Chasing Bubba:
Passed by
David Gelly
(35, a.k.a. Bubba)
in the final stretch
of the 400,

the author (28)
tries to regain

his position.




i D FL
e i tlenwi

-

T L OOd ()Ij'r bys-

An ], 8 efull;, to beat up on Bubba

-
-

BY DON KARDONG

}

CHALFANT PHOTOGRAPHY <

o Frip |
il 1997 , INHES S W | A




“BUBBA OR BUST”

developed as a young runner—attack the

hills, don't lose contact, never look back—
are at best gratuitous, at worst life-threatening
in my current competitive life.

“Why is that man'’s face so red?” a child
often asks as I sprint for the finish.

“He appears to be trying to catch the
lady in front of him,” answers the parent,
ashamed on my behalf.

Thus I was delighted—and that is the
right word, delighted—to discover that the lit-
tle voice in my head in the mid-
dle of the 5K crosscountry race

(the final event of Winston-
Salem’s Ultimate Runner compet-
tion) was the voice of truth. It was
not, as it turned out, just a heliu-
mized version of my high school
cross-country coach, shaken loose
from memory by heavy breath-
ing, sweat and cut grass, and
speaking platitudes.

“Every place counts,” the
voice said.

I listened. And I zeroed in |
on the runner ahead of me. Sev-
eral times I moved up a notch in
spite of an opposing voice telling
me this was ludicrous, that this
five-event competition was just a
lark, nothing to suffer over, espe-
cially in light of my precarious
hamstring. “Be comfortable, be
safe,” the second voice said.

Ha! That second voice
had no notion of what was at
stake. It had never met the
Sandman or Stoneman. Or, espe-
cially, Bubba.

And so, prodded to move
up notch by notch in defiance of
athletic entropy, I would eventu-
ally get to hear one final voice. It
was a real one this time, not a
psychic concoction, the words of
a man telling me I had managed
to beat him in the overall stand-
ings by two points.

“Two points,” said the
Sandman, shaking his head in
dismay. “I can't believe it.”

cientists have long known
Sthat if you put 10 guys in a

room with an evening’s
supply of beer, they will emerge
early the next morning with two
things: (1) nicknames all around
and (2) at least one really bad
idea. Send them into the same
room for another evening and
they will emerge with tattoos.

It should come as no sur-
prise then, that back in the mid-
1980s, the get-togethers follow-
ing the weekly all-comers track

Idiscm‘ercd years ago that the strategies I

meets of the Twin City Track Club in
Winston-Salem, North Carolina, would yield
not just a passel of nicknames, but also
a multi-event competition called, “The
Ultimate Runner.” The tattoos would come
later.

Dragging limbs aching from a 100-,
200-, 400-, 800-, 3000-meter or 1-mile race each
Wednesday evening into Schrock’s (a bar
across the street from the track at Hanes
Park), it didn’t take long for the bad idea to
effervesce to the surface. Sandy Wetherhold

Foot note:
Fierce rivalry inspires
the author to pen a
taunting message on
his shoe.

«the Sandman”), a 47-year-old real estate
agent in Winston-Salem, was the Einstein
from whose mind the notion buhbl?{l.

“I got the bright idea of ':vhy don't we do
all these events in one night,” says 1hr; '53nd~
man, then adds a raunchy, beery rendition of
the universal approbation that followed. “Aw,

ah. that sounds great.”

Eﬂﬂh!Oddl}’, it still sounded likt‘: a good idea
the next morning, and the morning after that,
af least to the Sandman. Since it wouldn't go
away, Wetherhold got the club to back the
idea and by the end of the sum-
mer of '87, the first of Winston-
Salem’s Ultimate Runners shuf-
fled to the starting line.

“We had 57 people show
up,” remembers the Sandman. “I
was really surprised.”

Multi-event competition has
an illustrious history; even the
title “The Ultimate Runner”
was already in use in Jackson,
Michigan, for its day-long, five-
event competition. Wetherhold,
though, can’t remember ever
having heard of this northern
event with the same name.

“Somewhere deep in my
psyche, there may have been...,”
says the Sandman, face contorted
as he tries to scour his psychic
attic for evidence. You can almost
hear the scraping and grinding in
there. “But I can't recall ever hav-
ing heard of it.”

No matter. Winston-Salem’s
Ultimate Runner was a different
creature altogether. Where Jack-
son’s competition was largely dis-
tance-oriented (beginning with a
10K and ending with a marathon),
the Sandman’s beast included six
shorter events: 1-mile, 400-, 800,
100+, 200-, and 3000-meters, in that
order. Six events the first year and
lots of muscle pulls.

