The
People's Track

Run a lap or five with the
regulars at Kezar Stadium, the public
heart of San Francisco’s running scene
By Rachel Swaby

Photographs by Ian Allen

GEOGRAPHICALLY, Kezar Stadium is pretty darn close to the
center of San Francisco. The city is roughly seven miles by seven
miles, and the stadium is just a smidge northwest of center, a
five-acre tract of land on the edge of Golden Gate Park and adja-
cent to the Haight-Ashbury neighborhood. For the local running
community, however, the old stadium is the city’s heart. If you're
a runner in San Francisco, eventually you'll come through its
gates to run on its historic track.

In fact, runners have been coming for nearly 90 years. In 1922,
Mary Kezar (pronounced Key-Zar), a descendant of California
pioneers, willed the city $100,000 to build a memorial in Golden
Gate Park to honor her uncles. The city built a 60,000-seat sta-
dium as a memorial—a venue on a triangular patch of land for
organized city events and high school sports like football and
track. To fit the space, architect Willis Polk, who designed more
than 100 buildings in the Bay Area, gave the oval concrete bowl
an atypical east-west orientation (the setting sun has always
been a problem for athletes rushing west) and added his signa-
ture flourish with a large, arched entrance on the west side. The
six-lane track was 440 yards long and made of crushed granite;
before each meet, workers watered it down, crushed the granite
with a heavy roller, then chalked the lines that marked the lanes.

Kezar opened in the spring of 1925 with a duel between the
two greatest distance runners of the era, Paavo Nurmi and Ville
Ritola. Between them, the Finnish runners had won nine gold
medals on the track at the Paris Olympics the previous year.
When they toed the starting line at Kezar that May, nearly 22,000
spectators watched them duke it out over two miles on the
" freshly laid track (Nurmi won).

LONG HISTORY In 1932, during the Great Depression, the stadium hosted the
The arch at the western entrance isan fifth British Empire-United States championship track-and-field

Homage to getag i Bliinal meet. Brisk winds blew that August day, and the drafty stadium
design. Since-opening in 1925, Kezar

has hosted football games, title fights,
rock concerts, and track meets. B RUNNERSWORLD.COM 85
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was a boon to some of its guests. “I won my race and set a new
[world] record with the wind,” hurdler Simone Schaller Kirin
told an interviewer. “Naturally, that didn’t count.” Still, the U.S.
won the meet—six points to four.

Football arrived in 1946, when the San Francisco 49ers moved
in. Their fans—despite nearly nonexistent parking and a mere
16 inches of seat space per spectator—were intensely loyal to
the home field. Hunter S. Thompson wrote, “I sat through hail-
storms on the wet planks of Kezar Stadium when [49ers quar-
terback] John Brodie was getting sacked [and] stomped like a bird
every Sunday.” Regular attendees remember the smell of cigar
smoke lingering over the place and how the stadium’s design
amplified the sound of the hits. But the coaches and the media
thought the field was too soggy and the conditions too cramped,
s0in 1970, the team departed for Candlestick Park. After the last
game at Kezar, fans ripped up the bleachers for souvenirs.
“They’re Leaving Kezar to Kids and Seagulls,” read one local
newspaper headline.

Not quite. Kezar had a few more moments left in the spotlight.
In 1971, Clint Eastwood shot the stadium’s fictional grounds-
keeper— the Scorpio Killer—on the 50-yard line in Dirty Harry.
The Grateful Dead, Led Zeppelin, Santana, and Bob Dylan all
performed to packed houses there in the *70s.

Its luster as a big-time venue dimmed after that, but the run-
ners never stopped coming. Public school kids learned to sprint
in the shadow of 60,000 empty seats, and tested their efforts
against rival teams. Local coaches remember the stadium’s
unique 220-meter dash—a straightaway that began outside the
stadium. When the starting gun fired, teenagers launched
through a tunnel that ran under the bleachers before emerging
onto the track toward the finish. When not reserved for the kids,
Kezar attracted track-and-field events and competitions for both
amateur athletes and professional runners.

