Yah Yah MN by David Holmen

January 6, 2013

On January 6, 2013, I ran the Zoom! Yah! Yah! Indoor Marathon in Northfield, MN.  This was the second straight year I did this race.  I discovered last year that it’s a fun race.  It’s also a rare opportunity to run a winter race without having to fly somewhere.  Northfield is about a 35 minute drive for me.
Zoom! Yah! Yah! is run on a 282 meter indoor track.  To run a marathon, you need to do 150 laps.  Having done this race before, I knew what to expect.  In some ways it’s more difficult than running outdoors, but in other ways it’s easier.
I was concerned about whether I could break 3:30 in this race.  I struggled in the Texas Marathon on January 1st after doing Run for the Ranch two days earlier.  I haven’t been getting enough sleep, and on Saturday, I was feeling tired and run down.  In an indoor race, you often have to go around other runners in the turns.  It adds up to about 6 yards per lap.  Multiply that by 150 laps, and it’s over half a mile.  Knowing that, I realized beating 3:30 indoors was similar to 3:26 in an outdoor race.
I was surprised at packet pickup to discover that Randy Peterson would be my lap counter.  Last year, Randy won the race and I came in second.  Randy is taking a break from marathons.  Any illusions about that making me a contender this year were quickly refuted when the fast runners were introduced at the pre-race dinner.  There were several runners capable of breaking three hours.  Among them was Nichole Porath, who ran the 2012 Olympic Trials in 2:44.  Nichole was aiming to break the women’s world record for an indoor marathon.  The old record was 3:08.
In addition to regular bibs with our race numbers, we each had a bib to wear on our backs where we could write our names.  The back tags allow runners to get to know each other and shout out encouragement when passing each other.
To run 3:30, I would need to average 1:24 per lap.  Each one second difference in average lap time translates to 2 ½ minutes for the race.  That means if I averaged 1:20 per lap, I would be on pace for 3:20, which was probably way to fast.  Knowing that, I tried to keep my laps times no slower than 1:24, but no faster than 1:20.

My early lap times were within my target range, but closer to 1:20.  I was concerned that I was starting too fast, but something about running on a track makes you run faster.  I didn’t run very many laps before the faster runners started to lap me.  At first, the four fastest runners were sticking close to each other.  Eventually, Nichole and Matt pulled away.  The two of them traded leads for the first half of the race.

I reached the halfway mark in 1:42:15.  I didn’t know if the pace would break me, but I worked hard to keep my lap times in the same range.  Every time Nichole and Matt went by, I felt privileged to be able to watch them race even though I was about 15 minutes behind them.  That’s one of the great things about an indoor race.  You get to see all the other runners throughout the race.
Eventually, Nichole pulled away from Matt and she was running by herself.  I wondered what it would be like to run at her pace, if only briefly.  I was pretty sure I could speed up and run with her for one lap, but I didn’t know if it would cause me to crash and burn later.  I was already worried that I might be running at an unsustainable pace.  I decided I would try, but I needed to wait until later in the race.

Each time Nichole lapped me, I decided it was still too soon.  I tried to guess how soon she would finish and if I could count on her passing me one more time.  As I was nearing the end of my 122nd lap, I saw she was going to catch me at the last turn, so I started to pick up my pace.  We had to pass other runners, and it’s a narrow track, so I tried to stay just far enough ahead of her that I wouldn’t be obstructing her path.
After the next turn, I told her I was going to see what her pace felt like for a lap or two.  I was a little surprised when she asked me to do two.  I told her I could do that.  As we started our second lap together, I was starting to get winded, but I maintained my effort for another lap.  After that, I had to back off.  Nichole went on to finish her race in 2:57, shattering the world record.
I wasn’t sure what would happen next.  I was a little worried I might slow down dramatically.  I didn’t.  I was able to settle into the same pace I was running before.  It was taking more and more effort, but I only had about two dozen laps to go.  At that point, the number of remaining laps seems manageable.  You can count them down.

I pushed hard to maintain my pace to the end.  I pushed so hard in the last lap that it was actually faster than the two I ran with Nichole.  I finished in 3:25:09.  My second half was within a minute of my first half.  That’s the best I’ve managed my pace in a long time.
After I had time to change clothes, I went back to the finish area to get my lap counting sheet.  Nichole was still there.  I wanted to thank her for letting me run with her.  She thanked me.  When I joined her she had about six laps to go and having someone to run with was just what she needed.  In fact, by making sure I wasn’t in her way, I was actually leading her at the pace she wanted to run.  It was a thrill for me.  In most races, average runners don’t get to run with elite athletes.

I waited for some of my friends to finish, and a number of us had lunch at Hogan Brothers, a sandwich shop in Northfield.  As always, it was fun trading stories with local runners as well as friends who traveled to the race.

After so many recent races in which I started fast, but faded late, it was nice to finally have one where I finished strong and ran a fairly consistent pace throughout the race.  After three races in eight days, I’m looking forward to having two weeks to get ready for the next one.

