December 9, 2010 – OUC Half Marathon – Even Effort, Uneven Pacing
Running at an even pace is an art that can really help one to race closer to his or her potential.   On race courses where there are hills this needs to be adjusted slightly to running at an even effort.  But whether we talk about even pacing or even effort, the key is to be running at a ‘comfortably fast’ pace with a heart rate around the 140s to 150s so that we can focus near the end of our race when muscles are tired and mental energy is required.   When I raced this year’s edition of the OUC Half Marathon in Orlando, Florida, I set out to run an even pace, but what transpired was atypically different.
A few weeks earlier I had raced a 15k at 6:39 pace per mile, so when we got underway I was prepared to go just slightly slower since I would be running an additional 3.8 miles.   It was a cool day, around 45 degrees and appeared to be perfect weather for a half marathon.   But my left hamstring and glute were a bit tight in the first mile and I wished I had done a lengthier warm up.   I passed the first two miles in 6:50 and 6:52 and was wondering what was going on.  The next two miles were a bit faster at 6:45 and 6:49, but that was my ‘comfortably fast’ pace and I started to resign myself to racing slower than anticipated.
But something unexpected happened in the fifth mile – I picked up the pace and felt better!   I recalled how often when running 10 to 20 miles on trails I don’t really get in the groove until after four or five miles, so I just went with it.   The next three miles I ran 6:33, 6:31 and 6:33 without pushing the pace.  I was cruising along at an uneven pace, but with an even effort.   However, in the eighth mile I started to feel the effects of my exertion and had to concentrate as I slowed a bit to 6:40.   I also had to ready myself for stretches over brick cobblestones in some of Orlando’s older neighborhoods that would test my resolve.

The combination of many miles, uneven cobblestones and slight dips in the roads made focus a necessity as I held pace through miles nine, ten and eleven at 6:52, 6:44 and another 6:44.   I calculated projected times in my head and knew I was running somewhere around 1:28 pace – much faster than the 1:32:56 at last year’s OUC Half Marathon.   Mile twelve is the toughest mile of the race as there are plenty of brick streets with undulations that can trip up a runner who isn’t paying attention.   I dug deep and managed to run a 7:04 – not bad, but a sub-1:28 didn’t look possible.
At least we were on asphalt streets and it was smooth sailing to the finish except for a small hill with a half mile to go.  I increased my leg turnover, dropped my pace to 6:39 for the thirteenth mile and crossed the line in 1:28:18 to average 6:44 per mile.   I was strong and pleased with my even mental and physical effort in light of the uneven pacing.   Sometimes one’s pace does vary based on other factors and it is best to go with the flow and run smoothly.   Evidently many ‘baby boomer’ runners did that as I was one of nine runners age 50 and over that averaged less than seven minutes per mile.   If you run with even effort, your pace may be slightly uneven, but probably not more than 15-20 seconds per mile and that will be only due to slight hills, terrain or getting warmed up.
