May 18, 2011 – Life in the Fast Lane
For centuries mankind has been enamored with riches in life that seem to become first a goal and then a lifestyle that spirals out of control.   While anyone can fall prey to this, the news media reports mainly on entertainers, politicians and athletes who get caught up in this fast-paced life.   The Eagles sung about it back in the 1970s with lyrics including, ‘Life in the fast lane, surely make you lose your mind.    Life in the fast lane, everything all the time.’   It seems that each week brings new allegations and revelations about celebrities that continue to shock us.   This week it continued with the death of Sammy Wanjiru, one of the world’s greatest marathon runners.

We aren’t as surprised by actors whose lives seem to spiral out of control.   The extreme popularity and wealth that came fast to both John Belushi and Chris Farley of Saturday Night Live fame took their lives early as drugs and alcohol contributed to their demise.     Charlie Sheen and Lindsay Lohan are just two examples of more recent actors who trod the narrow path between recovery and relapse.

Politicians also get caught up in the combination of money, greed and entitlement.   Marion Barry, former Mayor of Washington, D.C., was caught smoking crack cocaine.   Barney Frank continues to serve as a Congressman from Massachusetts despite having admitted hiring a male prostitute, adding him to his staff and then having 33 parking tickets dismissed.   Newt Gingrich was fined $300,000 for inappropriate use of his tax-exempt organization.  Mark Sanford, then-South Carolina governor, had a steamy affair with an Argentine mistress.   The then-Illinois governor Rod Blagojevich was accused of trying to sell a vacant U.S. Senate seat to the highest bidder.   Former South Carolina Senator and presidential candidate John Edwards had an affair and child with another woman after his wife was diagnosed with breast cancer.   Former New York Governor Eliot Spitzer was frequenting a high-end prostitution service that was so politically damaging he was out of office in a matter of days.

Athletes aren’t immune to the draw of the riches of fame and fortune.   Many come from families that struggle to make ends meet and are ill-prepared for the huge changes that immense wealth and notoriety bring.   Both Dwight Gooden and Darryl Strawberry of the 1986 World Champion New York Mets seemed destined for the Baseball Hall of Fame until repeated drug arrests ended their careers prematurely.   Likewise for Los Angeles Dodgers pitcher Steve Howe who was suspended for violations of Major League Baseball’s drug policy at least half a dozen times.

Stories about professional athletes who use drugs, have illicit relationships, are charged with illegal gun possession and even worse seem commonplace in today’s world.   But this hasn’t been the realm visited by marathon runners until the disturbing tale which originated in Kenya this week.   Sammy Wanjiru, 2008 Beijing Olympic Marathon Champion, was dead either by accident, suicide or murder, depending on who you listened to and what you believed.

Several months ago there were press reports of marital discord between Wanjiru and his wife.   On one occasion he was arrested on weapons charges after he allegedly threatened to kill her, though she dropped the charges.  Wanjiru supposedly had turned to more than occasional drinking of alcohol as his personal problems mounted.   The Kenyan had burst upon the scene with a World Junior Record for 10,000 meters in 2005, stepped up to the marathon and then won in Beijing in an Olympic Record at only 21 years of age.   Subsequent victories at the 2009 London Marathon and at the Chicago Marathon in 2009 and 2010 stamped him as one of the World’s greatest marathon stars.   He was making lots of money from his sponsors, race appearance fees and prizes based on his racing.   It all came fast for Sammy – maybe too fast. 

A few days after his death there are reports of more than one woman claiming to be his wife.   Accounts had him training in Eldoret and summoned home by his wife to meet her.   She claims to have caught him with another woman.   A security guard says no one arrived at the home with Sammy.   Conjecture is that Sammy may have been impaired by alcohol and fell from his balcony.  His mother believes he was murdered for his inheritance.   Needless to say, if this happened in the United States it would be reported everywhere by news organizations, tabloids and social media.

In upcoming days investigators will sift through testimony and forensic evidence and hopefully will be able to determine what really happened that ended Sammy Wanjiru’s life.   It is sad that a man who had such success and inspired the youth of his country and runners worldwide apparently fell victim to life in the fast lane.   The Eagles sang it could ‘surely make you lose your mind.’   Unfortunately, Wanjiru is the latest to find that it also can make you lose your life.
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