Centrowitz on his
home training track
in Portland, Oregon.
His immediate goals

now? Breaking his own
personalrecords.

THE FOLLOWING RUNNERS HAVE FACED
DOUBT, ADVERSITY, AND UNIMAGINABLY
LONG ODDS. YET THEY ALL FEOUND

THE GRIT, GRACE, AND HUMILITY TO

WHEN MATTHEW CENTROWITZ CROSSED THE FINISH L

of the men’s 1500-meter final at the Rio Olym-
pics, he was in shock. And so was the rest of the
world. The 27-vear-old from Portland, Oregon,
had just won gold—the first for an Americanin
that distance in 108 years.

“I'was thinking, Are you kidding me?” he says.
“It was surreal. A lifelong dream accomplished
already? It’s hard to put into words.”

His gold was part of a historic haul of 32
medals by the U.S. track-and-field team—the

most Americans have won during a
non-boycotted Games since 1932. It was
Centrowitz’s second Olympics—he was
fourth inthe 1500 in 2012—and capped
avear in which he won the 1500-meter
world indoor championships, the Mill-
rose Games indoor mile, and the 1500
at the U.S. Olympic Trials.
The final in Rio was slow and tacti-
cal, with Centrowitz in full control of a
high-caliber field that included two past
Olympic champions. He won in 3:50.00.
By comparison, his best time in the event
is 3:30.40. “To make it the race that I
wanted and take it by the horns, that’s what I
really liked about it,” he says.

His father, Matt Centrowitz, a two-time
Olympian (1976 in the 1500 meters and 1980 in
the 5,000 meters) and head cross-country and
track coach at American University, was watch-
ing from the stands that night. “I was in a little

The Gold Medalist

MATTHEW
CENTROWITZ

SUCCEED—AND INSPIRE.

It

bit of shock that the race went that slow after
the first lap,” he says. “It was the first I’ve ever
seen a guy lead from start to finish. He was the
best on the given day.”

But what accounted for such a breakthrough
in 20162 Good health and extreme focus for sure,
and maybe a little growing up, too. Centrowitz,
who has been training with the Nike Oregon
Project under coach Alberto Salazar since 2011,
finally committed to his plan.

“Alberto mentioned that he noticed I was do-
ing all the right things—coming to practice early
and things like that,” says Centrowitz. “In the
past, I'd be a few minutes late and mavbe skip a
couple of massages. But this year, I was focused
and locked into this program.”

As for his medal—which reportedly has bite
marks that don’'t belong to him—it’s beento a
friend’s wedding and worn by the bride, and over
the neck of Steph Curry, star of the NBA’s Golden
State Warriors, whom Centrowitz says he met
on a flight. For now, it’s in a safe. “I don’t trust
myself to put it anywhere else,” Centrowitz says.

It’s not going to be easy to top 2016, but Cen-
trowitz is targeting another medal at the 2017
world championships in London and hoping
to break the 1500-meter American record of
3:20.30, set by Bernard Lagat in 2005.

But first, he has a score to settle. When Cen-
trowitz got Like father like son tattooed across
his chest, his dad wasn’t pleased. So they made
awager: Centrowitz wins a medal and his dad
gets inked—with what is unclear, but the elder
Centrowitz is considering Rio de Janeiro’s iconic
Christ the Redeemer statue.

“A bet is a bet and even though I hate it, I’11
do what I said,” the senior Centrowitz says. “I
think Jesus is going to be wearing a gold medal
on my tattoo.” —ERIN STROUT
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STEPHAMIE CASE
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THE ROCK-STEADY MOTIVATOR

JUSTIN GALLEGOS

ITWAS 2012, and freshman Justin
Gallegos was about to run
his first cross-country meet.
Nervous, he followed his
father’s advice and lined up
in the back. They both knew
that when the gun went off
and boys started jostling for
position, it wouldn’t take much
to knock Gallegos down.
Gallegos has cerebral palsy
{CP), a neurclogical disorder
that affects body movement
and muscle coordination, and
ranges in severity. Gallegos
has a speech impairment and
lacks muscle control, which
means that while he can walk
and run unaided, his feet often
drag and cause him to fall.
When he first started
running, he fell a lot. But he
didn’t quit, and at that first
crogs-country meet, he stayed
upright and crushed his goal
of running a sub-30-minute
three-miler by 35 seconds.
For the next four years,
Gallegos rarely missed a day
of practice at Hart High School
in Santa Clarita, California,
and his work ethic rubbed off
on his teammates. “The effort

he put into training just gave
everyone a sense of, ‘I've got
nothing to complain about,””
says his head coach, Larry
David. “Everyone loved Justin.
At meets, everyone would root
for him.”

