April 23, 2010 - Boston Marathon Wellesley Girls 
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When we think of the Boston Marathon we think of many things.   It is the oldest marathon with over 110 years of tradition.   There are the infamous Newton Hills from 17 through 21 miles that culminate in ‘Heartbreak Hill.’   How about the famous champions through the years including Clarence DeMar, the two Johnny Kelleys, Bill Rodgers, Uta Pippig, Catherine Ndereba and Robert Cheruiyot?   Then there is the difficulty of having to meet a qualifying standard in order to participate.   The spectators who line the route through small towns are second to none.   The tradition, hills, champions, qualifying standards and spectators combine to create the mystique and draw of the Boston Marathon.    And there are spectators at one point on the course that no marathon has except Boston – the Wellesley girls!
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Wellesley College is a women’s liberal arts college that opened in 1875.   Approximately 2,300 students attend this school and 100% of them line the street to cheer for the Boston Marathon runners about twelve and a half miles into the race.   One of the more popular traditions at Wellesley is that a girl must kiss a runner during the Boston Marathon in order to graduate.   I don’t know how they keep track of who meets the requirement, but the girls are out in full-force with their signs as they compete for kisses.

Because my brother, Doug, and I were running the race together this year, we chatted about the upcoming Wellesley experience as we approached the twelve-mile point.   Doug had high-fived girls in the past while I had succumbed to their signs.   When I was in top competitive form in my first Boston Marathon in 1983 and was clipping off sub-5:20 miles I didn’t have time even to leave a fleeting kiss on the cheek or lips of anyone.   But in 1995 I kissed three girls on route to a 2:35 time.  I slowly increased my ‘Personal Best’ to eight kisses until I hit double digits with eleven girls in the 2007 Nor’easter race.
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Since they are so loud, the students have created what is commonly known as the "Wellesley Scream Tunnel."   Doug and I could hear it and it grew increasingly louder as we approached.  Before long the girls were beckoning to us with their signs.   ‘Kiss me, I’m a senior,’ said one.   How could I let her down?   I mean, she may have already bought her cap and gown.   ‘Kiss me, I’m Jewish,’ said another sign.  As I complied I said, ‘My last name is Cohen!’   This brought cheers so I couldn’t tell her that I’m Catholic and usually attend a Presbyterian church.   Why lessen her joy.
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Doug and I stopped to take pictures with the camera I had in my shorts pocket.   It was unbelievable to be doing this during the Boston Marathon!   I broke my PR with the twelfth girl, but Doug commented, ‘If we don’t kiss them they are sad – it’s almost like they feel shunned.’  So we complied with girls with all sorts of signs – ‘Kiss me, I’m from Georgia,’ ‘Kiss me, I’m Asian,’ ‘Kiss me, I’m Half-Asian,’ ‘Kiss me, I’m from California’ and ‘Kiss me, I’m Latina.’   I felt satisfaction when I kissed the girl with the ‘Kiss me, I need to graduate,’ sign.   And finally I helped bring a smile to a girl’s face as her sign said, ‘Kiss me, I’m lonely.’   At least she said she was lonely – it may have been a trick!
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As the screams died down, Doug and I resumed our 7:30 per mile pace and felt energized.   ‘I think I must have kissed at least twenty girls,’ Doug laughed.   They usually just positioned themselves for a kiss on the cheek, but a few smacked us on the lips.   These girls are so aggressive today!   I set a new PR that will probably stand for all time as I counted 35 girls that I helped graduate – even one with a ‘Kiss me, I’m a freshman’ sign.  I guess she couldn’t wait.   I did have my wife’s permission to take part in the Wellesley craziness.   Jill had said, ‘It’s okay if you kiss them, but no tongue!’   That was hilarious and of course I complied.   Who knows whom we may have kissed as Wellesley graduates include Secretary of State Hillary Clinton and television personality Diane Sawyer?   Doug or I could have kissed a future U.S. President.   Stay tuned for a scandal in the year 2035!
