The London Marathon – April 1987

I awoke at 5.31 a.m. in time to turn off the alarms on the two watches by my bedside.  The Big Day had arrived.  After dressing into kit and having breakfast, my last food before the race, I said my good-byes to the family, who were stirring, aware of the importance of this day to me.  They could hardly have missed it, as I’d talked about nothing else for the previous six months, as well as appearing always to be coming in from or going out on a training run.

Down in Palmers Green, I met my pal, Dave Anderson, with whom I’d spent so many hours running alongside over different roads and trails, both near and far into the Home Counties.  A friend of his was driving us to Charing Cross Station.

In the last two weeks, as I reduced my training volume considerably, all sorts of twinges and pains beset me, so that, instead of feeling that I was recovering, it seemed that my body was bringing out all the bruising from the hundreds of miles of road-running I had endured.  More worries, when I was expecting release.   They all disappeared at the Marathon exhibition.  Here, you were amongst kindred spirits and the atmosphere was electric.  Why, I wondered, did they all look like zombies – except me, of course?

As we approached the station, we noticed occasional runners walking along the otherwise-deserted streets.  Along the Strand, however, the road was teeming with runners, men and women of all ages and body type, all joining the queues for trains to Blackheath, mainly for those below 40 years of age, and Greenwich, which was where I was headed.  With a handshake and good wishes, we parted, not likely to see each other again until after the ordeal.

I was lucky to meet a running friend in the carriage, who, as an experienced London Marathon runner, took me under his wing and instructed me how to prepare over the coming two hours.

At Greenwich Park, the crowds increased to thousands.  

Everyone has their preparation to go through: sips of water; smearing petroleum jelly on all moving, chafe-able parts; changing into race kit; donning warm over-garments till the start; a slow jog warm-up with a little stretching; casual chat to keep the nerves in check; a last leak; another last leak; final last leak round the back of the portaloos, as it was too late to wait in the queues.

I lined up in the front group, those expecting sub-2 hours 40.  This was based on my Roding Valley Half Marathon time of 75-10 at the end of February.  The sun came out and we were getting warmer.  Thousands of us were wondering where the clouds were that had been promised by the forecasters, for sunshine meant slower times, with runners likely to dehydrate.  It’s a fine line between drinking enough to maintain your fluid balance, whilst not yet feeling thirsty, and not drinking enough and suffering later on.  This was the one issue I was on my way to discovering the hard way.

Suddenly, we were moving forwards.  Exciting was mounting to peak.  Runners, who had been wearing bin liners, old trousers, old jumpers and other garments, now took them off and threw them over the others to the side.  Hundreds of things flew through the air and landed to the side.

They opened the park gates and we poured forward to the start line.  The time raced up to 9.30 a.m., there was the boom of a cannon going off and so were we.  Fifteen seconds were all it took for me to cross the line.

Within a mile or so, there was sufficient room to run freely and I settled into a smooth pace.  It is vital to relax and flow along.  Each of us has only a limited store of glycogen, which we burn more efficiently than any combination with fat, so it makes sense to trickle the energy store out as slowly as possible.  That means knowing beforehand what your optimum pace is (time per mile, to the second), keeping to the painted line within reason, avoiding distractions around the course and drinking little and often.  These remarks are directed at those who wish to run their best possible time rather than at those who want to “enjoy the experience”.  Though, even fun runners must attend to their liquid intake.  

At every mile from the three-mile marker, there was a water station, with volunteers holding out water bottles, soggy sponges to wipe yourself with, and even members of the public proffering pieces of orange.  I was over-cautious about not using up energy and resisted moving off my line to take water; however, a very kind runner kept passing me his water bottle at each water station until we parted around the ten-mile mark.  So, I was spared the extra movement but could have contracted some disease.  But the race would have been long over before I was struck down!

As I approached halfway, which I reached in just over one hour twenty, I sensed the need to use more effort to keep the same pace: six minutes a mile.  However, I can’t remember drinking that much after about 18 miles.

The clouds had spread across the skies soon after the start, so we had good running conditions.  The road surface had heated up and my feet were getting warmer and began to blister.

I kept my face pace going, mile after mile.  As I reached each arch of coloured balloons, marking another mile covered, I checked my time.  Then, almost imperceptively, I tried to inch faster or ease back.  After mile thirteen, I was having to work just that bit harder to keep the desired pace.  I reached the twenty-second mile spot on but I was immediately racked by pain: I had hit The Wall.  I could no longer just rely on my glycogen stores providing the energy I needed.  The mix between glycogen and fat is much less effective at maintaining your output.

I had been running at the same pace but with increasing discomfiture from halfway.  Now, I was no longer in control.  Nor could I avoid the slowing effect.  I began desperately calculating what I could drop to and still come in with a respectable time but it was too much to concentrate.

When you reach the stage in a long race when you have little strength left, you gradually blank out your surroundings.  All I could see was the ground just in front of me.  I was living in a sea of agony with all the major muscles begging to be released from the excessive demands I had been making of them.  You shut your mind to what would otherwise be the normal and sensible thing to do – to stop.  Instead, you struggle onwards, trying to maintain a similar level of momentum as before, telling yourself that it is just a short distance left.

I turned right off the Embankment into Northumberland Avenue and on to The Mall.  I found myself closing my eyes for several strides at a time; it seemed to help, I told myself: self-delusion.  As I stumbled on down Birdcage Walk (after Buckingham Palace), it seemed to stretch on forever.  I was near my absolute limit.  I resolved that, unless I could see some sign of the end when I turned the corner, I would have to slow right down.

I turned the corner, looked up and there were the 26-mile balloons.  I waited till I reached them, knowing that only 385 yards remained.  Only!  Yet, amazingly, another energy system kicked in and I was able to increase my stride.  I was moving faster.

The large digital clock numbers were changing frustratingly quickly.  I was suddenly frantic that I would not beat my target time.  I desperately drove my arms harder and my legs were responding with a feeble sprint in these last few yards.

I stopped abruptly on the line, pressing my watch and gave in.  The pain was excruciating and I just waited for it to abate.  The stewards were urging us forward and holding me up.  They needed to move us clear; I needed to do nothing more.  But I did edge forward, foot-by-foot.  A young steward asked if I wanted help but I shook my head.

Past the medal being draped over my head; past the water tables; the foil wraps, where I was aware enough to reach for an extra one so that Michelle & David might have one each; past the orange juice tables, the Isostar recovery drink tables; the Mars bar tables.  I begged an extra one (some habits obviously die hard).

Gradually, breathing slowed to normal, feeling came back and I started to recover.  My actual time was 2 hours 39 minutes 53 seconds, an average of 6 minutes 8 seconds a mile!

Foot Note: from the start of September to the end of March, I averaged just over 60 miles a week; more than 70 miles a week from Christmas to the end of March, with the heaviest week of 96 miles and the longest run of 24, running the last 13 faster than race speed. 

Jack Singer
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