.Northern Central Trail Marathon in Sparks, MD
November 28-30, 2008

This was my 3rd full marathon of November.  Add a hash-a-thon and a half marathon on the alternate two weekends and my month was full.  My body feels it.  I had mixed emotions running this many, but it’s done and now I have two weeks to rest before my 12th full marathon of '08 occurs, or hopefully occurs, at Charlotte.  I'll explain later about my mixed emotions but basically I think the body is telling me to rest.  I wonder why?  I know . . . . there are other runners who manage a race every weekend, but maybe they aren't 63 or maybe they just aren't a wimp.  

This being a trail marathon, plus having a 5:30 cut off time, I was a little bit nervous about finishing in time but I did come in at 5:28 just in the nick of time which really is all I needed or cared to do.  The hard packed trail was gorgeous, running to the side of a river or canal and many little waterfalls for miles on end, with one major waterfall at about mile 10.  It was an out and back course, very secluded, with many times running in near tunnels of rock.  For those of us who like woods, the scenery and most of the surface just couldn’t be beat.  

I was a little put off after having passed mile post 13 and assuming that in .1 of a mile we'd have the turn-around but it must have been another half mile farther.  At this stage of the 26.2 miles, one generally is hunting for something to complain about anyway.  The organization was excellent, the course was just what you'd want for a trail, and the total participant numbers were small at something under 500, which I think included teams, the small size evidenced by my getting a 2nd place in my age group.  (A carved rail road train in honor of the rails to trails course.)  

I'd complain about the last couple miles being asphalt, strong hills, and lots of traffic, but again, marathoners always complain about the last couple miles and these were necessary in order to let us start and finish in the dry and warm elementary school.  There they had real toilets without lines and at the end they were serving hot beverages and soup among other usual things like bagels and bananas.  The simplicity of the event is not lost on me.  Think about baggage claim:  we mark our own bag and drop it along a wall with numbers posted.  Some runners didn't even bother and left their clothing and bags along hallway lockers.  

Monica and Jim are my friends met at Myrtle Beach Marathon earlier this year and they had come about 1 ½ hour drive to run and/or be a spectator at this marathon.  They stayed over Friday night and through late night Saturday.  Jim met me on the course at a couple locations where we walked which was good for me and mindful of his doctor’s orders to take it easy pending his bypass operation in a couple days.  Norma Walker was at Reykjavik Iceland where I met her and I’d always meant to try to meet up with her again and she came out as a spectator too.  Norma lives about 1 hour away and knew the vicinity so found a very local and good choice of a Baltimore-type restaurant for us on Saturday night.  While at the marathon I saw Chuck from our running club, and he’d run it the year before and loved it so much as to come back.  
To get to this marathon, on the edge of Baltimore, should have taken me somewhere between 3 and 3 ½ hour drive, but on both sides of the trip, maybe owing to it being Black Friday and Thanksgiving weekend, it was 5 and 5 ½ hour drive.  Fortunately my car is comfortable and I surprisingly wasn’t uncomfortable anyway.  I really should know better than to drive that corridor on any Friday or any Sunday anyway, having paid the price when we went to Shamrock Marathon in Virginia Beach.  
There are a plethora of hotels in the vicinity but I was pleased that Norma had suggested the Hunt Valley corridor where I found an Embassy Suites with complimentary full service breakfast, drinks and hors d’oeuvres, all set in a newly renovated hotel.  

