May 17, 2009 - Great Wall of China Half Marathon
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Don Gworek was my roommate for the Boston Marathon in 1999.   Back in his prime he was a very good marathon runner with a best time of 2:41.   He has done quite a bit of travelling, sometimes for running and often for his other passion – roller coaster riding.   On a previous trip to China his group of two dozen roller coaster aficionados rode coasters across the country.   This time Don was in China for a different reason – to run the Great Wall Half Marathon.

A few days before the race there was a mandatory walk through of three miles of the Great Wall used for the course.   “All runners are required to take the tour because running the Wall is incredibly dangerous,” Don noted.   “There are many sections with a sheer drop to the forest -- no wall or railing along that edge.  It is recommended that there be no passing of others in this area.   The walk through let us know where to be especially careful.” 

Approximately 1,200 runners, including about 50 from the United States, were entered in the 10th anniversary edition of the race.  There are four events - a full marathon, half marathon, 10K and 5K.   Don signed up for the Beijing package offered by Marathon Tours.  This allowed him to see distant things in Beijing, like the Summer Palace, that are hard to get to via public transportation.  “Marathon Tours was great!  They booked my domestic flights and hotels for the other four cities that I would visit on my own,” said Don.    “Fifty-eight other people in two buses used their package.  We all became instant friends.  Many of us recognized each other from previous marathons in which we competed, and several in the group were 50 State and/or Seven Continent marathoners.” 

Race morning was like many other early race mornings.  Don was up at 3:00 AM for a 3:30 AM bus ride to the wall.  All buses stopped and gathered at the Beijing city line, where at about 5:30 the buses proceeded single file up the mountain road to the race site.  There was a police escort and a couple of ambassadors in cars had joined the group.   The race was started by about eight dignitaries in business suits and dresses, with red carnations.  An interpreter translated Mandarin to English and vice-versa.
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And then the racers were off!  Full, half, and 10K runners started at the same time, running up a hill and then over rolling terrain through local villages, down and back up along a river bank.  They ran on open roads with cars whose drivers will honk as runners approach as that is customary while driving in China.   Unfortunately, one year a runner was hit during the race by a car. 

Don had been training on the Clermont hills, west of Orlando, Florida, but still wasn't prepared for the dense humidity of China.   “There was no wind so I began to overheat.  My plan was to run the hill without stopping, but common sense told me that I needed to walk through the water stop on the hill and cool down a bit.”  He had been running along about 20th in the line as the runners pushed up the hill which totaled at least 600 feet in elevation gain.    But it wouldn't have been sensible to run his way toward heat exhaustion and the short walk allowed for better rehydration.

While on the Great Wall Don mainly walked quickly and worked his way carefully up the 500 foot climb on uneven, steep steps, running only in the few level sections.  “You have to be careful of your steps all the time.  It's just not worth it to tumble down some steps and to risk breaking an arm or leg,” Don exclaimed.   “Despite being careful, I stumbled twice.  Once on some of the low steps, while smiling at a race camera.  The second time my shoe caught a stair edge and I fell toward the tall steps ahead.   My decision to not bring my own camera for safety reasons was a good one.”   Don saw wounds after the race from people who had ‘slid for home.’   He also heard stories of other runners seeing blood drops on the rocks from people dribbling blood from various injuries.

“Once we completed the part of the race on the Great Wall and got back to a normal race pace, I started to estimate that I was going to get under my goal time of two hours,”   Don related.    Paved road changed to a tight gravel path along a canal, but his estimate still held.    Then the course turned into farm land with sudden tall inclines between fields.  The path was uneven stony dirt - very treacherous trail running and Don’s estimated time of two hours was quickly dropped.

The farm run ended and race participants returned to the gravel path and paved road back to the finish.  Don set his sights on a revised goal of finishing in under 2:10.   He dipped under his new goal and finished in 2:07; good for 46th place in the half marathon and fourth in his age group, but third if the race winner was dropped from the age groups.   There were no age group awards.

Just about everyone who ran the full or half marathon left race day feeling that they can accomplish anything!   The half marathon was the most popular distance to run.  There was overcast weather that morning which was fortunate.   A day earlier or later and it would have been clear sunny skies with temperatures in the 80's to low 90's.     “My best memory of the event occurred a couple of days later when I was walking three miles from the subway to get to one of the amusement parks,” Don recalled.   “I was about to use a pedestrian overpass when all of a sudden I saw a Beijing resident coming from the opposite direction wearing a Marathon T-shirt!”

All of us know how we feel when we spot someone with a shirt from a race in which we competed.   We just have to stop and say hello.   Even in a foreign land, Don didn’t let the language barrier stop him.   He tells the story with excitement – “The other runner was a man in his 20's who had not noticed me yet.  I stepped in front, and pointed to my own shirt, which was a Great Wall polo shirt.  He noticed me and smiled proudly back.  We were instant friends as we shared a proud experience.  And then we continued on in our separate directions, probably to never meet again.    Crossing paths with a fellow Great Wall Marathoner and China native in the middle of Beijing with its millions of people was probably one of my the coolest experiences ever.”

For those of you who may consider running one of the Great Wall races, Don has some advice - 
“If you want to do this race the best training you can do is long stretches of stadium stairs, not touching the hand railing.  Hill training and trail running will also help you to do well.”   You may also need to be a bit crazy… okay, very crazy!
Search the following in Google Maps for a satellite view: N40 14.689 E117 26.355.
