Feel free to post this if you like Doug.  That is a great race.  Have run the 50 twice, but have been down the last 4 years to run or crew.  Love the Boogie.

 

Ellerbe Boogie 50 Miler Recap, 2011
 
Course
Located just outside of the metropolis of Ellerbe, NC the course is 10 miles, run 5 times.  The first 6 miles is a loop and the last 4 is an out and back.  The out and back is a 1.5 mile hill then a ½ mile flat to the turnaround.  The 1.5 mile hill has 400 feet of elevation.  In comparison, the biggest hills in Greensboro are about 70 feet.  Running this hill 5 times in a night is a good workout alone.  The first 6 miles have about the same amount of elevation as the out and back hill, but it’s spread across a longer distance.   All paved country roads.  Race starts at 6pm.   

 

Preparation/Race Strategy
For me running this race brings 4 elements into play; cardio, quads, mental, and injuries.  Given the heat at Ellerbe, my training puts emphasis on cardio over quads.   The heat will tire your heart before your legs relative to other races.   Mentally it’s going to be difficult for me early in the race because I just ran 30 miles of the course a month earlier and hadn’t forgotten the pain.  Won’t bore you with details on my injuries but in short, the plan was to be smooth and controlled going downhill.  Also to avoid road camber regardless of tangents.  

 

With normal weather, 90 degrees and humid, the plan was to run it in 7 hours (8:24 min/miles) which would be the second fastest ever.  If it was cool/raining, the pace would be faster. .      

 

Race Start
Temp’s at the start were cool, mid to high 80’s, slight breeze, with rain forecasted.  Not a good thing for me.  A cooler race in the rain added new variables.  Pacing would be an issue.  Have a lot of pacing experience on this course but not in cooler, wet weather.   Forgetting my Garmin at home didn’t help much either.  Idiot.

 

At the start 3 of us that went out with a purpose.  This would be the competition.  One guy’s gait ruled him out as a contender.  The other guy looked strong.  He had a smooth and powerful gait, was young, focused, and looked fit.   By mile 2 the two of us were running together.   His name was Tom, an Army guy from Poland.   He let me go out ahead of him at mile 3 when he stopped to get water,  but he kept me in view like a wolf stalking its prey.        

 

The first 10 miles was too fast (1:14 = 7:24 min/mile) even in the cooler weather.  The course record was 8:06 min/mile and second fastest was 8:35 min/mile.  The second 10 miles was more reasonable (1:20 = 8:00 min/mile).  The third was about 1:25, or a 8:30 min/mile.  I maintained the lead through mile 30, but Tom was just behind me, letting me set the pace.

 

Mile 30 is where the real race starts.  Four hours running on pavement up and down hills at 8:00 min/mile pace takes a toll on you, not just physically but also mentally.  At this point it’s hard to think about running another 20 miles.  Sometimes running just 20 miles on a warm Saturday morning at a training pace is difficult.    

 

Tom flew past me with a purpose just beyond the 30 mile point.  He looked really smooth and strong.  No way I was going to attempt that pace, and no way he was going to maintain it.  He was just showing me what he had in his tank.   A little psychological warfare.  He knew how to play it, and I knew with 20 miles left, anything was possible.  I needed to run my race and not be overly concerned with him.    

 

My forth loop was my slowest (1:30 = 9:00 min/mile).  Two years ago this was the loop where an old injury (piriformis/hip) almost caused me to drop.  My thought was not to worry about pace, just protect my body and ensure a finish.   At mile 37 a guy and his pacer went flying past me, knocking me back to 3rd place.  My strength has always been a strong finished, so falling back with 25% of the course left got me fired up.  Figured it was unlikely that both Tom and this guy would blow up with 13 miles to go.  Enough worrying about injury prevention.   I decided to pick up the pace and stick with these guys regardless of cost.  They lasted until the turn around at mile 38 and fell back.  Started to wonder if they were on their 3rd loop, not 4th.  

 

Regardless, picking up the pace felt good.  Decided to push the last 12 miles as hard as possible.   Was going after Tom with everything.   If he was going to win, he would have to really earn it.  

 

At the start of the last loop, mile 40, the clock showed 5:30.  Heard Tom was 12 minutes ahead with 10 miles to go.  It would be hard to catch him but you just never know what is going on with the other guy.  Even if I didn’t catch Tom, I really wanted to run sub 7 hours which required 9 min/miles the last 10 mile loop.  Seems easy but at miles 40-50, a 9 min/mile feels like a 7 min/mile.  It was nice to have both an “A” and “B” goal at this point.   Was fired up and ready to pound out some miles.  Game on!   

 

It drizzled most of the night, then at mile 43 the sky opened.  My headlamp only illuminated about 3 feet ahead, just a wall of water.  It was one of those rains during a run that was so heavy, it was comical.  It makes you think about the absurdity of what you are doing.  Runners are nuts.  About every 5 second lightening would illuminate the road and countryside. Total darkness except for the wall of water in front of you, then a huge flash.   Each lightening strike etched a picture of the countryside in my brain.   Very surreal.  Like a madman, I was hooting and hollering in the rain, enjoying every second of it.  After 30 minutes or so, the rain and lightening lost its appeal and my euphoria waned some but was still in pursuit of Tom and the sub 7 time.  The biggest challenge was avoiding all the frogs on the road.  Was thinking that stepping a frog may cause me to slip and go down.  Kept coming up on walkers hoping to see Tom but no such luck.  Just had to keep pushing.  

 

At mile 46, the start/finish, the rain let up some.  Had to get down the big hill and back in 40 minutes to go sub 7.   Decided to pound it down the hill as hard as possible and deal with thrashed quads and the hill coming back to the finish.   Kept looking for Tom on the out and back nearing mile 48 and was starting to think he dropped.  With about ½ mile to the turnaround Tom was heading back which meant he had a 1 mile lead with 1.5 miles remaining.  He would win.  My only goal now was sub 7.  

 

Cardio was in good shape the last 1.5 miles, but quads where feeling the pounding they took coming down the hill and all of the 400 feet of elevation gain up that final hill.  Noticed a headlamp about 50 meters behind me.  It was probably a walker that I had just pasted but thought it may be someone coming up on me.  This was enough motivation to push a little harder.   With about 1/4 remaining, the finish came into view and the hill eased up some.  Was able to pick up the pace and finish strong.  Last 10 mile loop was 1:23 = 8:18 min/mile.   Came in at 6 hours, 53 minutes which is an average pace of  8:15 min/mile.  

 

I did pick up a few minutes on Tom the last loop but not enough.  He finished in 6:44 which is a course record.  It was the closest 1-2 finish in a decade.   In addition to the previous course record set in 2008 (Tommy Neeson), Tom and I are the only ones to finish the course under 7 hours.   Congrat’s to Tom.  Tom’s seem to do well on this course.  Next time I am entering this race as “Tom” Douglas.

 

 

Scott Douglas
