October 10, 2010 – My 50th Marathon – Chicago 10-10-10
This is the city – Chicago, Illinois.   Known as ‘the windy city,’ its metropolitan area has nearly ten million inhabitants and it happens to be the place of my birth.   On the numerically noteworthy day of 10-10-10 there were 45,000 runners from every state and the far corners of the globe who lined up to run twenty six point two miles through the streets of Chicago.   There were 45,000 runners and 45,000 stories – this is one of them.
Excitement was in the air in Chicago, and even more so at the race headquarters hotel, the Hilton Chicago.   Everywhere I looked there were runners heading outside to run their final tune up miles and banners with ‘10-10-10.’   Even the elevators had designs depicting runners on the doors!   When I looked out my room window I could see both the starting and finish areas complete with tents and rows of portable toilets.   The Bank of America Chicago Marathon is one of the five World Marathon Majors and has some unique advantages when compared to the Boston and New York City marathons, which I have also raced numerous times.   Both of those races are point-to-point routes which require additional logistics of transporting runners to the start.   In Chicago it was good to know as I looked out at the white tents that the start and finish were in such close proximity and less than a mile from my hotel.
At the Health and Fitness Expo on Friday I was scheduled to give a talk in the seminar series on ‘Marathon Recovery and Resuming Training.’   As I made my way toward the stage I couldn’t help but notice how easy it was to move through the aisles and visit the many booths promoting fitness products and services or other races.   The aisles were twice as wide as at other major marathons and easily accommodated runners and their families.   My speaking topic is near and dear to me as mental and physical recovery is a major part of training.   I enjoyed meeting seminar attendees ranging from first time marathon participants to a man who travelled from Poland to run his 40th marathon!

Race day was a beautiful day for spectators, though a bit warm for runners with temperatures in the upper sixties at the start.   I had hoped to challenge the three hour threshold in hopes of joining the ‘Five Decade Sub-3:00’ club, but knew that would have to wait for a cooler day.   The starting area was monitored very well by volunteers who ensured that all 45,000 runners were in their proper corrals according to their race numbers.  And then, after our National Anthem, we were underway in the Bank of America Chicago Marathon.
Just as ’10-10-10’ had significance for all runners, this was my 50th marathon and had special significance for me.   Though I have called Florida home for most of the past forty plus years, my roots are in Chicago.   My maternal grandpa got his union card in Chicago in 1926.   My dad was born in Chicago in 1931.   My parents were married in Chicago in 1956 and I was born 10 months later in 1957.   What better place to celebrate a milestone marathon!

A marathon isn’t just 26.2 miles of running – it is 26.2 miles of sights, sounds and smells.   The sights included tall downtown skyscrapers, views as we crossed the Chicago River, neighborhoods with retail establishments and restaurants along with mile after mile of enthusiastic spectators.   The sound of cheering was there throughout the entire race.   I was surprised to actually pick out my cousins around the third mile and my wife just before the halfway point amidst the masses.   That is another advantage of the Chicago Marathon that isn’t experienced in Boston or New York – family and friends can see the start and then cheer for us twice during the race.  The best smell was chocolate during the early stages as we must have passed a factory making sweet delights.    The chocolate smell was so strong it seemed as if I was in the middle of a vat of chocolate – and I love chocolate!
As the temperature climbed I noticed the flag system warning runners of worsening conditions had changed from green to yellow for caution.   The next two possibilities, if necessary, would be red for danger and black to halt the race.   I hadn’t seen this or a similar plan anywhere else and mentally applauded Race Director, Carey Pinkowski, and his race medical staff.  I hydrated often at the fluid replenishment stations where volunteers first handed out Gatorade Endurance Formula in green Gatorade cups and, perhaps thirty yards later, water in red Bank of America cups.   As we tired later in the race, it made it simple for runners to know what they were drinking.   As for my pace, I averaged 7:15 per mile for the first ten miles though the past few miles had been slower.   Also, a couple of miles later I was in need of a pit stop.   Fortunately there must have been twenty portable toilets stationed every two or three miles.   About 15 years ago during the Boston Marathon I was in dire need and didn’t spot a rest room for about ten miles so this was, as they say, ‘welcome relief indeed!’
My second ten miles slowed to over eight minutes per mile pace as I enjoyed scenic residential streets with canopies of orange and yellow autumn leaves overhead.   Live bands and prerecorded songs pumped up the runners.    I took care to hydrate properly as a bank sign showed the temperature had climbed to 81 degrees and there were still five miles to go.   I often talk to groups of runners about changing goals during a race and my goal now was to stay hydrated, avoid cramping and to run strong during the final two miles.   It worked.   After passing the 24 mile point I picked it up, ran a couple of miles around 7:20 pace and saw my 50th finish line banner in front of me.   On 10-01-57 a seven pound, seven ounce boy was born about eight miles northward at Edgewater Beach Hospital.   Fifty three years and nine days later on 10-10-10 he crossed a marathon finish line for the 50th time – not as fast as his personal best of 2:22:34 set many years ago, but with the same sense of pride that thousands of others would experience that day.
A volunteer placed a beautiful finisher’s medal around my neck that had the Bank of America Chicago Marathon logo, city skyline and ’10-10-10’ which I knew would be a perfect memento of the race.   Most runners get asked three questions after a race – ‘How do you feel?’ ‘What was your time?’ and ‘Can I see your medal?’   The medal has to look great – and this one did!   You may recall that my topic was ‘Marathon Recovery and Resuming Training’ at the Runners Expo.   The first part of recovery is proper hydration and nutrition and that is what I sought.   A bottle of Gatorade 03 Recover drink had the carbohydrates and protein I needed, so next I looked for what I wanted – beer!   How nice it was to see a local beer, 312 Ale, available for us.   I drank one and thought it was good, but to make sure I had another.    Yes, I was right – it was awesome!
And so there you have it – a million plus wildly cheering spectators, tens of thousands of runners, thousands of volunteers, race organizers that went the extra mile for participants and one awesome day!   The Chicago Marathon is a big city marathon with a family feel.  There is an amazing group of great runners out front, many very good runners in the middle and a bunch of first-timers back in the pack who can now say, ‘I did it – I’m a marathoner!’   And Chicago – you did it – you did it great!
