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Foreword

I got to know Chris Lear in 1996 on an eighteen-mile run through the Big Basin Redwood Forest. He had this crazy idea to follow a Division I cross country team through their season. He wanted to write a book about the trials and triumphs the team would encounter. As we ran through the towering redwoods, we talked about how much fun and interesting it would be to actually do it.

A year and a half went by before I heard from Chris again. This time, though, he was in Boulder preparing to do exactly what he had discussed with me while running through that redwood forest. He was in Boulder to document three months of our training, the University of Colorado Cross Country team. Little did he know that within those three months he would be documenting one of the most trying years in CU history. Chris was there through it all; every step of every run. He witnessed each moment of pain, distress, excitement, and happiness with every workout. Almost instantly, his presence among the team became natural, he fit in, and he became one of us.

Looking back, I can see how Chris helped me through my last collegiate season. At the time he was recovering from foot surgery, and wasn’t able to run with us. Instead, he would bike alongside us. Typically, at that point in my career at CU, I ran the majority of my workouts alone, and I looked at Chris as somewhat of a training partner. There were many times when he would ride along with me and help me maintain the pace I desired. He brought an element of competitiveness that kept me from settling, and gave me the perfect edge of the intended workout. Some people would say that I was racing, and there were times that this was somewhat true (mainly on a 22-miler in 2:03 out at the Boulder Reservoir). But I was in the process of taking the next step, and Chris was there helping me. He became one of my closest friends, someone I could confide in, someone I respected tremendously, and someone I could hang out with!

Through a season that commanded the courage of every CU runner, through the good times and definitely the bad, Chris was there every moment, living it with us, and he, too, was just as much a part of it as we were.

Adam Goucher
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The 1998 University of Colorado Cross Country Team

Adam Batliner Senior

Lakewood, Colorado (Green Mountain)

Wetmore: “Adam should be one of the best cross country runners in the nation this year. He has as good a reason as anyone to win the national championship. He’s definitely among the top eight or ten runners in the country, and the other seven or nine will be dreaming of a national title. He might as well also.”

1997: 26th at the NCAA Cross Country Championships. He ran a 7:58 for 3000 meters indoors and finished third in the steeplechase at the Outdoor NCAA’s.

Wes Berkshire Junior

Aurora, Colorado (Smoky Hill)

Wetmore: “Wes is one of the hardest workers in our program. He could surprise some people and make our [Varsity] team.

1997: Redshirt. Did not compete.

Aaron Blondeau Sophomore

Salida, Colorado (Salida)

Wetmore: “Aaron had a good freshman year in cross and was disappointed with a left shin stress fracture during the outdoor season. He’s been training full speed all summer and I predict that he will be much improved. I expect him to be a top-25 runner at Nationals this year.”

1997: CU’s top freshman. 101st at the NCAA Cross Country Championships.

Zach Crandall Freshman

Fort Collins, Colorado (Rocky Mountain)

Walk-on seeks to make the roster.

1997: All-State performer in Colorado.

Jason Drake Assistant Coach

Gillette, Wyoming (Campbell County)

First Wyoming prep to run under 4:20 in the 1600m. A 1994 CU graduate, he had a disappointing collegiate career until he made great strides under Wetmore in Wetmore’s first two seasons with the Buffaloes. He is Wetmore’s right hand man.

Matt Elmuccio Freshman

Westfield, New Jersey (Westfield)

Wetmore: “Matt has an outside shot of making our varsity this season.”

1997: Redshirt. Did not compete.

Mike Friedberg Sophomore

Columbia, Maryland (The Park School)

Wetmore: “Mike will be an unknown guy on the national scene this year. He would make any other varsity team in the United States, and will probably make ours. People are going to wonder where he came from. While Goucher, Batliner, and Reese have been getting all of the attention, he’s been putting dollars in the bank and waiting his turn. He’ll be a surprise in November.”

1997: Redshirt. Did not compete.

Adam Goucher Senior

Colorado Springs, Colorado (Doherty)

Wetmore: “Adam has wanted to win an NCAA title in cross country since two and a half minutes after finishing second his freshman year. He’s been snakebit by interruptions the last three years and he feels that he has something to prove this season. He will be the Boulder favorite, but there will be seven or eight different favorites all over the country.”

1997: An undefeated fall ends in disappointment with a fourth-place finish at the NCAA Cross Country Championships. Goucher subsequently won the NCAA Indoor 3000 meter title in a collegiate record 7:46.03 and the NCAA Outdoor 5000 meter title.

Cameron Harrison Freshman

Colorado Springs, Colorado (Doherty)

Walk-on from Goucher’s alma mater seeks to make the roster.

Jay Johnson Senior

Castle Rock, Colorado (Douglas County)

Enters the season hoping to end career on a positive note. A disappointing spring track season in 1998 followed by a case of mono places Johnson at the bottom of the heap starting his senior campaign.

1997: 84th at Pre-Nationals.

Adam Loomis Sophomore

Highlands Ranch, Colorado (Highlands Ranch/Portland)

Walk-on seeks to make roster.

Matt Napier Senior

Socorro, New Mexico (Socorro)

Wetmore: “Napier had a breakthrough last fall when he became an All-American. He is one of the great blue-collar success stories of CU running. He’s in the best shape of his life, but he will most likely redshirt.”

1997: The former walk-on follows second-place performance at the Mountain Regional with a 39th-place finish at NCAA’s.

John O’Mara Sophomore

Northboro, Massachusetts (St. John’s/Providence)

8:24 3000 meter runner is an unknown heading into the 1998 season.

Oscar Ponce Junior

Denver, Colorado (Denver North)

Wetmore:“Oscar was a varsity runner until we had to go from nine to seven runners at the end of last season. He definitely wants to be in the seven that go to the NCAA championship. The only road he knows is the hard road. If he can survive 105 to 110 miles per week, he might get there.”

1997: 32nd at Big Cross Country Championships.

