The “Cowtown Challenge”

“Fort Worth, Cowtown, where the West begins”—a moniker used by Dallas’ closest neighbor and rival—is the friendly city located a little a bit over 30 miles to the west of my own place of domicile. One can certainly feel and experience the remnants of the “wild-west” as yearly performances of rodeo, cattle-drives and veritable cowboys put on a creditable show in the spirit of the old west. The city’s coat of arms, widely displayed on public buildings, municipal vehicles, all prominently display the proud bull sporting his prominent longhorn.
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No wonder, then, that the organizers of the “Cowtown Marathon” dipped into the wild-west tradition and put on a tremendously successful competition that was the 33rd running of the famous event. During the past few years the number of participants grew to unmanageable proportions that could no longer be accommodated in just one day. Thus this year the festivities were split into two wonderful days: first, on Saturday, February 26th the 5 and 10K runs were organized that drew more than 14,000 participants from the neighboring cities, especially kids of junior high and high school age who competed in large numbers. My own school, the Cistercian Preparatory School, had nearly one hundred kids sign up and compete. Our own students, their siblings and friends, their parents, all made up an enthusiastic group of participants ready to toe the starting line. But Saturday was only the first phase of what was to be called the “Cowtown Challenge.” If someone really wanted to exercise over the week-end, he could enter the 5 or 10K run on Saturday, then participate in the much more grueling half-, full-, or ultra-marathon that was to be conducted the next day. Successful completion of both contests won the participant 3 medals and a specially designated identification pinned to the back of the festive T-shirt. With the competitive spirit burning in my heart I decided to sign up for the challenge: I chose to the most difficult distance each day, thus the 10K and the 50K on consecutive days.
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I have very pleasant memories of the Cowtown Marathon. It was here that in 1998 I finished my first long distance run, and since then I have been making every effort to include it in my racing schedule. Each year has a different flavor: once it poured throughout the whole race, another time the temperature rose barely above freezing; we also ran while a tornado alert was posted and we were expecting the race to be called at any moment. I recall that I never achieved a faster pace per mile than that year when the very strong tail-wind propelled us to unheard of speeds. Beginning in 2006, this race would take on a very personal meaning for me: my dearly beloved brother, Fr. Henry Marton, died that year, and I had his name printed on the back of my running shirt along with the name of another respected member of the Cistercian family, Coach Tom Hillary, who had preceded him in death. Then this past year a third member of the trilogy made its way to the list: Károly Munkácsy, my own Form Master from 60 years ago, my mentor and exemplar, who passed to his eternal reward in July. We commissioned a specially designed T-shirt, depicting the challenge on the front and the memorial on the back. I had all my boys sign their name and I will take this special present to hand over to “Uncle Charles’” widow this summer when my class will be taking a trip to Europe. The organizers had another PR coup: if someone runs the half, full, or ultra-marathon for 5 years in a row, each yearly wedge together will form a gigantic Texas Star that can be framed and displayed in a special case. I made up my mind to collect all five—so far I already have three, each of the ultra flavor.
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We experienced a very weird February this year: it was either extremely cold or extremely hot, and the temperature difference reached from the zenith to the nadir in a matter of hours. It went from a high of 85 to down into teens, then back again to close to the eighties. And it did that several times within very short time. Due to inclement weather schools and businesses had to close regularly, not just once or twice, but this year, FIVE times! We are located quite a bit toward the south, at about the same geographical latitude as Cairo in northern Egypt, which means that we do not experience real winter like folks up north. As a consequence, we do not know how to behave when Mother Nature unleashes on us her fury of freezing rain, sleet and snow. Arlington, the city between Dallas and Fort Worth, that was delirious with happiness when the XXV Super Bowl was awarded, felt the brunt and wrath of all visitors and spectators as if they were to blame for the unseasonably cold and treacherous weather that visited most of the country for that memorable week-end. In the minds of many detractors who simply detest Dallas and its football team (the unfortunate moniker “America’s Team” that was NOT bestowed on the Cowboys by either their current, or any previous owner) the bad weather was judged to be the fault of the Cowboys’ owner, Jerry Jones. The fact that some of the sheets of melting ice sliding off the roof of Cowboy Stadium landed on the heads of several maintenance workers hired to clean off the foot thick snow, who themselves then landed in local hospitals, made international news. 
What kind of weather could we expect by the end of the month was anyone’s guess; we all hoped that it would be passable. Saturday the 26th was outstanding: temperatures were in the 40’s and in excess of 14,000 participants set out to conquer either the 5K or 10K distances. Most of the kids from the school, along with their older and younger siblings—some with their special T-shirts hanging down to their knees—set out to run their distances and collect their finishers’ medals. I myself chose to take the “Cowtown Challenge” with the first distance of 10K. I was concerned and also careful, not to blow too much of my energy on this shorter trek, so as to preserve enough fuel for the real distance of 50K the next day. I finished my chosen distance with mediocre results but earned the first of my three medals. However, I could not sleep the following night. I often have night-mares before marathons: I usually dream that I am on a fabulous PR pace only to get completely lost, not being able to finish the course, usually ending in some bizarre location like an opera house, a cathedral or some private home. Last time I ended up at the Moscow train station, without luggage and without the capability of communicating with anyone around. With eyes wide open I kept checking the weather report: at midnight it was close to 70 degrees with 97% humidity. By daybreak they both went down a bit, but still very humid, heavy air greeting us around 5:00 a.m. as we drove to Fort Worth. I did not like it a bit.

