Somebody asked me once after I joined the club last January, “Do you really travel, for the purposes of racing, to all those places that you’ve run in?”

My answer was that most of those out-of-state running opportunities came because of my work as a consultant for a healthcare revenue cycle consulting firm.  Last year, I had the chance to run half marathons in the state capitals of three states in consecutive months (Little Rock-March, Columbus-April and Indianapolis-May) plus additional half marathons in Chicago and Akron and races in Pennsylvania, New Jersey, Oklahoma, Louisiana and New Hampshire.

I’ve realized that I’ll probably never put myself in a position to attempt to run a marathon in all 50 states (either from having the finances to do so but maybe more importantly the sanity); however, a race or a half marathon in each one wasn’t completely out of the question.  Plus I wanted to challenge myself to be able to run half marathons on back-to-back days.  I know.  You’re saying, “The sun and/or the heat has gone to his head!”

I’ve been looking for some time to find a combination of races that I could travel to and accomplish this goal.

Sometime in March, I noticed that I could add two states to my total as well as running in their state capitols when I spotted the 37th annual Drake Relay On-The-Roads Half in Des Moines, Iowa (April 30th) and the 28th annual Lincoln National Guard Half Marathon in Lincoln, Nebraska (May 1st).

With a little good luck of being able to secure reward travel on Continental to Omaha, Nebraska, which sits between the two cities, the plan was put into motion.  But my running since late February and even into early April hadn’t been what it was in the early part of the year where I reeled off personal records at four different distances – marathon, 5K, 10K and 5M.

I targeted a Sunday morning run at Terry Hershey in mid-April to see if it was worth my while to do so and after covering 11 miles in Houston with my friend, Lynlee Linke, I thought that I would be able to be reasonably close to my expectations.  (I’ve got to be frank and say that I’m not able “yet” to do a race and “just have fun.”)

Both events had interesting aspects to them.  

The half marathon in Des Moines was held adjacent to one of the two largest collegiate track meets in the country, the Drake Relays.  (There were people waiting at 7 a.m. on Saturday morning in less than 40 degrees temperature to get in the stadium.)  

In Lincoln, the 28th annual National Guard Marathon brought racing teams from Guard units all over the country, including Puerto Rico, to compete for their military division’s national championship.

Checking the weather in the week leading up to both events, the forecasts were pointing to close-to-ideal racing conditions:  highs of mid-60’s and race time temperatures of low-to-mid-40’s.  But the cold front that swept across the country which turned the Texas Roundup 10K, an event that club members participated in, into a chilly and wet race, also blasted Iowa and Nebraska with close to freezing temperatures and gusty winds.

And despite disparities in entry fees ($15 for the Drake Relays - $17.50 with online registration - and $45 for the Lincoln Half – late registration), both events were well-organized and pretty well-managed with challenging courses for primarily flat areas.  (If there was a water stop competition between the two cities, Lincoln would have romped like the Cornhuskers used to do on the football field.  In fact, it was the first race that I had ever been in where cups of water had lids and straws – which, oddly enough, really facilitated being able to drink all of the liquid.)

Both courses ran through tree-lined neighborhoods while the Nebraska event included running to and from Memorial Stadium as well as past the state capitol in downtown Lincoln.

Local residents in both communities were very, very runner-friendly and extremely supportive as well as the majority of local law enforcement officials that were in charge of traffic control.  (Despite that, one of the greatest benefits that runners doing the Houston Marathon events is having a completely closed course!  That is without having to share the streets with cars either running along side of them or having them cross in front of you.)

A recent question to one of the national magazines asked of the racing approach as it related to target times (on doing marathons in a short period of time) and my thought was the same as the publication’s answer:  “Shoot to PR on the first one and aim to finish and enjoy the second one.”

In Iowa, I attempted to start out slow, but I ran well and logged four straight sub 10-minute miles (something I had not done since the Park to Park 5M Run).  I kept a sub 10-minute per mile pace until mile 6, which included some slight uphills that resulted in a 11:02 mile, that put me at 1:00:24 for the first 6 miles.

