Milton Blatt: Extraordinary Track Coach and More
It was late-June 1970, at the Queens Track and Field Championships, at Downing Stadium on Randall’s Island in New York City. The afternoon had just turned ugly for me. My event, the two mile run, has just finished….without me. Things had started out well enough. After three laps I was in the lead pack of four runners, with a good chance to place in the top three. But I couldn’t hang on to the pace. I had over-extended myself, so I dropped back into sixth place, and eventually into last place. To make bad matters worse, I then dropped out.
Moments later, as the next event was beginning, I slowly gathered my pride and returned to my team’s section in the stands, dreading what was to come next. Even my best friend, Milt Anderson, a great distance runner and training partner, sneered at me with a look of disgust in his eyes. Coach Blatt pulled me aside to have a word. 

When he asked me what had happened I replied “I was hurting bad Mr. Blatt. I just couldn’t hold on to the pace any longer. My thighs were burning, my chest was on fire. I thought I was about to die out there”. As I dropped my head in shame, he looked me deeply in the eyes and said, “Listen to me, and remember this”. 

“The next time you reach that point in a race, when your muscles are burning and you’re not sure you can go on....when you’re hurting so bad even your hair hurts and you think your chest is going to explode.....REJOICE!!!”  

“This is the point where you can separate yourself from the rest of the pack. You’re well trained and well prepared. Now imagine this. If you’re really hurting then the guy next to you is ABOUT TO DIE! Now is your chance…the opportunity you’ve trained and waited for. If you will just string him out another 3-5%, he will hand you victory. But you’ve gotta be willing to go that extra 3-5% and endure the pain that comes with it. You’ve got to desire victory more than he does and you’ve got to clearly demonstrate that desire. When you do so, you will be rewarded”.
On that hot summer day four decades ago, at the age of 15, I really didn’t understand what Mr. Blatt was getting at. All I felt was deep shame and confusion. I had let myself, my team, my coach and my family down. It was, after all, my last race as a high school athlete, as I had already decided that my senior year would be one of focusing totally on my grades. I had failed in my final race and nothing he said was going to change that. When I got home, I told my parents and my brother, and they were extremely supportive, reminding me that as long as I’d done my best, then it was OK. (But had I done my best?) Perhaps as a result of their attitude, I was better able to hold onto Mr. Blatt’s words. Over the years I’ve never forgotten them.   

Today I look back and realize that everywhere I’ve gone since then, in every competitive arena I’ve entered, whether at work, in athletics or in school, his words have proven to be accurate. I’ve found that most people are not willing to go the extra 3-5% when it’s most needed and that we often give the extra effort at the wrong time. Most people are mentally or physically too fatigued, complacent or uncommitted to step up at the most critical point in “the race”. They would rather relinquish victory than endure more discomfort. They long to escape to the comforts of home and relax more than they savor the sweet taste of success. I found this to be true during the MBA Program at Columbia in 1980, at IBM in the 1980s and 90s, in the middle of San Francisco Bay on my Alcatraz swims, in recent years and in my consulting work around the globe.  

I’ve seen it in the eyes of the executive coaching client who’s employer tried to harass her into resigning rather than pay her the lucrative severance package she deserved; I hear it in the half-baked “innovations” that my client workgroup comes up with after conducting a lengthy and detailed failure analysis; and I feel it in my seminars, when my executive attendees continue to ask superficial questions about a problem rather than digging deeper for cause and effect. They’d rather quit at 5:30 pm, and go out for drinks and “networking”. 

Just 3-5% more (10 or 20%), applied at the right time and place can make a difference. Sure, we have to be concerned about diminishing returns and we have to know when it’s best to come back and fight another day, but there are times when the momentum is present NOW, and we’ve just got to hang in there, because we might not get a second chance. 

So who was this man, Milton Blatt?   

He was indeed, a unique man -- a legend in our community. In his own quiet way, he was a role model for many students and athletes at Andrew Jackson High School. Mr. Blatt was a White track coach and college guidance counselor in a predominantly Black public high school in the late-1960s….a challenging assignment during challenging times for the nation. He related to us in a way that was almost unheard of and the memories remain vivid for all who were exposed to him. He wasn’t a saint, but he built relationships with us based on mutual respect, discipline, belief in ourselves and commitment to the team. He helped us understand the need to build ourselves as men and build the team at the same time. And he taught us to look out for each other’s well-being….forever. 

Working as a silent partner to our parents, he was a key influencer...a molder of future leaders. He was special. For instance, while other coaches, other adults in general, were in the habit of referring to 14-17 year old males as “boys”, Mr. Blatt always referred to us as men. Was this accidental? Semantics? Not likely. Not in the 1960s, and not for us. Why would he take such a principled stand? 
If he were with us today, I’m not sure how he’d reply, but this much I know to be true. As we crossed over that threshold into manhood, Mr. Blatt was both with us and a step ahead of us, in outlook, behavior and language, escorting us into the new world by treating us as men, whether we were ready for it or not. He understood empathy long before Dr. Daniel Goleman introduced us to “Emotional Intelligence”  25 years later. He expected us to commit and to execute to the best of our ability, and to give a damn about the next guy. He demanded that we settle for no less.   

Most of us, like me, were not stars – just hardworking kids with stars in our eyes. He never let us think we were capable of anything less than excellence but he taught us that we’d have to work for every bit of progress we made. He was both compassionate and stern. He didn’t baby us, and he never yelled at us. He told us and he asked us. He directed and he delegated. He taught us to compete amongst ourselves and within ourselves, but to never forget that our final opponents were the guys wearing the other colors.  

He cultivated future world and Olympic-class student athletes (such as Vince Matthews, Arnold Tobin, Matt Centrowitz), attorneys (Lani Guinier, Ewan Anderson), physicians (Steve Abramson, Reynold Trowers, Phil Kreitzer), judges (Denyse Graham Hodges), architects (my brother, John Jewell), military leaders (Mike Nelson), psychologists (Craig Polite, Linda Young) and a legion of unforgettable difference-makers like Milt Anderson, Mike and Michelle Blackmon, Julio Meade, Ray Lee, Walter Lanham, Reggie DePass, Ira Brecher, Seth Ugelow, James Turner, Jim Cody, Jake Johnson, Joe Clayton, Joe Codrington, Terry Anderson, Steve and Mike Francis and scores of others. 

His record of championships on the track is surpassed only by his record of college admission and graduation rates -- among the highest in New York City Public Schools and a standard for the nation. At a time when the U.S was wrestling with the issues of war, race, women’s rights, equality, dignity and respect, Mr. Blatt was leading the way. We are all products of the public school system, and proud of our heritage, and he is an essential part of that heritage.

Coach Blatt taught us a way of life – about the relationship between dream, effort and result --- about priorities and being proud. Every time I see the movie “Remember The Titans” starring Denzel Washington, I think of Mr. Blatt and those wonderful years under his tutelage.

And today, nearly half a century later, even after his death in June 1997, we continue to sing his praises, and always will. He cultivated a bond among us and that bond holds many of us together today. In all of our different walks of life, part of our job now is to keep the spirit and lessons alive and to share the baton with those who did not have the honor of being one of Mr. Blatt’s “trackademics”. 
Today, most people seem to be focused on the sprints in life, short-term gratification and quick fixes. They’re playing life like a game of checkers. But the good stuff in life requires the endurance of a marathoner and the mindset of a chess player. This means deliberateness, thoughtful preparation, follow-up, and  sometimes….just another 3-5% of effort. 
Everyone should have a story like this one.  If you do, go back to it, dust it off and share it. If you don’t, take ours and embrace it. 
Thanks Mr. Blatt.    