But by 1989, the stadium was crumbling and underused for
its size, so the city razed it. Workers knocked out the steep bowl
of bleacher seats and replaced them with stacks of wooden
benches that lined the track’s straightaways and could seat
10,000. They opened up the east and west sides as entrances, and
added a .4-mile paved loop above the bleachers to give people
another place to walk or run. They added the pink and beige
freestanding arch at the west entrance, and stand-alone columns
at the east entrance as an homage to Willis Polk’s architectural
flourish. In the middle of it all, the city laid a state-of-the-art,
eight-lane Mondo track (named for its Italian manufacturer).
“Little Kezar” became a rare resource: a free facility open daily
for all (previously, users were limited to school groups and
athletes in sanctioned meets).

Now, 23 years later, the place needs a facelift. Its lanes are
buckled and stained, and the surface—worn to its base layer—
has long lost its spring. While the runners have dealt with the
hard, uneven, patchy lanes, they’ve been vocal about the track’s
importance. The ritual of returning to Kezar week after week
strengthens their bodies, their minds, and their friendships.
Their advocacy—as part of the Kezar Advisory Committee—
worked: The city will resurface the track this summer, starting
in August. And so another transformation is coming for Kezar,
one that will shut it down for three to four months. But until
then, it’s just another Tuesday at the track.
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5:45 A.M.

James Cook, 45, founder/head coach
of 02Athletics Bootcamp, Oakland,
CA (top right, wearing yellow shirt in
front row). Kezar regular for 14 years,
runner since 1991. Here to train
boot-campers:

“I'used to be a professional Muay Thai
kickboxer and [a mixed martial arts]
fighter. I would run past Kezar in the
morning at 5:15, but it was never
open. Finally, I decided to climb the
west side gate and work out. I did that
for so many years. Kezar is my secret
weapon. It extended my fighting
career five years. In late 2006, other
fighters were saying, ‘Wow, you're
really well conditioned.’ I invited
them to come train with me here.
That kind of morphed into teaching
civilians the combat sports condition-
ing I do now.”

(top); a track meet

foothall practice in
1935 (hottom).

Historical photographs courtesy of San Francisco Public Library

"I used to get butterflies before coming here.
I'd work outiso hard, I'd almost throw up." —Jauescoox
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9:15 A.M.

Ravi Durbeej, 39, bartender, San
Francisco (left). Kezar regular for
about a year, runner since 2012. Here

“A couple years ago, I started having
panic attacks that were from a big
mix of everything, I suppose: too
much drinking and partying, gaining
weight, not happy with the direction
of my life, getting old—usual stuff.
Ha! I tried jogging. Now I come to
Kezar a couple times a week. I'm not
social. But I do like seeing the same
people; I give them a nod. Since I
started running, I've lost most of the
weight and my anxiety is not a factor
anymore. I love getting up early in
the morning to go to Kezar before I
start my day. After the stairs, there’s
really nothing anyone can do to
bother me.”
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A Lincoln High student vaults
10 feet 10 inches to finish third in

a city high school meet in 1947.
1

1948 football game.

4:15 P.M.

Robert McDaniels, 56, coach/founder

T '-':I:I Typical turnout for a
oy
'H -:_.I i
1 o

1:30 P.M.

Roberto Chavez, 49, grounds-

keeper, Richmond, CA (above, and
below). Has worked at Kezar Stadium
for five years, plays soccer. Here to
keep up appearances:

“The biggest problem is the birds.
There are sometimes three, four, six
lacrosse or soccer games on the field
in the middle of the track over the
weekend, and the players just tear the
grass up. During the week, I patch the
field with a divot mix of seeds, soil,
and sand. After we fill in the holes,
there are all these seeds on the field;
the pigeons come and eat them.
Sometimes we’ll throw a rake to scare
the birds—not to kill them!—or I'll
whistle like a hawk. Sometimes they
get scared, other times they’re just,
‘Eh.” Summer is particularly bad. I
know all the sprinkler stations so I'll
turn them on and target the birds.”

10:00 A.M.

