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For my grandchildren, so they will know



In the beginner’s mind there are many possibilities, but in the expert’s
mind there are few.

—Shunryu Suzuki, Zen Mind, Beginner’s Mind



DAWN

I was up before the others, before the birds, before the sun. I drank a
cup of coffee, wolfed down a piece of toast, put on my shorts and
sweatshirt, and laced up my green running shoes. Then slipped quietly
out the back door.

I stretched my legs, my hamstrings, my lower back, and groaned as |
took the first few balky steps down the cool road, into the fog. Why is it
always so hard to get started?

There were no cars, no people, no signs of life. I was all alone, the
world to myself—though the trees seemed oddly aware of me. Then
again, this was Oregon. The trees always seemed to know. The trees
always had your back.

What a beautiful place to be from, I thought, gazing around. Calm,
green, tranquil—I was proud to call Oregon my home, proud to call
little Portland my place of birth. But I felt a stab of regret, too. Though
beautiful, Oregon struck some people as the kind of place where
nothing big had ever happened, or was ever likely to. If we Oregonians
were famous for anything, it was an old, old trail we’d had to blaze to
get here. Since then, things had been pretty tame.

The best teacher I ever had, one of the finest men I ever knew, spoke
of that trail often. It’s our birthright, he’d growl. Our character, our fate
—our DNA. “The cowards never started,” he’d tell me, “and the weak
died along the way—that leaves us.”



Us. Some rare strain of pioneer spirit was discovered along that trail,
my teacher believed, some outsized sense of possibility mixed with a
diminished capacity for pessimism—and it was our job as Oregonians to
keep that strain alive.

I'd nod, showing him all due respect. I loved the guy. But walking
away I'd sometimes think: Jeez, it’s just a dirt road.

That foggy morning, that momentous morning in 1962, I'd recently
blazed my own trail—back home, after seven long years away. It was
strange being home again, strange being lashed again by the daily rains.
Stranger still was living again with my parents and twin sisters, sleeping
in my childhood bed. Late at night I’d lie on my back, staring at my
college textbooks, my high school trophies and blue ribbons, thinking:
This is me? Still?

I moved quicker down the road. My breath formed rounded, frosty
puffs, swirling into the fog. I savored that first physical awakening, that
brilliant moment before the mind is fully clear, when the limbs and
joints first begin to loosen and the material body starts to melt away.
Solid to liquid.

Faster, I told myself. Faster.

On paper, I thought, I'm an adult. Graduated from a good college—-
University of Oregon. Earned a master’s from a top business school—
Stanford. Survived a yearlong hitch in the U.S. Army—Fort Lewis and
Fort Eustis. My résumé said I was a learned, accomplished soldier, a
twenty-four-year-old man in full . . . So why, I wondered, why do I still
teel like a kid?

Worse, like the same shy, pale, rail-thin kid I’d always been.

Maybe because I still hadn’t experienced anything of life. Least of all
its many temptations and excitements. I hadn’t smoked a cigarette,
hadn’t tried a drug. I hadn’t broken a rule, let alone a law. The 1960s
were just under way, the age of rebellion, and I was the only person in



America who hadn’t yet rebelled. I couldn’t think of one time I'd cut
loose, done the unexpected.

I’d never even been with a girl.

If I tended to dwell on all the things I wasn’t, the reason was simple.
Those were the things I knew best. I'd have found it difficult to say
what or who exactly I was, or might become. Like all my friends I
wanted to be successful. Unlike my friends I didn’t know what that
meant. Money? Maybe. Wife? Kids? House? Sure, if I was lucky. These
were the goals I was taught to aspire to, and part of me did aspire to
them, instinctively. But deep down I was searching for something else,
something more. I had an aching sense that our time is short, shorter
than we ever know, short as a morning run, and I wanted mine to be
meaningful. And purposeful. And creative. And important. Above all . . .
different.

I wanted to leave a mark on the world.

I wanted to win.

No, that’s not right. I simply didn’t want to lose.

And then it happened. As my young heart began to thump, as my
pink lungs expanded like the wings of a bird, as the trees turned to
greenish blurs, I saw it all before me, exactly what I wanted my life to
be. Play.

Yes, I thought, that’s it. That’s the word. The secret of happiness, I'd
always suspected, the essence of beauty or truth, or all we ever need to
know of either, lay somewhere in that moment when the ball is in
midair, when both boxers sense the approach of the bell, when the
runners near the finish line and the crowd rises as one. There’s a kind of
exuberant clarity in that pulsing half second before winning and losing

are decided. I wanted that, whatever that was, to be my life, my daily
life.



At different times I’d fantasized about becoming a great novelist, a
great journalist, a great statesman. But the ultimate dream was always to
be a great athlete. Sadly, fate had made me good, not great. At twenty-
four I was finally resigned to that fact. I'd run track at Oregon, and I'd
distinguished myself, lettering three of four years. But that was that, the
end. Now, as I began to clip off one brisk six-minute mile after another,
as the rising sun set fire to the lowest needles of the pines, I asked
myself: What if there were a way, without being an athlete, to feel what
athletes feel? "To play all the time, instead of working? Or else to enjoy
work so much that it becomes essentially the same thing.

The world was so overrun with war and pain and misery, the daily
grind was so exhausting and often unjust—maybe the only answer, I
thought, was to find some prodigious, improbable dream that seemed
worthy, that seemed fun, that seemed a good fit, and chase it with an
athlete’s single-minded dedication and purpose. Like it or not, life is a
game. Whoever denies that truth, whoever simply refuses to play, gets
left on the sidelines, and I didn’t want that. More than anything, that
was the thing I did not want.

Which led, as always, to my Crazy Idea. Maybe, I thought, just
maybe, I need to take one more look at my Crazy Idea. Maybe my
Crazy Idea just might . . . work?

Maybe.

No, no, I thought, running faster, faster, running as if I were chasing
someone #nd being chased all at the same time. It wi// work. By God I'll
make it work. No maybes about it.

I was suddenly smiling. Almost laughing. Drenched in sweat, moving
as gracefully and effortlessly as I ever had, I saw my Crazy Idea shining
up ahead, and it didn’t look all that crazy. It didn’t even look like an
idea. It looked like a place. It looked like a person, or some life force
that existed long before I did, separate from me, but also part of me.



Wiaiting for me, but also hiding from me. That might sound a little
high-flown, a little c7zzy. But that’s how I felt back then.

Or maybe I didn’t. Maybe my memory is enlarging this eureka
moment, or condensing many eureka moments into one. Or maybe, if
there was such a moment, it was nothing more than runner’s high. I
don’t know. I can’t say. So much about those days, and the months and
years into which they slowly sorted themselves, has vanished, like those
rounded, frosty puffs of breath. Faces, numbers, decisions that once
seemed pressing and irrevocable, they’re all gone.

What remains, however, is this one comforting certainty, this one
anchoring truth that will never go away. At twenty-four I did have a
Crazy Idea, and somehow, despite being dizzy with existential angst,
and fears about the future, and doubts about myself, as all young men
and women in their midtwenties are, I did decide that the world is made
up of crazy ideas. History is one long processional of crazy ideas. The
things I loved most—books, sports, democracy, free enterprise—started
as crazy ideas.

For that matter, few ideas are as crazy as my favorite thing, running.
It’s hard. It’s painful. It’s risky. The rewards are few and far from
guaranteed. When you run around an oval track, or down an empty
road, you have no real destination. At least, none that can fully justify
the effort. The act itself becomes the destination. It’s not just that
there’s no finish line; it’s that you define the finish line. Whatever
pleasures or gains you derive from the act of running, you must find
them within. It’s all in how you frame it, how you sell it to yourself.

Every runner knows this. You run and run, mile after mile, and you
never quite know why. You tell yourself that you’re running toward
some goal, chasing some rush, but really you run because the
alternative, stopping, scares you to death.



So that morning in 1962 I told myself: Let everyone else call your
idea crazy . . . just keep going. Don’t stop. Don’t even think about
stopping until you get there, and don’t give much thought to where
“there” is. Whatever comes, just don’t stop.

That’s the precocious, prescient, urgent advice I managed to give
myself, out of the blue, and somehow managed to take. Half a century
later, I believe it’s the best advice—maybe the only advice—any of us
should ever give.



PART ONE

Now, here, you see, it takes all the running yoz can do, to keep in the
same place. If you want to get somewhere else, you must run at least
twice as fast as that.

—Lewis Carroll, Through the Looking-Glass



1962

When T broached the subject with my father, when I worked up the
nerve to speak to him about my Crazy Idea, I made sure it was in the
early evening. That was always the best time with Dad. He was relaxed
then, well fed, stretched out in his vinyl recliner in the TV nook. I can
still tilt back my head and close my eyes and hear the sound of the
audience laughing, the tinny theme songs of his favorite shows, Wagon
Train and Rawhide.

His all-time favorite was Red Buttons. Every episode began with Red
singing: Ho ho, bee hee . . . strange things are happening.

I set a straight-backed chair beside him and gave a wan smile and
waited for the next commercial. I'd rehearsed my spiel, in my head, over
and over, especially the opening. Sooo, Dad, you remember that Crazy ldea
I had at Stanford . . . ¢

It was one of my final classes, a seminar on entrepreneurship. I'd
written a research paper about shoes, and the paper had evolved from a
run-of-the-mill assignment to an all-out obsession. Being a runner, I
knew something about running shoes. Being a business buff, I knew that
Japanese cameras had made deep cuts into the camera market, which
had once been dominated by Germans. Thus, I argued in my paper that
Japanese running shoes might do the same thing. The idea interested
me, then inspired me, then captivated me. It seemed so obvious, so
simple, so potentially huge.



I'd spent weeks and weeks on that paper. I'd moved into the library,
devoured everything I could find about importing and exporting, about
starting a company. Finally, as required, I’d given a formal presentation
of the paper to my classmates, who reacted with formal boredom. Not
one asked a single question. They greeted my passion and intensity with
labored sighs and vacant stares.

The professor thought my Crazy Idea had merit: He gave me an A.
But that was that. At least, that was supposed to be that. I'd never really
stopped thinking about that paper. Through the rest of my time at
Stanford, through every morning run and right up to that moment in
the TV nook, I'd pondered going to Japan, finding a shoe company,
pitching thern my Crazy Idea, in the hopes that they’d have a more
enthusiastic reaction than my classmates, that they’d want to partner
with a shy, pale, rail-thin kid from sleepy Oregon.

I'd also toyed with the notion of making an exotic detour on my way
to and from Japan. How can I leave my mark on the world, I thought,
unless I get out there first and see it? Before running a big race, you
always want to walk the track. A backpacking trip around the globe
might be just the thing, I reasoned. No one talked about bucket lists in
those days, but I suppose that’s close to what I had in mind. Before I
died, became too old or consumed with everyday minutiae, I wanted to
visit the planet’s most beautiful and wondrous places.

And its most sacred. Of course I wanted to taste other foods, hear
other languages, dive into other cultures, but what I really craved was
connection with a capital C. I wanted to experience what the Chinese
call Tao, the Greeks call Logos, the Hindus call Jiiana, the Buddhists
call Dharma. What the Christians call Spirit. Before setting out on my
own personal life voyage, I thought, let me first understand the greater
voyage of humankind. Let me explore the grandest temples and



churches and shrines, the holiest rivers and mountaintops. Let me feel
the presence of . . . God?

Yes, I told myself, yes. For want of a better word, God.

But first, I'd need my father’s approval.

More, I’d need his cash.

I'd already mentioned making a big trip, the previous year, and my
father seemed open to it. But surely he’d forgotten. And surely I was
pushing it, adding to the original proposal this Crazy Idea, this
outrageous side trip—to Japan? To launch a company? Talk about
boondoggles.

Surely he’d see this as a bridge too far.

And a bridge too darned expensive. I had some savings from the
Army, and from various part-time jobs over the last several summers.
On top of which, I planned to sell my car, a cherry black 1960 MG with
racing tires and a twin cam. (The same car Elvis drove in Blue Hawaii.)
All of which amounted to fifteen hundred dollars, leaving me a grand
short, I now told my father. He nodded, uh-huh, mm-hmm, and flicked
his eyes from the T'V to me, and back again, while I laid it all out.

Remember how we talked, Dad? How I said I want to see the World?

The Himalayas? The pyramids?

The Dead Sea, Dad? The Dead Sea?

Well, haha, I'm also thinking of stopping off in Japan, Dad.
Remember my Crazy Idea? Japanese running shoes? Right? It could be
huge, Dad. Huge.

I was laying it on thick, putting on the hard sell, extra hard, because I
always hated selling, and because this particular sell had zero chance.
My father had just forked out hundreds of dollars to the University of
Oregon, thousands more to Stanford. He was the publisher of the
Oregon Fournal, a solid job that paid for all the basic comforts, including



our spacious white house on Claybourne Street, in Portland’s quietest
suburb, Eastmoreland. But the man wasn’t made of money.

Also, this was 1962. The earth was bigger then. Though humans
were beginning to orbit the planet in capsules, 90 percent of Americans
still had never been on an airplane. The average man or woman had
never ventured farther than one hundred miles from his or her own
front door, so the mere mention of global travel by airplane would
unnerve any father, and especially mine, whose predecessor at the paper
had died in an air crash.

Setting aside money, setting aside safety concerns, the whole thing
was just so impractical. I was aware that twenty-six of twenty-seven new
companies failed, and my father was aware, too, and the idea of taking
on such a colossal risk went against everything he stood for. In many
ways my father was a conventional Episcopalian, a believer in Jesus
Christ. But he also worshipped another secret deity—respectability.
Colonial house, beautiful wife, obedient kids, my father enjoyed having
these things, but what he really cherished was his friends and neighbors
knowing he had them. He liked being admired. He liked doing a
vigorous backstroke each day in the mainstream. Going around the
world on a lark, therefore, would simply make no sense to him. It wasn’t
done. Certainly not by the respectable sons of respectable men. It was
something other people’s kids did. Something beatniks and hipsters did.

Possibly, the main reason for my father’s respectability fixation was a
fear of his inner chaos. I felt this, viscerally, because every now and then
that chaos would burst forth. Without warning, late at night, the phone
in the front hall would jingle, and when I answered there would be that
same gravelly voice on the line. “Come getcher old man.”

I'd pull on my raincoat—it always seemed, on those nights, that a
misting rain was falling—and drive downtown to my father’s club. As
clearly as I remember my own bedroom, I remember that club. A



century old, with floor-to-ceiling oak bookcases and wing-backed
chairs, it looked like the drawing room of an English country house. In
other words, eminently respectable.

I'd always find my father at the same table, in the same chair. I'd
always help him gently to his feet. “You okay, Dad?” “Course I'm okay.”
I'd always guide him outside to the car, and the whole way home we’d
pretend nothing was wrong. He’d sit perfectly erect, almost regal, and
we’d talk sports, because talking sports was how I distracted myself,
soothed myself, in times of stress.

My father liked sports, too. Sports were always respectable.

For these and a dozen other reasons I expected my father to greet my
pitch in the TV nook with a furrowed brow and a quick put-down.
“Haha, Crazy Idea. Fat chance, Buck.” (My given name was Philip, but
my father always called me Buck. In fact he’d been calling me Buck
since before I was born. My mother told me he’d been in the habit of
patting her stomach and asking, “How’s little Buck today?”) As I
stopped talking, however, as I stopped pitching, my father rocked
forward in his vinyl recliner and shot me a funny look. He said that he
always regretted not traveling more when he was young. He said a trip
might be just the finishing touch to my education. He said a lot of
things, all of them focused more on the trip than the Crazy Idea, but I
wasn’t about to correct him. I wasn’t about to complain, because in sum
he was giving his blessing. And his cash.

“Okay,” he said. “Okay, Buck. Okay.”

I thanked my father and fled the nook before he had a chance to
change his mind. Only later did I realize with a spasm of guilt that my
father’s lack of travel was an ulterior reason, perhaps the main reason,
that I wanted to go. This trip, this Crazy Idea, would be one sure way of
becoming someone other than him. Someone less respectable.



Or maybe not less respectable. Maybe just less obsessed with
respectability.

The rest of the family wasn’t quite so supportive. When my
grandmother got wind of my itinerary, one item in particular appalled
her. “Japan!” she cried. “Why, Buck, it was only a few years ago the Japs
were out to kill us! Don’t you remember? Pearl Harbor! The Japs tried
to conquer the world! Some of them still don’t know they lost! They’re
in hiding! They might take you prisoner, Buck. Gouge out your
eyeballs. They’re known for that—your eyeballs.”

I loved my mother’s mother, whom we all called Mom Hatfield. And
I understood her fear. Japan was about as far as you could get from
Roseburg, Oregon, the farm town where she was born and where she’d
lived all her life. I'd spent many summers down there with her and Pop
Hatfield. Almost every night we’d sat out on the porch, listening to the
croaking bullfrogs compete with the console radio, which in the early
1940s was always tuned to news of the war.

Which was always bad.

The Japanese, we were told repeatedly, hadn’t lost a war in twenty-six
hundred years, and it sure didn’t seem they were going to lose this one,
either. In battle after battle, we suffered defeat after defeat. Finally, in
1942, Mutual Broadcasting’s Gabriel Heatter opened his nightly radio
report with a shrill cry. “Good evening, everyone—there’s good news
tonight!” The Americans had won a decisive battle at last. Critics
skewered Heatter for his shameless cheerleading, for abandoning all
pretense of journalistic objectivity, but the public hatred of Japan was so
intense, most people hailed Heatter as a folk hero. Thereafter he
opened all broadcasts the same way. “Good news tonight!”

It’s one of my earliest memories. Mom and Pop Hatfield beside me
on that porch, Pop peeling a Gravenstein apple with his pocketknife,
handing me a slice, then eating a slice, then handing me a slice, and so



on, until his apple-paring pace slowed dramatically. Heatter was coming
on. Sssh! Hush up! 1 can still see us all chewing apples and gazing at the
night sky, so Japan-obsessed that we half expected to see Japanese Zeros
crisscrossing the Dog Star. No wonder my first time on an airplane,
right around five years old, I asked: “Dad, are the Japs going to shoot us
down?”

Though Mom Hatfield got the hair on my neck standing up, I told
her not to worry, I’d be fine. Id even bring her back a kimono.

My twin sisters, Jeanne and Joanne, four years younger than me,
didn’t seem to care one way or another where I went or what I did.

And my mother, as I recall, said nothing. She rarely did. But there
was something different about her silence this time. It equaled consent.
Even pride.

I SPENT WEEKS reading, planning, preparing for my trip. I went for
long runs, musing on every detail while racing the wild geese as they
flew overhead. Their tight V formations—I’d read somewhere that the
geese in the rear of the formation, cruising in the backdraft, only have
to work 80 percent as hard as the leaders. Every runner understands
this. Front runners always work the hardest, and risk the most.

Long before approaching my father, I'd decided it would be good to
have a companion on my trip, and that companion should be my
Stanford classmate Carter. Though he’d been a hoops star at William
Jewell College, Carter wasn’t your typical jock. He wore thick glasses
and read books. Good books. He was easy to talk to, and easy not to talk
to—equally important qualities in a friend. Essential in a travel
companion.

But Carter laughed in my face. When I laid out the list of places I
wanted to see—Hawaii, Tokyo, Hong Kong, Rangoon, Calcutta,
Bombay, Saigon, Kathmandu, Cairo, Istanbul, Athens, Jordan,



Jerusalem, Nairobi, Rome, Paris, Vienna, West Berlin, East Berlin,
Munich, London—he rocked back on his heels and guffawed.
Mortified, I looked down and began to make apologies. Then Carter,
still laughing, said: “What a swell idea, Buck!”

I looked up. He wasn’t laughing at me. He was laughing with joy,
with glee. He was impressed. It took balls to put together an itinerary
like that, he said. Balls. He wanted in.

Days later he got the okay from his parents, plus a loan from his
father. Carter never did mess around. See an open shot, take it—that
was Carter. I told myself there was much I could learn from a guy like
that as we circled the earth.

We each packed one suitcase and one backpack. Only the bare
necessities, we promised each other. A few pairs of jeans, a few T-shirts.
Running shoes, desert boots, sunglasses, plus one pair of suntans—the
1960s word for khakis.

I also packed one good suit. A green Brooks Brothers two-button.
Just in case my Crazy Idea came to fruition.

SEPTEMBER 7, 1962. Carter and I piled into his battered old Chevy
and drove at warp speed down I-5, through the Willamette Valley, out
the wooded bottom of Oregon, which felt like plunging through the
roots of a tree. We sped into the piney tip of California, up and over tall
green mountain passes, then down, down, until long after midnight we
swept into fog-cloaked San Francisco. For several days we stayed with
some friends, sleeping on their floor, and then we swung by Stanford
and fetched a few of Carter’s things out of storage. Finally we stopped at
a liquor store and bought two discounted tickets on Standard Airlines to
Honolulu. One-way, eighty bucks.

It felt like only minutes later that Carter and I were stepping onto
the sandy tarmac of Oahu Airport. We wheeled and looked at the sky



and thought: That is not the sky back home.

A line of beautiful girls came toward us. Soft-eyed, olive-skinned,
barefoot, they had double-jointed hips, with which they twitched and
swished their grass skirts in our faces. Carter and I looked at each other
and slowly grinned.

We took a cab to Waikiki Beach and checked into a motel directly
across the street from the sea. In one motion we dropped our bags and
pulled on our swim trunks. Race you to the water!

As my feet hit the sand I whooped and laughed and kicked off my
sneakers, then sprinted directly into the waves. I didn’t stop until I was
up to my neck in the foam. I dove to the bottom, all the way to the
bottom, and then came up gasping, laughing, and rolled onto my back.
At last I stumbled onto the shore and plopped onto the sand, smiling at
the birds and the clouds. I must have looked like an escaped mental
patient. Carter, sitting beside me now, wore the same daffy expression.

“We should stay here,” I said. “Why be in a hurry to leaver”

“What about The Plan?” Carter said. “Going around the world?”

“Plans change.”

Carter grinned. “Swell idea, Buck.”

So we got jobs. Selling encyclopedias door to door. Not glamorous,
to be sure, but heck. We didn’t start work until 7:00 p.m., which gave us
plenty of time for surfing. Suddenly nothing was more important than
learning to surf. After only a few tries I was able to stay upright on a
board, and after a few weeks I was good. Really good.

Gainfully employed, we ditched our motel room and signed a lease
on an apartment, a furnished studio with two beds, one real, one fake—
a sort of ironing board that folded out from the wall. Carter, being
longer and heavier, got the real bed, and I got the ironing board. I
didn’t care. After a day of surfing and selling encyclopedias, followed by



a late night at the local bars, I could have slept in a luau fire pit. The
rent was one hundred bucks a month, which we split down the middle.

Life was sweet. Life was heaven. Except for one small thing. I
couldn’t sell encyclopedias.

I couldn’t sell encyclopedias to save my life. The older I got, it
seemed, the shier I got, and the sight of my extreme discomfort often
made strangers uncomfortable. Thus, selling anything would have been
challenging, but selling encyclopedias, which were about as popular in
Hawaii as mosquitoes and mainlanders, was an ordeal. No matter how
deftly or forcefully I managed to deliver the key phrases drilled into us
during our brief training session (“Boys, tell the folks you ain’t selling
encyclopedias—you’re selling a Vast Compendium of Human
Knowledge . . . the Answers to Life’s Questions!”), I always got the same
response.

Beat it, kid.

If my shyness made me bad at selling encyclopedias, my nature made
me despise it. I wasn’t built for heavy doses of rejection. I'd known this
about myself since high school, freshman year, when I got cut from the
baseball team. A small setback, in the grand scheme, but it knocked me
sideways. It was my first real awareness that not everyone in this world
will like us, or accept us, that we’re often cast aside at the very moment
we most need to be included.

I will never forget that day. Dragging my bat along the sidewalk, I
staggered home and holed up in my room, where I grieved, and moped,
for about two weeks, until my mother appeared on the edge of my bed
and said, “Enough.”

She urged me to try something else. “Like what?” I groaned into my
pillow. “How about track?” she said. “Track?” I said. “You can run fast,
Buck.” “I can?” I said, sitting up.



So I went out for track. And I found that I coud run. And no one
could take that away.

Now I gave up selling encyclopedias, and all the old familiar
rejection that went with it, and I turned to the want ads. In no time I
spotted a small ad inside a thick black border. Wanted: Securities
Salesmen. 1 certainly figured to have better luck selling securities. After
all, I had an MBA. And before leaving home I’d had a pretty successful
interview with Dean Witter.

I did some research and found that this job had two things going for
it. First, it was with Investors Overseas Services, which was headed by
Bernard Cornfeld, one of the most famous businessmen of the 1960s.
Second, it was located in the top floor of a beautiful beachside tower.
Twenty-foot windows overlooking that turquoise sea. Both of these
things appealed to me, and made me press hard in the interview.
Somehow, after weeks of being unable to talk anyone into buying an
encyclopedia, I talked 'Team Cornfeld into taking a flyer on me.

CORNFELD’S EXTRAORDINARY SUCCESS, plus that breathtaking
view, made it possible most days to forget that the firm was nothing
more than a boiler room. Cornfeld was notorious for asking his
employees if they sincerely wanted to be rich, and every day a dozen
wolfish young men demonstrated that they did, they sincerely did. With
ferocity, with abandon, they crashed the phones, cold-calling prospects,
scrambling desperately to arrange face-to-face meetings.

I wasn’t a smooth talker. I wasn’t any kind of talker. Still, I knew
numbers, and I knew the product: Dreyfus Funds. More, I knew how to
speak the truth. People seemed to like that. I was quickly able to
schedule a few meetings, and to close a few sales. Inside a week I'd
earned enough in commissions to pay my half of the rent for the next
six months, with plenty left over for surfboard wax.



Most of my discretionary income went to the dive bars along the
water. Tourists tended to hang out in the luxe resorts, the ones with
names like incantations—the Moana, the Halekulani—but Carter and I
preferred the dives. We liked to sit with our fellow beachniks and surf
bums, seekers and vagabonds, feeling smug about the one thing we had
in our favor. Geography. Those poor suckers back home, we’d say.
Those poor saps sleepwalking through their humdrum lives, bundled
against the cold and rain. Why can’t they be more like us? Why can’t
they seize the day?

Our sense of carpe diem was heightened by the fact that the world
was coming to an end. A nuclear standoff with the Soviets had been
building for weeks. The Soviets had three dozen missiles in Cuba, the
United States wanted them out, and both sides had made their final
offer. Negotiations were over and World War III was set to begin any
minute. According to the newspapers, missiles would fall from the sky
later today. Tomorrow at the latest. The world was Pompeii, and the
volcano was already spitting ash. Ah well, everyone in the dive bars
agreed, when humanity ends, this will be as good a place as any to watch
the rising mushroom clouds. Aloha, civilization.

And then, surprise, the world was spared. The crisis passed. The sky
seemed to sigh with relief as the air turned suddenly crisper, calmer. A
perfect Hawaiian autumn followed. Days of contentment and
something close to bliss.

Followed by a sharp restlessness. One night I set my beer on the bar
and turned to Carter. “I think maybe the time has come to leave
Shangri-La,” I said.

I didn’t make a hard pitch. I didn’t think I had to. It was clearly time
to get back to The Plan. But Carter frowned and stroked his chin. “Gee,
Buck, I don’t know.”



