April 20, 2009 – 2009 Boston Marathon
The 113th edition of the Boston Marathon is anticipated with more excitement than most years as runners prepare in Hopkinton, Massachusetts for the start.   The reason is that for the first time in recent memory there are Americans with a real chance to win.   Both Ryan Hall and Kara Goucher have the talent, ability and fitness to contend for the laurel wreath.   No American has won since Greg Meyer in 1983 and Lisa Weidenbach in 1985.   Could this be the year that this changes?

The women are off nearly a half hour ahead of the men with temperatures at a near perfect 50 degrees.   I’m watching live on my computer while I sit in a reclining chair in central Florida.   I miss the hoopla of being in Boston today as I have raced 11 times previously.   But I’m hoping along with thousands of people watching in person, on television and via computer to be treated to some great marathon racing action.
Despite the favorable conditions, no one pushes the pace in the women’s’ field as they cruise along at 6:00 per mile pace.   This is around 2:37 pace which is very, very slow for these athletes.   The men use a completely different strategy as the first downhill mile passes in 4:48.   Ryan Hall moves to the front and splits of 4:32 and 4:40 take a dozen men through the 5k point in a blistering 14:33 – an astounding 50 seconds faster than Robert Cheruiyot’s 2006 course record split.   The women dawdle at their 6:00 pace while the men pass 10k in 29:27 and 15k in 44:44, now over a minute faster than the course record split.

Several of my friends are also running and I will keep track of Jay Silvanima, Pete Crouse, Jim Musante and Kitty Sokoll via the Athlete Tracker function on the Boston Athletic Association website.   Jay is the Tallahassee Marathon Race Director; Pete has competed with me for over two decades; Jim is one of my closest friends who is racing his 29th straight Boston Marathon and his girlfriend, Kitty, is back in good form after an injury severely restricted her training a couple of months ago. 

The women pass the halfway point at 5:55 pace which is still much slower than expected.   I fondly recall the screams of Wellesley College coeds as I watch them cheering the women.    Kara Goucher remains in the lead pack which has shrunk from 17 runners to about a dozen.   Another American, Colleen de Reuck also has stayed with the leaders.   Last year’s champ, Dire Tune looks very smooth.   The wind is increasing to over 10 miles per hour which should impact the last half of the race.   The men’s’ field continues to stay together through a 1:03:39 half marathon split.   It is still too early to tell who looks strongest.
The women are now running over the Newton Hills as no one is pushing the pace.   The men split up a bit as two Kenyans, Steven Kiagora and Evans Cheruiyot, make a major move on the down hill stretch between 15 and 16 miles which can sometimes be a ‘quadriceps buster.’   A 4:44 mile strings out the field and next two Ethiopians, Direba Merga and Solomon Molla, put on a strong move.  Four-time winner, Robert Cheruiyot is hanging tough in third place with Daniel Rono.   Ryan Hall is now running by himself and may have trouble moving back toward the front.

Meanwhile, Kara Goucher has moved to the front of the pack of the remaining ten women who are contending for the win.   All appear comfortable but Goucher is increasing the pace and stringing out the pack over the third of Newton’s hills.   Merga and Rono are in front on the men’s side now with Molla in third.   Hall is moving back up and is only eighteen seconds behind in sixth place.   The hills are breaking up the men as it has turned into a battle of wills.
I check the Athlete Tracker and find that Pete is on 2:55 pace at the half marathon which may be a bit fast.   Jay is right on his 3:19 qualifying pace at the 15k check point.   Jim and Kitty started with the second wave and are running well through 10k with Jim on 3:11 pace and Kitty on 3:26 pace.   Jim finished last year in over 5:30 as he jogged and walked with a knee brace to extend his consecutive finishes at Boston to 28 years despite a torn ACL and meniscus.  This year he is healthy after recovering from successful surgery last summer.
The women wait until after the Newton hills to mix things up and only seven runners can keep the accelerating pace.   Goucher, Tune, Bezunesh Bekele and 2007 Boston champ, Grigoryeva, are all in contention as de Reuck has faded.   Goucher leads through the 22-mile point and is trying to break her competitors who follow in single file.   Deriba Merga, the fourth place finisher in the 2008 Olympic Marathon, is alone in first up Heartbreak Hill as his 5:08 uphill mile has blown open the field.   Daniel Rono is in second and Hall has moved up to third, 23 seconds in arrears with five miles remaining.

