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In an age when the term ‘‘Renaissance
Man’’ applies to one who can hold
down an office job, excel at ping pong
and play the kazoo, Michael Kasser
turns out to be the real thing.

BY PAUL GOOD

I[CHAEL KASSER IS A SHORT-
_ ish, 155-pound, 43-year-old *‘Iron
I Man’’ who ran the London Mara-
thon last April 18, jetted the Atlantic that
night, and ran the Boston Marathon the next
l day, averaging three hours a race.

He has goat-footed down a snowy Nevada |
trail in the pre-dawn dark 6,000 feet above sea |
level to finish the Western States 100-Mile En-
durance run. He has also swum 1n the sea ott
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Hawaii watching dolphins cavort beneath
him during an Ironman Triathlon. And in

that same Tri he biked more than a hundred
miles through a volcanic landscape baked

hotter than the sunny side of the moon.

| He’s a man with more degrees than a ther-
| mometer, including a B.S. from MIT, an
M.B.A from Harvard, and a Ph.D. from
the University of Grenoble. When he 1sn’t
giving life a run for its money, Kasser 1s pub-
lishing books written by the likes of poet
Allen Ginsberg and ‘“‘druggist’”” William
Burroughs. He also produces high-quality
| off-Broadway plays, studies acting and
writes songs while he puts in three hours a
day learning to play the piano.

And in the dramatic SoHo apartment he

shares with dishy ultra runner Beth Sedg-
wick, Kasser collects pre-Columbian pot-

tery, sleekly erotic modern metal abstract
sculpture and Goya reproductions. Oh yes,
he also collects tidy bundles of U.S. dollars
as a venture (he likes to call it “‘adventure’’)
capitalist specializing in buying into com-
panies ripe for takeovers and betting that
the stock price will go up. He 1s unabashedly
into Cash, along with Culture and
Conditioning.
What makes Mikey run’
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Kasser’s had his ups and downs in triathlons. In one, he placed 85th out of 1,000.
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he reasons—as we shall see—
are multiple and varied. But
one thing’s certain: In an age
when the term ‘*Renaissance
Man'’ 1s applied to any guy
who holds down an office

job, plays ping pong and the kazoo, and

maybe writes greeting card verse for his
Mommy on her birthday, Kasser can lay
some legitimate claim to the title. Yet only
ten vears ago, he smoked a pack-a-day, re-
sembled Tweedledum—or dee—or both—
at 182 pounds, and limited his athletics to
running out of steam.

“If I can do it,”” says the laid-back entre-
preneur sipping a beer one afternoon in his
brick-walled living room which is the size of
a couple of squash courts., ‘‘anybody can.
Look, my first marathon time was 5:30
back in 1974. My best was 2:53 last year.
When I applied for my first triathlon in the
Groton, Conn., Sr1 Chimnoy, I didn’t even
own a bike and I swam maybe two or three
times a year in a pool.

“Two vyears later, I was in Hawai doing
the Ironman — 112 miles on the bike, 2.4
mile swim In the Kona surf and a 26.2 mile

run. And you can see I'm not built like
Scott Tinley or Conrad Will.”’

Your average mugger might
consider Kasser an easy
target. Wrong. Through

marathons and tri’s, he’s
developed a mental and

physical toughness.

However Dorian Grey-youthful Kasser

appears, he i1s not in the same physical class

with those premier triathletes. He’s trim,
dark-haired, with a dashing moustache and
lively brown eyes. He cheats upward an
inch on his personal sports resume when he

lists himself at 5-8. His arms, hands and feet
are small; the overall impression 1s a Joel

Grey wiriness, even delicacy.

Your average New York City mugger
would probably consider Kasser just the
“right sort.” Wrong. He has developed,
through marathons, ultras and tri’s, the
kind of physical and mental toughness that
may just make him the best 43-year-old ath-

lete 1n town.
How did Kasser go from a roly-poly little

slewfoot to the svelte fleetfoot he i1s today?
Like most worthwhile accomplishments in
life, 1t wasn’t easy.

