April 27, 2009 – Retro Story of 2007 Vermont City Marathon

It was 11:00 p.m. on Memorial Day of 2007, and I was standing up to my waist in the sub-70 degree waters of Mirror Lake in the town of Lake Placid, New York.   This isn't some strange ritual of mine.   I'm not insane, though that could be debated by my friends and relatives.   Actually I was icing my sore legs from the previous day's Vermont City Marathon in Burlington, Vermont.

This was the fourth consecutive year that I signed up for a marathon on Memorial Day weekend, though each year it was only six weeks after my competing in the Boston Marathon.    The previous three years I had raced in Buffalo, Madison and Ottawa, so the Burlington race was the only one left of the four quality marathons held that weekend.   I recover quickly - both mentally and physically - and like racing two spring marathons which gives me a better chance of having good weather conditions at one of them.   The Boston Marathon was plagued with warm weather in 2003 and 2005, scorching hot temperatures in 2004 and a wicked nor'easter in 2007.   Only once in the past five years was the weather ideal for a marathon, so signing up for the Vermont City Marathon seemed like a good plan.

My friend Jeff Cuddeback also signed up for the race, so we decided to make it a long weekend and spend some additional time in nearby Lake Placid, New York.   Jeff is a top-notch triathlete and had turned in some impressive performances this spring.   Just two weeks prior to the marathon he raced a 4:12 at the Gulf Coast Half-Ironman Triathlon in Panama City, Florida to win his age group by almost 30 minutes.   We had roomed together twice at the Boston Marathon in the mid-1990s and looked forward to a good race and great camaraderie.

When my daughter Valleri and I stopped to pick up Jeff before our early Friday morning flight, we expected him to be at the curb in front of his home pointing at his watch since we were about ten minutes late.   His bags were at the curb – but no Jeff.  His front door was open and we encountered his wife, Kim, who asked us, "Have you seen Jeff's wallet?"    A frantic Jeff appeared holding his passport.   "At least this can get me on the plane.  We need to stop by my office so I can get a credit card and some cash."   After that was accomplished, we made it to the airport in record time, Valleri said her goodbyes and we were on our way.

After fairly uneventful flights with a connection in Atlanta, we claimed our baggage at the Burlington airport and headed to get our rental car.   "The car is in my name, but he is the driver," Jeff said to the rental car attendant as he motioned toward me.   Since Jeff didn't have a driver's license, this was our only option.    Then Jeff rearranged some items in his back pack.   "Hey look what I found," Jeff exclaimed happily as he held his wallet.   "I remember now that I put it in my backpack last night so I wouldn't forget it."   The best laid plans of mice and men often go astray…

That evening we went to the marathon race expo to pick up our race numbers, t-shirts and to browse around at the various vendors’ displays.   I was able to get a great deal on two pair of training shoes for a total of fifty dollars which was about 70% off of retail pricing.   We chatted with Bill Rodgers for around an hour.   I have conversed with Bill at least a dozen times over the years at various races and he is such a great guy.   He always takes time with all of the marathon runners and is genuinely interested in each person's story.   One cannot tell that he is a four-time winner of both the Boston and New York City marathons.   Bill was very interested in how Jeff and I kept fit and racing well at age 49.   When he found out I had raced a 2:51:45 at age 48 the previous year at the Boston Marathon, he pointed out that he was still training strongly at that age and had only run 2:53.

The day before the race consisted of sleeping late, running a couple miles, touring the race course, going to church and getting adequate carbohydrates and protein.   It took a couple of hours to tour the course which blended scenic open stretches of rural highways and bike paths with several trips through town on the four loop route.   The half mile long Battery Hill at the 15-mile point would be challenging as the last few city blocks of the hill were very steep – much more so than Boston's famed Heartbreak Hill.   During the day we fueled up with bananas, peanut butter and honey sandwiches, milk, fig bars and other food designed to get us ready for race day.   For our final meal we ate at Three Tomatoes, an Italian restaurant located on Church Street in downtown Burlington.   The street is brick-paved and closed to traffic.   There is outdoor seating in front of all of the restaurants and the street is constantly bustling with activity.   Jeff and I had pasta, bread, salad and a couple local beers and then got a good night's sleep before race day.