He’d met a girl. A beautiful Hawaiian teenager with long brown legs
and jet-black eyes, the kind of girl who’d greeted our airplane, the kind
I dreamed of having and never would. He wanted to stick around, and
how could I argue?

I told him I understood. But I was cast low. I left the bar and went for
a long walk on the beach. Game over, I told myself.

The last thing I wanted was to pack up and return to Oregon. But |
couldn’t see traveling around the world alone, either. Go home, a faint
inner voice told me. Get a normal job. Be a normal person.

Then I heard another faint voice, equally emphatic. No, don’t go
home. Keep going. Don’t stop.

The next day I gave my two weeks’ notice at the boiler room. “Too
bad, Buck,” one of the bosses said, “you had a real future as a salesman.”
“God forbid,” I muttered.

That afternoon, at a travel agency down the block, I purchased an
open plane ticket, good for one year on any airline going anywhere. A
sort of Eurail Pass in the sky. On Thanksgiving Day, 1962, I hoisted my
backpack and shook Carter’s hand. “Buck,” he said, “don’t take any
wooden nickels.”

THE CAPTAIN ADDRESSED the passengers in rapid-fire Japanese,
and I started to sweat. I looked out the window at the blazing red circle
on the wing. Mom Hatfield was right, I thought. We were just at war
with these people. Corregidor, the Bataan Death March, the Rape of
Nanking—and now I was going there on some sort of business venture?

Crazy Idea? Maybe I was, in fact, crazy.

If so, it was too late to seek professional help. The plane was
screeching down the runway, roaring above Hawaiis cornstarch
beaches. I looked down at the massive volcanoes growing smaller and
smaller. No turning back.



Since it was Thanksgiving, the in-flight meal was turkey, stuffing,
and cranberry sauce. Since we were bound for Japan, there was also raw
tuna, miso soup, and hot sake. I ate it all, while reading the paperbacks
I'd stuffed into my backpack. The Catcher in the Rye and Naked Lunch. 1
identified with Holden Caulfield, the teenage introvert seeking his place
in the world, but Burroughs went right over my head. The junk merchant
doesn’t sell his product to the consumer; be sells the consumer to bis product.

Too rich for my blood. I passed out. When I woke we were in a
steep, rapid descent. Below us lay a startlingly bright Tokyo. The Ginza
in particular was like a Christmas tree.

Driving to my hotel, however, I saw only darkness. Vast sections of
the city were total liquid black. “War,” the cabdriver said. “Many
building still bomb.”

American B-29s. Superfortresses. Over a span of several nights in the
summer of 1944, waves of them dropped 750,000 pounds of bombs,
most filled with gasoline and flammable jelly. One of the world’s oldest
cities, Tokyo was made largely of wood, so the bombs set off a hurricane
of fire. Some three hundred thousand people were burned alive,
instantly, four times the number who died in Hiroshima. More than a
million were gruesomely injured. And nearly 80 percent of the buildings
were vaporized. For long, solemn stretches the cabdriver and I said
nothing. There was nothing to say.

Finally the driver stopped at the address written in my notebook. A
dingy hostel. Beyond dingy. I'd made the reservation through American
Express, sight unseen, a mistake, I now realized. I crossed the pitted
sidewalk and entered a building that seemed about to implode.

An old Japanese woman behind the front desk bowed to me. I
realized she wasn’t bowing, she was bent by age, like a tree that’s
weathered many storms. Slowly she led me to my room, which was
more a box. Tatami mat, lopsided table, nothing else. I didn’t care. I



barely noticed that the tatami mat was wafer thin. I bowed to the bent
old woman, bidding her good night. Oyasumi nasai. 1 curled up on the
mat and passed out.

HOURS LATER I woke in a room flooded with light. I crawled to the
window. Apparently I was in some kind of industrial district on the city’s
fringe. Filled with docks and factories, this district must have been a
primary target of the B-29s. Everywhere I looked was desolation.
Buildings cracked and broken. Block after block simply leveled. Gone.

Luckily my father knew people in "Tokyo, including a group of
American guys working at United Press International. I took a cab there
and the guys greeted me like family. They gave me coffee and a
breakfast ring and when I told them where I'd spent the night they
laughed. They booked me into a clean, decent hotel. Then they wrote
down the names of several good places to eat.

What in God’s name are you doing in Tokyo? I explained that I was
going around the world. Then I mentioned my Crazy Idea. “Huh,” they
said, giving a little eye roll. They mentioned two ex-GIs who ran a
monthly magazine called Importer. “Talk to the fellas at Importer,” they
said, “before you do anything rash.”

I promised I would. But first I wanted to see the city.

Guidebook and Minolta box camera in hand, I sought out the few
landmarks that had survived the war, the oldest temples and shrines. I
spent hours sitting on benches in walled gardens, reading about Japan’s
dominant religions, Buddhism and Shinto. I marveled at the concept of
kensho, or satori—enlightenment that comes in a flash, a blinding pop.
Sort of like the bulb on my Minolta. I liked that. I wanted that.

But first I'd need to change my whole approach. I was a linear
thinker, and according to Zen linear thinking is nothing but a delusion,



one of the many that keep us unhappy. Reality is nonlinear, Zen says.
No future, no past. All is now.

In every religion, it seemed, self is the obstacle, the enemy. And yet
Zen declares plainly that the self doesn’t exist. Self is a mirage, a fever
dream, and our stubborn belief in its reality not only wastes life, but
shortens it. Self is the bald-faced lie we tell ourselves daily, and
happiness requires seeing through the lie, debunking it. 7o study the self,
said the thirteenth-century Zen master Dogen, is to forget the self. Inner
voice, outer voices, it’s all the same. No dividing lines.

Especially in competition. Victory, Zen says, comes when we forget
the self and the opponent, who are but two halves of one whole. In Zen
and the Art of Archery, it’s all laid out with crystal clarity. Perfection in the
art of swordsmanship is reached . . . when the beart is troubled by no more
thought of I and You, of the opponent and his sword, of one’s own sword and
how to wield it. . . . All is emptiness: your own self, the flashing sword, and the
arms that wield it. Even the thought of emptiness is no longer there.

My head swimming, I decided to take a break, to visit a very un-Zen
landmark, in fact the most anti-Zen place in Japan, an enclave where
men focused on self and nothing but self—the Tokyo Stock Exchange.
Housed in a marble Romanesque building with great big Greek
columns, the Tosho looked from across the street like a stodgy bank in a
quiet town in Kansas. Inside, however, all was bedlam. Hundreds of
men waving their arms, pulling their hair, screaming. A more depraved
version of Cornfeld’s boiler room.

I couldn’t look away. I watched and watched, asking myself, Is this
what it’s all about? Really? I appreciated money as much as the next guy.
But I wanted my life to be about so much more.

After the Tosho I needed peace. I went deep into the silent heart of
the city, to the garden of the nineteenth-century emperor Meiji and his
empress, a space thought to possess immense spiritual power. I sat,



contemplative, reverent, beneath swaying ginkgo trees, beside a
beautiful torii gate. I read in my guidebook that a torii gate is usually a
portal to sacred places, and so I basked in the sacredness, the serenity,
trying to soak it all in.

The next morning I laced up my running shoes and jogged to Tsukiji,
the world’s largest fish market. It was the Tosho all over again, with
shrimp instead of stocks. I watched ancient fishermen spread their
catches onto wooden carts and haggle with leather-faced merchants.
That night I took a bus up to the lakes region, in the northern Hakone
Mountains, an area that inspired many of the great Zen poets. You
cannot travel the path until you have become the path yourself, said the
Buddha, and I stood in awe before a path that twisted from the glassy
lakes to cloud-ringed Mount Fuji, a perfect snow-clad triangle that
looked to me exactly like Mount Hood back home. The Japanese
believe climbing Fuji is a mystical experience, a ritual act of celebration,
and I was overcome with a desire to climb it, right then. I wanted to
ascend into the clouds. I decided to wait, however. I would return when
I had something to celebrate.

I WENT BACK to Tokyo and presented myself at Importer. The two ex-
GIs in charge, thick-necked, brawny, very busy, looked as if they might
chew me out for intruding and wasting their time. But within minutes
their gruff exterior dissolved and they were warm, friendly, pleased to
meet someone from back home. We talked mostly about sports. Can
you believe the Yankees won it all again? How about that Willie Mays?
None better. Yessir, none better.

Then they told me their story.

They were the first Americans I ever met who loved Japan. Stationed
there during the Occupation, they fell under the spell of the culture, the
food, the women, and when their hitch was up they simply couldn’t



bring themselves to leave. So they’d launched an import magazine,
when no one anywhere was interested in importing anything Japanese,
and somehow they’d managed to keep it afloat for seventeen years.

I told them my Crazy Idea and they listened with some interest.
They made a pot of coffee and invited me to sit down. Was there a
particular line of Japanese shoes I'd considered importing? they asked.

I told them I liked Tiger, a nifty brand manufactured by Onitsuka
Co., down in Kobe, the largest city in southern Japan.

“Yes, yes, we've seen it,” they said.

I told them I was thinking of heading down there, meeting the
Onitsuka people face to face.

In that case, the ex-Gls said, you’d better learn a few things about
doing business with the Japanese.

“The key,” they said, “is don’t be pushy. Don’t come on like the
typical asshole American, the typical gaijin—rude, loud, aggressive, not
taking no for an answer. The Japanese do not react well to the hard sell.
Negotiations here tend to be soft, sinewy. Look how long it took the
Americans and Russians to coax Hirohito into surrendering. And even
when he did surrender, when his country was reduced to a heap of
ashes, what did he tell his people? “The war situation hasn’t developed
to Japan’s advantage.” It’s a culture of indirection. No one ever turns you
down flat. No one ever says, straight out, no. But they don’t say yes,
either. They speak in circles, sentences with no clear subject or object.
Don’t be discouraged, but don’t be cocky. You might leave a man’s office
thinking you’ve blown it, when in fact he’s ready to do a deal. You might
leave thinking you’ve closed a deal, when in fact you've just been
rejected. You never know.”

I frowned. Under the best of circumstances I was not a great
negotiator. Now | was going to have to negotiate in some kind of
funhouse with trick mirrors? Where normal rules didn’t apply?



After an hour of this baffling tutorial, I shook hands with the ex-GIs
and said my good-byes. Feeling suddenly that I couldn’t wait, that I
needed to strike quickly, while their words were fresh in my mind, I
raced back to my hotel, threw everything into my little suitcase and
backpack, and phoned Onitsuka to make an appointment.

Later that afternoon I boarded a train south.

JAPAN WAS RENOWNED for its impeccable order and extreme
cleanliness. Japanese literature, philosophy, clothing, domestic life, all
were marvelously pure and spare. Minimalist. Expect nothing, seck
nothing, grasp nothing—the immortal Japanese poets wrote lines that
seemed polished and polished until they gleamed like the blade of a
samurai’s sword, or the stones of a mountain brook. Spotless.

So why, I wondered, is this train to Kobe so filthy?

The floors were strewn with newspapers and cigarette butts. The
seats were covered with orange rinds and discarded newspapers. Worse,
every car was packed. There was barely room to stand.

I found a strap by a window and hung there for seven hours as the
train rocked and inched past remote villages, past farms no bigger than
the average Portland backyard. The trip was long, but neither my legs
nor my patience gave out. I was too busy going over and over my
tutorial with the ex-Gls.

When I arrived I took a small room in a cheap ryokan. My
appointment at Onitsuka was early the next morning, so I lay down
immediately on the tatami mat. But I was too excited to sleep. I rolled
around on the mat most of the night, and at dawn I rose wearily and
stared at my gaunt, bleary reflection in the mirror. After shaving, I put
on my green Brooks Brothers suit and gave myself a pep talk.

You are capable. You are confident. You can do this.
You can DO this.



Then I went to the wrong place.

I presented myself at the Onitsuka showroom, when in fact I was
expected at the Onitsuka factory—across town. I hailed a taxi and raced
there, frantic, arriving half an hour late. Unfazed, a group of four
executives met me in the lobby. They bowed. I bowed. One stepped
forward. He said his name was Ken Miyazaki, and he wished to give me
a tour.

The first shoe factory I'd ever seen. I found everything about it
interesting. Even musical. Each time a shoe was molded, the metal last
would fall to the floor with a silvery tinkle, a melodic CLING-clong.
Every few seconds, CLING-clong, CLING-clong, a cobbler’s concerto.
The executives seemed to enjoy it, too. They smiled at me and each
other.

We passed through the accounting department. Everyone in the
room, men and women, leaped from their chairs, and in unison bowed,
a gesture of kez, respect for the American tycoon. I’d read that “tycoon”
came from taikun, Japanese for “warlord.” I didn’t know how to
acknowledge their kei. To bow or not bow, that is always the question in
Japan. I gave a weak smile and a half bow, and kept moving.

The executives told me that they churned out fifteen thousand pairs
of shoes each month. “Impressive,” I said, not knowing if that was a lot
or a little. They led me into a conference room and pointed me to the
chair at the head of a long round table. “Mr. Knight,” someone said,
“here.”

Seat of honor. More kei. They arranged themselves around the table
and straightened their ties and gazed at me. The moment of truth had
arrived.

I'd rehearsed this scene in my head so many times, as I'd rehearsed
every race I’d ever run, long before the starting pistol. But now I
realized this was no race. There is a primal urge to compare everything



—Tlife, business, adventures of all sorts—to a race. But the metaphor is
often inadequate. It can take you only so far.

Unable to remember what I’d wanted to say, or even why I was here,
I took several quick breaths. Everything depended on my rising to this
occasion. Everything. If T didn’t, if I muffed this, I'd be doomed to
spend the rest of my days selling encyclopedias, or mutual funds, or
some other junk I didn’t really care about. I'd be a disappointment to
my parents, my school, my hometown. Myself.

I looked at the faces around the table. Whenever I’d imagined this
scene, I’d omitted one crucial element. I'd failed to foresee how present
World War IT would be in that room. The war was right there, beside
us, between us, attaching a subtext to every word we spoke. Good
evening, everyone—there’s good news tonight!

And yet it also wasn’t there. Through their resilience, through their
stoic acceptance of total defeat, and their heroic reconstruction of their
nation, the Japanese had put the war cleanly behind them. Also, these
executives in the conference room were young, like me, and you could
see that they felt the war had nothing to do with them.

On the other hand, their fathers and uncles had tried to kill mine.

On the other hand, the past was past.

On the other hand, that whole question of Winning and Losing,
which clouds and complicates so many deals, gets even more
complicated when the potential winners and losers have recently been
involved, albeit via proxies and ancestors, in a global conflagration.

All of this interior static, this seesawing confusion about war and
peace, created a low-volume hum in my head, an awkwardness for
which T was unprepared. The realist in me wanted to acknowledge it,
the idealist in me pushed it aside. I coughed into my fist. “Gentlemen,” I
began.



Mr. Miyazaki interrupted. “Mr. Knight—what company are you
with?” he asked.

“Ah, yes, good question.”

Adrenaline surging through my blood, I felt the flight response, the
longing to run and hide, which made me think of the safest place in the
world. My parents’ house. The house had been built decades before, by
people of means, people with much more money than my parents, and
thus the architect had included servants’ quarters at the back of the
house, and these quarters were my bedroom, which I'd filled with
baseball cards, record albums, posters, books—all things holy. I'd also
covered one wall with my blue ribbons from track, the one thing in my
life of which I was unabashedly proud. And so? “Blue Ribbon,” I
blurted. “Gentlemen, I represent Blue Ribbon Sports of Portland,
Oregon.”

Mr. Miyazaki smiled. The other executives smiled. A murmur went
around the table. Blueribbon, blueribbon, blueribbon. The executives folded
their hands and fell silent again and resumed staring at me. “Well,” 1
began again, “gentlemen, the American shoe market is enormous. And
largely untapped. If Onitsuka can penetrate that market, if Onitsuka can
get its Tigers into American stores, and price them to undercut Adidas,
which most American athletes now wear, it could be a hugely profitable
venture.”

I was simply quoting my presentation at Stanford, verbatim, speaking
lines and numbers I'd spent weeks and weeks researching and
memorizing, and this helped to create an illusion of eloquence. I could
see that the executives were impressed. But when I reached the end of
my pitch there was a prickling silence. Then one man broke the silence,
and then another, and now they were all speaking over one another in
loud, excited voices. Not to me, but to each other.

Then, abruptly, they all stood and left.



Wias this the customary Japanese way of rejecting a Crazy Idea? To
stand in unison and leave? Had I squandered my kei—just like that? Was
I dismissed? What should I do? Should I just . . . leave?

After a few minutes they returned. They were carrying sketches,
samples, which Mr. Miyazaki helped to spread before me. “Mr. Knight,”
he said, “we’ve been thinking long time about American market.”

“You have?”

“We already sell wrestling shoe in United States. In, eh, Northeast?
But we discuss many time bringing other lines to other places in
America.”

They showed me three different models of Tigers. A training shoe,
which they called a Limber Up. “Nice,” I said. A high-jump shoe, which
they called a Spring Up. “Lovely,” I said. And a discus shoe, which they
called a Throw Up.

Do not laugh, I told myself. Do not . . . laugh.

They barraged me with questions about the United States, about
American culture and consumer trends, about different kinds of athletic
shoes available in American sporting goods stores. They asked me how
big I thought the American shoe market was, how big it could be, and I
told them that ultimately it could be $1 billion. To this day I’'m not sure
where that number came from. They leaned back, gazed at each other,
astonished. Now, to my astonishment, they began pitching mze. “Would
Blue Ribbon . . . be interested . . . in representing Tiger shoes? In the
United States?” “Yes,” I said. “Yes, it would.”

I held forth the Limber Up. “This is a good shoe,” I said. “This shoe
—I can sell this shoe.” T asked them to ship me samples right away. 1
gave them my address and promised to send them a money order for
fifty dollars.

They stood. They bowed deeply. I bowed deeply. We shook hands. 1
bowed again. They bowed again. We all smiled. The war had never



happened. We were partners. We were brothers. The meeting, which
I'd expected to last fifteen minutes, had gone two hours.

From Onitsuka I went straight to the nearest American Express
office and sent a letter to my father. Dear Dad: Urgent. Please wire fifty
dollars right away to Onitsuka Corp of Kobe.

Ho ho, hee hee . . . strange things are happening.

BACK IN MY hotel I walked in circles around my tatami mat, trying to
decide. Part of me wanted to race back to Oregon, wait for those
samples, get a jump on my new business venture.

Also, I was crazed with loneliness, cut off from everything and
everyone I knew. The occasional sight of a New York Times, or a Time
magazine, gave me a lump in my throat. I was a castaway, a kind of
modern Crusoe. I wanted to be home again. Now.

And yet. I was still aflame with curiosity about the world. I still
wanted to see, to explore.

Curiosity won.

I went to Hong Kong and walked the mad, chaotic streets, horrified
by the sight of legless, armless beggars, old men kneeling in filth,
alongside pleading orphans. The old men were mute, but the children
had a cry they repeated: Hey, rich man, bey, rich man, bey, rich man. Then
they’d weep or slap the ground. Even after I gave them all the money in
my pockets, the cry never stopped.

I went to the edge of the city, climbed to the top of Victoria Peak,
gazed off into the distance at China. In college I’d read the analects of
Confucius—7The man who moves a mountain begins by carrying away small
stones—and now I felt strongly that I'd never have a chance to move this
particular mountain. I’d never get any closer to that walled-off mystical
land, and it made me feel unaccountably sad. Incomplete.



I went to the Philippines, which had all the madness and chaos of
Hong Kong, and twice the poverty. I moved slowly, as if in a nightmare,
through Manila, through endless crowds and fathomless gridlock,
toward the hotel where MacArthur once occupied the penthouse. I was
fascinated by all the great generals, from Alexander the Great to George
Patton. I hated war, but I loved the warrior spirit. I hated the sword, but
loved the samurai. And of all the great fighting men in history I found
MacArthur the most compelling. Those Ray-Bans, that corncob pipe—
the man didn’t lack for confidence. Brilliant tactician, master motivator,
he also went on to head the U.S. Olympic Committee. How could I not
love him?

Of course, he was deeply flawed. But he knew that. You are
remembered, he said, prophetically, for the rules you break.

I wanted to book a night in his former suite. But I couldn’t afford it.

One day, I vowed. One day I shall return.

I went to Bangkok, where I rode a long pole boat through murky
swamps to an open-air market that seemed a Thai version of
Hieronymous Bosch. I ate birds, and fruits, and vegetables I'd never
seen before, and never would again. I dodged rickshaws, scooters, ruk-
tuks, and elephants to reach Wat Phra Kaew, and one of the most sacred
statues in Asia, an enormous six-hundred-year-old Buddha carved from
a single hunk of jade. Standing before its placid face I asked, Why am I
here? What is my purpose?

I waited.

Nothing.

Or else the silence was my answer.

I went to Vietnam, where streets were bristling with American
soldiers, and thrumming with fear. Everyone knew that war was coming,

and that it would be very ugly, very different. It would be a Lewis
Carroll war, the kind in which a U.S. officer would declare: We had to



destroy the village in order to save it. Days before Christmas, 1962, I went
on to Calcutta, and rented a room the size of a coffin. No bed, no chair:
there wasn’t enough space. Just a hammock suspended above a fizzing
hole—the toilet. Within hours I fell ill. An airborne virus, probably, or
food poisoning. For one whole day I believed that I wouldn’t make it. I
knew that I was going to die.

But I rallied, somehow, forced myself out of that hammock, and the
next day I was walking unsteadily with thousands of pilgrims and dozens
of sacred monkeys down the steep staircase of Varanasi temple. The
steps led directly into the hot seething Ganges. When the water was at
my waist | looked up—a mirage? No, a funeral, taking place in the
middle of the river. In fact, several funerals. I watched mourners wade
out into the current and place their loved ones atop tall wooden biers,
then set them afire. Not twenty yards away, others were calmly bathing.
Still others were slaking their thirst with the same water.

"The Upanishads say, Lead me from the unreal to the real. So 1 fled the
unreal. I flew to Kathmandu and hiked straight up the clean white wall
of the Himalayas. On the descent I stopped at a crowded chowk and
devoured a bowl of buffalo meat, blood rare. The Tibetans in the chowk,
I noted, wore boots of red wool and green flannel, with upturned
wooden toes, not unlike the runners on sleds. Suddenly I was noticing
everyone’s shoes.

I went back to India, spent New Year’s Eve wandering the streets of
Bombay, weaving in and out among oxen and long-horned cows, feeling
the start of an epic migraine—the noise and the smells, the colors and
the glare. I went on to Kenya, and took a long bus ride deep into the
bush. Giant ostriches tried to outrun the bus, and storks the size of pit
bulls floated just outside the windows. Every time the driver stopped, in
the middle of nowhere, to pick up a few Masai warriors, a baboon or
two would try to board. The driver and warriors would then chase the



baboons off with machetes. Before stepping off the bus, the baboons
would always glance over their shoulders and give me a look of
wounded pride. Sorry, old man, I thought. If it were up to me.

I went to Cairo, to the Giza plateau, and stood beside desert nomads
and their silk-draped camels at the foot of the Great Sphinx, all of us
squinting up into its eternally open eyes. The sun hammered down on
my head, the same sun that hammered down on the thousands of men
who built these pyramids, and the millions of visitors who came after.
Not one of them was remembered, I thought. All is vanity, says the
Bible. All is now, says Zen. All is dust, says the desert.

I went to Jerusalem, to the rock where Abraham prepared to kill his
son, where Muhammad began his heavenward ascent. The Koran says
the rock wanted to join Muhammad, and tried to follow, but
Muhammad pressed his foot to the rock and stopped it. His footprint is
said to be still visible. Was he barefoot or wearing a shoe? I ate a terrible
midday meal in a dark tavern, surrounded by soot-faced laborers. Each
looked bone-tired. They chewed slowly, absently, like zombies. Why
must we work so hard? I thought. Consider the lilies of the field . . . they
neither toil nor spin. And yet the first-century rabbi Eleazar ben Azariah
said our work is the holiest part of us. Al are proud of their craft. God
speaks of his work; how much more should man.

I went on to Istanbul, got wired on Turkish coffee, got lost on the
twisty streets beside the Bosphorus. I stopped to sketch the glowing
minarets, and toured the golden labyrinths of Topkapi Palace, home of
the Ottoman sultans, where Muhammad’s sword is now kept. Don’t go to
sleep ome night, wrote Rumi, the thirteenth-century Persian poet. What
you most want will come to you then.

Warmed by a sun inside you’ll see wonders.

I went to Rome, spent days hiding in small trattorias, scarfing
mountains of pasta, gazing upon the most beautiful women, and shoes,



I'd ever seen. (Romans in the age of the Caesars believed that putting
on the right shoe before the left brought prosperity and good luck.) I
explored the grassy ruins of Nero’s bedroom, the gorgeous rubble of the
Coliseum, the vast halls and rooms of the Vatican. Expecting crowds, I
was always out the door at dawn, determined to be first in line. But
there was never a line. The city was mired in a historic cold snap. I had
it all to myself.

Even the Sistine Chapel. Alone under Michelangelo’s ceiling, I was
able to wallow in my disbelief. I read in my guidebook that
Michelangelo was miserable while painting his masterpiece. His back
and neck ached. Paint fell constantly into his hair and eyes. He couldn’t
wait to be finished, he told friends. If even Michelangelo didn’t like his
work, I thought, what hope is there for the rest of us?

I went to Florence, spent days seeking Dante, reading Dante, the
angry, exiled misanthrope. Did the misanthropy come first—or after?
Wias it the cause or the effect of his anger and exile?

I stood before the David, shocked at the anger in his eyes. Goliath
never had a chance.

I went by train up to Milan, communed with Da Vinci, considered
his beautiful notebooks, and wondered at his peculiar obsessions. Chief
among them, the human foot. Masterpiece of engineering, he called it. A
work of art.

Who was I to argue?

On my last night in Milan I attended the opera at La Scala. I aired
out my Brooks Brothers suit and wore it proudly amid the womini
poured into custom-tailored tuxedos and the domne molded into
bejeweled gowns. We all listened in wonder to Turandot. As Calaf sang
“Nessun dorma”—Set, stars! At dawn I will win, I will win, I will win!—
my eyes welled, and with the fall of the curtain I leaped to my feet.
Bravissimo!



I went to Venice, spent a few languorous days walking in the
footsteps of Marco Polo, and stood I don’t know how long before the
palazzo of Robert Browning. If you get simple beauty and naught else, you
get about the best thing God invents.

My time was running out. Home was calling to me. I hurried to
Paris, descended far belowground to the Pantheon, put my hand lightly
on the crypts of Rousseau—and Voltaire. Love truth, but pardon error. 1
took a room in a seedy hotel, watched sheets of winter rain sluice the
alley below my window, prayed at Notre Dame, got lost in the Louvre. I
bought a few books at Shakespeare and Company, and I stood in the
spot where Joyce slept, and F. Scott Fitzgerald. I then walked slowly
down the Seine, stopping to sip a cappuccino at the café where
Hemingway and Dos Passos read the New Testament aloud to each
other. On my last day I sauntered up the Champs-Elysées, tracing the
liberators’ path, thinking all the while of Patton. Don’t tell people how to
do things, tell them what to do and let them surprise you with their results.

Of all the great generals, he was the most shoe-obsessed: A soldier in
shoes is only a soldier. But in boots he becomes a warrior.

