January 31, 2010 – Ocala Marathon Weekend
Six years ago I raced the Ocala Half Marathon and really enjoyed the course and scenery.   Time flies in life and a half dozen years went by until I was once again on the starting line this morning.   The last time around I was in good form and raced a 1:22:32 at age 46 to place second overall.   This year I haven’t been training with enough intensity or volume to match that, but I figured I could give an hour and a half a good shot.
The weather was perfect for running at 46 degrees and excitement was in the air.  This is a rather small marathon and half marathon, but Ross Crist and the DRC Sports team worked diligently and the field size of both races more than doubled from the previous year to over 150 and 400 entrants, respectively.    Soon we were off and after a mile or two were in rural horse country.
I was hoping to run around 6:45 per mile and my first mile was 6:44.   My internal clock is highly developed after all of these years and miles spent running!  It also helped that the race course was relatively flat in the early going.   Soon there were some rolling hills and rather than even pacing I switched gears to even effort.   The previous day when I spoke at the Race Expo I mentioned that on hilly terrain we must strive to keep our cadence and effort constant on hills which results in our feeling strong at the top of a hill and ready to resume pace on flat terrain and increase our pace on the down hill stretches.
One thing about running on hills – it seems the time lost on up hills is never recovered on the down hills.   I hit splits on hilly miles of 7:05 to 7:20 and only managed times in the 6:40 on the quicker miles.   A breeze blew a ‘horsey odor’ through the air – yes, we were in horse country!   Around five and a half miles there was a turnaround and I counted that I was in fourteenth place overall.   During the next mile I heard several people yell, ‘Go Gary!’   They were locals from my Orlando stomping grounds and some runners I met at the Expo.   One was Dana Casanave who has a great story.   As a child she was overweight and crash diets hadn’t helped.   But in her twenties she tried sensible eating and something she hated – running!   After twenty marathons she is a new person who loves running and has a goal of running a marathon each week for 52 weeks.

We made a turn into the wind for the second time and I noticed I was closing in on a runner who had been ahead of me by about 60 or 70 yards.   Now the gap was only 30 yards and it closed on each hill.   When I passed him I gave him a word of encouragement as runners do.   The funny thing is I picked up and held a stronger pace so that he couldn’t stay with me.   I guess we like to be cordial though our competitiveness trumps out!

There were stations with enthusiastic volunteers every mile and I alternated between Aqua Hydrate water and Exceed electrolyte replacement drink.   Even on a cold day it is important to hydrate and take in salts and calories.   I hit the ten mile marker in 1:09:19 and had been remarkably consistent with 5-mile splits of 34:33 and 34:46.   At the Expo I told runners in the half marathon to run comfortably fast for five miles, consolidate and run with good form and turnover the second five miles and then to use mental energy in reserve to race the final segment of just over a 5k.   Now it was time to use my own advice!

Luckily mile #11 had a generous amount of down hills and my 6:34 time was my fastest of the day.   I started wondering if my lucky number would be thirteen as I was in thirteenth place and wore race #513.   During the next mile I did some mental calculations and thought my time would be in the low 1:31s.   With a bit less than a mile to go there were very strong head winds and I heard footsteps.   I was giving it my all but was passed by a younger runner.   I turned into the parking lot and passed the 13 mile point in 1:30:19.   Could I sprint fast enough to break 1:31?  I accelerated and my legs started feeling like marshmallows – I was definitely spent as I went under the finish banner and timer that still hadn’t changed to the next minute.

Jim Crist, Ross’ dad was leading a marathon pace team at 4:30 pace and he had mentioned before the race that he had finished a few races right to the second at his assigned pace.   I had never finished any race right on the minute.  I always dipped below with times like a 2:36:59 at the 1985 Florida Festival Marathon and a 2:39:59 at the Walt Disney World Marathon in the mid-1990s.    When the results were posted I won my age group and my time was 1:31:00.0!!!   Not only did I run exactly on the minute, but it was to the tenth of a second.
After showering at my hotel and eating breakfast I returned for the awards ceremony.   The awards were porcelain horses with the race noted on the marble base and a very cool example of a race making unique awards for their event.   The first marathon finisher arrived and it was Scott Clark form Prince Edward Island, Canada, whom I had met the day before.  I guess this was relatively warm weather for Scott, eh?

All in all the Ocala Marathon Weekend was a great event for the participants – well organized, a nice Expo, tasty pasta dinner, scenic course, enthusiastic volunteers, plenty of portable toilets, fluid stations every mile and wonderful awards.   The field grew this year and I expect this will continue in the future as the word gets out.   I know I’m looking forward to another run through horse country next year!

