
C itius, Altius, Fortius—that’s the
Olympic motto: faster, higher,
stronger. Altius is Becky Chris-
tensen’s specialty. The junior

high jumper, who hails from the small
town of Celina, Texas, north of Dallas,
won the Heptagonal Championships,
took second at the ECACs, and finished
fourth at the 2008 NCAA indoor track
and field championships this spring. For

her finish in the top eight nationally, she
was named an all-American indoors, one
of only three Crimson women high
jumpers ever to earn that honor. At the
meet, Christensen missed twice at 1.80
meters before clearing the bar on her
third and final try. When the bar was
raised to 1.83 meters, or six feet, she
cleared it on her first jump, tying her per-
sonal best, set outdoors last year against

Yale. Christensen has always jumped bet-
ter outdoors, so her performance thus far
bodes well for the upcoming season and
her ultimate goal: a trip to the Olympic
trials, which she could clinch with a jump
of 1.85 meters.

Christensen says she first tried the high
jump in elementary school, during a
“track and field day when you could pick
any event.” She discovered that she was
“pretty okay at it.” (When asked, she ac-
knowledges that she won, yes, “but there
were only seven people in the class.”)

In high school she got serious about her
interest. In the Texas state championships,
she placed third as a freshman in her divi-
sion, then second as a sophomore, and
finally won first in her junior and senior
years. “I’m not sure how Harvard found
me,” she says, but former field-events
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asked me how Harvard was going and
then stood silently in front of me, out of
things to say. My best friend was with me,
which made the experience less isolating,
but I could not shake the feeling that my
past, instead of waiting patiently for my
return, had swept on ahead of me, heed-
lessly, and that I would never catch up.

This sense of in-between-ness, of not
quite fitting in anywhere, is, of course, the
stu≠ of growing up, canonized in coming-
of-age literature and discussed by young
people everywhere. Yet my own experience
felt immensely personal and uniquely trou-
bling, as most of my close friends, both in
Texas and at Harvard, did not feel the same
disconnect between their hometown lives
and their lives at college. I had achieved an
uneasy truce between two worlds, but I
longed for something more definite and
more comfortable. I wanted a home.

When my mom called last October to
tell me my grandfather had died, I was
printing out my Portuguese paper in La-
mont Library. I sat down in the stairwell,
clutching my cell phone, and listened to
her news. He had been very sick for sev-
eral months, and I had thought I was pre-
pared for his death, but sadness washed
over me anyway, submerging my desire to
go to class or turn in my paper. I bought a
plane ticket to the funeral a few hours
later, and left my Harvard worries—my

thesis proposal, classes, duties at the
Crimson—in Cambridge. 

Some of the same people who had at-
tended my cousin’s wedding three years
earlier were at the funeral, which was a
big event despite my grandfather’s desire
for a small graveside service. His female
cousins cooked pounds and pounds of
peach cobbler, and a group of Co-
manches, whom my grandfather be-
friended decades ago, chanted and beat
drums by his grave. A military honor
guard laid a flag over his casket for his
service in the Second World War. As the
former editor of the local newspaper, he
had known a wide variety of people, as
was evident in the diversity of the crowd.
While I remembered him as quiet and
shy, preferring to be out with his cows
rather than participating in rowdy family
discussions, many of the people at the fu-
neral remembered him as an inspiring
boss with a sly sense of humor, or as the
“midnight cowboy” because of the odd
hours he spent in his pastures. 

I could not help but absorb the scene
hungrily, appreciating its strangeness and
narrative value as I never would have
done had I not gone away and adapted to
a di≠erent world. Although deeply moved
by the service, a part of me was observing
instead of participating, caught up by the
same watchful feeling that accompanies
me everywhere as a partial outsider, half-

adapted to two very di≠erent environ-
ments.

As people were heading to their cars to
drive over to the reception, a squat lady
dressed all in black, with long, gray hair,
approached me.

“Are you the granddaughter that goes to
Harvard?” she asked. “I hear you are writ-
ing a book about Paul. That’s just great.
Someone should really write about his life
and how wonderful a person he was. I’m
so happy you’re writing that book.”

I was startled by her words, and shocked
that this rumor was making its way
through the crowd. Yet as she went on to
describe how she met my grandfather
(when he wrote an article about her getting
snowed in with her 13 collies), I found my-
self taking mental notes, wondering to my-
self at the world’s strangeness, at the sheer
vastness of experience that one human life
is granted in 80 years. During his life, my
grandfather had been many di≠erent people
to those who knew him, yet they loved him
more—not less—for his versatility. It really
would make a good book, I thought. She
left, and I stood there alone for a little while
before walking quickly to catch up to my
family, and to drive home. 

