CAT-100 2011 Race Report by Jeff Gura

Where to begin?   

Disclaimer:  I may say some things that are not PC and other things that deal with bodily functions.    If you are easily offended, please stop reading now.  

 

Before the race, we scheduled training runs on the course from January thru April.    Thus, I had met and trained with several of the other participants (Joel, Lisa, Jim, Darla, CD, Mike and others that were not doing the race like Larry, my son Colin, Chris, Paul, Michy and others) and felt that I knew about 80% of the course and the other 20% was similar.   We also did a night time training run on the AT and that also helped to acclimate to being up in the woods on a mountain with nothing but a flashlight and a pair of sneakers.  

 

Race day, arrived at the finish line with drop bags in hand, met some of the other competitors and rode with Jim Treece to the start.    During the ride, Jim told us about the history of the event, the fun, the craziness and then we asked about the shirt.   I told Jim that the main reason that I was doing the race was for the T-shirt and the belt buckle.    The T-shirt has “CAT-100 Catoctin Appalachian Trail Run   This Race Ain’t for Pussies” with a picture of a cat.   Jim explained that the word when you referred to someone as a puss or a wuss, they are one in the same.   Jim also explained that  a female won the initial race and there are three females competing in the race this year.    We were all gung-ho on the ride to the start.   Drank my first Red Bull and felt like I was ready to run.

 

5AM Start, met a few others including Doug Sullivan, who is a member of the Mont. County Road Runners.   Doug is not running, but is there to volunteer.   It’s always nice to see a familiar face when you are a little nervous.   Jim gave final instructions to 16 runners and said “Go”.  We all had flashlights, headlights, backpacks of food and liquids and were on our way.     My goal was to be a MOPer, a Middle of the Packer.    I’m not fast enough to be first and didn’t want to go out to hard to try and run with the gazelles.    I was running about 10th. .  We went thru some water crossings and both of my shoes were wet.    About 2 days ago, this area had a severe rain storm go thru with about 2-3 inches of rain.    I knew that it wouldn’t be long before my shoes were drenched and my premonition was right on.  We continued our trail run.  Joel was right behind me with a Xeon flashlight and Darla was right behind Joel.  I knew that CD and Lisa were with our little pack, too.  I went down on my right side and my knee and elbow hit some rocks.   There was a little blood but nothing major.    Joel shined his light and found the culprit  - a 2 inch tree stump.   Oh well, it’s only a little blood.   Onward.    We could see the headlights of the faster runners in front of us.    We made it to Mile 6, had a quick snack and headed out.    Everything feels good.

 

Miles 6 to 14.85 continues on the Catoctin Trail.    Cross creeks, get your feet wet, run up and down hills with a few rocks, roots and obstacles to make it interesting.    Nothing major.    Right before the aid station is a creek crossing.    It’s about 25 feet across and varies in depth up to about your knee.    I really wanted to avoid putting my cut knee into the creek and succeeded.    Joel was on the other side and gave me a hand to grab onto.   Found my first aid station bag, drank a bottle of Boost, Endurox and my sandwich (Nutella, Jelly or Raisin Bread), ate whatever and then moved on.     I had an extra drink of Water because I knew what lied ahead – my friend Bob.   Everything felt good at this time, still doing a running pace on the trail.

Mile 14.85 to 21.35.    Right after leaving the aid station is Bob’s Hill.   Bob is not really my friend, but a challenge to climb.  It’s about 2 miles up and it’s pretty challenging.   I tried to mixture of jogging and walking up Bob’s Hill.    I still felt strong, knew the course ahead and wanted to keep moving.      About Mile 19 there are a few rocks to climb down as you begin the descent.     Then you go down to the next aid station and there was another runner manning the station.   I don’t remember his name, but he had a trumpet and played a few notes.   It was an inspiration.   Ate a bit and then moved on.    This is where I had my first drop bag filled with new socks, food and other goodies.   I decided against changing socks because they would just get wet again and I might very easily cramp up if I tried to sit down for 3 minutes to change my socks.   If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.   It’s 11AM, took me about 6 hours to travel 21 miles.    I’m thinking that if you divide 100 miles into 21, it’s about 5.    5 times 6 hours is 30 hours.    This is going to be a long day, night, day, night event. 