Tom Reese Senior

Golden, Colorado (Wheat Ridge)

Wetmore: “As was planned, Tommy redshirted last spring to balance his eligibility. His recovery from arthroscopic surgery in May has been slow. If rehab on his left knee goes the way we think, he will be among the varsity seven and be an All-American again this year. He’s too good a runner not to make it back.”

1997: 33rd-place finish at NCAA’s earns Reese All-American honors.

Jason Robbie Junior

Boulder, Colorado (Alexander Dawson/Vermont)

Wetmore: “Robbie was the most impressive guy at the Varsity Time Trial last year. But since the day he made the team, his training has been interrupted. A lot of guys have run more than him this summer.”

1997: Fourteenth at the Ft. Hays State Tiger Invitational.

Lorie Moreno-Roch Assistant Coach

She attended Adams State College (Alamosa, Colorado) from 1982 to 1984 before graduating from Western State College (Gunnison, Colorado) in 1988. Between the two schools, she was an eight-time all-American in the mile, 5k, 10k, and distance medley relay. Roch was a member of the U.S. national team at the World Relay Championships in 1994, and she was coached by Wetmore in the spring of 1995. She adds her vast national and international racing experience to the staff.

Ronald Roybal Junior

Pojoaque, New Mexico (Pojoaque)

Wetmore: “Ron pulled our tails out of the fire for us a year ago with a great race at the NCAA championships. He helped us to stay in third place. He’s been training well this summer and if he takes the next logical step, he will be a top-30 finisher and a First Team All-American at Nationals.”

1997: 45th at the NCAA Cross Country Championships.

Matt Ruhl Freshman

Runnemade, New Jersey (Triton Regional)

9:28 high school 3200-meter runner seeks to make the roster.

Chris Schafer Sophomore

Yakima, Washington (Eisenhower)

Colorado Indoor 800 meter Record Holder (1:49.37) is a long shot to make the varsity.

1997: 26th at the Fort Hays State Tiger Invitational.

Chris Severy Senior

Aspen, Colorado (Aspen)

Wetmore: “Chris battled mono a year ago, but he’s back training. He’s a little behind his normal summer, but he is completely healed. He finished 17th two years ago at the NCAA championships and hopes to improve.”

1997: Redshirt. Did not compete.

Steve Slattery Freshman

Flanders, New Jersey (Mt. Olive)

Wetmore: “He is a big talent. But most likely, he will redshirt.”

1997: New Jersey state champion in cross country. Fourth at the Foot Locker National Championship.

Sean Smith Sophomore

Montrose, Colorado (Montrose)

Triathlete seeks to make the roster.

1997: Did not compete.

Brock Tessman Graduate/Transfer

Danville, California (Monte Vista/Brown)

Wetmore: “A Brown transfer, Brock still has a cross country and an outdoor season of eligibility left. He’s a national caliber 1500-meter runner, the fastest guy in the country who didn’t qualify for the NCAA Championships last year. His success will depend on how he adapts to our system, but I’m pretty sure he will be a Varsity-caliber runner for us. I wouldn’t be surprised if he finished in the top 30 or better in Lawrence.”

1997: 14th at the Heptagonals (Ivy League Championships).

Chris Valenti Sophomore

Littleton, Colorado (Littleton)

Sophomore walk-on seeks to make the roster.

1997: 26th at the Fort Hays State Tiger Invitational.

Mark Wetmore Head Coach

Bernardsville, New Jersey (Bernards)

A Bernardsville, New Jersey, native, Wetmore graduated from Rutgers University with a degree in English education in 1978. In 1988 he earned his master’s in movement sciences from Columbia University. A middledistance runner at Rutgers, he began his coaching career as coach of the Edge City Track Club in 1972. He then spent fourteen years as an assistant to his high school mentor, Ed Mather, at Bernards. In 1991, after a four-year stint as the distance coach at Seton Hall University, he emigrated to Colorado. He was named men’s distance coach at the University of Colorado in 1992, and his cross country teams have finished no lower than fifth in the NCAA Men’s Cross Country National Championships since 1993. On November 6, 1995, Wetmore was named head cross country and track and field coach for both the men’s and women’s programs.

Wetmore enters the 1998 season with his best team ever, having only lost two-time All-American Clint Wells from the 1997 team that finished third at the NCAA championships. Wetmore seeks nothing less from Adam Goucher and the Buffaloes than their first national titles.
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Monday, November 23, 1998

Lawrence, Kansas

11:30 a.m.

Introduction


The team stretches in silence, finishing their pre-race preparation before ambling off, one by one, to the starting line. Adam Goucher is the last one to leave. Finished tying his spikes, he stands nervously and stares into the distance. Coach Mark Wetmore calms him with some final words. “You’re fine, Adam. You’re fine. Trust it, Adam. Trust all your work.”

His voice terse, Adam responds, “I know.” With that, he turns away from Wetmore, and departs to meet his teammates at the starting line.

Goucher is now ten minutes from a moment he has worked toward since late November 1994. As a precocious freshman he finished second to the University of Arizona’s Martin Keino at the NCAA championships in Fayetteville, Arkansas (in the process becoming the highest freshman finisher in the NCAA championships since Indiana yearling Bob Kennedy took home the title in 1988). Goucher moves with confidence.

Goucher is not alone. Oscar Ponce, Mike Friedberg, Ronald Roybal, Tom Reese, Adam Batliner, and Jay Johnson, each with aspirations of his own, also ready themselves to join Goucher in the battle to establish collegiate distance-running supremacy.

On August 18th, the 23 men of the University of Colorado cross country team dreamt of being here. In the ensuing 94 days, these seven demonstrated that they indeed possessed the right stuff. After myriad trials, they emerged: leaner, meaner, wiser, and ready.


[image: frn_fig_006]
Ponce readies for start.

At campuses across the country, from Princeton, New Jersey, to Palo Alto, California, similar rites of passage have taken place. Now 31 teams have converged to find out which team—and which person—can lay claim to the title of National Champion.

