THE SENIOR MILE
By Gerard J. St. John


The current issue of First Things, the publication of the Institute on Religion and Public Life, has an interesting note about a Spanish long-distance runner named Iván Fernández Anaya.  He was participating in a cross-country meet on the outskirts of Pamplona, and was well behind the leader, an internationally known runner from Kenya.  Suddenly, the Kenyan came to a stop ten yards short of the finish line.  He mistakenly thought that he had crossed the finish line and completed the race.  Anaya had only to maintain his stride for a few more seconds and he would have breezed by the confused Kenyan and won the event; but he did not do that.  Instead, Anaya pulled up behind the Kenyan and, using hand and arm signals, directed the Kenyan across the finish line.  Anaya finished in second place.  His coach was critical of his pupil’s magnanimous action.  While giving Anaya credit in human terms, the coach said that, “Winning always makes you more of an athlete.  You have to go out to win.”  The First Things commentator was squarely in the other camp, concluding, “Three cheers, no, five cheers, ten cheers, for Iván Fernández Anaya.”  

For me, Iván Fernández Anaya brought back memories of a distant era.  In October 1958, I was beginning my senior year at St. Joseph’s College, in Philadelphia.  It was a busy time.  In addition to the academic regimen, I was in charge of the intramural sports program, writing a regular column for The Hawk, the college newspaper, and playing fullback for the new varsity soccer team.  October brought an added demand in the form of a notice from my local draft board to report for induction into the army.  I fooled them; I enlisted in the Marine Corps.  In any event, my connection with athletics at the college made it inevitable that I would play some part in the traditional “Senior Mile.”

I do not know how the Senior Mile came to be a tradition.  In college, traditions come easy.  “They did it last year . . . and maybe, the year before that.”  Suffice it to say, the Senior Mile was something like the Senior Prom.  It was under the control of the student government, not the athletic department.  Our class representatives selected the date, the time, the master of ceremonies, the judge – and even the queen of the event, Madeline Conti, secretary to Dean Matthew G. Sullivan, SJ.  Joe McGinn was designated as the judge.  My part was to arrange for an “Olympic flame” at the start of the event.  Jim Gavaghan was a willing co-conspirator in that effort.  Our plan was simple.  We appropriated an old galvanized metal trash can, and we inverted the top so that it would form a basin for a small pool of gasoline.  The can and the gasoline were placed in the first row of the old concrete grandstand that ran along the southeast side of the track, adjacent to Overbrook Avenue.  The Olympic torch was made by wrapping an old shirt around one end of a four-foot piece of wood, and then securing the cloth tightly with wire so that it would not fall apart after the torch was lighted.  It worked perfectly.  Gav carried the lighted torch for one lap around the quarter-mile track, and then used the torch to ignite the pool of gasoline in the top of the trash can.  We had our Olympic flame.

About a dozen students showed up to compete in the race.  They seemed to be impressed by the pyrotechnics, and by the Ford Thunderbird convertible that George Weir used to chauffeur Mad Conti to the track.  Aus Hogan, the class wit, made a few funny remarks, and Joe McGinn fired the starter’s pistol, which sent the runners scurrying around the track for their four-lap race.  After the first lap, a few of the runners dropped out of the race.  Not long afterward, we heard a low, rumbling noise behind us.  We turned around, and there the wind was blowing our Olympic flame across the first eight rows of seats.  The concrete was indestructible, but the wooden benches were beginning to catch fire.  We had not planned for this contingency.  We didn’t even think to bring marshmallows.  Finally, Gavaghan took charge.  Taking advantage of a lull in the wind, he put his foot against the side of the trash can and nudged it – and its contents – over the front of the grandstand and onto the cinder track.  There was one final giant flash as the pool of gasoline flared out in the wind.  A few buckets of water took care of the smoldering benches.
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Meanwhile, the race continued and only two seniors survived: Al McCart and Charlie Dougherty.  It was a close race.  As they came around the last turn, McCart was in the lead and was opening the gap.  We stood at the south edge of the grandstand, cheering them on.  Suddenly, Al McCart stopped running, about twenty yards short of the finish line.  He thought that the group of spectators marked the finish line.  Charlie Dougherty knew exactly where the finish line was, and he was running for it with all his strength.  That was when Al McCart realized what happened, and he sprinted the last twenty yards, barely catching Charlie.  Joe McGinn, our Solomon-like judge, ruled that the race was a tie.  And so it was that the Class of 1959 Senior Mile was shared by Dougherty and McCart.  Fortunately for some of us, the grandstand was demolished about a month later to make way for a new classroom building.  No one mentioned the burned-out benches.  We dodged a bullet.

On the other hand, there was plenty of talk about the exciting finish of the Senior Mile.  Despite all of that talk, no one – absolutely no one – even suggested that Charlie Dougherty should have stopped running just because Al McCart made a mistake.  We never gave it a thought.  We weren’t that smart.  Three cheers?  Five cheers?  Ten cheers?  We cheered the both of them, thanks to the ruling that the race ended in a tie.  Good call, Joe!
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