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Running Column: Teacher finds right chemistry By VERA C. STEK

Many runners and would-be runners find it difficult to fit training and competing into the complexities of

career and home life. But Maricar Korff, 35, an East Brunswick High School chemistry teacher, has

apparently hit on the perfect formula to combine her love of challenges, passion for running and vocation

of challenging her students to achieve more than they ever thought they could.

Korff's interest in running began as a teenager, when she learned a marathon comprises 26.2 miles and she

vowed to run one at age 26 to celebrate a mile for each year of her life. "So, I turned 26 and ran my first

marathon in Washington, D.C., the Marine Corps Marathon. I dedicated every mile to something positive that happened in all 26 years of my life," she said.

That was in October 2001. Since then, Korff has done 35 marathons in 22 states, including the NYC Marathon

five times. "I not only love teaching chemistry, but I also love teaching my students to be grateful for

the life they have. I love to take pictures while running on the course to bring back to my students,"

the East Brunswick High School graduate said. "I show them inspirational people. In today's teenage world where exercising is decreasing, I hope to

inspire them to get off the couch. I show them pictures of people with one leg, people in wheelchairs,

people who just got done with chemotherapy . . ."If they can achieve, so can my students who have two

perfectly functioning legs. I also teach them how every run we do, we do for charity," Korff said.

Her favorite recent charity runs have been in New Orleans to raise money for Hurricane Katrina and in

Mobile, Ala., for L'Arche Kids with disabilities, to name just a few.

"I use these stories to inspire my students to get off the couch and smell the crisp, fresh air. The most

inspirational people we've met are the Hoyts, (father-and-son team Dick and Rick Hoyt from Massachusetts

who do marathons with Dick, 65, pushing Rick, who has been disabled since birth, in a wheelchair); K.V.

Switzer (first female to officially run the Boston Marathon) and John and Tyrone. Tyrone is on a hospital

bed while his friend John pushes him the 26.2 miles." Korff said she made many mistakes in training for and

running her first marathon, but turned them into a valuable lesson to pass on.

"I enjoyed making those mistakes because it allowed me to share and help others. My goal is to get at least

one person a year to run a marathon." In 2002, Korff met 64-year-old grandmother Diana Burton of Middletown

at a New Jersey Road Runner's Club ceremonial run. "We ran 16 miles together and really got to know each

other in 3 hours and 30 minutes. It was best friends at first sight. She's my inspiration. We've run 32

marathons together and I really hate when we are apart. The miles are just never the same.

"Diana writes a trip report on every marathon we do and she loves to share them. So you name the marathon

and she will send you the trip report. Diana does all the work with planning and research. Me? I dream up

the crazy ideas, destinations, number obsessions (6 whole and 6 half marathons in 2006; 7 of each in '07,

etc.) and show up and look cute. I couldn't do these without her. It's her research and leg work on hotels

and flights that get us through."

While never among the winners in the races they enter, the two persist. "Diana and I love marathoning

because you can do four things: challenge yourself physically so you don't become mentally weak; raise

money for charity; travel the world with your legs and meet inspirational people." They run wearing

"Liberty Ladies" hats, a tradition that started just so they could find each other in the crowd and which

now makes it easier for all the friends they've made over the miles to locate them. It's also a great

conversation starter and helps them achieve their goal of making at least one new friend at each race.

Both women agree that without the support of their husbands, they couldn't achieve their goals. "Our

husbands are saints for putting up with us. We often say that we are really married to each other and

our poor hubbies . . . what they have to put up with! We wouldn't want to be married to ourselves," Korff

said. Among her proudest achievements is being able to inspire her students. "I have former students who

return to visit me to let me know they started running or are training for a marathon because of the

life-changing stories I've told them about running." She has a 16-year-old student now that she's promised to run a marathon with as soon as he's medically

cleared to do so. The student, Mike DeFranco, was on the high school cross country team when he suffered a

stroke. "He was just cleared to run on the treadmill for 10 minutes. I am encouraging him to hang in there.

He's pretty depressed about not being able to run. I told him when he can run again, we'll do a race

together, and in the future, run a marathon together." As for her own goals? "I would like to run 100

marathons before I'm 50 years old. And I would like to do the 50 states plus D.C." She's well on her way.

Korff is also working on setting up a blog so all her pictures taken along the courses, and Burton's mileby-

mile marathon reports (along with sights to see in the area), can be available to others seeking to

challenge themselves over the 26.2-mile distance.

Tip of the Week:

Runners who just can't get enough of marathoning can join the Marathon Maniacs (www.marathonmaniacs.com)

and work their way through various levels based on number of marathons done, completing a certain number

within a specified span of days, traveling certain distances to marathons, etc.
