Road Racing
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Eyes Right

Charlotte, NC   -  I have run two marathons in my life, both the Marine Corps Marathon, and both over 15 years ago.  I did the first one because it was on my checklist of life, that is, something which I wanted very much to do during my lifetime, if only to be able to say that I had done it.  Immediately after completing that 4 hour 20 minute run, I swore that I would never run another.  But then, a few years later, a close friend called in some markers, so to speak, and essentially demanded that I run one with him so that he could successfully complete his own checklist of life.  So I reluctantly agreed.  Again it was painful, again I completed the course in 4 hours 20 minutes, and again I swore never to run a marathon.

I have been true to that vow, but have moved on to other equally foolish adventures, such as mountain climbing and kayaking.   Nonetheless, I have been removed from the distance running scene until recently when my son, who lives here in Charlotte, asked me to assist him while he ran his first marathon.  So I flew to Charlotte, and was at the start line with him for the Thunder Road Marathon.  My role was to race in his truck to locations in front of his progress so that he could throw various items of clothing to me as he became progressively warmer during the race and to have drinks and treats available to hand to him when needed.  There are plenty of water stops during the race, but serious runners such as my son prefer to pass them by because the water/sports drinks are handed to the runners in cups which require most runners to slow to drink.   When I hand him a bottle of fluid, it is easier to drink without slowing.
Most marathons now have some form of major sponsorship.  In fact, this one has an entire slew of corporate sponsors to assist with the considerable costs and logistics of conducting a 26 mile, 385 yard race through a major metropolitan area.  For example, there were at least 65 road closings for this race, each well-guarded by several Charlotte policemen on motorcycles or in squad cars.  I managed to incur the wrath of one very testy policeman when I attempted to turn the truck around in an intersection which he was patrolling.  Only be spouting as many “Sirs” as possible was I able to avoid handcuffs.  I did notice that all of the policemen on motorcycles were riding brand new, totally tricked-out, BMW bikes, thanks to funding from Homeland Security handouts.
Most of these marathons are now more than just a race.  At this one there was a day and a half expo with vendors of all types in the Convention Center complete with speakers, seminars, apparel, and race-related trinkets.  There are also tours of local NASCAR garages and several bands playing along the race route and at the finish line.  In addition to the marathon, there was a concurrent half marathon, a relay race within the marathon, and a 5 K race sponsored by one of the local hospitals.  The entire race program lured nearly 5500 runners from 47 different states and Canada.  Bottom line:  these races have become more than just a jog in the park, they are now big business.
It will cost a runner at least $70 to participate in this year’s marathon – if you sign up early.  The fee increases to $90 if you register the day before the race.  With this much money now floating around, several investment groups have now entered the racing business.  For example, an outfit called the US Road Sports and Entertainment Group out of Dallas has recently purchased companies which have been organizing road races for many years.  This has created concerns by some racing purists who worry that small local races, historically organized to raise funds for charity, will be overwhelmed by these corporate events which can offer so much more to the racing crowd.  For example, most large races now use electronic chips placed in each runner’s shoe to monitor start and finish times and to produce instant results.  
I tend to take a more relaxed view.  If the corporate guys can get more people running, then that in itself is a good.  Many races which have not had large numbers of runners in the past are now filling up quickly, and are actually closing registration.  Whatever works to get increased numbers involved in exercise would seem to have considerable benefit.

By the way, my son finished 14th overall out of the 880 finishers, and I avoided arrest.

I thought you might like to know.

E-R

