May 5, 2010 - Boston Marathon – Meeting Champions 
One of the coolest things about running is the accessibility of its champions and stars.   While barriers keep fans away from their baseball, football and basketball heroes, such is not the case in the sport of running.   In conjunction with the Boston Marathon there are ample opportunities to run elbows with heroes of the sport of running at the runners’ expo, Sunday 5k, pasta dinner and awards ceremony.
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My brother, Doug, and I stopped by the runners’ expo on Saturday and heard an announcement that Khalid Khannouchi was appearing at the New Balance booth.  Khalid set the World Record in the marathon two times and is the current U.S. record holder with a time of 2:05:38.   He had a great time signing autographs and posing for pictures with fans.   Khalid is short in stature but large in enthusiasm and kindness.   He signed my 1996 USPS Commemorative Stamp 100th Boston Marathon Anniversary poster and another poster of him for my coaching client, Karan Singh.   Karan was excited when he saw the personalized autograph, ‘To Karan – Run strong in the 800 meters.’
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As I browsed through vendor booths from various races, shoe and apparel companies and nutrition products, a message over the intercom said, ‘Grete Waitz will be greeting runners in the Adidas area from 3:00 to 4:00.’   That was only a few minutes away so I got in line to meet the nine-time New York City Marathon champion.   I had met her before, but enjoyed chatting with her again and having my picture taken with her.   When I inquired about a future interview for my website she laughed, ‘It better be by phone because, if it is via e-mail questions, my answers will be short!’   Grete was one of the female marathon runners who really stepped up the intensity and competition in the late 1970s and early 1980s.   She was involved in a ‘Who’s Who’ of great marathoners at the 1984 Olympics behind winner Joan Benoit Samuelson along with other top-three finishers Ingrid Kristiansen, Rosa Mota and Lorraine Moller.   I remember watching the New York City Marathon and seeing her running toward the finish as the credits rolled.   The broadcasters did not acknowledge her finish as they didn’t anticipate such a quick finishing time.   So her first marathon record had to wait for the newspapers.
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On Sunday Doug and I returned to the expo for two seminars we wished to attend.   The first was with Khalid Khannouchi and Jenny Barringer.   I’ve known Jenny since her high school days in Oviedo and have enjoyed watching her blossom into an outstanding collegiate racer at the University of Colorado and one of the best all-around distance runners in the world.   Khalid and Jenny compared and contrasted elements of their respective training programs.   Jenny was excited to see friends from Florida and her hug showed it.   She was representing her sponsor, New Balance, and supporting her fiancé, Jason, who was competing in the marathon.   It was also nice to see Jenny’s parents, Janet and Bruce, as it was a Bean town family affair.
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The Runners World Seminar Series included a “Legends of Running’ with former champions Lisa Weidenbach (Rainsberger), Katherine Switzer, Greg Meyer and Amby Burfoot.   Dick Beardsley, second by two seconds to Alberto Salazar in their memorable 1982 ‘Duel in the Sun’ was also a panel member.   Lisa spoke of her Olympic disappointment as first she made the 1980 team in swimming but was a victim of President Carter’s boycott.   The 1985 Boston Marathon champion finished fourth in the Olympic Trials Marathon three times!   Dick took us through his exciting race with animated stories.   Katherine told the tale of being the first official female Boston Marathon entrant using the name, ‘K. V. Switzer.’   After her boyfriend helped her ward off the Race Director’s attempt to tackle and stop her after two miles, she finished the race and changed history.
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Amby Burfoot is an accomplished writer, editor and the 1968 Boston Marathon winner.   Amby was part of the handing of the torch from one great American marathoner to another.   His high school coach was John J. Kelley who took the laurel wreath in Boston in 1957.   Amby took his mentor’s guidance and example and passed it down to his roommate his senior year at Wesleyan College.   As he ran twice a day and piled up the mileage it showed the way to future four-time Boston marathon champ, Bill Rodgers.   We ran into Bill, but he had to scurry off as he had a date.  The guy’s still got it!
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The last American man to win the Boston Marathon was Greg Meyer in 1983.   We’ve met a few times before and Greg did a nice interview with me in late 2008.   We talked at length though the conversation soon gravitated away from running to golf.   Greg visits southwest Florida often on business and may take Doug up on an offer to hit the links in Ft. Myers or Naples.
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As the afternoon ended we made our way to the marathon’s pasta dinner.   We dined on the typical pre-race fare of pasta, salad and bread.   As we were finishing our meal there was an announcement that the head of the Boston Athletic Association was on hand.  After he welcomed runners to Boston, he noted that three former champions were on hand.  Canada’s Jackie Garreau returned to Boston to commemorate the 30th anniversary of her 1980 triumph.   Gelindo Bordin flew from Italy to celebrate 20 years since he was victorious.   England’s Geoff Smith observed the 15th anniversary of the second of his back-to-back wins.   I hurried in their direction and inquired from volunteers their route back to their waiting car.  It paid off as Doug and I greeted the three champs and they signed my poster.   It was really special to meet Gelindo Bordin as he is the only man to win both the Boston and Olympic marathons.

If you’ve raced the Boston Marathon or another race where legendary runners are present, take the time to meet them.   They are personable and help to combine with other aspects of your race weekend to leave a mark in your memory.   Long after the soreness is gone you will be able to reflect back on rubbing elbows with the greatest athletes in our sport.
