February 28, 2009 – Second… and Second to Last
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The twenty-second annual ‘Real Florida 5k’ was held on the last day of February in 2009.   Around 300 racers, runners, joggers and walkers set out on the course which meandered through Wekiva State Park on the northwest side of Orlando, Florida.   With bright blue skies and temperatures in the upper fifties it was a perfect day to enjoy nature.   While most 5k road races in Florida are pancake flat and fast, this race is not the norm.   Instead of setting out with a goal of racing fast and possibly achieving a personal best time, participants enjoy beautiful scenery while racing as fast as they can over the winding pathways of hard-packed dirt, leaves, sand and grass.   Oh – did I mention the roots, often referred to as ‘trail snakes,’ that sometimes grab one by the ankles?
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This area of central Florida has much habitat that is classified as Sand Hill Pines.   Tall pines which towered above wiregrass that is a wintry faded brown color greeted us as we ran along the U-shaped first half mile of the race course.   I ran in second place as a runner I didn’t recognize had opened up a short lead that was lengthening as we ran along the narrow path.   A few runners were in the second group behind me.   Somewhere back in the crowd were my girlfriend, Jill, and her good friend, Susan Campbell-Beglane.   It was Jill’s second race while Susan was a 5k virgin.
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This race course was very familiar to me as I had designed it four years ago and won the overall title three times since the course change.   My racing buddy and friend, Clarence Calloway, who had finished second behind me on two occasions, has complained laughingly that I have too much of a home course advantage.   “You know every tree!” he told me.   The runner in front of me definitely did not know the course.   The sandy jeep trail known as Rosemary Lane turned into a grassy trail.   However, the sandy trail took a 90 degree turn toward the right and he started that way.   “Go straight,” I yelled to him as he corrected his direction perhaps 80 yards in front of me.   Shortly after I passed the mile point in 5:46 I noticed no one stationed at the next turn.   “Go left!” I bellowed which allowed him to stay on course.   I could have misdirected him, but that would surely have been the ultimate in unsportsmanlike conduct.
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There were some trees along the pathway that had fallen across the trail.   It’s a good thing that they were cut and moved before the race.   Even better, thank goodness they didn’t fall during the race!   The next feature on the race course which greeted runners is a small creek that is perhaps ten feet across at most.   There is a sharp right turn which leads to a quick left turn over a foot bridge.   Many runners miss the turn and go through the creek.  I had a feeling that Jill and Susan wouldn’t see the turns and think about turning back.   Sure enough, after the race Jill related, “When I saw the creek I told Susan, ‘No way!   We’re turning back,’   Luckily, Susan noticed the correct way to go and we crossed the bridge.”    Their favorite part of the course was immediately afterward where the forest is lush and resulting cool temperatures feel great.
The next turn approached and I yelled, “Another left,” even though I no longer could see the runner in front of me due to the curvy path.   Luckily for him there was a volunteer stationed at the turn who directed runners properly.   This was also the case for the remainder of the race.   “When we saw that volunteer,” related Jill after the race, “I said, ‘Here come the two cabooses!’   Suddenly he played the ‘Rocky Theme’ on his cell phone; I raised my arms over my head and turned right.  Unfortunately we were supposed to go left, but he got us turned around!”    Soon I saw the 2-mile marker and went past it in12:17, a typical slowdown on this difficult course.   The runner ahead of me had disappeared and I saw no one behind me.   I was running alone just like on hundreds and hundreds of training runs in the park.   A steep downhill went into and back up out of a dry creek bed that turns into a twenty-foot wide creek during some summer rainy seasons.   After the race Susan said, “I didn’t know if Jill and I were going to be able to climb out!”
After a half mile of mostly uphill running we ran down toward Lake Prevatt and then up one final hill before the finish.   My time of 19:14 was good for second place and was my slowest 5k ever.   I guess age and a tough trek through the woods scored a double-whammy on me.   The victor was Darryl Whitney in 18:34, who was visiting relatives from New Hampshire.  I’ve heard it said that when you visit a park you should leave only footprints and take only pictures, but Darryl also took the champion’s trophy home with him.    The women’s race came down to a sprint to the finish between two of my running buddies with Jamie Pschorr’s 23:47 nipping Darla Bennett by less than a second!   

I’m a Board member of the sponsoring not-for-profit group, the Wekiva Wilderness Trust and gave a talk after the race.   While in the midst of talking about health, fitness and competition, trail running and then the difference between stamina and speed training, a race official noted, “All participants have finished as no one is on the trail.”   Now I was worried that Jill and Susan were lost as they were nowhere to be seen.

[image: image5.jpg]


[image: image6.jpg]


[image: image7.jpg]


A few minutes later I was happy to see Jill and Susan alternately walking and jogging toward the finish line.   The race official had been wrong.   What a relief!   I interrupted my talk and said,” Here come Jill and Susan!   Excuse me for a minute,” as I grabbed my camera.   While I took pictures, they were treated to hearty applause.   Susan finished her first 5k behind everyone else but got in some exercise and was in awesome spirits.   She was no longer a 5k virgin.   Jill could have finished a bit earlier, but stayed back to enjoy time with her friend.    Both ladies stayed hydrated by carrying a water bottle the entire way.   Everyone received a beautiful finishers’ medal with a bear and turtle along with the race title and year.   And now when Jill relates the story of the race she laughingly says, “Gary and I came in second… and second-to-last!” 