I flew to Munich, drank an ice-cold stein of beer at the
Biirgerbriukeller, where Hitler fired a gun into the ceiling and started
everything. I tried to visit Dachau, but when I asked for directions
people looked away, professing not to know. I went to Berlin and
presented myself at Checkpoint Charlie. Flat-faced Russian guards in
heavy topcoats examined my passport, patted me down, asked what
business I had in communist East Berlin. “None,” I said. I was terrified
that they’d somehow find out I'd attended Stanford. Just before I
arrived two Stanford students had tried to smuggle a teenager out in a
Volkswagen. They were still in prison.

But the guards waved me through. I walked a little ways and stopped
at the corner of Marx-Engels-Platz. I looked around, all directions.



Nothing. No trees, no stores, no life. I thought of all the poverty I'd
seen in every corner of Asia. This was a different kind of poverty, more
willful, somehow, more preventable. I saw three children playing in the
street. I walked over, took their picture. Two boys and a girl, eight years
old. The girl—red wool hat, pink coat—smiled directly at me. Will 1
ever forget her? Or her shoes? They were made of cardboard.

I went to Vienna, that momentous, coffee-scented crossroads, where
Stalin and Trotsky and Tito and Hitler and Jung and Freud all lived, at
the same historical moment, and all loitered in the same steamy cafés,
plotting how to save (or end) the world. I walked the cobblestones
Mozart walked, crossed his graceful Danube on the most beautiful stone
bridge I ever saw, stopped before the towering spires of St. Stephen’s
Church, where Beethoven discovered he was deaf. He looked up, saw
birds fluttering from the bell tower, and to his horror . . . he did not
hear the bells.

At last I flew to London. I went quickly to Buckingham Palace,
Speakers’ Corner, Harrods. I granted myself a bit of extra time at
Commons. Eyes closed, I conjured the great Churchill. You ask, What is
our aim? I can answer in one word. It is victory, victory at all costs, victory in
spite of all terror, victory . . . without victory, there is no survival. 1 wanted
desperately to hop a bus to Stratford, to see Shakespeare’s house.
(Elizabethan women wore a red silk rose on the toe of each shoe.) But I
was out of time.

I spent my last night thinking back over my trip, making notes in my
journal. I asked myself, What was the highlight?

Greece, I thought. No question. Greece.

When I first left Oregon I was most excited about two things on my
itinerary.

I wanted to pitch the Japanese my Crazy Idea.

And I wanted to stand before the Acropolis.



Hours before boarding my flight at Heathrow, I meditated on that
moment, looking up at those astonishing columns, experiencing that
bracing shock, the kind you receive from all great beauty, but mixed
with a powerful sense of—recognition?

Was it only my imagination? After all, I was standing at the
birthplace of Western civilization. Maybe I merely wanted it to be
familiar. But I didn’t think so. I had the clearest thought: I've been here
before.

Then, walking up those bleached steps, another thought: This is
where it all begins.

On my left was the Parthenon, which Plato had watched the teams of
architects and workmen build. On my right was the Temple of Athena
Nike. Twenty-five centuries ago, per my guidebook, it had housed a
beautiful frieze of the goddess Athena, thought to be the bringer of
“nike,” or victory.

It was one of many blessings Athena bestowed. She also rewarded the
dealmakers. In the Oresteia she says: “I admire . . . the eyes of
persuasion.” She was, in a sense, the patron saint of negotiators.

I don’t know how long I stood there, absorbing the energy and power
of that epochal place. An hour? Three? I don’t know how long after that
day I discovered the Aristophanes play, set in the Temple of Nike, in
which the warrior gives the king a gift—a pair of new shoes. I don’t
know when I figured out that the play was called Knights. I do know that
as | turned to leave I noticed the temple’s marble facade. Greek artisans
had decorated it with several haunting carvings, including the most
famous, in which the goddess inexplicably leans down . . . to adjust the
strap of her shoe.

FEBRUARY 24, 1963. My twenty-fifth birthday. I walked through the
door on Claybourne Street, hair to my shoulders, beard three inches



long. My mother let out a cry. My sisters blinked as if they didn’t
recognize me, or else hadn’t realized I'd been gone. Hugs, shouts, bursts
of laughter. My mother made me sit, poured me a cup of coffee. She
wanted to hear everything. But I was exhausted. I set my suitcase and
backpack in the hall and went to my room. I stared blearily at my blue
ribbons. Mr. Knight, what is the name of your company?

I curled up on the bed and sleep came down like the curtain at La
Scala.

An hour later I woke to my mother calling out, “Dinner!”

My father was home from work, and he embraced me as I came into
the dining room. He, too, wanted to hear every detail. And I wanted to
tell him.

But first I wanted to know one thing.

“Dad,” I said. “Did my shoes come?”



1963

My father invited all the neighbors over for coffee and cake and a
special viewing of “Buck’s slides.” Dutifully, I stood at the slide
projector, savoring the darkness, listlessly clicking the advance button
and describing the pyramids, the Temple of Nike, but I wasn’t there. I
was at the pyramids, I was at the Temple of Nike. I was wondering
about my shoes.

Four months after the big meeting at Onitsuka, after I'd connected
with those executives, and won them over, or so I thought—and still the
shoes hadn’t arrived. I fired off a letter. Dear Sirs, Re our meeting of last
fall, have you had a chance to ship the samples . . . ¢ Then I took a few days
off, to sleep, wash my clothes, catch up with friends.

I got a speedy reply from Onitsuka. “Shoes coming,” the letter said.
“In just a little more days.”

I showed the letter to my father. He winced. A /little more days?
“Buck,” he said, chuckling, “that fifty bucks is long gone.”

MY NEW LOOK—castaway hair, caveman beard—was too much for my
mother and sisters. I’d catch them staring, frowning. I could hear them
thinking: bum. So I shaved. Afterward I stood before the little mirror on
my bureau in the servants’ quarters and told myself, “It’s official. You're
back.”

And yet I wasn’t. There was something about me that would never
return.



My mother noticed it before anyone else. Over dinner one night she
gave me a long, searching look. “You seem more . . . worldly.”

Worldly, I thought. Gosh.

UNTIL THE SHOES arrived, whether or not the shoes ever arrived, I'd
need to find some way to earn cash money. Before my trip I'd had that
interview with Dean Witter. Maybe I could go back there. I ran it by my
father, in the TV nook. He stretched out in his vinyl recliner and
suggested I first go have a chat with his old friend Don Frisbee, CEO of
Pacific Power & Light.

I knew Mr. Frisbee. In college I'd done a summer internship for him.
I liked him, and I liked that he’d graduated from Harvard Business
School. When it came to schools, I was a bit of a snob. Also, I marveled
that he’d gone on, rather quickly, to become CEO of a New York Stock
Exchange company.

I recall that he welcomed me warmly that spring day in 1963, that he
gave me one of those double-handed handshakes and led me into his
office, into a chair across from his desk. He settled into his big high-

backed leather throne and raised his eyebrows. “So . . . what’s on your
mind?”
“Honestly, Mr. Frisbee, I don’t know what to do . . . about . . . or

)

with...ajob...or career...
Weakly, I added: “My life.”
I said I was thinking of going to Dean Witter. Or else maybe coming
back to the electric company. Or else maybe working for some large
corporation. The light from Mr. Frisbee’s office window glinted off his
rimless glasses and into my eyes. Like the sun off the Ganges. “Phil,” he
said, “those are all bad ideas.”
“Sir?”

“I don’t think you should do any of those things.”



“Oh.”

“Everyone, but everyone, changes jobs at least three times. So if you
go to work for an investment firm now, you’ll eventually leave, and then
at your next job you’ll have to start all over. If you go work for some big
company, son, same deal. No, what you want to do, while you’re young,
is get your CPA. That, along with your MBA, will put a solid floor
under your earnings. Then, when you change jobs, which you will, trust
me, at least you’ll maintain your salary level. You won’t go backward.”

That sounded practical. I certainly didn’t want to go backward.

I hadn’t majored in accounting, however. I needed nine more hours
to even qualify to take the exam. So I quickly enrolled in three
accounting classes at Portland State. “More school?” my father
grumbled.

Worse, the school in question wasn’t Stanford or Oregon. It was
puny little Portland State.

I wasn’t the only school snob in the family.

AFTER GETTING MY nine hours I worked at an accounting firm,
Lybrand, Ross Bros. & Montgomery. It was one of the Big Eight
national firms, but its Portland branch office was small. One partner,
three junior accountants. Suits me, I thought. Smallness meant the firm
would be intimate, conducive to learning.

And it did start out that way. My first assignment was a Beaverton
company, Reser’s Fine Foods, and as the solo man on the job I got to
spend quality time with the CEO, Al Reser, who was just three years
older than me. I picked up some important lessons from him, and
enjoyed my time poring over his books. But I was too overworked to
fully enjoy it. The trouble with a small satellite branch within a big
accounting firm is the workload. Whenever extra work came rolling in,
there was no one to take up the slack. During the busy season,



November through April, we found ourselves up to our ears, logging
twelve-hour days, six days a week, which didn’t leave much time to
learn.

Also, we were watched. Closely. Our minutes were counted, to the
second. When President Kennedy was killed that November I asked for
the day off. I wanted to sit in front of the TV with the rest of the nation
and mourn. My boss, however, shook his head. Work first, mourn
second. Consider the lilies of the field . . . they neither toil nor spin.

I had two consolations. One was money. | was earning five hundred
dollars a month, which enabled me to buy a new car. I couldn’t justify
another MG, so I bought a Plymouth Valiant. Reliable, but with some
pizzazz. And a dash of color. The salesman called it sea-foam green. My
friends called it vomit green.

It was actually the green of newly minted money.

My other consolation was lunch. Each day at noon I’d walk down the
street to the local travel agency and stand like Walter Mitty before the
posters in the window. Switzerland. Tahiti. Moscow. Bali. I'd grab a
brochure and leaf through it while eating a peanut butter and jelly
sandwich on a bench in the park. I’d ask the pigeons: Can you believe it
was only a year ago that I was surfing Waikiki? Eating water buffalo
stew after an early morning hike in the Himalayas?

Are the best moments of my life behind me?

Was my trip around the world . . . my peak?

The pigeons were less responsive than the statue at Wat Phra Kaew.

This is how I spent 1963. Quizzing pigeons. Polishing my Valiant.
Writing letters.

Dear Carter, Did you ever leave Shangri-La? I'm an accountant now and
giving some thought to blowing my brains out.



1964

"T'he notice arrived right around Christmas, so I must have driven down
to the waterfront warehouse the first week of 1964. I don’t recall exactly.
I know it was early morning. I can see myself getting there before the
clerks unlocked the doors.

I handed them the notice and they went into the back and returned
with a large box covered in Japanese writing.

I raced home, scurried down to the basement, ripped open the box.
Twelve pairs of shoes, creamy white, with blue stripes down the sides.
God, they were beautiful. They were more than beautiful. I'd seen
nothing in Florence or Paris that surpassed them. I wanted to put them
on marble pedestals, or in gilt-edged frames. I held them up to the light,
caressed them as sacred objects, the way a writer might treat a new set
of notebooks, or a baseball player a rack of bats.

Then I sent two pairs to my old track coach at Oregon, Bill
Bowerman.

I did so without a second thought, since it was Bowerman who’d first
made me think, really zhink, about what people put on their feet.
Bowerman was a genius coach, a master motivator, a natural leader of
young men, and there was one piece of gear he deemed crucial to their
development. Shoes. He was obsessed with how human beings are shod.

In the four years I'd run for him at Oregon, Bowerman was
constantly sneaking into our lockers and stealing our footwear. He’d
spend days tearing them apart, stitching them back up, then hand them



back with some minor modification, which made us either run like deer
or bleed. Regardless of the results, he never stopped. He was
determined to find new ways of bolstering the instep, cushioning the
midsole, building out more room for the forefoot. He always had some
new design, some new scheme to make our shoes sleeker, softer, lighter.
Especially lighter. One ounce sliced off a pair of shoes, he said, is
equivalent to 55 pounds over one mile. He wasn’t kidding. His math
was solid. You take the average man’s stride of six feet, spread it out over
a mile (5,280 feet), you get 880 steps. Remove one ounce from each step
—that’s 55 pounds on the button. Lightness, Bowerman believed,
directly translated to less burden, which meant more energy, which
meant more speed. And speed equaled winning. Bowerman didn’t like
to lose. (I got it from him.) Thus lightness was his constant goal.

Goal is putting it kindly. In quest of lightness he was willing to try
anything. Animal, vegetable, mineral, any material was eligible if it
might improve on the standard shoe leather of the day. That sometimes
meant kangaroo skin. Other times, cod. You haven’t lived until you’ve
competed against the fastest runners in the world wearing shoes made
of cod.

There were four or five of us on the track team who were
Bowerman’s podiatry guinea pigs, but I was his pet project. Something
about my feet spoke to him. Something about my stride. Also, I
afforded a wide margin of error. I wasn’t the best on the team, not by a
long shot, so he could afford to make mistakes on me. With my more
talented teammates he didn’t dare take undue chances.

As a freshman, as a sophomore, as a junior, I lost count of how many
races I ran in flats or spikes modified by Bowerman. By my senior year
he was making all my shoes from scratch.

Naturally I believed this new Tiger, this funny little shoe from Japan
that had taken more than a full year to reach me, would intrigue my old



coach. Of course, it wasn’t as light as his cod shoes. But it had potential:
the Japanese were promising to improve it. Better yet, it was
inexpensive. | knew this would appeal to Bowerman’s innate frugality.

Even the shoe’s name struck me as something Bowerman might flip
for. He usually called his runners “Men of Oregon,” but every once in a
while he’d exhort us to be “tigers.” I can see him pacing the locker
room, telling us before a race, “Be TIGERS out there!” (If you weren’t
a tiger, he’d often call you a “hamburger.”) Now and then, when we
complained about our skimpy prerace meal, he’d growl: “A tiger hunts
best when he’s hungry.”

With any luck, I thought, Coach will order a few pairs of Tigers for
his tigers.

But whether or not he placed an order, impressing Bowerman would
be enough. That alone would constitute success for my fledgling
company.

It’s possible that everything I did in those days was motivated by
some deep yearning to impress, to please, Bowerman. Besides my father
there was no man whose approval I craved more, and besides my father
there was no man who gave it less often. Frugality carried over to every
part of the coach’s makeup. He weighed and hoarded words of praise,
like uncut diamonds.

After you’d won a race, if you were lucky, Bowerman might say:
“Nice race.” (In fact, that’s precisely what he said to one of his milers
after the young man became one of the very first to crack the mythical
four-minute mark in the United States.) More likely Bowerman would
say nothing. He’d stand before you in his tweed blazer and ratty sweater
vest, his string tie blowing in the wind, his battered ball cap pulled low,
and nod once. Maybe stare. Those ice-blue eyes, which missed nothing,
gave nothing. Everyone talked about Bowerman’s dashing good looks,



his retro crew cut, his ramrod posture and planed jawline, but what
always got mze was that gaze of pure violet blue.

It got me on Day One. From the moment I arrived at the University
of Oregon, in August 1955, I loved Bowerman. And feared him. And
neither of these initial impulses ever went away, they were always there
between us. I never stopped loving the man, and I never found a way to
shed the old fear. Sometimes the fear was less, sometimes more,
sometimes it went right down to my shoes, which he’d probably
cobbled with his bare hands. Love and fear—the same binary emotions
governed the dynamic between me and my father. I wondered
sometimes if it was mere coincidence that Bowerman and my father—
both cryptic, both alpha, both inscrutable—were both named Bill.

And yet the two men were driven by different demons. My father,
the son of a butcher, was always chasing respectability, whereas
Bowerman, whose father had been governor of Oregon, didn’t give a
darn for respectability. He was also the grandson of legendary pioneers,
men and women who’d walked the full length of the Oregon Trail.
When they stopped walking they founded a tiny town in eastern
Oregon, which they called Fossil. Bowerman spent his early days there,
and compulsively returned. Part of his mind was always back in Fossil,
which was funny, because there was something distinctly fossilized
about him. Hard, brown, ancient, he possessed a prehistoric strain of
maleness, a blend of grit and integrity and calcified stubbornness that
was rare in Lyndon Johnson’s America. Today it’s all but extinct.

He was a war hero, too. Of course he was. As a major in the Tenth
Mountain Division, stationed high in the Italian Alps, Bowerman had
shot at men, and plenty had shot back. (His aura was so intimidating, I
don’t recall anyone ever asking if he’d actually killed a man.) In case you
were tempted to overlook the war and the Tenth Mountain Division



and their central role in his psyche, Bowerman always carried a battered
leather briefcase with a Roman numeral X engraved in gold on the side.

The most famous track coach in America, Bowerman never
considered himself a track coach. He detested being called Coach.
Given his background, his makeup, he naturally thought of track as a
means to an end. He called himself a “Professor of Competitive
Responses,” and his job, as he saw it, and often described it, was to get
you ready for the struggles and competitions that lay ahead, far beyond
Oregon.

Despite this lofty mission, or perhaps because of it, the facilities at
Oregon were Spartan. Dank wooden walls, lockers that hadn’t been
painted in decades. The lockers had no door, just slats to separate your
stuff from the next guy’s. We hung our clothes on nails. Rusty nails. We
sometimes ran without socks. Complaining never crossed our minds.
We saw our coach as a general, to be obeyed quickly and blindly. In my
mind he was Patton with a stopwatch.

That is, when he wasn’t a god.

Like all the ancient gods, Bowerman lived on a mountaintop. His
majestic ranch sat on a peak high above the campus. And when reposing
on his private Olympus, he could be vengeful as the gods. One story,
told to me by a teammate, brought this fact pointedly home.

Apparently there was a truck driver who often dared to disturb the
peace on Bowerman Mountain. He took turns too fast, and frequently
knocked over Bowerman’s mailbox. Bowerman scolded the trucker,
threatened to punch him in the nose, and so forth, but the trucker paid
no heed. He drove as he pleased, day after day. So Bowerman rigged the
mailbox with explosives. Next time the trucker knocked it over—boom.
When the smoke cleared, the trucker found his truck in pieces, its tires
reduced to ribbons. He never again touched Bowerman’s mailbox.



A man like that—you didn’t want to get on his wrong side. Especially
if you were a gangly middle-distance runner from the Portland suburbs.
I always tiptoed around Bowerman. Even so, he’d often lose patience
with me, though I remember only one time when he got really sore.

I was a sophomore, being worn down by my schedule. Class all
morning, practice all afternoon, homework all night. One day, fearing
that I was coming down with the flu, I stopped by Bowerman’s office to
say that I wouldn’t be able to practice that afternoon. “Uh-huh,” he said.
“Who’s the coach of this team?”

“You are.”

“Well, as coach of this team I'm telling you to get your ass out there.
And by the way . . . we’re going to have a time trial today.”

I was close to tears. But I held it together, channeled all my emotion
into my run, and posted one of my best times of the year. As I walked
off the track I glowered at Bowerman. Happy now, you son of a—? He
looked at me, checked his stopwatch, looked at me again, nodded. He’d
tested me. He’d broken me down and remade me, just like a pair of
shoes. And I'd held up. Thereafter, I was truly one of his Men of
Oregon. From that day on, I was a tiger.

I heard back right away from Bowerman. He wrote to say he was
coming to Portland the following week, for the Oregon Indoor. He
invited me to lunch at the Cosmopolitan Hotel, where the team would
be staying.

January 25, 1964. I was terribly nervous as the waitress showed us to
our table. I recall that Bowerman ordered a hamburger, and I said
croakily: “Make it two.”

We spent a few minutes catching up. I told Bowerman about my trip
around the world. Kobe, Jordan, the Temple of Nike. Bowerman was
especially interested in my time in Italy, which, despite his brushes with
death, he remembered fondly.



At last he came to the point. “Those Japanese shoes,” he said.
“They’re pretty good. How about letting me in on the deal?”

I looked at him. In? Deal? It took me a moment to absorb and
understand what he was saying. He didn’t merely want to buy a dozen
Tigers for his team, he wanted to become—my partner? Had God
spoken from the whirlwind and asked to be my partner, I wouldn’t have
been more surprised. I stammered, and stuttered, and said yes.

I put out my hand.

But then I pulled it back. “What kind of partnership did you have in
mind?” I asked.

I was daring to negotiate with God. I couldn’t believe my nerve. Nor
could Bowerman. He looked bemused. “Fifty-fifty,” he said.

“Well, you’ll have to put up half the money.”

“Of course.”

“I figure the first order will be for a thousand dollars. Your half will
be five hundred.”

“I'm good for that.”

When the waitress dropped off the check for the two hamburgers, we
split that, too. Fifty-fifty.

I REMEMBER IT as the next day, or maybe sometime in the next few
days or weeks, and yet all the documents contradict my memory.
Letters, diaries, appointment books—they all definitively show it taking
place much later. But I remember what I remember, and there must be a
reason why I remember it the way I do. As we left the restaurant that
day, I can see Bowerman putting on his ball cap, I can see him
straightening his string tie, I can hesr him saying: “I’ll need you to meet
my lawyer, John Jaqua. He can help us get this in writing.”

Either way. Days later, weeks later, years later, the meeting happened

like this.



I pulled up to Bowerman’s stone fortress and marveled, as I always
did, at the setting. Remote. Not many folks made it out there. Along
Coburg Road to Mackenzie Drive until you found a winding dirt lane
that went a couple miles up the hills into the woods. Eventually you
came to a clearing with rosebushes, solitary trees, and a pleasant house,
small but solid, with a stone face. Bowerman had built it with his bare
hands. As I slipped my Valiant into park, I wondered how on earth he’d
managed all that backbreaking labor by himself. The man who moves a
mountain begins by carrying away small stones.

Wrapped around the house was a wide wooden porch, with several
camp chairs—he’d built that by himself, too. It afforded sweeping views
of the McKenzie River, and it wouldn’t have taken much convincing to
have me believing Bowerman had laid the river between its banks as
well.

Now I saw Bowerman standing on the porch. He squinted and strode
down the steps toward my car. I don’t remember a lot of small talk as he
got in. I just slammed it into drive and set a course for his lawyer’s
house.

Besides being Bowerman’s lawyer and best friend, Jaqua was his next-
door neighbor. He owned fifteen hundred acres at the base of
Bowerman’s mountain, prime bottomland right on the McKenzie.
Driving there, I couldn’t imagine how this was going to be good for me.
I got along fine with Bowerman, sure, and we had ourselves a deal, but
lawyers always messed things up. Lawyers specialized in messing things
up. And best friend-lawyers . . . ?

Bowerman, meanwhile, was doing nothing to put my mind at ease.
He sat ramrod straight and watched the scenery.

Amid the booming silence I kept my eyes on the road and mulled
over Bowerman’s eccentric personality, which carried over to everything
he did. He always went against the grain. Always. For example, he was



the first college coach in America to emphasize rest, to place as much
value on recovery as on work. But when he worked you, brother, he
worked you. Bowerman’s strategy for running the mile was simple. Set a
fast pace for the first two laps, run the third as hard as you can, then
triple your speed on the fourth. There was a Zen-like quality to this
strategy, because it was impossible. And yet it worked. Bowerman
coached more sub-four-minute milers than anybody, ever. I wasn’t one
of them, however, and this day I wondered if I was going to fall short
once again in that crucial final lap.

We found Jaqua standing out on his porch. I'd met him before, at a
track meet or two, but I'd never gotten a really good look at him.
Though bespectacled, and sneaking up on middle age, he didn’t square
with my idea of a lawyer. He was too sturdy, too well made. I learned
later that he’d been a star tailback in high school, and one of the best
hundred-meter men ever at Pomona College. He still had that telltale
athletic power. It came right through his handshake. “Buckaroo,” he
said, grabbing me by the arm and guiding me into his living room, “I
was going to wear your shoes today but I got cow shit all over ’em!”

The day was typical for Oregon in January. Along with the spitting
rain, a deep, wet cold permeated everything. We arranged ourselves on
chairs around Jaqua’s fireplace, the biggest fireplace I ever saw, big
enough to roast an elk. Roaring flames were spinning around several
logs the size of hydrants. From a side door came Jaqua’s wife carrying a
tray. Mugs of hot chocolate. She asked if I'd like whipped cream or
marshmallows. Neither, thank you, ma’am. My voice was two octaves
higher than normal. She tilted her head and gave me a pitying look. Boy,
they’re going to skin you alive.

Jaqua took a sip, wiped the cream from his lips, and began. He talked
a bit about Oregon track, and about Bowerman. He was wearing dirty



blue jeans and a wrinkled flannel shirt, and I couldn’t stop thinking how
unlawyerly he looked.

Now Jaqua said he’d never seen Bowerman this pumped up about an
idea. I liked the sound of that. “But,” he added, “fifty-fifty is not so hot
for the Coach. He doesn’t want to be in charge, and he doesn’t want to
be at loggerheads with you, ever. How about we make it fifty-one—forty-
nine? We give you operating control?”

His whole demeanor was that of a man trying to help, to make this
situation a win for everyone. I trusted him.

“Fine by me,” I said. “That. . . all?”

He nodded. “Deal?” he said. “Deal,” I said. We all shook hands,
signed the papers, and I was now officially in a legal and binding
partnership with Almighty Bowerman. Mrs. Jaqua asked if I'd care for
more hot chocolate. Yes, please, ma’am. And do you have any
marshmallows?

LATER THAT DAY I wrote Onitsuka and asked if I could be the
exclusive distributor of Tiger shoes in the western United States. Then
I asked them to send three hundred pairs of Tigers, ASAP. At $3.33 a
pair that was roughly $1,000 worth of shoes. Even with Bowerman’s
kick-in, that was more than I had on hand. Again I put the touch on my
father. This time he balked. He didn’t mind getting me started, but he
didn’t want me coming back to him year after year. Besides, he’d
thought this shoe thing was a lark. He hadn’t sent me to Oregon and
Stanford to become a door-to-door shoe salesman, he said. “Jackassing
around,” that’s what he called it. “Buck,” he said, “how long do you
think you’re going to keep jackassing around with these shoes?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know, Dad.”

I looked at my mother. As usual, she said nothing. She simply smiled,
vaguely, prettily. I got my shyness from her, that was plain. I often



wished I’d also gotten her looks.

The first time my father laid eyes on my mother, he thought she was
a mannequin. He was walking by the only department store in Roseburg
and there she was, standing in the window, modeling an evening gown.
Realizing that she was flesh-and-blood, he went straight home and
begged his sister to find out the name of that gorgeous gal in the
window. His sister found out. That’s Lota Hatfield, she said.

Eight months later my father made her Lota Knight.

At the time my father was on his way to becoming an established
lawyer, on his way to escaping the terrible poverty that defined his
childhood. He was twenty-eight years old. My mother, who had just
turned twenty-one, had grown up even poorer than he had. (Her father
was a railroad conductor.) Poverty was one of the few things they had in
common.

In many ways they were the classic case of opposites attracting. My
mother, tall, stunning, a lover of the outdoors, was always seeking places
to regain some lost inner peace. My father, small, average with thick
rimless glasses to correct his 20-450 vision, was engaged in a daily,
noisome battle to overcome his past, to become respectable, mainly
through academics and hard work. Second in his law school class, he
never tired of complaining about the one C on his transcript. (He felt
the professor penalized him for his political beliefs.)

When their diametrically opposed personalities caused problems, my
parents would fall back on the thing they had most deeply in common,
their belief that family comes first. When that consensus didn’t work,
there were difficult days. And nights. My father turned to drink. My
mother turned to stone.

