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My Most Unforgettable
Ultramarathon

(And What | Learned From It)

SMNAPTAONON
Roy Pirrung

W hen 1 first started running ultramarathons in 1985 as the result of a chal-
lenge to do the Ice Age Trail 50-Mile Run, I began to read everything |
could about distances beyond the standard marathon.

One race in particular caught my eye. It was called, simply, Spartathlon. This
event intrigued me and lit a flame that could be extinguished only once | had
finished the race by touching the foot of King Leonidas in Sparta, Greece.

THE HISTORY

Whether myth, legend, or fact, Greece has a long history of running.
“Hemerodromoi" was the Greek name given to “day runners”™ who were used as
messengers in the Greek military in ancient times. These day runners covered
phenomenal distances, sometimes under incredible pressure to deliver messages
on which the army’s fate hung.

One of these hemerodromoi, Pheidippides, a name familiar to marathon run-
ners the world over, is the most famous of these talented runners. According to
Grecek history written by Herodotus (translated by George Rawlinson), on one
occasion Pheidippides was dispatched by the Athenian generals, and according lo
his own account, saw Pan [a Greek god| on his journey. He reached Sparta on the
very next day after quitting the city of Athens.”

The Persians were about to invade Athens, and Athens sent Pheidippides to
Sparta to ask for its help in the coming baitle.
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Interpreting Herodotus's account of the roughly 150-mile distance that
Pheidippides ran shows that he took about 36 hours to cover the distance. Several
British military personnel stationed in Greece began to investigate the feasibility
of retracing Pheidippides’s route from Athens to Sparta from the sunrise of one day
to the sunset of the following day. Egged on by British Royal Air Force officer John
Foden, they put Pheidippides's feat to the test.

Of course, Greece had changed somewhat since 490 B.C. But Foden and his
colleagues interpreted Herodotus as best they could:; the trio of military types made
the journey in times varying from 34 1/2 hours to just under 40 hours.

When word gotout that the crazed Brits had made the journey on foot, the tight-
knit ultra world responded with enthusiasm, as did sports enthusiasts in Greece.
Mike Callaghan began to put together the organization needed to put on a race
along Pheidippides’s route, and in no time flat, SEGAS (Hellenic Association of
Amateur Athletics) came on board and the International Spartathlon Association
was founded. It hosted its first official event in 1983, the year after the Foden and
friends extravaganza.

GETTING THERE

A California ultrarunner who moved to my hometown of Sheboygan, Wisconsin,
heard that I ran ultras. He gave me a call, and we set up a long training run. While
out on the trail, we talked about ultra adventures we hoped someday to do. |
mentioned Spartathlon, and he said he had already done it.

Callit fate if you like, but for me it was a godsend. I had no idea how to getin
contact with the Greek organizers or how to get an invitation to run the race. The
California ultrarunner was Bruce LaBelle, and he was only too glad to give me the
necessary information about entering as well as encouragement that 1 didn't really
need. I had been primed for this for years,

Bruce informed me that I would need to establish myself with either an Ameri-
can record or a national championship title. The best route, he felt, was for me to
run a fast 100-mile race to get into the 100-mile national championships.

The year he went to Spartathlon, it was by invitation and then selection. Orga-
nizers paid for the entire trip. But as the race grew in size and reputation, the
organizers no longer provided travel funds but did furnish housing and meals, and
if you dropped along the course, they would provide a ride to the finish arca, Only
one-third of entrants finished the course,

I had run under 16 hours for 100 miles during a 1985 24-hour track run. Bruce
suggested that I enter another 24-hour race and use the event only to lower my 100-
mile split time. So I went back to the same 24-hour race and lowered my 100-mile
time to 14 hours, | minute, 17 seconds. I then applied for entry into the New York
Road Runners Club/TAC National 100-Mile race scheduled for June 12, 1987.
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When I told my wife, Gail, about my plans to do the race at New York’s Shea
Stadium, she asked, “Do you think you can win it?"

I replied, “No.”

