Watching the Olympics recently reminded me of a story from my time on the South Tahoe High
track team when | would have been a sophomore or junior in 1964 or ‘65. My dad had been a
champion quarter-miler as a young man so | figured | might have some running talent as well.
Wrong!

Somewhere in that timeframe, a new kid named Al Tesson enrolled in school and joined the
team. | say “kid” loosely because Al seemed to be a few years older than the rest of us, almost a
full-grown man. It was not uncommon back then for kids to have been “held back” one, even
two years so we didn’t think much of it. Al was a fast sprinter but his real event was the pole
vault, mostly because, to our amazement, he had his own fiberglass pole. They were not at all
common in those days, certainly not in high schools. | think our school pole was aluminum or
bamboo. Al quickly became a team ringer: a top sprinter, an anchor for relays, and, of course,
our primary pole vaulter.

One of our big meets that year was the Ceres Invitational, about three hours away in the San
Joaquin Valley. We were all stoked to go somewhere different and to pit our skills against other
teams. On the morning of, we met at the school at 7 AM and loaded on the bus. Everyone was
present and accounted for--everyone except Al. We waited five, ten, 20 minutes, knowing that
our chances of winning any events were greatly reduced without him. Coach Jones might have
tried to call his house but there was no answer. Finally, we had to leave, our enthusiasm for the
meet tamped down.

We got to Ceres at about 10 AM, changed into our running gear, and had just started warming
up when someone shouted, “Look, there’s All” What!? Indeed, there he was, walking up with
his fiberglass pole over his shoulder. “What happened?” We all asked, incredulous. “How did
you get here?” Al told us he had been in some altercation the night before (possibly there was
alcohol involved), and had spent the night in jail. Upon waking, he explained his pivotal role on
the team to his jailers whereupon they sprung him, either out of amusement, small-town team
boosterism, or both. He then ran home, grabbed his pole, and started hitchhiking. Crazy as it
seems, he got to Ceres within an hour of our arrival! We asked him, “How in the hell did you
hitchhike with a 15-foot fiberglass pole?” He told us that it actually helped him get rides--
people had to find out who he was and where he was going with that pole.



We went on to do OK at the meet, thanks in large part to Al. | might have placed in some event,
maybe high jump, but | did reach one of my most important goals; to not have Coach Jones
force me to run in the 2 mile event as punishment for a lackluster performance. | have no idea
where Al is now but | got a good story out of it.



