I'm still trying to comprehend the experience of this first marathon.   I think it will be a while before do.  I knew going in that I hadn't perfectly prepared and that there were still thousands of unknowns for me in this race.  But as Maricar coached, I needed to just quit thinking and do it.  Perhaps now it is also time to quit thinking about the experience and enjoy it, but I do want to learn from it. 

 

Although highly anxious to get this "first" full marathon behind me, I was not really troubled by it in the days immediately prior.  I had trained all I could and it was time to just get to the start and then finish.  My running partner, Krista, went with me to share the experience and for her to run the half.  She and Bev had a choral concert the night of the race, and we hoped I would finish in time for a rush return back to Columbia on Saturday for Krista to make curtain call.  (Bev, wisely, chose to stay in Columbia and avoid that hassle.)   Krista and I also took the opportunity to head to Illinois on Thursday so we could visit our respective parents on the way.  We also thought that by breaking up the drive into two days, we'd be better rested for the race.  So Krista stayed with and visited her mom in Mattoon and I stayed at my parents' lake cabin and then visited them in Neoga prior to driving on to Champaign Friday.

Since you and I had run Champaign the prior year, I had experience for selecting the hotel this year (we stayed across the street from where you and I were last year), and in finding parking and the venue for the Expo and packet pick-up.  We were at the Expo early Friday afternoon, so it wasn't crowded and we could wander the event for a while.  At the Expo, after first getting our race packet, our second destination was KV Switzer's booth.  I nervously introduced myself to her and referenced you in doing so.  She exclaimed recognition and I was quickly put at ease.  She had just a few minutes before one of her scheduled speeches to runners, but she took time to autograph and write personal notes in the books we purchased.  (One of mine was for my mother and another for Carrie.)  Jan Seeley came to the booth to spur KV and Jean Driscoll (whom we also were surprised to be able to meet) on to their scheduled talks, but KV still took time for pictures.  What a wonderful person KV is and I was glad to have the opportunity later to hear Jean's story in greater detail.  Krista and I ate at the event pasta dinner and Krista insisted we get to a table close to the speakers' table for Jean and KV's talks.  They were wonderful, the dinner itself good enough.

 

I slept well the night before the race.  I mostly was worried about the weather for race day.  Reports days prior had forecast rain.  But there seemed to be the possibility the rain would move through on race morning.  That proved to be the case.  What I hadn't planned on was the warmer temperature and high humidity.  Krista and I had made plans to call each other race morning to make certain we each were up.  I, of course, still had set two alarms to make certain I was up.  We met up with plenty of time to head to the race start which was just a few blocks from the hotel.  I love walking along with other runners to the starting area.  The race morning air always seems full of anticipation, excitement, anxiety, and a building confidence.  This day was no different.  In the coral, we watched Jan doing her job by putting her attention to details as she first got additional volunteers to hold a corral line demarcation tape and to then returning (twice) to correct the manner in which the volunteers were holding the corral identification signage.  That was clear evidence of why this race is so successfully organized and growing in popularity.

 

My heart rate was low prior to the start of the race and I felt like I would have no problems in the run.  I told Krista I'd run with her for a while to both enjoy the event together and to keep me from bolting out too fast.  I left her before two miles, and wished later that I had stayed with her for four or five more.  Unfortunately, I felt so good that I decided, stupidly, that I could follow the run/walk intervals of my medium training runs.  I have no idea why I was thinking that since I knew very well that pace was too fast.  Further, I had calculated that I should be able to run the marathon in five and a half hours, and Krista and I had thought that would be good enough to get us back to Columbia in time for the concert.  In order to help keep me on the move toward that goal, I had written a few split times on my arms as a guide and encouragement.  But I had written the times for a five hour finish, not a five and a half finish.  Plus, I just felt good....for the first 12 miles.  

