
When did failure become so bad? I
think back to elementary school, when my
classmates remarked, “You missed a
point!” Whether stated with glee or mere
surprise, the expectation was clear. Any-
thing less than perfection meant failure.
But even if that was the beginning, as is
often asserted, many of us who have made
our way to Harvard have invested personal
meaning in these all-or-nothing standards. 

We do not confine these standards to
our judgments of ourselves; they travel
with us, out into the world and the work-
place. I visited a friend in New York in
June, where we ended up among a group
of recent graduates whom I did not know.
One new alumna recounted her first day
at the o∞ce: “The security guard asked me
if I was a new secretary.” Everyone
laughed. Though I did not know what she
did, this graduate was clearly a success.
“And I thought to myself, ‘Now look here,
Rent-a-Cop….’” More laughter. Security
guards are failures. The group disdain for

secretaries or security guards made me
uncomfortable. If I am less than extraordi-
nary, will I, too, merit such condescen-
sion? Will I be less happy than these new
alumni?

The more pessimistic of my roommates
believes that he would be unhappy with
anything less than excellence. “I want to
be the best,” he says, as he plans to apply
to the best graduate schools. “I know I
could continue studying at Arizona State,
or somewhere, but it would signify that I
was not good enough. It’s a step down,
after Harvard.” He explains that the
stamp of excellence is indispensable.
“Even if I really like a job, it would not
make me happy to do it at a level that was
not the best.”

These standards are his own, yet in his
words I see a dangerous perfectionism,
equating normality with misery. I have
confidence that he will do great things,
but I wonder whether he will accomplish
enough to satisfy his own taste for excel-

lence. Even more, I wonder about myself. 
I tell myself that I want to help people,

and this will make me happy. Still, the lure
of perfectionism is seductive, promising
me everything I’ve always wanted—
money, fame, glory, attention, power. I
know that as they return to Harvard, my
classmates will bring stories of high-oc-
tane internships, tense applications for
schools and scholarships, and endless
banter about starting salaries in this or
that profession. It will be easy to get
swept up in the tension, ambition, and ex-
citement that senior year will bring.

When I hear the suitcases clatter into
the courtyard, I will wonder: When sum-
mer rolls around again, and the suitcases
roll in the other direction, which of us will
be happy with where we are headed?

Berta Greenwald Ledecky Undergraduate Fellow
John A. La Rue ’07 expects to graduate in June,
after which he will seek employment, shelter, and
(possibly) spare change.
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W atch him this fall, if you
can: footbal l players of
Clifton Dawson’s caliber
don’t show up very often

in Harvard Stadium. The record books,
in fact, have never seen his equal: Daw-
son has already set every single-season
and career rushing record that Har-
vard keeps, with his senior year still to
play. His Harvard marks include career
rushing yards (3,628), career touch-
downs (44), single-season rushing yards
(1,302), and touchdowns (18). Dawson
begins the season only 1,008 yards shy of
the Ivy League’s all-time career rushing
record (held by Ed Marinaro of Cornell
since 1971). He could be the greatest

S P O R T S

Every Play Breaks a Record
Running back Clifton Dawson ’07 owns the record books. Now he’s rewriting them.

Sometimes called “Threes” for his 
uniform number, senior running back 
Clifton Dawson might be the best 
running back in Ivy League history.

P h o t o g r a p h s  b y  J i m  H a r r i s o n
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running back the Ivies have ever seen.
Dawson transferred to Harvard from

Northwestern, where he was red-shirted
during his freshman year. (That’s the
practice, common in large football colleg-
es, of holding a player out of intercolle-
giate games to preserve his four years of
eligibility while he develops for another
year.) “I wasn’t playing any football,” he
says. “There was talk of my switching to
cornerback—but I had never played de-
fense.” Though Northwestern is an NCAA
Division I-A college and Harvard is I-AA,
Dawson says he is “very happy with the
level of play” in the Ivy League, which now
regularly sends alumni to the National
Football League (NFL).

