WHARF TO WHARF
~ ‘We all make a conservative effort to pass the baton for race leadership so it will be around 100 years from now.’

KIRBY NICOL, retiring Wharf to Wharf director on keeping the 40-year-old race going

SHMUEL THALER/SENTINEL
After more than two decades directing the Wharf to Wharf, Kirby Nichol will hand over the reins after today’s race.
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maintain the ongoing success
of the event.”

McConville said he has been
grateful to Nicol for “going out
of his way to mentor him into
the position.”

“Everything that I've
learned and everything that
I’ve taken away from the
Board of Directors and from
Kirby will keep my plate full
for the next year,” said McCo-
nville, whose goal it is to run
the Wharf to Wharf as effi-
ciently as Nicol has. *

“We don’t want fo see it stop
because we all retire,” Nicol
said. “We all make a conser-
vative effort to pass the baton
for race leadership so it will be
around 100 years from now.”

Nicol’s efforts over the last
40 years have developed the
Wharf to Wharf from a small,
humble jaunt of 273 runners
into today’s competitive foot-
race of 15,000 people. Nicol
began as the finish line coor-
dinator in 1973, a spot he’s
occupied for several years
opposite official starter and
Wharf to Wharf president Ken
Thomas.

“He’s been the driving force
behind the race,” said Thom-
as, a founding member of the
board who previously held the
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Race Director Kirby Nichol gets some last minute logistics taken
care of at the Wharf to Wharf office this week.

position of race director from
1973 to 1978. “He’s got a pas-
sion for the race. I would say
it’s a healthy obsession. He’s
the kind of person who thinks
about how the race can always
be improving.”

That’s partly how he got
the job in the first place.
Nicol, who was a member
of the board from 1974 to 83,
presented ideas on how to
increase the size of the event,
add more features and bring
in more corporate sponsors.

It wasn’t too long ago when
the Wharf to Wharf, which
initially began as part of the
Capitola Heritage Days, was
so small organizers wouldn’t
even block off traffic for the
runners. They would even
knock on doors on Beach
Street in order to set up the
public address system, which
would blare out of a window

to the small group of runners

awaiting start instructions.
“It was a much more low-
key event,” Thomas recalled.

But Nicol and Thomas trav-
eled east in 1983 to attend a
road race management confer-
ence, where they picked the
collective brains of “all the big
road races that were there.”
A year later, the race reached
6,000 entrants for the first
time, while in Nicol’s third
year as race director, the event
attracted 10,000 entrants.

Meanwhile, the Wharf to
Wharf last year generated
nearly $242,000 in donations
to local schools and athletic
programs, a number that has
continued to grow over the
years.

“We were thinking our race
could besignificant and gen-
erate some money,” Thomas
said. “We realized it could be
what it’s become.”

Thomas would like to see
Nicol continue with the corpo-
rate sponsorship program in
the future because he’s done
so well with it over the years.
And the Capitola City Council-
man and local realtor might
just take him up on it.

After all, it was in 1987
when Nicol stepped down as
race director after three years,
thinking he might explore a
different path.

The different path didn’t
take, though. Nicol was back
as race director a year later
in 1988.

“I missed the community
part of it and the fulfillment
of what we gave back to the
youth programs and other pro-
grams,” said Nicol, who then
reflected back on how sports
changed his life as a youth
growing up in a small farm-
ing community in Ilinois.

In a town where “nobody
traveled” and few went to
college, Nicol’s life changed
when he was introduced to
athletics by his fifth-grade
teacher. He played basketball,
baseball and later attended
the University of Wisconsin
at Whitewater, where he com-
peted in the high jump. After
serving as a high school track
coach, Nicol volunteered with
the Peace Corps and traveled
to Asia and northern Africa
on various coaching assign-
ments.

He eventually ended up
in the Philippines, where he
coached the national track
and field team at the Munich
Olympics in 1972. '

“Because I was introduced
to athletics by my fifth-grade

teacher, it took me out of
that environment, took me
around the world. Everything
changed,” Nicol said. “If you
can find an opportunity to pro-
vide to young people, it feels
pretty good.”

“With the Wharf to Wharf,”
he later added, “there’s no
controversy. Everybody
knows what it is and every-
body likes what it does. It’s a
feel-good kind of event. You
don’tlike to give up that kind
of stuff.”

The scholarships, the
award ceremonies, the wed-
ding proposals, those who
are running in memoriam
and those who are recover-
ing from illness, there are too
many memories for Nicol to
pick just one. He plans to con-
tinue helping out the Wharf to
Wharf, but in the meantime,
there may be some more trav-
eling in his future.

And who knows, perhaps
there is a memory of his own
to be made at next year’s
Wharf to Wharf. '

“It’s an interesting possibil-
ity, to take a year off and may-
be run the race next year,”
Nicol said. “See it from the
pavement up.”




