pretty
straightforward.One moment I was walking along with my runners, talking about where to go
for lunch, and the next I was in a hospital room, clutching a chain of rosary beads. Between
those two moments I knew only blackness and oblivion. That’s sort of surprising, actually.
Given my extensive near-death résumé and familiarity with miracles, you’d think I would’ve
landed among the 18 percent of the subjects of the study who, at the moment of their seeming
end, knew a sense of serene oneness or witnessed their entire lives flashing in front of
them.Maybe I failed to see the white light because I was dead a whole lot longer than the
people in that study. Most of the body’s organs can survive the loss of circulating blood for up
to 30 minutes, and detached limbs can be successfully reattached for up to 6 hours following
the dismembering injury. After more than 5 minutes without a pulse, however, full recovery of
the brain becomes extremely unlikely. Three hundred thousand Americans die every year from
cardiac events, but strictly speaking, they don’t perish from blocked arteries or a stilled heart.
After a very few minutes—10 at the most—without a fresh supply of blood, your brain starves
of oxygen, and that’s what really kills you.I was clinically dead for 14 minutes.Fourteen minutes
is a long time. Abraham Lincoln delivered the Gettysburg Address in much less than 14
minutes. In my competitive prime, I could easily run 3 miles in 14 minutes. You can watch half
of a TV sitcom episode, commercials included, in 14 minutes. None of the doctors who treated
me, and none of the experts I’ve consulted since the day I collapsed, have ever heard of
anybody being gone for that long and coming back to full health. By all rights, I should’ve been
DOA at the emergency room of Providence St. Vincent Medical Center. At best (or at worst,
depending on your viewpoint), I might have hung on for a few days or weeks in a brain-dead
coma until Molly, my wife, made the agonizing decision to unhook me from the respirator. If I
were really lucky (or, again, if my family was especially cursed), perhaps I’d have survived as a
brain-damaged shell of a human being. But instead, on the day after my clinical death, I was
chatting to visitors in my hospital room, and 9 days later, with my body whole and my faculties
intact, I was back coaching at the same spot where I’d collapsed.In October 1981, I set a world
record (or WR, in runners’ parlance) at the New York City Marathon, covering the 26.2-mile
distance in 2 hours, 8 minutes, and 13 seconds. That performance sealed my standing as the
greatest distance runner of my era. I lived a life of extreme athletic excess, as far gone, in my
way, as a drug addict or alcoholic. I was famous—or many would say, notorious—for my
obsession to outwork any rival and for my absolute refusal to lose. I would later pay a
harrowing, decade-long penance for that excess, but at the time, in the late ’70s and early ’80s,
the height of the first running boom, my obsessiveness put me on top of the world. My photo
appeared on the cover of national magazines, I shook hands with President Ronald Reagan at
a ceremony at the White House, and Nike named an apparel line after me. Now, 25 years later,



here I was racking up a second, albeit unofficial, WR: 14 minutes.We were in a loose,
celebratory mood on that summer Saturday morning in 2007 at the Nike campus. My Nike
Oregon Project team had just returned from the US national track-and-field championships in
Indianapolis, where three of our athletes, Kara Goucher, Adam Goucher (Kara’s husband), and
Galen Rupp, had all placed in the top three in their respective races and thus earned spots at
the world championships in Japan later that summer. In a non-Olympic year, this was the
professional distance-running equivalent of making it to the Super Bowl, and we were elated.It
had been 6 years since I started coaching the Nike-sponsored Oregon Project. With the full
backing of the company’s founder, Phil Knight, and then-president Tom Clarke, I was on a
mission to develop an American-bred champion of one of the world’s major marathons.
Amazingly, only one male American distance runner had won one of the toptier races since I
won New York in 1982 (in 1983, Greg Meyer won the Boston Marathon), and Phil—along with
the entire US sports establishment—was hungry for a homegrown hero to challenge the
dominance of the Kenyans and Ethiopians. No one knew better than I did what it took to reach
this level, and no one knew better the hazards: the various physical, psychological, and
spiritual disasters that a runner potentially encountered as he or she approached the edge
separating supremely difficult training from self-immolating excess. My job was to drive a
handful of elite young American runners to that edge but keep them from tipping over.On that
morning, it seemed like I had struck the winning balance. We had successfully endured the
crucible of the nationals. The pressure was off, and I was giving my runners some
semidowntime. Kara and Adam weren’t running at all for a few days, and Galen was scheduled
for a relatively easy workout consisting of a moderately paced 5-mile run followed by a round of
quickness- and strength-training drills that he’d go through with Josh Rohatinsky, a promising
young runner from Brigham Young University with whom I’d just started to work. Jared, Josh’s
younger brother, was in town visiting. Jared, Josh, Galen, and I were walking from the parking
lot toward the Lance Armstrong Center.It was a soft, beautiful summer morning, the kind that
only seems to occur in Oregon’s Willamette Valley. Warm sunshine was burning off the light
morning overcast, and the air was so clear that the world seemed to glisten. Days like this are
our payoff for the 8 months of gloom. People complain about the infamous Oregon rain, but in
general it doesn’t bother me that much. A persistent, mild drizzle seems a small inconvenience
compared to the blasting winter winds that I grew up with in Connecticut and
Massachusetts.We were headed for the central green to do the plyometric drills, and we were
talking about where to go for lunch. I was 48 years old, on top of my profession, and blessed
with a happy, healthy family. I was cutting across the gleaming campus of a mighty
multinational corporation whose resources lay at my disposal. Nike had even named one of the
office buildings after me; you could see the roof of the Alberto Salazar Building from where we
were walking. I was with people I cared about, doing the work that I loved. Everything seemed
about perfect, and yet I was moments away from dying.The perfection of that morning was
marred by a barely conscious worry about my health. During the previous week in Indianapolis,
I had suffered transient stabs of pain in my back and neck and a general feeling of exhaustion.
But I was too busy to worry much about these symptoms. I attributed the pain to sleeping in an
awkward position on the long flight from Oregon and the weariness to the accumulated stress
of preparing my athletes for this meet. Although I’d retired from competition 13 years earlier, I
kept myself in excellent condition. I ran 5 miles a day at 7-minute-a-mile pace, lifted weights,
never smoked, drank alcohol moderately, followed a healthy diet, and controlled hereditary high
blood pressure and elevated cholesterol with medication. Like most fit people my age, I felt
invincible.Still, when I returned home to Portland after the nationals, I reported the symptoms



