Marathon de la baie du Mont Saint Michel

My vacation of 2004 was anticipated and practically wholly centered upon my participation the running of the Marathon de la baie du Mont Saint Michel on June 20, 2004. It was with some trepidation that I approached the start, even to the extreme, fleeting yet real, thought of perhaps not even lining up on the crisp Sunday morning, as I lay awake in my bed at 1:30 in the morning, in my hotel room at the Le Querrien in Cancale.
My class of 2004 at Cistercian sponsored my trip to the Marathon as their graduation present to me. That included my airfare from Budapest to Paris, my hotel accommodations in Brittany, the cost of my Eurail-pass while traveling, and a complete running outfit for the occasion. It should have been a “turn-key” project with me just taking plane/train/bus/cab, then run the marathon, but it wasn’t that easy. The reservation was made by some of the moms, one who spoke French, the other, whose Master Card was used. At first I did not notice the name of the hotel where my reservation was made—it was indeed highlighted on the brochure given to me, but with light yellow on cream colored background; I failed to notice, thus was left wondering where I might stay. Then a week before departure, being a stickler for details, I phoned the hotel to ascertain my reservation (this was the week after the D-Day celebrations in Normandy and Brittany), but they found no trace of me at the date indicated, and they had no more free rooms anywhere in the neighborhood. When frantically searching for explanation and solution, I found out that indeed reservation was made—not in my name, but in the name of the French speaking lady, and the bill was put on the name of the mom holding the Master Card. Once having clarified that issue, and upon my arrival at the hotel, I was a well known guest and taken care of royally.
The other source of my anxieties stemmed from the lack of what I termed proper preparation. Normally I like to have at least two decent long runs of 20 miles or slightly longer three weeks before a marathon, so that I can have a leisurely taper and be in peak condition for the run. This time, partially due to the end of the year activities, partially to my brother’s, Fr. Henry’s prolonged illness, I felt that my preparation was inadequate with only one double loop around White Rock lake two weeks before leaving. The butterflies were already hatching in my stomach.

June 15, my date of departure came very quickly. I was too exhausted the night before so I set my alarm for 3 a.m. that morning and packed my suitcase. It was very heavy with presents for my family. Fortunately, since I had accumulated sufficient AAdvantage points I was flying Business Class that was upgraded to first class on the Dallas—Raleigh/Durham leg of the trip. When flying free, one has to accept what the airlines give, so my flight was a bit convoluted: Dallas to Raleigh, change planes for London Gatwick, change planes and airports in London to Heathrow, then fly to Budapest. All in all not a bad trip, although on the overseas part my knees ached terribly, and I thought I might have to cancel the marathon. It was caused by my sitting awkwardly in the very comfortable chair for too long, and dangling my feet at a 45 degree angle instead of having them either on the floor, or extended completely. A bit of walking around in the plane cured this problem.
I was greeted by my niece and her family and taken to their home. I stayed with them for the next 48 hours, trying to get rid of the jet-lag. Two days later, on June 18, I was back at the airport, with carry-on luggage only, ready to depart for Paris. Uneventful, pleasant flight to Paris. I have searched the internet for train schedules, also gotten in touch with people I was to visit while in France and Belgium, so I pretty much knew what I wanted, but not the particulars. I was very fortunate that the line in front of the ticket validating window (my Eurail-pass had to be stamped) was not very long and within a half an hour I had my reservation on the TGV leaving from Charles De Gaulle airport (so I did not have to meander through Paris an find my way to Montparnasse railway station) in less than 25 minutes. Excellent connection in Rennes, arrival at St. Malo by evening. That was the only place where I was left clueless as to how to get to Cancale, a village about 25 km away. I took a cab.
Cancale is a fishing village in northern Brittany with its world-famous oyster beds and sea-food restaurants. I am not much for sea-food, yet I just had to have that for my first dinner; it was good, but not spectacular. I was treated to my first surprise at Cancale: when arriving in the evening I noticed the bay calm, with numerous fishing boats at anchor. Since I was rather tired I retired to bed rather early, expecting to get up also rather early. My windows looked to the sea and to my great surprise in the early morning I saw dozens of boats lying on their sides in the mud, larger fishing vessels dangling on ropes from the pier: I was witnessing low tide in action for the first time. Once it dawned on me what I had observed I was eagerly anticipating the return of high-tide and watched the boats re-float and resume their normal positions in the bay. In low tide I could also see the oyster beds and watch the fishermen at work.

Saturday morning I explored the town, found a Catholic church where I could attend mass in the evening, looked for the exact spot where the marathon would start the next morning, then went to fetch my number in St. Malo. The bus-driver asked if I wanted a full fare or reduced ticket. Now knowing whether I would qualify, I asked. I indeed did qualify for senior discount of 40% off. Might as well take advantage of old age. Went to the fair, got my goodies bag, bought some fantastic Breton running gear and a fishing cap, then went back to Cancale, and had a pretty good pasta dinner. Nearly every restaurant was filled with marathoners, all eating the same stuff.

