T&FN INTERVIEW

Ruth Wy

by Sieg Lindstrom

What a long, strange trip it's been for Ruth Wysocki.
By that we mean not just the 38-year-old miler's brip, as
in fall, in her heat at the USATF Championships, nor
her unplanned journey to the World Championships
final this season.

Wysecki’s very career is an extended lale, beginning
in Southern California age group competition back in
66, winding past a 2:30.5 2-lap clocking at age 11, an
introduction o seripus training with 100 legend Chi
Cheng as a workoul pariner in the early 705, shock
victories over icon Mary Slaney in the ‘78 nationals 800
and the "84 Trials 1500, and trro Clympic finals races at
the LA Games.

That ain't all, though. Wysocki ranked amony the
top 10 Americans in the 1500 each year from 1984
through "88. But she placed 4th at the "88 Trials and,
with travel to the Seoul Olympics net an option, she
joined a remegade tour to South Africa, a sporting
outcast nation at the time due lo ifs apartheid system.

For racing in South Africa, Wisocki drew a 4-year
suspension from USA Track & Field,

“I thought that the punishment was extreme,” she
says now. “To put it back into perspective, at the same
time Ben [ohnson had just gotten 2 years for defrauding
the entire Olympic movement.”

Wysocki fought the ban but dove inlo real estate
sales in Seuthern California with her husband, Tom, a
retired distance runner himself,

After giving birth to a son in '90 and being rein-
stated wpon South Africa’s return to world sport, Wy-
socki raced a “last hurrah”™ Olympic season in 92 and
then relired from the sporl again offan 11th-place Trials
1500} finish.

Last December, a friend convinced Wysocki to con-
sider a run for Atlanta. Tests of the waters in training
went well and she was back, working with Vince O'Boyle
of UC Irvine, her coach since the summer of '75.

In Sacramente she thudded to the ground in her nationals heat and took
4th in the final after leading much of the way. She raced in her first World
Champienships, placing 7th, as a jel-lagged last minute replacement. Buk she
alzo ran 4:05.03 and 1:59.78.

Yes, Ruth Wysocki's brail has meandered for miles and miles and years
and years, That’s fine with her—especially if it leads to Allanta next
SWTIHMIEF.

T&FN: Now that it's concluded, what’s the verdict en your comeback
season?

Wysocki: Obviously, I would feel pretty good about it, but my
biggest frustration was, with the 1500 not being a Grand Prix event,
there just wasn't an opportunity to go run fast somewhere. I'm pretty
confident I could have run significantly faster than I did if I'd had an
opportunity.

T&FN: Did you nonetheless gel back your racing instincts?

Wysocki: Definitely. The whole point starting out this season was
to decide if there was enough in me to make a 1996 campaign worth-
while. Obviously, that question was answered. My confidence and
just my security with myself is pretty high right now. | know what |
think I could have done this year. Unfortunately, [ couldn’t just mail
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it in and say, “"Here.”

T&FN: Did the European press cover your story this year?

Wysocki: Not as much as here in the States. But definitely the last-
minute World Championships replacement. And the age—oh yeah,
that.

T&FN: Do you think too much has been made of that?

Wysocki: No, to me it's funny too. I live in a real small town so
some of the stuff that goes on now that I'm home—like there’s a big
banner at the gate, “Welcome Home"—a lot of that's a little embar-
rassing to me. But [ think, I'm just out there doing what [ want to do.
I guess I really don’t stop to think what other people think or if
anybody’s paying attention and all that. I guess [ don't really look at
anything as particularly remarkable.

Every once in a while, the reality hits, “Gosh, there is something
here that's a little unique and, yes, people are paying attention.” |
realize now the age thing obviously is a big thing. There aren‘t a lot of
women pushing 40 doing what I'm doing; that's reality.