  

Mile 21.35 to 25.85.    After running about 5 minutes, I heard the trumpet sounding again.    That meant that somebody (probably Joel and Darla) were nearby.    I had not covered this 4 mile section and played close attention to the Blue Markers on the trees to follow the Catoctin Trail.   Not too bad, there are quite a few campgrounds and people nearby and everything was still working.  Saw Jim at the aid station, ate a little, drank a little and left.     I was using my EDP training approach – Eat, Drink, Pee.    Eating or Drinking every 10 minutes and doing a Pee break every hour.   This ensures that all of the body parts are working.    Jim also had a special container filled with watermelon, cantaloupe and honeydew melon.    That tasted great.   I didn’t want to eat too much cantaloupe, because it can go thru your digestive system real fast (if you know what I mean).

Mile 25.85 to 33.3    This is the part that you run along a road for about 2-3 miles to connect to the Appalachian Trail.    I did not see anybody in front of me nor behind me and realized that it was going to be little contact with civilization for the next few hours.     Got on the AT, and it’s uphill for awhile, then it’s ridge running and then you get to the rocks.    This is challenging in daylight to follow the white markers and get thru it.   Fortunately, I had run this section in the training runs and felt comfortable.    Made it to Pen Mar Park aid station for drop bag #2.   Another Boost, Red Bull, Sandwich, Pretzels and whatever else I could eat.    I changed shirts but since my feet were not bothering me, I decided to keep the same Sportiva Trail Running shoes and my Injinji Toe socks on.    Not a paid advertisement, but I bought them, they work, so might as well give them some free air time.

Pen Mar is the only drop bag aid station that you hit twice.    Thus, I had my flashlight and headlight at the aid station for the night time running for drop bag #3.    I run in spandex shorts – I know, it might not be good for a 52 year old guy to run in spandex, but it prevents my thighs from rubbing/chaffing.   I kept my little flashlight in my spandex (then I thought that I should leave it here because it weighs and will slow me down).     It’s a good thing that I kept it.   It’s about 2:45 in the afternoon, the sun is out, everything is going along.   Using my mathematical mind, were 1/3 of the way thru at it’s taken me about 10 hours.    This is running fresh, thru the daylight, with other people.     Hmmmm, this could be the calm before the storm.

 

Mile 33.3 to 40.5 Old Forge Road.    This portion was new to me.    I had run about a 1+ miles of this section, but not too far into Pennsylvania.    The AT is the same in PA as in Maryland – Rocky, trails, roots, up and down hills.    At about Mile 35, I saw a runner coming toward me in the other direction.   It was Will.    I told him that he looked strong, keep it up, etc.    He was bounding down the trail.    About a minute later, another guy, who was running with a dog was busting it down the trail – whatever.    Then, I saw James.    While I was at Mile 35, Will was probably at Mile 50 and James was at Mile 49.    I was a MOPer.    Definitely not first and not last.  Good.   After about an hour, I saw the #3 and #4 runners coming.   Dima and Quentin were running together and looked strong. Crossed about 6 roads and then made it to the aid station.    Ate, drank and asked if I could leave my little flashlight and pick it up on the way back.   They said sure.    They said that it’s an hour plus to get to the turnaround and then back to this aid station.    OK, not bad.  

  

40.5 to turnaround at 42.5 and back to 44.5 Old Forge Road

This was relatively easy running until the climb.     It definitely went uphill, but I still felt fresh and jogged it.    I saw a few runners coming back towards me that were ahead (Sniper, Leah, Mike, Phil).    Made it to the sign, looked at my watch and turned around.    In about 3 minutes I ran into Joel and told him that he was close, then saw Darla, Lisa and John and told them that they were 5 minutes to the turnaround.   Felt good to get back to Old Forge Road.    Ate a bit and remembered to ask for my flashlight.    Smart move.

 

44.5 to 51.70

We were retracing our steps and had to cross the 6 roads to get back to PenMar.    It was starting to get dark.    I challenged myself to get to a road before it turned dark, then another challenge to get to the next road, etc.    I tried to pick up my running pace to cover as much distance as possible.  I made it across 5 roads and only had 1 more to cross when it was dark.   Now, it was time to walk.   I could see the flashlights behind me and knew that Joel, Lisa, Darla and John were there.   It was comforting.    Then I saw flashlights in front of me and the aid station support was coming looking for the wounded warriors.    They didn’t know if we had flashlights and were a bit worried.    Grabbed my aid and then started hearing the others coming in.    I wanted to get out of there ASAP.   I turned on my headlight and then – NO – the lights not coming on.    What am I going to do?    I did the boy scout planning and brought 2 hand held flashlights and 1 head light to make sure.   But my big headlight was gone.   Fortunately, the race directors wife, Jodi, gave me an old light that was Jim’s.   Great, I headed out.    After ¼ mile, I realized that I didn’t fill my water bottles.   Back to the aid station.    Then, I realized that Jim’s light was not as strong as my light.   Back out on the trail.   (This was the beginning of the domino’s falling, but I didn’t realize it).