“It was just too sprint-orient-
ed,” says the founder. “It was
hamstring hell.”

Ah yes, hamstrings. We'll
get back to those. In the mean-
time, the club was convinced to
drop the number of races to five
the second year, finishing the
evening with a 5K cross-country
run. And that's been the package
ever since, the one [ stumbled
onto one sticky evening last June.

This was the tenth edition of
the Ultimate Runner. Like the rest
of the 108 entrants, 1 would start
with the mile, then do 400-, 800-
and 100-meters on the track, fin-
ishing with a 5K around Hanes
Park. The final score would be
computed by adding the finishing
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RUNNER'S WORLD APRIL 1997

[ —



“BUBBA OR BUST”

He means hnﬂm“:
Bubba (real name
David Gelly) is the
ultimate competitor.

positions from the five individual events.

It sounded simple enough, a personal
test of racing fitness. But there was a rub,
Along the way I'd have to keep watching the
rearview mirror. Because Bubba would be
back there somewhere, wearing gold shoes
and the grin of Beelzebub. And he wouldn't
be alone.

THE MILE
“If you leave your legs on the track in the
mile,” says the Stoneman a few minutes
before the start of the first event, “it’s going to
be a long, miserable night for you.”

This advice comes from Keith Stone
(a.k.a. “the Stoneman”). He is, along with
the Sandman and Bubba, part of my local
advisory committee, helpful to a man, at
least until the racing starts. A fourth
member of the group, Mike “the Hitch”
Kollman, has wisely decided to be on anoth-
er continent during this year’s Ultimate Run-
ner. The friends spend most of each year
and—my guess here—most waking hours
trying to figure out how to beat each other
every June. This year, beating me has been
added to their agendas.

The Stoneman is a 37-year-old com-
puter expert who appears to be—and [ cer-
tainly mean no insult in this—the most nor-
mal of the trio. He and his wife are hosting
my visit this weekend, but otherwise he seems
to have basically good sense.

Can the same be said for Bubba, who is
just now arriving in the infield wearing a black
“Red Dog” singlet, gold-painted running flats,
a straw hat and the kind of grin normally
reserved for low-riders? I ask how he’s feeling.

“Don, man, butterflies,” he responds
metaphorically. “Got ulcers today, man. It's
ugly out here, it's 95 degrees, the humidity’s
just as bad. But...it's the Ultimate Runner.”

“Bubba” is David Gelly, a 4&year-old cor-
porate securities manager, who became Bub-
ba long before moving to the South from
Maine and Wisconsin. Gelly is large enough
to be a Clydesdale, but is lanky in some enig-
matic way. He has a “Stickman Running Club”
tattoo—the mark of many of my mentors this
weekend—on his right shoulder and a Road-
runner tattoo on his left. In spite of his size,
Bubba can move quickly and unexpectedly,
like a bear tailed by hounds.

Bubba, Stoneman, Sandman and others
from the Twin City Track Club have been
training for weeks on this track for this
competition, constantly eyeing each other
for hints of weakness. This is war, a testos-
terone-driven conflict to decide which man
can hold his head the highest for the next 12
months. Knowing this, [ have tried to pre-
pare myself from afar, steadily progressing to
faster and faster trackwork, priming myself
for Winston-Salem.

But should there be sprint training in
midlife? Two-hundred-meter repeats have nev-
er been easy, and at my current age of 47,
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“BUBBA OR BUST™."»

they're downright painful. I know I need this,
but somehow I can’t seem to reclaim even a
modest level of the fluid motion and power
that I remember being key components of
track racing. I train on the edge of pain, ham-
strings clutching. How much is enough?
How much will induce injury?

Training done, one wonders about
strategy. All afternoon I've been stewing, won-
dering how fast a time to shoot for in each
event. Leaving my legs on the track in the
mile does not sound like a good thing.

“Out on that little track, I'll tell you what,”
the Sandman has warned, “there’s nowhere
to hide.” Especially not from this group.

A 5:15 mile sounds doable, I decide. I
line up, surrounded by flesh-eating hyenas
marked with “Stickman Running Club” tat-
toos. All my main rivals—Sandman, Stone-
man, Bubba—are in this heat.

Having watched the front-end elite group
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run earlier, I know how this should look.
Run a conservative opening lap, watch your
competition, make a late, decisive move.
That's what Keith Mathis, a six-time Ultimate
Runner champion and today’s favorite, has
done, hanging back during the 72-second
opening lap, then running 62-62-61 for a 4:17
victory. It’s the fastest mile time in Ultimate
Runner history.