 

As the course split off the half from the full marathoners, I started questioning the decision to run a full.  In chatting with some other marathoners around me, I learned I wasn't the only one to wish, at least for a few moments, that I could stay with those running the half.  I ran for a short while with a woman from Chicago who had finished her first marathon in Chicago.  Her husband ran out onto the course to bring her fluids and gel and to lend encouragement.  She was struggling a bit but determined to beat her prior time of about 5:20.  I soon knew that I wouldn't be able to run with her even though up to that distance I had been running on a pace close to all my "arm splits".  But that would soon change.

 

Krista and I had somehow missed the first water stop.  That hadn't bothered me much then, but later it became clear that fluids were an issue for me.  I thought the water stops were spaced a bit far apart in a few areas prior to the latter part of the marathon.  The Chicago runner's husband offered me fluids but I turned them down.  I should have accepted.  The sun came out early in the race and with the high humidity, I was loosing fluids rapidly.  I had none with me and was totally dependent upon the organizers and the volunteers.  I thought I had learned from my long runs how important fluid intake was for my runs, even in cool weather.

 

At around mile 12, my heart rate started fluctuating.  I slowed and started monitoring my bpm's closely.  I knew from my long training runs, that my pace and my heart rate were keys to how I would finish.  But my heart monitor started beeping both "heart rate too high" and "heart rate too low" messages even when the readings seemed not to be extreme.  I started getting frustrated as well as concerned and discouraged.  Not a good combination when trying to get your heart rate down.  I hadn't yet associated the loss of fluids, fast pace and heart rate problems. Shortly after the heart rate fluctuations, my left calf seized in a strong cramp.  I stopped and stretched and walked.  I seemed to be fine and I ran again, but soon the pre-cramp feelings returned and I had to walk again.  At water stops, I started taking both Gatorade and water, hoping I could catch up on fluids and electrolytes.  I had started gels earlier, but now took more, again hoping they would help with the cramping.  I had promised Krista I would text her at mile 20 so she'd know how I was doing.  I reported that I was having problems and was now going slowly.  I was upset.  I knew then that the odds were not good that we'd get back to Columbia with any time to spare for her and Bev's concert, and that if things didn't improve for me, we just wouldn't make it, and I might not finish the marathon.  

 

The mental challenges of long distances is well known.  I've experienced them a bit even in half marathons.  I started to really learn about them during the longer training runs.  Now I was entering a new chapter.  On the one hand, every mile after 20 was a new distance record for me.  But every run interval was a challenge now.  I have had severe leg cramps before, but not while running.  You just can't run much with leg muscle cramps.  But I kept telling myself that they were getting better and that I could run the next interval longer.  I gave up any hope of a 5:30 finish and told myself to treat this race as just a longer training run and to learn from it.  I also told myself that I was stupid, that I wasn't an athlete, that I was a fool, that I was too old, that I was letting all my friends and supporters down, that I was keeping my running partner from being able to be in a concert she really wanted to sing in, that I was not going to see my wife sing in that concert, that Diana is one hell of a person to be able to run marathons as often as she does, that all I had to do was accept defeat and call Krista to come pick me up.  

 

Luckily, I don't give up quite that easily.  I started telling myself to only give up the finish time goal and instead to focus on each run and walk interval time.  So I'd tell myself to walk to "x" minute on the Garmin and then I'd run.  I'd tell myself to just run to "x minute" and then I'd walk.  I'd tell myself to just run to the next street, or to run across the intersection so the cars could pass earlier (or at least be stopped for a runner rather than a walker.)  I also reminded myself that this was my run and my need to finish it.  I told myself that this was just a race to finish not to show anything to anyone else.  Soon I started to feel stronger mentally even though I wasn't really going faster or running longer.  At mile 21, 22, and again at mile 23 and mile 24, I reminded myself of my easy training day runs and pictured myself at the corresponding spots on my favorite trail courses with just a few remaining miles to go in my comfortable shorter runs.  And I started to believe again that I would finish.

