Running with Wings  
Long-distance icons talk about overcoming obstacles at American Indian Coaches Clinic 
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Coaches who work with American Indian youth across the nation are getting some good advice from three distance-running legends. 

Joan Benoit Samuelson, Mary Decker Slaney and Doris Brown Heritage are in Santa Fe this week for the Sixth Annual American Indian Coaches Clinic, co-sponsored by Wings of America and Nike. Wings is a nonprofit that supports American Indian runners. 

"Mentors are so important today, to inspire youth to do well both athletically and academically," Benoit Samuelson told about 60 participants during a workshop Friday morning. 

The three-day clinic at the Institute for American Indian Arts campus began Thursday with a benefit dinner and wraps up today. 

"They stand out as really the three most prominent women in U.S. distance-running history," said Geoff Hollister, director of the Bill Bowerman Legacy at Nike Inc. and a Wings board member for several years. "They've got their place in history, and they've got a lot to share. That's the whole reason for getting them here." 

Benoit Samuelson, Decker Slaney and Brown Heritage all overcame obstacles to running competitively before the passage of Title IX, Hollister said. "They know what it's like to experience the lack of opportunity that once existed for women." 

Benoit Samuelson won the gold medal in the first women's Olympic marathon in 1984, has won the Boston Marathon twice -- in 1979 and in 1983 -- and received the Sullivan Award for outstanding U.S. amateur athlete in 1985. Benoit Samuelson was inducted into the National Distance Hall of Fame in 1988. 

Decker Slaney has held seven separate American track-and-field records from the 800 to 10,000 meter and won both the 1,500- and 3,000-meter runs at the 1983 World Championship in Helsinki. She will be inducted into the National Distance Hall of Fame next month. 

Brown Heritage was inducted into the Distance Hall of Fame last July. The five-time World Cross Country Champion was the first woman to run a mile in less than five minutes and ran in the Olympics. (Brown Heritage trained in Los Alamos for three months before the 1968 Olympics.) Today, she operates a cross-country camp for athletes in the Pacific Northwest. 

One of the messages they shared: Runners can overcome obstacles. 

Decker Slaney said she often trained alone while growing up. "There weren't other girls for me to run with. ... I'm envious of girls' sports in high school today. There's so much camaraderie there now." 

Early in her career, Decker Slaney found a mentor in the late running legend Steve Prefontaine. 

Brown Heritage and Benoit Samuelson talked about wanting to run when there often weren't school teams for girls. 

"There was a time when a mile seemed really long for a girl -- that if she ran it, she'd do bodily harm," Benoit Samuelson recalled. 

There is much talent to be tapped in American Indian communities, Brown Heritage said. 

"Running is so important to the Native American communities," said Edison Eskeets, executive director of Wings. 

Traditionally, running is found in all aspects of Indian cultures, including prayer and dancing, said Anne Gonzales Wheelock, associate director of Wings. It is more important than ever with today's challenges, including staying healthy, pursuing higher education and combating domestic violence and substance abuse. 

The clinic aims to help people who work with American Indian runners develop stronger programs and share ideas and trends, she said. 

This year's participants come from all over the country. 

Jennifer Koenigs of Winterhaven, Calif., is among them. Koenigs coaches track at San Pasqueal High School, where she said about 55 percent of the 900 students are American Indian. 

It's common for many American Indian kids to drop track midseason, Koenigs said. The reasons include lack of family support and trouble getting running shoes and staying motivated. 

"Wings' success is the result of passion, to show that you can work hard and dreams do come true. That goals can be achieved," Benoit Samuelson said. "We all share the same passion. ... And we are here to give back to a sport that has given so much to us." 
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