While he sits at his Kurtzman baby grand
playing the old torch song, ‘I Can’t Get
Started " (it could double as a marathoner’s
lament), a visitor is attracted to the room’s
memorabilia. There’s a plague for first
place overall in the New York Road Run-
ners Club (NYRRC) 1983 Knickerbocker
60K. No clue there. That’s Beth’s plaque;
she’s currently gunning for the women’s
| 00-mile ultra record.

On another wall, there is a handsome col-
lage mixing painted running scenes with
photographs of Kasser and friends. Done in
oils by artist Erica King, the collage guides
the eye to various milestones in the Kasser
career, including a Certificate of Achieve-
ment from Mayor Ed Koch. It also has the
official stamp on Kasser’s first marathon,
and it begins the story of how and why run-
ning changed his life . . .

t’s the early 70s and Mike 1s marned

to an actress. He’s running his own
sawmill in upstate New York and life

15 pretty good for this Hungarian-born
son of a chemical engineer who came
to America in 1949. In college, by his
own estimate, Kasser was a totally average
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” athlete who finally made the MIT tennis dropping down below 5:00, below 4:00, the
team as a senior after sitting out his soph-  body was picking up new rhythms. Now, he

omore and junior years because of rheuma- was back in New York City, and the mill he
tic fever. had bought for $900,000 sold for $6 million.

He had tried after college working for Then, in 1979, Kasser’s emotional life ran
others in chemical engineering and finance,  off the track again when his wife divorced

and then decided to be his own man by buy-  him. He doesn’t g0 Into details as he sits in
ing the sawmill. He makes it a success, the  that lavish SoHo living room that radiates
money 1s coming in, but his gut is stretching  the sweet glow of success. He doesn’t have
out. The old story of “‘getting and spending to explain as he says: ‘At that point, run-
we lay waste our powers.”’ ning became like an escape. I needed a place

Kasser quits smoking but not eating. He  to park my soul, some safe place to figure
rolls his 182 pounds onto the squash courta  out what’s next. I don’t mean that it was all

tew times a week and starts to jog—and jig-  laid out neatly in my mind at the time. But
gle. On periodic trips to New York. he runs you can think of it as a therapeutic hobby, a
in Central Park, barely staying even with way to get lost and at the same time meet
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the horse-drawn carriages. One day, still
hefty, he runs a loop of the park with some
marathoners. That leads him to join the
NYRRC and to train haphazardly.

He 1s doing 30 miles on a very good week
when he enters the 74 New York City
Marathon. He is an unpleasingly plump
contestant. He thinks he can do the course
in 3:30. Haw!

“It was a hot, muggy day,”” he recalls.
"* At approximately ten miles we were hit by
a rainstorm that lasted over an hour. At
first, the cooling effect was welcome, but
after mile 14 I was ready to quit—cold,
tired, alone.

““Running past the NYAC, [ stopped.
That was it. [ walked off the course towards
the club, the thoughts of a sauna and a beer
were overpowering. But something made
me turn back as I waited for the traffic
light to change at 59th and Seventh. When
would I ever do this again, I thought?
Never! The feeling of adventure, the
thought of having a great story to tell my
friends and eventually my kids, got me back
on the course . . . ”’

The rest of the race, which he finished

other runners who became sharers with me.
[t helped the loneliness.”’

Kasser seemed to be running away from
nimself and toward something at the same

time. He was crowding 40 now, often a
traumatic age for men as well as for women.

Running was an end in itself but it was also
an ego trip. He wanted to stay young and
sexy. His business deals were often con-

ducted at the lunch and dinner table where
he liked to eat well and drink in a socially

moderate but calorically high style. Train-

ing to run, he could easily burn off 6,000
calories a day, holding middle age at a dis-

tance. He had a crazy notion to do a
marathon a week for 52 straight weeks.
"1 decided that was obsessive,”’ he says.