Although I slowed some, I ran consistently in miles 7 through 10 before posting a 10:56.93 and 11:14.44 in miles 11 and 12.  At mile 12, I realized that I had a shot at a PR when my watch showed 2:05:05.

In mile 13, I posted a 10:22 mile despite faltering to a 1:09 last one-tenth of a mile to beat my personal best set four weeks earlier in Dallas by 20 seconds (2:16:38 from 2:16:58 at the Big D Texas Marathon.)

After showering and checking out of the hotel, I drove towards Lincoln, stopped to eat in Council Bluffs, Iowa before arriving in Husker Nation at 4 p.m.  (When the Nebraska Cornhuskers play at home, Memorial Stadium turns into the most populated spot in the state of Nebraska.)

After making my way to yet another hotel, one of the benefits of the Lincoln event at Packet Pickup on Saturday is that they had a “Pasta-Thon” that was open to all runners at the Champions Club across the street from Memorial Stadium.  Free salad, pasta, breadsticks, soft drinks and popsicles for all!

The local bank signs in Lincoln revealed a warmer temperature (37-38 degrees) compared to the 33-35 degrees a day earlier in Des Moines, but the winds were brutal making it feel much colder than it was on the morning of the Houston Marathon this past January.

Most took refuge from the elements in the Huskers volleyball gymnasium and impressive intramural sports facility.  (With facilities such as that, why ever stop going to college?  Oddly enough, I never realized that there were national championships in intramural athletics, but Nebraska has won some.)

Having been through Lincoln three years ago on vacation, I remember it being very flat; however, mile 3 had a nearly mile-long uphill that ran right into the sun at 7:30 a.m.  With glasses, I was almost blinded chugging up the hill.  

The grade wasn’t steep at all, but it threw my pace off a little.  After opening miles of 10:06 and 10:18, the next three, which included historic Sheridan Boulevard and many of the finest old homes in the city, consisted of 10:40, 10:37 and 10:40.

Mile 6 gave runners a couple of slight downhills turning on to 48th St. before making a hard right onto a bike path that would extend along Highway 2 for two and a half miles.  At the 10K spot, just after the turn, I was at 1:04:48 after posting a 10:14 mile in mile 6.

After a steady 10:21 in mile 7, disaster nearly occurred before the mile 8 marker.  The bike path, which allowed at the most four people to run side by side, had two runners that decided to take a walking break; however, they were walking two abreast on the path.  Myself and a number of other runners tried to make a quick pass on the left.  Since it was a little bit of an incline, I tried to plant my left leg to mimic the hill workouts we would do during PIM.  It was then that I felt my calf muscle pop (or tear).  I felt as if I had been shot!

I slowed some 23 seconds in mile 8 (10:21 to 10:44) before slipping to an even 11-minute mile in mile 9.

Somehow in an uphill mile 10, I recovered to pull in a 10:27 mile, but miles 11-13, which included some challenging head winds running north on 10th St., saw me slow to 10:59, 10:49 and 10:52.

After having to jump a curb at 12 ¾ miles, runners ran through campus buildings before being brought into a “U”-shaped finish in front of Memorial Stadium much like Houston did in 2004 in front of the George R. Brown (before switching to this year’s long straightaway finish).  Even though I’m not a Texas Longhorns fan, I crossed the finish line, just a few hundred yards from the Huskers’ hallowed turf, with “Hook ‘em Horns” signs!

I finished with a chip time of 2:18:51, just over two minutes slower than I had done less than 24 hours before (and my fourth such finish of a half in the 2:16-2:18 range since March).

Both communities were ones that I would return to do an event at any time and despite confirming my entry for New York City in November, I’m already looking – although not the smartest thing to do – for my next “double half weekend.”

Anyone care to join me?












































































Half-Baked


by Jon Walk





















































































































