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Runners come in all colors, ages, shapes and sizes. It is Mother’s Day in Central Park. I’m watching a four miles race. The first group is professional runners. The women and men are young, lean and fast. Their pace is five minutes per mile. The next group is the fast runners that are past their prime. Most of these runners are in late thirties with a few as old as fifty and even sixty years old. They run at six to six and one half minutes per mile. The third group consists of mostly young women and men in their twenties. The women in this group are the most attractive. They run at seven to eight minutes per mile. Some of these runners will move up to the first rank. Now, the average runner group passes. These runners come in different shapes. The younger ones can be a little heavy but easily run nine to ten minutes per mile. The older ones with common sense run at this pace. This was my group for most of my running life. The last group is the back of the packers. Some are fat and others are thin. Some jog and some walk. They are out for a fun run in the park. Presently when I run, I go with the back of the pack.
I completed at least thirty half marathons and more than a dozen marathons in my lifetime. I watched many marathons over the past forty years. I found there is not much difference in the physical appearance of a three hour marathoner and a five hour marathoner. The three hour runner is more competitive and has natural ability. The five hour runner is conservative, controlled and satisfied to finish within limitations. Then there are the back of the packers. I walked a couple of marathons with the back of the packers. It takes six and one half to seven hours to walk a marathon. Walking at fifteen to sixteen minutes per mile for twenty-six point two miles takes hard training and physical endurance. There are no cheering crowds for the back of the packers. They do the marathon for themselves.
In the summer Olympics of 1976, I was interested in the weightlifting competition. Only one American, Lee James won a silver medal in the middle-heavyweight division. However in the Olympic marathon, the finish was Cierpinski, Shorter, Lismont and Kardong. Shorter and Kardong were Americans. Weightlifting was a test of muscular strength, balance and some agility. The marathon was a test of strength, endurance and speed. I thought it would be a good idea to start running one mile every day for cardiovascular conditioning. I gradually increased running to two miles per day, six days each week. After one year of running, my weight went from 187 pounds to 154 pounds.
Some of my weight loss, during the late 1970’s, was from job stress and depression. When I got depressed, I could not eat. Running increased my appetite, relieved depression and allowed me to sleep better. When the 1980’s began, I ran three miles per day, six days each week. I lifted weights and increased my weight to 162 to 166 pounds. My friends who were a few years older than I was began to die. One friend died of diabetes and heart disease at age thirty-nine. Another friend died of leukemia at age forty-eight.
I continued to run into the middle 1980’s not only for fun but for health reasons. By 1984, I was running four miles per day, five days each week. I was much younger in appearance than my thirty-five years. I could run at a six and a half minute mile pace. But usually I ran carefully at around eight minutes per mile. Running was something I could do alone. It allowed me to think and clear my mind. Running helped me with emotional control and self discipline. During this period, I saw Grete Waitz win many marathons. I admired her great accomplishments.
In 1987, I watched my cousin Michael run a marathon. As a resident surgeon in New York City, he had long hours of hospital work. He was able to run five miles, five days each week over a four month period. He did a few ten miles and one fifteen miles race in Central Park. This really was not adequate training for a marathon. But my cousin was used to being on his feet many hours each day. He was young and strong. Michael completed the marathon in five hours. He said the experience was painful.
After running for thirteen years, I decided to try my first marathon in 1989. I trained with my cousin’s wife Jayne. Jayne is a great athlete. She participated in a number of sports throughout high school and college. We ran between thirty-five and forty miles per week. I was able to keep up with her for three loops of five miles in Central Park at seven and one half minutes per mile. She left me in the dust on the last five miles loop. A training mistake I made was running up and down hills in new sneakers two weeks prior to the marathon. During my first marathon, at the half marathon point, my feet were a bloody mess and the doctors pulled me out of the race. Jayne finished in four hours.
Over the next twenty years I ran thirteen marathons and many other races. The easiest marathons were when my weight was below 160 pounds. I ran marathons with younger cousins and older cousins. I ran many marathons alone. I saw runners complete these races injured. The spirit of the other runners always kept me going no matter how tired I felt.
The last marathon I finished was in 2008. I trained to walk the race and completed the marathon in six hours fifty-four minutes. I’ll train to race my last marathon in six hours. It is now time to put marathons behind me. My goal for the rest of my life is to be a healthy, happy old guy.
As an older man I meet a young woman, by the name of Larah. Larah is a superior student and athlete. She is disciplined, strong and courageous. She has a pretty face with dimples, a small nose and warm eyes. She has a fine body. But her real beauty comes from within. She is full of love, kindness and affection. She has compassion and empathy for others.
There were two things I truly loved in my life, running and Larah.