And he just kept getting
better. As a senicr, he seta
crogs-country, three-mile PR
of 23:568 and a mile PR of 7:08
{down from 8:50). In June, he
won gold in the 400 meters in
the Paralympics-Ambulatory
division at the California State
Track & Field Championships.

Most impressive of all?
Gallegos barely drags his feet
and he hardly ever falls any-
more. While his doctors can’t
definitely say that running has
improved his CP, they certainly
don’t want him to stop.

Gallegos, 18, doesn’t plan
to. Now a freshman at the Uni-
versity of Oregon, he’s joined
the school’s running club and is
targeting spring road races.

“| want to show people that
you should live your life with-
out limits,” he says. “Don’t let
people who guestion you get
in your way.” —A.C.S.

Gallegos on campus
at the University of
Oregon. He hopes to
become a motivational
speaker spreading this
idea: “No such thing
asa disability.”

TATYANA

McFadden is a force. A
17-time medalist in the
Paralympies and mul-
tiple Para world record
holder, McFadden, 27, has
dominated every wheel-
chair race distance from
100 meters to 26.2 miles
over the last decade. She’s
known as the “Beast,” and
her rigorous training in-
cludes 100-mile weeks on
the road and the track as
well as gym workouts that
feature stair climbs—while
in a handstand. Tt pays off:
In September, she won six
medals—four gold, two
silver—in Rio, then three
weeks later won the Bank
of America Chicago Mara-
thon wheelchair division.
In November, she claimed
her fourth consecutive
World Marathon Majors
Grand Slam Gwinning
Boston, London, Chicago,
and New York in a single
year)—an unheard-of feat
for any runner.

That’s right, runner.
“T've never seen myself as
a person with a disability,
and I’ve always identified
as a runner,” she says. “Be-
ing a runner means putting
in hard work and learning
from vour failures.”

Born with spina bifida, a
condition where the spinal
column fails to close all the
way, McFadden was para-
lyzed from the waist down.
She spent her first five
vears at an orphanage in
St. Petersburg, Russia, and
taught herself to walk on
her hands. When she was
6, her mother, Deborah,
adopted her, moved her to
Clarksville, Maryland, and
enrolled her in an adaptive
sports program. “I tried a
lot of sports, and T really
fell in love with wheelchair
racing,” she says. “It made
me feel so fast and free.”




MecFadden regularly
hits the roadsnear
University of Illinois at
Urhana-Champaign,
where she trains, “The
competition is always
tough, soI haveto stay
on my game.”

The Unheatable Advocate

TATYANA
McFADDEN

At 15, McFadden became
the youngest member of
the U.S. Paralympics Team
and medaled in both the
100 and 200 meters in Ath-
ens, Greece. The following
vear, she tried to join her
high school track team;
when she was instructed

to race separately from the
other students, she and
her mother filed a

denied the right to partici-
pate in interscholastic and
intramural athletics.
“It was important for me
that others understand it’s
to exclude people
: reat
them different
As an adult,
has continued her adv
She’s spoken to Cong
schooels, and clubs about
the power of sport and
the need for equa
treatment, s

dation, “to create a world
where people with dis-
abilities can achieve their
dreams, live healthy lives,
and be equal pa

in a global society.”

On top of all that—and
while training for Rio
McFadden released a kid’s
book last spring, titled Ya
Sama! Moments From My
Life. The Russian phras
means “I can doit.” The
book includes lessons about
community, acceptance,
and setting goals.

“1 knew I could do any-
thing if T just set my mind

vs figure out
to do things, even if
v're a bit different.”
—LINDSEY EMERY
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HE'S
been profiled

on ESPIN, on NBC News,
and in the Wall Streer Jour-
nalinthe last vear alone.
But perhaps the apogee of
Mikey Brannigan’s career
came in September, when
he got his first fan letter.

It was from a13-year-old
boy in Kentucky. In the
letter, the boy said that he
was trying to play baseball,
despite “difficulties.”

“I was moved and mo-
tivated to work hard,” the
boy wrote. “You are the
perfect example of deter-
mination.”

When asked how he felt
about the letter, Brannigan,
20, smiles. “Like a profes-
sional athlete.”

Brannigan was diag-
nosed with autism at 18
months, was nonverbal
until age 5, and has a severe
learning disability and a
speech impediment. Bur as
arunner, he is unstoppable.
The six-time high school
All-American has been at-
tracting attention since he
ran a38:36 10K at age 12. In
2014, he became national
champion in the 3200 me-
ters after running 8:53.59.
In 2015, heset aworld
record inthe T20 (intellec-
tual impairment) category
when he ran 3:48.85 in the
1500 at the U.S. Paralym-
pics Track & Field National
Championships. And in
August, he became the
first person with aurismto
break four minutes in the
mile, when he ran 3:57.58 in
Raleigh, North Carolina.