to my family physician. She gave me a thorough exam and couldn’t find anything wrong. She
then referred me to a cardiologist, who ordered a treadmill stress test, which I was scheduled
to undergo the following week. So, healthwise, I had all my bases covered. According to
statistics cited by the American Heart Association, 50 percent of fatal heart attacks in men, and
64 percent in women, occur without warning. I had plenty of warning. I was the last person in
the world you’d expect to suffer even the mildest cardiac event. I know that middle-aged people
who’ve had heart attacks are always saying that, but in my case the evidence seemed
unassailable: I was Alberto Salazar, among the most famous distance runners America had yet
produced. The chances of my suffering a massive heart attack seemed as remote as Bill Gates
declaring bankruptcy.But as we made that short walk, the pain that had started in Indianapolis
returned, stronger and more urgent than ever. It felt like a blade turning in the middle of my
neck. On the heels of that pain, I felt an overwhelming wave of fatigue; suddenly, I could barely
lift my feet. The guys were walking in front of me and didn’t notice my distress. Galen was
explaining to the brothers that the cafeteria at the Mia Hamm Building was closed on
Saturdays, so we’d have to go off campus for lunch.“I know this terrific deli in Southeast
Portland,” Galen said. “They pile the turkey 3 inches thick in a sandwich.”The wave of pain
subsided a notch, enough for me to gather myself and take a breath. I noticed that on the far
end of the field, a summer football camp was taking place. I thought again about all the good
things happening in my life. I thought about my daughter, Maria, 16 at the time. She was in
Texas that week at an equestrian competition, and Molly was with her. I thought about how
proud I was of Galen, who was more like a son to me than an athlete. I had discovered Galen 7
years earlier, when he was playing soccer for a high school in Portland. I had carefully nurtured
his enormous talent, keeping him from overreaching, refusing to let him make the same
mistakes that I’d committed over and over as a young runner, and now he was on the edge of
realizing his gift. Finally—funny how the mind works, even at the most desperate moments—I
thought about where we should go for lunch.“Geraldi’s,” I said, referring to my favorite deli,
which was only a 5-minute drive from campus. “They have the best sandwiches in town.”The
pain exploded up from my back, filling everything, too overwhelming for me to hide or deny.
“Galen, I’m getting dizzy,” I said. “I better take a knee.” I sank deliberately to one knee, so that if
I fainted—when I fainted—I wouldn’t hurt my head. I was still thinking at that point, still
processing the sensory river. Josh, Jared, and Galen had turned to me, shocked by my
transformation. Galen would later tell reporters that my face had turned purple.“I knew Alberto
was in trouble,” he would say. “It was terrible. It was like watching your father die.”But despite
the searing pain—and despite the fleeting realization that now I’d never complete my mission,
never fully transmit my knowledge, never finish building Galen into a runner in my own image—
I felt perfectly calm. It was all right. Whatever happened would be all right.If I could just rest a
minute, I remember thinking, then the pain might pass. If it didn’t, that was fine, too. I wanted to
explain this to Galen. I wanted to reassure Josh and his brother. I tried to speak, but no words
came. The world went black, and I slowly toppled over, landing softly on my side, setting in
motion a wondrous chain of events. Angels, almost too many to count, leaped into action, as if
they’d been waiting my whole life for this moment. The clock started ticking. My 14 minutes had
begun.I was saved on that summer day by a humbling, mind-blowing combination of science
and grace, and I know I’ve been spared in order to tell my story. I’m not writing this book for the
money. I have enough money. And I’m not doing it for the fame or notoriety, because I’ve had
plenty of those things, too. And I certainly don’t need the distraction, because the Oregon
Project is in the midst of preparing for the 2012 Olympics, where Galen hopes to win a medal
in the 10,000 meters. During the last few years, two more of the world’s best distance runners—



the US marathoner Dathan Ritzenhein and Mo Farah, a citizen of Great Britain—have joined
our team, and now I’m also tending their Olympic dreams.The business of training a world-
class runner is 24/7 now. The time spent on the road is in many ways the least of it. There are
drills for every movement of the body and mind. You study what a runner eats, how many hours
she sleeps, and the quality of what she thinks. As an athlete, I thought that training was all
consuming, but now, instead of just worrying about myself, I’m worrying about a half-dozen
young women and men with their dreams, their fears, and their obsessions. For some reason,
God has given me some of the most talented, complicated, and damaged athletes to work
with. The ones whose gift often troubles them and who can’t seem to stop themselves from
running over the edge. They feel driven to accomplish this great thing, and maybe this book
can help guide them.I keep thinking about that Dutch study of the near-death experience.
Maybe the reason I missed the white tunnel wasn’t due to the fact that I was clinically dead for
14 minutes. Maybe I’m more like a city dweller who can’t see the stars because their shine gets
swallowed by the ambient light of the metropolis. Perhaps I failed to see the divine light
because, to varying degrees, I’ve been living in its glow for my whole life.PART 1IT SEEMS
FITTING that my earliest childhood memory entails strife, conflict, and intense emotion. It also
seems appropriate that the Roman Catholic Church was involved. I was 5 or 6 years old. My
family was out in Michigan visiting during a summer vacation. I attended a day camp run by a
Catholic order, a sort of Bible day camp. I recall the presence of nuns. Another little boy started
teasing me. He hit me with a vine, using it in the manner of a whip. This infuriated me. I fought
back with a ferocity far beyond the pain I’d absorbed and beyond the bounds of a little boy
trying to defend himself.I jumped on the kid and started pounding him with my fists. When he
escaped my grasp, I chased the terrified boy around some picnic tables. The nuns stopped me,
but they couldn’t staunch my rage, which kept flooding out of me, a deep volcanic upswelling at
the injustice of the boy’s attack. I wept and thrashed and couldn’t be consoled. Eventually the
nuns, who despite their experience had never encountered this sort of emotional intensity from
a child, had to call my mother to come get me.I remember that day: the stinging thrash of the
vine; the deep green of the grass and trees; the startled white faces of the sisters under their
habits; and my outpouring of rage that, even at that young age, I felt coming through me rather
than from me. I sensed that I was a conduit of forces beyond my understanding and perhaps
beyond my control.My boyhood passed in a similarly tumultuous key. In my family, as in many
Latin families, emotions ran high and often exploded into arguments and yelling. We argued
about the same things as other American families—time in the bathroom, use of the car, who
would claim the last slice of pizza—but the intensity we brought to these disputes was unlike
that of other American families. Years later, when we were courting, I brought Molly to visit my
family at my boyhood home in Wayland, Massachusetts. Molly is a smart, kind, sweet, blue-
eyed and blonde-haired Oregon girl, and her early family life was as orderly and tranquil as the
ones that I jealously watched on ’70s TV sitcoms. Now Molly endured her first thunderous
Salazar family dinner.I can’t recall what the issue was that evening—whether a movie was
worth seeing? who was the better all-around ballplayer, George Brett or Mike Schmidt?—but,
as was our habit, my brothers and father and I soon escalated the dispute to seemingly life-and-
death stakes. We went for each other’s throat, shouting arguments that to Molly’s ears seemed
beyond forgetting or forgiving. But the next moment, it was all gone. It was, “Pass the salt,
please.” Molly couldn’t believe it. She thought the Salazars came from another planet.And we
did come from another planet. We came from Cuba. We came from the actual island nation
itself, but also from a separate Cuba, a sort of virtual state, the one fashioned by the Cuban
exile community in the United States. And my family occupied still another realm of Cuba: the



