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HE’D NEVER EVEN PLAYED SQUASH BEFORE HE WAS INVITED TO TRY OUT FOR 

AN AFTER-SCHOOL SQUASH PROGRAM IN HIS NEIGHBORHOOD. TURNS OUT, 

THIS SPORT THAT HE KNEW NOTHING ABOUT WOULD CHANGE HIS LIFE.  

Cristian Escalona ’16, born to immigrant par-
ents from Mexico, grew up with his family in 
the Bronx. In sixth grade, Cristian met Tim 
Ryan, the director of CitySquash, a not-for-
profit after-school enrichment program that 
helps motivated and talented young people 
facing economic disadvantages to reach their 
academic, athletic, and personal potential 
through tutoring, mentoring, community 
service, travel, culture, high school place-
ment, college prep, and of course, squash.

Cristian at first felt indifferent, but took 
home the information about the program 
anyway. 

His parents said, “Why don’t you just take a 
shot? Just go for it!” And so he did. And so 
did 149 other kids. 

At the tryouts, the coach, Bryan 
Patterson, dropped a ball and 
watched the students hit it to the 
wall. “He wanted to see if we were 
good enough with our hand-eye 
coordination,” says Cristian.

Cristian’s coordination was good enough; out 
of the 150 students being considered, two 
were accepted. Cristian was one of them.

“I have been in the program ever since,” 
says Cristian, referring to CitySquash as his 
“second family.” It is about more than just 
playing squash; Cristian has met lifelong 
friends and mentors, and his dreams for his 
future are becoming realities because of the 
opportunities he has been afforded.

It was CitySquash’s focus on assisting kids 
with high school placement that ultimately 
brought Cristian to Episcopal. “When it 
came down to applications for high school, 
all I had known about were the public schools 
near where I lived,” he says. “They told me 

about boarding school, and I 
didn’t even know what it was. 
The counselors explained it to 
me and told me that I would be 
living there. I was like, ‘Living 
where? In the classrooms?’ They 
told me that there were dorms, 
like in college.”
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The comparison to college made Cristian 
take note. “I thought of my dad who was 
the only person in my family who has gone 
to college. I could be the second person 
to go. But this wasn’t even college, it was 
high school!” 

The CitySquash counselors talked with 
Cristian and his family about boarding 
school, and Cristian spoke with other kids 
in the program who were attending board-
ing schools. They told him that at boarding 
schools you “learn to be independent, you 
meet new kids, you have your own lifestyle 
growing up. You know who you are when 
you’re at boarding school.”

For Cristian, that all proved to be true. 
Now a senior at EHS, he says, “I’ve defi-
nitely gotten to learn who I am, meeting 
new kids, and just independently building 
myself, creating myself.”

Squash continues to be a big part of 
Cristian’s experience at EHS. “In squash,” 
he says, “we are all equal. Playing squash 
teaches me about sportsmanship and 
confidence.” 

Cristian takes his role as this year’s team 
captain very seriously, says Head Squash 
Coach Frank Phillips. “He is a reliable 
go-between for the coaches and other 
players and has a great rapport with both 
groups. He manages the responsibility well.” 

 Cristian is a leader on the court as well and 
“plays a style of squash that is a balance of 
fundamentals and finesse,” says Phillips. 
“At times he will rally up and down the side 
wall, punishing opponents with exhausting 
drives, and at other times, he will deceive 
with unexpected touch shots in the front 
court.”

Cristian remains connected to CitySquash 
through events like the Route 66 bicycle 
ride this past summer. Cristian’s decision 
to ride Route 66 was about more than 
supporting CitySquash; his decision was 
personal and rooted in his desire to help his 
younger brother, Maury. Maury, a seventh 
grader, plays squash and is also part of the 
CitySquash program.

“Every time I see my brother, he asks, 
‘So how’s school? Are you still playing  
 

squash? What grades are you getting?’ I 
see his curiosity and his wanting to come 
and have the same experiences that I have 
had.” Cristian wants to make that happen 
for him.

The ride became more to Cristian than just 
fund-raising and bringing awareness to the 
program. On a daily basis, he was physi-
cally and mentally challenged and learned 
to push himself and persevere. 

The most challenging part of the Route 66 
ride was the day they confronted moun-
tains and hills and had to push themselves 
beyond any point they had been pushed so 
far. Cristian remembers one big mountain 
in particular. He says, “We started riding it, 
and by the time we were one-fourth of the 
way to the top, I was so tired. I just kept 
telling myself, ‘Come on, Cristian, you can 
do this, push, push.”

When he at last reached the top of the 
mountain, he says, “I got off the bike and 
looked back at the mountain, and it was 
so high. I felt like I had accomplished the 
biggest challenge of my life.” 
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This summer, Cristian Escalona ’16 rode from 
L.A. to Chicago in support of CitySquash, 
the after-school enrichment program that 

helped bring him to Episcopal.