Her facade could be deceiving, however. Dangerously so. People
assumed from her silence that she was meek, and she’d often remind
them, in startling ways, that she was not. For instance, there was the



time my father refused to cut back on his salt, despite a doctor’s
warnings that his blood pressure was up. My mother simply filled all the
saltshakers in the house with powdered milk. And there was the day my
sisters and I were bickering and clamoring for lunch, despite her pleas
for quiet. My mother suddenly let out a savage scream and hurled an
egg salad sandwich against the wall. She then walked out of the house,
across the lawn, and disappeared. I'll never forget the sight of that egg
salad slowly dripping down the wall while my mother’s sundress
dissolved in the distant trees.

Perhaps nothing ever revealed my mother’s true nature like the
frequent drills she put me through. As a young girl she’d witnessed a
house in her neighborhood burn to the ground; one of the people inside
had been killed. So she often tied a rope to the post of my bed and made
me use it to rappel out of my second-floor window. While she timed
me. What must the neighbors have thought? What must I have
thought? Probably this: Life is dangerous. And this: We must always be
prepared.

And this: My mother loves me.

When I was twelve, Les Steers and his family moved in across the
street, next to my best friend Jackie Emory. One day Mr. Steers set up a
high-jump course in Jackie’s backyard, and Jackie and I did battle. Each
of us maxed out at four feet six inches. “Maybe one of you will break the
world record one day,” Mr. Steers said. (I learned later that the world
record at that time, six feet eleven inches, belonged to Mr. Steers.)

Out of nowhere my mother appeared. (She was wearing gardening
slacks and a summery blouse.) Uh-oh, I thought, we’re in trouble. She
looked over the scene, looked at me and Jackie. Looked at Mr. Steers.
“Move the bar up,” she said.

She slipped off her shoes, toed her mark, and burst forward, clearing
five feet easily.



I don’t know if I ever loved her more.

In the moment I thought she was cool. Soon after, I realized she was
also a closet track-ophile.

It happened my sophomore year. I developed a painful wart on the
bottom of my foot. The podiatrist recommended surgery, which would
mean a lost season of track. My mother had two words for that
podiatrist. “Un. Acceptable.” She marched down to the drugstore and
bought a vial of wart remover, which she applied each day to my foot.
Then, every two weeks, she took a carving knife and pared away a sliver
of the wart, until it was all gone. That spring I posted the best times of
my life.

So I shouldn’t have been too surprised by my mother’s next move
when my father accused me of jackassing around. Casually she opened
her purse and took out seven dollars. “I’d like to purchase one pair of
Limber Ups, please,” she said, loud enough for him to hear.

Wias it my mother’s way of digging at my father? A show of loyalty to
her only son? An affirmation of her love of track? I don’t know. But no
matter. It never failed to move me, the sight of her standing at the stove
or the kitchen sink, cooking dinner or washing dishes in a pair of
Japanese running shoes, size 6.

PROBABLY BECAUSE HE didn’t want any trouble with my mother, my
father loaned me the thousand bucks. This time the shoes came right
away.

April 1964. I rented a truck, drove down to the warehouse district,
and the customs clerk handed over ten enormous cartons. Again I
hurried home, carried the cartons down to the basement, ripped them
open. Fach carton held thirty pairs of Tigers, and each pair was
wrapped in cellophane. (Shoe boxes would have been too costly.)
Within minutes the basement was filled with shoes. I admired them,



studied them, played with them, rolled around on top of them. Then I
stacked them out of the way, arranging them neatly around the furnace
and under the Ping-Pong table, as far as possible from the washer and
dryer, so my mother could still do laundry. Lastly I tried on a pair. I ran
circles around the basement. I jumped for joy.

Days later came a letter from Mr. Miyazaki. Yes, he said, yox can be
the distributor for Onitsuka in the West.

That was all I needed. To my father’s horror, and my mother’s
subversive delight, I quit my job at the accounting firm, and all that
spring I did nothing but sell shoes out of the trunk of my Valiant.

MY SALES STRATEGY was simple, and I thought rather brilliant. After
being rejected by a couple of sporting goods stores (“Kid, what this
world does not need is another track shoe!”), I drove all over the Pacific
Northwest, to various track meets. Between races I'd chat up the
coaches, the runners, the fans, and show them my wares. The response
was always the same. I couldn’t write orders fast enough.

Driving back to Portland I'd puzzle over my sudden success at
selling. I'’d been unable to sell encyclopedias, and I'd despised it to boot.
I'd been slightly better at selling mutual funds, but I’d felt dead inside.
So why was selling shoes so different? Because, I realized, it wasn’t
selling. I believed in running. I believed that if people got out and ran a
few miles every day, the world would be a better place, and I believed
these shoes were better to run in. People, sensing my belief, wanted
some of that belief for themselves.

Belief, I decided. Belief is irresistible.

Sometimes people wanted my shoes so badly that they’d write me, or
phone me, saying they’d heard about the new Tigers and just had to
have a pair, could I please send them, COD? Without my even trying,
my mail order business was born.



Sometimes people would simply show up at my parents’ house. Every
few nights the doorbell would ring, and my father, grumbling, would
get up from his vinyl recliner and turn down the TV and wonder who in
the world. There on the porch would be some skinny kid with oddly
muscular legs, shifty-eyed and twitchy, like a junky looking to score.
“Buck here?” the kid would say. My father would call through the
kitchen to my room in the servants’ quarters. I'd come out, invite the
kid in, show him over to the sofa, then kneel before him and measure
his foot. My father, hands jammed into his pockets, would watch the
whole transaction, incredulous.

Most people who came to the house had found me through word of
mouth. Friend of a friend. But a few found me through my first attempt
at advertising—a handout I’d designed and produced at a local print
shop. Along the top, in big type, it said: Best news in flats! Japan challenges
European track shoe domination! The handout then went on to explain:
Low Japanese labor costs make it possible for an exciting new firm to offer these
shoes at the low low price of $6.95. Along the bottom was my address and
phone number. I nailed them up all over Portland.

On July 4, 1964, I sold out my first shipment. I wrote to Tiger and
ordered nine hundred more. That would cost roughly three thousand
dollars, which would wipe out my father’s petty cash, and patience. The
Bank of Dad, he said, is now closed. He did agree, grudgingly, to give
me a letter of guarantee, which I took down to the First National Bank
of Oregon. On the strength of my father’s reputation, and nothing
more, the bank approved the loan. My father’s vaunted respectability
was finally paying dividends, at least for me.

I HAD A venerable partner, a legitimate bank, and a product that was
selling itself. I was on a roll.



In fact, the shoes sold so well, I decided to hire another salesman.
Maybe two. In California.

The problem was, how to get to California? I certainly couldn’t
afford airfare. And I didn’t have time to drive. So every other weekend
I'd load a duffel bag with Tigers, put on my crispest army uniform, and
head out to the local air base. Seeing the uniform, the MPs would wave
me onto the next military transport to San Francisco or Los Angeles, no
questions asked. When I went to Los Angeles I’d save even more money
by crashing with Chuck Cale, a friend from Stanford. A good friend.
When I'd presented my running-shoe paper to my entrepreneurship
class, Cale showed up, for moral support.

During one of those Los Angeles weekends I attended a meet at
Occidental College. As always, I stood on the infield grass, letting the
shoes do their magic. Suddenly a guy sauntered up and held out his
hand. Twinkly eyes, handsome face. In fact, very handsome—though
also sad. Despite the enameled calm of his expression, there was
something sorrowful, almost tragic, around the eyes. Also, something
vaguely familiar. “Phil,” he said. “Yes?” I said. “Jeff Johnson,” he said.

Of course! Johnson. I'd known him at Stanford. He’d been a runner,
a pretty fair miler, and we’d competed against each other at several all-
comer meets. And sometimes he’d gone for a run with me and Cale,
then for a bite after. “Heya, Jeff,” I said, “what are you up to these
days?” “Grad school,” he said, “studying anthro.” The plan was to
become a social worker. “No kidding,” I said, arching an eyebrow.
Johnson didn’t seem the social worker type. I couldn’t see him
counseling drug addicts and placing orphans. Nor did he seem the
anthropologist type. I couldn’t imagine him chatting up cannibals in
New Guinea, or scouring Anasazi campsites with a toothbrush, sifting
through goat dung for pottery shards.



But these, he said, were merely his daytime drudgeries. On weekends
he was following his heart, selling shoes. “No!” I said. “Adidas,” he said.
“Screw Adidas,” I said, “you should work for me, help me sell these new
Japanese running shoes.”

I handed him a Tiger flat, told him about my trip to Japan, my
meeting with Onitsuka. He bent the shoe, examined the sole. Pretty
cool, he said. He was intrigued, but no. “I’'m getting married,” he said.
“Not sure I can take on a new venture right now.”

I didn’t take his rejection to heart. It was the first time I’d heard the
word “no” in months.

LIFE WAS GOOD. Life was grand. I even had a sort of girlfriend,
though I didn’t have much time for her. I was happy, maybe as happy as
I'd ever been, and happiness can be dangerous. It dulls the senses. Thus,
I wasn’t prepared for that dreadful letter.

It was from a high school wrestling coach in some benighted town
back east, some little burg on Long Island called Valley Stream or
Massapequa or Manhasset. I had to read it twice before I understood.
The coach claimed that he was just back from Japan, where he’d met
with top executives at Onitsuka, who’d anointed him their exclusive
American distributor. Since he’d heard that I was selling Tigers, I was
therefore poaching, and he ordered me—ordered me!—to stop.

Heart pounding, I phoned my cousin, Doug Houser. He’d graduated
from Stanford Law School and was now working at a respected firm in
town. I asked him to look into this Mr. Manhasset, find out what he
could, then back the guy off with a letter. “Saying what, exactly?”
Cousin Houser asked. “That any attempt to interfere with Blue Ribbon
will be met with swift legal reprisal,” I said.

My “business” was two months old and I was embroiled in a legal
battle? Served me right for daring to call myself happy.



Next I sat down and dashed off a frantic letter to Onitsuka. Dear Sirs,
I was very distressed to receive a letter this morning from a man in Manbasset,
New York, who claims . . . ¢

I waited for a response.

And waited.

I wrote again.

Nani mo.

Nothing.

COUSIN HOUSER FOUND out that Mr. Manhasset was something of
a celebrity. Before becoming a high school wrestling coach, he’d been a
model—one of the original Marlboro Men. Beautiful, I thought. Just
what I need. A pissing match with some mythic American cowboy.

I went into a deep funk. I became such a grouch, such poor company,
the girlfriend fell away. Each night I'd sit with my family at dinner,
moving my mother’s pot roast and vegetables around my plate. Then I’d
sit with my father in the nook, staring glumly at the TV. “Buck,” my
father said, “you look like someone hit you in the back of the head with
a two-by-four. Snap out of it.”

But I couldn’t. T kept going over my meeting at Onitsuka. The
executives had shown me such kei. They’d bowed to me, and vice versa.
I'd been straightforward with them, honest—for the most part. Sure, I
hadn’t “technically” owned a “business” called “Blue Ribbon.” But that
was splitting hairs. I owned one now, and it had single-handedly
brought Tigers to the West Coast, and it could sell Tigers ten times
faster if Onitsuka gave me half a chance. Instead the company was going
to cut me out? Throw me over for the fricking Marlboro Man? Come
to where the flavor is.



TOWARD SUMMER’S END I still hadn’t heard from Onitsuka, and I’d
all but given up on the idea of selling shoes. Labor Day, however, I had
a change of heart. I couldn’t give up. Not yet. And not giving up meant
flying back to Japan. I needed to force a showdown with Onitsuka.

I ran the idea by my father. He still didn’t like me jackassing around
with shoes. But what he really didn’t like was someone mistreating his
son. He furrowed his brow. “You should probably go,” he said.

I talked it over with my mother. “No probablys about it,” she said.

In fact, she’d drive me to the airport.

FIFTY YEARS LATER I can see us in that car. I can recall every detail.
It was a bright, clear day, no humidity, temperature in the low eighties.
Both of us, quietly watching the sunlight play across the windshield,
said nothing. The silence between us was like the silence on the many
days she drove me to meets. I was too busy fighting my nerves to talk,
and she, better than anyone, understood. She respected the lines we
draw around ourselves in crisis.

Then, as we neared the airport, she broke the silence. “Just be
yourself,” she said.

I looked out the window. Be myself. Really? Is that my best option?
1o study the self is to forget the self.

I looked down. I certainly wasn’t dressed like myself. I was wearing a
new suit, a proper charcoal gray, and toting a small suitcase. In the side
pocket was a new book: How to Do Business with the fapanese. Heaven
only knows how or where I’d heard about it. And now I grimace to
remember this last detail: I was also wearing a black bowler hat. I'd
bought it expressly for this trip, thinking it made me look older. In fact
it made me look mad. Stark, staring mad. As if I'd escaped from a
Victorian insane asylum inside a painting by Magritte.



I SPENT MOST of the flight memorizing How to Do Business with the
Fapanese. When my eyes grew tired I shut the book and stared out the
window. I tried to talk to myself, to coach myself up. I told myself that I
needed to put aside hurt feelings, put aside all thoughts of injustice,
which would only make me emotional and keep me from thinking
clearly. Emotion would be fatal. I needed to remain cool.

I thought back on my running career at Oregon. I'd competed with,
and against, men far better, faster, more physically gifted. Many were
future Olympians. And yet I'd trained myself to forget this unhappy
fact. People reflexively assume that competition is always a good thing,
that it always brings out the best in people, but that’s only true of people
who can forget the competition. The art of competing, I’d learned from
track, was the art of forgetting, and I now reminded myself of that fact.
You must forget your limits. You must forget your doubts, your pain,
your past. You must forget that internal voice screaming, begging, “Not
one more step!” And when it’s not possible to forget it, you must
negotiate with it. I thought over all the races in which my mind wanted
one thing, and my body wanted another, those laps in which I'd had to
tell my body, “Yes, you raise some excellent points, but let’s keep going
anyway . ..

Despite all my negotiations with that voice, the skill had never come
naturally, and now I feared that I was out of practice. As the plane
swooped down toward Haneda Airport I told myself that I’d need to
summon the old skill quickly, or lose.

I could not bear the thought of losing.

THE 1964 OLYMPICS were about to be held in Japan, so I had my pick
of brand-new, reasonably priced lodgings in Kobe. I got a room right
downtown, at the Newport, which featured a revolving restaurant on
the top. Just like the one atop the Space Needle—a touch of the Great



Northwest to settle my nerves. Before unpacking, I phoned Onitsuka
and left a message. I'm here and I request a meeting.

Then I sat on the edge of the bed and stared at the phone.

At last it rang. A prim-sounding secretary informed me that my
contact at Onitsuka, Mr. Miyazaki, no longer worked there. Bad sign.
His replacement, Mr. Morimoto, did not wish me to come to the
company’s headquarters. Very bad sign. Instead, she said, Mr. Morimoto
would meet me for tea in my hotel’s revolving restaurant. Tomorrow
morning.

I went to bed early, slept fitfully. Dreams of car chases, prison, duels
—the same dreams that always plagued me the night before a big meet,
or date, or exam. I rose at dawn, ate a breakfast of raw egg poured over
hot rice, and some grilled fish, and washed it down with a pot of green
tea. Then, reciting memorized passages from How to Do Business with the
Fapanese, 1 shaved my pale jaws. I cut myself once or twice, and had
trouble stopping the bleeding. I must have been a sight. Finally I put on
my suit and shambled onto the elevator. As I pressed the button for the
top floor I noticed that my hand was white as bone.

Morimoto arrived on time. He was about my age, but far more
mature, more self-assured. He wore a rumpled sport coat and had a kind
of rumpled face. We sat at a table by the window. Immediately, before
the waiter came to take our order, I launched into my pitch, saying
everything I’d vowed not to say. I told Morimoto how distressed I was
by this Marlboro Man encroaching on my turf. I said I'd been under the
impression that I’d made a personal connection with the executives I'd
met the previous year, and the impression was underscored by a letter
from Mr. Miyazaki saying the thirteen western states were exclusively
mine. [ was therefore at a loss to explain this treatment. I appealed to
Morimoto’s sense of fairness, to his sense of honor. He looked
uncomfortable, so I took a breath, paused. I raised it from the personal



to the professional. I cited my robust sales. I dropped the name of my
partner, the legendary coach whose reputation had cachet even on the
other side of the Pacific. I emphasized all that I might do for Onitsuka
in the future, if given a chance.

Morimoto took a sip of tea. When it was clear that I'd talked myself
out, he set down his cup and looked out the window. Slowly we rotated
above Kobe. “I will get back to you.”

ANOTHER FITFUL NIGHT. I got up several times, went to the
window, watched the ships bobbing on Kobe’s dark purple bay. Beautiful
place, I thought. Too bad all beauty is beyond me. The world is without
beauty when you lose, and I was about to lose, big-time.

I knew that in the morning Morimoto would tell me he was sorry,
nothing personal, it was just business, but they were going with the
Marlboro Man.

At 9:00 a.m. the phone by the bed rang. Morimoto. “Mr.
Onitsuka . . . himself . . . wishes to see you,” he said.

I put on my suit and took a taxi to Onitsuka headquarters. In the
conference room, the familiar conference room, Morimoto pointed me
to a chair in the middle of the table. The middle this time, not the head.
No more kei. He sat across from me and stared at me as the room
slowly filled with executives. When everyone was there, Morimoto
nodded to me. “Huai,” he said.

I plunged in, essentially repeating what I'd said to him the previous
morning. As I built to my crescendo, as I prepared to close, all heads
swiveled toward the door, and I stopped midsentence. The temperature
of the room dropped ten degrees. The founder of the company, Mr.
Onitsuka, had arrived.

Dressed in a dark blue Italian suit, with a head of black hair as thick
as shag carpet, he filled every man in the conference room with fear. He



seemed oblivious, however. For all his power, for all his wealth, his
movements were deferential. He came forward haltingly, with a
shuffling gait, giving no sign that he was the boss of all bosses, the
shogun of shoes. Slowly he made his way around the table, making brief
eye contact with each executive. Eventually he came to me. We bowed
to each other, shook hands. Now he took the seat at the head of the
table and Morimoto tried to summarize my reason for being there. Mr.
Onitsuka raised a hand, cut him off.

Without preamble he launched into a long, passionate monologue.
Some time ago, he said, he’d had a vision. A wondrous glimpse of the
future. “Everyone in the world wear athletic shoes all the time,” he said.
“I know this day come.” He paused, looking around the table at each
person, to see if they also knew. His gaze rested on me. He smiled. I
smiled. He blinked twice. “You remind me of myself when I am young,”
he said softly. He stared into my eyes. One second. Two. Now he turned
his gaze to Morimoto. “This about those thirteen western states?” he
said. “Yes,” Morimoto said. “Hm,” Onitsuka said. “Hmmmm.” He
narrowed his eyes, looked down. He seemed to be meditating. Again he
looked up at me. “Yes,” he said, “all right. You have western states.”

The Marlboro Man, he said, could continue selling his wrestling
shoes nationwide, but would limit his track shoe sales to the East Coast.

Mr. Onitsuka would personally write to the Marlboro Man and
inform him of this decision.

He rose. I rose. Everyone rose. We all bowed. He left the conference
room.

Everyone remaining in the conference room exhaled. “So . . . it is
decided,” Morimoto said.

For one year, he added. Then the subject would be revisited.

I thanked Morimoto, assured him that Onitsuka wouldn’t regret its
faith in me. I went around the table shaking everyone’s hand, bowing,



and when I came back to Morimoto I gave his hand an extra-vigorous
shake. I then followed a secretary into a side room, where I signed
several contracts, and placed an order for a whopping thirty-five
hundred dollars’ worth of shoes.

I RAN ALL the way back to my hotel. Halfway there I started skipping,
then leaping through the air like a dancer. I stopped at a railing and
looked out at the bay. None of its beauty was lost on me now. I watched
the boats gliding before a brisk wind and decided that I would hire one.
I would take a ride on the Inland Sea. An hour later I was standing in
the prow of a boat, wind in my hair, sailing into the sunset and feeling
pretty good about myself.

The next day I boarded a train to Tokyo. It was time, at last, to
ascend into the clouds.

ALL THE GUIDEBOOKS said to climb Mount Fuji at night. A proper
climb, they said, must culminate with a view of sunrise from the
summit. So I arrived at the base of the mountain promptly at dusk. The
day had been muggy, but the air was growing cooler, and right away 1
rethought my decision to wear Bermuda shorts, a T-shirt, and Tigers. I
saw 2 man coming down the mountain in a rubberized coat. I stopped
him and offered him three dollars for his coat. He looked at me, looked
at the coat, nodded.

I was negotiating successful deals all over Japan!

As night fell hundreds of natives and tourists appeared and began
streaming up the mountain. All, I noticed, were carrying long wooden
sticks with tinkling bells attached. I spotted an older British couple and
asked them about these sticks. “They ward off evil spirits,” the woman
said.

“There are evil spirits on this mountain?” I asked.



“Presumably.”

I bought a stick.

I then noticed people gathering at a roadside stand and buying straw
shoes. The British woman explained that Fuji was an active volcano, and
its ash and soot were guaranteed to ruin shoes. Climbers therefore wore
disposable straw sandals.

I bought sandals.

Poorer, but properly outfitted at last, I set oft.

There were many ways down Mount Fuji, according to my
guidebook, but only one way up. Life lesson in that, I thought. Signs
along the upward path, written in many languages, said there would be
nine stations before the summit, each offering food and a place to rest.
Within two hours, however, I'd passed Station 3 several times. Did the
Japanese count differently? Alarmed, I wondered if thirteen western
states might actually mean three?

At Station 7 I stopped and bought a Japanese beer and a cup of
noodles. While eating my dinner I fell to talking with another couple.
They were Americans, younger than me—students, I assumed. He was
preppy, in a ridiculous sort of way. Golf slacks and tennis shirt and cloth
belt—he was all the colors of an Easter egg. She was pure beatnik. Torn
jeans, faded T-shirt, wild dark hair. Her wide-set eyes were brown-
black. Like little cups of espresso.

Both were sweating from the climb. They mentioned that I wasn’t. I
shrugged and said that I'd run track at Oregon. “Half-miler.” The
young man scowled. His girlfriend said, “Wow.” We finished our beers
and resumed climbing together.

Her name was Sarah. She was from Maryland. Horse country, she
said. Rich country, I thought. She’d grown up riding, and jumping, and
showing, and still spent much of her time in saddles and show rings. She



talked about her favorite ponies and horses as if they were her closest
friends.

I asked about her family. “Daddy owns a candy bar company,” she
said. She mentioned the company and I laughed. I'd eaten many of her
family’s candy bars, sometimes before a race. The company was founded
by her grandfather, she said, though she hastened to add that she had no
interest in money.

I caught her boyfriend scowling again.

She was studying philosophy at Connecticut College for Women.
“Not a great school,” she said apologetically. She’d wanted to go to
Smith, where her sister was a senior, but she didn’t get in.

“You sound as if you haven’t gotten over the rejection,” I said.

“Not even close,” she said.

“Rejection is never easy,” I said.

“You can say that again.”

Her voice was peculiar. She pronounced certain words oddly, and I
couldn’t decide if it was a Maryland accent or a speech impediment.
Whichever, it was adorable.

She asked what brought me to Japan. I explained that I’d come to
save my shoe company. “Your company?” she said. Clearly she was
thinking about the men in her family, founders of companies, captains
of industry. Entrepreneurs. “Yes,” I said, “my company.” “And did
you . . . save it?” she asked. “I did,” I said. “All the boys back home are
going to business school,” she said, “and then they all plan to become
bankers.” She rolled her eyes, adding: “Everyone does the same thing—
so boring.”

“Boredom scares me,” I said.

“Ah. That’s because you’re a rebel.”

I stopped climbing, stabbed my walking stick into the ground. Me—a
rebel? My face grew warm.



As we neared the summit, the path grew narrow. I mentioned that it
reminded me of a trail I'd hiked in the Himalayas. Sarah and the
boyfriend stared. Himalayas? Now she was really impressed. And he was
really put out. As the summit came slowly into view, the climb became
tricky, treacherous. She seized my hand. “The Japanese have a saying,”
her boyfriend shouted over his shoulder, to us, to everyone. “A wise man
climbs Fuji once. A fool climbs it twice.”

No one laughed. Though I wanted to, at his Easter egg clothing.

On the very top we came to a large wooden torii gate. We sat beside
it and waited. The air was strange. Not quite dark, not quite light. Then
the sun crept above the horizon. I told Sarah and her boyfriend that the
Japanese place torii gates at sacral borderlands, portals between this
world and the world beyond. “Wherever you pass from the profane to
the sacred,” I said, “you’ll find a torii gate.” Sarah liked that. I told her
that Zen masters believed mountains “flow,” but that we can’t always
perceive the flow with our limited senses, and indeed, in that moment,
we did feel as if Fuji was flowing, as if we were riding a wave across the
world.

Unlike the climb up, the climb down took no effort, and no time. At
the bottom I bowed and said good-bye to Sarah and the Easter egg.
“Yoroshiku ne.” Nice meeting you. “Where you headed?” Sarah asked. “I
think I’'m going to stay at the Hakone Inn tonight,” I said. “Well,” she
said, “I’'m coming with you.”

I took a step back. I looked at the boyfriend. He scowled. I realized at
last that he wasn’t her boyfriend. Happy Easter.

WE SPENT TWO days at the inn, laughing, talking, falling. Beginning.
If only this could never end, we said, but of course it had to. I had to go
back to Tokyo, to catch a flight home, and Sarah was determined to
move on, see the rest of Japan. We made no plans to see each other



again. She was a free spirit, she didn’t believe in plans. “Good-bye,” she
said. “Hajimemashite,” I said. Lovely meeting you.

Hours before I boarded my plane, I stopped at the American Express
office. I knew she’d have to stop there, too, at some point, to get money
from the Candy Bar People. I left her a note: “You’ve got to fly over
Portland to get to the East Coast . . . why not stop for a visit?”

MY FIRST NIGHT home, over dinner, I told my family the good news.
I'd met a girl.

Then I told them the other good news. I'd saved my company.

I turned and looked hard at my twin sisters. They spent half of every
day crouched beside the telephone, waiting to pounce on it at the first
ring. “Her name is Sarah,” I said. “So if she calls, please . . . be nice.”

WEEKS LATER I came home from running errands and there she was,
in my living room, sitting with my mother and sisters. “Surprise,” she
said. She’d gotten my note and decided to take me up on my offer.
She’d phoned from the airport and my sister Joanne had answered and
shown what sisters are for. She promptly drove out to the airport and
fetched Sarah.

I laughed. We hugged, awkwardly, my mother and sisters watching.
“Let’s go for a walk,” I said.

I got her a jacket from the servants’ quarters and we walked in a light
rain to a wooded park nearby. She saw Mount Hood in the distance and
agreed that it looked astonishingly like Fuji, which made us both
reminisce.

I asked where she was staying. “Silly boy,” she said. The second time
she’d invited herself into my space.

For two weeks she lived in my parents’ guestroom, just like one of
the family, which I began to think she might one day be. I watched in



disbelief as she charmed the uncharmable Knights. My protective
sisters, my shy mother, my autocratic father, they were no match for
her. Especially my father. When she shook his hand, she melted
something hard at his core. Maybe it was growing up among the Candy
Bar People, and all their mogul friends—she had the kind of self-
confidence you run across once or twice in a lifetime.