Peter Allen, 73, retired surveyor, San
Francisco. Been coming to Kezar since
he was a kid, lifelong runner. Here to

stay strong (above):

“Ido five laps around one way and five
laps the other in lane 5, five days a
week. It takes me about 40 or 45
minutes. I don’t push anything. I don’t
want any kind of problem. I'm driving
six miles down to Daly City to see my
wife [who has Alzheimer’s] every day,
and I'm not into pushing the limits. I
need to retain my strength and hold
things together aslong asI can.” L

"I tell everyoné- tha
Kezar is my hahy."
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of MacCanDo Youth Tenderloin Track

Club (which teaches at-risk youth
ages 5 to 12 to run), Vallejo, CA
(wearing purple shirt above and at
left). Kezar regular for 25 years,
runner for more than 35. Here—with
wife, Yuko—to teach the kids:

“I came from domestic violence. My
dream was to have a track club sono
kid would experience what I
experienced. We teach them, ‘No
guns, no drugs, and no means no.” If
anything is going on, they should talk
to me about it. I tell the kids, ‘If you
have a heart, you can be a runner. It’s
really hard to come out of the
darkness, but the only way to achieve
something is to try’ Parents get out
there and run, too. To feel a part of a
family environment like this—I
never had that as a kid. We only had
school and the projects. MacCanDo is
the baby of Kezar. All the other clubs
on the track know Mac kids. When
the kids run, everybody has some-
thing beautiful to say to them.”
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5:45 P.M.

Sue Johnson, 72, cofounder of Impala
Racing Team for women, Oakland,
CA (above). Kezar regular since 1991,

7:30 P.M.

Justin Mikecz, 34, architect, San
Francisco (near right). Coming to
Kezar for five years, runner for 21 (has
a 2:46 marathon PR). Here with his
wife, Yvonne, to train:

“About four years ago, there was a
mile time trial here at Kezar. The first
woman to cross the finish line was
Yvonne. I didn’t know who she was.
We talked afterward, but mostly
about getting her out for cross-coun-
try. But then she disappeared. In
October, at a cross-country race, I saw
her coming down the hill. I yelled,
‘Go, Monica!’ But as she ran closer, I
realized, That’s not Monica.”

Yvonne Ou, 37, opthalmologist, San
Francisco (above right). Kezar regular
for four years, runner for 21 (hasa
2:56 marathon PR):

“He called me the wrong name,
basically. After that, we started doing
some runs together. Then I asked if he
wanted to pace me for my first
ultramarathon. He was complaining,
‘I'm going to crash.’ Then at mile 26,
he just drops me. He ran the whole
thing. On the ride home I was getting
impatient, and I nudged him to ask
me out. After that, we were pretty
much a couple. When he proposed,
he sent me on a scavenger hunt and
Kezar was one of the stops, to
commemorate where we first met.”
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"We can get 35 guys here for
the start of our twice-annual
beer mile." —ToooRose

8:00 P.M.

Todd Rose, 41, teacher, San Francisco
(left). Kezar regular for 17 years, runner
since 1987 (has a 1:08:04 half-mara-
thon PR and a 5:41 beer mile PR). Here
to train before grabbing a beer:

“As soon as I moved here in 1997, 1
went to Hoy’s—a legendary running
store in the Haight. I asked where the
fast guys work out, and they said, ‘At
Kezar, 6 p.m. on Tuesday nights.” Back
then, I could easily find the guys who
were fast. Now on Tuesdays, there are
five or six different groups of people.
Kezar is a super-special place. I doubt
there’s another public track that gets
this quality of runner—and the
volume of them—on a regular basis.”

10:00 P.M.

The lights, on a timer, cut out. The
few runners who crammed in
late-night laps head out. Someone
from Park Patrol locks one gate,
inspects the area, then moves to lock
the other. The trash cans are full, and
evidence of the day’s activities are
scattered about—a water bottle, a
food wrapper, a sweatshirt tied
around the bleacher railing. The
stadium is left to the birds. [
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just a place for speed, it’s for encour-
aging the group. In new members,
you see amazing improvements week
after week. When the women speed
by me, they say, ‘Go, Sue—good job!'I

do the same thing for them.” :
Workers repairing the field in 1956

with some 47,000 square feet of sod.
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