Route 66
CRISTIAN’S TR AVELOGUE 

BY NATASHA FERGUSON ’16 
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CALIFORNIA
“My first time in California wasn’t that bad – until we started riding,” 
says Cristian. But who can blame him? It was only Day 2, and he and his 
three companions had gotten lost in the desert. Parts of Route 66 that 

cut through California’s Mojave Desert are too rugged for 
vehicles, so Cristian and his crew had to forge ahead 

without the support of their safety van, 
which stayed on the highway about 
15 miles away. The sun was scorch-

ing, and all Cristian had were his 
water bottle and his bike. Everything 

seemed dead and barren, nothing like 
the lively city of Los Angeles where they 

had started their trip. For 55 hot minutes, 
they pedaled across an unending carpet 

of orange dust, littered with the occasional 
armadillo corpse or dry bush, until they 

reached the edge of the desert, where 
their phones finally picked up a sig-

nal, allowing them to reunite with 
the safety van. An inauspicious 

start to an awesome journey.

ARIZONA
Sitting at a table 
in Aggie’s Café in 
Holbrook, Cristian thought 
about how in this exact café, John 
Lasseter found his inspiration for 
what would become the Pixar movie 
“Cars.” Cristian noticed how the 
movie had accurately captured the 
rustic and homey vibe of the scenery 
but failed to portray the intensity of 
the heat, which regularly reached the 
high 90s but felt even hotter. Water, 
he says, was the only remedy – water 
and the will to keep biking and move 
past the desert and this stretch of 
66 that “looked like a plain, straight 
road with no end.” 

TEXAS
The Big Texan Steak Ranch 
in Amarillo is well known not 
only for its steak, but also for its 
challenge to eat a 72-ounce steak, 
plus side potatoes, salad, and 
shrimp cocktail, in under an hour. 
Anyone who rises to this Texas-
size challenge pays nothing for 
their meal. “I was thinking about 
participating,” Cristian admits, 
“but then I thought of what was 
left of this bike trip … a lot!” 
However, Cristian told his friends, 
“I will be back.” 

NEW MEXICO
Finally the road began to offer 
trees, which provided some 
protection from the blazing sun. 
Vegetation made an appearance, 
with small patches of grass 
growing on the side of the road. 
The dust was still suffocating, 
but there was one thing to look 
forward to: the Blue Hole, a 
small, dark blue artesian well 
in the middle of arid ground 
near Santa Rosa. It promised to 
be a nice reward after enduring 
the continual heat. “The water 
sounded like a good idea … 
until I touched it.” Cristian had 
not expected the iciness of the 
64-degree water in the 80-foot-
deep pool. He had only one 
choice: an all-at-once cliff jump.  
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OKLAHOMA
By the time they reached Oklahoma, 
Cristian and his team were proud of 
themselves. The change of scenery 
had lifted their spirits. The desert 
was replaced by green fields, the heat 
was replaced by a slightly cooler heat. 
But with more than a third of their 
journey still remaining, their bikes 
were in dire need of repair. They 

stopped at a bike repair shop in 
Oklahoma City and made time 
to take pictures in front of the 
stadium where the Oklahoma 
City Thunder play, and to notice 

murals depicting early Oklahoma 
settler life and herds of buffalo. In 

Tulsa, wildlife made another cameo 
when one of Cristian’s companions 
was bitten by a scorpion and had to 
be taken to the hospital. Fortunately, 
scorpions in Oklahoma are not 
dangerously poisonous. 

KANSAS
Route 66 barely grazes the south-
east corner of Kansas, covering 
maybe 20 miles of road from the 
Oklahoma state line to Missouri. 
But, says Cristian, “maybe we biked 
a little more, since we started by 
heading the wrong way.” On aver-
age the team usually biked around 
60 miles a day, so they were able to 
cross through Kansas in under three 
hours. Although Cristian’s time in 
Kansas was short, “I am able to say 
that I’ve been to Kansas. Well, just 
the bottom tip.”

MISSOURI
In contrast to the western half of Route 66, Missouri was full of ups and 
downs, making each day’s journey a lot more tiring. The bikers saw a Cardinal’s 
baseball game in St. Louis and visited the World’s Largest Gift Store, conven-
iently located next to the Candy Factory – “a real-life CandyLand.” As they 
pedaled through the rest of the state, there was one thing on their minds: 
“Only one state to go!”

ILLINOIS
“The final state. Our destination. 
Waking up and knowing that we 
would soon finish our bike ride. 
We would succeed.” Cristian and 
his crew could not believe he had 
actually done it – and they hadn’t 
quite. As they reached their desti-
nation, the city of Chicago, Route 
66 became too complicated and 
heavily trafficked to follow, and they 
were forced to drive the remaining 
miles of their journey. Cristian was 
disappointed: they had not biked 
it all. “When we arrived, we didn’t 
feel comfortable having driven to 
our final destination, so we got 
out of the car and biked through 
the busy streets of Chicago.” They 
dropped their bikes at the bike shop 
to be shipped home, drove to the 
University of Chicago where they 
would be staying for the last couple 
of nights, and prepared for an 
unforgettable Fourth of July at the 
end of Route 66, America’s historic 
Mother Road.
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