Berta Greenwald Ledecky Undergraduate Fellow
Liz Goodwin ’08 is not exactly writing her grand-
father’s biography, but is, at least, finished with
her senior thesis.



coach Paul Turner persuaded her to visit
Cambridge. “When it is cold in the winter,
I wonder why I came all the way up north,”
she confesses, but when she came to visit,
it was snowing. “I hadn’t seen that in a
long time,” she says, not since she lived
outside Chicago when she was eight. “It
seemed a really beautiful place to be.”

At Harvard during competition season,
Christensen is focused: strength work on
Mondays and Wednesdays (Fridays, prior
to meets, are easy days); jumping on Tues-
days and Thursdays. High jumpers today
use a technique called the Fosbury flop to
clear the bar, though Christensen’s father,
who is six foot four, cleared six feet in mid-
dle school using an old-fashioned tech-
nique called the Western rollover. Chris-
tensen herself hasn’t tried the “Western
roll—nobody does that anymore,” she says
with a laugh—but she is thrilled to have
cleared the same height as her father.

The high jump appears simple enough:
run toward a bar suspended between two
standards, throw yourself in the air, and
land on a big, soft mat. But clearing a bar
higher than you are (Christensen is 5 feet,
11 inches) is no mean feat. The physics of
the event are perplexing, to say the least.
High jumpers run a J-shaped path toward
the bar. “You have to run a straight line to-
ward the mat until you get pretty close
and then turn fairly tightly and lean away
from the bar,” in order to compensate for
your momentum toward it, Christensen

explains. Her initial ap-
proach is not so much a run
as a series of measured
bounds, a deliberate gather-
ing of speed down the
straightway. As she enters
the curved part of the J, her
steps become quicker and
shorter until she pops sud-
denly o≠ her outside foot,
driving up with the opposite
knee and throwing her inside
arm up in the air to guide her
body over the bar. “You have
got to put all your energy
into that last step,” she says.

The goal is to have every
part of the body—arms,
head, shoulders, hips, calves,
feet—pass through a curve

that reaches its apex just above the bar.
Achieving that requires a good measure of
flexibility and (since the body is simultane-
ously rotating) an impeccable sense of tim-
ing—something Christensen, who also

plays the flute, piccolo, and tenor saxo-
phone, clearly has in abundance. “When
you are over the bar you want to be on your
back in an arched position, with your head
upside down looking at whatever is behind
the mat” she explains (see page 57). “Begin-
ners sit over the bar, instead of letting
themselves lie backwards.”

Christensen spent her high-school
years perfecting the arch. At Harvard, she
worked on leaning away from the bar, and
that gained her three inches. Now she
works on little things: from run up, to
keeping her shoulders open as she falls to-
ward the mat, to tucking her chin down
to her chest, which, in the jump’s final
stage, provides a fleeting counterbalance
when she flips her feet over the bar.

She is focused now on the Olympic tri-
als. “I don’t have any dreams of advancing
from there,” she says, “because there are a
lot of really good jumpers. I just want to
go and compete.” For Becky Christensen,
the pursuit of excellence is all about the
altitude. �jonathan shaw
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Questions about
Recruiting

An article alleging that Harvard had
lowered academic standards for recruits to
its men’s basketball program, and might
also have skirted or violated National Col-
legiate Athletic Associations (NCAA)
rules governing recruiting, appeared
March 2 on the front page of the New York
Times Sunday sports section. “Harvard has
never won an Ivy League title in men’s bas-
ketball and has not reached the NCAA
tournament since 1946,” the article began,
asserting that, in an attempt to improve
the program, the College had adopted a
“new approach” that could “tarnish the
University’s sterling reputation.” 

University o∞cials vigorously disputed
the allegation that Harvard had lowered
its academic standards in any way even
before the article appeared. In a written
statement quoted in the Times, Harvard
vice president for government, commu-
nity, and public a≠airs Alan J. Stone char-
acterized “any suggestion that our stan-
dards have been lowered for basketball”
as “absolutely inaccurate.” But two high-

ranking University sources say separately
that Harvard is investigating (under the
auspices of the Ivy League) the possibility
that NCAA recruiting rules were vio-
lated, with a focus on the actions of assis-
tant coach Kenneth L. Blakeney in the
weeks before the team hired him last July.

Last June, Blakeney reportedly played
pick-up basketball on separate occasions
with two recruits later admitted to Har-
vard, during a period when contact with
potential players is not allowed. Even
though Blakeney was not a Harvard em-
ployee at the time, if such contact leads to
“a significant competitive or recruiting
advantage,” according to wording on the
NCAA website, it could be considered a
major infraction of its rules. A reviewer
chosen from outside the Harvard athletics
department will submit findings to the
Ivy League O∞ce and a committee made
up of representatives from each of the
other Ivy schools, who will take the case
from there, and to the NCAA if necessary.

The Times article based its separate as-
sertions that Harvard had lowered its
standards for men’s basketball on the ad-
missions status—then unknown—of one
or more of the athletes whom Harvard
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