January 11, 2009 – 2009 Walt Disney World Marathon
The full moon was bright overhead and the sky was dark as the 6:00 a.m. start of the 2009 Walt Disney World Marathon approached.   Excitement was in the air while over 20,000 assorted runners, joggers and walkers waited to start their 26.2 mile trek through the four theme parks at Walt Disney World.   Since I was a member of the “Florida’s Finest” team my family and I were lucky to be on a V.I.P. bus and I was able to warm up in the area beyond the starting line.   The wheelchair athletes were off and I figured there were about five minutes until the runners started.   I kissed and hugged “goodbyes” to my girlfriend, Jill, and daughters, Monica and Valleri.   Little did I know that the wheelchair start was late and there were only about 30 seconds between their start and the runners’ start.   Suddenly the race announcer’s voice boomed, “Ten… nine… eight… seven…” and I sprinted toward the field of runners, hoping to get across the starting line and record my computer chip as an official runner before the stampede came toward me.   I heard my girls yelling, “Oh my God – Dad’s not going to make it!”
“Six… five… four…” I heard over the loudspeakers as I did my best impression of Usain Bolt winning the Olympic gold medal in the 100 meters.   Lee Stephens, a fellow “Florida’s Finest” runner was on the front row and he told me later that he watched in amazement as I streaked toward the starting line.   I was flying as I heard “Three… two… one…” and crossed the starting line in the wrong direction.    With barely time to turn around the starter’s cannon and accompanying fireworks blasted and I was on my way.   This wasn’t the best means to start my 48th marathon – but it sure was memorable.
Spectators to our left cheered from behind barricades as I tried to loosen up my tight calves from that sprint to the start.   After a few minutes I got into a groove and was with a pack of about 20 runners which included my friend, Melanie Peters, the defending women’s champion.   “Didn’t you race the half marathon pretty hard yesterday? I asked.   “I cruised a 1:24 for fifth place.   Since I’m not in top racing form I decided to do the ‘Goofy’ and race both the half and full marathon this year,” she replied.   Saturday’s half marathon finishers receive Donald Duck medals; Sunday’s marathon finishers are awarded Mickey Mouse medals while those crazy enough to complete both races receive those two medals and a Goofy medal.   The name is appropriate especially at Melanie’s fast pace!

We wound from outside of EPCOT into the park after a couple of miles.   I heard Jill yelling “Go Gary!” as I ran past the monorail station where she, Monica and Valleri were taking the train to a spectator viewing point along the race route.   After the race they related how they sat up front with the conductor and showed me their co-pilot cards.   As we ran through EPCOT music blasted and I enjoyed hearing “Let’s Go” by The Cars.   “I love this song,” I told Melanie as we cruised along.   Sometimes I treat my training partners to a bit of singing while running and Melanie was “lucky” to hear me sing a verse and chorus as we ran along.

The miles went by at 6:40 pace which started to worry me.   “I’m out of my comfort zone, Melanie.   It’s about ten seconds faster than where I should be.”   So we would slow down for a bit but that didn’t last long.   After seven or eight miles I decided to just stay with our big pack of runners and to hope for the best.   By now skies were lightening as dawn wasn’t too far away.   Every mile there was plenty of water and PowerAde available for the runners.   Our big pack sometimes made it tough for those in the middle to get a drink.   One time I handed a glass of water to Melanie.   The day after the race she commented on the perfect handoff, “You didn’t spill a drop!”
Fans cheered as the runners in my group closed in on the Magic Kingdom.   Someone stepped on my heel and I almost went down though fortunately I recovered.   I was looking for my girls and Jill as they were planning on handing me a bottle of PowerAde.   I was on the left side of the pack when I saw them holding their signs on the right side of the road.   Valleri held a sign with, “Go Dad!   Be Strong!” while Jill’s sign read, “Go Gary.   #11.   That’s My Man!”   Jill ran across the road and handed me the drink and I continued onward.   After the race I discovered they had also done some running at the start.   They were in the median when runners started from two lanes on each side of the highway outside EPCOT.   A quick sprint later they were out of the way of the thousands of runners.   I guess they figured I wasn’t the only one in the family that should do a chaotic sprint at the start!
I went through the 10-mile point in 1:06:27 which I knew was too fast for my fitness level.   There was one runner in our group who had some type of device set on his watch that indicated how we were doing compared to 2:55 marathon pace.   After hearing for the last eight miles that we were “eight seconds ahead,” “14 seconds ahead” or “11 seconds ahead” it changed from somewhat helpful to tiresome as I knew it was a matter of time before I couldn’t hold that pace anyway.   Next we entered the Magic Kingdom which is my favorite part of the race.   The course first goes down Main Street USA where thousands of spectators cheer.   Then it twists past Space Mountain, the Mad Tea Cups, Thunder Mountain Railroad and many other rides and attractions before the best part of all – running through Cinderella’s Castle.