Of course, that's a 4:02 miler and 1992
Olympic Trials qualifier on display, so my own
performance isn't likely to match his in style
or content. Instead, I open in about 75 sec-
onds and get progressively slower, finishing
in 5:08, and glad of it. The Sandman,
Stoneman and Bubba finish, in that order,
a few seconds later.

“T'hat’s my best time in four years,”
says a proud Sandman of his 5:15. Then he
remembers the next four events, the possibil-
ity of collapse, and the paucity of hiding

Behind the scenes: %8

'\";
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With a tenuous ham-
string, the author
(lane 2) begins the
100. In the end, the
race sets him back in
the overall event
standings.

places in the vicinity. “Of course that could be
either good or bad.”

400 METERS

Remembering 400-meter ambiance, 1 put on
thermonuclear sunglasses and a gold neck-
lace. Actually, the necklace is more like a yek
low string of beads I've reclaimed from para-
phernalia of the '60s, and the sunglasses are a
free gift from some fast-food joint, but I think
I've got the basic idea. Spikes laced, I attempt
some Gail Devers warmup jumps, trying
to elevate both knees upward simultaneously.
It's a pathetic sight, more of a wounded frog
or geek sock hop routine than anything
vaguely athletic.

_ [ watch Mathis again for insight, see him
spring from the line in pursuit of his friend
and training partner, John Hinton. When they
emerge from behind the tennis courts, three-
quarters of the way around the track, Mathis
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When the gun fires, ] leap from the line and
grapple for the inside lane. ‘

Of course that’s what everyone else

()1 ]RUNNER SPORTS

does too, like shoppers hustling to get the |

lass_.t Tickle Me Elmo doll. M};g han%atring | cu“ for your
hﬂn_ges* my feet tangle, but somehow 1 staﬁ* ‘

vertical, veins popping, wheezing down the FREE
backstretch a few meters behind the Sand-

man, veins popping. Coming off the final turn, | l
I hear the grinding of spikes and correctly CATALOG &
fear the worst. Bubba clips my heels and flies

past. I struggle in vain to keep up with him.
I'm flat out.

Nearing the line, another runner muscles
past in a blur, then powers up to outlean Bubba. |
It's Stoneman.

“That’s the first time I've used that lean
since high school,” he says later. Bubba is not
amused. Nor am I, running 64.21, but beaten
by my three main rivals. Sandman’s 62.91 is
the fastest of our quartet and moves him
ahead of me in the standings.

800 METERS
There are lots of other runners in this com-
petition, of course, some almost as quick as
Keith Mathis, others nearly as nonchalant as
9-year-old Joseph Hampton, who spends most
of this evening climbing the chain link fence
and trying to squirt another kid with a hose. |
But it is the competition within the competi- | ® The most mmple{e selection

tion, most of which develops spontaneously, : ¥
that defines the Ultimate experience. OE running gear [lﬂYWthE

“If somebody’s waxed you in the dog- over 80 pages of brand name
gone 400,” says the Sandman, “you want to shoes, apparel and accessories.
try like heck to get ’em back in the 800.”

Well spoken, Sandman. So I decide to | | Receiv& expeﬂ anSWers from
run a nice, smooth first lap, then go after him ; g :
and his fellow Stickmen in the second. Float RUI’IIIII'Ig Speu‘uhsts ?Hﬂ'l over
like a butterfly.... | 124 hours of inensive

“I'd say the key to this entire thing,” technical tfﬂiﬂiﬂg

A Keith Mathis speculated earlier, “is the 800.
h Y - There’s not a lot of recovery right after the & : 5
S quarter, and the 800 is where a lot of people Your suhsfuchnn 2 .
e % fold. If you can get yourself to push the pace 100+ guaranteed!
k. a little bit, you might be able to break a |
has sad. finishes in an outstanding  couple of people.”
3{‘?‘;{?115;(;& {E‘Elr;uble. More good advice. I watch Mathis let

The 400 has always seemed a sublimely — 26-year-old Ben Thomas, who has been shad- (ﬂ" I 1800-55 l -5558

elegant race to me, with eight runners radiat- ~ owing him all day, take the pace out in 61 sec- Mention Code RMM-7747
ing power and grace in their separate lanes, onds. On the second loop, however, Mathis or mail the coupon below
steadily whittling away the difference in stag-  SUrges and sears a zesty 1:58. The guy can
gers, finally showing their cards on the home- pedal fast, that's for sure. g St
stretch. The talent of the winner is over- [ open my heat in just under 75 ?E‘fond_g* | E
whelming at the tape cruising, then press as best I can, finishing in

' That’gs the view ﬁ';:m the stands anyway, 2:25, about 5 seconds faster th_an I expected.
where the heaving of chests, gnashing of Sandman is 2 seconds back, with Bubba and

