November 23, 2009 – NCAA Cross Country Championships

Perfect sunny weather in the upper forties with no wind greeted runners at the Lavern Gibson Championship Course in Terre Haute, Indiana host of the 2009 Men’s and Women’s Division I Cross-Country Championships.    The individual favorites were Stanford Cardinal Sophomore Chris Derrick and USA Olympic and World Championship steeplechaser Jenny Barringer from the Colorado Buffaloes.   Both were victorious at the Pre-Nationals meet on this course.   But 2008 NCAA men’s and women’s runner up finishers Sam Chelanga from the Liberty Flames and Florida State Seminole Susan Kuijken were on hand with other hopefuls for the overall individual titles.   Men’s team favorites included Oklahoma State, Stanford and Alabama.   Top women’s teams were expected to be Washington, Villanova and Princeton.   But cross country can be tricky and the stories of this day were ready to write themselves.
The men were out fast as the first 400 meters were slightly uphill and Sam Chelanga still led the lead group in 63 seconds.  The best collegiate runners at all track distances – 1,500m, 5,000m, 10,000m and the 3,000 meter steeplechase – were duking it out over 10,000 meters on one to two inch grass that was a bit soft from rains last week.    After a quick 1,000 meters in 2:42 there were no surprises as Chelanga led Daniel McNeill from Northern Arizona and Chris Derrick.    Before the race Chelanga had noted, ‘Last year I think I went out too hard and it was cold and I tightened up.  This year I’m hoping to change things.’

A fast first mile of 4:21 left me wondering if Chelanga was making the same mistake he made at Pre-Nationals where he had a 12 second lead after 5,000 meters and Derrick ran him down.    But during the second kilometer Chelanga moved out to a 20-30 meter lead over Derrick, Northern Arizona’s Daniel McNeill and Mississippi’s Barnabus Karui.  A 2:46 second kilometer by Chelanga gave him a very fast 5:28 at the 2000 meter marker.   Derrick, a four-time All-American and 2007 Gatorade High School Cross Country Runner of the Year, was self-assured before the race.    ‘In most of my races this year I’ve gone out conservative, stayed very relaxed and closed hard.  I feel pretty confident in my ability to run the last 3k.’

The individual race stayed the same through 3,000 meters in 8:40 as Chelanga lengthened his lead. The team standings were interesting early as Ed Eyestone’s Brigham Young squad led Vin Lanana’s Oregon Ducks with favorites Oklahoma State and Stanford close behind.   The top five team scores were as follows:    BYU – 166; Oregon – 179; Oklahoma State – 193; Stanford – 199 and Georgetown – 215. 
It was amazing watching Chelanga run what looked like a time trial as he motored through the next two kilometers in 2:31 and 2:58 to pass 5,000 meters in a record time of 14:09.2.   Earlier this year he set an NCAA Record at 10,000 meters in 27:28 with a 4:18 last mile and he looked every bit as strong today.   The rest of the top five were Derrick (14:37.2), Karui (14:37.2), McNeill (14:37.4) and Chipangama from Northern Arizona (14:41.7).  Oklahoma State seemed to have their group of runners toward the front of the pack which boded well in the team race.
At 6000 meters Chelanga took a quick peak over his shoulder and saw no one as his lead had grown to 40 seconds.   He maintained pace the next kilometer and passed 7,000 meters in 19:50 with a 45 second advantage.   The next four changed positions a bit as Chelanga cruised through 8,000 meters in 22:46.6.   But his lead had shrunk to 37 seconds as Derrick (23:23.4), McNeill (23:24.8) and Kirui (23:25.0) were in a close pack with Chipangama (23:38.6) a dozen seconds behind them.   Last year Chelanga was dropped by Oregon’s Galen Rupp in the final 400 meters, but his lead this year seemed insurmountable.   The team race changed drastically over the previous 5k as Oklahoma State took command.   The top five teams were: Oklahoma State -81; Oregon – 104; Alabama – 150; Northern Arizona – 178; William & Mary – 197.
Last year Chelanga and Galen Rupp were neck and neck at this point, but this year it was a solo effort as a 9,000 meter time of 25:50 was well under course record pace.   Chelanga didn’t disappoint as his 14:32 final 5k and finishing time of 28:41.3 smashed Rupp’s record by 22 seconds.   McNeill (29:06.5) pulled away from Derrick (29:14.8), who looked over his shoulder to ensure he wouldn’t be outkicked by Kirui (29:24.1).   Chipangama rounded out the top five in 29:33.1.   Four bright orange uniforms of Oklahoma State crossed the finish line under 30 minutes which appeared to lock up a team title for the Cowboys.
After the race second place finisher McNeill was excited after he improved from a 15th place finish last year.   ‘I just believed in myself, had a group of supporters who believed in me which gave me confidence and I went to the front from the gun.   Around the last bend and I just went for it, gave all the kick I had and was able to hold on for second.  It was really satisfying.   I was a little surprised at my performance, but you are capable of doing anything when you believe in yourself within limits.’   Derrick was a bit more subdued as he talked about the team race where his team fell short – ‘I’m just kind of bummed.   It was really rough.   It was something we didn’t expect.  I was really confident coming in and I just don’t know.     Sam was on a level where 14:09 was so fast, he ran amazing.
Sam Chelanga was smiling and joyful after the race.   ‘I feel really awesome because at the beginning of the season I wasn’t quite getting things done.   It’s been uphill since August but I’m glad I finally won it.  Last year I was good but fell short.   At pre-nationals I lost and today I was ready.   It’s a combination of all the pressure and wanting it that made me run hard today.’    Chelanga started out playing ping pong in high school as he thought running was too hard.  His brother Joshua is a great runner and told Sam he’d buy him shoes if he started running and it looks like Sam made a good choice.   
The men’s team race did go to Oklahoma State for the first time since Dwight Eisenhower was president back in 1954.   Men’s team captain, senior Ryan Vail noted, ‘Finally today after all the miles of pounding the dirt roads we were able to pull it together.’   The top five men’s teams were: Oklahoma State – 127; Oregon – 143; Alabama – 173; Northern Arizona – 190 and William & Mary – 226.   Stanford finished in a disappointing tenth place.
The 6,000 meter women’s race started out just like the men’s race with the favorites quickly up front.   Jenny Barringer and Susan Kuijken were side by side through 1,000 meters in 3:04 and the mile in 5:12.   At 2,000 meters Barringer led in 6:17.7 with Kuijken on her tail in 6:18.0.   Rounding out the top five were Washington State’s Kendra Schaaf (6:21), Illinois’ Angela Bizzarri (6:22.5) and Sheila Reid of Villanova (6:22.8).