Dawson had a second freshman year at
Harvard, where he quickly established
that running the ball, not tackling, was
what he was meant to do. “We knew from
the first practice that we had something
special,” says head football coach Tim
Murphy. “He did things you can’t teach:
speed, hitting holes, and his ability to slip
tackles.” Against Lafayette, Dawson ex-
ploded for 218 yards (the fifth-highest sin-
gle-game mark in Crimson history) and

four touchdowns. He went on to set the
Ivy League’s freshman record (1,187 yards)
and became the first freshman o≠ensive
player ever to make the all-Ivy first team.

As a sophomore, he joined the company
of some Harvard legends. His 108 points
scored surpassed the Crimson season
record of 94 points that Charlie Brickley
’15 established in 1912. Dawson also gar-
nered first team all-America status, be-
coming the first Harvard o≠ensive back to
do so since Barry Wood ’32 in 1931. Last
fall, minor injuries slowed Dawson down
a bit, but not enough to keep him from
running for 1,139 yards, or being a unani-
mous first team all-Ivy selection for the
third consecutive year, or catching 10
passes as well as scoring the game-win-
ning touchdown in the third overtime pe-
riod of Harvard’s 30-24 triumph over Yale.

At a muscular 5 feet, 10 inches and 210
pounds, Dawson is built to run, and does
so in the aggressive style of the late Walter
Payton, who was happy not only to dodge
tacklers but to knock them for a loop. “I’m
not a guy who steps out of bounds,” is
how Dawson puts it. “I am more than
willing to run through them.” Murphy

says Dawson’s very physical style of play
makes him, “for a true running back, the
best blocker I’ve ever seen.” Dawson says,
“I really enjoy blocking—it’s a close sec-
ond to running the ball. Blocking is an in-
dividual battle. Very satisfying to control
a guy who outweighs you by 50 pounds.”
During his red-shirted year at Northwest-
ern, Dawson went up against Big Ten line-
backers in practice every day. “You had to
quickly get the fear out of you,” he recalls.
“I came to Harvard pretty confident.” As a
Crimson frosh, he soon practiced against
the likes of linebacker Dante Balestracci
’04, the first player ever to achieve all-Ivy
first-team status four years running
(Dawson could become the second).

Born to Jamaican parents in Scarbor-
ough, Ontario, outside Toronto, Dawson
grew up the youngest of six in an athletic
family: all his siblings,  male and female,
excelled in track and field, especially
sprints. Dawson himself was fast enough
to win Toronto championships in the 100
meters in the ninth and tenth grades.

His speed, strength, and endurance
helped him excel immediately during
summer seasons with the Toronto Thun-

Clifton Dawson has become a
standout running back because of
what he has done, but he has also
excelled at not doing something:

fumbling the football. In 721 career carries (and 798 touches, including pass recep-
tions and kickoff returns), he has fumbled only five times.“I don’t know what it is
with this guy,” joked head football coach Tim Murphy last fall, after Dawson com-
mitted a rare turnover in a Crimson win.“Every couple hundred carries, he fum-
bles the ball.”

It’s no accident. Like the rest of the Harvard offense, Dawson focuses on ball
security. “Turnover ratio is the number-one factor in winning games,” he says. “If
you get more turnovers than the other team, 95 percent of the time, you’ll win.
You can run 80 yards and make a one-handed catch of a pass, but if you drop the
ball, it doesn’t matter.”

On the sidelines, Dawson nearly always has a football in his hands; he is con-
stantly renewing his feel for the pigskin. He hates wearing gloves and avoids them
whenever possible. In a game, Dawson keeps the ball secure with five “pressure
points” of contact—fingertips, palm, forearm, bicep, and chest. He also makes a
point of using an “eagle claw” grip, holding the pointed tip of the football between
his second and third fingers. “A lot of people put a finger on the tip of the ball,”
he says.“But that’s a weak point of pressure.”

Dawson also carries the ball high against the upper chest. “You never want to
carry the ball low, especially in traffic,” he explains. “That’s where a defender can grab
at it.” Of course, ball security, like everything else, has its price. “From holding the ball
so tightly,” he says, “someday I’m definitely going to have arthritis in my hands.”