It was quiet as we exited the Magic Kingdom and ran toward Disney’s Animal Kingdom.   I kept running at 6:40 pace, though it was with greater difficulty.   “I may not be with this pack much longer,” I told Melanie.   “Try to hang on,” she replied.  Despite her earlier comments she looked to be in pretty good form and ran effortlessly.   A short while later I was dropping off the back of the pack when Jill, Monica and Valleri appeared again to cheer for me.   As Jill handed me some water I said, “My legs are getting sore already and I’m out too fast.”   I thought this was helpful information though I found out later that all it did was worry my cheering section.
I went through the half marathon in 1:27:29, right at 2:55 marathon pace, though I knew that wouldn’t happen as I had started to slow down and previous marathon experience indicated what was ahead of me - and it wouldn’t be good.   Then nature called and I lost about a minute in a portable rest room.   At least I felt better afterward!   Miles in the 6:40s gave way to 6:50s and then miles over 7:00 pace as I entered Disney’s Animal Kingdom.   Runners passed me but I focused only on keeping good form and completing each mile.   I was now at the stage of a marathon where it becomes a race with one opponent – my mind.   The hour ahead of me would be a mental battle with my mind to keep running as fast as possible.
Each mile I clicked my watch to record the previous mile split.   A few minutes later I would check my watch and mentally calculate about how long it would take to reach the next mile marker.   The marathon had now become a personal battle against fatigue, dehydration and the desire to slow down.   My race singlet was soaked as I ran beneath a bright sun through the 20-mile marker in 2:18:25.   I was a bit faster than at the same point in the New York City Marathon a couple of months earlier, though then I was strong and today I was fading fast.   Part of me felt like walking and I contemplated using the “Run, walk, run” method that former Olympian and author Jeff Galloway promotes.   Jeff and I had chatted at Friday’s V.I.P. welcome dinner and I kept it in my mind as an option if necessary.
I continued to drink plenty of water at each aid station and noticed my friend, Steve Koski, was volunteering at the next stop.  I reached out to take the fluid from Steve and somehow dropped the cup.   Not a good sign.   After around 22 miles we ran through the Disney’s Hollywood Studios theme park.   One part was pretty cool as it was through a tunnel where the Costuming Department could be seen through big glass windows.   At each mile I did a mental countdown, “Four miles to go…   only three miles – just a 5k or so…   two more miles…”   A walking break hadn’t been needed so far and I knew I’d be able to run, albeit slower than planned, the remainder of the way.
A small bridge entering EPCOT‘s World Showcase felt worse than Heartbreak Hill in the Boston Marathon as my energy level was slipping.   Fortunately the 25-mile sign was soon within sight and there was barely more than a mile left to run.   I focused on finishing strong and picked up the pace from the 7:30s that I had paced at for several miles.   I also noticed a runner about ten seconds in front of me that looked like he might be in my age group.   There was no way he was going to beat me!    I caught him and surged past strongly as my 26th mile was a 7:01 – not what I had hoped for, but good under the circumstances.   The finish line beckoned, I crossed it in 3:05:05 and was glad to stop running.   Now I took that wonderful post-race walk on unstable sore legs!
My Mickey Mouse finisher’s medal was well deserved.   I usually feel they are more than earned on the tough days.   Soon Lauren Morningstar and her great staff reunited me with my girls and Jill in the VIP tent and I was able to rest, rehydrate and recover a bit.   I found out later that I snuck into the race awards with a fifth place in my age group.   The runner I worked so hard to outkick was eight years younger than me but did give me the impetus to race strong at the end.   Jeff Galloway’s son, Brennan, ran a great debut marathon of 2:34:49 to finish sixth overall.   My fellow “Florida’s Finest” runner, Lee Stephens, also was running his first marathon and was five places behind Brennan in 2:37:38.
My personal “Racer of the Day” award goes to Melanie Peters.   After running in fifth or sixth place for the first half marathon, she ended up second overall in 2:53:49 behind a visiting runner from Japan.   A tremendous performance after the 1:24:08 half marathon she raced the day before.   That Melanie sure was Goofy to the max!   Maybe one day I’ll be Goofy like her, but all I could think of the night after the race was sleeping.   I may have been up early at 3:00 a.m. but I was asleep by 8:15 p.m. that night.   At the Runner’s Expo on Saturday Jill and I listened to a passionate presentation by Dave McGillivray, Boston Marathon Race Director, which had many profound ideas.   One I thought about as I drifted off into oblivion was: “When someone asks me what is my greatest running accomplishment I don’t look back – I look ahead.”   I have to agree with Dave as each race, each marathon, each day is another chapter in the book of our life.   I don’t know what they may be, but my greatest running accomplishments still lie ahead.
