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Queen of  the Hill
Pitcher Rachel Brown fans batters in unprecedented numbers.

The fact that a softball dia-
mond is so much smaller than 
a baseball field has radical ef-
fects. It means a faster game, 

for one thing. Softball bases are 60 feet 
apart, not 90, making for a much quicker 
trip between them. In baseball, a batter 
usually has to hit the ball into the outfield 
to make a single. In softball, though, even 
with bases empty, you’ll often see third 
basemen playing well in to defend against 
a bunt. That’s because bunts, cue shots, 

Baltimore chops, little nubbers, and other 
infield hits are all promising ways to reach 
first, especially with a speedy runner at 
the plate. “About 80 percent of the teams 
have a ‘slapper’ for a leadoff hitter,” says 
Harvard pitching ace Rachel Brown ’12. “If 
you have a girl who can barely touch the 
ball, but can beat the throw to first base, 
that’s a huge asset. Softball is about mov-
ing runners up and manufacturing runs.”

In contrast to one classic baseball for-
mula, “a bloop and a blast”—a fluke hit 

followed by a long 
ball—look in soft-
ball for an infield 
single, a bunt that 
moves the runner to 
second, then a run-
scoring line drive 
into the outfield. 
The first line of de-
fense, naturally, is 
keeping r unners 
off the bases, and 
few do this better 
than Brown, whose 
strategy is simply 

and written a few novels of his own.
Opportunities like these are partly a 

matter of luck and privilege, and it is no 
coincidence that a third of the Harvard 
men from that class (though only about 
half as many Radcliffe women) report an 
annual family income of $250,000 or more. 
And there is also selection bias in the re-
ports: the entries came only from class 
members who were alive and reasonably 
well (and communicative). But at the same 
time, many alumni wrote of past and pres-
ent battles with illness, or loss of close 
family members or friends—events whose 
chances we 20-somethings vastly underes-
timate. Still, the alumni are happy. More 
than three-quarters rank their lives as 8 or 
above on a 10-point scale (with 10 repre-
senting “the best possible life”), compared 
to 53 percent in a Gallup poll of the general 
population.

The reports speak to the possibility in-
herent in a forward-looking, daring mind-
set. Though past the usual age of retire-
ment, many members of the class prefer to 
be active with hobbies or careers, old and 
new. One woman climbed Mount Kiliman-
jaro with her son at the age of 71. “I have no 
plans to retire,” wrote an alumnus. “That’s 
because I have no plans: opportunities 
arise and I choose whether or not to follow 
them.  I’m happy to have lived an unexam-
ined, spontaneous life.  No regrets.”

As Antoine de Saint-Exupéry wrote in 
The Little Prince, “All grown-ups were chil-
dren first. (But few of them remember it.)” 
One day I happened upon a yearbook of 
the class of 2011. In the rows of portraits 
of graduating seniors, I was reminded of 
the photographs in the reunion reports I’d 
been reading earlier that day, another kind 
of senior picture. It’s rare that I speak to 
adults, particularly much older ones, as 
peers, but in the reunion reports, I read 
words meant for classmates. It’s enough 
to catch a glimpse of the student or child 
who once was. I’m reminded of something 
I often forget, that this is what growing 
up really means—not a state you enter 
when you reach a certain age, or receive a 
diploma; no secrets revealed to mysterious 
grandes personnes. Just people who are, at the 
core, like me—sometimes worried, some-
times confused. Sometimes hopeful.

“To my surprise,” wrote one alumnus, 
“I’m less and less the cynic and pessimist 
I once was. Too many good things have be-
fallen me.”

I’ve been thinking back to myself as 
a child (already it’s becoming hard to re-
member). I’ve been thinking about what I 
imagined for myself, growing up. I wanted 
to be, in sequence, a paleontologist, a ge-
ologist, an author, an artist, a mathemati-
cian. Asking classmates, I’ve heard things 
like policeman, teacher, firefighter, presi-
dent. It’s funny how our priorities and 
interests have changed as we draw closer 
to the real world (though I’m still uncom-
monly fond of dinosaurs). I still try to 
catch on to some of that childlike sense 
of things, absent the worries about money 
and security.