“*But at the start of 1980, I did five mara-
thons 1n six weeks.”’

He also did his first back-to-back mara-
thons in 1981. He ran first in Phoenix on
Dec. 7, then in New Jersey on Dec. 8, and
celebrated his 40th birthday the following

day. It was the kind of freakish perfor-
mance that he was to repeat in the 1983

London-Boston marathons that makes you
wonder about his motivations. But as you
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after everyone but the loyal timekeepers get to probe the man, the more you feel that
had gone home, was agony. But Kasser was it was a private need that impelled him

back on course in more ways than one. rather than a public display (and isn’t it that
His 5:30 finish was achieved in a kind of way with the vast majority of runners?).
pain and loneliness that only the inept long ““At one of those 1980 marathons,”’
distance runner knows. After two daysina Kasser says, "'l saw a guy at the finish line in
recuperative bed, he vowed, ‘‘Never a T-shirt printed with the announcement
again.”” A desultory year followed. He hat- that the Sri Chimnoy Triathlon—he was a
ed the way he looked and felt. So in 1976, kind of guru — was coming up in Groton,

Michael Kasser—still in sloppy shape— Conn. There was a mile swim, a 25-mile
returned to run the NYC Marathon in4:12.  bike, and a ten-mile run. I decided to do the

T ) .
NEW JERSEY i i ; : damn thing, as an adventure. There was no
[ was a desperate man,”” hesays. “‘I was  publicity ego-stroking thing then or now.
grabbing onto the idea of the marathon as The newspapers hardly noticed. An adven-
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both a challenge and pledge to myself. It
was a symbol of what I was and what I had
to become to live with myself.””’

Kasser didn’t know it then, but just a few
years down the line, running would help

ture was all it was.

‘I bought a Raleigh 12-speed and started

swimming at the NYAC pool. And I finish-
ed 30th out of 200. If I had been a few mon-

ths older, I would have placed second in the

him through a worse time and draw him in-  40-and-over class. I said to myself, ‘Hey,

(201) 997-7505 evitably toward the most severe challenges  here’s something I may be competitive at.’"’
| in modern athletic competition. T'hat something was the growing sport of
He did two marathons in 1977, three in triathloning; there were 1,100 tniathlons in
1978. The weight was coming off, the times 26 countries last year. One factor attracting
28
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“Basically we’re animals.

We have to use

our own bodies for

what we were put on

earth for. For me, it’s

‘adventuresomeness.’ ’’

Kasser and many of his fellow Tri-harders is
the possibility of placing in one of the mul-
tiple age-group categories, such as 18-24.
25-29, 30-34, 35-39 and so on. This peer-
group competition hones the edge of desire
for participants who must have a ‘‘winner”’

mentality in the first place if they are to of-
fer their bodies to the test.

Even so, Kasser knew about few of the
nuances of the sport when, in 1982, he en-

tered the granddaddy of all triathlon events,
the Hawaiu Ironman. ‘‘“There were no real

training guides,’”’ he says. ‘‘So in 1981 I
trained myself on ultras like a Connecticut

| 60K and a 100K in Brooklyn’s Prospect

Park. I was feeling very good about myself.
[ thought I could do Hawaii, especially that
fall when I did a 2:57 in the New York
Marathon.”

Business permitted him to get to Hawaii
early and he poured it on in training, doing

300 miles a week on the bike, swimming
eight miles and running 50, getting accli-
mated to the heat and sun. Kasser insists

that triathloning is an Everyman’s sport,
despite the training time and travel money
| required.