Only four women remain at the 24-mile marker as Grigoryeva has been dropped.   Goucher’s 5:11 24th mile broke all but Tune, Bekele and Salina Kosgei.   In only her second marathon Goucher is racing with poise and confidence.   Tune won last year with a great finishing kick by two seconds and Kosgei was a top five finisher three times in New York and London so it looks to be anyone’s race.   With less than a mile to go Tune and Kosgei move into the lead with Goucher right behind.   There is no hint as to which woman is stronger.   Just before the Boylston Street home stretch Kosgei and Tune pull away from Goucher and then Kosgei takes the lead.   But Tune won’t give up and takes the lead back only to give it up a final time to Kosgei who wins by a second in 2:32:16.   Goucher finished a strong third just a few seconds behind in 2:32:25, the best finish for an American woman in 16 years.
In a big day for Ethiopia, Deriba Merga joins his countrywoman, Kosgei, in an Ethiopian sweep with a 2:08:42.   Daniel Rono holds onto second place in 2:09:31 while Ryan Hall’s 2:09:40 equals Kara Goucher’s third place effort.   While neither U.S. runner pulled off a victory, they both showed that an American win on both the men’s and women’s side is a distinct possibility in the near future.   In a post-race interview Kosgei noted, “I felt with two miles to go that I had a chance to win so I went for it.”   When asked if he felt he could hold his pace after making his strong move to the lead, Merga responded, “I planned to push around 35 kilometers, but changed plans and moved around 28 kilometers because there were many strong athletes remaining.”
Another check of the Athlete Tracker has Pete on 2:58 pace at 30k, but with Heartbreak Hill in front of him.   Jim and Jay are both on 3:19 pace through 25k while Kitty’s half marathon split is at 3:27 pace.   It’s rare for most runners to maintain or increase their pace through the final miles of any marathon so it will be interesting to see if these four can do so as they tire and face increasing winds.   I’m getting tired from just following everyone’s progress online.  It’s time for a cup of coffee and some lunch!

I’m back at the computer to check on my friends and all have finished at varying degrees of success.   Jay ran very even splits as he followed up his 1:39:12 first half marathon with a 1:40:11 to finish in 3:19:23.   If you’ve ever raced at Boston you know how hard that is to do.   I’ve only had splits that even one time in eleven tries!   Pete obviously had a difficult time the final half of the race as fatigue, dehydration, injury or a combination of them slowed him considerably.   After clicking off 5k splits averaging 21 minutes through 30k, he slowed to 27 minutes through 35k, then 31 minutes through 40k and must have walked the final 2.2k which took 24 minutes.   I’ve been there before and it isn’t fun.

Jim and Kitty finished a bit later due to their start in the second wave.   A 3:32:31 by Jim is exciting after his knee surgery.   He has finished 29 straight Boston Marathons and is still going strong at age 51.   Kitty was five minutes behind Jim at the half marathon point, but slowed a bit to finish 15 minutes behind him in 3:47:06.   An additional check of the Athlete Tracker and I found out how several more of my friends fared: Tampa’s Terri Rejimbal, a master’s member of the Disney Marathon ‘Florida’s Finest’ team ran 3:05; Michael Masur finished just behind in 3:06; Teresa Calio ran a swift 3:14; John Van Valkenburgh did 3:28 at age 57; Brooks Collins popped a 3:32; Nancy Stedman-Laux, Tallahassee Marathon Co-Race Director, raced 3:38 and Lynda Koerber, my daughter, Valleri’s, confirmation sponsor finished in 3:52.   All of my friends share two things in common with the 25,000 runners who participated in the Boston Marathon – a finisher’s medal and a unique story.  I can’t wait to hear their tales from today’s race.   I wish I was there!   
