Walking Wisdom
by

Eyes Right

Garner, NC  -   I had not participated in any race in over a decade.  Following my heart transplant operation in 1995, I opted to switch from running to walking.  I did this primarily for medical reasons, although my doctors did not specifically say that I could not run.   As part of the transplant operation, the vagus nerve of the patient is severed.   Since this nerve serves as the primary mechanism for the brain to signal to the heart to increase its pumping rate during exercise, I have to rely on the chemical stimulus of adrenaline for my heart to speed up.  The practical effect of this change is that I must warm up slowly and thoroughly before racing, and even then, a sudden burst to speed up could cause me to pass out, at least temporarily.
So now I walk a lot.  Having coached running for many years, I miss the thrill of competition and wish that I could once again return to frequent 5K and 10K road races in our area.  But walking is safe, and has become very enjoyable because it allows me to do a lot of thinking if I am by myself, and to engage in conversation when I have walking partners.  For the first 5 months of this year, I have averaged over 60 miles a month walking – mostly around our neighborhood, although I occasionally walk to work, a distance of 3 miles each way.
So it was with considerable excitement that I approached the “Garner, A Great Place to be Running 5 K Race.”  Garner is a small bedroom community on the southeast side of Raleigh.  Like many of the areas outside large cities in the south, Garner is in the midst of a transformation from a largely rural area of mostly farms to a typical suburban complex complete with all the usual retailing suspects, such as Lowes, Home Depot, several McDonalds, - you get the idea – chain after chain after chain. 
The purpose of the race is to raise funds for research on Down Syndrome at Duke University Research Center and to raise awareness in general in the local community for individuals with Down Syndrome.  Considering that this was the first year for the race, the organizers did a remarkably good job lining up sponsors.  They obtained backing from 16 local businesses to foot the costs, while the local police department donated their services for crowd control and traffic management during the race.  Several other local businesses (some were the local stores of the national chains mentioned above) donated prizes to be distributed to the winners in each of the age groups.  Triangle Orthopedic Services donated backpacks containing goodies from other sponsors, such as a water bottle from Red Star Oil, a calendar from Lighthouse Christian Academy, a refrigerator magnet from New Castle Realty, plus coupons from other local businesses.  Basically, each participant probably receives enough free merchandize to make up for the $25 entry fee.
The race itself took place on a Sunday at 7 AM under very threatening skies.  The course was “easy” in that there were no killer hills and was essentially a loop through various Garner neighborhoods, starting and ending at the Garden Gate Café.   My wife and I started at the very back of the pack, since we were walking and most others were running.  However, we were able to overtake every one of the walkers in front of us by the 2.5 mile mark, and even a few of the runners who were not in shape and had to walk the remainder of the 3.1 mile distance. 

The awards ceremony was held after the race.  There was the usual post-race confusion, even though the timing was electronic using computer chips around our ankles.  My wife won a $15 gift certificate for placing second in her age group.  I won nothing although she and I crossed the finish line holding hands.  

I hope that the folks in Garner continue to hold this race in the future.  I will probably not participate, but it is a wonderful venue to bring together citizens in the area for a good outing and to assist a worthy cause.  I would encourage my readers to look for races such as this in your own area – you may not win any gift certificates, but you will certainly feel much better about yourself afterwards.
I thought you might like to know.
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