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Trail Runners Beware the Woodchuck Holes by Bob Kopac

“Oh yes, about 175 miles (a week
of running) a couple of times. It is
easy once you are fit and
healthy… We were running all
these trails and just having a
great time,” Patti Catalano Dillon.

The above quote was
from my July 2006 interview with
National Distance Running Hall
of Fame inductee Patti Dillon that
appeared in Runners World
Online in November. After
reading that quote, it should be
obvious to trail runners what
inevitably would happen. After
the article appeared, Patti sent me
an e-mail that read, “Of course,
what people don't know, is that I
fractured my ankle in August. I
fell in an animal hole on the trails.
Just starting to run again...”

Patti’s broken ankle
illustrates the perils of trail
running. I once wrote an article
called “Trail Runners, Beware the
Beak!” about the dangers trail
runners face from turkeys hanging
upside down. (Visit
www.mhrrc.org and click on
“Kopac’s Corner). I should have
written a second article called
“Trail Runners, Beware the
Woodchuck Holes!” If I had,
perhaps I might have saved Patti,
for I bet she fell in a woodchuck
hole. Woodchucks are evil. I base
this on experience.

Once, while I was
looking out my second-floor
window, I observed a woodchuck
standing on its hind legs so it
could more easily look through
the first-floor picture windows
and scan the inside of my house –
a Stephen King scenario. This
past year I discovered woodchuck
holes under my front porch, at the
left rear corner of the house, and
at the right rear corner, even

though there are critter-friendly woods behind my house. I suspect
the evil varmints were trying to undermine the foundation to cause
my house to collapse.

Anyway, back to Patti. With an entire forest in which to dig
holes, why would a woodchuck decide to dig a hole in a trail where
Patti runs? I have my theories:
The woodchuck wanted to get Patti’s autograph and figured this

was the best way to get her to stop there.
 It was easy to dig holes in trails tenderized by the pounding feet

of Patti and Danny Dillon.
The woodchuck became annoyed by the constant ground-

shaking caused by Patti’s and Danny’s running.
The woodchuck dug a trap for unsuspecting trail runners

because it wanted a sporting trophy for its den.
With the high prices of running shoes nowadays, it was a

running-shoe-jacking attempt.

What Patti needs to do to protect herself:
Strap on snowshoes in the summertime. There is no way she

can fall into a woodchuck hole while wearing snowshoes.
Carry fence posts (good upper-body conditioning) while

running and use the woodchuck holes as fencepost holes. This
has the added benefit of helping mark the trails. However, the
downside is it might attract beavers.

Carry cement (more good upper-body conditioning) and fill in
the woodchuck holes wherever she finds them. Yes, the varmint
will dig new holes right next to the cement, but she can avoid
the holes by leaping from one cement plug to another. She then
should fill in the new holes. Eventually the trail path will be
100% cement. Unfortunately, since the reason she probably
runs in the woods is to avoid running on cement, she will have
to find another trail and start over.

Hire mercenaries to eliminate the woodchuck. I recommend
Carl Spackler (Bill Murray’s character in the movie
Caddyshack). Second choice is Lieutenant Colonel Bill Kilgore
(Robert Duvall’s character in the movie Apocalypse Now).
However, Smokey the Bear might be concerned when he hears,
“I love the smell of napalm in the morning. It smells like
victory.”

Give woodchucks free pedicures. They wouldn’t risk destroying
their pedicures by digging holes.

However, the best way to stop woodchuck holes is to pass a town
ordinance that woodchucks must acquire a building permit to dig
holes. Anyone who has tried to get a building permit knows it would
take forever for a woodchuck to obtain one.
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ATRA updates 2

GOALS OF ATRA
Compile & publish a comprehensive listing of nationwide trail running events

Educate and provide information about our sport to the rest of the outdoor community,
to the media and to non-running entities that have similar goals and objectives

Organize ATRA sponsored & supported events

Be sensitive to the environment.