This marathon is known as a big Boston qualifier but I’m not so sure that the reason is the course.  There were primarily local runners and there are a lot of fast boys, it is typically cool which helps times, and this is a time frame where the qualifier will give the runner rights to two years Boston entry.  The average runner finished in 4:06 and there were even 18 after me – clocked at what was after the finish line was broken down.  My final results were 5:28:13, I was 2nd in my age group (by default), 91st female out of 99, 371st out of 413 and again, give me a break, my age graded results was 3:50.  The winner times were 2:41 and 3:17.  I got a cute little wooden carved railroad car with an engraved metal plaque.  
Why did I say my body was done?  Well, it’s actually not sore, nothing hurts, and on the 2nd day I’m going in for weight training, but there are little clues that a rest is needed.  Beyond that I’d like a nap very badly . . . . First clue -- After the Philadelphia half marathon, I felt very strong and had they permitted it, I might have wanted to continue on and run the full marathon.  But that night in bed my legs wouldn’t stay still, the IT band had little creepy crawlers inside, and sleep just wouldn’t come, or when it did, it wasn’t for long.  A few days later over a massage, we found numerous little tender spots that I’d missed.  My prior injured (broken?) toe is not very happy and neither are my hip joints.  And my finishing time should be a bit better since I do well on trails and in the cool temperatures.  
I’d started this marathon feeling really strong but by mile 5 I realized that I was under a 10 minute pace and running with some 4:30 hour marathoners so I cut back.  At the half way point I was on target and doing fine at 2:35, but soon thereafter fatigue set in.  I wonder why!!!  It really was fine because I even took time to walk down to the water in one place, to walk with Jim a bit more, and a couple toilet stops.  
A word on clothing for this trail marathon:  Weather report for nearby Baltimore showed 32 degrees at the start and expected to warm up to about 50 degrees.  The race director convinced me that there wasn’t a lot of sun and the area was cooler than Baltimore where I was getting these readings.  He said he’d wear tights.  I had mixed emotions but then found that most of the runners did wear tights.  I was quite quickly overdressed in tights, light high tech shirt and light weight tissue thin jacket, topped with a warm hat.  It is true that there are plenty of areas without sun, but it’s also mostly protected from the winds.  

A word about port-a-potties on the course:  There aren’t.  They believe in woods, all of which is fine for the majority of the population of this race, but not for girls in tights.  Well, there was one port-a-potty, and I found it on both the out and the back.
Its celebration time no matter, as this was my 30th marathon in total.  It was my 25th state.  In two weeks, with the completion of the Charlotte Marathon, I will have run 12 full marathons and 10 half marathons in ’08, well beating my 8 and 8 in ’08 goal.  I will have run 5 half marathons in 4 weeks, than doubled the odds to run 5 full marathons in 8 weeks.  Five racing events in November and three of them were full marathons.  Something to headline for this 63 year old chick!  

Itinerary – for planning purposes for all those who should consider this marathon next year:  
Fri 11/28

10am

Packet pick up at Charm City Run to 6pm 



2045 York Road, Timonium, MD 
Tele 410 561 3570 

3pm

Monica and Jim arrive – via car but there is light rail nearby 
5pm

Dinner with Monica and Jim - staying 2 nights at Embassy Suites also 

Hotel

Embassy Suites Baltimore - North/Hunt Valley (1)


213 International Circle, Hunt Valley, Maryland 21030



Tele: 410-584-1400 

Sat 11/29

7:30am
Packet pick up at Sparks Elementary School 

9:30 am
Marathon start – 19th annual 
Location: Sparks Elementary School, 601 Belfast Road, Sparks, MD 21152.  Forget using your GPS unless you want to be taken to a dead end deserted road.  Directions: I-83 (North or South) to Exit 24 East approx ¼ mile to school entrance.  Or follow York Road about 1.8 miles.  
Parking:  Parking is (supposedly) not allowed at the school and a shuttle is provided from the parking lot at 14550 York Road (Western Run Business Park) beginning at 7:30am and shuttle bus service back to the parking lot post race.  But cars were stacked up and double parked all over the school grounds.  
Directions:  From I-83 South:  Exit east on Belfast Road go past Sparks Elementary School (the start/finish).  Turn right on York Road (MD 45) for 1.3 miles on your right.  From I-83 North: Exit east on Shawan road, pass Hunt Valley Mall to York Road (MD 45).  Turn left and parking is 2.1 miles north.  

