November 4, 2008 – Running through Adversity
When everything goes perfectly before and during a race there is a much greater chance that a runner will race well.   Great training, optimum nutrition, perfect weather conditions and feeling strong when warming up, all set the stage for an excellent race effort.   But most of the time this isn’t the case.   Conflicts with work or school may shorten or eliminate some training sessions.   Eating while travelling or when there isn’t time for a regular meal may lead to poor food choices.   It may be hot or rainy or cold.   Less sleep than normal may leave a runner tired while warming up.   On top of all of this, something unexpected may happen during the race.   What separates outstanding runners from good runners is how they deal with adversity.
One of my friends has a son who is a high school cross country runner.   He was spiked shortly after the start of a recent race and it was a particularly nasty spike.   It ripped off his shoe, but he didn’t notice right away due to the pain from the spike.   So he basically ran the last three miles with one shoe.   Amazingly he ran his second fastest time for the season.   He was mad at the guy who did it and with the pain, but he just focused on the race   He said his foot started to hurt him after two miles and thus his pace started to slow.    So his initial pain and being mad about his shoe carried him for almost two miles.    He was lucky that rain had softened the course so it did not blister his foot.     His dad said, “I was more impressed with this race than any other race he has run this year.”    He could have easily slowed down or dropped out of the race but he used the pain and aggravation to race great. 
A similar situation occurred at the 2007 NCAA Track and Field Championships.   Colorado’s Jenny Barringer was the defending champion in the 3,000 meter steeplechase and looked to make it to the top of the victory podium two years in a row.   Early in the race a competitor stepped on the back of her shoe and it slid under her heel.   She was forced to stop and pull the shoe over her heel.   It was laced so tight that by the time she was able to get her shoe on again she was 80 meters behind the rest of the racers.   A valiant effort brought her past several runners into seventh place and All-America status.    Her coach, Mark Wetmore, had planned for her to end the season at this meet, but both he and Jenny decided not to end the season on a down note.   Two weeks later Jenny raced at the United States Track and Field Championships beating the NCAA champ, winning the race in a personal best and qualifying for the World Championships.   She turned the adversity of having to stop during the NCAA Championships into the best possible finish that day and an outstanding performance two weeks later.
My senior year of high school I came down with influenza a couple of days before the District Cross-Country Championships.   Since my team wasn’t strong enough to qualify for the state meet, I had to come in the first five overall runners to make it to state as an individual.   I had won every race during the season but a temperature of 104.5 degrees and inability to eat the day before the race make my prospects gloomy.   A visit to the doctor wasn’t good as he said, “Do not run under any circumstances.”   The next day my temperature had dipped slightly below 100 degrees so I jogged a couple of miles at 8:00 pace.   I felt lousy, but told my parents I felt good and could race.   That afternoon no one knew of my condition except my coaches, parents and teammates.   I started the race as usual and ignored how I was feeling.   My early lead gave way as two runners beat me but I finished in third place and made it to the state meet.

Dealing with the unexpected is compounded in marathons since the race distance is so long.   In 2006 my plane reservations got mixed up for a trip to Greenville, South Carolina for the Palmetto Bank Marathon.  I ended up having to fly to Columbia, rent a car and drive to Greenville.   Problems mounted as my luggage was lost en route.   When I arrived in Greenville I had to go to a sporting goods store to buy running clothes and shoes to wear in the race.   Even worse, I didn’t get to my hotel room until almost 11:00 p.m. and still hadn’t eaten.   I made the best of the situation the next morning and while running with new shoes on little sleep and almost no mental energy managed a good race to finish third in my age group.

It sure is nice when everything proceeds according to plan when preparing to race and when the race is underway.   But for anyone who has been running for a while the unexpected will happen and it is up to each runner to be ready to deal with and push through whatever presents itself.   Individual goals may have to be adjusted.   The impact on your team may be a consideration.   Strange things will happen and the top runners find a way to make the best of unforeseen circumstances.   Anyone can turn in an outstanding performance when everything goes right.   It is the exceptional runner who still does his or her best when running through adversity.   Be an exceptional runner!