one created by my father, José Salazar.My father was the primary spokesman for the Cuban
exile community in New England. Anything involved with Cuba, my dad was the man you saw
talking about it. Politicians consulted with my father. He led public demonstrations. You drove
past busy intersections and there would be my father, holding up a sign, shouting into a
reporter’s microphone, the veins sticking out on his neck. He appeared on televised panel
discussions with Senator Edward Kennedy, his political nemesis, whose brother John F.
Kennedy had—in my father’s opinion—bungled the Bay of Pigs invasion, in which my father
had participated (although on a personal level, the two men respected, and even liked, one
another; years later, after I won the 1982 Boston Marathon, Senator Kennedy sent my father a
personal note of congratulation).There were constant meetings at our house, often running late
into the night. Angry men shouted in Spanish. My brother José and I could hear them up in our
bedroom after the lights were out. José, who is 2 years older than me, didn’t seem as bothered
by the turmoil as I was. He was wired like my father; absolutely sure of himself. José fell asleep
easier than I did. Long after he was breathing rhythmically, I’d hear the voices swelling and
receding, the deep impassioned vow that these men lived by: El ano proximo en La Habana!
Next year in Havana.One night I wandered downstairs, semisleepwalking. Strange men filled
our dining room. The air was blue with cigarette and cigar smoke. More than 40 years later, I
clearly remember seeing a man stalk out of the house and come back in carrying a machine
gun.I didn’t realize at the time, of course—in fact, I wouldn’t put it together until I was well into
my own adulthood—that a sense of deep, visceral betrayal lay at the heart of this intrigue and
of my father’s rage. I’m not talking about the pallid kind of political betrayal common here in the
United States; the disappointment you feel when the candidate you ardently supported gets
into office and turns out to be just another cynical, deal-making politician. I’m talking about the
head-butting fury of a deceived lover. I’m talking about the soul sickness that comes from your
dearest friend violating your deepest trust.For my father, Fidel Castro wasn’t just a picture in
the newspaper or a fatigues-clad, cigar-chomping figure strutting on the TV news. My father
had been a friend and comrade of Castro’s. My father’s father had given Castro work when he
was a struggling young attorney in the Cuban provinces. Castro and my father shared a dream
of justice, along with nights under fire. For hours one harrowing afternoon, they’d breathed the
same stale air in a cramped office, waiting to hear soldiers’ footsteps coming for them.And for
my father, Che Guevara wasn’t just an image silk-screened on a college kid’s T-shirt. My father
had watched enemies die by Che’s hand and had battled enemies himself under Che’s orders.
Later, my father worked under Che’s direction in the revolutionary government. My father gave
himself body and soul to the original, democratic vision of the Castro-led revolution, pledging a
loyalty that doesn’t seem in tune with our times, that is hard for an American living under
comfortable, secure circumstances to comprehend.Maybe you remember the scene from the
movie The Godfather: Part II: Havana in the 1950s, a city under thrall to the American mobster
Meyer Lansky; a playground for wealthy Americans sporting in casinos and brothels. The
American mafia, along with US sugar, fruit, and mining interests, enriched to obscene levels
the US-backed Cuban president Fulgencio Batista and his cronies, while leaving the rest of the
nation destitute. Vibrant music, beautiful women, strong rum, a glowing Havana moon: It all
sounds romantic, but for the vast majority of Cubans, the scene represented misery and
humiliation.My father was the scion of a family with a long and accomplished history straddling
both Cuba and the United States, a line of engineers, teachers, entrepreneurs, soldiers, and
priests. The family home in Havana was of sufficient grandeur that, after the revolution, the
Soviet government employed it as part of their embassy complex. My father could have been
one of the fortunate ones, exploiting his education and family connections to claim a prime



