The Rouge-Orleans 126.2 Mile Trail Run

By John R. Slate

After months of training and preparation, the Rouge-Orleans Trail Run was finally happening. Friday night at 8:00 on March 4th, the cannon fired and the race began in downtown Baton Rouge. It was to end in New Orleans at Audobon Park by noon on Sunday, March 6th. The entire run was on the levee system, with a few miles paved but mostly gravel/rock. 

I had entered as a solo runner, one of 42 solo runners. My support team consisted of my oldest daughter, Sarah, and my running partner, Ana Rojas-LeBouef. Sarah and I were going to run the first four miles together and Ana was going to pace me from mile 50 to mile 75. The weather forecast was for temps in the 60s during the night and 70s in the daytime with thunderstorms predicted. 

With this plan, Sarah and I ran the first four miles of the course together. That part was paved and had lights, the best part of the course. It rained heavily for about the first mile and then cleared. At mile four, Ana was there to pick up Sarah and they drove to their hotel in New Orleans. I continued on through the night. Got a phone call at 11 that evening from my wife and chatted away while running for awhile. She called back at 6:30 or so the next morning after having a good night’s sleep. Me, I had just kept on running. 

The levee system is very flat, as you can imagine. What you may not know is how many cows feed on the levee hill grass and are actually on the levee itself. That means cattle guards every so often and cow paddies much more often. I think it was around midnight on Friday where I looked to the left of the levee system and my light reflected to me about 100 sets of eyes. Taking a second look at the floating eyes, I noticed a large herd of cows, just looking at me. At this stage in the run, there was nobody, but nobody, around. We all ran with headlamps and with taillights. No lights to be seen anywhere. About an hour or so later, another herd of cows, but this time they were up on the top of the levee. I had to yell/talk loudly to them to get them to move so I could continue. Now it’s getting foggy, very foggy, the kind of fog that your lights just reflect back in your face. Picture yourself out in the middle of nowhere, nobody around, no lights except your own and bullfrogs having a singing/croaking contest. At times, it sounded like people speaking. It was during this time, around 2 a.m. or so, that two dogs decided they wanted to bark and chase me, and most likely the other runners as well. Being a gravel levee trail, plenty of rocks to pick up and throw at the dogs. While I love dogs, I really dislike being bitten. 

At 5 a.m. on Saturday morning, 9 hours after the start, I was at mile 40, right about where I had wanted to be. Got a phone call at 6 a.m. from my daughter, Sarah, asking if I was still on schedule, which I was, so that she could drop off Ana at mile 50. At 8:15 on Saturday morning, there was Sarah and Ana waiting for me on the trail. There I reloaded my supplies and drink the coffee they had for me. Nothing like coffee after a long, long night. Hugged Sarah goodbye and Ana and I took off. Ran/walked for the next several hours, still on schedule. 

Around noon, we saw the storm clouds coming in. Knowing the forecast of thunderstorms in the area, we both had our waterproof running jackets. We both thought we were prepared. About 12:30 p.m. the lightning started. We ignored the race instructions that informed runners to get off the levee and find the closest tree. Lots of trees in the swampy ground near the river. So, lightning and more lightning, thunder, and then the rains came. Typical thunderstorm rain. In case you’re wondering, the levee system is so deserted there was absolutely no shelter on either side of the levee. I estimate we were over 10 miles away from any structure that we could have used for a shelter. About 1 p.m, the storms, described in more detail below, hit. We experienced over 2 inches of rain in 45 minutes, the kind of rain you pull your car off the road because you can’t see in front of you. The waterproof rain jackets couldn’t handle that much rain. My elbows were sloshing in water as the jacket trapped the water. While this heavy rain was coming down, it was incredibly windy and getting very cold. By now, it’s about 1:30 or so and we are both shivering from being soaking wet and very cold. During a temporary stop in the rain, we called Sarah and asked her to bring all of our dry clothing and to pick us up. Turns out the storm was going her way and it took her another hour and a half before she could pick us up. By then we had been shivering, still walking on the levee, but shivering the entire time. 

She was a sore sight for eyes, as they say, when we saw her. Turns out that there had been a couple of tornadoes from the storm, one person killed, and about a hundred homes damaged. Weather report below from Time magazine indicates about 1,500 persons displaced from the storm system Ana and I experienced. 

After drying off in the back of my van and replacing my wet clothes with dry ones, we listened to the weather report. All I can say is I am very thankful for smart phones. The weather report was not positive. It was going to rain for the next several hours and then the temps were going to drop to the 40s. Even though I now had dry clothes, my waterproof rain jacket was soaking wet. It would provide no protection. My options at this point were: (a) continue running knowing I would get wet and knowing I would be cold, with no shelter, or way to get dry; or (b) drop out of the race. We discussed these two options. While I hate to drop out of a race, and have only done so one time when I severely pulled a muscle and couldn’t do more than limp, I made the decision to drop out of the race. Getting hypothermia was a real possibility and with very, very few runners out on the trail, it could have been a real disaster. 

I am very disappointed that I didn’t finish the race that I had wanted to be my 82nd run of marathon length or longer. I did manage 66+ miles, my second longest distance, but it doesn’t feel that I accomplished much. In my reflecting over this race, I am so proud of my daughter, Sarah, for running with me and for taking care of me. I am also so grateful to my friend, Ana, for staying with me during the worse possible weather conditions. Most important, I’m glad to still be around. After all, there are more races to be run.