We caught the shuttle bus to Battery Park and arrived an hour before the 8:00 a.m. race start.   Everything went smoothly as we got our race numbers on and secured the computer timing chips to our shoes.   Vaseline was applied, bathroom breaks were taken and I did a short warm-up, some running drills and stride outs.  Jeff and I dropped off our running bags at the designated area and planned to meet at the start.    I headed toward the starting line banner and climbed a fence to get close to the front.   I got in the fifth row of competitors and waited for Jeff to appear.   In a few minutes the race started and I didn't see Jeff.   We had planned to run together at a 2:48 marathon pace and aim to break 2:50.   By helping each other through rough spots in the race, we would have a better chance of achieving our goal.   Unfortunately, Jeff was nowhere around.

The first few miles of the race went smoothly as I ran around 6:10 pace, a bit faster than planned.   We wound through Church Street and then headed north of town for a 4-mile out and back stretch on a scenic highway with some rolling hills.   My 5-mile split of 31:01 was at least a minute faster than planned, but I decided to continue running "comfortably fast," which I describe as fast, but under control.    Shortly after negotiating the turnaround, I saw Jeff headed that way perhaps a minute and a half behind me.   I didn't know if he was just running at our planned pace or if he got stuck behind slower runners at the start.   That would be the last time I saw Jeff during the race.

The last hill on that scenic highway was fairly steep, and I was breathing heavily at the top.  That mile was a 6:31, after the two preceding miles which were around 6:15.   It was nice to get back on flat pavement as we headed back into town.   We went past the starting line just before the 9-mile point and they announced some runners' names.   "That's Matt from Louisiana," boomed the announcer's voice.   "Hey, that's me," exclaimed the runner next to me at the time.   Then we conversed a bit as we had been running together for a couple of miles.   "My best time is 3:14, but this is the first time I've really trained for a marathon," Matt said between breaths.  "My goal is 6:40 pace."   I responded, "I was planning to run 6:25 pace, so we are both under our target times."

On a second trek through Church Street I pointed out to Matt where Jeff and I ate at Three Tomatoes the night before.   We also passed Ri-Ra's, an English pub and eatery that was the site of Friday's dinner, and Ben and Jerry's Ice Cream Shop where we had dessert that same evening.   On Church Street we also had encountered a long-haired man one night that held a sign stating, "Need a buck.   Why lie?   I want to get drunk."    At least he was honest so I gave him a dollar.   Soon on a lengthy, flat stretch on Pine Street we saw the "Love Machine," which is a psychedelic painted bus that Jeff and I took our pictures in front of the previous day.  It's definitely like something from the late 1960s.   We hit the 10-mile point in 1:02:53, which is 6:17 pace per mile.   A few minutes later Matt said, "I don't think I can hold this pace much longer," and the next thing I knew he had faded behind me.

Just before the 11-mile marker, I passed St Anthony's Catholic Church where Jeff and I attended evening mass the day before.   "I went to church here yesterday," I yelled out to some elderly men and women on the church steps.   I didn't get any response so I figured that either their hearing aids weren't turned on or it would have taken too much energy for them to wave.  The next few miles were very scenic and on a bike path through Oakledge Park and along Burlington Bay of Lake Champlain.   Though the terrain was relatively flat, my pace had slipped to around 6:30 per mile.   I mentally noted that if I could just stay at this pace I could still break 2:50.   But upcoming was Battery Hill.

The good thing about Battery Hill was that many townspeople were cheering and bands were playing.   The bad thing was that it was steeper and more challenging running up this hill after 15 miles than driving it the day before.   I pushed hard up the "Assault on Battery," as it is known, and surprisingly ran mile #15 in 6:42.   My cumulative time was 1:35:36 and I had run 32:43 for the last five miles – 6:33 pace.  I was still on track.    I wondered how Jeff was running but had no idea.   He told me after the race that he was able to see me up ahead of him on Battery Hill and was maintaining the same distance behind me.

For the next five or six miles we headed north of town and ran mainly on North Street – how appropriate!   I heard cheers of "Go #694," and "Nice tan!"   It must have been apparent that I wasn't a local runner due to my bronzed skin.   I still held an average pace of around 6:30 through miles 15 – 19, but mile # 20 slipped to a 6:44.   My 20-mile time was 2:08:23 and I mentally calculated that 6:40 pace was needed to break 2:50.   With my increasing fatigue and slowing pace the last mile, I knew that this is when the original plan of Jeff and I running together would have really helped.