 

51.70 to 61.05    For me, this was 9:20PM.   We started at 5AM.   I had been running, jogging an hour of walking for 16 hours and covered 51.70 Miles.   Plus, I felt strong, happy, content, warm and had no major problems.    Same shoes, same socks, they are beyond squishy now, put on my hooded jacket, had a cap, flashlights and go.   Now, it’s time to walk.    The headlight is not that good, I’m tired and it’s too dangerous to try and run when you can only see a few feet in front of you.   I kept thinking about bears, rattlesnakes and other animals, but I had not seen anything.   I know that bears live in the Catoctin Mountains, so we are sharing the same trails.      Relatively speaking, I run fast and I walk slowly.     I can run with most people, but I’m as slow as turtle when it comes to walking.    Near the rocks, Lisa and her friends passed me, then Mike and his friends passed me and I was moving forward.

Running thru the aid stations, I heard that the first and second place runners (Will and James) had dropped due to physical problems.   That made me realize that there would be some attrition out here.   I also heard that another runner was lost in the beginning (Frederick).   I also heard that CD twisted his ankle.   Thus, I’m aware of 4 drops out of 16.

As I neared the aid station, I thought that it was time to keep going.    I opted to not even turn left to go to the aid station but to press on.    As my light was going up the hill, I heard a few people yell at me.   “The aid station is here”.      I yelled back  something along the lines of “Is that Jim?   He said “Yes”, I told him that it was Jeff and I was moving on.   I shoulda stopped but kept going.

 

61.05 to 69.5      There is a long climb up the hill from Wolfsville Road, but I knew the course.    As I was climbing, I realized that I really did not have very much liquids in my bottles.    Not a good thing.    I reached in my other bag and found the mango that I cut up and put in baggies.     I had this leftover from PenMar.    The mango tasted great and it had a lot of liquids (I told myself).   It was getting cooler, I had my jacket on and it was midnight.    I had been on the trail for 19 hours, but felt as good as one can feel.  A little while later, I saw John.  John passed me.    I remember telling John that I want a F’ing Buckle.   He said that he wanted a Damn Buckle.    Then Lisa passed me.     I went back and forth with Lisa as she would pass and then take a break.    It was nice to see another human being on the AT at 3AM.      It took exactly 6 hours to travel the 8.5 miles.    Some of the rocks are tough to negotiate in daylight, and the trail is very rocky.   To try and run did not seem wise.    The sun started to come out and I saw the aid station.    Hooray, I pulled in about 1 minute in front of Lisa.   At the aid station I gave Jim his headlight back and asked him to thank his wife.  John had already checked in and out of the aid station.   I had to go.

 

69.5 to 74.3   Wow, I ate, drank, threw my hand held flashlights into the bag to say “Goodbye with you, I’ll pick you up at the finish”.     There were a lot of people in the area and I knew that it was time for me to take a trip to the woods.   There are no porta potties or anything, so you just gotta do what you gotta do.    Carry TP and take care of business.    Wow, between the sun coming up and the relaxed feeling in my stomach, I was ready to romp.    Picked up the pace and in no time I caught up with John and kept going.    I knew that it was close to 25 miles to the finish.   8AM, this only took 2 hours to go 5 miles.   Ate a little, drank a little and moved on.    I wanted to leave my jacket at this aid station because I knew that there were several climbs ahead.     Unfortunately, this was an aid station and not one with a drop bag.    Oh well, I’ll keep my jacket on.

 