feeding spot at the Batista trough. But instead, he chose the harder and more virtuous path.
Along with a growing number of patriotic, idealistic young people, my father followed the
opposition movement led by a young law student named Fidel Castro.In 1950, the University of
Havana formed the heart of the movement. Castro, who would graduate that year from the
university’s law school, was active in student politics, and my father headed the engineering
students’ league. The revolution wouldn’t reach its climax for another 9 years, but already the
government was wary of Castro. One day, agents came to campus to detain him. My father got
wind of the development and sheltered Castro in his small office in the student union building.
My father locked the door, and he and Castro moved the desk against it to block passage.
Down at the building entrance, in remarkable demonstration of Cuban loyalty, a security guard
bravely rebuffed the government agents.“I don’t care about Castro,” the guard said. “But José
Salazar is President of the Engineering Students' Department, and I cannot let you pass.”A few
years later, when the rebel forces had become more of a threat, the agents probably would
have forced their way into the building, but now they backed off. A stalemate ensued. Fidel
Castro and my father waited out the afternoon in the small office. I heard the story so often as
a kid that I didn’t register its full significance and drama: my father, sitting cheek by jowl with a
man who’d become one of the pivotal figures of the 20th century. The office would have been
hot and stifling, its air increasingly rank with sweat and anxiety. The two young men might have
talked about all sorts of things during the 10 hours they spent together. Finally night fell, and
Castro slipped out of the office and escaped into the darkness.Later, my father’s pride
regarding this episode would grow tinged by guilt and regret, but it never completely vanished.
My father had behaved impeccably that day, upholding his personal code of honor: loyalty to a
friend, service to an ideal, and grace under pressure. Where there was a choice, he always
chose the hard path. José Salazar had touched history, and he—and his family—would never
be the same.Through the rest of the 1950s, as Castro hooked up with Che Guevara in Mexico
and clandestinely returned to Cuba, taking to the Sierra Maestra and building a rebel army of
disenfranchised campesinos, my father followed the rebels’ progress and did everything he
could to support it. At this juncture, Castro wasn’t aligned with the Communists, and he had not
yet identified himself as a Marxist. He was simply a patriot leading a homegrown movement for
justice. It was justice, and not a political creed, that attracted my father and like-minded young
Cubans. Castro promised to deliver the nation from foreign and criminal bondage. That was the
sum of my father’s political ideology.When the Fidelistas fought their way out of the mountains
and were bearing down on Havana, my father joined their ranks, engaging in fire-fights and
other forms of combat. So did thousands of other young professional-class Cubans: teachers
and students, businessmen and lawyers, engineers and physicians. It was not an easy
decision. Although they were upholding the highest national values, they were also turning
against their own vested interests. They sacrificed their wealth, comfort, and, in many cases,
their lives.My father told me stories about the war. Once he was with Che Guevara when Che
left a group of wounded enemies to die in the broiling sun without water. A comrade suggested
that shooting the prisoners would be merciful. Che shook his head. “These gusanos (worms)
have nothing to give the revolution but their blood.” And then, my father said, Guevara ordered
his troops to slit the prisoners’ throats.During the campaign, my father would officiate in
battlefield trials of suspected war criminals. One such prisoner was a former aide to Batista, a
man responsible for the deaths of many innocent people. The evidence was unequivocal. My
father, acting as a first lieutenant military prosecutor, helped secure the conviction of the man
and two of his comrades. Although the man’s guilt was beyond question, his subsequent
execution disturbed my father for years afterward. Finally, just a few years ago, he told the



entire story to a priest from the village where the condemned man lived. The priest confirmed
that the man had been guilty of the war crimes. That finally put my father’s mind to rest.But at
the time, in the 1950s, such incidents were swept up in the tide of war. When the professionals
of my father’s class fell in with Castro, they helped transform the heroic cadres of campesinos
in the Sierra Maestra into a legitimate military and political force, an urbanized, organized
movement. On January 8, 1959, the rebels rolled triumphantly down the streets of Havana.
Batista departed Cuba in disgrace, along with the mobsters, pimps, and bagmen. Cuba’s honor
was restored—or so it seemed for a brief, shining moment. I was an 18-month-old child at the
time, too young to recall the events, but perhaps the din and clamor of the revolution worked
their way into my dreams.The rebels were now in power. A skilled structural engineer, a man of
formidable energy and organizational abilities, my father quickly rose to the new government’s
top tier of management. He pledged himself to enact the ideals that Castro had championed.
Besides being patriotic, my father was driven by a sort of chivalrous impulse, the hunger to
subsume himself both to a noble cause and to a leader he trusted and admired. I understand
this impulse well. Many years later, I would pledge loyalty to a leader whose vision and talents
were, in their way, as far reaching as Castro’s: Phil Knight, the genius behind Nike, a company
that has achieved its own sort of global revolution.My father helped design 49 projects for the
revolutionary government, including national parks, public beaches, and hotels. He worked with
energy and conviction, living out his belief that now, free of foreign control, all Cuban citizens
could achieve dignity and prosperity. Increasingly, however, the new government’s leaders,
especially Fidel and Che, did not always work in that same disinterested, democratic spirit.
Instead, with dismaying speed, they were evolving into doctrinaire Marxists largely controlled
by the Soviet Union.I’m not trying to make a political point here. I know that many say that
Castro only turned to the Soviet camp because of the hostility of the US government. And
many people contend that despite its failures and excesses, the socialist revolution has been of
great overall benefit to the Cuban people. But my father saw events firsthand and reached a
different conclusion. His disillusionment culminated about 8 months into his employment with
the government, when he drew up plans for a project especially dear to him: a church building
that would serve the residents of a small town in the countryside.Normally, my father’s
superiors were enthusiastic about his work and approved his plans without comment. But not
this time. The plans for the church came back across my father’s desk, rejected, with a terse
note of explanation from Che Guevara himself: “There is no room for God in the revolution.” My
father appealed to Fidel Castro himself, who upheld Che’s decision, confirming the edict that
religion had no role in the new national order.At a stroke, my father saw the revolution and its
leaders in a new light. For my father, and for millions of his countrymen, the Catholic Church
was inseparable from the nation of Cuba. If Castro and Guevara were using foreign doctrine as
a pretext for restricting or limiting the practice of worship, how were they any less threatening to
the nation than Batista or Meyer Lansky? And if the new government was already abridging
freedom of religion, which of the basic human rights would it trample next? My father’s deepest
allegiance was to God, not the revolution. In fact, it was tough to tell where my father’s passion
for Cuba ended and his love for the Catholic Church began.The Roman Catholic Church had
served as the focal point and cohesive force in our family for centuries. It was a faith
intertwined with drama, conflict, death, and national identity. Just as the personal loyalty my
father evidenced might seem strange and exotic to the average American, so would my father’s
faith.His father, my grandfather, was raised in an orphanage by a nun and later attended
Manhattan College and College of the Holy Cross in the United States, both Catholic
institutions. On my father’s side, each of the 11 generations preceding me have distinguished