Provide a forum whereby the business of the sport can be discussed and organized

Create & nurture alliances with other associations

Develop recreational participation and provide opportunities for families to enjoy our
sport through events and clinics

Andes Adventures
Adventure CORPS
Boulder Roubaix
Central Mass Striders (CMS)
Dolphin South End Runners
Event Marketing Group
Grand Teton Races
Green Lakes Endurance Runs
Lead King Loop
Lean Horse Trail Races—50 Mile/100 Mile
Long Island Greenbelt Trail 50K
Loon Mountain Trail Race
Mickelson Trail Marathon and Half
Moose Mountain Trail Races

Mountain Divas
Northern Arizona Trail Runners Assoc.
Northfield Mountain Race
O.C. Mudslingers
OC Trailrunners
Oklahoma Trail Runners Association
Palo Alto Run Club
River, Roots & Ruts Trail Half-Marathon
Run at the Rock
Squaw Valley Mountain Run
Taos Ski Valley & Over 10K Trail Run
Trail Runners Club
Tussey mOUnTaiNBACK 50 Miler
Ultimate XC Moab Edition

ATRA Race & Club Members

Annual Meeting
ATRA will conduct its annual meeting on Friday, September 19, 2008, at 6:30 p.m. in
Frisco, CO. The following agenda items will be addressed: Finances—Newsletter—
Elections—Website—Ad Rates—Trail Etiquette/Rules on the Run—Calendar—
Membership—Online Retailers—Mountain Team—Event Involvement—Magazine Re-
lationships—Other Business—Next meeting Date. We encourage our members to attend
— and even if you are not a member you are welcome to attend — or contact us with any
issues you would like us to discuss.

Ultrarunning magazine—special for ATRA members:
In June, we entered into an agreement
with Ultrarunning magazine to offer a
special deal for our members. Subscribe
to Ultrarunning (10 issues per year) and
receive $2 off the annual subscription
rate of $30. Visit their website at:
www.ultrarunning.com



Racing in the Mud by Indro Neri 3
Two hundred and fifty yards is a little less than 250 meters.
Two hundred and forty meters to be exact. This is the length of
the course of the unusual running event hosted in the town of
Bow, located an hour north of Seattle.

The distinctive characteristic of the Low Tide Mud
Run is in the course itself. It is on the exposed shore surface, in
the mud as the title suggests. The starting point is the Taylor
Shellfish Farm which once a year organizes the Samish Bay
Bivalve Bash with plenty of festive activities.

As I read the flyer I couldn't help but smile. A warning
in huge, bold lettering states: “The Northwest's toughest foot
race.” Come on, give me a break! It's 250 yards! It is in the
mud, sure, but it is nonetheless a half of a half kilometer. If I
want, I can run it on just one leg. I have been running for 30
years and I completed two 100 kilometer events. Bring it on!

The course is three sides of a square: We start from the
shore, go straight for more or less 80 yards, then turn right, 80
more yards, turn right again and there are the last 80 yards
from the flag to the finish line. As I study the course, I am al-
most disappointed that it is so short. I hope we have to run this
loop at least three times.

I realize right away that this is no walk in the park. We
are approximately one hundred participants lined up to start.
There are more or less three hundred people to cheer us on. A
dozen of us — me included — are already knee-high buried in
gook.

I struggle to stay afloat, at least until the race begins,
but I can't manage to set myself free. I am already stuck in the
grime, and the race hasn't even started yet. The runner next to
me comes over to help me out. He grabs my thigh and we both
pull it upward. My shoe wants to remain where it is, but I
widen my toes and somehow I manage not to loose it forever.
The mud gives up, but now it is my other leg several inches
lower stuck in the slush. It is almost a no-way-out situation.

It is in that precise moment I hear the starter's gun.
Splashes, screams, applause. I see the participants running on
the course, but I am still there, like a stick in the mud, trapped
in the swamp. As determined as I try, I am only able to move
from the belt up. Looks like I am running so much I am strug-
gling, but I do not go anywhere. Then, the upper half of me
falls forward. I am covered in mud up to my neck, but as I push
upward I am able to set my feet free. And I too start my race.

The image of the Exxon Valdez disaster's oil-coated
cormoran renders a perfect example of how I show up to run
the first of the three parts of the course. I am almost unrecog-
nizable, and I have yet to run a yard. “He who lies in the mud
will rise dirty,” says a Gaelic proverb, and it is really a no-

USATF Mountain and Trail Championships 2008
Trail Marathon — June 8, Deadwood, SD—Champs: James McGown and Emily Brzozowski

Mountain — June 21, Gorham, NH—Champs: Eric Blake and Brandy Erholtz
8 km (women/juniors) and 12 km (men) Trail — June 29, Steamboat Springs, CO

100 Mile Trail — July 16, Lake Tahoe, CA
50 Mile Trail — July 28, Crystal Mountain, WA
100km Trail — August 18, Willamette Pass, OR

brainer. Call me Forrest Gunk.
I gain on the mud surface by jumping three or four times

forward, heavily grounded by the slime that covers my arms,
shirt, pants, socks, and shoes. Then I fall back half buried in the
gook. So far, I have probably run 10, maybe 15 yards, but I've
already learned my Lesson on Modesty: never be a running snob,
and more than this, never underestimate the organizers' warn-
ings, especially if they are written in huge and bold characters.

