Boston Marathon 2006 – The Tenth Time Around

For the first time in several years, we were blessed with good weather for the Boston marathon – temperatures in the mid-50s and slight crosswinds.   It was my tenth time toeing the line in Hopkinton for the start of the Boston Marathon.   I had several months of good training behind me and 26.2 miles in front of me.

Since my qualifying time of 3:02:20 was slower than usual, I was assigned race #2788 and was in the second corral of seeded runners.   The gun sounded and we stood, walked and started jogging.   Thirty-eight seconds later I crossed the starting line, though it would be a few minutes before I was running at my normal pace.   I was amazed as we negotiated a winding uphill section at the crowd of runners ahead of me.

The first ten miles were pretty uneventful.   I averaged just under 6:30 per mile and tried to run the tangents on the turns, which was difficult because of the horde of runners.   As I ran through the towns of Ashland, Framingham and into Natick, I soaked in the cheering crowds and slapped “high fives” with a few kids along the race route.   Even though it was cool, I was sweating and drank water or Gatorade at all the aid stations.   Despite my smooth pacing, I didn’t really feel strong and was wondering if I would face the slow fade the last half of the race that is so common.

Just past the 20k point is the best three minutes of any race – running past the “Scream Tunnel” known as Wellesley College.   The coeds at the all-girls school scream their lungs out and beckon the runners with signs such as, “Kiss me, I’m a senior,” and “Kiss me, I’m from Texas.”   Needless to say, I couldn’t resist a few of them.   Afterward, something surprising happened – I got a second wind and really felt strong.   I passed the half marathon point in 1:25:40 and figured I was on target for a possible 2:55 as I usually slow down about five minutes in the second half.

Mile #16 has a steep downhill that usually beats up my quadriceps as I run downward, but this year I accelerated and miraculously felt no pain.   The months of leg weight workouts had done the trick.   Thank you Planet Fitness!   I ran that mile in 6:12 and begin to mentally prepare for the series of hills just past the sharp right turn at the firehouse after we complete 17 miles.

The crowds in Newton were loud as I raced up that first big hill.   I was feeling good and passing many runners, which made me even stronger.   Many spectators were yelling, “Go #2788,” or “Housatonic,” the Connecticut-based racing team whose shirt I wore.   That hill is worse than Heartbreak Hill, but since it comes first, most runners don’t realize it.   A 6:34 mile surprised me and set the stage for a 6:20 mile #19, which has a net downhill grade.   I passed the 20-mile point in 2:10:34 and knew that the last hill was coming up.

Heartbreak Hill can be very difficult if you go out too fast, are dehydrated or both.   I faced neither problem and sped up the hill.   I marveled at how it wasn’t as tough as the first hill was.   My mile split was 6:48 and I looked forward to the next few flat to downhill miles.   I ran under 6:30 pace for those miles through Brookline and into Boston while enjoying the thousands of cheering spectators.   It felt good to be racing instead of pacing.   No one had passed me for an hour and I had passed hundreds of runners.

Unfortunately, I started to feel some slight twinges in my hamstrings the last couple of miles so I was hesitant to really put the hammer down and go for it.   I had a slight chance of running a 2:50 and change, but didn’t want to jeopardize what was shaping up to be a good race.   Around 25 and a half miles there is normally an overpass, but this year we were re-routed to an underpass, which proved my undoing.   As I started down the hill, both hamstrings cramped at the same time.   I straightened my legs and rubbed them while doing some type of combination run / Irish jig.   The cramping subsided and I ran, albeit more slowly.

We turned right up Hereford Street and 100 yards later took the final left turn onto Boylston Street and the finishing stretch.   I ran in and hoped to avoid any more cramping.   I almost did.   About ten yards from the finish the cramping returned, I slowed down and ended up walking the last couple strides across the finish line in 2:51:45, an average of 6:33 per mile.   My second half time of 1:26:05 was only 25 seconds slower than the first half, my strongest relative finish in ten Boston Marathons.   It was my first sub-3:00 marathon since I ran 2:52:51 at Buffalo, NY in 2004 and my fastest since a 2:48:12 at Austin, Texas in 2003.

What is really encouraging at age 48 is that only six runners in the 50 – 59 age group beat me, so in a couple years I may be able to make some waves in that age group.   Of course, as tricky as marathons can be, you never know.   I’m just glad that this one went well!

After I got back to my hotel room and showered, I was relaxing with my roommates and longtime friends, Roger Hahn and Jim Musante.   Roger redeemed himself for his collapse in the 87-degree heat two years earlier when he took over 50 minutes to do the last 2.2 miles and finished in around four and a half hours.  This year he ran the second half marathon two minutes faster than the first half and finished in 3:26.   Jim has been battling various injuries and arrived at Boston with a long run of eight miles.   Let me repeat that – eight miles!   Still he managed to finish his 26th consecutive Boston marathon in 3:50.

While the three of us discussed our races and our various sore muscles and blisters, I received a phone call that was much more painful that any soreness form running a marathon.   My boss, Tom Mickle, the Executive Director of Florida Citrus Sports, had passed away while working at his desk in the late morning.   I only worked with Tom for eight months, but he was truly one of the finest men I have ever met.   Tom was undergoing chemotherapy, as a kidney with a cancerous tumor was removed in January.  He had other ailments, such as asthma, a minor heart condition and had part of one lung removed about 10 years ago, so he was in a weakened state.   I think his body just gave out.   Most people didn't know he ran track in high school, but one day when we were talking about running, he proudly told me about his 4:52 mile and 2:09 half mile in high school.   I couldn't figure out how I was racing so well the second half of the Boston Marathon even though I knew I had trained well.   I was just racing so strong and maintaining such focus.   Maybe there was a new angel watching over me.