Course:  Starts and finishes at Sparks Elementary School.  First 1.8 miles on road to get to trail. It is a Rails to Trails. Travel north on a dirt and crushed stone trail for 11.7 miles before returning for 11.2 miles with last 1.5 miles on road to return to the school.  Slight upgrade on trail going out and slight downhill on the return.  Google claims its 2-3% grade but it’s not very noticeable.  Chip timed.  More on the course:  The race is an out and back course primarily along the Northern Central Railroad Trail. The start and finish are at Sparks Elementary School, and the first and last few miles of the race are on rural paved roads. A few hills occur on the paved roads that begin and end the course, but most of the race is on the flat stretches of the NCR Trail. The trail surface is a compacted combination of dirt and fine stone. The trail winds along the Gunpowder River, through quiet farmland.  The Two-Person Relay covers the same route at the same time as the marathon. Each team member runs a 13.1 mile leg of the relay.

Amenities:  Hot soup and other foods at the school on return.  Water and Gatorade on the trail approximately every 3 miles.  Long sleeve nice high tech dark shirt.  Unique railroad awards to winners.  USATF-certified course, Boston Marathon qualifier.  Water stops with Gatorade every 3 to 3.5 miles.  Medals to marathon finishers.  Warm waiting area and baggage drop in school gym with real toilets and plenty of them.  After-race hot soup and snacks.  Unique awards based on the NCR railroad heritage.  
Marathon is limited to 450 entrants.  Teams limited to 50.  Time limit of 5:30.  Finish line closes at 3pm.

Sponsored by www.brrc.com.    

Sun 11/30
Pm

Depart to NJ via car  

(1) The Embassy Suites Baltimore North/Hunt Valley hotel is located in Hunt Valley, MD, just minutes from Baltimore Maryland. This full-service upscale all-suite hotel includes all the hotel amenities and facilities you expect. From the time you walk in, you will enjoy everything this hotel has to offer and its superior customer service. This Hunt Valley hotel has all the amenities and facilities to suit your every need while on business or pleasure.

Area Attractions near our Hunt Valley Hotel include: 

• Hunt Valley Towne Center Shopping Mall
• Pimlico Race Course - Site of the Preakness
• Towson Town Center Shopping Mall
• Towson University
• Loyola College of Maryland


The Hotel is just a short drive from Baltimore Attractions: 

• Baltimore's Inner Harbor
• Downtown Baltimore
• Oriole Park at Camden Yards
• M & T Bank Stadium (Baltimore Ravens)
• Maryland Science Center
• Baltimore's National Aquarium
• Port Discovery Children's Museum
• John Hopkins University
• Baltimore Museum of Art
• Baltimore Convention Center
• Maryland State Fairgrounds

The Embassy Suites Baltimore North/Hunt Valley hotel is a half mile from a Baltimore Light Rail Station and 35 minutes away from the Baltimore/Washington International Airport. 

Guest Accommodations -- Each suite at the Embassy Suites Hunt Valley Hotel is beautifully decorated with a private bedroom and spacious living room. All of our accommodations are fully equipped with two televisions, a refrigerator, microwave oven, coffeemaker, two telephones with data ports and a well lit dining/work table. 
Other hotels - from one of the race directors, "Dave Cooley" <dcoolman@comcast.net>

 

The York Road (RT 45) corridor & its lodging sites include the following:
Hampton Inn (York Road) (Hunt Valley, MD)
Marriott Hunt Valley Inn (Shawan Road) Hunt Valley
Day's Inn (@ I-83 & Padonia Road) Timonium/Cockeysville, MD
Red Roof Inn ( I-83 & TIMONIUM ROAD) Timonium, MD
From www.MarathonGuide.com prior to the 2008 run: 
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I've been bitten by the marathon bug! (about: 2007)
Course: 5 Organization: 4 Fans: 5
G. p. from Pittsburgh, PA (3/6/08)
1 previous marathon 

This was just my second marathon. I was only going to run a marathon once, just to do it. I ran my first one 3 years ago but didn't cross the finish line near my training time, so I felt I "needed" to try it again. 