T&FN: You've said you returned to action this season affer seeing that
an athlete with a 4:12 PR could earn a U.5. ranking these days. Why do you
think there is less depth now than in, say, 19847

Wysocki: I really don't know. For one thing, this year in some of
the races I went to where 1 expected the “players” would be, they
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“I realize now the age
thing obviously is a big
thing. There aren’t a lot

of women pushing 40
doing what I'm doing;

that’s reality.”

weren't there. Part of it might have been
because of this being a non-Olympic year and
people having a chance to experiment with
some other things, but it just seemed that
people weren't getting out there and racing.

When it came to the nationals, if you looked
at the seasons of everybody in the final and
lined up how many 1500s they'd run in the
year, it wasn't very many. I think a lot of it is
just flat-out experience. If you dont get out
and doit, how are you going to get out and do
it? That's kind of tough.

It just seems to me there are not enough
occasions in the States where the top people
get together and have at it.

T&EN: What's different from 10 years ago?

Wysocki: To be honest, I think the biggest
thing we're missing is a Mary [Slaney]. When
Mary was racing, when she showed up on
the track, you knew what was going to hap-
pen, the race was going to go. There was
never any question.

TE&FN: With the perspective of time, what's
your impression of Mary Slaney as an athlete?

Wysocki: | think now maybe she didn’t
even get as much attention as she deserved.
I've seen other people get the publicity now
for marks that are insignificant compared to
hers.

Her versatility; the number of times she
raced; the variety of the distances—from 800
to 10,000—and you look back at the times of
the people she had to compete against. In
1984, 4:00 didn't get me in the top 10 in the
world. That's the caliber of people she was
up against all the time, and was responding
to and never showed any fear or intimida-
tion. She would always go out there and mix
it up.

T&FN: And you've been forever linked to that
in peaple’s minds for beating her at the "84 Trials.

Wysocki: It's funny because there was
this huge thing after ‘84 that we hated each
other and awful things in the press. The funny
thing is, no, we never had that much contact.
It happened that we both ran age groups in
Southern California.

T&FN: Did you race each other as kids?

Wysocki: Yeah, we did some. There were
these two-year age groups so there was the
12-13 age group and in March I turned 14
wand she was still 12 until August, So we
would leapfrog these age groups.

T&FN: Was she as formidable then as in later

rs?

Wysocki: Here she was running at a na-

The Bible Of The Sport

tional and international level and doing pretty
well when we were still stuck in the age-
group rut, Soshe was outshining us—"How's
she doing that?” There was probably a cer-
tain amount of jealousy at that point.

And too, she was always so focused and
$0 intense on what she was doing, and at that
age we were still having fun. So [ think a lot
of what we thought of her as a personality
that was negative was because we just weren't
on the same wavelength.

T&FN: Do you have any theories about why
your body has held together so well all these

rs?

Wysocki: I think these times ['ve gotten
away from it for a while have been good. And
the other thing in both male and female run-
ners [ know, I think some people have two
speeds: all-out and stop. Boy, on my easy
days I have no problem running easy.

I think my biggest assel is just flat-out
consistency. [ don’t think | do anything spe-
cial or secret or whatever. It's just that [ get
out there every day and I do it. And then
even genetics comes into play. If I'm stron-
ger, I'm stronger and that's what I'm work-
ing with.

TE&FN: Are you still bitter about being banned
for going to South Africa?

Wysocki: You know, it's kind of a faded
memory because there’s nothing I can do to
bring back lost years.

T&FN: You've said you weren 't well focused in
*92 after your reinstatement, thal you were a little
complacent and alse stressed

running that means there’s things I'm not
here doing, and he's been really supportive.

He retired from running and has had no
urge to go back to it at all so [ think some-
times he kind of looks at me and shakes his
head like, “Why do you even want to do
this?” But he's always believed in my talent,
he's always believed in what [ could do.
He'd like to see me go for it, as long as I'm
giving it 100%. He doesn't want to see me
play around with it and squander it.

The thing that's fortunate for me is my
combination of coach and husband. I've been
with Vince for over 20 years now. ['ve had
the same coach all this time and it obviously
works for me. And Tom, he's just incredible
when it comes to strategy and analyzing the
opponents. I lean on him implicitly for race
strategy and that kind of thing. He's excel-
lent.