She was certainly the only person I'd ever known who could casually
drop Babe Paley and Hermann Hesse into the same conversation. She
admired them both. But especially Hesse. She was going to write a book
about him one day. “It’s like Hesse says,” she purred over dinner one
night, “happiness is a how, not a what.” The Knights chewed their pot
roast, sipped their milk. “Very interesting,” my father said.

I brought Sarah down to the worldwide headquarters of Blue
Ribbon, in the basement, and showed her the operation. I gave her a
pair of Limber Ups. She wore them when we drove out to the coast. We
went hiking up Humbug Mountain, and crabbing along the scalloped
coastline, and huckleberry picking in the woods. Standing under an
eighty-foot spruce we shared a huckleberry kiss.

When it was time for her to fly back to Maryland, I was bereft. 1
wrote her every other day. My first-ever love letters. Dear Sarab, I think
about sitting beside that torii gate with you . . .

She always wrote back right away. She always expressed her undying

love.

THAT CHRISTMAS, 1964, she returned. This time I picked her up at
the airport. On the way to my house she told me that there had been a
terrible row before she got on the plane. Her parents forbade her to
come. They didn’t approve of me. “My father screamed,” she said.

“What did he scream?” I asked.



She imitated his voice. “You can’t meet a guy on Mount Fuji who’s
going to amount to anything.”

I winced. I knew I had two strikes against me, but I didn’t realize
climbing Mount Fuji was one of them. What was so bad about climbing
Mount Fuj1?

“How did you get away?” I asked.

“My brother. He snuck me out of the house early this morning and
drove me to the airport.”

I wondered if she really loved me, or just saw me as a chance to rebel.

DURING THE DAY, while I was busy working on Blue Ribbon stuff,
Sarah would hang out with my mother. At night she and I would go
downtown for dinner and drinks. On the weekend we skied Mount
Hood. When it was time for her to return home, I was bereft
again.Dear Sarah, I miss you. I love you.

She wrote back right away. She missed me, too. She loved me, too.

Then, with the winter rains, there was a slight cooling in her letters.
They were less effusive. Or so I thought. Maybe it’s just my
imagination, I told myself. But I had to know. I phoned her.

It wasn’t my imagination. She said she’d given it a lot of thought and
she wasn’t sure we were right for each other. She wasn’t sure I was
sophisticated enough for her. “Sophisticated,” that was the word she
used. Before I could protest, before I could negotiate, she hung up.

I took out a piece of paper and typed her a long letter, begging her to
reconsider.

She wrote back right away. No sale.

THE NEW SHIPMENT of shoes arrived from Onitsuka. I could hardly
bring myself to care. I spent weeks in a fog. I hid in the basement. I hid
in the servants’ quarters. I lay on my bed and stared at my blue ribbons.



Though I didn’t tell them, my family knew. They didn’t ask for
details. They didn’t need them, or want them.

Except my sister Jeanne. While I was out one day she went into the
servants’ quarters and into my desk and found Sarah’s letters. Later,
when I came home and went down to the basement, Jeanne came and
found me. She sat on the floor beside me and said she’d read the letters,
all of them, carefully, concluding with the final rejection. I looked away.
“You’re better off without her,” Jeanne said.

My eyes filled with tears. I nodded thanks. Not knowing what to say,
I asked Jeanne if she’d like to do some part-time work for Blue Ribbon.
I was pretty far behind, and I could sure use some help. “Since you’re so
interested in mail,” I said hoarsely, “maybe you’d enjoy doing some
secretarial work. Dollar and a half an hour?”

She chuckled.
And thus my sister became the first-ever employee of Blue Ribbon.



1965

I got a letter from that Jeff Johnson fellow at the start of the year. After
our chance meeting at Occidental, I'd sent him a pair of Tigers, as a
gift, and now he wrote to say that he’d tried them on and gone for a
run. He liked them, he said. He liked them a whole lot. Others liked
them, too. People kept stopping him and pointing at his feet and asking
where they could buy some neat shoes like those.

Johnson had gotten married since I last saw him, he said, and there
was already a baby on the way, so he was looking for ways to earn extra
cash, apart from his gig as a social worker, and this Tiger shoe seemed
to have more upside than Adidas. I wrote him back and offered him a
post as a “commissioned salesman.” Meaning I'd give him $1.75 for
each pair of running shoes he sold, two bucks for each pair of spikes. I
was just beginning to put together a crew of part-time sales reps, and
that was the standard rate I was offering.

He wrote back right away, accepting the offer.

And then the letters didn’t stop. On the contrary, they increased. In
length and number. At first they were two pages. Then four. Then
eight. At first they came every few days. Then they came faster, and
faster, tumbling almost daily through the mail slot like a waterfall, each
one with that same return address, P.O. Box 492, Seal Beach, CA 90740,
until I wondered what in God’s name I'd done in hiring this guy.

I liked his energy, of course. And it was hard to fault his enthusiasm.
But I began to worry that he might have too much of each. With the



twentieth letter, or the twenty-fifth, I began to worry that the man
might be unhinged. I wondered why everything was so breathless. I
wondered if he was ever going to run out of things he urgently needed
to tell me, or ask me. I wondered if he was ever going to run out of
stamps.

Every time a thought crossed Johnson’s mind, seemingly, he wrote it
down and stuck it into an envelope. He wrote to tell me how many
Tigers he’d sold that week. He wrote to tell me how many Tigers he’d
sold that day. He wrote to tell me who’d worn Tigers at which high
school meet and in what place they’d finished. He wrote to say that he
wanted to expand his sales territory beyond California, to include
Arizona, and possibly New Mexico. He wrote to suggest that we open a
retail store in Los Angeles. He wrote to tell me that he was considering
placing ads in running magazines and what did I think? He wrote to
inform me that he’d placed those ads in running magazines and the
response was good. He wrote to ask why I hadn’t answered any of his
previous letters. He wrote to plead for encouragement. He wrote to
complain that I hadn’t responded to his previous plea for
encouragement.

I'd always considered myself a conscientious correspondent. (I'd sent
countless letters and postcards home during my trip around the world.
I’d written faithfully to Sarah.) And I always meant to answer Johnson’s
letters. But before I got around to it there was always another one,
waiting. Something about the sheer volume of his correspondence
stopped me. Something about his neediness made me not want to
encourage him. Many nights I’d sit down at the black Royal typewriter
in my basement workshop, curl a piece of paper into the roller, and
type, “Dear Jeff.” Then I'd draw a blank. I wouldn’t know where to
begin, which of his fifty questions to start with, so I'd get up, attend to
other things, and the next day there’d be yet another letter from



Johnson. Or two. Soon I'd be three letters behind, suffering from
crippling writer’s block.

I asked Jeanne to deal with the Johnson File. Fine, she said.

Within a month she thrust the file at me, exasperated. “You’re not
paying me enough,” she said.

AT SOME POINT I stopped reading Johnson’s letters all the way to the
bottom. But from skimming them I learned that he was selling Tigers
part-time and on weekends, that he’d decided to keep his day job as a
social worker for Los Angeles County. I still couldn’t fathom it. Johnson
just didn’t strike me as a people person. In fact he’d always seemed
somewhat misanthropic. It was one of the things I’d liked about him.

In April 1965 he wrote to say he’d quit his day job. He’d always hated
it, he said, but the last straw had been a distressed woman in the San
Fernando Valley. He’d been scheduled to check on her, because she’d
threatened to kill herself, but he’d phoned her first to ask “if she really
was going to kill herself that day.” If so, he didn’t want to waste the time
and gas money driving all the way out to the valley. The woman, and
Johnson’s superiors, took a dim view of his approach. They deemed it a
sign that Johnson didn’t care. Johnson deemed it the same way. He
didn’t care, and in that moment, Johnson wrote me, he understood
himself, and his destiny. Social work wasn’t it. He wasn’t put here on
this earth to fix people’s problems. He preferred to focus on their feet.

In his heart of hearts Johnson believed that runners are God’s
chosen, that running, done right, in the correct spirit and with the
proper form, is a mystical exercise, no less than meditation or prayer,
and thus he felt called to help runners reach their nirvana. I’d been
around runners much of my life, but this kind of dewy romanticism was
something I'd never encountered. Not even the Yahweh of running,



Bowerman, was as pious about the sport as Blue Ribbon’s Part-time
Employee Number Two.

In fact, in 1965, running wasn’t even a sport. It wasn’t popular, it
wasn’t unpopular—it just was. To go out for a three-mile run was
something weirdos did, presumably to burn off manic energy. Running
for pleasure, running for exercise, running for endorphins, running to
live better and longer—these things were unheard of.

People often went out of their way to mock runners. Drivers would
slow down and honk their horns. “Get a horse!” they’d yell, throwing a
beer or soda at the runner’s head. Johnson had been drenched by many
a Pepsi. He wanted to change all this. He wanted to help all the
oppressed runners of the world, to bring them into the light, enfold
them in a community. So maybe he was a social worker after all. He just
wanted to socialize exclusively with runners.

Above all; Johnson wanted to make a living doing it, which was next
to impossible in 1965. In me, in Blue Ribbon, he thought he saw a way.

I did everything I could to discourage Johnson from thinking like
this. At every turn I tried to dampen his enthusiasm for me and my
company. Besides not writing back, I never phoned, never visited, never
invited him to Oregon. I also never missed an opportunity to tell him
the unvarnished truth. In one of my rare replies to his letters I put it
flatly: “Though our growth has been good, I owe First National Bank of
Oregon $11,000. . . . Cash flow is negative.”

He wrote back immediately, asking if he could work for me full-time.
“I want to be able to make it on Tiger, and the opportunity would exist
for me to do other things as well—running, school, not to mention
being my own boss.”

I shook my head. I tell the man Blue Ribbon is sinking like the
Titanic, and he responds by begging for a berth in first class.

Oh well, I thought, if we do go down, misery loves company.



So in the late summer of 1965 I wrote and accepted Johnson’s offer
to become the first full-time employee of Blue Ribbon. We negotiated
his salary via the mail. He’d been making $460 a month as a social
worker, but he said he could live on $400. I agreed. Reluctantly. It
seemed exorbitant, but Johnson was so scattered, so flighty, and Blue
Ribbon was so tenuous—one way or another I figured it was temporary.

As ever, the accountant in me saw the risk, the entrepreneur saw the
possibility. So I split the difference and kept moving forward.

AND THEN I stopped thinking about Johnson altogether. I had bigger
problems at the moment. My banker was upset with me.

After posting eight thousand dollars in sales in my first year, I was
projecting sixteen thousand dollars in my second year, and according to
my banker this was a very troubling trend.

“A one hundred percent increase in sales is troubling?” I asked.

“Your rate of growth is too fast for your equity,” he said.

“How can such a small company grow too fast? If a small company
grows fast, it builds up its equity.”

“It’s all the same principle, regardless of size,” he said. “Growth off
your balance sheet is dangerous.”

“Life is growth,” I said. “Business is growth. You grow or you die.”

“That’s not how we see it.”

“You might as well tell a runner in a race that he’s running too fast.”

“Apples and oranges.”

Your head is full of apples and oranges, I wanted to say.

It was textbook to me. Growing sales, plus profitability, plus
unlimited upside, equals quality company. In those days, however,
commercial banks were different from investment banks. Their myopic
focus was cash balances. They wanted you to never, ever outgrow your
cash balance.



Again and again I'd gently try to explain the shoe business to my
banker. If I don’t keep growing, I’d say, I won’t be able to persuade
Onitsuka that I’'m the best man to distribute their shoes in the West. If I
can’t persuade Onitsuka that I'm the best, they’ll find some other
Marlboro Man to take my place. And that doesn’t even take into
account the battle with the biggest monster out there, Adidas.

My banker was unmoved. Unlike Athena, he did not admire my eyes
of persuasion. “Mr. Knight,” he’d say, again and again, “you need to
slow down. You don’t have enough equity for this kind of growth.”

Equity. How I was beginning to loathe this word. My banker used it
over and over, until it became a tune I couldn’t get out of my head.
Equity—I heard it while brushing my teeth in the morning. Equity—I
heard it while punching my pillow at night. Equity—I reached the point
where I refused to even say it aloud, because it wasn’t a real word, it was
bureaucratic jargon, a euphemism for cold hard cash, of which I had
none. Purposely. Any dollar that wasn’t nailed down I was plowing
directly back into the business. Was that so rash?

"To have cash balances sitting around doing nothing made no sense to
me. Sure, it would have been the cautious, conservative, prudent thing.
But the roadside was littered with cautious, conservative, prudent
entrepreneurs. I wanted to keep my foot pressed hard on the gas pedal.

Somehow, in meeting after meeting, I held my tongue. Everything
my banker said, I ultimately accepted. Then I’d do exactly as I pleased.
I'd place another order with Onitsuka, double the size of the previous
order, and show up at the bank all wide-eyed innocence, asking for a
letter of credit to cover it. My banker would always be shocked. You
want HOW much? And I’'d always pretend to be shocked that he was
shocked. I thought youd see the wisdom . . . I'd wheedle, grovel, negotiate,
and eventually he’d approve my loan.



After I’d sold out the shoes, and repaid the borrowing in full, I'd do it
all over again. Place a mega order with Onitsuka, double the size of the
previous order, then go to the bank in my best suit, an angelic look on
my face.

My banker’s name was Harry White. Fiftyish, avuncular, with a voice
like a handful of gravel in a blender, he didn’t seem to want to be a
banker, and he particularly didn’t want to be 72y banker. He inherited
me by default. My first banker had been Ken Curry, but when my father
refused to be my guarantor, Curry phoned him straightaway. “Between
us, Bill, if the kid’s company goes under—you’ll still back him, right?”

“Hell no,” my father said.

So Curry decided he wanted no part of this father-son internecine
war, and turned me over to White.

White was a vice president at First National, but this title was
misleading. He didn’t have much power. The bosses were always
looking over his shoulder, second-guessing him, and the bossiest of
bosses was a man named Bob Wallace. It was Wallace who made life
difficult for White, and thereby for me. It was Wallace who fetishized
equity and pooh-poohed growth.

Squarely built, with a thuggish face and Nixonian five o’clock
shadow, Wallace was ten years my senior, but somehow thought himself
the bank’s boy wonder. He was also determined to become the bank’s
next president, and he viewed all bad credit risks as the main roadblock
between him and that goal. He didn’t like giving credit to anyone, for
anything, but with my balance hovering always around zero, he saw me
as a disaster waiting to happen. One slow season, one downturn in sales,
I'd be out of business, the lobby of Wallace’s bank would be filled with
my unsold shoes, and the holy grail of bank president would slip from
his grasp. Like Sarah atop Mount Fuji, Wallace saw me as a rebel, but



he didn’t think of this as a compliment. Nor, in the end, come to think
of it, had she.

Of course, Wallace didn’t always say all this directly to me. It was
often conveyed by his middleman, White. White believed in me, and in
Blue Ribbon, but he’d tell me all the time, with a sad head shake, that
Wallace made the decisions, Wallace signed the checks, and Wallace
was no fan of Phil Knight. I thought it was fitting, and telling, and
hopeful, that White would use that word—"“fan.” He was tall, lean, a
former athlete who loved to talk sports. No wonder we saw eye to eye.
Wallace, on the other hand, looked as if he’d never set foot on a ball
field. Unless maybe to repossess the equipment.

What sweet satisfaction it would have been to tell Wallace where he
could shove his equity, then storm out and take my business elsewhere.
But in 1965 there was no elsewhere. First National Bank was the only
game in town and Wallace knew it. Oregon was smaller back then, and
it had just two banks, First National and U.S. Bank. The latter had
already turned me down. If I got thrown out of the former, I’d be done.
(Today you can live in one state and bank in another, no problem, but
banking regulations were much tighter in those days.)

Also, there was no such thing as venture capital. An aspiring young
entrepreneur had very few places to turn, and those places were all
guarded by risk-averse gatekeepers with zero imagination. In other
words, bankers. Wallace was the rule, not the exception.

"To make everything more difficult, Onitsuka was always late shipping
my shoes, which meant less time to sell, which meant less time to make
enough money to cover my loan. When I complained, Onitsuka didn’t
answer. When they did answer, they failed to appreciate my quandary.
Time and again I'd send them a frantic telex, inquiring about the
whereabouts of the latest shipment, and in response I’d typically get a



telex that was maddeningly obtuse. Little more days. 1t was like dialing
911 and hearing someone on the other end yawn.

Given all these problems, given Blue Ribbon’s cloudy future, I
decided that I’d better get a real job, something safe to fall back on
when everything went bust. At the same moment Johnson devoted
himself exclusively to Blue Ribbon, I decided to branch out.

By now I’d passed all four parts of the CPA exam. So I mailed my test
results and résumé to several local firms, interviewed with three or four,
and got hired by Price Waterhouse. Like it or not, I was officially and
irrevocably a card-carrying bean counter. My tax returns for that year
wouldn’t list my occupation as self-employed, or business owner, or
entrepreneur. They would identify me as Philip H. Knight, Accountant.

MOST DAYS I didn’t mind. For starters, I invested a healthy portion of
my paycheck into Blue Ribbon’s account at the bank, padding my
precious equity, boosting the company’s cash balance. Also, unlike
Lybrand, the Portland branch of Price Waterhouse was a midsized firm.
It had some thirty accountants on staff, compared to Lybrand’s four,
which made it a better fit for me.

The work suited me better, too. Price Waterhouse boasted a great
variety of clients, a mix of interesting start-ups and established
companies, all selling everything imaginable—lumber, water, power,
food. While auditing these companies, digging into their guts, taking
them apart and putting them back together, I was also learning how
they survived, or didn’t. How they sold things, or didn’t. How they got
into trouble, how they got out. I took careful notes about what made
companies tick, what made them fail.

Again and again I learned that lack of equity was a leading cause of
failure.



The accountants worked in teams, generally, and the A Team was
headed by Delbert J. Hayes, the best accountant in the office, and by far
its most flamboyant character. Six foot two, three hundred pounds, most
of it stuffed sausage-like into an exceedingly inexpensive polyester suit,
Hayes possessed great talent, great wit, great passion—and great
appetites. Nothing gave him more pleasure than laying waste to a
hoagie and a bottle of vodka, unless it was doing both while studying a
spreadsheet. And he had a comparable hunger for smoke. Rain or shine
he needed smoke running through his lungs and nasal passages. He
chuffed through at least two packs a day.

I’d met other accountants who knew numbers, who had a way with
numbers, but Hayes was to the numbers born. In a column of otherwise
unspectacular fours and nines and twos, he could discern the raw
elements of Beauty. He looked at numbers the way the poet looks at
clouds, the way the geologist looks at rocks. He could draw from them
rhapsodic song, demotic truths.

And uncanny predictions. Hayes could use numbers to tell the future.

Day after day I watched Hayes do something I'd never thought
possible: He made accounting an art. Which meant he, and I, and all of
us, were artists. It was a wonderful thought, an ennobling thought, one
that would have never occurred to me.

Intellectually I always knew that numbers were beautiful. On some
level T understood that numbers represented a secret code, that behind
every row of numbers lay ethereal Platonic forms. My accounting
classes had taught me that, sort of. As had sports. Running track gives
you a fierce respect for numbers, because you are what your numbers
say you are, nothing more, nothing less. If I posted a bad time in a race,
there might have been reasons—injury, fatigue, broken heart—but no
one cared. My numbers, in the end, were all that anyone would
remember. I’d lived this reality, but Hayes the artist made me feel it.



Alas, I came to fear that Hayes was the tragic kind of artist, the self-
sabotaging, van Gogh kind. He undercut himself at the firm, every day,
by dressing badly, slouching badly, behaving badly. He also had an array
of phobias—heights, snakes, bugs, confined spaces—which could be off-
putting to his bosses and colleagues.

But he was most phobic about diets. Price Waterhouse would have
made Hayes a partner, without hesitation, despite all his many vices, but
the firm couldn’t overlook his weight. It wasn’t going to tolerate a
three-hundred-pound partner. More than likely it was this unhappy fact
that made Hayes eat so much in the first place. Whatever the reason, he
ate a lot.

By 1965 he drank as much as he ate, which is saying a lot. And he
refused to drink alone. Come quitting time, he’d insist that all his junior
accountants join him.

He talked like he drank, nonstop, and some of the other accountants
called him Uncle Remus. But I never did. I never rolled my eyes at
Hayes’s stem-winders. Each story contained some gem of wisdom about
business—what made companies work, what the ledgers of a company
really meant. Thus, many nights, I'd voluntarily, even eagerly, enter
some Portland dive and match Hayes round for round, shot for shot. In
the morning I'd wake feeling sicker than I had in that hammock in
Calcutta, and it would take all my self-discipline to be of any use to
Price Waterhouse.

It didn’t help that, when I wasn’t a foot soldier in Hayes’s Army, I was
still serving in the Reserves. (A seven-year commitment.) Tuesday
nights, from seven to ten, I had to throw a switch in my brain and
become First Lieutenant Knight. My unit was composed of
longshoremen, and we were often stationed in the warehouse district, a
few football fields away from where I picked up my shipments from
Onitsuka. Most nights my men and I would load and unload ships,



maintain jeeps and trucks. Many nights we’d do PT—physical training.
Push-ups, pull-ups, sit-ups, running. I remember one night I led my
company on a four-mile run. I needed to sweat out the booze from a
Hayes binge, so I set a killing pace, and steadily increased it, grinding
myself and the men to dust. After, I overheard one panting soldier tell
another: “I was listening real close as Lieutenant Knight counted
cadence. I never once heard that man take a deep breath!”
It was perhaps my only triumph of 1965.

SOME TUESDAY NIGHTS in the Reserves were set aside for classroom
time. Instructors would talk to us about military strategy, which I found
riveting. The instructors would often begin class by dissecting some
long-ago, famous battle. But invariably they would drift off topic, onto
Vietnam. The conflict was getting hotter. The United States was being
drawn toward it, inexorably, as if by a giant magnet. One instructor told
us to get our personal lives in order, kiss our wives and girlfriends good-
bye. We were going to be “in the shit—real soon.”

I had grown to hate that war. Not simply because I felt it was wrong.
I also felt it was stupid, wasteful. I hated stupidity. I hated waste. Above
all, that war, more than other wars, seemed to be run along the same
principles as my bank. Fight not to win, but to avoid losing. A surefire
losing strategy.

My fellow soldiers felt the same way. Is it any wonder that, the
moment we were dismissed, we marched double-time to the nearest
bar?

Between the Reserves and Hayes, I wasn’t sure my liver was going to
see 1966.

NOW AND THEN Hayes would hit the road, visit clients across
Oregon, and I frequently found myself part of his traveling medicine



show. Of all his junior accountants, I might have been his favorite, but
especially when he traveled.

I liked Hayes, a lot, but I was alarmed to discover that when on the
road he really let his hair down. And as always he expected his cohorts to
do the same. It was never enough to just drink with Hayes. He
demanded that you match him drop for drop. He counted drinks as
carefully as he counted credits and debits. He said often that he believed
in teamwork, and if you were on his team, by God you’d better finish
that damn drink.

Half a century later my stomach rolls when I recall touring with
Hayes around Albany, Oregon, doing a job for Wah Chung Exotic
Metals. Each night, after crunching the numbers, we’d hit a little dive
on the edge of town and close it down. I also recall, dimly, blurred days
in Walla Walla, doing a job for Birds Eye, followed by nightcaps at the
City Club. Walla Walla was a dry town, but bars got around the law by
calling themselves “clubs.” Membership in the City Club was one dollar,
and Hayes was a member in good standing—until I misbehaved and got
us kicked out. I don’t remember what I did, but I’m sure it was awful.
I'm equally sure I couldn’t help myself. By then my blood was 50
percent gin.

I vaguely remember throwing up all over Hayes’s car. I vaguely
remember him very sweetly and patiently telling me to clean it up.
What I remember vividly is that Hayes grew red in the face, righteously
indignant on my behalf, even though I was clearly in the wrong, and
resigned his membership in the City Club. Such loyalty, such
unreasonable and unwarranted fealty—that might have been the
moment [ fell in love with Hayes. I looked up to the man when he saw
something deeper in numbers, but I loved him when he saw something
special in me.



On one of those road trips, in one of our boozy late-night
conversations, I told Hayes about Blue Ribbon. He saw promise in it.
He also saw doom. The numbers, he said, didn’t lie. “Starting a new
company,” he said, “in this economy? And a shoe company? With zero
cash balance?” He slouched and shook his big fuzzy head.

On the other hand, he said, I had one thing in my favor. Bowerman.
A legend for a partner—that was one asset for which it was impossible
to assign a number.

PLUS, MY ASSET was rising in value. Bowerman had gone to Japan for
the 1964 Olympics, to support the members of the U.S. track-and-field
team he’d coached. (Iwo of his runners, Bill Dellinger and Harry
Jerome, medaled.) And after the Games, Bowerman had switched hats
and become an ambassador for Blue Ribbon. He and Mrs. Bowerman
—whose Christmas Club account had provided the initial five hundred
dollars Bowerman gave me to form our partnership—visited Onitsuka
and charmed everyone in the building.

They were given a royal welcome, a VIP tour of the factory, and
Morimoto even introduced them to Mr. Onitsuka. The two old lions, of
course, bonded. Both, after all, were built from the same last, shaped by
the same war. Both still approached everyday life as a battle. Mr.
Onitsuka, however, had the particular tenacity of the defeated, which
impressed Bowerman. Mr. Onitsuka told Bowerman about founding his
shoe company in the ruins of Japan, when all the big cities were still
smoldering from American bombs. He’d built his first lasts, for a line of
basketball shoes, by pouring hot wax from Buddhist candles over his
own feet. Though the basketball shoes didn’t sell, Mr. Onitsuka didn’t
give up. He simply switched to running shoes, and the rest was shoe
history. Every Japanese runner in the 1964 Games, Bowerman told me,
was wearing 'Tigers.



Mr. Onitsuka also told Bowerman that the inspiration for the unique
soles on Tigers had come to him while eating sushi. Looking down at
his wooden platter, at the underside of an octopus’s leg, he thought a
similar suction cup might work on the sole of a runner’s flat. Bowerman
filed that away. Inspiration, he learned, can come from quotidian things.
Things you might eat. Or find lying around the house.

Now back in Oregon, Bowerman was happily corresponding with his
new friend, Mr. Onitsuka, and with the entire production team at the
Onitsuka factory. He was sending them bunches of ideas and
modifications of their products. Though all people are the same under
the skin, Bowerman had come to believe that all feet are not created
equal. Americans have different bodies than Japanese do—longer,
heavier—and Americans therefore need different shoes. After dissecting
a dozen pairs of Tigers, Bowerman saw how they could be tailored to
cater to American customers. To that end, he had a slew of notes,
sketches, designs, all of which he was firing off to Japan.

Sadly, he was discovering, as I had, that no matter how well you got
along in person with the team at Onitsuka, things were different once
you were back on your side of the Pacific. Most of Bowerman’s letters
went unanswered. When there was an answer, it was cryptic, or curtly
dismissive. It pained me at times to think the Japanese were treating
Bowerman the way I was treating Johnson.

But Bowerman wasn’t me. He didn’t take rejection to heart. Like
Johnson, when his letters went unanswered, Bowerman simply wrote
more. With more underlined words, more exclamation marks.

Nor did he flag in his experiments. He continued to tear apart
Tigers, continued to use the young men on his track teams as lab mice.
During the autumn track season of 1965, every race had two results for
Bowerman. There was the performance of his runners, and there was
the performance of their shoes. Bowerman would note how the arches



held up, how the soles gripped the cinders, how the toes pinched and
the instep flexed. Then he’d airmail his notes and findings to Japan.