 

The volunteers continued to be helpful.  Several runners were stopped along the sides of the course and ambulances were busy.  I think the heat and humidity was taking it's toll, but maybe that's just how longer races are.  One EMS person on bike came up to me to check on me.  That got me running again simply to show I was really okay.  There were some water mist and sprinkler systems set up and I found I liked those.  The crowds along the course were outstanding.  I was amazed by how many people were out.   I have to say that for some blocks I was totally unaware of my surroundings and focused only on my breathing and my foot falls.  But sometimes voices directed at me would "wake" me up.  I tried to acknowledge many volunteers and those in the crowd who were encouraging me.  The course went through lots of neighborhoods and families seemed to enjoy sitting out in their yards watching the runners.  They cheered and encouraged, clapped and shouted.  Some just watched or explained to children not why we ran, but why we were taking so long.

 

With just a couple miles to go, I was still in housing neighborhoods.  The Illini stadium finish, I thought, had to be farther than that.  I walked some more and then suddenly the course was crossing U.S. route 45.  I had to run for the sake of the traffic.  And those around me started talking about finishing too. I got into more of a race mode and started passing some runners with whom I had played leap frog during much of the second quarter of the run.  I also wanted to be running not just as I entered the stadium, but up to it.  I pushed myself, passed some race "buddies" and was running to the entrance when I saw Jan at the gate again working with a volunteer or official to get the job done right.  She seemed to recognize me and thanked me. That shocked me and I decided I needed to get it right.   I tried to shout a return thanks to her as I rounded the corner into the stadium.  I felt like I was coming back from a doped sleep.  But the stadium entrance was a shock wave of activity, and I very quickly had my attention drawn by Krista's jumping and yelling as I neared the finish line.  I perked up and tried to enjoy crossing the line.  After all the trouble I had running, now I had trouble stopping quickly enough to be handed my finisher's medal.  Krista came up and I went down.  The cramps came back with a vengeance and I knew my heart rate was high.  Astra turf is not comfortable.  It's not at all like laying in the soft grass under a shade tree.  And when you are are cramping, it really isn't fun.

 

We needed to get moving if we were going to make it to the concert.  Krista got me water and helped me stand. We walked slowly up the stadium steps and Krista got some snacks for me.  Krista said she had been in contact with Bev and had relayed that things hadn't been going well for me on the course.   As we headed on to the hotel, I talked to Bev to let her know I had finished and was okay.  Krista had not had a good run either and neither of us were really in a very good mood.  We were indecisive about whether we could make it back to Columbia in time, with neither of us really wanting to let that go; Krista because she really wanted to sing in the concert and me because I felt my poor running was the reason she couldn't. After a stop at the hotel desk to make certain they hadn't packed up our stuff and kicked us out of our rooms, we went to our rooms to clean up quickly and to pack.  I couldn't enjoy my shower.  I wanted to just turn on the cold water and lie in the tub.  I thought of Maricar and her ice bath prescription.  But I needed to get moving.  I started cramping in the shower again as I washed and then cramped periodically as I dressed and packed. 

 

Krista and I carried our luggage a block to the car.  I could hardly walk and my back couldn't take the strain, but I knew Krista was hurting too and we just needed to move along if we were going to get back in time.  Finally, sitting in the parking lot, Krista decided we just could not possibly get back in time.  She kindly worked me out of my guilt and tried to get me to appreciate my accomplishment rather than my failure.  She talked to her husband and friends who were going to go to the concert because of her and I realized they were all probably secretly pleased with my slow running.  But I was also going to miss seeing Bev sing.

 

As we headed south, Krista suggested we just stop off for a few minutes in Neoga so my parents  could see me and share in our experience.  It was a great idea because it also enabled me to give my mother her Mothers' Day present, the signed copy of KV's book.

 

There are so many people who make our running possible and an experience that is larger than ourselves.  And while the runs are ours, the runs aren't just about us, the runners.  It's about the parents and spouses and family and friends, the fellow runners and running buddies who all contribute to our efforts and struggles and accomplishments.  It's about the race organizers and volunteers, the communities and sponsors who make races possible as well as enjoyable events.  And it's about the ongoing community of runners, across time and location, pioneers like KV and mentors like you.  They and you are always there and I am proud to be a part of that.

 

The next marathon, I'll contribute a better race.

 

Thanks.

 

 

 

-Carl

