WORLD MASTERS MARATHON CHAMPIONSHIP, LAHTI, FINLAND

Following some decent form on the roads, I decided to make the marathon in the biannual World Masters Championships my target for the year.  These championships incorporate all the normal track & field events plus the marathon and road walks.  The only difference is that there are events for every five year age group upwards from 35.  That’s a lot of competition considering that the oldest competitors were over 100, albeit not in the marathon!  Some 5,500 competitors were registered for the two weeks of competition from 90 countries.

The first thing I should have done was take heed of Fred Robson’s report on the Turku Marathon, held in June.  The temperature reached 30ºC that day and the same happened in Lahti, which is about 100km north of Helsinki.  It is safe to say, therefore, that Finland had a better summer than the UK this year!  Despite discovering during my stay that Finland is made up almost entirely of trees & lakes, there was no shade on the course and any breeze off the lake that we ran alongside was more than negated by the heat reflected off the water by the strong sun.

All age groups ran together in the marathon, resulting in a field of about 800 runners.  The course was a relatively flat two-lap affair with lots of twists & turns and climbing up & down of curbs.  There was also a lot of loose gravel for a two mile stretch along the lake on each lap.  Given the heat and my less than satisfactory preparation due to an excruciating and progressive abdomen pain, I set off at 3.55 rather than my pre-race plan of 3.50 km splits.  Claudie called me through as 8th V50 at 14km; soon after I caught a large group which included four V50’s, easily identifiable from race numbers on back: three Italians, clustered together like smokers outside an office door, and a Spaniard.  By halfway (1:22:20) I had moved up to 4th with Claudie advising that there was a gap of a minute to the medal positions.

The second half became progressively harder.  I ran my fastest 5km (18.59) from 20-25km (a mistake) and every stride from the start of the race reverberated up through my abdomen – going up and down the curbs being particularly painful.  However I espied the 3rd placed V50 at around 25km and shortly thereafter caught and overtook him.  I was in a medal position!  This was always my aim.  Through 35km I was still on 2:45 pace but I knew the writing was on the wall, a very appropriate choice of word!  The wheels came off as fatigue, pain and a definite shortage of fluid intake all conspired to make the last 7km purgatory.  At my age I should know better!  Eighth was the result, which I suppose was ok as this was a global event.  A medal was there for the taking though with 2nd (2.46) and 3rd (2.48) well within my compass despite conditions.  

All in all, quite an experience, albeit all I got for my troubles was half a banana and a glass of water.  None of this medal nonsense just for finishing!  I have to say though that this race knocked the spots off any big city marathon even though it was a like going back in time in terms of water stations – paper cups with very little liquid (I think the organisers were worried about running out given conditions, a bit like accelerating towards a petrol station when running low on fuel, it’s counter productive) and no nozzles so the drink went everywhere.  The atmosphere around the course was fantastic as competitors & officials from all over the world took time off from their own events to support this gruelling race.

I probably shouldn’t have run (definitely according to the specialist I saw this week!) but, hey, it’s not often you get a chance to run in a World Championship, even if it is for old people!

Can I keep my creaking body going to challenge in two years time in California and, more pertently because I’ll have moved up an age group, Brazil in 2013?  Who knows.  I’m now off games completely for a few months due to aforementioned abdomen problems diagnosed as Osteitis Pubis, so maybe that answers the question.  It’s a young person’s sport and we old crumblies should just lean on the bar, proffer sage advice and wallow in nostalgia.  An all together sensible idea now I think of it.  Mine’s a pint.

David Wright 

