April 19, 2010 – Boston Marathon ‘Brotherly Run’
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‘You started me running and you ran me hard.   Now the rest is up to me.’   My brother, Doug, a high school freshman at the time, wrote that in my high school senior yearbook.   Now more than three decades later we prepared to board the bus from Boston to Hopkinton for my twelfth and Doug’s fourth Boston Marathon.   As the line of yellow-orange school buses took us and thousands of runners westward for our 26.2 mile trek we eagerly anticipated our ‘Brotherly Run.’
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Back in November we simultaneously thought about backing off from all-out racing at the Boston Marathon and running the entire way together.   Doug hadn’t raced in Boston since 1997 and this was just the draw to bring him back for one more time.   We arrived early in the Athletes’ Village.   The bright sun felt good as temperatures were in the mid-forties at 7:00 a.m. – three hours before race time.   We were on one of the first buses and a throng of runners was behind us as we saw a sight that neither of us had ever seen before.   It was a miracle.   You know what I’m talking about – no lines at the portable toilets!
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In the early 1990s when there were around 8,000 entrants in the Boston Marathon we would just meet our running buddies from central Florida in the Hopkinton High School gymnasium.   Since the race field has swelled to three times that size, race organizers now construct a huge tent on the grassy fields.   The last time I raced in Boston was when the infamous 2007 nor’easter almost forced the race director to cancel the race and the field was a muddy mess.   But this year it was in perfect shape and we stretched out as the clocked ticked away and the marathon start grew closer.
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The minutes flew by and soon we took our final rest room break, did some light jogging, stretched a bit, performed some running drills and stowed our bags with warm clothes for after the race on the baggage transportation buses.   They really have things down pat as buses are in order by race number range and each window indicates the bags with specific runner numbers.   On the half mile plus walk and jog to the starting area we spied some nice flowering trees.    There was an endless sea of runners in front, around and behind us.   When we arrived in downtown we were just human specks in a huge crowd of runners.   
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Doug was assigned race number 6,200 based on his qualifying time of 3:12 from the 2008 New York City Marathon.   I ran 3:00:33 that same day and was given race number 2,923.   Since it is permissible to go back to a lower seeded starting corral and not vice-versa, we lined up in Doug’s corral.   He had planned on wearing a knit hat and extra shirt for a couple of miles until he got loose, but the warm sun caused him to abandon his extra clothes.   We were all smiles as we prepared to run about 7:30 pace per mile.   Our fitness indicated we were ready to race several minutes faster, but with a camera secured in my shorts pocket we took aim on what we thought would be a comfortable day.
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We thought it would take a minute or so to reach the start based on our past experience, but with standing and walking it took us almost five minutes to finally cross the starting line in a slow jog.   The streets were crowded as runners stretched out in front of us as far as we could see.   Even though it takes a good marathon effort to meet the qualifying standards, it is still amazing to be behind so many runners.   We were hitting mile splits between 7:20 and 7:25 which should have been a piece of cake, but I couldn’t find a comfort zone. 
Doug and I had talked beforehand about shifting into cruise control for the ten mile segment after the two mile point but found that the course rolled more than the flat terrain we remembered.    After six miles I thought, ‘Twenty miles to go.’  That was not a pleasant notion.   As we left Hopkinton, Framingham and Ashland behind and ran through Natick, we got ready for the best part of the race – the ‘Scream Tunnel’ in Wellesley.
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It is an unwritten rule that the girls at Wellesley College must kiss a runner during the Boston Marathon in order to graduate.   Since we are doing all we can to help educate our youth, Doug and I figured we should do our part.   The girls’ screams were louder than ever and signs with messages such as, ‘Kiss me, I’m from Georgia,’ ‘Kiss me, I’m a senior’ and ‘Kiss me, I’m Jewish’ caused us to stop numerous times.   We took pictures and helped many, many girls graduate as our mile times in the 7:30 range slowed to about nine minutes.   Even better, the lethargy and sluggishness affecting me was gone!
We passed halfway after about an hour and twenty minutes and soon were running down the long hill after the 15-mile point that is a precursor to the Newton Hills.   We had done hill training on Buck Hill Road west of Orlando and the hills didn’t really bother us.   In the nineteenth mile there is a long, gradual down hill and we did a stride out which helped me to feel strong on Heartbreak Hill.   We passed our friend, Jon Hughes, halfway up the hill as we slowed somewhat, but were passing most runners.

I caught a wonderful second wind in mile 22 and hoped it would carry over the rest of the way which had happened in the 2008 New York City Marathon.   I was so pumped up when we passed Boston College that I even stopped and kissed a few of their coeds!   Doug was having trouble staying with me, but I wasn’t trying to pull away.  For another mile I cruised smoothly before my second wind disappeared.   Doug and I talked and he was having difficulty holding off hamstring cramps.    My right calf was very sore and we turned our attention to running conservatively and avoiding cramps.
When I took the right turn onto Hereford Street I momentarily didn’t see Doug and feared he had cramped up and stopped.   With another look he was about ten yards behind me on the right.  I slowed a bit and we made the final turn onto Boylston Street together.  Before the race Doug had suggested that we run to one side of the street and high five spectators.  Unfortunately the energy we had to do this with scores of kids early in the race was gone.  At least three times in the final two minutes of the race I said, ‘Okay, let’s just run easy and not cramp.’

Then the finish line was directly in front of us, we put arms overhead and clasped hands as we crossed the line together and completed our ‘Brotherly Run’ in 3:27.   We accomplished our goal of running the Boston Marathon at a reasonable pace together.   We had fun along the way and took in all of the sights, sounds and smells of the Boston Marathon from little kids holding orange slices to screaming college coeds; from television helicopters to radios broadcasting the Red Sox game and from beer to hamburgers and hot dogs.   I’ve raced 49 marathons and don’t remember much from many of them.   But this ‘Brotherly Run’ is a great memory that Doug and I will reminisce about in the years ahead.   If you haven’t shared a marathon with a friend or relative – give it a try!