I had such a great time in this race. The trail was beautiful. The course was flat with crushed stone. I was able to recover quickly from this race due to the more forgiving surface. The last couple of miles were a little steep. Many runners were reduced to walking during this section. I trained in Pittsburgh, which is hilly, so I was not too affected. The spectators and volunteers were great, I thought. They knew all the right things to say. ("Remember all those long runs? This is what you've been training for!") 

I liked the medal. I thought the post-race food was a little skimpy. I was disappointed they didn't have any shirts in my size. And when I gave them my contact info, because I REALLY wanted a shirt, nobody got in touch with me. That was the only disappointment. 
I felt so good crossing the finish line, and blowing away my projected finish time by over 15 minutes (my husband didn't get there in time to see me cross!) that I knew I had to do more marathons. I will definitely do this one again. 
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Good course; need to improve planning (about: 2007)
Course: 5 Organization: 4 Fans: 3
M. C. from Baltimore, MD (12/21/07)
2 previous marathons | 1 North Central Trail Marathon 

The course was scenic and mostly flat. Not many spectators due to the nature of the course. The volunteers at the water stops and check in were great. Food and water were plentiful. Problems: Only 1 bathroom on the course (2 total since it was an out-and-back); medical was gone before the marathon was over; they ran out of medals for finishers and the smallest participant's shirt they offered was a men's medium. 
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Great Marathon with Forgiving Surface (about: 2007)
Course: 4 Organization: 4 Fans: 2
J. L. from Northern Virginia (11/30/07)
2 previous marathons | 1 North Central Trail Marathon 

The NCR Marathon is a small, well run event. The highlight for me was that the majority of the miles were on packed dirt and gravel, thereby lessening the impact normally felt with marathons run on the road. I was not nearly as sore after this one. I echo the sentiments about the last 1.5 miles. They were tough. It would be nice to finish on the flat trail, but that could be an organizational issue since the trail is open to all. The scenery and stillness of the route were fantastic and the weather this year was perfect. 
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Generally flat, there and back (about: 2007)
Course: 5 Organization: 4 Fans: 3
p. j. from United States (11/26/07)
2 previous marathons | 1 North Central Trail Marathon 

I thought it was a great, generally flat marathon, with the exception of the 2 miles nearest the school. The trail was neatly manicured in most places. As far as spectators go, there were spectators in places where the trail opened up in more residential areas. This is an experience that I enjoyed and I hope to relive. 
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Fun and healthy marathon (about: 2007)
Course: 5 Organization: 5 Fans: 4
W. D. from USA, Maryland (11/26/07)
6-10 previous marathons | 1 North Central Trail Marathon 

This was my 8th marathon in eight years. I have run in the Baltimore, New York, Marine Corps and the Philadelphia Marathon. The NCR trail is now my favorite marathon to date. It provided fun, safe and friendly conditions. The staff and volunteers were great, and the trail gave great relief to my knees and feet. 
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Great trail marathon. (about: 2000)
Course: 4 Organization: 3 Fans: 3
J. P. from Maryland (11/24/07)
4-5 previous marathons | 2 North Central Trail Marathons 

Great trail marathon. Not many spectators, but the ones that come out bring lots of energy and support. This makes it a tough first marathon. It's an out-and-back course, which is nice. The NCR Trail itself is great. 
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Great Race - Perfect Weather (about: 2007)
Course: 4 Organization: 5 Fans: 4
J. O. from Northern Virgina (11/24/07)
4-5 previous marathons | 1 North Central Trail Marathon 

Beautiful course on an exceptionally forgiving trail surface. Only negative with respect to the course is the 1.5-mile, relatively steep climb to the finish line from the trail at the end of the race. Organization was superb; plenty of course marshals and friendly, helpful staff. Aid stations were every 2.5 to 3 miles with water and Gatorade. Spectators were enthusiastic, but limited - as expected with a trail marathon. 
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Beautiful Marathon (about: 2007)
Course: 5 Organization: 4 Fans: 3
D. L. from Maryland (11/24/07)
6-10 previous marathons | 1 North Central Trail Marathon 

