November 4, 2009 – 30 Year Anniversary of 2:22:34 Marathon PR
Where were you thirty years ago today?   You probably don’t know and most of the time I also wouldn’t have any idea.   But today is a day that I always remember when the calendar page turns to November fourth and I can’t believe it has turned now for thirty years.   On a cool autumn day in 1979 I lined up with about 10,000 runners for the Fourth Annual Marine Corps Marathon.   I had run two previous marathons – one without adequate preparation and one as a training run – so I expected to set a personal best for the marathon distance.   Two hours, twenty-two minutes and thirty-four seconds later I established a respectable personal record.   I was happy, but didn’t realize that I would never race a faster marathon.
I was drinking a cup of coffee and getting ready to coach one of my runners when the clock struck 8:00 a.m. this morning.   Thirty years ago I was off at 5:20 pace per mile with my eyes set on breaking 2:21:54 which was the qualifying time for the 1980 Olympic Trials Marathon.   By the time Karan Singh and I arrived at Showalter Field in Winter park, Florida for his track session today it was almost 9:00.   My mind went back to 1979 when I was cruising along with Virginian Bill Hall as we passed the 10-mile point in 53:12 – just a tad under 2:20 marathon pace.
Karan warmed up and I noted a little while later that thirty years earlier I had past the halfway point of the Marine Corps Marathon in 1:09:50.   As Karan did a pure speed session of repeat 300s, 200s, 150s and 100 meter distances my mind went back and forth between the present and the past.   He blazed through times of 42.5, 41.4, 27.2 and 27.4 for the 300 and 200 meter repeats.   About this point I glanced at the time and noted that thirty years earlier I had passed 20 miles in 1:46:28, which was still on pace, but that I had slowed around the two-hour mark.   Karan was tired and still had four almost all-out sprints remaining.   Thirty years ago I was tired and had four miles remaining as I couldn’t hold pace with Bill Hall any longer.
The last portion of a track session or race is difficult in different ways.   In today’s session Karan pushed through 150s and 100s in 20.5, 20.4 and 13.1.   Then on the final 100 meter repeat he stepped it up to break 13 seconds and I inadvertently didn’t start the stop watch.  It was a shame as he pressed very hard.   As I pushed through the last few miles of the Marine Corps Marathon in 1979 I didn’t even think about setting a personal best.  I was focused on the Olympic Trials qualifying standard and could feel it slipping away.   Any chance I had to hit the mark evaporated in the last mile as we finished running up hill through grass toward the Iwo Jima Memorial.
As two Marines supported me and I made my way to a cot where I lay down and recovered, I was disappointed to miss the Olympic Trials qualifying mark, though pleased with my new PR and tenth place overall finish.   I bumped into Bill Hall who had finished fourth in 2:21:04.   ‘You’ll qualify next time,’ he said excitedly.  And I thought I would too, but it never happened.   As the months turned to years that personal best marathon became etched in stone and is even part of my e-mail address.   Karan was a bit frustrated by not getting a time on his last 100 meter repeat today, but that will be a minor blip in his training log.   I was excited to be so close to the Olympic Trials qualifying mark and thought surely I’d run much faster in the future but it just didn’t happen.
As I look back I think of what might have been if I had been able to train full-time during my twenties.  I ran my personal best while enrolled in graduate school at age 22 – with more training, experience and race smarts faster times would almost definitely have been mine to achieve.   But why think about what ‘might have been?’   Today I look back thirty years to what was and is one of the finest days of my life with regard to working toward a goal.   The effort, sweat and perseverance helped shape me into what I am today – a disciplined, motivated individual with a slogan on his business card reading, ‘A Goal is a Dream with a Plan.’   As television commentator Andy Rooney would say, ‘I like that.’