themselves through acts of faith. These acts have tended to be dramatic rather than
contemplative, bound up with death, honor, and blood loyalty and, often, with violence.John
Garesché (the Garesché branch of our family, a line distinguished both in Cuba and the United
States) was an expert on ordinance and munitions who was born in Cuba in 1836 and came to
the States as a young man. By 1858, when he was 22, he was working at a gunpowder
company in Virginia. In September of that year, his employer ordered a series of tests at the
armory that Garesché knew would be dangerous, perhaps fatally so. He strongly
recommended that the tests be canceled, but the employer held firm, and the trials were
scheduled for the morning of September 13.The night before the test, Garesché sat up praying
and meditating about his predicament. He could simply not show for work the next morning, but
that would be an act of inexcusable disobedience to the man to whom he’d pledged his loyalty,
as well as an act of cowardice jeopardizing his underlings, who would be left to carry out the
dangerous tests in his absence. Garesché decided to follow his orders, but on the heels of that
decision he had an intimation that was as clear as his call to duty: He knew he was going to die
the next morning.John Garesché spent that night in prayer and reflection, alternately studying
his missal and a religious text treating the subject of the fate of the soul after sudden death.
The next morning, the young man went to his fate, which played out in exactly the manner that
his experience as an engineer, and his faith as a devout Catholic, had predicted: There was a
terrific explosion, and Garesché died.I heard John’s story and the story of Julius Garesché,
John’s cousin, my great-great-great-uncle, as a boy. I didn’t have much use for Julius’s story,
like other tales my father told, and it never quite registered. But then, years later, as I was
browsing in a bookstore, looking through an old volume on the Civil War, I came upon the story
and photograph of my legendary forbear.According to my father, Julius was the first Catholic to
attend the US Military Academy at West Point. His grandparents had nearly been killed in
Santo Domingo, Cuba, during a slave uprising. Given that history, the boy might have grown
embittered and developed racist attitudes, but instead, Julius went in the opposite direction,
living a life of service. At West Point, and later as junior officer serving in the US Army, he was
known for his diligence, modesty, and piety. While stationed in Washington, DC, he helped
found the city’s chapter of the Society of St. Vincent de Paul, which continues to serve the
indigent to the present day.At the outbreak of the Civil War, his brother Frederick, a Catholic
priest, had prophesied that Julius was going to die in battle within 18 months, during his first
engagement with the enemy. Julius was assigned an administrative post, but despite his
brother’s warning, he chafed to serve on the front lines. He petitioned his superiors for
reassignment, and his request was eventually granted. He drew a posting as Chief of Staff to
General William Rosecrans, who commanded the Union forces at the Battle of Murfreesboro in
Tennessee in December 1862. On December 31, the Confederate forces launched a full-scale
attack. Julius rode into battle beside the general, mounted on a black horse, with a West Point
class ring on his finger, a copy of the Imitation of Christ missal in his kit bag, and his brother’s
dreadful prophecy hanging over him.A Captain Bickham, who was in the field that day, picks up
the narrative: “In the midst of the horrid carnival they were galloping through a tumult of iron
missiles. An unexploded shell whipped close by his leader and the head of Garesché vanished
with it. Sickening gouts of his brains were scattered upon his comrades, who turned in horror
from the ghastly spectacle.”The black horse that Garesché was riding galloped 20 more paces
before the headless body finally toppled onto the ground by the railroad. More than 27,000
soldiers, North and South, fell during the battle, making Murfreesboro one of the bloodiest
engagements, percentagewise, of the entire Civil War. That night a friend of Garesché’s, a
West Point classmate, went looking for the body—the spectacular death had been noted even



on that horribly violent day—and discovered it with the froth of blood in place of the head. The
officer removed the class ring from the corpse’s finger and the missal from the kit bag. That
day, the legend of Julius Garesché was born.It is said that if you go quietly into the old
battlefield by the railroad at dawn, or in the twilight of evening, you might see an apparition of
the headless horseman. I don’t discount the possibility; I have a good deal of experience with
apparitions. But to this point, I have not visited Murfreesboro. For me, Julius Garesché is more
than a curiosity, the prey of tourists—he is part of me. The ideals he lived by—faith, honor,
justice, courage, service, sacrifice—I also try to emulate. And these were the qualities that, 50
years ago, Fidel Castro and Che Guevara impugned when they told my father that the church
he’d designed could not be built; that there was no room for God in the Cuban revolution.The
spirit of the Gareschés lived on in my father. Such was the passionate, deeply ingrained faith
that he inherited. Besides the color and drama, he was also drawn to the fundamentals of
Catholicism: attending Mass regularly, confessing sins to a priest, observing the sacraments,
and praying through the intercession of the Virgin Mary, who in our version of the faith occupies
a crucial position in relation to Christ.My father could not betray this faith, so he made the great
turn. In essence, he made the same call that John Garesché had made the night before his
death in 1858. But while Garesché followed his conscience by honoring the obligation to his
employer, my father turned on his boss in order to honor a far greater contract. In October
1960, my father wrote an open leter to Castro denouncing him for persecuting the Roman
Catholic Church and betraying the revolution. Castro sent agents to detain my father, but he
escaped just before their arrival and boarded a flight to Miami. A few months later, my mother
followed with her four small children.Shortly after our arrival, I came down with a serious case
of scarlet fever. For a week or two, I was quite ill, so much so that my life was briefly threatened
and, after the crisis passed, my mother worried for my long-term health.Perhaps her worries
were justified. Consider that summer day in 2007, when I collapsed on the Nike lawn. For more
than 24 hours after I entered the hospital, the medical staff refrained from calling what
happened to me a heart attack. Instead, they called it a “cardiac event,” which some people
regarded as a euphemism or perhaps even a cover-up. But, in fact, my doctors were only being
honest. It wasn’t clear what caused my heart to fail; according to my cardiologist, Dr. Todd
Caulfield, it still isn’t clear today, more than 4 years later.Most likely my heart spasmed due to
coronary artery disease—one main cardiac artery was more than 70 percent blocked—but it
also might have been caused by a significant mass of scar tissue that Dr. Caulfield discovered
in my left ventricle. This scarring could have precipitated the arrhythmia that led to the
ventricular fibrillation that temporarily killed me. And this scar tissue, in turn, might have formed
during a number of traumatic events over the course of my life: the searing marathons and
other races or, perhaps, the early-childhood bout of scarlet fever, which I incurred during my
first days in America.The other thing that happened shortly after our arrival was the infamous
Bay of Pigs invasion, the failed CIA-organized attack to overthrow the Castro regime, one of
the defining events of the Cold War. My family is among the 1.8 million Cuban-Americans
nationwide, making us the nation’s third-largest Hispanic group, behind Mexicans and Puerto
Ricans. As a group, we are the most educated and affluent Hispanic immigrant bloc, and, due
to our history, we have our own way of viewing American politics and culture. My parents, my
siblings, and myself, moreover, are among the 270,000 Cubans who arrived in the United
States in the 5 years immediately following the revolution and Cuban Missile Crisis.This first
wave contained a large number of professionals and upper-class exiles who had lost their
wealth under Castro and who’d fled the island largely out of self-interest. There were also many
like my father, disillusioned idealists who’d voluntarily sacrificed their affluence and standing in