The Buffaloes are in starting box fourteen, right toward the middle of the 31-team field. Mountain District rivals Northern Arizona University ready themselves in box thirteen, to the left of the Buffaloes. Individual qualifiers (including a man familiar to all the Buffaloes after training with them last summer, Columbia’s Tom Kloos) are to their right in box fifteen. Oregon, their primary rival, is at the far end of the line to their right.

Ronald Roybal stands at ease, snaps his arms backwards, and takes in the sight of the 250 foot soldiers, a battalion awaiting the bugle’s call, that surround him. Wetmore says that last year the Pojoague, New Mexico, native “swooped up and saved our ass” at NCAA’s, finishing a remarkable 45th after only running to an 80th-place finish at the Mountain Regional. “Ronald had one good day of running all fall,” Wetmore recalls, “when we needed it.” Without his breakthrough performance, CU would not have finished third in the team competition. They need him today. And, unlike last year, his training has progressed sufficiently enough so that Wetmore now expects him to gain All-American honors.

Oscar Ponce, the diminutive Mexican from inner-city Denver North High School, has had a dream season. Having finally made it to his first national championship competition, he stands on the precipice of reaching his dream: to inspire others, for whom mere survival is a struggle, to reach for the stars by becoming the first All-American ever to graduate from Denver North. On October 3rd he finished seventh at the Rocky Mountain Shootout, two spots ahead of his buddy Roybal. They hugged and celebrated afterward, thinking of their progress, and how fit they would be, come today, if all went well. In the last three weeks, shin pain has threatened to unceremoniously dash his dream. Unbowed by the development, he stands at the ready, prepared to fight again.

Team Captain Tommy Reese shakes out his limbs and stares blankly into space as he takes his position on the line. An All-American a year ago after finishing 33rd at NCAA’s, the fifth-year senior accelerated his return from surgery to repair a cracked femur in order to lead his team in its quest for a national title. But his path to this point has been full of interruptions. Two weeks ago his knee swelled to the size of an orange after running repeat miles. “Right then,” he said, “I knew three things. One, there’s blood in the joints again. Two, the cracking and clicking tells me there is loose, cracked cartilage. That all hurts and affects the bending of the knee. But the cracked femur is what I can totally feel, and that’s what stops me. It doesn’t feel at all stable when I land. The pain shoots, and it feels like my leg is going to go backward.” He has had the knee drained, and now he is convinced he is a top-thirty guy. But with everything he has endured, is this possible?

Tired and wanting to yawn, legs feeling just a smidge lethargic, Adam Batliner knows it is time to go. Another fifth-year senior, he, too, earned All-American status last year with a 26th-place finish at NCAA’s. He capped an outstanding year with a third-place finish in the steeplechase at the NCAA’s last spring despite only training intermittently because of a stress fracture in his fibula. He built upon those accomplishments with the best summer of training in his life. When practice started in late August, finishing in the top ten today looked realistic. But like Reese, his training has suffered from numerous setbacks. Now a top-ten finish will require a miracle, and he lines up with only the vaguest idea of what is possible. He will need to summon all of his savvy to repeat last year’s All-American performance.

Goucher adjusts his necklace of shrunken skulls, symbols of his prey, determined to add more scalps on this day. Julius Mwangi, a Kenyan running for Butler University, handed Goucher his only loss of the season on this course on October 10th. As Mwangi crossed the finish line, he raised his hands in exultation, celebrating, in Goucher’s opinion, “like he’s the national champ. I’m not worried,” he said then of the loss, “I’ll destroy him when I’m ready.”

But since then Goucher has also suffered setbacks in his preparation. By now, though, he is no stranger to untimely misfortune sabotaging his season. Since his freshman year he has been poised to win the NCAA cham pionship, but each time illness or injury has debilitated him when it mattered most. Just last year he seemed indomitable as he marched through the season undefeated. But a cold felled him the week of the NCAA’s, and a beleaguered Goucher could only manage a fourth-place finish.

He would not have to wait long for a chance at redemption. Just four months later, he electrified the crowd at the NCAA Indoor Track and Field Championships by running away from Bernard Lagat of Washington State University to win the 3000 meters and set a new collegiate record of 7:46.03 in the process. He complemented that championship with a victory in the 5000 meters at the NCAA Outdoor Track and Field Championships in Buffalo, New York, for his third career NCAA championship (he also won the NCAA 3000 meter title in 1997). Yet, the one title running enthusiasts thought he would already have, the one title he should already possess, has eluded him. It is a title he covets so much that he elected to postpone his professional career for one final opportunity to claim it as his own. Rightly or wrongly, his season and his collegiate career will be judged by how he performs today. Ready or not, showtime is about to begin.

As 250 men bounce, fiddle, and stretch, hoping, by God, just to get this thing started, Wetmore barks final instructions to his runners. “Gentlemen, you’ll hear no splits, and you won’t see any mile markers. You’re running by feel. Pay attention to your sensory data.”

No splits? This angers the Buffaloes, particularly Mike Friedberg. “I was pissed,” he recalls. “I just knew they weren’t going to be able to give splits because that’s the way things were run out there.” Hearing this now rattles him nonetheless. With only five minutes until the start, Friedberg is losing his shit. Nicknamed “the Iceberg” by Wetmore early in the season for his unflappable temperament under pressure, his fears are getting the best of him.

Jay Johnson, another fifth-year senior, senses Friedberg’s anxiety, and he tries to settle his nerves. “Don’t worry about this,” he says. “This is fake. Everyone’s full of shit. What’s real is Magnolia Road, what’s real is milers out on the course.” No one has traveled as long a road as Johnson to get to this moment. A veteran of two prior NCAA cross country championships, he never expected to race in another. He has run the last eight weeks thinking each race would be his last; but he performed just well enough in each instance to prolong his season. Like the others, he has endured under the most trying of circumstances, and because of this, he is able to put the race into perspective for Friedberg when he needs it most.

Friedberg internalizes Johnson’s counsel, and to a certain extent, it works. But still, doubt lingers. Just a year ago he was a Junior Varsity runner, a walk-on nobody from the Park School in Baltimore, Maryland—hardly a recruiting hotbed. Now he is being counted on to be up at the front, contending for All-American honors.

