February 1, 2009 – Tallahassee Marathon Weekend
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Somehow through the years I’ve been able to run over 100,000 miles mostly in the state of Florida without ever setting foot in our state capital of Tallahassee.   But that all changed today as I toed the line for the Tallahassee Half Marathon, the shorter race held as part of the 35th annual Tallahassee Marathon Weekend.   A record starting field of around 1,000 runners listened to the National Anthem then eagerly started running to warm up in the 37-degree cold.
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As we took a short loop through the area adjacent to the Florida State track I thought back to the night before when I was the speaker at the race’s pasta dinner.   I had mentioned to the audience that something unexpected would happen on race day and to be prepared to deal with it calmly.   For me it occurred shortly after Jill and I left our hotel as we got lost on our way to the starting area and had no clue which way to go as we were ‘somewhere in Tallahassee.’   I stopped at a convenience store to ask for directions and found a guardian angel.   Louis was an ROTC student at Florida A&M who was headed to the race.   He knew the city, we gave him a ride and we got there with plenty of time to spare.
Three weeks earlier I had raced the Disney Marathon and my training had been woefully inadequate since then.   My ‘long run’ of seven miles was the ONLY time I had run more than four miles.   I had done 15 times 20 second stride outs a few times and raced a 5k at 5:52 mile pace the week before so I had a bit of leg turnover at least.   I felt smooth as I hit the first mile in 6:11 and hoped to stay on that pace as I aimed for my goal of breaking 1:22 since I had turned a 1:22:39 a couple of months before.
My friend, Clarence Calloway, from Orlando was surprisingly ahead of me and slowed down during the second mile.   “Aren’t you out a bit fast Clarence since you’re racing the full marathon?” I asked when I caught him.   “I’m backing it down,” he replied.   He wore race number three which he requested from Race Director, Jay Silvanima, since he had finished third overall a few times previously in the Tallahassee Marathon.

About 15 or 20 runners were in front of me though I didn’t know how many were running the full or half marathon and wouldn’t find out until the turnaround.   The next two miles I continued in a groove and stayed steady at 6:09 and 6:11 while running with two Berry College runners.   Their entire team of distance runners was racing the half marathon in preparation for the NAIA Half Marathon Championship.   I had met many of them the night before as they feasted on plates of pasta.   For some unknown reason I felt awesome during the fourth mile and picked up the pace to 6:02.   I started thinking that this would have been okay if I was racing a 10k but may be foolish with nine miles left and my sparse race preparedness.   The next few miles would tell.
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We had been running on a bike trail since just past two miles and I enjoyed winding between forests of trees and a few ponds.   I retreated back to the pace of the first few miles and went through the five-mile point in 30:45, about 30 seconds faster than I planned but there was no turning back.   I had cautioned runners the night before about going out too fast as it could come back to haunt you later in the race and I wondered if I had foreshadowed my own race.
I approached the turnaround and mostly Berry College runners ran past me as they were on their way back toward the FSU campus.   I was in 15th place as I turned and headed back with half of the race in front of me.   My breathing became quicker as I went from my usual pattern of breathing in two strides and out two strides to a faster two breaths in and one out.   I was holding my own for the next few miles as many runners still heading out yelled, “Go Gary.”   I saw Clarence, Jay, several members of the Berry College girls’ team, Gustav from Brazil and Jan from the Czech Republic.   My 10-mile time of 1:02:00 indicated I had held a 6:15 pace the past five miles and my time goal was within reach.   But my lack of training was telling me that I was right on the edge of my maximum pace today.

The warm sun felt good though my fingertips were still cold inside the gloves once worn by Jill’s mom.   The gloves were a bit tight, but made me think of Dee in heaven above as I hoped she’d put in a good word with God and bless my efforts.    I commonly pray before a race for God to be with me and to help me to do the best I can with my talent.   As fatigue set in I found myself praying for much of the same.   An 11th mile of 6:23 was followed by a 6:25 mile as I concentrated on pushing toward the finish on FSU’s track.   Upon entering the stadium I was alone with only 300 meters in front of me.   I split 6:27 for the 13th mile and ran around the track to finish in 1:22:08 for 17th place overall.
I didn’t see Jill until a minute later and she was disappointed to miss me finishing while she helped Nancy, the Co-Race Director set up the awards area.   “I didn’t know you were in the stadium until I heard your name being announced as you finished,” she said.   We milled around talking to other runners and I got a massage from Selena, one of the massage therapist students who volunteered at the race.   She did a good stretch of my hip flexors and massaged some tightness in my calves.   “Make sure you take note,” I said to Jill as I hoped the techniques could be put to use in the future.
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When results were posted I thought there was a mistake as I was not listed as first Grandmaster.   The Champion was Reid Vannoy who had run 1:24:07 and my name wasn’t listed.   Then we noticed I was the Masters winner as no one 40 or over had finished ahead of me which was quite a surprise for me at age 51.   Nancy presented the awards which were made by a local artist.   I received a beautiful platter that is one of the nicest awards I’ve ever earned.
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When the full marathon runners finished, George Towett, a 24 year old Kenyan living in Marietta, Georgia, broke the event record in 2:20:30.   Jay Silvanima raced in with a respectable 3:19:19 while Clarence Calloway had a tough day and faded to 3:21:38 – but nothing could dampen Clarence’s sprit.   He always has a smile on his face and a kind word to lift one’s spirits.   Today was no different as he showed exuberance despite racing slower than hoped for.   I thought back to the pasta dinner when I mentioned to the assembled runners that we can’t always race our personal best or reach our goal for a certain race, but we should be happy to have the talent we are blessed with and the desire to use it.
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In the aftermath of the race, Jill and I were discussing the similarities and differences between the Disney Marathon Weekend and the Tallahassee Marathon Weekend.   As a “Florida’s Finest” competitor at Disney it was an exciting time at a major race.  But in Tallahassee it was fun in was fun in another way.   The race and its events were smaller and more intimate.   It was fun speaking at the pasta dinner and then chatting with so many runners that evening and after the race.   It was a nice touch to have unique awards made by a local artist.   The hospitality of Jay and Nancy, the co-race directors was awesome.   And the event did increase its total participation from around 700 runners to a record field of approximately 1,000 runners.   If you are looking for a nice winter marathon or half marathon in the southeast United States, you would be smart to put Tallahassee Marathon Weekend on your ‘to do list.’
