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THE STORY OF AN ATHLETIC ASTERISK 

And This Has Nothing To Do With Babe Ruth! 

October 14, 2008 

 

The Boston Marathon 

 

  

Isaac got a sports book for his birthday, with statistics on every 

sport throughout the ages.  He likes it.  So do I!  I was paging 

through it yesterday when I came upon winning times for the 

Boston Marathon.  Historical data like this has always intrigued me 

... it puts history in context, while showing how things change over 

time. 

What have been the winning times?  When did this race start?  

How have times improved?  Let’s get the data on the table! 
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The Boston Marathon also holds sentimental value for Lisa and I, 

as we actually ran on a 4-person relay with the great Bill Rodgers 

in Boston in 1995, I believe, as part of the “Team in Training” 

program to raise money for the Leukemia Society. 

 

  

While looking through the winning times, it’s easy to see a marked 

drop in the times for the female winner versus the male winner.  

How did this compare over time?  I decided to graph it and see. 
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What I also saw was the first female winner wasn’t until 1972, in 

Isaac’s book.  Why was this?  Grabbing the data from an internet 

site to make it easier to graph the data, I saw 6 “female winners” 

prior to 1972 - all with asterisks!  What was this about? 

Herein lies a wonderful story. 

The story of Bobbi Gibb. 

Bobbi Gibb was a woman who could run 40 miles at a time.  She 

first saw the Boston Marathon in 1964, and, two years later, wrote 

a letter requesting an application to compete. 

She received a letter from the race director, saying women could 

not run the marathon.  Literally.  Women could not run in the 

marathon because women could not run a marathon! 

How does one change such a perception? 

She was driven to the start line, and then, when the gun went off, 

she simply jumped in! 
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I can’t imagine! 

As she tells the story, men around her immediately knew she was a 

female, but supported her nonetheless.  Good for them!   

She finished ahead of two-thirds of the pack, in a time of 3:21. 

She “unofficially” finished first among women two more years, 

and women were officially allowed to enter in 1972. 

And what became of Bobbi Gibb?  At this same time, she was 

attending the University of California in La Jolla, studying pre-

med and mathematics.  After receiving her degree, she was denied 

entrance to medical school because she was a woman. 

Politicians now are talking about making a crack in the “glass 

ceiling” and shattering it.  Here was a woman doing it 40 years 

ago! 

Whatever she’s doing now, likely she’s an unbelievable success! 

And women in the Boston Marathon?  How are they doing?  Let’s 

graph not only the winning times, but also how much difference 

there is between the two winning times. 
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The improvement is rapid, and women now are within 10-15% of 

the male winning time.  As this has been stable over the past 

quarter-century, it’s tempting to say this is the best women will be 

able to do - relative to men. 

However, just thinking of the story of Bobbi Gibb, I wouldn’t rule 

anything out! 
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One Step Further 

The evidence suggests an “athletic 10-15%” rule, with many years 

of data supporting the claim.  However, this is only for one type of 

race.  Does this relationship hold true for other types of races?  If 

it’s true “this one race” is reflective of performance in general, 

then we should expect to see similar relationships in other races. 

  

 

  

  

With the Olympics just over, the obvious choice is Olympic data.  

How does historic Olympic record data - men versus women - 

compare, not just for long races but all races of movement? 

  

Let’s see: 
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Our theory is remarkably consistent.  But this is just for running / 

walking races.  How does the graph look, if contests like 

swimming, jumping, throwing, etc., are included?  A later time ... 
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Records are Made to be Broken 

The Remarkable Bob Beamon 

 

February 23, 2010 

  

The Winter Olympics and a coincidental article on non-record-

setting performances gives rise to this thought: 

The remarkable Bob Beamon. 

Mexico City. 

1968. 

29 feet 2 1/2 inches. 

Here it is ... 
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It's mostly remarkable both for how it shattered the previous mark, 

and how long it took to be broken itself.  A graphical depiction of 

the record over time ... 

 

A couple things stand out: the record lasts a long time, then is 

broken by a significant amount, and then there's decreasing – but 

continual improvement, until the next “great leap”.  

This is true in the first part of the 20th century, and the mid 20th 

century.  It's not true after Beamon, however. 

Why is this? 

The altitude in Mexico City, we're told, is one possibility. 

Mexico City is about 7,500 feet above sea level.  The air is 

thinner.  Jumps should be better. 

His was. 
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But if this explanation is reasonable, then we should expect to see 

other tremendous leaps from the 1968 Olympics.  Were there? 

Here are the other jumps: 

 

  

The claim the cause was “altitude” doesn't seem to hold much 

water.  Likely it helped Beamon, but he already must have been 

head-and shoulders above the competition; otherwise, we would 

have seen other great jumps.  We didn't. 

One final note regarding the chronological graphic above.  It's 

remarkable Beamon's mark stood for 23 years.  However, there 

was a longer stretch earlier in the century:  25 years. 

Who was this? 

The great Jesse Owens! 
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The World Record Over Time 

 

A side note about Jesse Owens and this world record above, from 

Wikipedia: 

“Owens's greatest achievement came in a 

span of 45 minutes on May 25, 1935 at the 

Big Ten meet in Ann Arbor, Michigan, where 

he set three world records and tied a fourth. 

He equaled the world record for the 100-yard 

sprint (9.4 seconds) and set world records in 

the long jump (26 feet 8¼ inches, a world 

record that would last 25 years), 220-yard 

sprint (20.7 seconds), and 220-yard low 
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hurdles (22.6 seconds to become the first 

person to break 23 seconds). In 2005, both 

NBC sports announcer Bob Costas and 

University of Central Florida professor of 

sports history Richard C. Crepeau chose this 

as the most impressive athletic achievement 

since 1850.” 