the name of Castro’s initially democratic revolution. Both groups seethed with resentment at
their betrayal. They were angry, many were battle hardened, and they possessed resources.
When a Cuban expatriate recruiter offered my father the opportunity to avenge that betrayal—
and to liberate his homeland from the rule of a man who, by the day, appeared more
dangerous than the deposed dictator—he jumped at it. For 6 months during the winter of
1960-61, my father trained for the invasion in the Florida Everglades.I have a photo of him from
that time. He’s standing with a group of eight comrades, wearing military fatigues, squinting in
the tropical sunshine, looking strong and confident, exulting in his conviction that the US
government understood the menace lurking just 100 miles off the shore of Miami. “Next Year in
Havana,” a return to and restoration of the homeland, now seemed more than a rallying cry.
Grinning into the camera, my father saw himself back in his Havana home. He could taste it,
smell it, almost touch it. But, of course, that day never came.Because he was formerly a close
ally of Fidel and Che, the CIA regarded my father both as a potential risk—what if he remained
secretly loyal to the revolution and acted as a double agent?—and as a potential asset, with his
extensive knowledge of the nation’s infrastructure. He was thus relegated to the second wave
of the attack on the island, which was expected to take fewer casualties. On April 17, 1961, the
disastrous affair unfolded. In part due to the Kennedy administration’s refusal to commit air and
naval support, the 1,400-man invasion turned into a debacle; a total of 114 invading Cuban
exiles were killed. Castro’s forces repulsed the initial attack, and the long, cold war of attrition,
isolation, and embargo—a war that continues to this day—began. My father never left his
staging area in Nicaragua. He and his comrades had been humiliated.According to a story in
Life magazine: “Havana gleefully noted the wealth of the captured invaders: 100 plantation
owners, 67 landlords of apartment houses, 35 factory owners, 112 businessmen, 179 who
lived off unearned income, and 194 ex-soldiers of Batista.”Twice betrayed, and doubly
embittered, my father evolved from a fulltime counterrevolutionary into an avocational one. He
turned his attention to earning a living for his family in America. When I was 4, he took a job
with a large construction company in Manchester, Connecticut, and we left Florida. My father
might now have been a part-time activist, but his pride, faith, patriotism, obsession, sense of
honor, and destiny had only intensified.Growing up in New England, trying to make it as a
student and athlete and regular American kid, I attempted to tune out the stories, the myths,
but they worked deeply into my consciousness. The central narratives: my father saving
Castro’s life; the trial of the enemy soldier and his subsequent execution; Che’s savagery; my
father wanting to build a chapel but being denied by Che himself; my father’s outrage at
repeated betrayals; his guilt regarding his own complicity in bringing Castro to power. Again, I
am not trying to make a political point. I’m trying to explain the source of the rage that I grew up
with, that frequently stifled me as a boy, and that later fueled my extraordinary competitive fire
as a runner.“Go, Alberto, go!” I can still hear my father, screaming on the side of the high
school cross-country course or in the car behind me as I struggled through a 15-mile training
run on a blazing summer afternoon. “Go, Alberto! You can’t quit! A Salazar never quits!” A
snarling bass roar, not to be denied. A voice booming out heavily accented American English,
whose roots ran straight back to Havana.Looking back, I see that I rejected the particulars of
my father’s agenda, most prominently his obsession with Cuba, but inherited his passion,
which blasted straight into me like a bolt of electricity, intensified rather than dissipated by the
passage of years and its journey down through the generations.Salters Pond—it was really
more of a lake—lay about 200 yards from our house in Manchester, Connecticut, a town east
of Hartford. A long, sloping expanse of grass carried down from our back door along two hills to
the water’s edge. Salters Pond and the adjacent patch of woods formed the kingdom of the



