June 28, 2009 – The Runner versus the Mountain
The day dawned cool during late June in the southern Appalachian Mountains just outside of Asheville, North Carolina.   At least the low sixties felt cool compared to mornings close to eighty degrees that he left behind in central Florida.   A glass of milk and a banana were plenty to jump start his system.   Two glasses of water hydrated him in preparation for the miles ahead.   A cup of coffee and conversation with friends was pleasant as he laced up running shoes and stretched a bit.   Others in the mountain retreat were still sleeping as he headed out in search of a new adventure.   He is a runner.
After a few minutes of easy running to loosen up muscles stiff from a night’s sleep he spied a Hiking and Nature Center.   It was closed this Sunday morning, but a trail map behind glass yielded its bounty – there were several trails nearby.   Less than fifty yards away he headed onto a wooded trail of hard-packed dirt along a creek.   It was sheltered by a tall canopy of trees and fragrant Rhododendron lined its path.   The pleasant sound of water rushing over rocks soothed him as he traversed a route which meandered in tandem with the creek that carved a valley over thousands or millions of years.
The trail turned left, leaving the creek behind, and immediately there was a noticeable difference in effort as he started running uphill.   Rainbow Mountain Trail was just a winding line on the map at the Hiking and Nature Center, but it was much more than that as his stride shortened and pulse quickened.   His quadriceps muscles strained due to the exertion of stride after stride of running up hill.   Increased concentration became necessary as roots and rocks became more prevalent.   The trail became steeper with an accompanying increase in his breathing rate.   Next he encountered switchbacks – 180 degree turns as the mountain tried to turn him back.
Running was very difficult and walking breaks became mandatory.   He checked his pulse rate for ten seconds and counted 25 beats – that translates to 150 beats per minute – while walking!   The trail was so steep that he was grabbing small trees to pull himself up and over the minefield of rocks that made him thankful he had strong ankles.   The run now was mainly a difficult hike with sporadic running breaks.   The view was beautiful as he got closer to the summit though it was hard to enjoy it as sweat dripped in his eyes and his legs ached as muscles were called upon to perform much more than on the flat trails he usually runs back home.
‘You’re not going to beat me,’ he whispered quietly between labored breaths.   The mountain was no longer a piece of earth to be climbed – it was a foe to be conquered.   His feet slipped occasionally on loose gravel and one time he caught himself on both hands, but what is a little dirt but a badge of honor.   The path became more level and running was easier as the summit was within reach.   His heart pounded; lungs heaved; legs ached and hands flung sweat that dripped down his arms.   He was running steadily as he crested the peak.   ‘That’s it – You’re done, mountain!   You couldn’t take me,’ he said triumphantly.   He is a runner.