Around 21 ½ miles we turned south onto the Burlington Bikeway, a beautiful bike path along Lake Champlain.   I surmised it would be much more enjoyable on a leisurely bike ride.   Miles 21 through 24 were very consistent and all within a second of 6:55 pace.   So I was still holding together, but any hope of breaking 2:50 was gone.   Surprisingly, Jeff hadn't passed me and I wondered how his race had progressed since I last saw him over two hours earlier.

I concentrated harder during mile #25 and dropped my pace to 6:50.   Then I switched gears again and picked it up in hopes of at least getting under 2:51.    A minute later I got a right hamstring cramp, straightened my leg, rubbed it and slowed back down.  Now I just wanted to finish without any more cramping at whatever pace I could muster.   We ran on a boardwalk in Waterfront Park for a short distance and then turned left onto grass for 50 yards.   Next I took the last left turn toward the finish after running a 6:59 26th mile.  "At least I kept it under seven minutes," I thought.  The finish line banner was in front of me when my right hamstring cramped again.  I worked through it and finally crossed the finish line in 2:51:17.   It was 28 seconds faster than I ran at the 2006 Boston Marathon and my best time in over four years.

I got a foil blanket to keep me warm, a volunteer removed the computer chip from my shoe and I received my finisher's medal.   A red ribbon with the race name held a heavy almost square pewter and black 2007 Keybank Vermont City Marathon medal which had a nice design of several runners with mountains in the background.   I turned back and looked toward the finish banner, and there was Jeff coming across the line in just under 2:53.   A minute later we were chatting.   "Before the race I took one last rest room break behind a bush," Jeff said.   "Then when I got in with runners and tried to make my way toward the front, I got stuck way behind the start.  It took me a minute and twelve seconds to get to the starting line."  His official time was 2:52:56, but his chip time was 2:51:44.

After we got some fluids, food and a post-race massage, we discussed our races and split times.   I was ahead of Jeff by 14 seconds at 10 miles and stretched it out to a minute and seven seconds at 20 miles.   We ran almost identically the next five miles as his 25-mile time was an even minute behind mine.   He made up 33 seconds in the last 1.2 miles when he ran strong and I ran in carefully due to my hamstring cramps.   We were both disappointed in his mishap at the start as we may have been able to help each other by running together and had a better chance to break 2:50.   Sadly, we will never know.

Rains came and we headed for cover under a tent.    Bill Rodgers happened to take shelter in the same area.   He had raced a bit over five miles as part of a marathon relay team.   Bill was very excited about our performances and we made our way to the nearby beer garden.   He congratulated us and toasted us as we downed a couple of beers.   Race results were posted and Jeff and I both placed in our age group.   We placed second and third, and were four minutes behind the age group winner.   Overall, we placed 39th and 44th, and were the first two Florida finishers.

A ferry boat ride across Lake Champlain to New York was next on our agenda.   We had some beer for the hour plus crossing which some other guys were eyeing.   "It's $3.00 a beer for the next ten minutes, $4.00 for the following ten minutes and then the price goes up to $5.00," I announced.    We chatted with Dean and Denny from North Carolina, who were on a fishing trip, and Phil from Quebec, who was with his wife.   They were so nice that we broke down and they drank for free.   An hour drive through the countryside put us in our destination of Lake Placid.   Unfortunately we had a problem as it was Memorial Day weekend and we had no motel reservations.

After scouting out various motels, we decided to try the Golden Arrow situated directly on Mirror Lake.   The lobby area was a great room with floor to ceiling windows and an impressive view of the lake.   I was ready to turn around but Jeff insisted that we check on room rates.  "We're looking for a room for two nights," Jeff informed the desk clerk.   "We have lake front rooms available," he responded.   Jeff and I anticipated rates of over $150 per night, if not $200 or more.   "That will be $79," the clerk noted.   "Is that for both nights?" Jeff said amusingly.   "No, that will be $79 per night."  Jeff and I looked at each other…   "Sold – we'll take it."   Our room was on the third floor overlooking the lake which was approximately 600 yards across and three quarters of a mile wide.