From my standing position, I compress like a spring and
wind up. I am able to cover five or six additional steps before
returning to the slime. My lungs are burning and I am exhausted.
I see things as clear as mud now. I look in front of me and I real-
ize how enormous the distance really is. Two hundred and fifty
yards? Are you kidding me? How can anyone run so far? I am
already too far from the shore to go back. I should probably wait
for the high tide to come in. But I do not give up. “Gold doesn't
lose its worth by falling into the mud,” they say in Turkey.

The first flag, 50 yards from me and 200 yards from the
end, seems so far away. I look to my right and I see the winner
crossing the finish line. All the participants that are running the
third part of the course are literally running on water. I realize
that the trick to this run is running (sounds obvious, but to me it
is a revelation). And of course, to be 20 years younger and 20
pounds lighter.

At least I am not the last one. Not yet. One more spring-
forward action, five more yards, 20 more seconds recouped. I
breathe hard and my head is buzzing.

As I make it to the first flag, I feel like I have run a full
marathon, but it is only 80 yards. Ahead of me I still have two-
thirds of the course and there are a dozen participants still strug-
gling to finish the race.

I am drained, but I see a seaweed bank floating nearby
and this charges me up. I manage to crawl to it and, as I imag-
ined, the terrain is now somewhat solid under my feet. I can fi-
nally run a few yards. My shoes are two cement blocks, but at
least I am running. Ten, 15 yards of pure running excitement. I
know now what the first fish felt (a couple of billions years ago)
when it left the waters to colonize the land. More than anything
else, I feel like I am reborn. “Deichuu no hachisu:” Beautiful
lotus flowers are born from mud.

The seaweed bank does not last and the sludge quick-
sand is waiting for me a few yards away from the second flag. I
sink again. The laws of physics change when you run in the mud.
You never fall like you would fall when tripping on a trail. No
low-flying stumble, no acrobatic show, no Olympic dive. When

(continued on page seven)





Selecting a Coach by Howard Nippert 5
You can find lots of information in magazines and on the internet on
how to train. Some of that information is beneficial and some is
quite misleading, but all of that information is generic. The informa-
tion is not tailored to individual needs or personal circumstances. No
matter your level of ability, or your desired level of competition, you
can make the greatest achievements with the help of a good coach.
An experienced coach will work with you as an individual to de-
velop personalized training schedules to help you reach your per-
sonal athletic goals.

When selecting a coach, consider the following questions:
1) Does the coach have a record of success as an athlete? Suc-

cessful athletes understand motivation and competition; they
have worked hard in order to be successful. An athlete with a
record of success can provide valuable race strategy as well as a
long-term view of training. Furthermore, you will be more in-
clined to follow the advice of someone whose accomplishments
you admire and respect.

2) Is the coach educated in topics related to training? A good
coach not only develops successful comprehensive training
schedules, but also takes into account factors such as physiology
and nutrition. The coach should also be able to provide valu-
able insight on how to deal with injuries.

3) Has the coach had success with a number of athletes across a
spectrum of competitive levels? A coach that only deals with
highly competitive athletes may have a difficult time relating to
the motivation and abilities of beginners, and vice versa. Make
sure the coach you choose works with athletes over a wide vari-
ety of competitive levels, including the level in which you be-
long.

4) Does the coach work with you toward achieving YOUR goals
as an athlete? Select a coach that takes the time and effort to
learn about your background, athletic history, personal goals,
motivation, and schedule. A good coach will take these factors
into account when designing your personalized workout plan.
Each athlete approaches the sport for individual reasons. For
some, it’s weight loss; for others it may be to compete in a local
run. For others yet, it’s to compete among the elite. A coach
should understand your goal and help you work toward achiev-
ing that goal.