A wonderful small marathon! Nice sweatshirt; the course was awesome; the water stops excellent. Porto-potties and spectators were few and far between, but about what you'd expect for a trail marathon. Hot soup, bagels, fruit, water, and drinks at the end. Finisher medals ran out, but that was because more folks showed up to run than they expected. Running a trail instead of a hard road meant that my feet feel great at the end. I had an excellent experience, and would recommend it. 
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Extremely Nice Event. I'm returning for 2007. (about: 2006)
Course: 4 Organization: 5 Fans: 4
Jim Andrews from Columbus, Ohio (9/8/07)
11-50 previous marathons | 1 North Central Trail Marathon 

I loved running on the dirt/crushed gravel surface for most of the event. The hill at the end was a nice challenge. I surprised myself by being able to speed up and pass a few runners that passed me on the trail. The people along the course and in the area were all very nice. The race gloves and blanket were great. They were claimed by other family members soon after I arrived home. Race organization was very good. 
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Good, but there's room for improvement (about: 2006)
Course: 4 Organization: 3 Fans: 3
C. F. from Silver Spring, MD (9/5/07)
6-10 previous marathons | 1 North Central Trail Marathon 

Hi, I agree with G.G. from New York below. It was disappointing when the race directors said that they ran out of premiums and that they WOULD send them - but we still never got them! Having been promised - and not making good on the promise - is quite disappointing. Also, we could have used some more Gu or gel shots or quick nutrition, especially towards the last 10 miles. Nevertheless, the buses and course safety were fairly well organized. And the route is scenic and peaceful (don't count on much fan support!). Overall, from a strictly "race perspective," it was a positive experience, with only the caveats mentioned above to blemish it. 


From a 2008 runner on www.marathonguide.com:
Maybe I am not like other runners but I really don't care about medals, after-race food, etc. I want to know about the course. Is it fast? Will the course enhance or sabotage my training?  The answer to that is a mixed bag with the NCR Marathon. 

First, is the course flat? Well, yes in the sense that there are no hills except at the beginning/end (and why they can't extend the trail to get rid of those is a mystery). On the other hand, there is a very, very distinct grade - up on the way out, down on the way back. According to a Google search, the grade is 2-3%. 

Second, you need to be good at solitary running for this marathon. The water stops have enthusiastic volunteers, but the only other people you're going to see will be the occasional hiker or dog-walker. The course goes through the forest for the most part. After a few miles, when the runners spread out, you may be alone with no one in sight, or you might be in a small pack. 

Third, there is little pomp and circumstance if you like that sort of thing. This is more like a club run (which it is), and the course is completely open to outsiders, meaning that you will share the trail with dog-walkers, baby strollers, and the occasional bird-watcher. If you get fired up from the excitement of crowds, police closing roads, a city all worked up about the race (e.g. NYC, etc.), you'll be disappointed here. No one really knows (or cares) why there seem to be a lot of runners on the trail this particular Saturday. 

Bottom line: pretty course, which is best for the runner whose motivation is completely internal. The grade up for the outbound and down for the inbound might be favorable for a Boston qualifier, but the hills at the beginning/end might spell trouble. 

Still another runner:
We were lucky that we had a beautiful day 40ish degrees and sunny. About 22 miles of his race are on a flat, mostly straight, hard-packed dirt trail in beautiful woods with streams. It was easier on the legs than pavement, yet not too soft at all. I got my rhythm going and kept chugging along. Few spectators, as you would expect, but those there were loud and great. Well organized race. Small - about 450 people - which made it stress-free. I did feel bad that they ran out of soup for later runners. Nice people ran this. You can run a fast time on this course even though it is a trail. Few turns and flat course. You gather at a nice elementary school so you can stay warn until 5 minutes before the start. And you gather there for food afterwards.  
A report from Mike, a friend of Dennis, in PA:  

Friends, 

Some of you know that I ran the North Central Trail Marathon in Sparks, Maryland on Nov 29. The marathon is organized by the Baltimore Road Runners club and is a rails to trails marathon in the Gun Powder Falls State Park area.  The trail supposedly runs for more than 100 miles all the way up to York, PA.  The marathon limit is 500 runners with maybe another 200 in the 2 person relay.  For a small club marathon, it is very well organized.  