Eventually he broke through. Onitsuka made prototypes that
conformed to Bowerman’s vision of a more American shoe. Soft inner
sole, more arch support, heel wedge to reduce stress on the Achilles
tendon—they sent the prototype to Bowerman and he went wild for it.
He asked for more. He then handed these experimental shoes out to all
his runners, who used them to crush the competition.

A little success always went to Bowerman’s head, in the best way:.
Around this time he was also testing sports elixirs, magic potions and
powders to give his runners more energy and stamina. When I was on
his team he’d talked about the importance of replacing an athlete’s salt
and electrolytes. He’d forced me and others to choke down a potion
he’d invented, a vile goo of mushed bananas, lemonade, tea, honey, and
several unnamed ingredients. Now, while tinkering with shoes, he was
also monkeying with his sports drink recipe, making it taste worse and
work better. It wasn’t until years later that I realized Bowerman was
trying to invent Gatorade.

In his “free time,” he liked to noodle with the surface at Hayward
Field. Hayward was hallowed ground, steeped in tradition, but
Bowerman didn’t believe in letting tradition slow you down. Whenever
rain fell, which it did all the time in Eugene, Hayward’s cinder lanes
turned to Venetian canals. Bowerman thought something rubbery
would be easier to dry, sweep, and clean. He also thought something
rubbery might be more forgiving on his runners’ feet. So he bought a
cement mixer, filled it with old shredded tires and assorted chemicals,
and spent hours searching for just the right consistency and texture.
More than once he made himself violently sick from inhaling the fumes
of this witches’ brew. Blinding headaches, a pronounced limp, loss of
vision—these were a few of the lasting costs of his perfectionism.



Again, it was years before I realized what Bowerman was actually up
to. He was trying to invent polyurethane.

I once asked him how he fit everything into a twenty-four-hour day.
Coaching, traveling, experimenting, raising a family. He grunted as if to
say, “It’s nothing.” Then he told me, sotto voce, that on top of
everything else, he was also writing a book.

“A book?” I said.

“About jogging,” he said gruffly.

Bowerman was forever griping that people make the mistake of
thinking only elite Olympians are athletes. But everyone’s an athlete, he
said. If you have a body, you’re an athlete. Now he was determined to
get this point across to a larger audience. The reading public. “Sounds
interesting,” I said, but I thought my old coach had popped a screw.
Who in heck would want to read a book about jogging?



1966

As I neared the end of my contract with Onitsuka, I checked the mail
every day, hoping for a letter that would say they wanted to renew. Or
that they didn’t. There would be relief in knowing either way. Of course
I was also hoping for a letter from Sarah, saying she’d changed her
mind. And as always I was braced for a letter from my bank, telling me
my business was no longer welcome.

But every day the only letters were from Johnson. Like Bowerman,
the man didn’t sleep. Ever. I could think of no other explanation for his
ceaseless stream of correspondence. Much of which was pointless.
Along with gobs of information I didn’t need, the typical Johnson letter
would include several long parenthetical asides, and some kind of
rambling joke.

There might also be a hand-drawn illustration.

There might also be a musical lyric.

Sometimes there was a poem.

Batted out on a manual typewriter that violently Brailled the
onionskin pages, many Johnson letters contained some kind of story.
Maybe “parable” is a better word. How Johnson had sold this person a
pair of Tigers, but down the road said person might be good for X more
pairs, and therefore Johnson had a plan . . . How Johnson had chased
and badgered the head coach at such-and-such high school, and tried to
sell him six pairs, but in the end sold him & baker’s dozen . . . which just

went to show . . .



Often Johnson would describe in excruciating detail the latest ad he’d
placed or was contemplating placing in the back pages of Long Distance
Log or Track & Field News. Or he’d describe the photograph of a Tiger
shoe he’d included with the ad. He’d constructed a makeshift photo
studio in his house, and he’d pose the shoes seductively on the sofa,
against a black sweater. Never mind that it sounded a bit like shoe porn,
I just didn’t see the point of placing ads in magazines read exclusively by
running nerds. I didn’t see the point of advertising, period. But Johnson
seemed to be having fun, and he swore the ads worked, so, fine, far be it
from me to stop him.

The typical Johnson letter would invariably close with a lament,
either sarcastic or pointedly earnest, about my failure to respond to his
previous letter. And the one before that, etc. Then there would be a PS,
and usually another PS, and sometimes a pagoda of PS’s. Then one last
plea for encouraging words, which I never sent. I didn’t have time for
encouraging words. Besides, it wasn’t my style.

I look back now and wonder if I was truly being myself, or if I was
emulating Bowerman, or my father, or both. Was I adopting their man-
of-few-words demeanor? Was I maybe modeling all the men I admired?
At the time I was reading everything I could get my hands on about
generals, samurai, shoguns, along with biographies of my three main
heroes—Churchill, Kennedy, and Tolstoy. I had no love of violence, but
I was fascinated by leadership, or lack thereof, under extreme
conditions. War is the most extreme of conditions. But business has its
warlike parallels. Someone somewhere once said that business is war
without bullets, and I tended to agree.

I wasn’t that unique. Throughout history men have looked to the
warrior for a model of Hemingway’s cardinal virtue, pressurized grace.
(Hemingway himself wrote most of 4 Moveable Feast while gazing at a
statue of Marshal Ney, Napoléon’s favorite commander.) One lesson I



took from all my home-schooling about heroes was that they didn’t say
much. None was a blabbermouth. None micromanaged. Don’t tell people
how to do things, tell them what to do and let them surprise you with their
results. So I didn’t answer Johnson, and I didn’t pester him. Having told
him what to do, I hoped that he would surprise me.

Maybe with silence.

To Johnson’s credit, though he craved more communication, he
never let the lack of it discourage him. On the contrary, it motivated
him. He was anal, he recognized that I was not, and though he enjoyed
complaining (to me, to my sister, to mutual friends), he saw that my
managerial style gave him freedom. Left to do as he pleased, he
responded with boundless creativity and energy. He worked seven days
a week, selling and promoting Blue Ribbon, and when he wasn’t selling,
he was beaverishly building up his customer data files.

Each new customer got his or her own index card, and each index
card contained that customer’s personal information, shoe size, and shoe
preferences. This database enabled Johnson to keep in touch with all his
customers, at all times, and to keep them all feeling special. He sent
them Christmas cards. He sent them birthday cards. He sent them
notes of congratulation after they completed a big race or marathon.
Whenever I got a letter from Johnson I knew it was one of dozens he’d
carried down to the mailbox that day. He had hundreds and hundreds of
customer-correspondents, all along the spectrum of humanity, from
high school track stars to octogenarian weekend joggers. Many, upon
pulling yet another Johnson letter from their mailboxes, must have
thought the same thing I did: “Where does this guy find the time?”

Unlike me, however, most customers came to depend on Johnson’s
letters. Most wrote him back. They’d tell him about their lives, their
troubles, their injuries, and Johnson would lavishly console, sympathize,
and advise. Especially about injuries. Few in the 1960s knew the first



thing about running injuries, or sports injuries in general, so Johnson’s
letters were often filled with information that was impossible to find
anywhere else. I worried briefly about liability issues. I also worried that
I'd one day get a letter saying Johnson had rented a bus and was driving
them all to the doctor.

Some customers freely volunteered their opinion about Tigers, so
Johnson began aggregating this customer feedback, using it to create
new design sketches. One man, for instance, complained that Tiger flats
didn’t have enough cushion. He wanted to run the Boston Marathon
but didn’t think Tigers would last the twenty-six miles. So Johnson
hired a local cobbler to graft rubber soles from a pair of shower shoes
into a pair of Tiger flats. Voila. Johnson’s Frankenstein flat had space-
age, full-length, midsole cushioning. (Today it’s standard in all training
shoes for runners.) The jerry-rigged Johnson sole was so dynamic, so
soft, so new, Johnson’s customer posted a personal best in Boston.
Johnson forwarded me the results and urged me to pass them along to
Tiger. Bowerman had just asked me to do the same with his batch of
notes a few weeks earlier. Good grief, I thought, one mad genius at a
time.

EVERY NOW AND then I’d make a mental note to warn Johnson about
his growing list of pen pals. Blue Ribbon was supposed to confine itself
to the thirteen western states, and Full-time Employee Number One
was not doing so. Johnson had customers in thirty-seven states,
including the entire Eastern Seaboard, which was the heart of Marlboro
Country. The Marlboro Man wasn’t doing anything with his territory,
so Johnson’s incursions seemzed harmless. But we didn’t want to rub the
man’s nose in it.

Still, I never got around to telling Johnson my concerns. Per usual, I
didn’t tell him anything.



AT THE START of summer I decided my parents’ basement was no
longer big enough to serve as the headquarters of Blue Ribbon. And the
servants’ quarters weren’t big enough for me. I rented a one-bedroom
apartment downtown, in a spiffy new high-rise. The rent was two
hundred dollars, which seemed pretty steep, but oh well. I also rented a
few essentials—table, chairs, king-sized bed, olive couch—and tried to
arrange them stylishly. It didn’t look like much, but I didn’t care,
because my real furniture was shoes. My first-ever bachelor pad was
filled from floor to ceiling with shoes.

I toyed with the idea of not giving Johnson my new address. But I
did.

Sure enough, my new mailbox began to fill with letters. Return
address: P.O. Box 492, Seal Beach, CA 90740.

None of which I answered.

THEN JOHNSON WROTE me two letters I couldn’t ignore. First, he
said that he, too, was moving. He and his new wife were splitting up.
He was planning to stay in Seal Beach, but taking a small bachelor
apartment.

Days later he wrote to say he’d been in a car wreck.

It happened in the early morning, somewhere north of San
Bernardino. He was on his way to a road race, of course, where he’d
intended to both run and sell Tigers. He’d fallen asleep at the wheel, he
wrote, and woke to find himself and his 1956 Volkswagen Bug upside
down and airborne. He struck the divider, then rolled, then flew out of
the car, just before it somersaulted down the embankment. When
Johnson’s body finally stopped tumbling, he was on his back, looking at
the sky, his collarbone, foot, and skull all shattered.

The skull, he said, was actually leaking.



Worse, being newly divorced, he had no one to care for him during
his convalescence.

The poor guy was one dead dog from becoming a country-western
song.

Despite all these recent calamities, Johnson was of good cheer. He
assured me in a series of chirpy follow-up letters that he was managing
to meet all his obligations. He was dragging himself around his new
apartment, filling orders, shipping shoes, corresponding promptly with
all customers. A friend was bringing him his mail, he said, so not to
worry, P.O. Box 492 was still fully operational. In closing, he added that
because he was now facing alimony, child support, and untold medical
bills, he needed to inquire about the long-term prospects of Blue
Ribbon. How did I see the future?

I didn’t lie . . . exactly. Maybe out of pity, maybe haunted by the
image of Johnson, single, lonely, his body wrapped in plaster of Paris,
gamely trying to keep himself and my company alive, I sounded an
upbeat tone. Blue Ribbon, I said, would probably morph over the years
into a generalized sporting goods company. We’d probably have offices
on the West Coast. And one day, maybe, in Japan. “Farfetched,” I wrote.
“But it seems worth shooting for.”

This last line was wholly truthful. It was worth shooting for. If Blue
Ribbon went bust, I'd have no money, and I’d be crushed. But I'd also
have some valuable wisdom, which I could apply to the next business.
Wisdom seemed an intangible asset, but an asset all the same, one that
justified the risk. Starting my own business was the only thing that made
life’s other risks—marriage, Vegas, alligator wrestling—seem like sure
things. But my hope was that when I failed, if I failed, I'd fail quickly, so
I'd have enough time, enough years, to implement all the hard-won
lessons. I wasn’t much for setting goals, but this goal kept flashing
through my mind every day, until it became my internal chant: Fail fast.



In closing I told Johnson that if he could sell 3,250 pairs of Tigers by
the end of June 1966—completely impossible, by my calculations—I
would authorize him to open that retail outlet he’d been harassing me
about. I even put a PS at the bottom, which I knew he’d devour like a
candy treat. I reminded him that he was selling so many shoes, so fast,
he might want to speak to an accountant. There are income tax issues to
consider, I said.

He fired back a sarcastic thanks for the tax advice. He wouldn’t be
filing taxes, he said, “because gross income was $1,209 while expenses
total $1,245.” His leg broken, his heart broken, he told me that he was
also flat broke. He signed off: “Please send encouraging words.”

I didn’t.

SOMEHOW, JOHNSON HIT the magic number. By the end of June
he’d sold 3,250 pairs of Tigers. And he’d healed. Thus, he was holding
me to my end of the bargain. Before Labor Day he leased a small retail
space at 3107 Pico Boulevard, in Santa Monica, and opened our first-
ever retail store.

He then set about turning the store into a mecca, a holy of holies for
runners. He bought the most comfortable chairs he could find, and
afford (yard sales), and he created a beautiful space for runners to hang
out and talk. He built shelves and filled them with books that every
runner should read, many of them first editions from his own library.
He covered the walls with photos of Tiger-shod runners, and laid in a
supply of silk-screened T-shirts with Tiger across the front, which he
handed out to his best customers. He also stuck Tigers to a black
lacquered wall and illuminated them with a strip of can lights—very hip.
Very mod. In all the world there had never been such a sanctuary for
runners, a place that didn’t just sell them shoes but celebrated them and



their shoes. Johnson, the aspiring cult leader of runners, finally had his
church. Services were Monday through Saturday, nine to six.

When he first wrote me about the store, I thought of the temples and
shrines I'd seen in Asia, and I was anxious to see how Johnson’s
compared. But there just wasn’t time. Between my hours at Price
Waterhouse, my drunken revels with Hayes, my nights and weekends
handling the minutiae connected with Blue Ribbon, and my fourteen
hours each month soldiering in the Reserves, I was on fumes.

Then Johnson wrote me a fateful letter, and I had no choice. 1
jumped on a plane.

JOHNSON’S CUSTOMER PEN pals now numbered in the hundreds,
and one of them, a high school kid on Long Island, had written to
Johnson and inadvertently revealed some troubling news. The kid said
his track coach had recently been talking about acquiring Tigers from a
new source . . . some wrestling coach in Valley Stream or Massapequa or
Manbhasset.

The Marlboro Man was back. He’d even placed a national ad in an
issue of Tiuck and Field. While Johnson was busy poaching on the
Marlboro Man’s turf, the Marlboro Man was poaching our poaching.
Johnson had done all this marvelous groundwork, had built up this
enormous customer base, had spread the word about Tigers through his
doggedness and crude marketing, and now the Marlboro Man was
going to swoop in and capitalize?

I’'m not sure why I hopped on the next plane to Los Angeles. I could
have phoned. Maybe, like Johnson’s customers, I needed a sense of
community, even if it was a community of just two.

THE FIRST THING we did was go for a long, punishing run on the
beach. Then we bought a pizza and brought it back to his apartment,



which was your standard Divorced Guy Pad, only more so. Tiny, dark,
sparse—it reminded me of some of the no-frills hostels where I'd stayed
on my trip around the world.

Of course there were a few distinctly Johnsonian touches. Like shoes
everywhere. I thought my apartment was filled with shoes, but Johnson
basically lived inside a running shoe. Shoved into every nook and
cranny, spread across every surface, were running shoes, and more
running shoes, most in some state of deconstruction.

The few nooks and crannies that didn’t hold shoes were filled with
books, and more books, piled on homemade bookshelves, rough planks
laid on cinder blocks. And Johnson didn’t read trash. His collection was
mostly thick volumes of philosophy, religion, sociology, anthropology,
and the classics of Western literature. I thought I loved to read; Johnson
was next level.

What struck me most was the eerie violet light that suffused the
whole place. Its source was a seventy-five-gallon saltwater fish tank.
After clearing a place for me on the sofa, Johnson patted the tank and
explained. Most newly divorced guys like to prowl singles bars, but
Johnson spent his nights prowling under the Seal Beach pier, looking
for rare fish. He captured them with something called a “slurp gun,”
which he waved under my nose. It looked like a prototype for the first-
ever vacuum cleaner. I asked how it worked. Just stick this nozzle into
shallow water, he said, and suck up the fish into a plastic tube, then into
a small chamber. Then shoot it into your bucket and schlep it home.

He’d managed to accumulate a wide variety of exotic creatures—
seahorses, opal-eye perch—which he showed me with pride. He pointed
out the jewel of his collection, a baby octopus he’d named Stretch.
“Speaking of which,” Johnson said. “Feeding time.”

He reached into a paper sack and pulled out a live crab. “Come on,
Stretch,” he said, dangling the crab over the tank. The octopus didn’t



stir. Johnson lowered the crab, legs wriggling, onto the tank’s sand-
strewn floor. Still no reaction from Stretch. “He dead?” I asked.
“Watch,” Johnson said.

The crab danced left and right, panicking, seeking cover. There was
none, however. And Stretch knew it. After a few minutes something
emerged tentatively from Stretch’s undercarriage. An antenna or
tentacle. It unfurled toward the crab and lightly tapped its carapace.
Yoo-hoo? “Stretch just injected poison in the crab,” Johnson said,
grinning like a proud dad. We watched the crab slowly stop dancing,
stop moving altogether. We watched Stretch gently wrap his antenna-
tentacle around the crab and drag it back to his lair, a hole he’d dug into
the sand beneath a big rock.

It was a morbid puppet show, a dark kabuki play, starring a witless
victim and a micro-kraken—was it a sign, a metaphor for our dilemma?
One living thing being eaten by another? This was nature, wet in tooth
and claw, and I couldn’t help wondering if it was also to be the story of
Blue Ribbon and the Marlboro Man.

We spent the rest of the evening sitting at Johnson’s kitchen table
and going over the letter from his Long Island informant. He read it
aloud, and then I read it silently, and then we debated what to do.

“Get thee to Japan,” Johnson said.

“What?”

“You gotta go,” he said. “Iell them about the work we’ve done.
Demand your rights. Kill this Marlboro Man once and for all. Once he
starts selling running shoes, once he really gets going, there will be no
stopping him. Either we draw a line in the sand, right now, or it’s over.”

I’d just come back from Japan, I said, and I didn’t have the money to
go again. I'd poured all my savings into Blue Ribbon, and I couldn’t
possibly ask Wallace for another loan. The thought nauseated me. Also,
I didn’t have time. Price Waterhouse allowed two weeks’ vacation a year



—unless you needed that two weeks for the Reserves, which I did. Then
they gave you one extra week. Which I’d already used.

Above all, I told Johnson, “It’s no use. The Marlboro Man’s
relationship with Onitsuka predates mine.”

Undaunted, Johnson pulled out his typewriter, the one he’d been
using to torture me, and began drafting notes, ideas, lists, which we
could then turn into a manifesto for me to deliver to the executives at
Onitsuka. While Stretch finished off the crab, we munched our pizza
and guzzled beer and plotted late into the night.

BACK IN OREGON the next afternoon, I went straight in to see the
office manager at Price Waterhouse. “I've got to have two weeks off,” 1
said, “right now.”

He looked up from the papers on his desk and glared at me, and for
one hellishly long moment I thought I was going to be fired. Instead, he
cleared his throat and mumbled something . . . odd. I couldn’t make out
every word but he seemed to think . . . from my intensity, my
vagueness . . . [d gotten someone pregnant.

I took a step back and started to protest, then shut my mouth. Let
the man think what he wants. So long as he gives me the time.

Running a hand through his thinning hair, he finally sighed and said:
“Go. Good luck. Hope it all works out.”

I PUT THE airfare on my credit card. Twelve months to pay. And
unlike my last visit to Japan, this time I wired ahead. I told the
executives at Onitsuka that I was coming, and that I wanted a meeting.
They wired back: Come ahead.
But their wire went on to say that I wouldn’t be meeting with
Morimoto. He was either fired or dead. There was a new export
manager, the wire said.



His name was Kitami.

KISHIKAN. Japanese for déja vu. Again I found myself boarding a flight
for Japan. Again I found myself underlining and memorizing my copy of
How to Do Business with the fapanese. Again I found myself taking the
train to Kobe, checking into the Newport, pacing in my room.

At zero hour I took a cab over to Onitsuka. I expected that we’d go
into the old conference room, but no, they’d done some remodeling
since my last visit. New conference room, they said. Sleeker, bigger, it
had leather chairs instead of the old cloth ones, and a much longer
table. More impressive, but less familiar. I felt disoriented, intimidated.
It was like prepping for a meet at Oregon State and learning at the last
minute that it had been moved to the Los Angeles Memorial Coliseum.

A man walked into the conference room and extended his hand.
Kitami. His black shoes were brightly polished, his hair equally
polished. Jet black, swept straight back, not a strand out of place. He
was a great contrast to Morimoto, who always looked as if he’d dressed
blindfolded. I was put off by Kitami’s veneer, but suddenly he gave me a
warm, ready smile, and encouraged me to sit, relax, tell him why I'd
come, and now I got the distinct sense that, despite his slick appearance,
he wasn’t altogether sure of himself. He was in a brand-new job, after
all. He didn’t yet have much—equity. The word sprang to mind.

It occurred to me also that I had high value for Kitami. I wasn’t a big
client, but I wasn’t small, either. Location is everything. I was selling
shoes in America, a market vital to the future of Onitsuka. Maybe, just
maybe, Kitami didn’t want to lose me just yet. Maybe he wanted to hold
on to me until they’d transitioned to the Marlboro Man. I was an asset,
I was a credit, for the moment, which meant I might be holding better
cards than I thought.



Kitami spoke more English than his predecessors, but with a thicker
accent. My ear needed a few minutes to adjust as we chatted about my
flight, the weather, sales. All the while other executives were filing in,

»

joining us at the conference table. At last Kitami leaned back. “Hai . . .
He waited. “Mr. Onitsuka?” I asked. “Mr. Onitsuka will not be able to
join us today,” he said.

Damn. I was hoping to draw upon Mr. Onitsuka’s fondness for me,
not to mention his bond with Bowerman. But no. Alone, without allies,
trapped in the unfamiliar conference room, I plunged ahead.

I told Kitami and the other executives that Blue Ribbon had done a
remarkable job thus far. We’d sold out every order, while developing a
robust customer base, and we expected this solid growth to continue.
We had forty-four thousand dollars in sales for 1966, and projected to
have eighty-four thousand dollars in 1967. I described our new store in
Santa Monica, and laid out plans for other stores—for a big future.
Then I leaned in. “We would very much like to be the exclusive U.S.
distributor for Tiger’s track-and-field line,” I said. “And I think it is very
much in Tiger’s interest that we become that.”

I didn’t even mention the Marlboro Man.

I looked around the table. Grim faces. None grimmer than Kitami’.
He said in a few terse words that this would not be possible. Onitsuka
wanted for its U.S. distributor someone bigger, more established, a firm
that could handle the workload. A firm with offices on the East Coast.

“But, but,” I spluttered, “Blue Ribbon does have offices on the East
Coast.”

Kitami rocked back in his chair. “Oh?”

“Yes,” I said, “we’re on the East Coast, the West Coast, and soon we
may be in the Midwest. We can handle national distribution, no
question.” I looked around the table. The grim faces were becoming less
grim.



“Well,” Kitami said, “this change things.”

He assured me that they would give my proposal -careful
consideration. So. Hai. Meeting adjourned.

I walked back to my hotel and spent a second night pacing. First
thing the next morning I received a call summoning me back to
Onitsuka, where Kitami awarded me exclusive distribution rights for the
United States.

He gave me a three-year contract.

I tried to be nonchalant as I signed the papers and placed an order
for five thousand more shoes, which would cost twenty thousand dollars
I didn’t have. Kitami said he’d ship them to my East Coast office, which
I also didn’t have.

I promised to wire him the exact address.

ON THE FLIGHT home I looked out the window at the clouds above
the Pacific Ocean and thought back to sitting atop Mount Fuji. I
wondered how Sarah would feel about me now, after this coup. I
wondered how the Marlboro Man would feel when he got word from
Onitsuka that he was toast.

I stowed away my copy of How to Do Business with the Japanese. My
carry-on was stuffed with souvenirs. Kimonos for my mother and sisters
and Mom Hatfield, a tiny samurai sword to hang above my desk. And
my crowning glory—a small Japanese T'V. Spoils of war, I thought,
smiling. But somewhere over the Pacific the full weight of my “victory”
came over me. I imagined the look on Wallace’s face when I asked him
to cover this gigantic new order. If he said no, when he said no, what
then?

On the other hand, if he said yes, how was I going to open an office
on the East Coast? And how was I going to do it before those shoes
arrived? And who was I going to get to run it?



I stared at the curved, glowing horizon. There was only one person
on the planet rootless enough, energetic enough, gung-ho enough,
crazy enough, to pick up and move to the East Coast, on a moment’s
notice, and get there before the shoes did.

I wondered how Stretch was going to like the Atlantic Ocean.



1967

I didn’t handle it well. Not well at all.

Knowing what his reaction would be, and dreading it, I put off telling
Johnson the whole story. I shot him a quick note, saying the meeting
with Onitsuka had gone fine, telling him I’d secured national
distribution rights. But I left it at that. I think I must have held out
hope, in the back of my mind, that I might be able to hire someone else
to go east. Or that Wallace would blow the whole plan up.

And in fact I did hire someone else. A former distance runner, of
course. But he changed his mind, backed out, just days after agreeing to
go. So, frustrated, distracted, mired in a cycle of anxiety and
procrastination, I turned to the much simpler problem of finding
someone to replace Johnson at the store in Santa Monica. I asked John
Bork, a high school track coach in Los Angeles, a friend of a friend. He
jumped at the chance. He couldn’t have been more eager.

How could I have known he’d be quite so eager? The next morning
he appeared at Johnson’s store and announced that he was the new boss.
“The new—what?” Johnson said.

“I’'ve been hired to take over for you when you go back east,” Bork
said.

“When I go—wbhere?” Johnson said, reaching for the phone.

I didn’t handle that conversation well, either. I told Johnson that,
haha, hey, man, I was just about to call you. I said I was sorry he’d heard
the news that way, how awkward, and I explained that I'd been forced to



lie to Onitsuka and claim we already had an office on the East Coast.
Thus, we were in one heck of a jam. The shoes would soon be on the
water, an enormous shipment steaming for New York, and no one but
Johnson could handle the task of claiming those shoes and setting up an
office. The fate of Blue Ribbon rested on his shoulders.

Johnson was flabbergasted. Then furious. Then freaked. All in the
space of one minute. So I got on a plane and flew down to visit him at
his store.

HE DIDN’T WANT to live on the East Coast, he told me. He loved
California. He’d lived in California all his life. He could go running
year-round in California, and running, as I knew, was all to Johnson.
How was he supposed to go running during those bitter cold winters
back east? On and on it went.

All at once his manner changed. We were standing in the middle of
his store, his sneaker sanctuary, and in a barely audible mumble he
acknowledged that this was a make-or-break moment for Blue Ribbon,
in which he was heavily invested, financially, emotionally, spiritually. He
acknowledged that there was no one else who could set up an East
Coast office. He delivered himself of a long, rambling, semi-internal
monologue, saying that the Santa Monica store practically ran itself, so
he could train his replacement in one day, and he’d already set up a
store in a remote location once, so he could do it again, fast, and we
needed it done fast, with the shoes on the water and back-to-school
orders about to roll in, and then he looked off and asked the walls or the
shoes or the Great Spirit why he shouldn’t just shut up and do it, do
whatever I asked, and be down-on-his-knees grateful for the damn
opportunity, when anyone could see that he was—he searched for the
exact words—“a talentless fuck.”