5) Is the coach accessible and willing to answer your questions
satisfactorily? Athletes make much greater progress and per-
form better when they are confident in the work they are doing.
When athletes understand the purpose of the workouts, they
take greater pride and make greater gains. A coach should al-
ways be willing to answer your questions and address your con-
cerns. Sometimes questions arise regarding upcoming workouts,
training, races, or other general topics. When you contact a
coach, make sure they respond to your inquiries in a timely
manner. For example, if you don’t feel right going into a par-
ticular workout and want to ask for a modification, it’s nice to
receive a quick response; receiving a response a week after the
fact is not very helpful. Finally, a coach should check in with
you regularly to see how particular workouts went; how you
feel going into upcoming events; and how you are making pro-
gress with your goals.

6) Does the coach explain the overview and philosophy of the
training plan?—A coach should be ready to explain the overall
training philosophy behind a training plan. This includes what
type of workouts will be included and what each workout is

intended to accomplish. Training plans should be more
thoughtful than just numbers of miles logged on consecutive
days of a calendar.

7) Finally, does the coach provide references? A coach should
openly provide references of other clients. If you are inter-
ested, you should talk to the other clients about their experi-
ences, progress, and opinions. You will feel better about your
selection of coach if you hear about the success of other ath-
letes working with the coach.

The following are a few things to avoid when selecting a coach:
1) Beware of coaches whose resumes are filled with the accom-

plishments of a single athlete. A single highly talented athlete
may have success under the guidance of any coach. A coach
that has had success with a large number of athletes of various
levels of ability and competition will most like relate better to
all athletes.

2) Beware of coaches that spell out how many times they will
correspond with you for your fee. A coach that cares about
your individual training will welcome contact, and will want
to check in with you regularly.

3) Beware of coaches who charge a lot for their services. More
expensive coaches don’t make you fitter or faster than less
expensive ones. The quality of the workout or training sched-
ule provided shouldn’t increase with price.

Nippert has been top American at six consecutive IAU 100km
World Cup competitions—four top 10 finishes. He coaches ath-
letes ranging from a first-time 5k competitor to the IAU World 50
Mile Women’s Trail Champion. Visit www.howardnippert.com.

ATRA members at
the $35 level receive
a one-year
subscription to Trail Runner magazine.

www.trailrunnermag.com

Mission: To provide high-quality accessible learning opportu-
nities globally for diverse groups of individuals seeking prepa-
ration for life goals, professional practice, service, and distin-
guished leadership.

Doctor of Psychology and Master of Psychology
degree programs with flexible course scheduling
with evening and/or weekend courses. Restricted
class size providing a “one on one” focus, out-
standing faculty and excellent school reputation.

Contact: Micah Murdock, Asst. VP Admissions at
(719) 314-1638 — www.rockies.edu



USA Mountain Championships By Nancy Hobbs 6

A first-time competitor and a past champion were victorious at
the 48th annual Mount Washington Road Race on Saturday, June
21 and with their wins, each earned berths on the 2008 Teva U.S.
Mountain Running Team.

Brandy Erholtz, a 30-year-old
schoolteacher from Bailey, CO was
crowned ‘Queen of the Mountain’ and
became the USA Mountain Running
Champion. Her victory gave her the
sole women’s spot that was up for grabs
at Mount Washington. “I am super ex-
cited about making the team,” said a
beaming Erholtz at the finish line.

Erholtz, the first U.S. woman
to win since 2000, posted a time of
1:11:08 over the 7.6 mile unbroken as-
cent which runs from the base of Mount
Washington to the 6,288 foot summit.

The average grade is 11% though some sections boast grades be-
tween 18-22% including the final grind to just before the finish
line.

At mile two, Erholtz was the lead woman by a slight mar-
gin followed by last year’s fourth-place finisher Kasie Enman, 28,
Huntington, VT, 2006 third-place finisher Laura Haefeli, 40, Del
Norte, CO, and newcomer Camille Herron, 26, Lafayette, IN.

Enman and Haefeli maintained their positions throughout
the race to the finish line while Herron posted an impressive sixth
in her first mountain race. Enman ran 1:13:26, just eight seconds
ahead of Haefeli. Herron’s time was 1:19:15.

Haefeli finished in 1:13:34 breaking the master’s record
of 1:16:03 set by Joan Benoit Samuelson in
1997. She won a $2000 bonus for the re-
cord provided by New England Runner
magazine. When asked about getting the
record, “That stokes me so much. What an
honor.”