It’s go time. They nod and slap hands with one another, wordlessly expressing their hopes, their prayers, and their brotherhood. Ninety-four days and thousands of miles since they convened at Kitt Field on an 88-degree afternoon, they await the starter’s call. All that remains is thirty minutes to “man up” and take the pain, one last time. They are not afraid ...





Tuesday, August 18, 1998

Balch Field House

3:15 p.m.

94 Days to Lawrence


The CU cross country team gathers for the first official practice of the year. The men and women form a large circle in Balch Field house, while fifth-year senior Tommy Reese, last year’s cross country captain, leads the team in stretching. Matt Elmuccio, a sophomore miler from New Jersey, is back on campus for the first time. He has had the best summer training of his life in his hometown of Westfield. He has sprouted a robust red goatee during the summer. Coupled with his thick auburn hair and two-foot-long rat’s tail, his is a distinct appearance. He is tan and fit, and his calm demeanor as he stretches suggests he is ready to work.

Opposite Elmuccio, Adam Goucher stretches quietly. While many of his teammates spent the summer training together in Boulder, he elected to spend the summer in his hometown of Colorado Springs. He performed odd jobs at the United States Olympic Training Center in Colorado Springs and worked at a dog track in order to make enough money to pay his bills this semester. In spite of the fifty-hour workweeks, he trained arduously. Rising most days at 6:30 a.m. to run, he increased his volume quickly and steadily. Last Friday, in Colorado Springs at an elevation of 7500 feet, he comfortably ran a five-mile AT (anaerobic threshold) in 25:43, in the midst of a week in which he ran 95 miles in singles!* His training is right on schedule.

That same Friday afternoon at Potts Field (the University of Colorado outdoor track), CU teammates Chris Severy, Oscar Ponce, Brock Tessman, and Chris Schafer also ran a five-mile AT. They were joined by Steve Slattery, a hot-shot freshman who just rolled into town with his family from New Jersey. Sporting a sleeveless Mt. Olive T-shirt, he had a fresh tattoo of the cartoon character The Flash on his right shoulder.

After passing two miles in 10:40, Slattery pulled off the track. Hunched over with his hands grasping his shorts, he looked up and said, “I feel like crap. I thought I was in shape, but that was tough!”

Welcome to high altitude, young man.

The others pressed on. Severy and Friedberg ran 26:30, and the others filed in ten seconds later. After a long summer of distance runs up and down Boulder’s trails, they too showed they were ready to get to work.

Inside Balch, the mood is calm and relaxed as Wetmore strides around the inside of the circle, checking to see if the runners received their equipment and have had their physicals. MaryBeth, the team’s equipment manager and assistant throws coach, enters the circle to have a quick word with Wetmore. As she approaches, Wetmore introduces her, and jokingly tells the squad, “Be real nice to MaryBeth ’cause she’s in charge of all the stuff.”

It is a lot of stuff. The university has a contract with Nike, and each runner receives a pair of Terra Humma training shoes, cross country racing flats, track flats, shorts, long and short sleeve T-shirts, sweatpants, sweatshirts, and even wristbands and a headband. It is a far cry from Wetmore’s undergraduate running days at Rutgers University in New Jersey, when in the fall of his freshman year, the equipment manager gave him used training shoes that formerly belonged to another member of the squad.

Everything is in place. All of the runners have received their equipment and their physicals. The only glitch is with Wetmore’s personal order. Nike has mistakenly sent him soccer shoes for the third year in a row. This inconvenience does not bother Wetmore, and will not affect his running in the least. He has not missed a day of running in over nineteen years.

The stretching circle is fairly divided in half, with the men on one side and the women on the other. As they stretch they talk quietly among themselves in groups of two to four, catching up on their summers and such. All are dressed in running shorts and T-shirts, with the exception of freshman Steve Slattery, who wears his old red and yellow Mt. Olive T-shirt with cutoff sleeves and basketball shorts that extend to his knees with boxers poking over the waistband. Various upperclassmen are already placing bets on how long it will be before Wetmore starts ribbing him about the shorts, and when he will start wearing running shorts. Asked the previous Sunday by Jay Johnson, “Steve, you run in boxers?!” Slattery shrugged and nonchalantly replied, “Yeah, my whole team did in high school.” Reese shook his head and said, “Damn, even with my little junk, I still need some grippers to hold my shit together!”

Done stretching, the team departs the gym and jogs for two miles down to Kittredge Field (Kitt), a flat, grass athletic field with a half-mile circumference. The runners gather and stretch lightly again while Wetmore divides them into three groups for the day’s athletics. The men are doing anywhere from ten to sixteen loops of Kitt with a 200-meter pickup at “cross country race pace” on each lap. The women’s workout is identical, the only variable being the number of repetitions. The runners do this workout by feel rather than time, and none of them check their watches to monitor their pace. Assistant coaches Jason Drake (referred to as JD by all) and Lorie Roch set out cones to demarcate the 200-meter segment where they will do their pickups.

All the runners take off at once, and immediately Goucher grabs the lead, heading around the first corner. The first two groups of men pass the mile in 5:40, and everyone looks good. This is Wetmore’s first opportunity to see the fruits of summer training. He eyes his runners very carefully as they circle the field, noting who is running easily and who is laboring excessively.

Slattery runs next to Elmuccio, his predecessor as King of New Jersey prep running. While obviously laboring as his chest heaves in search of oxygen, Slattery still captures Wetmore’s attention. “Look at him,” he says with the admiration of a veteran horse trainer admiring the gallop of a promising colt. “He’s got a big, powerful stride!” Slattery gobbles up ground as he runs, taking one stride for Elmuccio’s two. Despite their Jersey roots, the two are a study in contrasts. From Elmuccio’s short, clipped stride and reticent demeanor to Slattery’s gallop and brash countenance, the two are polar opposites. What they do share is an intense rivalry born in their prep days, and this first workout is just a prelude for the battles to be waged between the two throughout the fall.