My participation in the race was quite well organized. Besides my two running buddies who had decided to tackle the whole 50K with me, I had lots of help. Based on previous years’ experience I had recruited parents to run with me in 6-mile relays. They met us at predetermined spots, kept us entertained and broke the monotony of the grueling distance. We kept in constant contact with each other, with mobile phones serving as beacons at the relay stations lines.

After just one hour of running I felt that this would not be an easy competition: my clothes were drenched, the bill of my cap was dripping with sweat that I tried to keep out of my eyes. I purposely started out very slowly, at a pace that got only slower and eventually ended in nearly a constant walk. First my shoulders started to ache; the pain then crawled down around my spine and my whole back became tender. For a change-up the pain migrated upward as well into my neck and turned into a head-ache.  To distract myself I tried to concentrate on the more pleasant aspects of participating in such a grueling distance-running: among the spectators I have discovered a good number of folks whom I recognized from previous runs and who greeted us boisterously. And then there was Tony! I remembered him fondly from my very first Cowtown Marathon in 1998 as the kind soul in a slight body with a generous beard who befriended me and ran with me for many miles until I lost him to a potty-break. Tony, a carpenter from Denton, told me all about his life and his experience with running, down to the minutest details. What he did not realize was the fact that his arms did not move in the conventional up-and-down motion of a normal runner; no, he chose to swing his arms sideways in such a way that his elbow landed either in my rib-cage or my own arm. Even though I tried to move away from him, sometimes leaving the pavement and running on the side of the road, he kept crowding me while entertaining me with his stories. It was a relief when he had to use the bath-room about half-way through. I mustered all my energy to speed up so that he could not catch up with my any more. I thought that this incident was so funny, that when I wrote down the story of my “First Marathon” Tony had a privileged part in my description. Of course I made sure that all my running buddies would receive the text of my compositions. “Who would of thunk?” – after about 8 miles, as I glanced over to my left, who is swinging his arms across his body and moving toward his right? Naturally it was Tony. I motioned to my running friends and asked if they recalled my encounter with the bearded fellow, now decidedly more salt-and peppery in appearance. They said that of course they did. “Well look, there he is” as I pointed to my left. Incredulously they looked at me while I crossed over, poked him in the arm and said: “Hey, Tony, do you remember me from 13 years ago when we ran for quite a distance together in our marathon?” Of course he did and gleefully picked up his conversation as if no time had passed at all, and told me about the latest vicissitudes of his life: how he had broken some vertebrae in his back, how he had fallen on the parking lot and busted open his nose—he even proved it by pointing to his face where I could see that he was not lying or exaggerating. He was not in very good shape, thus he was running only the half. We again had to leave him behind, but wished him good luck and a speedy recovery.

We could not have progressed more than a couple of more miles when I thought I heard someone calling out from behind me in Hungarian. It may have been the onset of early delirium—I judged—but I distinctly recognized a man talking to me in my native tongue. Turning around I saw a middle aged fellow trying to catch up with us: it was indeed he who was calling out to us. Asking how he could have guessed that there was at least one Hungarian in our group, he responded that whoever has the name Károly Munkácsy spelled correctly on his back, with all the accents at the proper places, must know some Hungarian. It turned out that he was Bálint József, a Euless resident of 28 years who introduced himself. I mentioned to him where I was from and invited him to come to our monthly gatherings in the monastery. We spent some pleasant minutes running together and exchanged some information—at the same time I also satisfied my friends’ often manifested request of ”saying something” in Hungarian. Usually, and quite facetiously I normaly just said “something” and let it go at that. This time they were witnesses of my carrying on a rather lengthy conversation with my new-found friend. József ran “only” the half-marathon, so pretty soon we had to leave him as he made his turn at the half way cut-off point. Slowly the minutes and hours piled up while the miles mercifully started to decrease.
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We were offered all sorts of refreshments at the official stations; even more at the unofficial ones. At one of those in-between stations they enticed us to sample their ice-cold beer. I did, so did my running companion. Perhaps our gait became a bit less certain, but the liquid did hit the spot. Later on we met some more folks offering us the same brew that we again sampled. There is one special section on the course that is all dedicated to the ultra-runners: it is a two and half mile detour along the levy, an out-and-back trek, where only the select few venture. Those are distinguished by their bright orange bib, so they can easily be identified. We felt a special kinship with each other as we passed those lucky enough to be heading back, smiled, or even exchange high-fives with the brave souls who were our special companions. 

We ran, we walked, we ran, we walked, we walked, we walked, we walked…and finally we did reach the finish line in a low jog. I am not willing to reveal how long it took us to complete the course, and if someone accidentally finds out I will flat deny it. What made me extremely happy was the fact that we finished, and so received the third wedge of my treasured Texas Star. In spite of our total exhaustion, we all decided that we will do it again next year!
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