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Old Man and the Dipsea

By Lisa Jhung

Ninety-four year-old Jack Kirk is a recluse, an occasional jailbird, and a legend in the history of running

.

And like many legends, Kirk’s eccentricities make him that much more intriguing. Kirk lives alone on 400 acres of land in Mariposa, California, near Yosemite Valley. His lot is filled with broken down cars, mostly Volkswagons, which he’s been known to sleep in. He doesn’t like trespassers, and has been imprisoned for throwing rocks and aiming a shotgun at them.

This June, Kirk will make his annual trip to Marin County, California, to run in his 65th consecutive Dipsea trail race

.

Since 1930, Kirk hasn’t missed the grueling and treacherous 7.1 mile race that begins by climbing almost 700 steps in the first quarter mile, then winds through, around, up and down sections appropriately named, “Cardiac,” “Dynamite,” and “Insult.”

Both Kirk and the Dipsea race have been around since 1905, and both are set in their quirky ways. The Dipsea honors a unique handicap system that awards runners headstart minutes based on age and gender. And the Dipsea course is “open,” meaning runners are free to choose their routes between the start in Mill Valley, up and over the south side of Mt. Tamalpais, and the finish at Stinson Beach. The first one to the finish line wins.

Kirk won the race at 46 years old in 1951, and again at age 60, with a 15 minute headstart.

During his first Dipsea in 1930, Kirk plunged ten feet down an embankment in an effort to pass the top runners. “The way he runs down those hills,” said a fellow runner after the race, “he must be a demon.”

Hence, the Dipsea Demon was born, and has been somewhat of an intangible spirit ever since.

“Jack lives the life of a hermit,” said Edda Stickle, member of the Dipsea Race Committee. “Not many people have been to his property. He likes to keep to himself.”

When I tried to contact Kirk, Barry Spitz and Kees Tuinzing, two Marin County running icons and long-time Dipsea runners warned me, “He has no phone. He doesn’t like visitors, and he really doesn’t like media people.”

So I wrote him a letter. Addressed it to Jack Kirk of Mariposa. I had no exact address, but with 400 acres in a relatively small county, I figured the postman would help me out. I drew a stick figure runner next to his name on the envelope, stuck it in the mailbox and crossed my fingers.

Less than a week later, there was his reply.

“You have one point against you,” he began in his four-page letter. “Tahoe ! denotes skiing, and I have much better things to do with my legs than to break them on skis.” 

Within the first sentence, I liked him.

He told stories of his Dipsea race experiences, and how writing about 64 consecutive Dipsea races gave him writer’s cramp.

And he confirmed his dislike for the media.

“I get many threats (?) (SIC) for interviews…I keep getting tossed in jail for trying to protect my home and my person. 

“I’m the only man in history to spend time in all three Mariposa County jails,” he boasted, “with ex-Dipsea runners as escorts from jail to the court house.”

He went on to assure me, “Do not be afraid of me. I am a strict vegetarian.”

In 1995, Kirk spent 16 days in jail, and according to the Marin Independent Journal (1997), he trained for the race by running around in his cell. He was freed in time to compete in the Dipsea.

Ornery? Maybe. But Kirk has his soft side as well.

Barry Spitz and his two young children visited Kirk on his property back in 1992 while Spitz was researching his book, “Dipsea, The Greatest Race.”

“All Jack wanted to do was play with the kids and show them the rare flowers that grow on his property,” recalls Spitz. “It was very frustrating, but very moving.”

Little is certain about Jack Kirk’s personal life. There was no mention of family in his letter, and no one I spoke with knew of any kin.

The Dipsea Committee and a select few Dipsea runners seem to be closest to him, and they respect and protect his desire for privacy.

“He doesn’t answer to anyone,” says Spitz. “He’s earned my respect because he does his own thing. Most of us compromise. Jack doesn’t.”

I gathered from Kirk’s letter that he spends his time tending to his vegetable garden, admiring flowers, and challenging his mind with math problems. He even drew me a small diagram of a problem he was working out.

Kirk majored in Math and Biology in college. He worked at a refinery in the East Bay, and ran up and down the ladders at night to train for the race. Kirk spent three years in the U.S. Army, but didn’t miss running the Dipsea, even then.

Between 1942-45, WWII kept the Dipsea on hold. During the Great Depression ten years previous, the Dipsea lost funding and was off from 1932-33. According to Spitz, Kirk offered $100 of his own money to have the race continue. But to no avail. Kirk had to wait two years to run his Dipsea again.

Next month, I’ll be running my third Dipsea race. And like last year, I expect to see Jack Kirk, with a runner behind him wearing a shirt that says, “Caution, Dipsea Demon Ahead.” But this year, I know that Jack wishes the escort wasn’t there. Stickle said that Kirk scorns the Dipsea Committee every year.

“No pacers are allowed in the Dipsea!” insists Kirk.

Jack Kirk adds personality and lore to the Dipsea race, and Marin County runners hold him dear. 

It’s hard to imagine a Dipsea race without him. But since Kirk plans on running the Dipsea until he’s 110, we don’t have to for a while. Besides, the Dipsea Demon will surely live by his favorite saying, “Old Dipsea runners never die. They just get to the 676th step.”