Salazar children, Ricardo, José, Alberto, and Maria (Fernando, my youngest sibling, was still
an infant at this time). This was the first place I really knew—it was our playground, our
battleground, our Neverland. Recalling those early years in Manchester, I’m surprised that I
didn’t turn out to be a fishing guide or a game warden rather than a marathoner.At Salters
Pond, we shot at squirrels with BB guns, played with bows and arrows, and made believe we
were pirates and soldiers. My brothers and I would set traps and check them for muskrats
before we left for school in the morning. If we caught one, Ricardo or José would skin it and sell
the pelt for a few bucks. We joined the Boy Scouts and were thrilled to go on camping trips. We
turned our BB guns on chipmunks, and if we were lucky enough to kill one, we’d eviscerate the
animal and stretch its skin, using a technique we learned from reading Field & Stream
magazine. I’d pretend to be happy about it, but felt secretly guilty about killing little forest
creatures. I also felt bad about killing birds, but death was part of the outdoor life that I
loved.Our range of experience around Salters Pond was quite extensive. For instance, we got
into shooting at fish with bows and arrows. Bowfishing? I’m not sure what the name is for it, but
it turns out there’s a real art to killing fish in that manner. You have to use a broadhead arrow
that causes massive internal damage. If you actually hit a fish with an arrow, you want to make
sure to kill it. And once the arrow got stuck in the fish, it was a messy, slimy ordeal to get it out.
The whole business was pretty barbarous. I have a photograph of José and me playing with a
bow loaded with a broadhead arrow. In that picture, the arrow is pointed straight at me.José
and I were only 2 years apart in age. Like a lot of brothers, we fought like cats and dogs when
we were kids, but today he and I are good friends. He works as a supervisor for the
Department of Homeland Security, and we see each other often at Mass on Sunday and go out
to eat afterward. But it wasn’t like that when we were kids. He and I were always battling.José
had the mentality of a football player, and I had the mentality of a runner. José was strong and
self-confident and liked to run into and over things. He loved the locker-room camaraderie and
give-and-take of team sports; in a word, José had a personality very similar to my dad’s. By
contrast, I was shy, less sure of myself, and preferred outrunning my opponents to outhitting
them. I liked being part of a team and had plenty of friends, but I also liked being by myself,
and I tended to draw strength from inward rather than outward sources.Ricardo, who was 4
years older than me, had a nature more like mine than José’s or my father’s. Ricardo and I
instinctively responded the same way to people and situations. Years later, for instance, after
Ricardo and I had started our respective running careers and José was playing football for
Wayland High School, José was in the living room, watching a football game on TV. I joined
him. Then Ricardo came in. He saw us watching the football game and shook his head. “Why
are you watching those guys play?” he said. “They’re only doing it for the money. You might as
well watch a bunch of plumbers work.”On the day the photo was taken, I was probably 7 or 8
and José would have been 9 or 10. Ricardo must not have been around that day, because he
never would have let us attempt such a stupid and dangerous stunt. It must have been winter,
or maybe late fall or early spring, because I wore a parka. We were fooling around with our
bows, playing like we were cowboys and Indians, having a wonderful time, two little boys
without a care in the world—not a whole lot different than how I felt on that summer day more
than 40 years later, when I was walking across the Nike campus with Galen and the
Rohatinsky brothers.Somehow we had got hold of a camera. Maybe one of us had saved up
and sent away for it, responding to an ad in the back of Boys’ Life magazine. I pointed the
camera at José, and thinking that it would make a cool picture—maybe it was even my idea—
José drew his bow, pointing the arrow straight at me. It was the same kind of broadhead arrow
that ripped such awful holes in the fish of Salters Pond.José did not intend to shoot the arrow,



of course. But that’s what happened. Entirely by accident, he let go the string, and the arrow
with the hideously lethal point whizzed by inches from my neck, nicking my nylon parka. I can
still hear the clicking noise. A fraction of an inch the other way—the slightest alteration in God’s
plan—and I would have died that day.If you’re an American kid of comfortable circumstances,
you naturally assume that you’re immune to death. It certainly doesn’t enter into your daily
thinking. But the Salazars came from another planet. Compared with average American kids,
we were on intimate terms with mortality.Late one night in 1965—I would’ve been 6 years old—
the phone rang in our house. My father answered, and a moment later, I heard him wailing “Oh
no!” in his booming voice (ever since, when I hear a phone ring late at night, I feel an icy
dread). His mother, my grandmother, had died in a plane crash. She’d been on a flight to
Venezuela. The plane had crashed during the landing approach at the Caracas airport. My
father would have to fly to Venezuela to recover the body and make arrangements for
burial.Traveling to South America meant flying close to Cuba. My father feared that the plane
would be hijacked, or that Castro’s agents would be sent to assassinate him: Given his
background and activities, and the perilous state of Cold War politics at the time, he wasn’t
being completely paranoid. That trip, however, would prove life threatening in a way that none
of us foresaw. To protect himself during his journey, my father bought a handgun, a Saturday
night special, that he kept in a cupboard above the refrigerator in the kitchen.Of course, my
brothers and I found it. My mother, Marta, must have been busy somewhere else in the house.
Besides our large immediate family, we frequently hosted Cuban relatives for lengthy periods.
My late mother (she died in 2005, at age 76, of pancreatic cancer) was always working around
the house. She’d been a lady of substance in sunny Havana, overseeing a staff of domestic
workers who cared for the spacious family home, and now here in cold New England she had
to scrub, cook, and sew for us. She never complained and was always a loving, kind presence
in my life—the calm mother in equipoise to my thunderous father. Although I grew up to
resemble my father in so many ways, as a kid I felt closer in temperament to my mother.She
was away from the kitchen when Ricardo, José, and I discovered the gun in the cupboard. The
sleek black weapon seemed to vibrate with a power of its own as we passed it around. When it
came to me, I automatically, reflexively, gazed down its barrel. Also reflexively, I placed my
thumb on the trigger. I was just a 6-year-old boy, my head full of TV images. Ricardo pulled the
gun away from me.“You never do that,” he said. “What if that thing is loaded?”A little while later,
my father came home from work. He went to the cupboard and took down the handgun that my
brothers and I had just replaced. “Come on, boys, let me show you something,” my father said.
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Max, “Particularly Interesting in the Context of the 2012 Olympics. In the category of world
class athlete's biographies, Salazar's is above average. Why do people read such books?
Many reasons, but I enjoy the "insider's view" of his or her particular athletic endeavors. And
Salazar offers great insight into his own career, plus insights into his relationship with Nike and
his Project Oregon training routines with Mo Farah and Galen Rupp. The success of Farah and
Rupp at the 2012 Olympics was the factor that created my interest in the book. And these
features are the strength (five star, as it were) of the book.Of less interest to me were Salazar's
account of his childhood, particularly his father's lifelong anti-Castro work, his own wife and
family, the restaurant business, and -- of course -- given the title of the book, his heart attack
and miraculous recovery. For those who live without metaphysical comforts, Salazar's own
metaphysical beliefs (like Tim Tebow's, for example) and his total lack of any critical, reflective
consideration of the sources of these beliefs, stretch this reader's credulity.”