Ten minutes in, the first group is rolling, with Goucher, Batliner, and Friedberg up front. Wetmore leans in as they pass. “Careful what you’re doing, Flagstaff tomorrow.” The comment is aimed at Friedberg, a Junior Varsity runner a year ago who is determined to run with the big boys, and it is in reference to Wednesday’s thirteen-mile run up and over Flagstaff Mountain. In the agonizing first 30 minutes from Balch gym to the trail summit on Flagstaff Mountain, the runners will climb over 1400 feet. Wetmore’s words help keep their ambition in check, and the workout from escalating out of control.

Six loops in, Wetmore pulls Slattery and junior Ronald Roybal. Running his first 65-mile week in over a year, Roybal is healthy, but not fit. To Slattery, Wetmore says, “Enough for today. Welcome to 5000 feet.” Slattery catches his breath before responding, “I got this funny taste in my mouth.” Wetmore smiles and says, “Does it taste like pennies? Hemingway says that’s the taste of death.”

The others keep running around the perimeter. Although laboring more than his compatriots, Friedberg hangs tough with Batliner and Goucher up front. His summer of training appears to be paying dividends, and at this early juncture, he appears a lock to make the squad. Nevertheless, it is a long road to Nationals. Looking to pull in the reins once more, Wetmore says as they come around again, “We got ninety-four days to go. We don’t need to show off.”

All the runners are done after fourteen circuits except for Goucher and Batliner. They continue on for two more. That Batliner runs with Goucher is no surprise. He is in arguably the best shape of his life. This past Sunday he ran an eighteen-mile run, wrapping up a 94-mile week that was the culmination of eight weeks of great base training. Like Goucher, Batliner is shooting to win the NCAA individual title.

Goucher picks up the cones on the last circuit, and he and Batliner jog in comfortably, chatting. They have run 43:10 for eight miles, an average of 5:24 per mile. They have accomplished the day’s objective; a highly aerobic effort without compromising tomorrow’s run up Flagstaff.

Reese finishes shortly after Goucher and Batliner, having run easy for 45 minutes while his mates were put through their paces. His summer training began only a week ago due to spring surgery to repair a cracked femur. At Wetmore’s urging, Reese jumps in for a 200-meter pickup and also does two 150s. Many runners in Reese’s shoes would pack it in for the season, having been unable to get in a full summer’s worth of training, but Reese is undaunted. Two years ago, he did not begin running until September 23rd due to injury. He finished the season 60th at NCAA’s, having run a maximum of 40 miles a week. A fifth-year senior, this is his last shot at collegiate cross country. Therefore, Wetmore has developed an ambitious plan for Reese. If all goes perfectly, Reese will have seven 85-mile weeks under his belt before NCAA’s this year. With that volume, and his talent, a top-twenty finish is not unrealistic. Informed of Goucher and Batliner’s time, he shakes his head. “Don’t tell me that ... I don’t want to know. I know I have seven weeks to the [Colorado] Shootout. I want Nordberg [his nickname for Friedberg]. But don’t get me wrong,” he continues, “I want Nordberg to do well, top five at NCAA’s. I just want to be one step ahead.”

Meanwhile, as most of the runners were finishing and warming down back to Balch, Roybal was finishing his run down on the Boulder Creek Path. He bumped into Jay Johnson, a fifth-year graduate student in exercise physiology who aspires to once again make the Varsity in his last collegiate cross country season. They decide to sit in the creek and soak their legs for a while. After an outdoor season where he was overweight and never “fully invested” in track, as Wetmore would say, Johnson was hoping to bang out a good summer of training. Unfortunately, a bout of mononucleosis did him in, and he is woefully out of shape. Johnson lagged even behind Roybal in the run today, but he is not discouraged. Like Roybal, Johnson has had success in the past. Most notable was his 3:49, 14:20 1500 meter/5000 meter double at Mt. SAC two years ago. Today, they decide to take things one day at a time. Johnson says to Roybal, “You know what, we have experience. We have to be calm, and we’ll run better, even if it takes to indoors.” But each wants to be on the squad that toes the line in Lawrence. They have 94 days.

* “In singles” is a common term in Wetmorespeak. He is not overly concerned with volume. Wetmore places greater value in how much mileage you do running once a day. A Lydiard disciple, he stresses the greater physiological benefit of running, for example, 70 minutes in one run as opposed to two runs that total 70 minutes. Goucher and his teammates all set out to meet their summer volume goals running once a day.





Wednesday, August 19, 1998

Flagstaff Mountain

3:15 p.m.

Like Ten Pounds of Shit in a Five-Pound Bag


Those runners who failed to heed Wetmore’s advice to stay controlled yesterday are now in for an even more painful task. The men and the women are going to be running from Balch gym up to Chautauqua Park, where they will climb a single-track trail towards the summit of Flagstaff Mountain. From the time they exit the gym until they approach the trail’s apex roughly four miles later, they will not run a single step on flat land. In the roughly 30-minute climb to this point the run cruelly ascends over 1400 feet at a slightly ever-increasing grade. The first fourteen minutes of the climb leading up to the trailhead are not overly strenuous, but once one sets foot on the trail itself, it switchbacks hard and fast up the mountain. The rapid ascent almost instantaneously puts a runner in oxygen debt. The worst is yet to come.

As the summit is approached the trail steepens so much that the runners must scamper, bound, or, if the will is broken, walk over increasingly high steps that tax your lungs and make your quads burn and quiver. Of the climb, Batliner steadfastly says, “You’re hurting. If you are doing more than walking, you’re hurting.” Such is the notoriety of the run’s climb that US Army runner Sam Wilbur says frequent runs up Flagstaff will transform the meekest of runners into “Quadzilla.”