I might have said something like, “Oh no you’re not. Don’t be so
hard on yourself.” I might have. But I didn’t. I kept my mouth shut and
waited.

And waited.

“Okay,” he said, at last, “I’ll go.”

“Great. That’s great. Terrific. Thank you.”

“But where?”

“Where what?”

“Do you want me to go?”

“Ah. Yes. Well. Anywhere on the East Coast with a port. Just don’t go
to Portland, Maine.”

“Why?”

“A company based in two different Portlands? That’ll confuse the
heck out of the Japanese.”

We hashed it out some more and finally decided New York and
Boston were the most logical places. Especially Boston. “It’s where most
of our orders are coming from,” one of us said.

“Okay,” he said. “Boston, here I come.”

Then I handed him a bunch of travel brochures for Boston, playing
up the fall foliage angle. A little heavy-handed, but I was desperate.

He asked how I happened to have these brochures on me, and I told
him I knew he’d make the right decision.

He laughed.

The forgiveness Johnson showed me, the overall good nature he
demonstrated, filled me with gratitude, and a new fondness for the man.
And perhaps a deeper loyalty. I regretted my treatment of him. All those
unanswered letters. There are team players, I thought, and then there
are team players, and then there’s Johnson.

AND THEN HE threatened to quit.



Via letter, of course. “I think I have been responsible for what success
we have had so far,” he wrote. “And any success that will be coming in
for the next two years at least.”

Therefore, he gave me a two-part ultimatum.

1. Make him a full partner in Blue Ribbon.
2. Raise his salary to six hundred dollars a month, plus a
third of all profits beyond the first six thousand pairs of

shoes sold.

Or else, he said, good-bye.

I phoned Bowerman and told him that Full-time Employee Number
One was staging a mutiny. Bowerman listened quietly, considered all the
angles, weighed the pros and cons, then rendered his verdict. “Fuck
him.”

I said I wasn’t sure “fucking him” was the best strategy. Maybe there
was some middle way of mollifying Johnson, of giving him a stake in the
company. But as we talked about it in greater detail, the math just didn’t
pencil out. Neither Bowerman nor I wanted to surrender any portion of
our stake, so Johnson’s ultimatum, even if I’d wanted to accept it, was a
nonstarter.

I flew to Palo Alto, where Johnson was visiting his parents, and asked
for a sit-down. Johnson said he wanted his father, Owen, to join us. The
meeting took place at Owen’s office, and I was immediately stunned by
the similarities between father and son. They looked alike, sounded
alike, even had many of the same mannerisms. The similarities ended
there, however. From the start Owen was loud, aggressive, and I could
see that he’d been the instigator behind this mutiny.

By trade Owen was a salesman. He sold voice recording equipment,
like Dictaphones, and he was darned good at it. For him, as with most



salesmen, life was one long negotiation, which he relished. In other
words, he was my complete opposite. Here we go, I thought. Yet
another shootout with a consummate negotiator. When will it end?

Before getting down to brass tacks, Owen first wanted to tell me a
story. Salesmen always do. Since I was an accountant, he said, he was
reminded of an accountant he’d met recently who had a topless dancer
for a client. The story, I believe, revolved around whether the dancer’s
silicone implants were deductible. At the punch line I laughed, to be
polite, then gripped the arms of my chair and waited for Owen to stop
laughing and make his opening move.

He began by citing all the things his son had done for Blue Ribbon.
He insisted that his son was the main reason Blue Ribbon still existed. I
nodded, let him talk himself out, and resisted the urge to make eye
contact with Johnson, who sat off to the side. I wondered if they’d
rehearsed all this, the way Johnson and I rehearsed my pitch before my
last trip to Japan. When Owen finished, when he said that, given the
facts, his son obviously should be a full partner in Blue Ribbon, I
cleared my throat and conceded that Johnson was a dynamo, that his
work had been vital and invaluable. But then I dropped the hammer.
“The truth of the matter is, we have forty thousand dollars in sales, and
more than that in debt, so there’s simply nothing to divvy up here,
fellas. We’re fighting over slices of a pie that doesn’t exist.”

Moreover, I told Owen that Bowerman was unwilling to sell any of
his stake in Blue Ribbon, and therefore I couldn’t sell any of mine. If I
did I’d be surrendering majority control of the thing I’d created. That
wasn’t feasible.

I made my counteroffer. I would give Johnson a fifty-dollar raise.

Owen stared. It was a fierce, tough stare, honed during many intense
negotiations. A lot of Dictaphones had moved out the door after that
stare. He was waiting for me to bend, to up my offer, but for once in my



life T had leverage, because I had nothing left to give. “Take it or leave
it” is like four of a kind. Hard to beat.

Finally Owen turned to his son. I think we both knew from the start
that Johnson would be the one to settle this, and I saw in Johnson’s face
that two contrary desires were fighting for his heart. He didn’t want to
accept my offer. But he didn’t want to quit. He loved Blue Ribbon. He
needed Blue Ribbon. He saw Blue Ribbon as the one place in the world
where he fit, an alternative to the corporate quicksand that had
swallowed most of our schoolmates and friends, most of our generation.
He’d complained a million times about my lack of communication, but
in fact my laissez-faire management style had fostered him, unleashed
him. He wasn’t likely to find that kind of autonomy anywhere else. After
several seconds he reached out his hand. “Deal,” he said. “Deal,” I said,
shaking it.

We sealed our new agreement with a six-mile run. As I remember, 1

won.

WITH JOHNSON ON the East Coast, and Bork taking over his store, I
was awash in employees. And then I got a call from Bowerman asking
me to add yet another. One of his former track guys—Geoff Hollister.

I took Hollister out for a hamburger, and we got along fine, but he
cinched the deal by not even flinching when I reached into my pocket
and found I didn’t have any money to pay for lunch. So I hired him to
go around the state selling Tigers, thereby making him Full-time
Employee Number Three.

Soon Bowerman phoned again. He wanted me to hire another person.
Quadrupling my staff in the span of a few months? Did my old coach
think I was General Motors? I might have balked, but then Bowerman

said the job candidate’s name.
Bob Woodell.



I knew the name, of course. Everyone in Oregon knew the name.
Woodell had been a standout on Bowerman’s 1965 team. Not quite a
star, but a gritty and inspiring competitor. With Oregon defending its
second national championship in three years, Woodell had come out of
nowhere and won the long jump against vaunted UCLA. I’d been there,
I'd watched him do it, and I’d gone away mighty impressed.

The next day there had been a bulletin on TV. An accident at
Oregon’s Mother’s Day Celebrations. Woodell and twenty of his frat
brothers were hoisting a float down to the Millrace, a stream that
wound through campus. They were trying to flip it over and someone
lost their footing. Then someone lost their hold. Someone else let go.
Someone screamed, everyone ran. The float collapsed, trapping
Woodell underneath, crushing his first lumbar vertebra. There seemed
little hope of his walking again.

Bowerman had held a twilight meet at Hayward Field to raise money
for Woodell’s medical expenses. Now he faced the task of finding
something for Woodell to do. At present, he said, the poor guy was
sitting around his parents’ house in a wheelchair, staring at the walls.
Woodell had made tentative inquiries about being Bowerman’s assistant
coach, but Bowerman said to me: “I just don’t think that’s going to
work, Buck. Maybe he could do something for Blue Ribbon.”

I hung up and dialed Woodell. I nearly said how sorry I was about his
accident, but I caught myself. I wasn’t sure that was the right thing to
say. In my mind I ran through another half dozen things, each of which
seemed wrong. I’d never been so at a loss for words, and I’d spent half
my life tongue-tied. What does one say to a track star who suddenly
can’t move his legs? I decided to keep it strictly business. I explained
that Bowerman had recommended Woodell and said I might have a job
for him with my new shoe company. I suggested we get together for
lunch. Sure thing, he said.



We met the next day at a sandwich shop in downtown Beaverton, a
suburb north of Portland. Woodell drove there himself; he’d already
mastered a special car, a Mercury Cougar with hand controls. In fact, he
was early. I was fifteen minutes late.

If not for his wheelchair, I don’t know that I’d have recognized
Woodell when I first walked in. I'd seen him once in person, and several
times on 'T'V, but after his many ordeals and surgeries he was shockingly
thinner. He’d lost sixty pounds, and his naturally sharp features were
now drawn with a much finer pencil. His hair, however, was still jet
black, and still grew in remarkably tight curls. He looked like a bust or
frieze of Hermes I'd seen somewhere in the Greek countryside. His
eyes were black, too, and they shone with a steeliness, a shrewdness—
maybe a sadness. Not unlike Johnson’s. Whatever it was, it was
mesmerizing, and endearing. I regretted being late.

Lunch was supposed to be a job interview, but the interview part was
a formality, we both knew. Men of Oregon take care of their own.
Fortunately, loyalty aside, we hit it off. We made each other laugh,
mostly about Bowerman. We reminisced about the many ways he
tortured runners, ostensibly to instill toughness, like heating a key on a
stove and pressing it against their naked flesh in the sauna. We’d both
fallen victim. Before long I felt that I'd have given Woodell a job even if
he’d been a stranger. Gladly. He was my kind of people. I wasn’t certain
what Blue Ribbon was, or if it would ever become a thing at all, but
whatever it was or might become, I hoped it would have something of
this man’s spirit.

I offered him a position opening our second retail store, in Eugene,
off the campus, at a monthly salary of four hundred dollars. He didn’t
negotiate, thank goodness. If he’d asked for four thousand a month, I
might have found a way.



“Deal?” T said. “Deal,” he said. He reached out, shook my hand. He
still had the strong grip of an athlete.

The waitress brought the check and I told Woodell grandly that
lunch was on me. I pulled out my wallet and found that it was empty. I
asked Blue Ribbon’s Full-time Employee Number Four if he could float
me. Just till payday.

WHEN HE WASN’T sending me new employees, Bowerman was
sending me the results of his latest experiments. In 1966 he’d noticed
that the Spring Up’s outer sole melted like butter, whereas the midsole
remained solid. So he’d urged Onitsuka to take Spring Up’s midsole and
fuse it with the Limber Up’s outer sole, thus creating the ultimate
distance training shoe. Now, in 1967, Onitsuka sent us the prototype,
and it was astonishing. With its luxurious cushioning and its sleek lines,
it looked like the future.

Onitsuka asked what we thought it should be called. Bowerman liked
“Aztec,” in homage to the 1968 Olympics, which were being held in
Mexico City. I liked that, too. Fine, Onitsuka said. The Aztec was born.

And then Adidas threatened to sue. Adidas already had a new shoe
named the “Azteca Gold,” a track spike they were planning to introduce
at the same Olympics. No one had ever heard of it, but that didn’t stop
Adidas from kicking up a fuss.

Aggravated, I drove up the mountain to Bowerman’s house to talk it
all over. We sat on the wide porch, looking down at the river. It sparkled
that day like a silver shoelace. He took off his ball cap, put it on again,
rubbed his face. “Who was that guy who kicked the shit out of the
Aztecs?” he asked. “Cortez,” I said. He grunted. “Okay. Let’s call it the
Cortez.”



I WAS DEVELOPING an unhealthy contempt for Adidas. Or maybe it
was healthy. That one German company had dominated the shoe
market for a couple of decades, and they possessed all the arrogance of
unchallenged dominance. Of course it’s possible that they weren’t
arrogant at all, that to motivate myself I needed to see them as a
monster. In any event, I despised them. I was tired of looking up every
day and seeing them far, far ahead. I couldn’t bear the thought that it
was my fate to do so forever.

The situation put me in mind of Jim Grelle. In high school, Grelle—
pronounced Grella, or sometimes Gorilla—had been the fastest runner
in Oregon, and I had been the second-fastest, which meant four years of
staring at Grelle’s back. Then Grelle and I both went to the University
of Oregon, where his tyranny over me continued. By the time I
graduated I hoped never again to see Grelle’s back. Years later, when
Grelle won the 1,500 in Moscow’s Lenin Stadium, I was wearing an
army uniform, sitting on a couch in the day room at Fort Lewis. I
pumped my fist at the screen, proud of my fellow Oregonian, but I also
died a little at the memory of the many times he’d bested me. Now 1
began to see Adidas as a second Grelle. Chasing them, being legally
checked by them, irritated me to no end. It also drove me. Hard.

Once again, in my quixotic effort to overtake a superior opponent, I
had Bowerman as my coach. Once again he was doing everything he
could to put me in position to win. I often drew on the memory of his
old prerace pep talks, especially when we were up against our blood
rivals Oregon State. I would replay Bowerman’s epic speeches, hear him
telling us that Oregon State wasn’t just any opponent. Beating USC and
Cal was important, he said, but beating Oregon State was (pause)
different. Nearly sixty years later it gives me chills to recall his words, his
tone. No one could get your blood going like Bowerman, though he



never raised his voice. He knew how to speak in subliminal italics, to
slyly insert exclamation marks, like hot keys against the flesh.

For extra inspiration I’d sometimes think back to the first time I saw
Bowerman walking around the locker room and handing out new shoes.
When he came to me, I wasn’t even sure I’d made the team. I was a
freshman, still unproven, still developing. But he shoved a new pair of
spikes straight into my chest. “Knight,” he said. That was all. Just my
name. Not a syllable more. I looked down at the shoes. They were
Oregon green, with yellow stripes, the most breathtaking things I'd ever
seen. I cradled them, and later I carried them back to my room and put
them gingerly on the top shelf of my bookcase. I remember that I
trained my gooseneck desk lamp on them.

They were Adidas, of course.

By the tail end of 1967 Bowerman was inspiring many people besides
me. That book he’d been talking about, that silly book about jogging,
was done, and out in bookstores. A slight one hundred pages, fogging
preached the gospel of physical exercise to a nation that had seldom
heard that sermon before, a nation that was collectively lolling on the
couch, and somehow the book caught fire. It sold a million copies,
sparked a movement, changed the very meaning of the word “running.”
Before long, thanks to Bowerman and his book, running was no longer
just for weirdos. It was no longer a cult. It was almost—cool?

I was happy for him, but also for Blue Ribbon. His bestseller would
surely generate publicity and bump our sales. Then I sat down and read
the thing. My stomach dropped. In his discussion of proper equipment,
Bowerman gave some commonsense advice, followed by some
confounding recommendations. Discussing shin splints, or “buck shins,”
he said the right shoes were important, but almost any shoes would
work. “Probably the shoes you wear for gardening, or working around
the house, will do just fine.”



What?

As for workout clothes, Bowerman told readers that proper clothing
“may help the spirit,” but added that people shouldn’t get hung up on
brands.

Maybe he thought this was true for the casual jogger, as opposed to
the trained athlete, but by God did he need to say so in print? When we
were fighting to establish # brand? More to the point, what did this
mean about his true opinion of Blue Ribbon—and me? Any shoe would
do? If that were true, why in the world were we bothering to sell
Tigers? Why were we jackassing around?

Here 1 was, chasing Adidas, but in a way I was still chasing
Bowerman, seeking his approval, and as always it seemed highly unlikely
in late 1967 that I'd ever catch either one.

THANKS LARGELY TO Bowerman’s Cortez, we closed the year in a
blaze, meeting our expectation of revenue: eighty-four thousand dollars.
I almost looked forward to my next trip to First National. Finally
Wallace would back off, loosen the purse strings. Maybe he’d even
concede the value of growth.

In the meantime Blue Ribbon had outgrown my apartment. Maybe
it’s more accurate to say that it had taken over. The place was now the
equal of Johnson’s bachelor pad. All it needed was a violet light and a
baby octopus. I couldn’t put it off any longer, I needed a proper office
space, so I rented a large room on the east side of town.

It wasn’t much. A plain old workspace with a high ceiling and high
windows, several of which were broken or stuck open, meaning the
room was a constant, brisk fifty degrees. Right next door was a raucous
tavern, the Pink Bucket, and every day at 4:00 p.m., promptly, the
jukebox would kick in. The walls were so thin, you could hear the first
record drop and feel every thumping note thereafter.



You could almost hear people striking matches, lighting cigarettes,
clinking glasses. Cheers. Sa/ud. Mud in your eye.

But the rent was cheap. Fifty bucks a month.

When I took Woodell to see it, he allowed it had a certain charm.
Woodell needed to like it, because 1 was transferring him from the
Eugene store to this office. He’d shown tremendous skills at the store, a
flair for organizing, along with boundless energy, but I could use him
better in what I would be calling “the home office.” Sure enough, on
Day One he came up with a solution to the stuck windows. He brought
in one of his old javelins to hook the window latches and push them
shut.

We couldn’t afford to fix the broken glass in the other windows, so
on really cold days we just wore sweaters.

Meanwhile, in the middle of the room I erected a plywood wall,
thereby creating warehouse space in the back and retail-office space up
front. I was no handyman, and the floor was badly warped, so the wall
wasn’t close to straight or even. From ten feet away it appeared to
undulate. Woodell and I decided that was kind of groovy.

At an office thrift store we bought three battered desks, one for me,
one for Woodell, one for “the next person stupid enough to work for
us.” I also built a corkboard wall, to which I pinned different Tiger
models, borrowing some of Johnson’s décor ideas in Santa Monica. In a
far corner I set up a small sitting area for customers to try on shoes.

One day, at five minutes before 6:00 p.m., a high school kid
wandered in. Need some running shoes, he said timidly. Woodell and I
looked at each other, looked at the clock. We were beat, but we needed
every sale. We talked to the kid about his instep, his stride, his life, and
gave him several pairs to try on. He took his time lacing them up,
walking around the room, and each pair he declared “not quite right.”
At 7:00 p.m. he said he’d have to go home and “think about it.” He left,



and Woodell and I sat amid the mounds of empty boxes and scattered
shoes. I looked at him. He looked at me. This is how we’re going to
build a shoe company?

AS I GRADUALLY moved my inventory out of my apartment, into my
new office, the thought crossed my mind that it might make more sense
to give up the apartment altogether, just move into the office, since I’d
basically be living there anyway. When I wasn’t at Price Waterhouse,
making the rent, I'd be at Blue Ribbon, and vice versa. I could shower at
the gym.

But I told myself that living in your office is the act of a crazy person.

And then I got a letter from Johnson saying he was living in his new
office.

He’d chosen to locate our East Coast office in Wellesley, a tony
suburb of Boston. Of course he included a hand-drawn map, and a
sketch, and more information than I’d ever need about the history and
topography and weather patterns of Wellesley. Also, he told me how
he’d come to choose it.

At first he’d considered Long Island, New York. Upon his arrival
there he’d rendezvoused with the high school kid who’d alerted him to
the Marlboro Man’s secret machinations. The kid drove Johnson all
over, and Johnson saw enough of Long Island to know that this place
wasn’t his bag. He left the high school kid, headed north on I-95, and
when he hit Wellesley, it just spoke to him. He saw people running
along quaint country roads, many of them women, many of them Ali
MacGraw look-alikes. Ali MacGraw was Johnson’s type. He
remembered that Ali MacGraw had attended Wellesley College.

Then he learned, or remembered, that the Boston Marathon route
ran right through the town. Sold.



He riffled through his card catalog and found the address of a local
customer, another high school track star. He drove to the kid’s house,
knocked at the door, unannounced. The kid wasn’t there, but his
parents said Johnson was more than welcome to come in and wait.
When the kid got home he found his shoe salesman sitting at the dining
room table eating dinner with the whole family. The next day, after they
went for a run, Johnson got from the kid a list of names—local coaches,
potential customers, likely contacts—and a list of what neighborhoods
he might like. Within days he’d found and rented a little house behind a
funeral parlor. Claiming it in the name of Blue Ribbon, he also made it
his home. He wanted me to go halfsies on the two-hundred-dollar rent.

In a PS he said I should buy him furniture also.

I didn’t answer.



1963

I was putting in six days a week at Price Waterhouse, spending early
mornings and late nights and all weekends and vacations at Blue
Ribbon. No friends, no exercise, no social life—and wholly content. My
life was out of balance, sure, but I didn’t care. In fact, I wanted even
more imbalance. Or a different kind of imbalance.

I wanted to dedicate every minute of every day to Blue Ribbon. I'd
never been a multitasker, and I didn’t see any reason to start now. I
wanted to be present, always. I wanted to focus constantly on the one
task that really mattered. If my life was to be all work and no play, I
wanted my work to be play. I wanted to quit Price Waterhouse. Not
that I hated it; it just wasn’t me.

I wanted what everyone wants. To be me, full-time.

But it wasn’t possible. Blue Ribbon simply couldn’t support me.
Though the company was on track to double sales for a fifth straight
year, it still couldn’t justify a salary for its cofounder. So I decided to
compromise, find a different day job, one that would pay my bills but
require fewer hours, leaving me more time for my passion.

The only job I could think of that fit this criterion was teaching. I
applied to Portland State University, and got a job as an assistant
professor, at seven hundred dollars a month.

I should have been delighted to quit Price Waterhouse, but I'd
learned a lot there, and I was sad about leaving Hayes. No more after--
work cocktails, I told him. No more Walla Walla. “I’'m going to focus



on my shoe thing,” I said. Hayes frowned, grumbled something about
missing me, or admiring me.

I asked what he was going to do. He said he was going to ride it out
at Price Waterhouse. Lose fifty pounds, make partner, that was his plan.
I wished him luck.

As part of my formal severing, I had to go in and talk to the boss, a
senior partner with the Dickensian name of Curly Leclerc. He was
polite, even-handed, smooth, playing a one-act drama he’d played a
hundred times—the exit interview. He asked what I was going to do
instead of working for one of the finest accounting firms in the world. I
said that I'd started my own business and was hoping it might take off,
and in the meantime I was going to teach accounting.

He stared. I’d gone off script. Way off. “Why the hell would you do
something like that?”

Lastly, the really difficult exit interview. I told my father. He, too,
stared. Bad enough I was still jackassing around with shoes, he said, but
now . . . this. Teaching wasn’t respectable. Teaching at Portland State

was downright disrespectable. “What am I going to tell my friends?” he
asked.

THE UNIVERSITY ASSIGNED me four accounting classes, including
Accounting 101. I spent a few hours prepping, reviewing basic concepts,
and as fall arrived the balance of my life shifted just as Id planned. I still
didn’t have all the time I wanted or needed for Blue Ribbon, but I had
more. I was following a path that felt like my path, and though I wasn’t
sure where it would lead, I was ready to find out.

So I was beaming with hope on that first day of the semester, in early
September 1967. My students, however, were not. Slowly they filed into
the classroom, each one radiating boredom and hostility. For the next
hour they were to be confined in this stifling cage, force-fed some of the



driest concepts ever devised, and I was to blame, which made me the
target of their resentment. They eyed me, frowned. A few scowled.

I empathized. But I wasn’t going to let them rattle me. Standing at
the lectern in my black suit and skinny gray tie, I remained calm, for the
most part. I was always somewhat restless, somewhat twitchy, and in
those days I had several nervous tics—like wrapping rubber bands
around my wrist and playing with them, snapping them against my skin.
I might have snapped them extra fast, extra hard, as I saw the students
slump into the room like prisoners on a chain gang.

Suddenly, sweeping lightly into the classroom and taking a seat in the
front row was a striking young woman. She had long golden hair that
brushed her shoulders, and matching golden hoop earrings that also
brushed her shoulders. I looked at her, and she looked at me. Bright
blue eyes set off by dramatic black eyeliner.

I thought of Cleopatra. I thought of Julie Christie. I thought: Jeez,
Julie Christie’s kid sister has just enrolled in my accounting class.

I wondered how old she was. She couldn’t yet be twenty, I guessed,
snapping my rubber bands against my wrist, snapping, snapping, and
staring, then pretending not to stare. She was hard to look away from.
And hard to figure. So young, and yet so worldly. Those earrings—they
were strictly hippie, and yet that eye makeup was treés chic. Who was this
girl? And how was I going to concentrate on teaching with her in the
front row?

I called roll. I can still remember the names. “Mr. Trujillo?”

“Here.”

“Mr. Peterson?”

“Here.”

“Mr. Jameson?”

“Here.”

“Miss Parks?”



“Here,” said Julie Christie’s kid sister, softly.

I looked up, gave a half smile. She gave a half smile. I penciled a
shaky check next to her full name: Penelope Parks. Penelope, like the
faithful wife of world-traveling Odysseus.

Present and accounted for.

I DECIDED TO employ the Socratic method. I was emulating the
Oregon and Stanford professors whose classes I’d enjoyed most, I guess.
And I was still under the spell of all things Greek, still enchanted by my
day at the Acropolis. But maybe, by asking questions rather than
lecturing, I was also trying to deflect attention from myself, force
students to participate. Especially certain pretty students.

“Okay, class,” I said, “you buy three virtually identical widgets for
one dollar, two dollars, and three dollars, respectively. You sell one for
five dollars. What’s the cost of that sold widget? And what’s the gross
profit on the sale?”

Several hands went up. None, alas, was Miss Parks’s. She was looking
down. Shier than the professor, apparently. I was forced to call on Mr.
Trujillo, and then Mr. Peterson.

“Okay,” I said. “Now, Mr. Trujillo recorded his inventory on a FIFO
basis and made a gross profit of four dollars. Mr. Peterson used LIFO
and had a gross profit of two dollars. So . . . who has the better
business?”

A spirited discussion followed, involving nearly everybody but Miss
Parks. I looked at her. And looked. She didn’t speak. She didn’t look up.
Maybe she wasn’t shy, I thought. Maybe she just wasn’t very bright.
How sad if she’d have to drop the class. Or if I'd have to flunk her.

Early on, I drummed into my students the primary principle of all
accounting: Assets equal liabilities plus equity. This foundational
equation, I said, must always, always be in balance. Accounting is



problem-solving, 1 said, and most problems boil down to some
imbalance in this equation. To solve, therefore, get it balanced. I felt a
little hypocritical saying this, since my company had an out-of-whack
liabilities-to-equity ratio of ninety to ten. More than once I winced to
think what Wallace would say if he could sit in on one of my classes.

My students apparently weren’t any more capable than I of balancing
this equation. Their homework papers were dreadful. That is, with the
exception of Miss Parks! She aced the first assignment. With the next
and the next she established herself as the top student in the class. And
she didn’t just get every answer right. Her penmanship was exquisite.
Like Japanese calligraphy. A girl that looked like that—and whip smart?

She went on to record the highest grade in the class on the midterm.
I don’t know who was happier, Miss Parks or Mr. Knight.

Not long after I handed back the tests she lingered at my desk, asking
if she could have a word. Of course, I said, reaching for my wrist rubber
bands, giving them a series of vehement snaps. She asked if I might
consider being her adviser. I was taken back. “Oh,” I said. “Oh. I'd be
honored.”

Then I blurted: “How would you . . . like . . . a job?”

“A what?”

“I’'ve got this little shoe company . . . uh . .. on the side. And it needs
some bookkeeping help.”

She was holding her textbooks against her chest. She adjusted them
and fluttered her eyelashes. “Oh,” she said. “Oh. Well. Okay. That
sounds . . . fun.”

I offered to pay her two dollars an hour. She nodded. Deal.

DAYS LATER SHE arrived at the office. Woodell and 1 gave her the
third desk. She sat, placed her palms on the desktop, looked around the
room. “What do you want me to do?” she asked.