 

A CLOSING THOUGHT 

I'd always thought the world record was 29'2.5”.  However, all 

records show it as 8.9 meters.  How do I convert metric to British? 

I'm not alone here.  When his distance was announced as 8.9 

meters, Beamon was unaffected.  He didn't know, either!  It wasn't 

until teammate and coach Ralph Boston told him the distance in 

feet Beamon collapsed to his knees, hands over his face! 

How do I convert metric to British? 

Here's my favorite way, which requires only the knowledge of 

2.54 cm = 1 in.  Every other conceivable combination I can derive 

from this, using unit fractions ... 
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The World’s Greatest Athlete 

August 14, 2008 

  

  

Michael Phelps’ phenomenal success, workout regimen, diet, 

and physical anomalies have been well documented during these 

Olympic games. 

His career total of 11 gold medals will possible rise to 13 this 

weekend. 

This shear total has earned 

him “The Greatest Olympian 

Ever”. 

Close. 

The 1912 Summer Olympics 

(the Games of the V Olympiad) 

were host to what may be the 

greatest athletic performance, 

certainly in the history of the 

Olympics, but also world athletic 

competition! 

The legendary Jim Thorpe 

won not only the decathlon, but 

also the 5-event pentathlon! 
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For the 1912 Summer Olympics in 

Stockholm, Sweden, two new multi-event 

disciplines were on the program, the 

pentathlon and the decathlon. A pentathlon 

based on the ancient Greek event had been 

organized at the 1906 Summer Olympics, but 

the 1912 edition would consist of the long 

jump, the javelin throw, 200-meter dash, the 

discus throw and the 1500-meter run.  

The decathlon was an entirely new event 

in athletics, although it had been competed in 
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American track meets since the 1880s and a 

version had been featured on the program of 

the 1904 St. Louis Olympics. However, the 

events of the new decathlon were slightly 

different from the U.S. version. Both events 

seemed a fit for Thorpe, who was so versatile 

that he alone had formed Carlisle’s team in 

several track meets.  He could run the 100-

yard dash in 10 seconds flat, the 220 in 21.8 

seconds, the 440 in 51.8 seconds, the 880 in 

1:57, the mile in 4:35, the 120-yard high 

hurdles in 15 seconds, and the 220-yard low 

hurdles in 24 seconds.  He could long jump 23 

ft 6 in and high-jump 6 ft 5 in.[3] He could 

pole vault 11 feet, put the shot 47 ft 9 in, 

throw the javelin 163 feet, and throw the 

discus 136 feet.  Thorpe entered the U.S. 

Olympic trials for both the pentathlon and the 

decathlon.  

He easily won the awards, winning three 

events, and was named to the pentathlon team, 

which also included future International 

Olympic Committee (IOC) president Avery 

Brundage. There were only a few candidates 

for the decathlon team, and the trials were 

cancelled. Thorpe would contest his first—-

and, as it turned out, only-—decathlon in the 

Olympics. Thorpe’s Olympic record 8,413 

points would stand for nearly two decades. 

wikipedia 
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King Gustaf V of Sweden 

Legend has it that, when awarding Thorpe his prize, King 

Gustav said, “You, sir, are the greatest athlete in the world." 
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Proper Context 
The Truth, The Whole Truth, and Nothing But the Truth 

 

 

September 4, 2008 

  

  

  

Michael Phelps' quest for eight gold medals at the Beijing 

Olympics dominated coverage.  It had been 36 years, after all, 

since the phenomenal performance of Mark Spitz at the 1972 

games in Munich. 

Phelps got eight - Spitz seven.  According to the media, that’s 

the end of the story. 
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What is the rest of the story, as our good friend, Paul Harvey, 

might say? 

In preparation for the Olympics, according to Phelps, his life 

consisted of “swim, eat, and sleep”.  A mighty convenient 

schedule, if you can pull it off!  Who pays for the 

accommodations?  Where does the food and shelter come from?  

The training facilities?  The coaching?  How is this paid for if one 

only “swims, eats, and sleeps"?  Corporate sponsorship. 

But surely Spitz had access to such accommodations, right? 

Wrong. 

Sponsorship for amateur athletes made the athlete a 

professional - and therefore, not eligible for the Olympics.  It was 

only years later the rules were changed, allowing one to “swim, 

eat, and sleep.” 

What was Spitz doing while Phelps was “swimming, eating, 

and sleeping"?  Spitz was attending Indiana University in pursuit 

of a career as a dentist! 

So they're each off to the Olympics, Spitz to Munich, Phelps to 

Beijing, the backgrounds vastly different.  One attending IU, the 

other not attending - anything - I guess. 

Is that the rest of the story? 

Hardly.  You see, Spitz is Jewish, and the 1972 Olympics are 

sadly remembered for the terrorist act by Yasser Arafat’s Black 
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September, where 11 Israeli athletes and coaches were killed.  

Munich, Germany.  What was the atmosphere for Jewish athletes 

going to Germany?  I don’t know.  I can only guess. 

So while Phelps' post Olympic trip was highlighted with a 

ceremony kicking off the London 2012 games, Spitz' post-Olympic 

journey consisted of being secretly whisked back to the safety of 

the States. 

Is this intended to belittle the performance of Phelps?  Of 

course not.  But it is intended to put into proper context the 

remarkable accomplishments of Spitz.  The medals and world 

records were remarkable in-and-of-themselves.  The background of 

his story makes his accomplishments all-the-more remarkable. 

 