Ebook Tops Reader, “The Greatest Distance Runner of His Era?. I will buy this book despite
the big turn-off I got from reading the Amazon "Look Inside" preview where Salazar states that
he was the greatest distance runner of his era. Salazar was certainly one of the greats of his
era, but the man who actually deserves that title was Henry Rono, who, at his best in Salazar's
era, was a man running with boys, Salazar among them. Confidence and pride mean a lot in
any grueling endurance sport like distance running, but a little humility goes a long way. All he
had to do was change that one sentence by adding the words "one of," and it would have
shown a better character.Ok, I am almost finished with this book. Now I can highly recommend
it. I know Salazar didn't write it himself, but it's his story. Throughout most of the book he
honestly says that he was one of the best distance runners in the world during his era, which is
true, but I think the first statement that he was THE greatest was most likely written by his co-
author. He displays pride in his accomplishments, which were indeed great, but he also
displays a humility and faith that is commendable. If you like distance running, buy the book.
You won't be sorry.”

MarkH, “Good, but a bit much ego. I was just beginning running competitively when Alberto



burst on the scene. He was one of our heroes, taking on the world. So, I definitely wanted to
read his story. I especially wanted to know what happened to him, as he faded quickly after the
1984 Olympics. The egotism definitely gets old. He state" he was better than Bill Rogers, or the
best in the world. I guess that you have to have that attitude to get to the top, but it gets
overbearing as the book goes on. I really liked a lot of the spiritual stuff. You could see that his
downfall as a competitive runner coincided with an increase in seeking to become more
spiritual. He does have some good descriptions of some of his epic battles, like the 10K
against Henry Rono and the duel in the sun with Dick Beardsley. Overall, a decent read.”

A. R. Spitzer, “A Fascinating Story From a Great Athlete. Alberto Salazar's biography to date is
a well written, honest look back at a career that was far too short and ended much too early
because of a debilitating series of events and injuries. In the early 1980's, Salazar was the
most dominant marathoner and distance runner of the era, and he has now become one of the
foremost distance running coaches in the country. Salazar's description of his early career
highlights the fact that he was a distance running prodigy, much like one of the outstanding
runners that he currently coaches, Galen Rupp. Salazar's perspective on bringing Rupp along
in a manner that avoids the injuries that shortened his career I found especially interesting. If
Rupp has success at the upcoming London Olympics, the story will be that much more
satisfying on many levels.If there is one thing missing from the book, though, it is that Salazar's
internal experiences as a runner are not elaborated upon very much, and there is little
discussion about his own training at the peak of his career. The outstanding years that he
spent in college at Oregon seem to be only superficially described. During the period in which
Salazar's career was devastated by injuries must have been especially painful, yet one always
feels as if a good part of the emotional content here is being held back from the reader. I would
also have liked to have read a little more about his own insights about the effort that it takes to
set the world marathon record, as well as many of his other accomplishments. One especially
interesting aspect of the book was the relationship that Salazar's father had with Fidel Castro
and Che Guevara, which shaped not only his father's world, but his father's personality and
how that personality may have influenced Alberto's efforts to become the athlete that he was.
Overall, this was an entertaining book that made for great reading, though it might have been
even a bit more rewarding if Alberto had really let go and shared what had to be some
extraordinary emotions during his amazing achievements as a runner and the years after.
Lastly, the title of the book refers to the cardiac arrest that Salazar had in 2007. As a physician
myself, I find it very difficult to believe that he had complete cardiac standstill with no CPR for
14 minutes, yet he did survive to tell the tale, for which I have no explanation if the facts are
indeed accurate. But again, it feels as if Alberto simply took this in stride, almost as if it were
another challenge to be dealt with, maintaining a somewhat objective perspective on a highly
unusual event.”

TJ Green, “Much More than Running. As an avid runner, I was looking forward to reading about
Alberto's life and how it changed throughout the years. The book provides a good mix of his
running career (the ups and downs) as well as his personal life and the more specifically how
he changed after his heart attack. The book is easy to follow and reads very fast. He spends a
good deal of time discussing his faith (i.e. being a Catholic) and how it deepened through
various challenges during his life.As a runner, I wished the book would have spent more time
on his running/training programs and the Oregon project but this was not his intention. Maybe
he could do another book specifically on running. I'm surprised that this book has not been



more popular but I get the sense that Alberto is not really promoting it much; his priority is his
family and athletes.Overall a great book if want to learn more about the life and challenges of
Alberto Salazar.”

Mr. K. B. Abraham, “A true legend. Okay, so now we've all heard of Alberto Salazar for all the
wrong reasons. But let me say that as far as I'm concerned Alberto Salazar is the best middle/
long distance coach after Lydìard and Cerutty. Back in the 80's Salazar risked his life to reach
achievement, he would run till he collapsed and if necessary be given the last rites. He then
had other problems that tore at his mind, insomuch that he wished that the doctor would say
that his legs needed amputating. Then he heard about prozac, and it turned his life around. He
enjoyed running again. So much so that he decided to run in what is regarded by me to be the
best race in the world. The Comrades marathon! The Comrades is an ultra distance race in
South Africa that is about 54 miles long. It was Salazar's first race at such a distance, and for
most of the race was on for a new record, but he soldiered on and won it. I am totally against
drug taking in sports but to only to assess a person on one mistake is to lose out on what he
has achieved in his lifetime. I recommend this book.”

Tim Sutton, “An Amazing Book. This book was a gripping read from the outset, as a serious
marathon runner myself,(well I once was!) Also that I'm involved in sports & remedial massage,
I found this book interesting in many ways, from his training, to his injuries & to that fateful
14Min! This really gives you the highs & lows of his life up to now. He is now setting Mo Farah
up to being the best distance runner in the world! So I give this book 5 stars.”

Bazz, “V interesting Ø>Ý�. Enjoyable read. Recommend.”

jane, “Good read. Great read!!!! good gift for a runner”

Paul Field, “Duel in the Sun revealed. Deeply insightful self-study of how and why a wonder
runner runs, and how he deals with adversity. Extraordinary. I loved it.”

The book by Alberto Salazar has a rating of  5 out of 4.5. 134 people have provided feedback.
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