Woodell handed her a list of things—typing, bookkeeping,
scheduling, stocking, filing invoices—and told her to pick one or two
each day and have at it.

But she didn’t pick. She did them all. Quickly, and with ease. Inside a
week neither Woodell nor T could remember how we’d ever gotten
along without her.

It wasn’t just the quality of Miss Parks’s work that we found so
valuable. It was the blithe spirit in which she did it. From Day One, she
was all in. She grasped what we were trying to do, what we were trying
to build here. She felt that Blue Ribbon was unique, that it might
become something special, and she wanted to do what she could to help.
Which proved to be a lot.

She had a remarkable way with people, especially the sales reps we
were continuing to hire. Whenever they came into the office, Miss
Parks would size them up, fast, and either charm them or put them in
their place, depending on what was called for. Though shy, she could be
wry, funny, and the sales reps—that is, the ones she liked—often left
laughing, looking back over their shoulders, wondering what just hit
them.

The impact of Miss Parks was most apparent in Woodell. He was
going through a bad time just then. His body was fighting the
wheelchair, resisting its life imprisonment. He was plagued by bedsores
and other maladies related to sitting motionless, and often he’d be out
sick for weeks at a time. But when he was in the office, when he was
sitting alongside Miss Parks, she brought the color back to his cheeks.
She had a healing effect on him, and seeing this had a bewitching effect
on me.

Most days I surprised myself, offering eagerly to run across the street
to get lunch for Miss Parks and Woodell. This was the kind of thing we
might have asked Miss Parks to do, but day after day I volunteered. Was



it chivalry? Devilry? What was happening to me? I didn’t recognize
myself.

And yet some things never change. My head was so full of debits and
credits, and shoes, shoes, shoes, that I rarely got the lunch orders right.
Miss Parks never complained. Nor did Woodell. Invariably I’d hand
each of them a brown paper bag and they’d exchange a knowing glance.
“Can’t wait to see what I'm eating for lunch today,” Woodell would
mutter. Miss Parks would put a hand over her mouth, concealing a
smile.

Miss Parks saw my bewitchment, I think. There were several long
looks between us, several meaningfully awkward pauses. I recall one
burst of particularly nervous laughter, one portentous silence. I
remember one long moment of eye contact that kept me awake that
night.

Then it happened. On a cold afternoon in late November, when Miss
Parks wasn’t in the office, I was walking toward the back of the office
and noticed her desk drawer open. I stopped to close it and inside I
saw . . . a stack of checks? All her paychecks—uncashed.

This wasn’t a job to her. This was something else. And so perhaps . . .
was I? Maybe?

Maybe.

(Later, I learned Woodell was doing the same thing.)

That Thanksgiving a record cold spell hit Portland. The breeze
coming through the holes in the office windows was now a fierce arctic
wind. At times the gusts were so strong, papers flew from the desktops,
shoelaces on the samples fluttered. The office was intolerable, but we
couldn’t afford to fix the windows, and we couldn’t shut down. So
Woodell and I moved to my apartment, and Miss Parks joined us there
each afternoon.



One day, after Woodell had gone home, neither Miss Parks nor I said
much. At quitting time I walked her out to the elevator. I pressed the
down button. We both smiled tensely. I pressed down again. We both
stared at the light above the elevator doors. I cleared my throat. “Miss
Parks,” I said. “Would you like to, uhh . . . maybe go out on Friday
night?”

Those Cleopatra eyes. They doubled in size. “Me?”

“I don’t see anyone else here,” I said.

Ping. The elevator doors slid open.

“Oh,” she said, looking down at her feet. “Well. Okay. Okay.” She
hurried onto the elevator, and as the doors closed she never lifted her
gaze from her shoes.

I TOOK HER to the Oregon Zoo. I don’t know why. I guess I thought
walking around and gazing at animals would be a low-key way of getting
to know each other. Also, Burmese pythons, Nigerian goats, African
crocodiles, they would give me ample opportunities to impress her with
tales of my travels. I felt the need to brag about seeing the pyramids, the
Temple of Nike. I also told her about falling ill in Calcutta. I'd never
described that scary moment, in detail, to anyone. I didn’t know why 1
was telling Miss Parks, except that Calcutta had been one of the
loneliest moments of my life, and I felt very unlonely just then.

I confessed that Blue Ribbon was tenuous. The whole thing might go
bust any day, but I still couldn’t see myself doing anything else. My little
shoe company was a living, breathing thing, I said, which I’d created
from nothing. I'd breathed it into life, nurtured it through illness,
brought it back several times from the dead, and now I wanted, needed,
to see it stand on its own feet and go out into the world. “Does that

make sense?” 1 said.
Mm-hm, she said.



We strolled past the lions and tigers. I told her that I flat-out didn’t
want to work for someone else. I wanted to build something that was
my own, something I could point to and say: I made that. It was the only
way I saw to make life meaningful.

She nodded. Like basic accounting principles, she grasped it all
intuitively, right away.

I asked if she was seeing anyone. She confessed that she was. But the
boy—well, she said, he was just a boy. All the boys she dated, she said,
were just that—boys. They talked about sports and cars. (I was smart
enough not to confess that I loved both.) “But you,” she said, “you’ve
seen the world. And now you’re putting everything on the line to create
this company . . .”

Her voice trailed off. I stood up straighter. We said good-bye to the

lions and tigers.

FOR OUR SECOND date we walked over to Jade West, a Chinese
restaurant across the street from the office. Over Mongolian beef and
garlic chicken she told me her story. She still lived at home, and loved
her family very much, but there were challenges. Her father was an
admiralty lawyer, which struck me as a good job. Their house certainly
sounded bigger and better than the one in which I'd grown up. But five
kids, she hinted, was a strain. Money was a constant issue. A certain
amount of rationing was standard operating procedure. There was
never enough; staples, like toilet paper, were always in low supply. It was
a home marked by insecurity. She did not like insecurity. She preferred
security. She said it again. Security. That’s why she’d been drawn to
accounting. It seemed solid, dependable, safe, a line of work she could
always rely on.

I asked how she’d happened to choose Portland State. She said she’d
started out at Oregon State.



“Oh,” I said, as if she’d confessed to doing time in prison.

She laughed. “If it’s any consolation, I hated it.” In particular, she
couldn’t abide the school’s requirement that every student take at least
one class in public speaking. She was far too shy.

“I understand, Miss Parks.”

“Call me Penny.”

After dinner I drove her home and met her parents. “Mom, Dad, this
is Mr. Knight.”

“Pleased to meet you,” I said, shaking their hands.

We all stared at each other. Then the walls. Then the floor. Lovely
weather we’re having, isn’t it?

“Well,” 1 said, tapping my watch, snapping my rubber bands, “it’s
late, I’d better be going.”

Her mother looked at a clock on the wall. “It’s only nine o’clock,” she
said. “Some hot date.”

JUST AFTER OUR second date Penny went with her parents to Hawaii
for Christmas. She sent me a postcard, and I took this as a good sign.
When she returned, her first day back at the office, I asked her again to
dinner. It was early January 1968, a bitterly cold night.

Again we went to Jade West, but this time I met her there, and I was
quite late, arriving from my Eagle Scout review board, for which she
gave me much grief. “Eagle Scout? Your”

I took this as another good sign. She felt comfortable enough to tease
me.

At some point during that third date, I noticed we were both much
more at ease. It felt nice. The ease continued, and over the next few
weeks deepened. We developed a rapport, a feel for each other, a knack
for communicating nonverbally. As only two shy people can. When she
was feeling shy, or uncomfortable, I sensed it, and either gave her space



or tried to draw her out, depending. When I was spaced out, embroiled
in some internal debate with myself about the business, she knew
whether to tap me lightly on the shoulder or wait patiently for me to
reemerge.

Penny wasn’t legally old enough to drink alcohol, but we’d often
borrow one of my sisters’ driver’s licenses and go for cocktails at Trader
Vic’s downtown. Alcohol and time worked their magic. By February,
around my thirtieth birthday, she was spending every minute of her free
time at Blue Ribbon, and evenings at my apartment. At some point she
stopped calling me Mr. Knight.

INEVITABLY, I BROUGHT her home to meet my family. We all sat
around the dining room table, eating Mom’s pot roast, washing it down
with cold milk, pretending it wasn’t awkward. Penny was the second girl
I'd ever brought home, and though she didn’t have the wild charisma of
Sarah, what she had was better. Her charm was real, unrehearsed, and
though the Knights seemed to like it, they were still the Knights. My
mother said nothing; my sisters tried in vain to be a bridge to my
mother and father; my father asked a series of probing, thoughtful
questions about Penny’s background and upbringing, which made him
sound like a cross between a loan officer and a homicide detective.
Penny told me later that the atmosphere was the exact opposite of her
house, where dinner was a free-for-all, everyone laughing and talking
over one another, dogs barking and T'Vs blaring in the background. I
assured her that no one would have suspected she felt out of her
element.

Next she brought me home, and I saw the truth of everything she’d
told me. Her house was the opposite. Though much grander than
Chateau Knight, it was a mess. The carpets were stained from all the
animals—a German shepherd, a monkey, a cat, several white rats, an ill-



tempered goose. And chaos was the rule. Besides the Parks clan, and
their arkful of pets, it was a hangout for all the stray kids in the
neighborhood.

I tried my best to be charming, but I couldn’t seem to connect with
anyone, human or otherwise. Slowly, painstakingly, I made inroads with
Penny’s mother, Dot. She reminded me of Auntie Mame—zany,
madcap, eternally young. In many ways she was a permanent teenager,
resisting her role as matriarch. It struck me that she was more like a
sister to Penny than a mother, and indeed, soon after dinner, when
Penny and I invited her to come get a drink with us, Dot jumped at the
chance.

We hit several hot spots and wound up at an after-hours joint on the
east side. Penny, after two cocktails, switched to water—but not Dot.
Dot kept right on going, and going, and soon she was jumping up to
dance with all sorts of strange men. Sailors, and worse. At one point she
jabbed a thumb in Penny’s direction and said to me, “Let’s ditch this wet
blanket! She’s dead weight!” Penny put both hands over her eyes. I
laughed and kicked back. I'd passed the Dot Test.

Dot’s seal of approval promised to be an asset some months later,
when I wanted to take Penny away for a long weekend. Though Penny
had been spending evenings at my apartment, we were still in some
ways constrained by propriety. As long as she lived under their roof,
Penny felt bound to obey her parents, to abide by their rules and rituals.
So I was bound to get her mother’s consent before such a big trip.

Wearing a suit and tie, I presented myself at the house. I made nice
with the animals, petted the goose, and asked Dot for a word. The two
of us sat at the kitchen table, over cups of coffee, and I said that I cared
very much for Penny. Dot smiled. I said that I believed Penny cared
very much for me. Dot smiled, but less certainly. I said that I wanted to



take Penny to Sacramento for the weekend. To the national track-and-
field championships.

Dot took a sip of her coffee and puckered her lips. “Hmm . . . no,”
she said. “No, no, Buck, I don’t think so. I don’t think we’re going to do
that.”

“Oh,” I said. “I'm sorry to hear that.”

I went and found Penny in one of the back rooms of the house and
told her that her mother said no. Penny put her palms against her
cheeks. I told her not to worry, I'd go home, collect my thoughts, and
try to think of something.

The next day I returned to the house and again asked Dot for a
moment of her time. Again we sat in the kitchen over cups of coffee.
“Dot,” 1 said, “I probably didn’t do a very good job yesterday of
explaining how serious I am about your daughter. You see, Dot, I love
Penny. And Penny loves me. And if things continue in this vein, I see us
building a life together. So I really hope that you’ll reconsider your
answer of yesterday.”

Dot stirred sugar into her coffee, drummed her fingers on the table.
She had an odd look on her face, a look of fear, and frustration. She
hadn’t found herself involved in many negotiations, and she didn’t know
that the basic rule of negotiation is to know what you want, what you
need to walk away with in order to be whole. So she got flummoxed and

instantly folded. “Okay,” she said. “Okay.”

PENNY AND I flew to Sacramento. We were both excited to be on the
road, far from parents and curfews, though I suspected Penny might be
more excited about getting to use her high school graduation gift—a
matching set of pink luggage.

Whatever the reason, nothing could diminish her good mood. It was
blazing hot that weekend, more than one hundred degrees, but Penny



never once complained, not even about the metal seats in the bleachers,
which turned to griddles. She didn’t get bored when I explained the
nuances of track, the loneliness and craftsmanship of the runner. She
was interested. She got it, all of it, right away, as she got everything.

I brought her down to the infield grass, introduced her to the
runners I knew, and to Bowerman, who complimented her with great
courtliness, saying how pretty she was, asking in complete earnestness
what she was doing with a bum like me. We stood with my former
coach and watched the day’s last races.

That night we stayed at a hotel on the edge of town, in a suite
painted and decorated in an unsettling shade of brown. The color of
burned toast, we agreed. Sunday morning we spent in the pool, hiding
from the sun, sharing the shade beneath the diving board. At some
point I raised the subject of our future. I was leaving the next day for a
long and vital trip to Japan, to cement my relationship with Onitsuka, I
hoped. When I returned, later that summer, we couldn’t keep “dating,”
I told her. Portland State frowned on teacher-student relationships.
We’d have to do something to formalize our relationship, to set it above
reproach. Meaning, marriage. “Can you handle arranging a wedding by
yourself while I’'m gone?” I said. “Yes,” she said.

There was very little discussion, or suspense, or emotion. There was
no negotiation. It all felt like a foregone conclusion. We went inside the
burned-toast suite and phoned Penny’s house. Dot answered, first ring.
I gave her the news, and after a long, strangling pause she said: “You son
of a bitch.” Click.

Moments later she phoned back. She said she’d reacted impulsively
because she’d been planning to spend the summer having fun with
Penny, and she’d felt disappointed. Now she said it would be a/most as
much fun to spend the summer planning Penny’s wedding.



We phoned my parents next. They sounded pleased, but my sister
Jeanne had just gotten married and they were a bit weddinged out.

We hung up, looked at each other, looked at the brown wallpaper,
and the brown rug, and both sighed. So this is life.

I kept saying to myself, over and over, ’'m engaged, ’'m engaged. But
it didn’t sink in, maybe because we were in a hotel in the middle of a
heat wave in exurban Sacramento. Later, when we got home and went
to a Zales and picked out an engagement ring with an emerald stone, it
started to feel real. The stone and setting cost five hundred dollars—
that was very real. But I never once felt nervous, never asked myself with
that typical male remorse, Oh, God, what have I done? The months of
dating and getting to know Penny had been the happiest of my life, and
now I would have the chance to perpetuate that happiness. That’s how I
saw it. Basic as Accounting 101. Assets equal liabilities plus equity.

Not until I left for Japan, not until I kissed my fiancée good-bye and
promised to write as soon as I got there, did the full reality, with all its
dimensions and contours, hit me. I had more than a fiancée, a lover, a
friend. I had a partner. In the past I'd told myself Bowerman was my
partner, and to some extent Johnson. But this thing with Penny was
unique, unprecedented. This alliance was life-altering. It still didn’t
make me nervous, it just made me more mindful. I’d never before said
good-bye to a true partner, and it felt massively different. Imagine that,
I thought. The single easiest way to find out how you feel about
someone. Say goodbye.

FOR ONCE, MY former contact at Onitsuka was still my contact.
Kitami was still there. He hadn’t been replaced. He hadn’t been
reassigned. On the contrary, his role with the company was more
secure, judging by his demeanor. He seemed easier, more self-assured.



He welcomed me like one of the family, said he was delighted with
Blue Ribbon’s performance, and with our East Coast office, which was
thriving under Johnson. “Now let us work on how we can capture the
U.S. market,” he said.

“I like the sound of that,” I said.

In my briefcase I was carrying new shoe designs from both
Bowerman and Johnson, including one they’d teamed up on, a shoe we
were calling the Boston. It had an innovative full-length midsole
cushion. Kitami put the designs on the wall and studied them closely.
He held his chin in one hand. He liked them, he said. “Like very very
much,” he said, slapping me on the back.

We met many times over the course of the next several weeks, and
each time I sensed from Kitami an almost brotherly vibe. One afternoon
he mentioned that his Export Department was having its annual picnic
in a few days. “You come!” he said. “Me?” 1 said. “Yes, yes,” he said,
“you are honorary member of Export Department.”

The picnic was on Awaji, a tiny island off Kobe. We took a small boat
to get there, and when we arrived we saw long tables set up along the
beach, each one covered with platters of seafood and bowls of noodles
and rice. Beside the tables were tubs filled with cold bottles of soda and
beer. Everyone was wearing bathing suits and sunglasses and laughing.
People I’d only known in a reserved, corporate setting were being silly
and carefree.

Late in the day there were competitions. Team-building exercises like
potato sack relays and foot races along the surf. I showed off my speed,
and everyone bowed to me as I crossed the finish line first. Everyone
agreed that Skinny Gaijin was very fast.

I was picking up the language, slowly. I knew the Japanese word for
shoe: gutzu. I knew the Japanese word for revenue: shunyu. I knew how



to ask the time, and directions, and I learned a phrase I used often:
Watakushi domo no kaisha ni tsuite no joh bou des.

Here is some information about my company.

Toward the end of the picnic I sat on the sand and looked out across
the Pacific Ocean. I was living two separate lives, both wonderful, both
merging. Back home I was part of a team, me and Woodell and Johnson
—and now Penny. Here in Japan I was part of a team, me and Kitami
and all the good people of Onitsuka. By nature I was a loner, but since
childhood I'd thrived in team sports. My psyche was in true harmony
when I had a mix of alone time and team time. Exactly what I had now.

Also, I was doing business with a country I’d come to love. Gone was
the initial fear. I connected with the shyness of the Japanese people,
with the simplicity of their culture and products and arts. I liked that
they tried to add beauty to every part of life, from the tea ceremony to
the commode. I liked that the radio announced each day exactly which
cherry trees, on which corner, were blossoming, and how much.

My reverie was interrupted when a man named Fujimoto sat beside
me. Fiftyish, slouch-shouldered, he had a gloomy air that seemed more
than middle-age melancholy. Like a Japanese Charlie Brown. And yet I
could see that he was making a concerted effort to extend himself, to be
cheerful toward me. He forced a big smile and told me that he loved
America, that he longed to live there. I told him that I'd just been
thinking how much I loved Japan. “Maybe we should trade places,” 1
said. He smiled ruefully. “Any time.”

I complimented his English. He said he’d learned it from the
American Gls. “Funny,” I said, “the first things I learned about Japanese
culture, I learned from two ex-GIs.”

The first words his GIs taught him, he said, were, “Kiss my ass!” We
had a good laugh about that.



I asked where he lived and his smile disappeared. “Months ago,” he
said, “I lose my home. Typhoon Billie.” The storm had completely
wiped away the Japanese islands of Honshu and Kyushu, along with two
thousand houses. “Mine,” Fujimoto said, “was one of houses.” “I'm very
sorry,” I said. He nodded, looked at the water. He’d started over, he
said. As the Japanese do. The one thing he hadn’t been able to replace,
unfortunately, was his bicycle. In the 1960s bicycles were exorbitantly
expensive in Japan.

Kitami now joined us. I noticed that Fujimoto got up right away and
walked off.

I mentioned to Kitami that Fujimoto had learned his English from
GIs, and Kitami said with pride that hed learned his English all by
himself, from a record. I congratulated him, and said I hoped one day to
be as fluent in Japanese as he was in English. Then I mentioned that I
was getting married soon. I told him a bit about Penny, and he
congratulated me and wished me luck. “When is wedding?” he asked.
“September,” 1 said. “Ah,” he said, “I will be in America one month
after, when Mr. Onitsuka and I attend Olympics in Mexico City. We
might visit Los Angeles.”

He invited me to fly down, have dinner with them. I said I'd be
delighted.

The next day I returned to the United States, and one of the first
things I did after landing was put fifty dollars in an envelope and airmail
it to Fujimoto. On the card I wrote: “For a new bicycle, my friend.”

Weeks later an envelope arrived from Fujimoto. My fifty dollars,
folded inside a note explaining that he’d asked his superiors if he could
keep the money, and they’d said no.

There was a PS: “If you send my house, I can keep.”

So I did.

And thus another life-altering partnership was born.



ON SEPTEMBER 13, 1968, Penny and I exchanged our vows before
two hundred people at St. Mark’s Episcopal Church in downtown
Portland, at the same altar where Penny’s parents had been married. It
was one year, nearly to the day, after Miss Parks had first walked into
my classroom. She was again in the front row, of a sort, only this time I
was standing beside her. And she was now Mrs. Knight.

Before us stood her uncle, an Episcopal priest from Pasadena, who
performed the service. Penny was shaking so much, she couldn’t raise
her chin to look him, or me, in the eye. I wasn’t shaking, because I'd
cheated. In my breast pocket I had two miniature airplane bottles of
whiskey, stashed from my recent trip to Japan. I nipped one just before,
and one just after, the ceremony.

My best man was Cousin Houser. My lawyer, my wingman. The
other groomsmen were Penny’s two brothers, plus a friend from
business school, and Cale, who told me moments before the ceremony,
“Second time I've seen you this nervous.” We laughed, and reminisced,
for the millionth time, about that day at Stanford when I'd given my
presentation to my entrepreneurship class. Today, I thought, is similar.
Once again I'm telling a roomful of people that something is possible,
that something can be successful, when in fact I don’t really know. I'm
speaking from theory, faith, and bluster, like every groom. And every
bride. It would be up to me and Penny to prove the truth of what we
said that day.

The reception was at the Garden Club of Portland, where society
ladies gathered on summer nights to drink daiquiris and trade gossip.
The night was warm. The skies threatened rain, but never opened. I
danced with Penny. I danced with Dot. I danced with my mother.
Before midnight Penny and I said good-bye to all and jumped into my
brand-new car, a racy black Cougar. I sped us to the coast, two hours



away, where we planned to spend the weekend at her parents’ beach
house.
Dot called every half hour.



1969

Suddenly, a whole new cast of characters was wandering in and out of
the office. Rising sales enabled me to hire more and more reps. Most
were ex-runners, and eccentrics, as only ex-runners can be. But when it
came to selling they were all business. Because they were inspired by
what we were trying to do, and because they worked solely on
commission (two dollars a pair), they were burning up the roads, hitting
every high school and college track meet within a thousand-mile radius,
and their extraordinary efforts were boosting our numbers even more.

We’d posted $150,000 in sales in 1968, and in 1969 we were on our
way to just under $300,000. Though Wallace was still breathing down
my neck, hassling me to slow down and moaning about my lack of
equity, I decided that Blue Ribbon was doing well enough to justify a
salary for its founder. Right before my thirty-first birthday I made the
bold move. I quit Portland State and went full-time at my company,
paying myself a fairly generous eighteen thousand dollars a year.

Above all, I told myself, the best reason for leaving Portland State
was that I'd already gotten more out of the school—Penny—than I'd
ever hoped. I got something else, too; I just didn’t know it at the time.
Nor did I dream how valuable it would prove to be.

IN MY LAST week on campus, walking through the halls, I noticed a
group of young women standing around an easel. One of them was
daubing at a large canvas, and just as I passed I heard her lamenting that



she couldn’t afford to take a class on oil painting. I stopped, admired the
canvas. “My company could use an artist,” I said.

“What?” she said.

“My company needs someone to do some advertising. Would you
like to make some extra money?”

I still didn’t see any bang-for-the-buck in advertising, but I was
starting to accept that I could no longer ignore it. The Standard
Insurance Company had just run a full-page ad in the Wall Street
Fournal, touting Blue Ribbon as one of the dynamic young companies
among its clients. The ad featured a photo of Bowerman and me . . .
staring at a shoe. Not as if we were shoe innovators; more as if we’d
never seen a shoe before. We looked like morons. It was embarrassing.

In some of our ads the model was none other than Johnson. See
Johnson rocking a blue tracksuit. See Johnson waving a javelin. When it
came to advertising, our approach was primitive and slapdash. We were
making it up as we went along, learning on the fly, and it showed. In
one ad—for the Tiger marathon flat, I think—we referred to the new
fabric as “swooshfiber.” To this day none of us remembers who first
came up with the word, or what it meant. But it sounded good.

People were telling me constantly that advertising was important,
that advertising was the next wave. I always rolled my eyes. But if icky
photos and made-up words—and Johnson, posed seductively on a couch
—were slipping into our ads, I needed to start paying more attention.
“I'll give you two bucks an hour,” I told this starving artist in the
hallway at Portland State. “To do what?” she asked. “Design print ads,”
I said, “do some lettering, logos, maybe a few charts and graphs for
presentations.”

It didn’t sound like much of a gig. But the poor kid was desperate.
She wrote her name on a piece of paper. Carolyn Davidson. And her
number. I shoved it in my pocket and forgot all about it.



HIRING SALES REPS and graphic artists showed great optimism, and I
didn’t consider myself an optimist by nature. Not that I was a pessimist.
I generally tried to hover between the two, committing to neither. But
as 1969 approached, I found myself staring into space and thinking the
future might be bright. After a good night’s sleep, after a hearty
breakfast, I could see plenty of reason for hope. Aside from our robust
and rising sales numbers, Onitsuka would soon be bringing out several
exciting new models, including the Obori, which featured a feather-
light nylon upper. Also, the Marathon, another nylon, with lines sleek as
a Karmann Ghia. These shoes will sell themselves, I told Woodell many
times, hanging them on the corkboard.

Also, Bowerman was back from Mexico City, where he’d been an
assistant coach on the U.S. Olympic team, meaning he’d played a
pivotal role in the U.S. winning more gold medals than any team, from
any nation, ever. My partner was more than famous; he was legendary.

I phoned Bowerman, eager to get his overall thoughts on the Games,
and particularly on the moment for which they would forever be
remembered, the protest of John Carlos and Tommie Smith. Standing
on the podium during the playing of “The Star-Spangled Banner,” both
men had bowed their heads and raised black-gloved fists, a shocking
gesture, meant to call attention to racism, poverty, human rights abuses.
They were still being condemned for it. But Bowerman, as I fully
expected, supported them. Bowerman supported all runners.

Carlos and Smith were shoeless during the protest; they’d
conspicuously removed their Pumas and left them on the stands. I told
Bowerman I couldn’t decide if this had been a good thing or a bad thing
for Puma. Was all publicity really good publicity? Was publicity like
advertising? A chimera?

Bowerman chuckled and said he wasn’t sure.



He told me about the scandalous behavior of Puma and Adidas
throughout the Games. The worlds two biggest athletic shoe
companies—run by two German brothers who despised each other—
had chased each other like Keystone Kops around the Olympic Village,
jockeying for all the athletes. Huge sums of cash, often stuffed in
running shoes or manila envelopes, were passed around. One of Puma’s
sales reps even got thrown in jail. (There were rumors that Adidas had
framed him.) He was married to a female sprinter, and Bowerman joked
that he’d only married her to secure her endorsement.

Worse, it didn’t stop at mere payouts. Puma had smuggled truckloads
of shoes into Mexico City, while Adidas cleverly managed to evade
Mexico’s stiff import tariffs. I heard through the grapevine they did it by
making a nominal number of shoes at a factory in Guadalajara.

Bowerman and I didn’t feel morally offended; we felt left out. Blue
Ribbon had no money for payouts, and therefore no presence at the
Games.

We’d had one meager booth in the Olympic Village, and one guy
working it—Bork. I didn’t know if Bork had been sitting there reading
comic books, or just hadn’t been able to compete with the massive
presence of Adidas and Puma, 