------ ————-—--__1

1 YES! Send my FREE
Road Runner Sports Catalog Today!

I |
I |
I i
lose behind : 3 I
¢ - - - - 3 - l
nikes and flooding of lactic acid in the mus- Stoneman close NE Homs
:,}i::rzﬂfit t;:g ;ﬂgparenl. Ao that is, more I wnui'd h:; p!eased, bu.t for one thing: : II
rr .- ‘ 4{)](}1— ter races in which run- that little “zitch” noise I hear in my right h?m' I Address o )
portantly, in 400-me string on the homestretch. At least I think | I I
Ners stay in their oun k:nes . e Ultimate 1 hear it. I know I feel it. And I know that | , = i
Flegance isn’t an issue mlb toelbow  muscle will not be happy to carry me through | p Ciy State lip |
] ny ¥ W" A
Kooer 400 because e St L 100 metes, e et e n e docket T | |
‘J d curve - . - ace edad O s .
[he first one out front has the advalﬂetgg;ﬁ;g :23 fﬂ:ff:r enough ahead of my other two : ROAD RUNNER SPORTS :
;Tf_:[, and you get s;tf_-pped {{nf.t;:(l]nfhjg‘furmﬂt rivals to rub it in. | A Circ. Dept. /6150 Nancy Ridge Dr./San Diego, (A 92121
rgotten. | haven't anticipa | 1-800-551-5558 (ode RMM-7747 )
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“BUBBA OR BUST”

100 METERS
“T'he shorter the distance, the more critical
vour time is,” the Sandman says. That's be-
cause point standings in the Ultimate Runner
are based on place, and 1 second in the 100
meters can mean 30 places. And a cheesy ham-

string means I could easily drop a second or
two. And that means...

I'm in trouble.

Best to go down sporting bravado and
arrogance, though, so I print a message on the
back of one of my spikes: “I may be slow, but
I'm ahead of Bubba.” Then I say a prayer to
the patron saint of kinesiology. That would be
St. Jude, also the patron saint of lost causes.

[ watch heat after heat of runners blast

the straightaway. Mathis wins his fourth
straight event with an 11.69, but everyone else
looks pretty swift, too. I massage my ham-
string. C'mon, boy, you can do . Somehow, 1
need to get through the 100 without a major
muscle explosion. There is still one more
event left, and if I can finesse this, not give up
too much, I might just come back in the 5-K.

Zam! I'm out of the blocks as fast as a
runner can go while simultaneously conduct-
ing negotiations with a fibrous body part.
Hang in there, hang in there, hang in
there....Umph! I make a lean of sorts at the
line and then ease up. Done! I check my time
later: 14.95. 1t is ridiculously slow, almost a full
second slower than the time the Sandman

Ceremonial burning:
To ensure that
finishers’ T-shirts
don’t fall into

the hands of

the undeserving,
Sandman (right) %
and Bubba (left) ~
burn the three
leftovers one by one.

runs in the next heat, 1}i:_‘ki|_u.-: up 21 {)ninl.*f on
me. Stoneman 1S a tick behind Inm_, Hlld.l}li'k:@.
up 20 points, also moving ahead of me in the
standings. And Bubba....

“Ah! Ah! AH!” the man shouts at the fin-
ish of the same heat. Bubba has blown a pro-
peller, living my personal nightnjmrt- before
my very eyes. He imps the la‘:-;l few 111_;;_1%-[-5,
gr'abbing his hamstring, ﬂhuu_i_mg a plaintive,
Iiairlfed «“AH!” to the sky, to St. Jude, to the
rest of us, over and over.

“I'll bet we're going to hear a lot about
that hamstring pull,” soreone mutters. Bubba
is known for his ability to snowball a minor
incident into a major epic. If malarkey were art,
Bubba’s stories would be the Sistine ceiling—
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\pansive, beautifully con

wecuted, larger than life.
Meanwhile, I watch

e 100, rubbing my

ceived, exquisitely

4 thtf_'i]::nﬂ]er heats of
ams

ind wondening if 1 will end upgwsi&m: f?sif
iime than anyone in thijs Competition, Juh’g
smith, the fastest female, runs a 13,84 Fifty
seven-year-old John Dunkelberg m‘ana;ges a-
14.16. Sixty-year-old Jack Ibraham Zips 14.52
And when I check the list of times Jater I ﬁnd
that even Bubba, damaged and hnbbliJ{g has
beaten my 14.95 by a quarter of a second.