I retired early. I was full of anxiety, and my calves started to cramp. Not a great deal, but sufficiently that I was considering aborting the whole adventure. But since I was already this far, it was like abandoning a race that I have already started, I said come what may, I’ll persevere. Even though I had not slept from 1:30 I still got up early in the morning, got myself ready with pretzels given to me by Trish Johnston on the day of departure (a whole lot, about a pound and half) sipped nearly a half a gallon of Orangina (could not find any Gatorade, but the Orangina did a very fine back-up job) then left to walk to the staging area. It was about a mile away. Immediately I met other runners and we connected. It was fun to walk to the start, exchanging stories. Once at the spot the normal, routine marathon stuff began: mainly looking for bathrooms. There were precious few port-o-lets, but plenty of bushes. People had no qualms whatsoever to make use of the bushes, with the added advantage of not having to wait in line. I relieved myself six times before departure, so I felt rather comfortable for the trek.
Perhaps the most encouraging, and at the same time also most intimidating aspect of the “Marathon de la baie du Mont St. Michel” is the fact that practically from the start the participants can see the location of their eventual finish, the abbey of Mont Saint Michel, across the bay off in the distance, shrouded in the morning fog, hovering seemingly in the clouds. Unfortunately even that view is a bit misleading: the route follows the curve of the bay, even dipping further south towards the end, adding a half a dozen or more kilometers to the straight distance. The gun finally sounded at 8:30 and we were off. I followed my routine of 9 minutes run 1 minute walk. It had served me well in the past. The field settled rather quickly, and I took my comfortable position in the back of the pack, about three quarters from the front. I kept that distance fairly constant all the way through. There were many people encouraging us on our way. I was particularly amused by a good number of them cheering for me. Since the string of runners was thin, a particular cheer from the spectators left me baffled: “Allez, courage, allez papi!” I looked around me to see who the old man was they cheered (Papi is an endearing term for granddad) and was a bit taken aback when I found that they intended it for me. I gratefully acknowledged their encouragement and pushed on. There were “revitalization” tables at each five kilometer intervals. I really liked what they termed “glucose,” a liquid refreshment that was neither too sweet nor too unfamiliar in taste; I gulped down several cup-fuls at each station. They also had dried raisin and some fresh fruit that I also liked. Where there were no food or drink stations they had huge vats of just plain water. We were supposed to dip the dry sponge they provided in the goodie bags the day before (I had no idea what a dry sponge was for, so I left it at home). You dipped it in the cold water, sponged yourself off, and squeezed the rest on you head, then stuffed the sponge into back of your cap. Since I did not have mine, I just splashed water over my arms and face.
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Up until now we followed the bay along the sea—there was low tide now—and could watch Mont Saint Michel slowly growing larger from the distance, meaning we got closer. There were bands, individuals, dancing groups, old women in tradition Breton dresses and especially funny head-gear to cheer us on. Then the route took a southern dip, and we left the sea-coast. We headed into the fields. Two years ago, when I ran the Bruges Marathon, I experienced nausea when hitting freshly manured fields (stinking pig manure); this time the manure was nice, cow manure that I tolerate rather well—no problem this time. Pretty soon we made our way back toward the causeway and the Mont just jumped into our face. You would have thought that you could touch the abbey—optical illusion, or whatever, it was still two kilometers away. This really is the hardest part of the marathon, but also the most exhilarating. The cheering crowd is right on top of you. There is barely enough space for the runners to run because the path is narrow, on top of a dam of some sort and the crowds are pressing in on you. After a few more difficult minutes the finish is not only in sight, but within touching distance. A sigh of relief and a big smile descend upon all finishers. They ask you to smile as you finish because they take your picture as you cross the line. I did and I smiled. I was also asked to step on a little jotting out space so that the abbey would be seen over my left shoulder—I did. I have a proof that I finished. And I finished well. Official gun time indicated 5:00:36, so I fulfilled the required “finish in 5 hours.” But my chip time was a more decent, 4:56:13. I was satisfied with my time.

What I was not satisfied with was the way they arranged our transportation back to Cancale. There were signs indicating the departure of the buses. But nobody bothered to usher us to the proper bus, so everybody, runners and spectators pushed and shoved their way onto the vehicles. They also had no sign as to which went where, and only once you squeezed yourself onto one of them could you ask the driver if this bus went Cancale. “No, to the hippodrome!” So off you fought your way against the ascending crowd. After a while we found out that all buses went to the hippodrome, and there you had to change to the bus of your particular destination. It would have been really nice to have an indication of this solution. I wonder what those folks did who could not speak French. The single lane causeway and subsequent highway was way too crowded for so many people, so it took us almost as long to get back to our departure by bus as it took us to run to our destination. But the morale on the buses was high, people really felt good. I again wished I had known to send some warm clothes ahead to the finish, so that I could put on some dry sweat clothes or something, since sitting drenched in the bus for several hours was not really the wisest thing to do. Finally we got back to Cancale, the bus dropped us off at the same spot from where we started, so I had make my way back to the hotel—a nice walk of about a mile. When I entered the hotel I found a man lying across the threshold leading up the second floor. His wife was standing next to him. I asked if there was anything I could do, but was told that he’d be all right; he was just totally spent.
I took a long hot shower (no bath-tub) then called home that I’ve been successful, then slipped into the bed for a well deserved rest. In the evening I went out and had a steak dinner. I felt I deserved it.

