Mind of Mr. Perfect Cross-Country Relies on Heart, Self-Motivation 
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Many sports involve running, yet in cross-country that is all one does. It sounds kind of boring, but more importantly, it’s hard, and that’s why I applaud anyone who runs just to run.

The competition of the sport is unlike any other, which is nice. In track, racers run around — obviously — a flat surface track, while cross-country involves real-life terrain. Sure, there is a certain distance one must complete, but there are many ways to reach the finish line.

Should one start out fast, gain a lead, set the pace and have the pack play catch up? On the downside, going too fast too soon can drain one’s energy, thus as the pace inevitably slows, it can become impossible to finish on a strong note and not regain the lead that has more than likely been lost.

Pacing yourself in the beginning seems like the safest bet, as it will be much easier to go faster and pass people toward the middle and later portions of the race. But, like expending too much energy at the start, if one paces themselves too much, the leaders may be too far away to catch regardless of how much energy one still has.

I have never been a runner, so I do not have any advice for the area’s cross-country athletes. However, these are several local runners to take note of: Rainier junior Zak Miller and sophomore Shouridama Beadle; Yelm sophomore Mason Harrison and senior Alex George; Tenino senior Cody Burrell and junior Marissa Dallaire. Many others could be mentioned, but these five boys and girl stand out.

While none of them have placed first in a race this season, their times are tops for their school, and things should only improve as the season progresses. Individual and team success go hand in hand, and the strength of each school’s league will go a long way in determining how far of a postseason run they may or may not have.

Miller was a state qualifier in 1A Evergreen last year, placing 114th at 18 minutes, 21.42 seconds; that time would have placed 56th in last year’s 1B/2B state tournament. Yelm is once again in the 4A Narrows, which has similar top times compared to 3A, but a lot more depth. And to date, Miller has posted the best time out of Rainier, Yelm and Tenino, with Beadle not too far behind.

Running, like anything else, takes time and practice to get better at. But unlike lifting weights resulting in bigger muscles, working out thighs and calves isn’t necessarily the best way to become a better runner.

Part of me would have thought doing squats, calf raises and other leg exercise would have helped. Not that it would hurt, but as Miller, Beadle, Harrison and every other runner knows, the only sure way to improve times is to keep running — which builds up one’s lung capacity.

Rainier coach Rob Henry told me that last week, and it was enlightening for someone who’s knees make long-distance running nearly impossible. No wonder why my chest would be in such pain, thus making it harder to breathe.

“It’s just like building strength. You’re strengthening the lungs where they’re able to take more air in, which is able to push it out through the system through the blood,” Henry said. “It’s just able to get more air and function at a higher rate.”

That makes sense. Running may be boring to some, yet I understand why they do it. Not only to get/stay in shape, it provides self-motivation.

“A person who really just kind of relies on himself at times,” Henry said of the type of people who compete in cross-country. “The nice thing is there’s nobody else to blame out there but himself or herself.”

Push yourself. Be accountable. Don’t give up.

A lot of sports provide that, yet cross-country does so in a different manner. Good luck Miller, Harrison and all of the others who do what most people don’t. None of them will probably win state, yet if everyone keeps progressing and setting personal records, it does not take a first-place medal to be a winner.

However, there’s no reason to map your runs. Although it’s a great personal accomplishment, most of your Facebook friends don’t care how far you just ran.
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