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Proclaimed as ‘ the most impor tant running book of the last 10 years,’  by Marathon & 

Beyond magazine, Marathon Woman is not really about running: it’s about overcoming 

the impossible and changing lives.  

 

Marathon Woman is the inspiring story about how one person really can make a difference, 

particularly if that person is Kathrine Switzer. It is an insightful, often funny and sometimes 

poignant social commentary as Switzer relates events of her life alongside one of the most 

turbulent eras in history: 1946–1984.   

 

Best known globally as the fir st woman to officially 

register  and complete the famous Boston Marathon 

in 1967, Switzer was physically attacked mid-race by 

the enraged race director simply because she was a 

female running in what was then considered an all-

male event, in an all-male domain, in an era when women were 

considered incapable of running 42.2 kilometres. The galvanizing 

photos of this incident were flashed around the planet and have become 

one of Time-Life’s 100 Photos that Changed the World. 

 

The incident changed Switzer’s life and, consequently, the lives of 

millions of women — and men — everywhere because it inspired her to 

challenge myth and misconception about women’s physical limitation. She became a world-

class athlete, running 35 marathons including winning the New York City Marathon, and then 

created over 400 races in 27 countries for a million women and led a movement to make the 

women’s marathon an official event in the Olympic Games.  



 

With what Running Times magazine labelled ‘often unjustified optimism' , Switzer stumbled 

‘Forrest Gump-like'  into, or created, historic moments that would make a difference. She 

describes this journey with a self-deprecating wit and a deceptively simple manner, writing 

about the era of our times, not just in terms of sports, but of marriage, heartbreak, the birth 

control pill; the slapstick of dirty bathtubs, panty girdles, 11 pm curfews; the terror of 

terrorism and domination; and the thrill of career, athletic and romantic triumph. 

 

One of the biggest surprises of Marathon Woman is that this journey is not just that of 

women. Switzer is not afraid to disregard much revisionist history by chronicling the full 

support she had from many men and her admiration she has for them. Recalling that some of 

her most hateful discrimination came from women Ð  with photographs to prove it Ð  the 

feminist Switzer is not afraid to confront prejudice regardless of its gender. Much of her fan 

mail is from surprised men who usually begin their letters by saying, “Wow, I thought this 

was going to be a “girlie”  book, and was I amazed!'  

 

In the end, Marathon Woman is about vision: seeing a dream and making it happen. Switzer 

has made a profession from her vision, as well: after a 25–year corporate sports marketing 

career with Avon Products, Inc., she is now an Emmy award-winning TV sports 

commentator, public speaker and author. Runner’s World magazine named her one of the four 

Running Visionaries of the Century. `Running is only my vehicle for making change,'  says 

Switzer. `Anybody can see similar opportunities in their own lives.'  Marathon Woman, 

among so many other things, is a guide to make that happen.  

 

Kathr ine Switzer is also the author of the best–selling Running and Walking for Women 

Over 40 and the co-author (with Roger Robinson) of 26.2 Marathon Stories. Switzer is a dual 

citizen of New Zealand and the USA. She has been married for 20 years to Roger Robinson, 

noted runner, Victoria University professor and author. The couple resides in both Wellington 

and the Hudson Valley of New York.  
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DID YOU KNOW? 

 

Regular , rhythmic exercise not only enhances mood but promotes creativity? Science has 

shown that the endorphins (mood-elevating secretions in the brain) released during long runs, 

walks, swims, bike rides and so on not only make you feel optimistic, but that along with 

increased oxygen flow they increase mental acuity.  In Marathon Woman, Switzer credits her 

phenomenal career ideas and optimism to her long training runs. 

 

I f there is a ‘Fountain of Youth'  in this wor ld, it' s consistent exercise.  Geriatric studies 

everywhere have shown that those who exercise regularly have consistently lower rates of 

deterioration of all working body parts. `Use it or lose it'  is more than a throw-away line for 

today; it is very likely the difference between having your own life at 85 or being dependent 

in a nursing home. Author Switzer has been running almost every day for 48 years. 

 

Over a million people will run a marathon in 2008, and almost half of them will be 

women. Their participation has less to do with fitness than it does to the sense of self-esteem, 

significance and power that the marathon brings to every aspect of a woman' s life.  As 

Kathrine Switzer has said again and again, `If you can run a marathon (42.2 km) you can do 

anything.'  

 

For ty years ago, an official tr ied to throw Kathr ine Switzer  out of the Boston Marathon 

just because she was a gir l.  Now, in her own lifetime, there are more female participants in 

running events in North America than men. Women' s running is a fast-growing world–wide 

trend, with no end in sight. 

 

For  hundreds of years myths existed that fr ightened women away from spor ts. These 

included getting big legs, growing hair on your chest, and having your uterus fall out. It seems 

hilarious now, but author Kathrine Switzer was told this many times, even in the late 1970s. 

While this myth of female fragility and loss of femininity still exists in many countries, in 

most industrialized nations like New Zealand, young women have no sense of physical 

limitation.  Author Switzer says, `That' s all we were trying to prove.'  

 

As late as 1980, the longest running event for  women in the Olympic Games was 1500 

metres.  Officials were still convinced that it was dangerous for women to run longer 

distances. Unspoken was the notion that it was socially unacceptable for women to display the 

effort it took to run long events. Now the women's marathon is one of the most glamorous 



events of the Olympic Games and in the streets of the major cities of the world. In Marathon 

Woman, Kathrine Switzer tells how this happened. 

 

The first women' s Olympic marathon was held at the Los Angeles Olympics, in 1984. 

Switzer not only led the effort to make the event a reality, but she was an ABC-TV sports 

commentator on location at the event. American Joan Benoit won in 2:24:52; Norwegian 

Grete Waitz was second, and Portuguese Rosa Mota was third. New Zealander Lorraine 

Moller was fifth. Moller went on to run in the next three Olympic marathons and won the 

bronze medal in Barcelona in 1992. Lorraine Moller and Kathrine Switzer met when Switzer 

gave Moller her first major marathon invitation to the Avon Marathon in London in 1980, an 

event that transformed Moller' s athletic career. They have been great friends ever since and 

Moller was the maid of honour at Kathrine' s marriage in 1987 to New Zealander Roger 

Robinson. 

 

Spor ts science has now proved that women have huge capacities for  endurance and 

stamina. The potential for women' s long-distance, multi-sport and multiple-day events is 

vast. The future of women' s capabilities and the sports that showcase them is unimaginable 

today.  