We went down to the lake and soaked our legs for ten minutes, a ritual that would be repeated once or twice each day.   That night we had porterhouse steaks at the Adirondack Steak Company and went to Zig-Zags, a local pub.   Many beers were consumed and Jeff had his first red-headed slut.   Lest you think otherwise, it's a drink with equal parts of Jagermeister, peach brandy and cranberry drink.

I struggled through a two mile run the next morning while Jeff swam across the lake and back.   This was followed by another ten minutes of icing our legs in the lake.   We were tourists for much of the day as we visited venues of the 1932 and 1980 Winter Olympics.   It was impressive to be in the stadium where the United States ice hockey team defeated the Soviet Union in 1980.   In the afternoon we drove nearly to the top of Whiteface Mountain.  Jeff's legs were too trashed from the race to attempt to climb the final 275 foot ascent.   I donned two shirts and a sweatshirt in the 45-degree weather and did the ten minute climb up steps and over boulders to the top.  The view of Lake Placid was amazing.   Fifty miles away to the east I could see Lake Champlain with Burlington on the far shoreline.   Winds whipped at 30 miles per hour or more, so I was happy to return to the gift shop and restaurant for some hot coffee.

Jeff's Uncle Don lives in town, so we spent a couple hours visiting with Don, two of his daughters, a son-in-law and several grandchildren.   Don drove us to the site of the Olympic ski jumping competition.   I would much rather race a marathon than ski down one of those ramps.

Monday night is "35 cent wing night" at a local bar named Lisa G's.   I'll give you one guess as to what we ate!   Teriyaki wings, Greek wings and hot wings with greasy fries – we deserved it!   Oh, did I mention the Long Trail Ale - a favorite local brew?    This takes us full circle to the beginning of this tale, as after eating at Lisa G's, I iced my legs in Mirror Lake.   The next morning my legs felt much better and I managed a nice three mile run followed by another dip in the lake.

After a ferry ride back to Burlington, we got to the airport in plenty of time for our flight.   Justine, an attractive attendant, asked if we were there to be checked in.  "What did she say?" asked Jeff.  "She said she wanted to check us out," I answered.   "I said I was checking you 'in'," she laughed.    It was going smoothly until I was asked if I had anything they needed to know about in my bag.   "There might be something," Jeff said.  This perked up the attention of the security employee behind Justine.   "Could there be something suspicious in his bag?" he asked.  Unfortunately Jeff didn't realize this was not the place to be joking.   "There might be something suspicious."   The security officer immediately went and got his supervisor and related the conversation.   Jeff had to state that it was a joke gone awry and he learned a valuable lesson.   I was just glad that they didn't tear my bag apart.

We each had a Corona with lime as we watched Vermont National Guard planes make flybys and "touch and go" landings.   Jeff was again the victim of security as his bottle opener with a small blade and a quart of Gatorade were confiscated.   At the gate we saw a couple with a sign welcoming their son home from Iraq – "From Baghdad to Burlington."  It was exciting when he appeared and they took photographs and hugged him.   All of us at the gate broke into a round of applause.

The flight to Atlanta was fun as we sat in the first row and chatted most of the way with Ginger, the flight attendant who was from New Smyrna Beach, Florida, where Jeff has a condominium.   From Atlanta to Orlando we sat with Marcy, a seventyish lady who was traveling south to see her first great-grandchild.   "I had a girlfriend in high school named Marcy," I told her.   "You're a babe too!"    She laughed heartily which fueled my telling of numerous jokes and stories along the way.   Her happy occasion was tempered by the loss of her husband of 48 years a month earlier and she really enjoyed our fun.  "This has been the best flight I've ever had," she exclaimed when we arrived in Orlando.

It was a great weekend as we ran well and had a lot of fun.  The race took less than three hours, but the laughter we shared with people along the way enhanced our trip.   The excitement of seeing the couple in Burlington welcome their son home from Iraq was infectious.   The combined joy and sadness that Marcy was experiencing put everything in perspective.  It would have been nice to have broken 2:50, but there will be other races and other chances on other days.   It's not always the destination or outcome that is important, but how we get there.
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