 I’ve also been thinking back two and 
a half years, to the beginning of college. 
I’m amazed how much my friends have 

changed, even some of the most seem-
ingly certain and focused. There’s been a 
lot of exploration of interests, ideas, and 
directions for the future. I’ve seen people 
switch concentrations multiple times, fall 
in and out of religion, discover new pas-
sions and hobbies, develop existing ones. 
Become discouraged and try something 
new; become discouraged and try again.
No doubt it will continue. No doubt the 
long conversations will as well. And the 
late evenings, with worries and fears given 
voice in darkness, whiling away the night, 
giving way to sunrise.  

Berta Greenwald Ledecky Undergraduate Fellow 
Katherine Xue ’13 wants to be a Tyrannosaurus 
rex when she grows up.
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striking them out in vast numbers. Last 
year she set a new Ivy League record for 
strikeouts in a season (299, eclipsing the 
258 fanned by Princeton’s Erin Snyder in 
2006), while posting Crimson records for 
strikeouts per game (11.4, with seven-in-
ning games) and wins (21, bettering the 
18 victories Tasha Cupp ’98 recorded in 
1997; Brown’s record was 21-7). She also 
led the Ivies in earned-run average (1.90) 
and opponents’ batting average (.181). To 
no one’s great surprise, she was the unani-
mous choice for Ivy League Pitcher of the 
Year and chosen for the all-Ivy first team 
from Harvard’s Ivy League-champion 
squad.

Power pitchers in the big leagues throw 
fastballs in the 90-plus-miles-per-hour 
range, with the hardest throwers topping 
out around 100 mph. In softball, pitching 
underhand, the fastballers work in the 
60-plus-mph range, topping out around 
70. But again, the smaller dimensions of 
the softball diamond factor in. In baseball, 
the pitching rubber is 60 feet, six inches 
from home plate; in softball, it is only 43 

feet away, so the batter’s reaction time is 
far briefer: a 65-mph fastball may look 
like a 95-mph heater would in hardball. 
Although Brown notes that “every pitch 
is a variation on the fastball,” and she 
warms up by throwing fastballs, she says, 
“I can’t remember the last fastball I threw 
in a game. Mine doesn’t move—it’s too 
straight.”

Indeed, there isn’t much that’s straight 
about Brown’s pitches. One of her lethal 
weapons is the rise ball, which doesn’t ex-
ist in hardball. Thrown fast, with tremen-
dous backspin, the pitch counteracts grav-
ity to some degree and rises as it reaches 
the plate. Brown has superb control and 
can locate her rise in different parts of the 
strike zone. “There aren’t too many, across 
the country, who can throw a low rise,” 
says head softball coach Jenny Allard, 
but Brown can fire a rise ball at the knees 
that breaks up a few inches into the strike 
zone—and above the bat of a swinging 
hitter. Her other “out” pitch is a baffling 
change-up that comes in at around 45 mph 
but is delivered with a motion identical to 

her other pitches. “It’s very hard to read 
as it comes out of her hand,” Allard says. 
“Very deceiving.”

Swing-and-miss strikes are the re-
sult—Brown’s K’s (the scoring symbol for 
strikeout) generally come not from called 
strikes, but flailing batters. “My strength 
is keeping the hitter off-balance,” the psy-
chology concentrator explains. “I’m com-
fortable throwing any pitch [she also has 
a dropping curve and a screwball] for a 
strike—I’ll throw a change on a full count. 
The trick is to make balls look like strikes 
and strikes look like balls. The main goal 
is to trick the batter.” Allard, now in her 
eighteenth season at 
Harvard, adds, “Rachel 
is so effective at zoning 
in on a hitter’s weak-
ness—with one swing, 
she knows where she 
needs to put the ball. She’s the craftiest 
pitcher I’ve ever coached.”

Brown honed her craft in southern Cali-
fornia, where year-round sunny weather 
and an intense softball culture combine 

Visit harvardmag.com/
extras to see a video of 
Brown explaining the 
art of softball pitching.

Multiple images of rachel 
Brown’s pitching motion.  
softball pitchers may take one 
step forward from the rubber 
while dragging the back foot.
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Playing with Health
A computer programmer turns his attention to making wellness fun.

