March 27, 2010 - Running Sights, Sounds and Smells
When running we are treated to a stimulation of our senses that can be invigorating or quite the opposite.   When running in neighborhoods or urban areas we may see run-down buildings and endless businesses and houses.  Our ears pick up car horns honking and dogs barking.   We smell foul odors emanating from dumpsters and vehicle exhaust fumes.   It doesn’t add to the enjoyment of running.   But there is a major difference and positive effect on our senses when we run in a nature setting such as a park, beach or trail.   Today I really noticed the sights, sounds and smells of running for over two and a half hours on my favorite trails at Wekiva State Park in central Florida.
Karan Singh and I started out at 8:00 on an eight-mile trail run.   After less than two minutes there was a deer on the trail happily munching on some green leaves for breakfast.   At least I think he was happy – why would a deer be sad?   He looked at us and slowly walked and scampered for 20 yards before stopping to gaze at us again.  He finally figured out that we were continuing toward him on the trail and so he bounded perhaps 15 yards into the scrub palms and small bushes and resumed his breakfast.

The sounds of laughter and happy voices came from the campground we passed a few minutes later.   My nose caught a whiff of eggs and bacon that would have tasted great – but not in the middle of a run!   After winding through a curvy area of the trail with some small hazards we ran though a section of sand hill pines where the park rangers had done a prescribed fire a few weeks ago.   Green wiregrass, nourished by the black carbon, was eight to ten inches high and the black earth provided a nice contrast.
A sandy stretch of dirt road reflected the bright sun overhead as an owl hooted off to our right.   The unmistakable smell of a fresh fire was evident before we reached an area where another prescribed fire blackened shrubs, leaves, scrub palmettos and small trees.   I have always liked the smell of fire and so it was pleasant.

We retraced our steps on this out-and-back eight-miler and enjoyed a half mile stretch where the fallen pine needles are thick and provide amazing cushioning.   Karan had removed his shoes and ran barefoot for about three miles where the sand and pine needles were kind to his feet.   The highlight of our trek was when three deer crossed our path a couple of miles later.  They approached us and went right behind us without even stopping.   Maybe they have seen us out and about and knew we weren’t a threat.

One trail loop down, one to go as I started on a planned 12-miler with Daniel Schmidt, a local high school runner who had run his personal best for 3,200 meters of 10:06 yesterday.   It’s just over three weeks until the Boston Marathon and this will be my longest training run.   The first twenty minutes of the run we on the same route before we ventured off on a longer loop.   Every now and then we heard birds chirping, but that was the only sound as there weren’t enough breezes to rustle the trees.

At post #14 blackened earth greeted us as we ran through another area that had been burned recently.  The careful use of prescribed fires nourishes the park and reduces the chance of a large out-of-control fire.   After we passed post #15 there is a huge increase in the number of tall pines.   Strong winds earlier this week had caused them to shed there old brown pine needles which were so thick beneath our feet and across the landscape that we could barely see any traces of charred terrain.    But in a few minutes we crossed a jeep road at post #17 which was the boundary of the fire.  Now we were running through brown-yellow wiregrass from last summer that was three feet high.   It was like we were running through a wheat field in the Midwest.
Before long we turned around and ran back to post #15 where we headed back toward the start on a different route that we usually use on longer runs in the park.   We passed a small pond a mile later that fills up considerably during the summer rainy season.   With a few miles to go we both marveled at how good we were feeling.  I had run 17 miles and Daniel was nine miles into his run after racing the day before.  The soft trails and nature setting kept our spirits high.   We headed back toward the trailhead and crossed two wooden foot bridges.   The sounds of our feet hitting the wood slats was unlike the soft sounds of footfalls on sand and pine needles interrupted by an occasional crunching of a twig underfoot.

And before we knew it we ran up the last 150 yard hill and our run was over.  We ‘fist bumped’ to celebrate our accomplishment as we breathed rapidly and walked slowly to set our legs after thousands of running strides.  And what better way to complement a 20-mile run than a dip in the cool 72-degree spring.  The sight of the spring, smell of fresh water and sound of my body splashing as I dove in were a perfect ending to two-and-a-half hours of sense stimulating, endorphin-flowing, nature running.