How Not to Fumble

Dawson demonstrates the “eagle claw” grip, a
key to ball security.

Carrying the ball high on the chest helps keep it
away from grabby defenders.
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Strangers in the Rangeland
A field biologist battles back-country plant invaders.

der club team of the Ontario Varsity Foot-
ball League. Sprinting requires explosion
out of the starting blocks and quick accel-
eration, skills that transfer nicely to get-
ting through a hole in the scrimmage line.
Agility is another huge factor, because in
football, unlike track, he says, “You never,
ever have a straight-line run.”

An economics concentrator, Dawson
may eventually work in finance; he enjoyed
an internship at a hedge fund in 2005. He
can also imagine coaching football one day.
But for now he wants to play it. His home-
town Toronto Argonauts chose him in the
sixth round of the 2006 Canadian Football
League draft; don’t be surprised if an NFL
team picks him in their draft next April.
But this fall, you can see him in the Ivy
League, where every yard he gains sets a
new record. �craig lambert
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G ilbert gale ’69 was “pretty
much bored to death” study-
ing agricultural economics at
the University of California,

Davis, when someone told him that U.S.
Forest Service (USFS) workers get paid
to ride horses. “’You’ve got to be kidding,’”
he recalls saying. But the tip was true,
and the idea of swinging into a saddle and
working outdoors every day lured Gale to
work on the Western
range. 

These days Gale still
keeps his own horses,
mainly so his daughters
can learn to ride, but he
does a lot more hiking in
his field work: directing
the rangelands and inva-
sive-plants program in
the Bitterroot National
Forest for the USFS. 
Often called one of the
world’s last great places,
this southwestern Mon-

tana forest includes two mountain ranges:
the rock-ribbed Sapphires and the jagged-
peaked Bitterroot expanse that divides
Montana from Idaho. The lakes and
streams teem with trout. Wildflowers
bloom in late July above 10,000 feet. Elk,
deer, bighorn sheep, black bears, grizzlies,
moose, wolves, and mountain lions roam
across 1.6 million acres, half of which is
designated wilderness: roadless, primeval,

and o≠-limits to motorized vehicles and
timber-cutting. Such areas seem little
changed since the days when the Lewis
and Clark expedition passed through the
nearby Bitterroot Valley. “You have these
long views,” Gale says. “You can see for a
hundred miles.”

For 15 years Gale lived in Wisdom,
Montana, in the Big Hole Valley where, at
6,000 feet, it can snow in almost any

month of the year and
summer is a fleeting phe-
nomenon. Now he and his
wife, Debra, also a USFS
forester, live near the Bit-
terroot Forest along with
two horses, two dogs, two
cats, two rabbits—and the
two girls, ages six and nine

Head football coach Tim Murphy sus-
pended team captain Matthew C.
Thomas ’06 (’07) indefinitely after the
Harvard University Police arrested the
linebacker in connection with an inci-

dent on June 5 at Currier House. The police report said Thomas broke down the
door to his ex-girlfriend’s room; when she returned, an altercation began and wit-
nesses found Thomas “strangling her with one hand.” The report said he “suddenly
lifted her and drove his knee into her chest,” and that she was examined at Mount
Auburn Hospital. Thomas, who was allegedly intoxicated, has been charged with as-
sault and battery, breaking and entering, and destruction of property. At press time,
his case was continuing in the courts, and the football team’s 2006 media guide had
dropped him from the roster listing, with linebacker Ryan E.Tully ’07 replacing him
as team captain.

Two other players, James R.Velissaris ’07 and Danny P. Lane ’07, allegedly inebri-
ated after the team’s spring barbecue on April 29, engaged in fisticuffs with the dri-
ver of a Harvard shuttle bus, who was subsequently fired. The players were sus-
pended for the opening game against Holy Cross on September 16.

Football: Off-Field
Incidents

Gilbert Gale ’69, a field 
biologist with the United
States Forest Service, battles
invasive plants and restores
native vegetation in the
Bitterroot National Forest.
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