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SPORTS

Bill Rodgers and Benji Durden
share views on poht1cs and sports

By Harold Ford

On Saturday, August 23rd, Flint was
again besieged by marathon mania as
nearly 4,000 runners grunted and sweat
their way through the streets of Flint in
the fourth annual Bobby Crim 10-Mile
Road Race for Special Olympics. The
race has become the largest single-day
fundraiser for the Special Olympics
program in the United States, netting
over $100,000 this year alone. While the
vast majority of participants in the race
are the weekend jogger type who get a
few miles in before and after work, this
year's race attracted the finest field of
distance runners ever to run in Michi-
gan. Among them were four-time
Boston Marathon winner Bill Rodgers
and 29 year-old Benji Durden who
finished second in the Olympic mara-
thon trials this summer with a time of
just over two hours and ten minutes, the
fifth fastest ever by an American. While
runners like Rodgers and Durden
virtually make their living with their
lungs and legs, they do much to destroy
the popular stereotyped image of the
dedicated athlete with a *‘jock mental-
ity’’: a nonthinking automaton who
thinks of little more than shin splints,
four-minute miles and ‘‘we’re number
one.”

Marathon Man Bill Rodgers did
undergrad and grad work at Wesleyan
University and Boston College respec-
tively, moving on to become a public
school teacher of special children.
Rodgers’ immediate supervisor pres-
sured him to emphasize academics,
choosing to ignore Rodgers’ pleas that
attending to the emotional needs of such
children might prove to be more
valuable and more humane. More
lucrative commercial ventures, combin-
ed with insufficient time to train for
races, caused Rodgers to quit teaching.

During the Vietnam War, a war he
labels ‘‘unfortunate for everybody,”
Rodgers became a conscientious objec-
tor preferring to engage in alternative
service rather than shooting at a
nameless and faceless several
thousand miles away.

Rodgers is a registered voter and a
member of the Democratic Party who is
leaning toward support of John Ander-
son. Monetheless, he predicts a victory
by Jimmy Carter in November partly
“*Carter got a lot of political
mileage'’ out of the crises in Iran and
Afghanistan He Ronald
Reagan lacks credibility for the presi-

‘enemy”’

because

believes

dency and declares, "'l can’t see an
wctor becoming President of the United
States.

Rodgers
sports of foot

all are ov
the media,

ross country and ski . He deplores
e vielence clearly evident in some
sports,  particularly ce hockey He

supports Title IX, charging that second-
ary and collegiate
the United States are ‘‘very.
backwards in that they've

changed women. Despite the fact that

athletic programs in
very
short-

if

Bill Rodgers

forces, not easily identified, are working
to prevent equality via Title IX he sees
some evidence of progress for women in
the world of sport in that the times for
men and women in track and field are
narrowing.

Benji Durden is a graduate of the
University of Georgia and vividly recalls
the rugged conservatism of his native
South during his college days when
even long hair was an emotionally
charged issue.

Durden is troubled by the emergence
of clergy-led right wing forces in this

country that seem to be working to
destroy rather than preserve human
rights. He unabashedly voices his

support for the ERA, gay rights and the
pro-choice position in the abortion
controversy. Realizing that anyone can
mutter ‘‘semi-intelligent things' he is
unalterably opposed to the presidential
bid of Ronald Reagan.

Bsnjl Durden

Durden has serious misgivings about
the careless development and use of
nuclear energy. “‘Three Mile Island
convinced me we can screw up in a big
way.”” He cautions, however, against
the widespread use of coal as a panacea
for the energy supply problem, opting
instead for a more concentrated and
continued development of solar and
fusion energy. He chides big business
for an irresponsible lack of foresight
citing the health hazards of flourocarb-
ons and saccharine as examples.

Both Rodgers and Durden are keenly
disturbed by the blurred distinction
between amateur and professional ath-
letics in America. They perceive the
distinction to be inhibitive of peak
athletic performance and ludicrous in
that many ‘‘amateurs’ have become
wealthy anyway. Rodgers criticizes the
“‘noble amateur concept’ which posits
that athletes should be poverty-stricken

and proud, while Durden argues that
athletes ‘‘should be able to make an
honest living without having to worry
about somebody watching over our
shoulders ready to take political ac-
tion."”

Both runners were openly opposed to
Carter's ochestrated boycott of the
Moscow Olympics. Rodgers didn’t think
that the crisis in Afghanistan '‘meant
the end of the Western world” as
Jimmy Carter seems to have suggested.
They agree that the Olympics ought to
be depoliticized and denationalized with
the elimination of national flags and
anthems as a beginning. According to
Rodgers, '‘the people who count medals
are the media.”’ Rodgers would elimi-
nate all team competition while Durden
deems that Olympic contestants should
be chosen on the basis of individual
ability with nationality as a criteria out
of the picture. Durden perceives the
Olympics ideally as a ‘‘celebration of
brotherhood’” and would move the
games to a politically neutral country
with permanent Olympic facilities.

In the 1980 Crim Race, Rodgers
finished second, fifty yards and five
seconds behind Herb Lindsay’s course
record time of 47:06. Durden finished
eighth.

Both Rodgers and Durden are likely
to continue running 120 miles a week in
pursuit of their dream of Olympic
competition. They are also likely to
continue to be opinionated and vocal
observers of political, social and eco-
nomic phenomena which so many
Americans attempt to ignore by im-
mersing themselves in the arena of
athletic competition.

Harold Ford, a government teacher at
Beecher High School, is past chairper-
son of the Flint branch of the American
Civil Liberties Union. He is currently
chairperson of the Freedom of Choice
Coalition, an abortion rights group.
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The Flint Voice’s Weekiy Radio Show

alternative music ® news ¢ interviews ® humor ¢ opinion

SUNDAYS ¢ 8:00 a.m.-9:00 a.m. ¢ LIVE on

WWCK 105 FM