At 3000 meters Barringer and Kuijken clocked 9:38 as they ran in tandem up a hill.   Kuijken, last year’s runner up stated before the race, ‘When you look at our personal bests from 1500 and up, she’s faster.   So it looks like if I want to beat her it will have to be in the kick.   She’ll probably keep pushing and try to leave me so I’ll just have to be tough and stay there.’    Barringer is a five-time All-American, three-time NCAA 3,000 meter steeplechase champion and two-time NCAA cross country runner up.  Before the race she said, ‘I’ve been healthy now for three years and I was really able to build on the last two years this past year.   I have my own race plan and so no matter what the other women do in the race I know exactly what I’m out here to do today.   I waited for this for a long time so I’m ready to take it for my own today.    I think Kuijken has her own plan with her own race and its going to be fun to watch to see how both of our plans play out today.’
But those plans never played out for Jenny Barringer as she dropped back quickly about five hundred meters later.   Kuijken cruised along as a visibly pained Barringer tried to hold it together.   When she was caught by Schaaf, Bizzarri and Reid she held on for a bit before things got worse.  As she slipped back in the pack and was absorbed by dozens of runners, she suddenly slowed to a walk and collapsed.   She struggled to get back on her feet, started jogging and made a valiant attempt to keep going.
Meanwhile up front Kuijken’s lead at 5,000 meters was shrinking as she approached the finishing 500 meter home stretch.   Bizzarri and Schaaf blew by her and set their sights on winning.   With 400 meters to go Bizzarri was only two meters ahead of Schaaf as she began a strong drive to the finish line.   She claimed victory in 19:46.8, only 14 seconds off the course record set by Sally Kipyego.   Schaaf improved from last year’s ninth place finish with a 19:51.6 for second.   Kuijken was third in 19:57.7 and was followed by fast closers Catherine White from Virginia in 19:59.5 and Colorado freshman Allie McLaughlin in 20:01.1.   Jenny Barringer somehow made it through the race and kicked strongly in what was a disappointing effort of 21:47.   Villanova won their first women’s team championship under Coach Gina Procaccio which was a nice improvement on last year’s sixth place finish and first team title since 1998.  The top five teams were:   Villanova – 86; Florida State – 133; Washington – 188; Texas Tech - 191 and Princeton - 251.
An overwhelmed champion Angela Bizzari smiled afterward – ‘I thought I might have a shot, but I was definitely not sure.   It was a long shot but I tried to stay in contact with the leaders and it ended up working out   I’ve been in training really hard the past few months.   I was really confident and I just tried to stay close to the leaders and see how it turned out in the end.’  When asked how it felt to be champion she exclaimed, ‘I am so excited.  It’s unbelievable.  I just don’t have words.’

Jenny Barringer was able to talk though it must have been extremely difficult.    ‘I didn’t feel so good about halfway into it and every time I tried to push it I just had to stop and I don’t know…    I mean anyone who’s ever in this position can never explain what really happened.  That’ll be the next couple of weeks – trying to figure out what went wrong and how we can fix it and keep moving on.’   This great athlete turned down substantial sums of money to turn professional so she could compete in this championship to cap off her career and there was a pained looked on her face.   It looked liked she wanted to cry but she kept smiling as best as she could.
There are always favorites before the starter’s gun goes off and then the runners create a story that has routine aspects and unexpected twists and turns.   Sam Chelanga’s individual men’s title wasn’t surprising except for it being a runaway.  Oklahoma State men’s team crown wasn’t unforeseen.   Villanova’s women were one of the favorites so their team victory wasn’t startling.   But Stanford’s tenth place men’s team finish was staggering.  And Jenny Barringer’s collapse and Susan Kuijken’s late race fade led to a shocking win by Illinois’ Angela Bizzarri.   As in all sports – that’s why they compete.   Today’s races remind me of the slogan from ABC’s Wide World of Sports – ‘The thrill of victory and the agony of defeat.’
