Marathon Madness
by

Eyes Right

Arlington, VA   -   I came to distance running rather late in life.  I had never run a competitive race in high school.  When I arrived at the Naval Academy in the summer of 1961, I decided to try out for the cross country team, even though I had no experience.  I made it through two weeks of practice before the coach cut me.
Fast forward about 20 years.  In the mid-1980’s I decided to try to run in a local 10 K road race. [For those of you who are unfamiliar with running jargon, the “10 K” stands for 10 kilometers, a distance of approximately 6.2 miles.]  I finished the race, far back in the pack of runners, but I did finish it.  I regarded this as a minor triumph, because I had not run over about a mile since those two weeks back in the 60’s.  But I certainly hurt all over for several days.

That 10 K experience gave me the running bug, and for the next 6 years, I trained and frequently ran in weekend races here around the D.C. area.   My longest races had been 10 miles, and I had even run one of those up in Pennsylvania in a tuxedo.  Along the way, my children all became runners, so the races became family events.  By the late 1980’s the lure of running a marathon began to grow, so I decided to try a “friendly” marathon, the U.S. Marine Corps Marathon, held here annually in the fall.  I use the term “friendly” only because although all marathons are a grueling 26 miles, 385 yards in distance, this one had no significant hills.
Surprisingly (to me), I did successfully complete the marathon in 1987, although I had not ran a distance over 15 miles in my life prior to the race.  I simply kept moving, and I walked at each water stop (about every three miles apart) in order to get some fluids into my body.  I hurt terribly for the next 3 days and vowed NEVER to run another marathon.  I had it marked off on my checklist of life.

Much to my dismay, two years later, my best friend asked me to join him as he  ran the Marine Marathon so that he could mark it off on his check list.  I owed this guy some favors, so I very reluctantly agreed to do it with him.  Fortunately, we both completed the race, and again hurting extremely badly post-race, I vowed NEVER to run another marathon.

Less than two years later, I was diagnosed with a life-threatening disease.  As the disease progressed, I had to give up all running, and, although I received a life-saving heart transplant late in 1994, I have not since returned to running.   I now walk at least two miles daily, and am in good cardiovascular condition, but I do not attempt to run.   

So when my son asked me last year to “help” him during a marathon he was running in Charlotte, North Carolina, I had very mixed feelings.  My job was to drive ahead to various locations on the marathon route, get out and stand by the road to hand “things” to my son as he raced by.  This task proved far less painful than running one of these babies, although I felt myself wincing as I watched runner after runner pass by with agonizing looks on their faces.   If you want to witness self-imposed human suffering, stand along the roadside at about the 20 mile mark of a marathon where a large percentage of the runners “hit the wall.”  It is at this point that the human body rebels and essentially shuts down.  Many runners drop out at this stage – some willingly, while others just collapse and are treated by medics.  It is not a pretty picture.
So when my son recently asked me to reprise my role as marathon assistant for this year’s Marine Corps Marathon, I balked.  But then our two daughters announced their intentions to run, so I was essentially drafted.  This time, instead of driving around the course, I took the Metro (the D.C. area subway) to various locations in D.C. and Virginia.  The race begins and ends here in Arlington, near the National Cemetery and the Marine Corps Memorial.  For nearly 5 hours, my wife and I raced from Metro station to race location and then back to the Metro.
It was a beautiful, cool, but mild, fall day – perfect conditions for running long distances.  Once again, it quickly became apparent that no matter what the weather conditions, the marathon itself will hurt you.  It is a cruel distance, and the Marines had changed the course since my days of running to include some nasty hills early in the race.  Our children finished the race, but both were aching for days.

So, if you are having an urge to participate in a marathon, I recommend that you re-consider.  It is indeed an experience, but so is electro-shock therapy.  Some things are best left to others.
I thought you might like to know.
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