March 12, 2010 – Nashville Tom King Classic Half Marathon
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Race Director, Peter Pressman, shouted, ‘on your marks,’ and more than 1,000 runners leaned forward.   Peggy Stanfield, Editor of the Nashville Striders monthly magazine, The Nashville Funrunner, fired the starter’s gun and the Gupton Dodge Tom King Classic Half Marathon was underway.    The race began at Titans Stadium, home field of the NFL's Tennessee Titans.   On a day perfect for a half marathon – cloudy, 43 degrees and with little wind – we ran past race namesake Tom King.   The octogenarian is no longer racing and was easy to pick out as his white shirt with large block letters proclaimed, ‘I am Tom King.’
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The night before I was the event’s Pasta Dinner speaker and spoke on a variety of topics including my ‘Running Pyramid’ of health, fitness and nutrition, ‘Ten Keys to Running Success,’ ‘Recovery and Resuming Training’ and some tips to help with final night and race day preparation.   I also discussed segmenting the half marathon into five miles at a comfortably fast pace, five miles of keeping good running form while slowly catching runners and then a final three miles to focus and race.  I kept this in mind as I felt a bit out of sorts early.

We wound along the Cumberland River and I didn’t see a one mile marker.   ‘What’s our pace?’ asked one runner.   ‘Probably 7:00 pace,’ another answered.   It felt much faster than that so I was a bit concerned.  I anticipated that I could run 6:40-45 pace with a good effort and it felt every bit that fast.   When I passed two miles in 13:17 I breathed a sigh of relief as I was right on pace and feeling better.   We entered Shelby Park and were on an asphalt pathway that wound through flat lands and slightly rolling hills.   The website’s course description said it was ‘absolutely flat’ – I guess for Tennessee runners it was, but for a Florida flatlander like me I noticed the small rises.
After five miles in 33:20 I was in a groove right at 6:40 pace.   The leaders started coming toward me from the opposite direction which signaled that the turnaround was up ahead.   ‘Go Warren,’ I yelled to Warren Adler.   We met at the Pasta Dinner and he was in the top ten.   I tried to count runners and there were so many that I figured there were about 70 to 75 runners in front of me.   I passed on beer at the turnaround and headed back on my return trek through the Shelby Bottoms.   The pathway was crowded with runners who cheered often for us.   One section I mentally named ‘Croaking Toad Swamp’ as a few toads emitted low guttural sounds.
I slowly caught and passed runners along the pathway and as we traversed a few wooden bridges.   My pace remained stable as I did the second five miles in 33:29 for a 10-mile split of 1:06:50.   It’s amazing how much more effort it takes to maintain pace for that second five miles!   I had mentioned the night before about changing goals during a race.  I made some mental calculations and knew that even if I slowed to seven minutes per mile I would still break 1:29.  This became my minimum goal.   I came up on a runner who looked like he could be in my age group and passed him with authority.   Hey – why give him any hope, right?

After 12 miles I knew that I could break 1:28 if I ran tough, but I was getting very fatigued.   My ten week average training of 25 miles per week – half running and half fast walking – was catching up with me.   Fortunately, no other runners caught me as I ran down a concrete loading runway and into Titans Stadium.   It was cool to take almost a full lap around the football field as participants were able to see themselves finish on the stadium’s Jumbo Tron.
Tennesee Titans Cheerleaders were on hand after the finish line as I met my goal with a time of 1:27:45.   I shook hands with runners in the finish chute and was surprised how many knew who I was.   Several made comments such as, ‘I enjoy your articles in the Funrunner.’   Later on I found out from Peggy Stanfield that over 1,000 runners are on the Nashville Striders’ mailing list.  I’ve been submitting articles for about a year.   At least I wasn’t known for my mug shot at the post office!   Just kidding!
The post-race buffet was a fine affair upstairs at the Stadium Club.   Runners were treated to an assortment of food including eggs, potato wedges, biscuits and beverages.   The entire Nashville Striders including President Diana Bibeau and Race Director Peter Pressman and his wife, Ruth, did a great job ensuring a quality experience for the participants.   Afterward I chatted with many runners such as Trey McAdams, the youngest finisher at age 12 and Lynne Blaisdell, who was the final finisher, but scored a first place in my heart as she completed her first half marathon after losing 40 pounds on her quest to be lean and fit.   If you are looking for a first class medium size half marathon, I highly recommend the Gupton Dodge Tom King Classic. 