"*The people doing it are wonderful,’’ he
explains. “*And talk about a classless society,
that’s it. The first time in Hawaii I found

jocks who trained year-round but didn’t
| have a dime, others who had a certain lim-
ited amount of free time and money. It’s a
question of priorities. And as far as physical
demands go, for anyone who has done a
marathon, it’s not out of reach.”

ompeting against a
thousand others in Hawaii,
Kasser’s first goal was to
complete the course, his sec-
ond to do it in 13 hours.
Swimming was his weakest
event and he came out of the water about
300th. “*But after the bike I was 175th,’’ he

says. ‘‘T'he course was a monster, an ani-
mal. But I had a tremendous bike ride and

finally came in 117th overall with a time of
12 hours. I learned a lot about mental

30
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Learning to play the piano was one of the mid-life urges Kasser had to satisfy.

toughness in that Ironman. Physical condi-
tioning, of course, is vital. But ultimately,
you win or lose, finish or drop out, in your
head.”’

In the next Ironman, Kasser placed 85th
overall and second in the Masters division.
The more he raced and trained, the more

life opened other doors to him. He satisfied
a long-time urge to study the piano, attend-
ing the unique Dalcroze School in New
York that—appropriately enough for a tri-
athlete — emphasizes the merging of body
movements with what’s happening on the
keyboard. Soon he was analyzing Chopin
and Hayden along with acquiring the chords
to ‘“‘Melancholy Baby.”’

At the same time, he began studying act-
Ing at New York’s renowned ‘‘New
School’”” and producing off-Broadway
plays with playwrights who had off-Broad-
way credentials. Writers like David Mamet
and Paul Zindell, who won a 1971 Pulitzer
tor his **“The Effects of Gamma Rays on
Man-in-the-Moon Marigolds.”’ Kasser
started his own publishing company titled
after a game he never plaved — Full Court
Press; it produced a collection of William

Burroughs’ letters to Allen Ginsberg and a

hitherto unpublished book of Ginsberg’s
early works.

Kasser doesn’t claim that running pro-
pelled him into all these new directions.
But, he says, ‘It provided a balance in my
life. One thing that happens in New York is
you get too much involved with the head,
the intellect, the creative or financial side of
life. You come to scorn the physical. But we

are born to both things and if you deny one,

you deprive yourself.”’
Last October, he felt that he was ready to

murder the Ironman event. He had broken
the Master’s record in the Sri Chimnoy, had
run a hundred miles in and around Shea
Stadium finishing 16th, had puffed his way
to the top of the Empire State Building in a
vertical race, and had finished a very respec-
table 48th out of 500 entrants in the Mighty
Hamptons Triathlon. Everything was going
well.

That 1s, until he began training in Hawaii.
Ten days before the Ironman, he had a bad
bike spill. A doctor spent three hours pick-
Ing out black coral from his hide. He ached,
lost sleep, and even though he was in the
best shape of his life, Kasser came apart in
the race.

His concentration deserted him, testimo-
ny for the need for mind and body to func-

tion together in personal events that can’t
depend on teammates or the lure of gold to
see you through.

““The first miles into the biking I was really
hammering,”” he remembers. ‘“Then the
wind hit in the lava fields and I lost my in-
tensity. Same wind for other people, no ex-
cuses. People I had passed in other races
were passing me. That had never happened
before. At mile 85, some creep had sprinkled
tacks on the road and we all came down

with flats. I took too long to change. Then
the run. I always feel terrible at the start of a
triathlon run. I know that [ won’t make it. I
feel bad for eight miles, better for the next
ten, then bad for the remainder. What kept
me going was guys my age a few miles ahead.
| knew I could beat them. But I finished to-
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put on earth for. For me, it’s a word called
‘adventuresomeness.’ Nowadays, Lindblad

Tours can take yvou to the North or South
Pole. The only unexpected place 1s our-
selves. People are finding that we are pretty

damn okay. So we run.”’
So we run. e

tally dead, my worst time at 12:00.56, and
all the masseurs rubbing me back to life and
the bananas with their carbohydrates and

potassium to nourish me didn’t help.”

He remembers going to the local restau-
rant and pigging out. But when Kasser pro-
jects what his life will be like in running, it
isn’t based on the hog style of long ago.