Once the summit of Flagstaff is reached (so named because of a flagstaff visible from the mountain’s base), the run levels out for a quarter mile, allowing the runners’ respiration to return to normal before they descend a fire trail that switchbacks for several miles around the other side of the mountain. The descent offers magnificent views of the surrounding aspen- and pine tree–covered peaks. The trail terminates in the parking lot of the Red Lion Inn off Canyon Road. In all, the run is thirteen miles long. Says Batliner, “The thirteen feels like eight because after you work your ass off, you coast back home.” But for the less fit, the downhill run on the creek path is little more than a dead-legged dawdle back home.

While they stretch before heading off, Wetmore instructs them that the run is to be easy and conversational. As he says this, some of the veterans, such as Berkshire and Batliner, lower their heads and chuckle, no doubt pondering the remote possibility of ever holding a conversation at any pace while climbing Flagstaff.

This is not exactly encouraging news for transfers John O’Mara and Brock Tessman, who are preparing for their first run up the mountain. Tessman appears anxious before the climb. Before embarking on the run he says, “Usually the guys downplay the runs, but none of the guys are downplaying Flagstaff. They all say it’s tough.” Their first Flagstaff run is a memorable one.

The top nine guys head out together while O’Mara and Tessman team with junior Jason Robbie. The trio quickly loses sight of the Goucher-led main pack. Unfortunately for O’Mara and Tessman, Robbie’s IT (iliotibial) band begins aching and he is forced to turn around for home. Without Robbie’s trailblazing, they miss the turn onto the fire trail down the mountain. They are forced to retrace their steps after losing their way—ending back on campus an hour and forty-five minutes after their departure.

The main pack runs Flagstaff in 1:21 before tacking on a loop around campus to make the run a full 90 minutes. Oscar Ponce is in high spirits after the run. He was dropped handily yesterday, but today he beat his previous Flagstaff best by a minute, without the effort required during his record run. Others are not so upbeat. Wes Berkshire exclaims that he “feels like ten pounds of shit in a five-pound bag.” He felt fine until they added on when they arrived back on campus, at which point, “I felt like I was punched in the face. I died a thousand horrible deaths, but that’s the way it goes, I guess.”

The underclassmen stretch before heading home to get ready for tomorrow morning’s departure for fall camp. Chris Valenti, a sophomore who ran on Goucher’s heels during the run, will be staying home, as will Jason Robbie. Wetmore says, “Valenti always looks heroic in practice,” and he has looked great thus far. He is running with the top guys, and his long lean torso appears fit. For a walk-on like Valenti, judgment day is seventeen days away when he will try to earn his spot on the roster in the Varsity time trial. Valenti was on the squad a year ago, but each year all walk-ons must earn their spot on the roster. If they do not run competitively in the time trial—and this is a subjective decision on Wetmore’s part—they are done. Wetmore will be looking for Valenti to shine as he does in practice, and if he runs the way he has the past two days, he will be difficult to beat.

Jason Robbie faces a greater challenge. He is injured and demoralized. Despite making the squad a year ago, he too is guaranteed nothing. He must also regain his spot on the roster in the time trial. He is quite upset about having to make the squad again, but Wetmore does not budge. Like Valenti, he will have to perform on September 5th. Otherwise, his journey will reach an all too premature conclusion.

After the rest of their teammates have left Balch for home, seniors Goucher, Reese, and Batliner join women’s team members Heather Burroughs, Carrie Messner, and Jen Gruia to set an agenda for a team-only closed-door meeting at camp. The team-only powwow is a yearly tradition that they have all participated in in the past. Nevertheless, they have been unable to come to a consensus on the meeting’s agenda, so this is their third discussion on the task. Coaches Wetmore and Drake relax in Wetmore’s office, marveling at the seniors’ indecision. “So much for democracy,” says Wetmore, and they both break up laughing.

Camp this year will be held in Buena Vista, Colorado. Those hoping for a little alcohol-induced mayhem will be in for a surprise. There will be no booze, no panty raids, and no respite from the training. It will be especially difficult for Slattery and Elmuccio, who are just becoming acquainted with Boulder’s 5500-foot elevation, for the town of Buena Vista is situated at an unforgiving elevation of over 7000 feet.





Thursday, August 20, 1998

Training Camp, Buena Vista, Colorado

3:30 p.m.

The Unspoken Agreement


Most of the men’s and women’s teams arrive in Buena Vista, Colorado, for their annual preseason training camp. Slattery, Tessman, and O’Mara are making their first trip to camp. Among those missing are the walk-ons who have yet to make the squad, including junior Jason Robbie. A Boulder native and University of Vermont transfer, Wetmore debated bringing Robbie with the squad. As Wetmore explains, he is “an inner circle guy,” well-liked by all of the team’s members. He was the most impressive man at the time trial last fall, yet he spent most of the year unable to compete because of injury, and now, still battling a sore IT band, he is not assured of a spot on the squad. Also missing is senior Matt Napier, a likely redshirt senior who is the only married member of the team. He is staying in Boulder with his wife and two children.

According to Wetmore, the weekend “provides an opportunity for interpersonal intimacy few and far between once we’re in our normal routine.” The training camp presents him with the opportunity to better understand his charges, to “sit with Bat and talk about books, or to sit with Jay Johnson and talk of hiking in the Northern Cascades.”

Wetmore views camp as his opportunity to create a rapport between the staff and the athletes that will make work and trust easier down the road. More important, Wetmore sees the trip as the opportunity to start creating a synergy among the members. If successful, at season’s end, the sum of the parts will be greater than the whole.


[image: chap_fig_001]
O’Mara, Johnson, Schafer, Severy, Batliner, and Tessman chat and finish stretching.

Wetmore also looks to camp to set the tone for the season. “This is when everyone looks each other in the eye and realizes we’re all here to do one thing in common: to train and be righteous. This is where they’ll make this unspoken agreement.”

Having arrived and checked into their rooms at the Buena Vista Inn, the runners load up the team vans and head four miles out of town for a relaxed run of 60 to 90 minutes. Coaches Wetmore and Drake found the trails the team will be running this weekend when they went to BuenaVista on two separate occasions last month to explore the area. As the runners stretch before heading out, Wetmore only half-jokingly exhorts them to pair up, because “we’re in serious mountain lion country.” He then reminds them to take it easy and run relaxed. “We’re running in two groups today, men and women. Take it easy, we’re running hard in fifteen hours.”