74.3 to 81.5   I know this section of the AT very well because it’s the same as the JFK 50 miler.     I was delighted to be on this because I know it very well.    I was thinking, in the JFK it takes me about 3 hours to travel the 15 miles to Weaverton Cliffs.     This will take a little longer, but it’s ok.  Up the first hill, then it’s ridge running.    Ran up some of the hill and then tried to jog.    It was getting tough.    I calculated in my head that I ran from 5AM – 9PM, which is 16 hours, then walked from 9PM – 6AM which is 9 hours, ran from 6AM – 9AM which is 3 more hours and then I couldn’t run anymore.    I started to get tired, groggy, saw John go by, then Lisa, then it was a sufferfest.     It was officially raining now.    A friends running with Lisa’s was wearing a sleeveless shirt.    It was windy, rainy and cold.    I felt sorry for Lisa’s friend, but I couldn’t give her my jacket.   Thank goodness that I was not able to unload my jacket at the previous aid station.    I was very happy to have a jacket with a hood.     As my hands were now getting cold, I put my hands inside my jacket and walked.    This is dangerous because if you stumble on a rock and your hands are in your jacket, it’s a tough face plant.    I have a friend that fell on the JFK-50 run, lost 2 teeth and had 6 stitches and he had his hands out to break the fall.    Oh well, I’m cold.     I wrap my hands with a bandana.    Bandanas are good to take along.  Along the way a couple of fresh runners were out for a morning run.    They were both from Baltimore and it looked like they were flying. I made it to the aid station at 81.5.   This was the second time all day that I sat down on the picnic bench for a quick drink of water and then to be on.    The guy at the aid station pushed some Utz potato chips in front of me and told me to try them.   He said that they were dark potato chips, meaning they left them in the grease to fry extra long.    Utz, dark russets.    Wow, the salt, the grease tasted fantastic.   After nearly finishing the bag, I apologized for eating all of his chips and left.      The good news is that there is an actual bathroom at Gathland State Park and it was open.     Porcelain never felt so good.  Here is the gross part if you don’t want to read it, just move to the next section.   Let’s just say that the left cheek and the right cheek were a little bit raw, as in it hurt to walk.     I used a handful of Aquaphor, placed it throughout the region, immediately used the soap and sink in the bathroom and felt ready to run again.   I was refreshed.

 

81.5 to 88.0 Gathland to Weaverton.   By now, I was starting to realize that John and Lisa were in front of me and that I had not seen Joel or Darla in a long time.     I was thinking that I might be the caboose.   I started seeing things – first it was a Toyota Celica in front of me.   When I kept walking, the Celica changed into a rock formation.    Things were going a little fuzzy for me.      Chris is a training friend.    He’s done multiple 100 milers and the JFK 50 miler 17 times.    What would Chris Do?    I kept wondering to myself.    I’ve seen Chris’s feet after a 100 miler.    I swear that one toe was broken, bloody and gross.   Chris kept running.    I know what Chris would do – Chris would keep running.    Jeff, keep running.   I’m talking to myself to justify my painful situation.    My feet hurt a lot, my legs hurt a lot, I haven’t slept.    It’s easy to feel sorry for oneself.   Then I thought about the shirt – Don’t be a Wuss.   Suck it up.    I looked at my watch it was noon.    I had a 3 musketeers in my pocket and toasted it to Paul Konigsburg, who is a friend from work.   I promised Paul that I’d have a 3 musketeers with him.  I had to keep moving forward, even if it was slow.   Then I started to see people dressed in gray shirts in front of me.   It’s always good to see another human being on the AT.    Then I realized that the gray shirts were really gray rocks as I approached.    After doing this about 2 more times, I convinced myself that nobody wore gray shirts and I couldn’t imagine that anymore.   I did not want to use the hallucination word, it was my creative imagination.    I stopped at a tree for 5 seconds to close my eyes and hold the tree.   It was getting harder to walk and not wobble and fall down.    I came across a few fresh faces walking on the trail.   Unbelievable, it was 2 women walking toward me, one had a dark gray sweatshirt and the other a light gray sweatshirt.     They were really people wearing gray sweatshirts – it made me feel better.    Then I did the unthinkable.   I thought that there is nobody behind me.  I’m sure that Joel and Darla pulled out because they would have passed me.    A turtle could walk faster than my pace.    That’s it – just like the TV show the Biggest Loser.    I can be the Slowest Finisher for the CAT-100.     Yeah baby, keep digging.  There are a lot of people that have tried but were unable to get to the finish.   Keep after it.  I kept thinking of what lied ahead.   There is a nasty switchback down Weaverton Cliffs to the base.    I shuffled, waddled, walked sideways, slipped on the rocks but somehow made it down.   Then it’s about ¼ mile to the aid station with my last drop bag at Weaverton.    I pulled in, saw Jim and told him that I needed some water and that I didn’t want my drop bag food or clothes.    Jim asked if I’d like some pizza.   Sure.   I sat in a lawn chair, ate a piece of pepperoni pizza, drank some water, poured water over my shoes because my feet were hurting and the liquid lightened the pain.    Grabbed a second piece of cheese pizza and headed out.     Jim asked me if I wanted to finish and I said “I want a belt buckle”.  He told me that it was taking people about 4 hours to finish the last 10+ miles and to keep after it.    I could do it.