She looked at me quizzically, and I said, "I know I can win it!" With that burst
of confidence, | had her blessing to proceed.

The country was in the grip of a heat wave the week before the race. [ set oul
for the racecourse, where I was to meet a New York City friend who would be my
handler. Some 20 years before, we had served together in the army. But when I
arrived, he took me to his Manhattan apartment, where he informed me that he had
been called away on business and would not be able to help me. He gave me two
subway tokens and wished me luck.

At the race. I faced Stu Mittleman, one of the top ultrarunners of that era, and
Chris Gibson, another notable New Yorker, both of whom were several times the
winners of the NYRRC ultrarunner of the year award. Mittleman developed prob-
lems early, and Gibson took the lead. I followed, although notall that closely. Chris
had a five-mile lead by the time he reached 80 miles.

The heat and the pace finally got to him, and I passed him, running a sub-7:00
mile for the 96th mile. and went on to win. Years later Stu commented that he
thought it was the best 100-mile race ever run to that time. He felt it proved that a
100-mile race could be a competitive race. At the time, Chris and his crew hated
me for coming in and spoiling things, but we have since become good friends.

During the race, I met two ultrarunning legends, Ray Krolewicz and Yiannis
Kouros, Both were participating in a 700-mile race at Flushing Meadows Park,
whichis adjacentto Shea
Stadium. Bruce had
warned me long before
of “Crazy Ray" and told
me to say “Hi,” which |
did.

The 100-miler at
Sheaand the Spartathlon
both have a high DNF
rate. Only one-third of
the field would typically
finish either race. What
helped me at Shea was
that I had connected with

P Athens banquet—
Yiannis Kouros and Roy

Pirruna
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George Gardiner, an ultrarunner, who lent me his son to handle me: after George
himself dropped out. he also pitched in to help.

Crazy Ray came over periodically to check on me and encourage me, and near
the end of the race he told me to run a hard mile and follow it with astrong SK, hence
the sub-7:00 96th mile. It was shortly after the sub-7:00 mile that | passed Chris to
take the lead.

A guy came by riding a bike and introduced himself. “Hello. I am Yiannis
Kouros, from Greece.” I told him I would see him in Athens when | came to run
Spartathlon, I did not know at the time whether he understood me: he just smiled.
Yiannis was engaging and likable, although [ did not know much about him,

Following the race, I heard that Yiannis was entered in the 700-mile event but
had run only the first 24 hours. He then went to a hospital, had arthroscopic surgery
on his knee, walked out of the hospital. got on his bike. and rode away.

FIRST DISAPPOINTMENT

After writing to the International Spartathlon Association, I received a race appli-
cation, I was able to put my fast 100-mile time and my national championship title
down under “notable performances.” I then waited for confirmation of my accep-
tance for the 1988 event. The race is always held on the final Friday of September.

With only two weeks remaining before the Spartathlon, I started making fol-
low-up phone calls to Greece to try to learn the fate of my application. I was never
successful in getting through.

So, withalot of valuable training waiting to be used somewhere, [ called Larry
Robbins, the race director of the National 24-Hour Championship race scheduled
to take place at the Atlanta Water Works on September 17-18.

His first question was, “Who are you?" I told him I was the guy who had won
the NYRRC 100-Mile National Championship, and he said he would provide
transportation upon my arrival, free entry, and accommodations. | was impressed.
Now I needed to come up with airfare—fast.

lapproached my employer, Kohler Company, which was all for itin light of my
win in New York.

The race went well for me, although racing on the fringes of Hurricane Gilben
provided more water at the aid stations than | or anyone else required. Having
turned 40 years old a few months carlier, I won the national titles for both the open
and masters and set records for the 40-44 age-group category and open (all ages)
24-hour mark with 145 miles, 1,464 yards completed.

When I arrived at my host family's home, I called home to give my wife a race
report. At that time Gail said. “Guess what?" I 1old her the confirmation from
Greece had arrived, and she acknowledged that it had. 1 felt a little disappointed,
yet with the results of the 24-hour race fresh in my mind, the disappointment was
short-lived.
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