At 3:30 the runners head south on one of the loose dirt trails that roll gently in every direction. It is an overcast day, and the air is pleasant. To the west are the “collegiate peaks.” Though overcast, the barren tops of Harvard, Princeton, and Yale are still visible. These are three of Colorado’s fifty-four 14,000 foot peaks, and their presence is majestic. There are miles and miles of trails, twisting between short juniper trees and rolling cactus. The runners chat amicably and run together at a leisurely pace. Goucher sets the pace up front. No one challenges his authority. Despite the relaxed tempo, the run is still arduous. At an altitude of over 7000 feet, a molehill feels like a mountain.

One runner accustomed to the area’s endless dirt trails is sophomore Aaron Blondeau. Blondeau grew up and attended Salida High School in the neighboring town of Salida. He smiles easily, and shaggy blond hair frames his blue eyes and face. He is a man of few words, and he runs silently and contentedly in the back of the pack. A devout Christian, he sports a W.W.J.D. (What Would Jesus Do) bracelet on his wrist.

As a senior in high school he finished twelfth in the Foot Locker National High School Championships. He considered Princeton and Stanford before deciding on Colorado. Unlike most of his teammates, the intensely academic computer science major is living this year in a single room in the dorms. There are mandatory quiet hours every evening on his floor, a deciding factor in his decision to live there. Having excelled in the classroom last year with a 4.0 G.P.A., he stands poised to inherit Chris Severy’s mantle next year as the academic star of the squad.

As a freshman, he also excelled over hill and dale. He was the only freshman to make Colorado’s top seven and compete at the NCAA’s. Blondeau finished 101st there, and followed that performance with a fine seventh-place finish at the US Junior championships. The latter performance earned him a spot on the US Junior National team competing at the World Championships in March. After a successful indoor season in which he lowered his 5000-meter PR (personal record) to 14:42, he was poised to represent the U.S. before illness struck. A stress fracture in his shin stopped him cold the week before departing, and he was forced to miss the World Junior Championships in Morocco.

After recuperating and redshirting the spring track season, he returned to Salida this summer, working at a local Holiday Inn and running the nearby trails. A question mark heading into camp, he has shown Wetmore that he is ready to go. Blondeau has been running 65 miles a week, and he will be looked upon to make a big jump this year if Colorado is to contend for the national title.

The loose dirt turns to sand at points as the runners scramble on trails through the short pinion pines and scrubby little bushes that populate this arid climate. They finish with dirt in their teeth, ready to work hard tomorrow at 7 a.m.

But first, there is other business to attend to. After showering, the men and women gather together for the team-only meeting in the hotel’s conference room. It is understood by the captains that they are to discuss and set the season’s objectives.

As everyone files in, seniors Reese, Goucher, and Batliner join women’s team seniors Burroughs, Gruia, and Messner in the front of the room. When everyone is settled in their seats, Reese begins the meeting by offering a quote: “If you’re not enjoying the journey, you probably won’t enjoy the destination.”

The mood is very understated and relaxed, and the seniors proceed to alternately take turns adding their input about the purpose of camp and the goals for the season. Reese adds, “We want to make sure that we are all on the same page, that we are all fully invested.” More to the point, Burroughs says, “Mark wants to know what our priorities are.”
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Slattery, Reese, and Roybal lead Blondeau, Johnson, and Elmuccio.

What is interesting is the element of choice. It is ingenious of Wetmore that he does not dictate what they will be shooting for, but that he lets them decide what they hope to achieve. It is their choice. Once they elect to aim high, they are effectively empowering Wetmore to train them as hard as he sees fit to take them to that level. If they complain, he has but to remind them that they are the ones who decided they wanted to excel, he is merely following their prerogative. Goucher understands this, and he will try to convey this to the underclassmen during the meeting. Later, after they have adjourned, he adds:


Mark gives us the decision. Hey, if you want to go out on Saturday night and party and drink, fine, practice is at 8 a.m. Most people here want to be the best at what we do. We’ve chosen. We don’t want to live a lifestyle of partying. Maybe that’s why we fit so well with Mark. He doesn’t want to party either. He encourages us to make our own decisions in running and in life ... That’s why this team is so righteous outside of running.



The decision to sacrifice for running is not Goucher’s alone. It is a collective decision. The road ahead will be tough, and they understand that they will need to lean on each other to get through the season. Creating and cementing the relationships that will enable them to survive is why they have camp. Batliner says, “We’re not here for training, we’re here to hang out and be friends, because friendship is the foundation of our team. When the foundation is friendship, it makes it a hell of a lot easier to get through the season.”

Taking this cue from Batliner, Roybal jokingly yells from the crowd, “Heeyyyy! Let’s get some beer!” Everyone laughs, and Jay Johnson returns to the task at hand. “When we come together as a group,” he says, “we’ll be way stronger than as individuals. But get to know the personalities of the guys, because we’re individuals, we’re not carbon copies of each other; we’re neat.”

Inevitably there will be some personality conflicts during the season, but Johnson says, “Still, you don’t have to hang out, as long as you’re serious two hours a day.” The conversation continues in this vein before Goucher speaks for the first time:


We’re in a unique position. It’s my fifth year. Incoming freshmen, if you have any questions, come talk to us, we know what’s going on and we’re not above you or whatever ... There’s such good talent in here, we’re there if we bring everyone together for that national number-one team, if that’s what you want to do. I think most people in here want that.



Batliner sarcastically responds, “Who doesn’t?” Already, the unspoken agreement is there; they are committed to doing what it takes to win the national title. Sensing this, Reese brings closure to the meeting after only ten minutes. “This meeting is for the coaches,” he says. “It doesn’t show how dedicated we are.” Wetmore would be the first to concur with Reese. They will do their talking with their feet ...