V irtuous. Boring. Hard work. 
This is how most people view 
managing their health. But if 
Americans are to truly thrive, 

they must be convinced that health-pro-
moting behavior can be fun, says Adam Bo-
sworth ’76. He has built a company around 
doing just that.

 Keas, headquartered in San Francisco, 
runs a Web-based wellness program that 
uses social networking and gaming to 
boost excitement about improving one’s 
health (http://keas.com). It is currently 
available only to corporate clients, not in-
dividuals; participants form teams with 
co-workers and set personal goals, earn-

ing points as the goals are reached. They 
choose from dozens of options—increas-
ing fruit and vegetable intake, exercising 
more often, taking “mindfulness breaks” 
for activities such as journaling, to name a 
few—selecting those that will be easiest or 
most fun for them, while still contributing 
to better health. “We are as undictatorial 
as possible,” reports Bosworth, an Internet 
entrepreneur who has also launched major 
products at Microsoft and Google.

That may seem counterintuitive—sure-
ly it would be more productive to force 
people to choose those objectives that 
would most benefit their health, even if 
reaching them is difficult. Bosworth says 
this tough-love approach only works in 
theory. In reality, users who choose overly 

to create the country’s premier incubator 
of talent in the game. She began pitching 
at age eight, played ball “every month ex-
cept December” with high-school and club 
teams, and as a senior at Scripps Ranch 
High School set a new San Diego record 
with 400 strikeouts. She and younger sister 
Meredith, a freshman pitcher for Prince-
ton’s softball team, might have faced each 
other when the Crimson met the Tigers, an 
historic rival, on March 31; instead, Rachel 
won the first game, 6-5, whiffing 12, while 
Meredith pitched two innings of relief in 
the nightcap, an 8-0 rout by Harvard.

Either sister might have thrown in both 
games. The underhand motion stresses 
the shoulder and arm far less than over-
hand pitching, so the recovery period is 
much shorter; Brown has often started the 
first game of a doubleheader and pitched 
some innings of re-
lief in the nightcap. 
And she will keep on 
pitching this sum-
mer: a day after Com-
mencement, she’ll fly 
to Sweden to play for 
four months for the 
Skövde Saints, one of 
five semipro softball 
teams in that coun-
try. She might feel 
right at home there: 
last year the Saints, 
like Harvard, were 
league champions.

 vcraig lambert

For only the second time in history and the first time since 1946, Harvard sent a 
team to the Big Dance—the NCAA basketball tournament—this year. The Crimson 
earned the Ivy League’s NCAA slot with their second consecutive league championship 
season—after having posted no titles since the Ancient Eight’s incarnation in 1956. In 
2011, Harvard shared the Ivy laurels with Princeton, which won a one-game playoff for 
the NCAA bid by one point, but this year, Harvard secured the title outright on the 
strength of a 12-2 conference record, one game ahead of Penn’s 11-3. Harvard’s 26-5 
overall mark set a Crimson record for victories in a season. The squad also attained 
the first national ranking in program history, rising as high as #22 in the AP poll and 
#21 in the ESPN/USA Today Coaches poll.

Seeded #12 in the NCAA’s East Region, the Crimson flew to Albuquerque to 
face Vanderbilt, the #5 seed. Early on, Harvard opened a three-point lead at 20-17, 
but Vanderbilt responded with a 13-3 run and sank a trey at the halftime buzzer for 
a 33-23 edge. The Commodores continued their hot outside shooting to build an 
18-point second-half lead, threatening a blowout. But Harvard’s defense clamped 
down, and with seven minutes left, the comeback started when Kyle Casey followed 

a dunk with a three-pointer 
to cut the margin to 12. Of-
fensively, Laurent Rivard ’14 
sizzled, netting a team-high 
20 points on 6-of-7 shooting 
beyond the arc. The Crimson 
doggedly fought back to 70-
65 with 1:51 to play, but could 
draw no closer; the final was 
79-70. The Boston Globe’s Bob 
Ryan summed it all up as “the 
greatest season in Harvard 
basketball history....They have 
gone where no Harvard men 
have gone before. They should 
be proud.”
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all-ivy forward kyle Casey ’13 
drives toward the hoop against 
vanderbilt’s rod odom. 
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