September 20, 2008 - Racing Alone
The concept of racing alone may seem totally foreign to nearly all runners.   There are large crowds at road races, cross country meets and trail races so it would appear that only a truly top runner who breaks away from the pack could actually be racing alone.   But if you’ve ever been really tired out in the latter stages of a race, despite other competitors you may have had that feeling of racing by yourself.
Today I watched a high school meet that had perhaps 15 – 20 teams.   In the girls race the heavy favorite was Alyssa Burkert, a junior from Ocoee High School which is west of Orlando.   As expected she was alone in the lead a couple hundred yards into the race.   She went through the mile in 5:40, ran a second mile of 5:57, followed it up with a 6:17 and clocked 18:40 to win the race by over 1 ½ minutes.   It was just Alyssa against the clock as she competed to run faster than the previous year on this same course which she did by 40 seconds.

Her effort reminded me of my senior year of track and field competition at Miami Carol City High School.   We had a heavy duel meet schedule before the Florida Relays and the season ending Conference, District, Region and State meets and there would not be much competition at many of these meets.   My coach and I set a goal for me to break 4:30 and 10:00 in the mile and 2-mile, respectively, in each of these meets.   I raced alone and in all eight duel meets was able to beat those time goals.   It taught me to be tough mentally and to challenge myself even when I was competing against the stopwatch.
When I stepped up to the marathon after completing my collegiate eligibility I found something very interesting – as the miles took there toll on my mind and body I was racing on my own during the last third of a marathon even if there were runners around me and cheering crowds.   Even at the Boston Marathon, with lots of runners near me and tens of thousands of exuberant fans, after Heartbreak Hill all I do is run one mile at a time and look ahead for the next large yellow mile marker sign.

So the next time you’re out there racing hard, it’s late in a race and you’re very tired think about what you are racing against.   You are racing and trying to not give in to your own fatigue.   You are fighting to keep your pace or to accelerate when your mind wants you to slow down.   Your primary opponent is your own weakness and desire to stop pushing through the increasing levels of discomfort and pain.   You are racing alone.