‘“‘Basically we’re animals,’’ he says. **We
have to use our own bodies for what we are

T -

adidas

Available at the following locations:

MANHATTAN

This is Paul Good’s first appearance in

FERON'S Sportswise Magazine.

55 East 44th Street
New York, NY 10017
(212) B67-6350

PRINCETON SKATE & SKI SHOP

379 Fifth Avenue
New York, NY 10016

(212) 684-0100

lete is able to reap the benefits of each
sport without overtaxing particular mus-
cles or areas of the body.

For instance, after running a certain
number of miles in a given period of
time, the leg muscles become tired and
need rest. The triathlete then switches to

Fit to be Tried

Michael Kasser may be the ultimate
recreational athlete, one who combines

his sports experiences with the pleasures
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of cash, culture and conditioning, but
you don’t have to be a ‘‘renaissance
athlete’’ — or even a narcissist, for that

matter—to train for, compete in and en-
joy a triathlon.

swimming and receives all the benefits of
added exercise without putting a strain

on exhausted leg muscles.
“From head to toe, triathetes are In

Triathloning, since its inceptionin 1977, the best shape of any athlete,”” Honig

has had a reputation as a “*killer’” sport.

But that’s because when most people think
of a triathlon they think of the nationally-
televised Ironman competition in Hawan
(a 2.4-mile swim, 112-mile bicycle trek
and a 26.2-mile run). In truth, though,
most triathlon competitions are often
half these distances or less, and winners
frequently finish under two hours, less
time than it takes to run a marathon.
Here in the city, a group of athletes led

says. ‘““Cross training keeps you in top
shape without burning you out.™

But how did all of this triathloning
business start, anyway’’

The view widely accepted today 1s that
the sport was born in a Hawaii bar back
in 1977. There was an ongoing debate
among the bar’s regulars as to which
sport produced the best athletes. Finally
the field was narrowed down to running,

swimming and bicycling.

¥

Flushing, NY 11358

(212) 358-3500 bv Manhattan marketing consuitant The question remained: How to decide
Daniel Honig have formed the Big Apple  which of these three sports was the most
Triathlon Club, a2 group committed to demanding? Simple, have a contest that

WESTCHESTER training for triathlons. The group’s consists of all three.

The first Ironman competition took
place on Feb. 18, 1978, in Hawan with 15
contestants, and thus, a new sport

emerged.
On tap this year is a schedule of about

1,500 triathlons with more than half a
million participants expected to com-

pete.
Like the sport, the growth of the Big

Apple Triathlon Club has been rapid.
The club was formed last March and had

nearly 200 members by June. By the end
of the year, Honig expects membership to

push 1,000.
The club’s training features regular

Central Park workouts every Wednesday
and Sunday (both cycling and running).
The sessions are led by experienced club

members. Also, there are several rough
water ocean swims scheduled for the

warmer months, and regular clinics help
round out the club’s training calendar.

membership (currently exceeding 500
and growing rapidly) ranges from novice
to experienced triathletes and approxi-
mately half have never participated 1n a
triathlon.

Honig, president of the club, believes

the future of triathlonihg is in the less de-
manding events: “*One goal of theclub s
to educate people that triathlons are not
all like the Ironman. The sport’s future
is in the shorter events.

““One out of 100 people is turned-on
bv extreme distances,”” Honig adds,
‘“the other 99 are turned-off.”

Millions of television viewers across
the country were no doubt turned-oft to
the sport when Julie Moss collapsed a
few dozen feet from victory in the 1981
[ronman championship in Hawaii. The
viewers watched Moss crawl in total ex-

| haustion to a second-place finish.
However, to the serious athlete, the
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most attractive feature of triathloning 1s

cross training, and not the grueling dis-
tances. By concentrating on three differ-

ent sports in a training program, the ath-

For more information, contact Daniel
Honig, Big Apple Triathlon Club, 301

East 79th St., #30-D, New York, NY
10021. —John Jackson
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