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Catoctin-Appalachian Trail 100 miler
race report (May 8-9, 2010)

WOW! What a beautiful and hard race!!!! And that all was possible only thanks to the devoted and rigorous approach of Jim Treece and his incredible volunteers Vince Vaughn, Mike Holland, Dave Garmin, Jodi Treece, Lance Cummins, Carole and Addie Smith and Bill Susa!!!!

MANY THANKS TO ALL OF YOU!!!!!!!!

Five of us headed up the trail at the Gambrill State Park, Frederick, MD at 5AM: Kerry Owens, Mike Burr, Jim Hodges, Greg Zaruba and myself. We started with a good and relatively fast pace and had a good time chatting in the darkness. As the sun rose up, the beauty of the trail appeared!!!! A narrow trail with rocks and stones was winding between flowering wild azalea and rhododendrons, the buds of which were just about to open. The morning humidity was taken away by a bit of rain. As the sun rose higher, the blue skies appeared and the wind picked up its pace. It felt as if we entered a rain-forest full of flowers and bright green colors!

We quickly passed the first two aid stations (at miles 6 and 15). At that point Greg and I were running together but we split a bit later when Greg needed to attend to his feet. From then on we raced each other until about mile 60 when Greg was forced to DNF because of blisters.

The trail got a bit tricky to navigate between the fourth and the fifth aid station but Dave Garmin came toward me and run back to the fifth aid station with me to help with the navigation!!! Thanks so much, Dave!!!!!

A 3-mile road section (Raven Rock Rd - 491) took us from the Catoctin Trail to the Appalachain Trail. The moment I entered the woods I knew something was wrong. My head was spinning, my stomach was unhappy and I felt more tired than I thought I should have been. I knew we were running a fairly fast pace at the beginning and I it felt impossible that I could finish the whole course if I am so tired at mile 30. And I could not understand how it is possible I was feeling so tired after only 30 miles. So I decided to take the next hill really easy and dived into my mind in order to deal with the fear from the next 70 miles and to learn why my body is feeling so bad. I slowly started to feel better, my mind-set shifted from negative and fearful to neutral. Than I realized how much I like running in the rocks. Once I got into a good rocky section, my body just woke up winding between the rocky-buddies and my mind got happy! 

The next aid-station taught me to appreciate the power of an icy water melon! Thanks, guys, for preparing all of the food for us!!!!! The next section was fairly long and had some nice hills and several road crossings. There were quite a few hikers around. The next aid station, manned by Jim had the same miraculous water melony thing!!!! Wow!

Then we hit a long climb toward the turn-around. The woods were beautiful and the turn around sign kept hiding!!!!! But at the end… I met Greg on the way back and was surprised how close he was. So I skipped the water melon this time and headed back south. I was going home now!!!!!!!

I am always amazed by the relativity with which we perceive time, distance and effort and underestimate this relativity over and over again. I was headed back to the ‘long’ section and got mentally ready for it: “all right, no hurry, this is going to take a while….”. And than I could not believe how quickly I found myself in the next aid station. At that point we got into the second half of the course and I found it cool to think: “oh wow, only 48 miles? I can do that! Who cares how much I ran so far. I just know I can do 48 miles and even more, this number is going to be smaller and smaller the further I go!” I still felt inappropriately tired and decided to take all hills easy so I could rest when going uphill and run everything else. 

The rocky section passed away quickly, I crossed Raven Rock Rd. and continued on the Appalachian Trail further south toward Harpers Ferry. My mind drifted away from the trail to my lab during the next two sections and I kept thinking about my experiments, about what needed to be done and how to do it. I always enjoy thinking about my work while running because it usually allows me to step back and see things from a distance and from angles I would not see otherwise. 

I started to have hallucinations in the late afternoon. I thought it was a bit too early but the hallucinations were so much fun and so real! The wind was blowing quiet a bit, which kept tree leaves and branches moving and contributed to my perception of weird animals and little, moving creatures. 

It was getting dark and I knew I was running a good race. That was certainly inspiring and kept me going. My legs felt very good until about mile 70. But my mind was getting really tired and I got very sleepy shortly after the sunset. This was not so surprising because I had slept only 2 hours the night before the race and was still jet-lagged (I had returned to Virginia from Europe three days earlier). But the power of the sleep drive surprised me! I pulled out my phone and listened one great preaching by David Leege and than switched to the audio book History of the US. This did not turn out to be a good choice because the monotonous voice of the narrator was putting me to sleep. I found myself stumbling on the trail and falling asleep as I was trying to run. At one point, I stopped for a short moment and than woke up on the ground. So I switched to the intensity and power of the Kronos Quartet and a Czech singer, Iva Bittova. That worked!!!!!

I was getting close to the Harpers Ferry but I was also getting slower and slower. I was getting a bit impatient with the sections that took so long only because I could not run as fast any more. The only section of the course I had run before was the one before the last section that ends at the Harpers Ferry. I set my mind on thinking that I could run it the same way I ran it when I was there two months ago. Somehow my legs speeded up, got lighter, the pain got weaker and I could run relatively fast. I felt surprised whenever I stumbled over a rock in this section. It felt as if my mind is pondering on what went wrong in the synchrony between me and the rocks and on whether I am the rock or the runner because both of them were equal parts of the motion. 

I got to the last aid station manned by Jim at about 2.30AM. At this point we were only 3 people on the course spread hours apart and Jim was close to 24 hours without any sleep as he has been with us since 4AM. I asked Jim if he got the chance to sleep at least a bit and he had said: “No, I did not want to miss you coming and I needed to coordinate who is where.” I was deeply impressed with the devotion of Jim and his volunteers!!!!!!

The last section of the course followed the C&O Canal for about 3miles and than swirled around the peak of the Maryland Heights Mt. The climb was very steep but the footing was easy. While climbing I found myself falling asleep again! The sleep drive was so powerful I could not navigate it. I kept finding myself falling down to the ground and almost down from the hill at the side of the dirt road. Images from dreams were coming in and out and fleeting in front of my eyes. I could not recognize the border between my thoughts and the dreams. I sat down on a stone on the side of the road. I am quite certain I slept but have no clue for how long. It felt like a very short sleep but I felt so much better when I got up and started to walk. I was a new person!!! I was really cold at that point and the wind was strong and chilly up on the mountain. But the trail leveled off soon and I could run fast. I knew I lost some time and felt motivated to catch up. The downhill on the way back was steep but doable. Than there were only 3 miles of the C&O Canal back to the last aid station and one mile uphill to the Hillside Hotel, which was the finish line (with a shower and a bed!!!!!!). 

During the last mile I felt overwhelmed with gratefulness to Jim and all of the people who were there for us since the early morning, who were so enthusiastic and supportive, who prepared and cooked all of the great food for us, who waited for us and gave us smile and support when we finally arrived, who were willing to wait the whole night for 3 runners and who cared about us being strong and not getting lost on the way. 

THANK YOU SO MUCH TO ALL OF YOU!!!!!!!!!!!!! 

This was a hard race and you made it very special!!!!!
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