 

88.0 to the Finish.  I now had to run from the aid station for 3 ½ miles on the C&O Canal, past Harpers Ferry, to a bridge up a hill to Maryland Heights (which has an overlook to Harper’s Ferry), down the hill, return the 3 ½ miles on the C&O, then 1 mile to the finish.  The time was 3:15 PM.     I had been awake for 24 + 10 is 34 hours.   The pizza made it feel like I just ate lunch. I did a 5 minute run on the C&O, then a 1 minute walk.    At 4:00, I was done with the C&O.    A bike rider came along and talked to me.    He was supporting the race and created the climb up to Maryland Heights.   He was part of the VHTRC (Virginia Happy Trails Running Club) and I told him that I did the Halloweeny 50K run and he said that he was the race director.    After 30 some hours, you don’t recognize things.    This is a terrible, nasty climb up the blue blazes.    I was walking backwards up the steep incline because it hurt less than walking regular.    Trying not to exaggerate, this has to be about a 30% grade.    I ran around up there for 2 hours and was still looking for some little sign.    I did the blue trail, up some stairs, down some stairs, still on the blue trail, past some rocks and then I started to go down.    Where the “Blank” is the red trail?    I can’t go down this hill until I touch the red trail because I want a belt.    I should be down the hill but I’m staying up on this hill because I don’t want to be disqualified for not spending 3 minutes on the red trail.   It’s starting to rain again, thank you hoodie.    That means it’s getting dark, there is nobody else in the world up on this hill but me and I’m not coming down.   Then I spot it.    OMG.   Then down the hill and I start thinking.   Am I going down the hill the right way?   What if there is a north, south, east and west way down this hill?    I could be in neverland.   Then I see a runner coming up in a yellow shirt.   He tells me to keep going.    Then I see 4 others coming up and they tell me that the C&O is at the bottom.    Amen.    Since I haven’t returned, Jim sent out a search party.    Right before hitting the green trail, I find my search party.   I’m thinking – great, they must have drove their car here, they can drive me to the finish and I get my belt buckle.   It doesn’t quite work that way.    The search party ran to find me and we have to run to the finish line.    After 35+ hours, it didn’t make sense to me because I swear that I covered 5 extra miles on the Maryland Heights trails.  They escort me back to the C&O, we try to run/jog and then walk to the end of the C&O.    It was raining again, I started to shiver and shake but I wanted to get to the end.  There’s Jim offering encouragement on the C&O.   Now, it’s only 1 mile to the finish on the road.     It could not come too soon.   At this point, I felt guilty that other people were waiting for me.   I wanted to go as fast as I could because I couldn’t believe how thoughtful they were to stay after their race to clap me in.   I couldn’t get too emotional and tied up about this, because I still had to finish.   I had to get back to my mantra and focus on the finish line and not think too much.  

 

Other finishers included Snipes are at the finish.     39 hours and 3 minutes later, I’m done.      Jim takes a picture of exhausted finisher, yet it’s also a picture of an elated 1st time finisher of a 100 mile trail run.  I give Jim the $20 bill that has been with me from the start for my belt buckle.     Jim has all of my special needs bags with smelly clothes, unused food, etc for me.       Then I hop in my car and see a note from my wife.   She and my son came there at noon and waited for me for 7 hours in the parking lot.    They were mad that it took me so long and they left.    Now I had an hour drive back home, my wife and son were mad at me, my body felt exhausted but I had my belt buckle.    If you see somebody wearing a white T-shirt with a CAT-100, they are very limited edition.     There are now only 11 people in the world that have finished this race and I’m one of them.   Hooray!!

I can’t say enough about Jim and the crew that he pulled together to support this race.   Having all of the volunteers, transporting the water, food, bags.    I remember pulling into 1 aid station and they had sponges to wash your face and the friendliest people east of the Mississippi.    On my last 2 mile walk along the C&O with my male escorts (that sounds funny), I told them that I’d never do this event again.   I’m not a strong trail runner, I prefer running light trails or marathons on the roads.   Running on rocks just hurts my joints at the tender age of 52.  Now, it’s two days later and I can already tell you how I could shave 3 hours off of my time.     Maybe, I will be on the list of participants for next year.     If I’m not on the list of participants, I’ll definitely be on the list of volunteers. 

    

Last but not least is the damage – when I got home, my wife and son were not talking to me.    They were pissed.    I sat down and something smelled bad as in very bad.    I couldn’t figure it out.   Eventually, I made it to my shoes and socks.   Wow, that was bad.   A couple of my socks were stuck to my toes.    I had to rip the skin off the bottom of my toes to get the socks off.    Overall, not too bad.   1 bloody knee, 1 bloody arm, 6 black toe nails, 2 toes without any bottom skin, 3 toes with blood blisters on the bottom, the heels of my feet were bloody and my fingers were holding the belt buckle.    Yeah baby, it was worth it.   