Later that evening, Tessman and O’Mara relax in their hotel room. The succinct meeting is a welcome change for both. Burroughs says of the gathering, “We didn’t want to set a tone that was artificial or insincere.” The seniors achieved their objective. Says Tessman, “It didn’t feel like empty rhetoric. It’s cool to talk of winning NC’s matter-of-factly. It’s gonna happen.” O’Mara adds, “At Providence, Ray [Treacy, the Providence College coach] would say, ‘Don’t fuck it up!’ Not very inspirational. Here, we want to get over the hump of being top five. Until we win once, it’s kind of elusive ... but you’re expected to do well at NCAA’s. It’s just a question of one, two, or three on the podium. Excellence is expected.”

Excellence indeed. Since Wetmore started coaching the Varsity men’s cross country team in 1993, Colorado has finished no worse than fifth at NCAA’s (fifth in 1996, fourth in 1993 and ’95, third in 1997, and second in 1994). Both transfers are thrilled to be a part of such a successful program, but Tessman has a greater sense of urgency than O’Mara. This is his last season, so he wants to win NOW! While never much of a cross country runner at Brown, Tessman is coming off of a breakthrough year after what he calls “three years of crap.” Last winter he made the transition from half-miler to miler with great success. He PR’ed in four consecutive races going from 4:15 to 4:11. But Tessman was just getting started. He continued his remarkable senior year outdoors with an opening 3:54 in the season’s first 1500-meter race. He quickly dropped his PR to 3:50, before having his breakthrough race at the Princeton Invitational. There, he surprised the field and finished a close second to Princeton alum and perennial national championship finalist Scott “Slicko” Anderson in 3:44. Anderson recalls that, “I had no idea who he was. I knew [Brown miler] Neville Davey [also in the race] was legitimate, but I didn’t know who this other Brown character was. With 150 to go I was expecting them both to fade, especially this guy. But with 100 to go he made a move to grasp the lead, and I started to panic. I moved out to lane two and had to give it all I had to beat him down the stretch. This guy clearly had made a jump from being inconsequential to being a dominant force in the conference. He definitely has a chance to make a splash on the national scene.”

With this effort, Tessman provisionally qualified for NCAA’s. Knowing he was on the bubble, he skipped his graduation weekend to run a last-chance meet in Atlanta. Again, he ran 3:44. Heartbreakingly, he was the first non-qualifier for the NCAA’s. The last qualifying spot is burned into his memory: Chuck Sloan, Oklahoma State, 3:43.76. He is still salty about the experience, but he says, “It made me do what I’m doing this year.”

He chose Brown for its academics. He flatly admits he knew absolutely nothing about the political science program in which he enrolled before matriculating to the University of Colorado. He is here because of Wetmore. He is here to “dedicate myself one hundred percent to running,” because he is convinced he is going to “do real well and have a great year if [he] trains with these guys.”

He knows only seven men will represent Colorado at the NCAA’s, and despite having finished a mere fourteenth last season at the Heptagonal (Ivy League and Navy) cross country championships, his spring track season has given him reason to believe he can take one of the spots. Although he has been in town training with the guys for but a few weeks, his new teammates have made him feel welcome. He says, “I’ve gotten a great reception from the guys on the team... I get the feeling they’re excited that I’m here, I’m appreciated. I feel no animosity towards me because I have a shot at one of the top seven spots. There’s respect there.”

After having been on a Brown team that never won a conference title, let alone a national crown, Tessman is eager to do anything to taste victory. “My goal for the fall is to help these guys win a national championship any way I can. If I can score as the fifth guy, or be seventh and displace someone, I’ll be jacked. I feel I have one year to be as much a part of this team as I can.”

With his age and experience, he adds veteran leadership to an already senior-laden squad. And, he brings an outsider’s perspective—an appreciation of Wetmore and how excellent the program really is. “At Brown,” he says, “we never won Heps, so there was this undercurrent that we weren’t winners.” Colorado won the inaugural Big 12 title in 1996 and defended that title last year. Tessman knows that another Big 12 title is likely this year. Moreover, he knows what the track community thinks of CU’s chances of winning Nationals. “I hope everyone here thinks we can win it, because on the outside everyone thinks we can.” And according to Tessman, there is one leader steering the ship. “Here,” he says, “there is no negativity about Wetmore. Everyone takes Wetmore’s word as law.”

If there is one runner who takes Wetmore’s word as law more than any other, it is Goucher. Wetmore says of his star, “This guy is absolutely the most loyal team-oriented guy I’ve ever had.” Goucher explains:


He has molded me and helped me become the person I am from day one. This guy has been everything from my coach to a father figure to my best friend. He’s done it not by imposing his ideas on me, which he does, but he words it or puts it in a manner of letting me make my own decisions ... [For example] you could go into his office one hundred percent sure you want to cut your miles. Then you’ll talk about it, and somehow when you’re in there he’ll convince you that you need to run more miles instead of less. When you walk out you say what the hell happened! But you feel good about it.



It is a symbiotic relationship in which each enhances the success of the other. Goucher follows Wetmore’s instructions unequivocally and improves. Meanwhile, every success Goucher has is another validation of Wetmore’s methods. Tessman knows the success Goucher has had with Wetmore, and he derives a tremendous amount of confidence from doing the same workouts as the champ. “To see Goucher, the top dog, working with me, I know I’m going to run well. There’s no reason not to run well.” The logic is hard to beat: if Goucher does it, and he is a three-time national champion on the track, I better do it too.

O’Mara has also observed CU’s success the past few years, and he came to CU to train under Wetmore. Nevertheless, transferring to CU was the most difficult decision he has ever made. “My best friend back home just transferred to PC [Providence College],” he says, “so when I made the decision to transfer here, it was tough for me. But running is important to me, so I had to make that change to realize my potential.”

A former footballer in high school in Northboro, Massachusetts, he has lost 30 pounds to get down to a still less than svelte 150 pounds. He has trained over 80 miles per week this summer in preparation for the fall season, yet his goals remain long-term oriented. He says, “I want to adapt to the new training load, stay injury free, and by training
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