T&FN: You began working with O'Boyle
while attending Citrus Junior College. Your dad
asked O'Boyle to coach you?

Wysocki: Yes. Vince, who'd never
coached a female before, said, “Sure.” So the
only thing he could do was throw me in with
his guys, which was the best possible thing.
I had enough pride that we'd go on runs and
I didn’t want to be last so [ worked hard. 1
just didn’t want to be the dumb girl that was
always holding them up. And Vince's style
of coaching obviously clicked. The first year
I trained with Vince, | ran 2:03 and 4:16.

T&FN: Your training routine hasn't changed
much. What about your mental approach?

by the Southern California
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IN ATLANTA

(404) 231-9064

NOVEMBER 23, 1995

CELEBRATE THANKSGIVING

FOR AN APPLICATION TO THE SOUTH'S OLDEST MARATHON,
AND EIGHTH OLDEST IN THE UNITED STATES, SEND A
SELF-ADDRESSED STAMPED ENVELOPE TO:
ATLANTA MARATHON, ATLANTA TRACK CLUB,

3097 EAST SHADOWLAWN AVENUE, ATLANTA, GA 30305

AND IF 26.2 MILES SEEMS A BIT LONG, JOIN US FOR OUR MORE GENTLE
THANKSGIVING DAY ATLANTA HALF MARATHON.
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WYS OC K ’ = continued:

Wysocki: One thing that I think has been
to my benefit is that | quit worrying about
everybody else. [ think, before, I knew what
everybody was doing, what people were say-
ing behind my back, who was getting money
far this and how much money could I get for
that? That's something that I've seriously
gotten away from.

It's almost like I'm out of touch. You ask
me, “How's Suzy doing?” or, “What's up
with Regina?” I don't know.

T&FN: What are your interests, if not the
latest track scuttlebutt?

Wysocki: A lot in our household is die-
tated by a little 5-year-old boy, Michael. We're
involved in a lot more family-oriented things
now than we used to be. We live in a small
gated community and there are 13-14,000
people who live here.

My husband is on the board of directors.
Well, he's president of the board of directors,
actually, so we do have this “political” life
here. It involves a lot of the community ac-
tivities, and a lot of it involves our son. We
have a pool in our backyard and we get the
yearly passes to Disneyland.

T&FN: Like Michael, you grew up in a family
of runners. And you started running at age 9.

Wysocki: The difference is you look at
some of the age-groupers now and how seri-
ously they train, I did not do that. 1 was
getting by on talent. We did not do much
training. It was just fun.

T&EN: [ get the impression it's still fun.

Wysocki: Oh, definitely. It would never
be life and death for me. [ would not want it
taken away from me, but if it was, I'd be OK.
If 1 did not run next year, I did not run
tomorrow, I'd be fine, But, obviuusl}r, I want
to make the most of it. This year, I ended the
season on kind of a note of frustration that [
know [ can do more and I want to get out
there and do it.

T&FN: You've seen much of track’s infancy as
a professional sport. Is it more cutthroal or less so
than before?

Wysocki: Mow, with this Grand Prix and
stuff, things are pretty clearly defined, for the
most part. The way the game is played is a
little more clear.

T&FN: With regard to appearance fres?

Wysocki: Yeah, that or prize money or
what you have to do to get into the race at all.
For the Grand Prix races, anyway, a lot of
things are pretty straightforward. I don’t see
as much game-playing. A lot of the athletes
whoweren'taround 10 years ago might think
there’s a lot, but compared to then, uh-uh.

There have been a lot of improvements,
This year, we were at Oslo staying at a five-
star hotel downtown. We used to stay out at
the Panocrama—and it was just a dump—and
eat awlul food. Oh gosh, most of the hotels
we get to stay at now are nice. This is great. A
lot of people might be complaining about it,
but for me, it's such a step up, I'm thrilled.O
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