5-K CROSS-COUNTRY

To be honest, I don’t know exactly where we
all stand, point-wise, going into the final event.
I know it was close after the 800 [ know I gave
up a bundle in the 100. I know Bubba is out of
the money, destined to limp through the 5K
with or without St. Jude’s help. And I know, rel-
atively speaking, that the crosscountry race will
be my best chance to make up points.

So I summon that little voice. Every
place counts.

Starting easily in deference to my tweaked
hamstring, I wait for the muscle to loosen up
before beginning to climb the ladder. When I
finish, I wonder if I have climbed enough.

It will be later, when the Stoneman prints
out the list of final standings, that I find out
that my place in the 5K (14th) inches me two
points ahead of Sandman and six ahead of
Stoneman. We finish in order—30th, 31st and
J2nd—with a wounded Bubba back in 50th.

Of course by the time we find this out,
we are well into postrace proclivities. We are
across the street in Prince’s, the establishment
where the Ultimate Runner results are cele-
brated by those still able to stand.

The Sandman is in his element, acting as
emcee for the distribution of awards. A lean
Letterman-type, he finds something to say
about every finisher, steadily working his way
from the 108th to the first.

“He’s been getting the same perm for
10 years,” the Sandman jokes when Kinky-
haired Jack Ibraham comes up to collect his
finisher’s T-shirt. “And he’ll be back in 10
vears with a wig that looks just like that.”

And when Keith Mathis accepts his
award for a seventh Ultimate Runner victory,
thanking both his girlfriend and his boss for
helping to make his success possible, the
founder butts in on the mike, “I think he also
owes a little bit to the Sandman for puttin’ this
damn thing on.”

Int{:lu;egd, and so do we all. We think.
We're not exactly sure at the moment, though,
because we have these aches and pains 1n
peculiar places, and our bodies may not be all
that interested in offering thanks. ,

“I didn’t know hamsmn’fgs could hurt this
bad,” 46vear-old Tom Tune.

Of course the pain will pass eventualy,
and even ravaged hamstrings will one day be
whole, In the meantime, everyone who's marr
aged to collect a coveted T-shirt (“10 Years of
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Blood, Sweat and Beers”) will begin caring
less and less abouyt soreness, and more and
more about malgmg sure no one who didn’t
mﬁzﬁ;ﬂus five-headed Medusa gets a
Three are left over. The Sandman sets
up the ceremonial Weber in Prince’s parking
lot, and Bﬁubba lights the Olympic torch he
has acquired after running a leg of the
Atlanta torch relay earlier in the summer.
Then, nearly setting the door jamb at Prince’s
on ﬁfe, Bubba exits to immolate the first
unclaimed finisher’s shirt. Legend has it that
ashes from the shirts will be sprinkled on the
track later. Frankly, 'm dubious,
Heading home later that evening for

ibuprofen and rest, I am left with two pos-
sible quotes to sum up this yearly test of
racing fitness.

The first is from the Sandman, who
invented and nurtured the Ultimate Runner
over its first decade, and who is, no doubt,
already trying to figure out how to get me
back in town for a rematch. “I hate this thing,”
the Sandman says, “and I wouldn't do it more
than once a year. But I wouldn’t miss it.”

[ wonder, though, whether most finish-
ers wouldn’t identify more with the words of
Tom Tune.

“It was a great event,” says Tune (soon,
no doubt, to be known as “The Tuneman”).
“But it sucked while it was going on.” [

« Two Day Health and Fitness Expo

e The Utica National Insurance
Sara Anne Wood Youth Run

» Post Race Party at the
F X Matt Brewing Company
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its spirit is as high as it comes.” *
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Utica Boilermaker Road Race ’/_4: —

Utica Boilers Inc.,

“An American Classic...

!
e 8
Sy =
BN |
2 | 3L Nl 3

“Bill Rodgers

1983 Boilermaker Champion
and Four Time Boston and New
York City Marathon Winner

Be a part of the largest 15K Road Race in the U.S.

Race Field: Limited to the first 70000 entries received.

Prize Money: $40,000 plus age group awards, $2,000 wheelchair
division purse, and bonuses for course records.

To receive an application, send a self addressed stamped envelope
to (if you have already reserved a spot or ran the race last year, an
application will automatically be sent to you):

— —
P.0. Box 4729 — e
, Utica, NY 13504-4720 = =———= = _2
 “Goody" Bag ($30 value) with Phone: 315-797-5838 e liTae
Saranac Beer Commemorative Glass Fax: 315-797-3762 U| Erm E I.
Top 100 Road Race & Community Spirit Award Winner
SUNDAY 15K ROAD RACE
Last Year's Boilermaker n"".Y 13, 1997 m
Sebd OutOn MAY 1, 1999 8:00am www.boilermaker.com



