December 11, 2008 – Half Marathon Racing in Orlando
When I toed the line alongside Lake Eola for the 2008 OUC Half Marathon I realized it had been thirty years since I first raced a half marathon through the streets of Orlando.   It seems like so long ago that I raced in “The City Beautiful” my junior year in college and here I was lined up on the front row as a Grandmaster competitor.   The gun sounded and off went 2,500+ runners on a perfect day for running with temperatures in the mid-fifties and cloudy skies.
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The race began in 1977 as the Tangerine Bowl Half Marathon and I first raced the second annual event the following year.   It was a sunny day with temperatures in the 70s which was a far cry from the 45-degree afternoons in Boone, North Carolina.   On that day I held up well through about ten miles at 5:10 pace but got very dehydrated.   A stop for four glasses of water reinvigorated me and I set a personal best by four minutes in 1:08:53 which was good for 12th place overall and second in the 20-24 age group.   The top three in each age group received medals with the Tangerine Bowl logo.
This year I was concerned about nagging sore calves which had been bothering me for at least a month.   Usually I have some sort of goal pace in mind, but this time I just planned to run along at whatever pace felt reasonably comfortable.   The first couple of miles were 6:13 and 6:19 so I settled into that pace and hoped for the best.   My calves were a bit sore already and I hoped that they wouldn’t get worse.
My thoughts drifted back to the 1984 edition of this race which was known as the Citrus Bowl Half Marathon as the name of the associated football bowl game had changed.   I was in top form and the race was loaded with great runners.   There was prize money for the first five finishers and it was also a Track Shack Grand Prix race.   Quite a few national class racers joined all of the fast local racers.   I motored to a personal best time of 1:08:13 but only came in 22nd place overall.   I was the seventh local finisher behind Dave Walters, Harry Vaughn, Ric Horta, Keith Whitenhour, Ed Juba and Armando Garza.   Interestingly, the winner in a U.S. record time of under 1:02 was Larry Greene whom I had known since my high school days.   When Larry was a freshman at North Miami Beach High School, I was setting Dade County records in the 2-Mile while a member of the Miami Carol City track team.   He sure came a long way!
I continued running along at 6:15 pace, give or take a few seconds, until I was forced to stop just past the five mile point for a rest room break at a portable toilet.   This had happened thrice before in marathons but never in a shorter race.   I did time myself and my 46 second pit stop was a new personal best!   It’s great to find some way to set new PRs!

The next few miles through the south side of downtown wind through some beautiful neighborhoods and I enjoyed the scenery.   My calves weren’t getting worse so I concentrated on running with good form.   Several runners who had passed me earlier now came back to me which helped me mentally.   The course goes past a cemetery after about eight miles and I remember thinking, “I don’t think I’m ready just yet!”   At any distance it feels good to be in the final miles and today was no exception.   Mile markers nine and ten came and went as I continued catching runners who were fading.
In the 1987 edition of this race I didn’t have any runners around me to help with pacing and it probably cost me a chance to set a final personal best for a half marathon.   From the two mile point to the finish I ran completely alone and only passed one runner somewhere around the nine mile point.   I finished in a strong 1:08:27 , which was only 14 seconds slower than my PR set three years earlier.   In 1984 I had competitors to race with and pull me along whereas in 1987 I basically ran a time trial.   I did record my only top ten overall finish as I came in ninth place.

One of the most difficult parts of the half marathon is the change in road surface through much of the final few miles.   We wind through very nice neighborhoods but the decades-old brick streets are extremely uneven and make it hard for tired legs to traverse.   I was glad to get back onto pavement for the horseshoe-shaped final half mile down Central, Rosalind and onto the home stretch on Robinson Street.  The finish has changed as for many years it was in the Church Street area amidst the downtown high rise buildings.   The first year I raced it mistakenly was just past the railroad tracks.   As I sped toward the finish a train stopped a few racers ahead of me who then did a quarter mile sprint to the finish line.   Luckily the train was gone by the time I reached the tracks.
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This year there was nothing out of the ordinary as my calves held up and I finished in 1:23:25 for first place in the Grandmaster division and 23rd place overall.   Due to the rest room break I calculated an “adjusted time” of 1:22:39 which was a steady average of 6:18 per mile.   No one in my age group was within two minutes of me as my adversaries of years past have slowed down or retired from competitive running due to injuries or lack of desire.   We received beautiful finisher’s medals with a design identical to the previous two years but with a different color scheme.   Our next stop was the beer garden where we sampled two new Anheuser-Busch offerings, American Ale and Crystal Weiss.   It seems that the only people who drink before noon are those with an alcohol problem and distance runners.   Okay, I know what you’re thinking, but I swear I’m in the latter group!