The race appealed to me because of all of the running I do on the Columbia trail and I wanted to do something different than the Philly marathon this year.   This is about as low key as I have ever trained for a marathon, only deciding about a month ago that my training was good enough to sign up and give it a try.  My weekend training on the trail has been good with some long marathon paced runs and a long run 3 weeks before the marathon of 23.5 miles, but not as much time for weekday runs.  In addition, I needed more rest days this fall as I have been trying to work through some tendonitis in my left knee.  

I left my house around 4:45 to drive the 3 hours down to Sparks.  It was clear and cold but the weather was predicted to be warmer and sunny and it turned out to be a beautiful day for running.  One thing I like about these smaller marathons like this one Steamtown and Bay State - runners get to hang out inside a local school to stay warm, and there are plenty of bathrooms and refreshments available (is Dunkin' Donuts good running food?)  As I arrived around 7:45 and found the transport bus to the local elementary school for the 9:30 start, I realized that the terrain was very much like the rolling hills of Hunterdon County, which had me a bit concerned give that the first and last 1.5 miles were on the road.

My concern was confirmed at the start when the first 1.5 miles were mostly downhill (meaning the last 1.5 miles would be mostly uphill back to the school).  The trail started before the 2 mile mark and hit the 2 mile mark at 14:47 (wow, gravity works!).  I backed off a little to set myself at 8 min pace. The trail surface reminded me more of the trail down in Frenchtown than Columbia.   The trail was relatively flat up until mile 6 and then it rose from mile 6 to the turnaround around at 13.5 miles.  I was able to hold 8 min pace all the way up to the half marathon mark, hitting that at 1:44:30.  However, with the grade rising after 6 miles, I felt like I was working hard to hold 8 min pace.  I was able to hold pace until about mile 17 and then started to slow a bit.  I hit 20 miles in 2:43 so I was clearly slowing and my legs were starting to feel sore.  Some people had warned me that, even though the softer surface might not feel as hard as the road, you have to work harder to run at anything other than easy pace on the trail.  I was finding that to be true as at 18 miles, I started to feel like I was hitting a wall, a new experience for me since I usually am done in by cramping, not by the bear jumping on my back.  The cramping came a little later, between miles 20 and 21 miles, when the adductors in both legs started to cramp up (at least my calves were holding up as I decided to where the compression socks I had bought last year but had never raced in).  From there, the wheels came off with a combination of cramping and carbo depletion.  I had to run/walk the rest of the way just to survive.  Interestingly, I did find that when I finally got to the road at 24.5 miles, the running did not feel as hard, again confirming that running a race on the trail is harder than I realized.  But anytime I had to run a little down hill along the rolling hills, my legs cramped badly, almost making me think that this might be my first DNF.  I did get back to the school with a combination of running/walking/limping and massaging.  I was determined to stay under 4 hours at this point having never been over 4 in my previous 10 marathons.  I limped across the line in 3:59 and change (official time not yet available).

I'm not sure now what I need to do to fix the last 6 miles of the marathon since I was hopeful that running on a trail might do the trick.  I'm thinking I might go back to a very flat course road course next year, maybe Jersey Shore in the spring or Bay State in the fall (still my PR at 3:27).  Today, I'm still sore but I'm getting around very well and the stairs have not been bad (I'll never forget my first marathon on 1996, the Marine Corps, where I could not walk up and down the stairs for 3 days afterwards).  I'm going to look at this marathon as an excellent training run to vault me into some good training and racing in 2009.

Even though my performance was not what I had hoped, I would say for anyone looking for a small, low key marathon late in the fall season, I would definitely recommend this race.

One final thought.  For every marathon, there is a scene during the run that always sticks in my mind, so here is it for this year.  There was a family out on the trail cheering on the marathoners with two young boys in tow.  One of the boys, about 5 years old, was holding a sign -  "Beer at 26.3 miles"  You have to love that kind of inspiration from a 5 year old!

Good running! 

Mike 