While more than 200
colleges courted Bran-
nigan, he couldn’t meet
the NCAA educational
requirements to compete at
the college level. Tnstead,
after graduating high
school in 2015, he accepted
an offer to run and train
with the New York Athletic
Club, which pays some

“Follow your passion.”

After returning from
Rio, Brannigan spoke
to agroup of middle
school students. “T
gave them a pep talk,”
he says, His message?

The Unstoppable Star

MIKEY
BRANNIGAN




AMANDA CHARNEY

THE PASSIONATE YOICE

of his travel and training
expenses (he'll attend com-
munity college in January).
With Team USA’s help, he
trained for the Paralympics
at the Olympic Training
Center in Chula Vista,

California. In preparing “Mare would be so
for the Games, Brannigan proud of the time
. 3,
studied Matthew Centrow- and love we’ve put
‘7' brilliant O " 1d titto these [speech-
1tz’s brillian ympic go impaired | kids,” says
performance in the 1500 Charney, who races
meters just a few weeks with groups like Team
Red, White & Blue.

earlier {(see page 83).

“I saw it, like, a hundred
times,” Brannigan says. “I
was thinking, Run like Matr
did. Run like Matt did.”

And he did: Competing
inthe category for intellec-
tually impaired athletes,
Brannigan led wire to wire,
finishing in 3:51.73.

“T was delighted that he
won gold in the Paralym-
pics,” Centrowitz—who ran
3:50—wrote in an email.
“I’'m honored that Mikey
looks at me for inspiration,
but I'm also inspired by his
accomplishments. At 20 he
has a great future ahead.”

Indeed, after returning
from Rio, Brannigan was
greeted like a conquering
hero during halftime at a
football game at North-
port High School, on Long
Island, New York, his alma
mater. “That was very spe-
cial to me,” he says.

After reading the letter
from the 13-year-old,
Brannigan wrote the boy
back. He thanked him
and sympathized with his
challenges. “I also struggle
to overcome difficulties,”
he wrote. “Keep working
hard in school and playing
baseball. Go out there and
give it your allt”

He finished with a single
line: “Look for me in the
Tokyo Olympics in 202017

—JOHN HANC

IT WAS ACRAPPY BENCH in a beautiful
spot. |t sat beneath a couple of
weeping willow trees alongside
the Cooper River, and from it,
Amanda Charney and her fiancé,
U.8. Army Special Forces Staff
Sgt. Marc Small, could watch the
sun set above the Philadelphia
skyline. They’d sit and talk and
work out the plan for their life
together. After a few minutes,
they’d get up and finish their run
or their walk.

After Small was killed in
Afghanistan, Charney ran all the
time, and whenever she ran up to
the bench, she’d sit and she’d cry
and sometimes she’d think about
how she was weeping beneath
the weeping willows. It was
2009. She was 29 years old.

Today, the crappy bench on
the river has been replaced with
a beautiful black iron one, and
there’s a stone memeorial on the
ground nearby honoring Small.
And Charney, a speech and lan-
guage pathologist, is implement-
ing the plan she made with a man
she will always love.

She is the founder and exec-
utive director of Small Steps in
Speech, a nonprofit that pro-
vides grants to families of kids
with communication disorders;
the grants cover therapy when
insurance falls short. Charney
formed the organization just days
after Small’s death on February
12, asking for donations in lieu of
flowers. When she and Small had
talked about their plans, Small
Steps in Speech—the name
was his idea—was going to be
her private practice. But after
he died, Charney wanted every
dollar raised to go to kids with

speech and language disorders
like autism or childhood apraxia
of speech (when the brain
fumbles signals to the mouth)
that silence their voices. Since
2009, the organization has raised
more than $1 million, and by

far, its biggest fundraiser is the
annual On Your Marc &K. Held
every August around Small’s
birthday near his hometown of
Collegeville, Pennsylvania, the
event raised more than $35,000
this year in its eighth consecutive
running. Charney runs the event
every year and she used to cry
when she crossed the finish line.
Now, there is more happiness
and much gratitude—for the
family and friends and hundreds
of supporters who run to honor
Small and support the cause that
bears his name. Thanks in very
large part to these runners, the
nonverbal kid who used to throw
a tantrum and bang his head on
the floor because he couldn’t
say he was hungry can now use
visual communication to convey
what he needs. The boy who
once sat in a self-contained class
for kids with severe limitations

is now in a general classroom.
And some kids have improved

s0 much that they’ve left speech
therapy for good.

“Marc loved kids, and we
never got to have them togeth-
er,” says Charney, who is now a
marathoner and triathlete and is
looking to expand the On Your
Marc 5K into more communities.
“But when | lock at the hundreds
of children we’ve helped, it gives
me hope and joy. Maybe these
kids, in some way, are our kids.”

—GHRISTINE FENNESSY
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