Now that the half the reason for my trip to France has been accomplished, I set out to discharge the second half: find my namesake, the other Bernard Marton in Champigneulle—the guy I met in the 2000 running of the New York Marathon—then visit my dear old friends in Belgium. Again the connections on my train worked like magic. Very comfortable places in the TGV (they actually inserted another train into the schedule from Rennes to Paris) no problem in transferring from la Gare de Montparnasse to la Gare de l’Est, settled in the train toward Nancy where I was to be met by the other Bernard Marton and his son Mickael. There was plenty of time before departure, so I was the first to get into the train compartment. I watched with some bemusement as my traveling companions filled the space. First came an elderly lady, all proper and prim, who settled across from me. Then another, even older lady, who was ushered on apparently by her daughter, a very talkative, totally uninhibited French lady whose name was Marie-Louise. Then came a rather handsome, tall young man in his forties who was a station master on this same train line between Paris and Strasbourg. Marie Louise started the conversation almost immediately. I felt I had dropped in as an invisible onlooker into one of Emile Zola’s naturalist novels as Marie-Louise embarked upon telling us her life story. It got a bit embarrassing when she started to tell about her married life, then switching back to her childhood, how she was treated by the nuns as a young girl when she had accidentally wet her bed. I pretended to be asleep. When periodically I opened my eyes, the other elderly lady (who was probably just as embarrassed by Marie-Louise as I was) nodding toward me made the statement to nobody in particular: “monsieur ne comprend pas le français.” To which my just indignation of the French teacher immediately blurted out that “si, monsieur comprend le français assez bien, mais il ne veut pas l’entendre.” (Oh yes, monsieur does understand French quite well, except he does not want to hear it.) Since Marie-Louise was also quite hard at hearing, she did not register either of the remarks. My interlocutor kept on prodding me. “But you are not French, are you?” “No,” I responded, I live in America.” To which she says; “I lived in America too, in New York, where my husband was a French literature professor while he lived, at NYU. Now that he is dead, I have moved back to Strasbourg.” “But” she continued, “you are not originally from the States, are you?” “No,” I was born in Hungary” I responded. To which, to my great bafflement she said, “so was I.” Where in Hungary?” “In Budapest.” “So was I,” she further specified. Turning the conversation to Hungarian I asked her if she still spoke Hungarian to which she responded in Hungarian, that of course she did. She also told me her maiden name, Ladányi, indeed a very Hungarian name, then gave me her married name and her phone number in Strasbourg, and told me that I must visit her in case I ever come to that part of the country. Unfortunately by this time the train was entering Nancy, so I had to get off, but made up my mind that I would try to get in touch with her. The station-master, who was a witness to our brief conversation, also got off and effusively expressed his best wishes during my stay in Nancy.
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Now I had to find Bernard Marton and his son. Since I had not seen him for four years, and even then only briefly, I was worried that I might not recognize him. I wore my New York Marathon wind-breaker, to perhaps indicate to him a sign to recognize. Well, guess what? He, the short little man, my name-sake, also wore his New York Marathon sweat shirt and stood out rather easily in the crowd. We embraced, and along with his son Mickael, got into the car and went to Champigneulle where he had a beautiful little house where he lived, now only with his wife, Gisèle. I was most graciously received. We had a meal where his whole family, except his oldest daughter, was present, then talked a bit about our families. The next day we went to visit Nancy, arranged for my further travels then took a bunch on pictures, especially of his many, many trophies and medals that he had won at various running competitions. Ironically, he would have competed at the Mont Saint Michel marathon, except for attempting to register too late. There would have been again a double entry of Bernard Martons. He said he would try next year.
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Wednesday the 23rd I took the train through Luxemburg and went to Belgium. I was met at the station in Bruges by Tom DeVaere, son of Yvette and Herman. I had been good friends with the family for more than 40 years since it was with Yvette that I had spent some of my trying months as a 16 year old in Switzerland. We spent the evening with Tom’s older sister, Hannelore and her family, and were entertained by her 5 year old Valentina who played for us the cello. Since it was cold, we lit a nice fire in the fire-place and smelled the aroma of smoldering pine logs. Thursday the 24th saw me on the train again to go and visit my other old friends the Lams. Judy, whom I had known since she was a little girl and her husband Milton, have lived in Belgium now for more than 35 years. They both work for the US Government, she at SHAPE in Mons, he somewhere else. The time was short, but well spent visiting and eating. In the early afternoon I again took the TGV to Paris, where I have become a familiar customer lately. Took the Malév flight to Budapest where I arrived, slightly delayed, and my real vacation had just begun.