The 2006 Mount Washington
Champion and three-time team member
(’04, ’05, ’06) Eric Blake, 29, New Britain,
CT, sprinted the final steep section of the
course to edge out 2007 mountain team

Sunday, July 20 * 8 a.m.
3 Miles

www.runnotc.org

ATRA
Welcomes

www.parunclub.com

member Clint Wells, 33, Superior, CO,
for the win.

The pair ran side by side from
about mile four, going through the
halfway mark in 28:58. Blake talked
about his race after the finish, “I didn’t
want to make a move too early – I
wanted to make the team and I wasn’t
going to make a move until I knew I’d
be in the top four. I was working so
hard, so were all the guys, we were
pushing the pace. I knew Clint was a
good finisher and I said (to myself), ‘I
gotta go now, I gotta go now’ so the
last 100 meters I pushed as hard as I
could. I didn’t know where he (Clint)
was – I didn’t want to look back.”

Blake’s victory in 1:00:39 earned him the ‘King of the
Mountain’ honors and a second USA Mountain Running Champion-
ship title. Wells finished just eleven seconds back.

In third place, two-time team member (’06, ’07) Rickey
Gates, 27, Boulder, CO, posted a 1:01:12. Another first-time team
member was former collegiate steeplechaser (8:44) Joe Gray, 24,
Lakewood, WA. Gray’s debut effort at Mount Washington resulted
in a 1:01:31, good enough for fourth place and the final team slot for
the men at the race.

Like Haefeli, two-time Mount Washington winner and six-
time mountain team member Simon Gutierrez, 42, Alamosa, CO,
was chasing a master’s record. Gutierrez took off from the cannon to
lead the pack through the first mile.

At the halfway mark, Gutierrez was
on pace for the record which was 1:02:12 set
in 2005 by fellow Coloradoan Matt Carpenter.
Although the second half of the race is typi-
cally much slower, the veteran Gutierrez knew
the course well and planned his finish accord-
ingly.

En route to his fifth place finish,
Gutierrez broke the master’s record by 38 sec-
onds to earn the $2000 bonus from New Eng-
land Runner magazine.

Blake, Wells, Gates

Team Members



Racing in the Mud (continued from page 3) 7

falling in the mud, you just get stuck, then the upper part of your
body bends, and you simply plop. No harmony whatsoever, no
“ooooh” from the crowd for a spectacular tip-over. It is more like
a ripe avocado splatting on the floor than a crystal glass shatter-
ing in thousands of diamond pieces.

And let me tell you about the mud, those mouthfuls of
mud that taste like mussels, clams, oysters, scallops, quahogs,
lima shells, geoducks, and razorbacks – that strong-smelling mud
that is like a fisherman's nightmare – that mud that now I have
on my glasses, my hair, in my ears. I have never taken a mud
bath, but I bet it is not pleasant.

I stand up again – from the belt up, that is. I can't wipe
myself with the back of my hands or with the arm or with my
elbow because I have no clean square inch of my skin. But I can
still spit. Mud is so salty.

With a hit-and-miss technique, jumping and struggling, I
am able to reach the second flag. Now there are only 80 long
yards separating me from the finish line. I lose my right shoe. I
step back, stick my leg back into the mud and find my shoe.

We are now four participants on the last stretch of the
race. It would be so pathetic to arrive last, even in a 250-yard
race, so it is time to give all I could give. I throw myself forward
and cover several yards by crawling in the mud with my knees
and shins that get scratched on the broken shells.

I know that crawling in the mud is not what you do to
give the best impression of yourself, especially if your wife and
daughters are on the shore awaiting your arrival, and dozens of
cameras are documenting the last four desperados. I know I
will probably end up on the next edition's flyer as the main il-
lustration, right under the warning in huge and bold characters
that states: “the Northwest's toughest foot race.” But I have to
(I must) arrive first among the last runners.

The finish banner is only a few yards away now. I hear
the crowd applauding, then suddenly a roar. As I am crossing
the line I see the third-from-the-last person literally flying over
my head, in a desperate attempt to beat me. It is a real Olympic
dive — chapeau — that nonetheless leaves him third from last
and covered in mud. I think about the truth in the Iranian prov-
erb: “The mud that you throw will fall on your own head.”

The organizer congratulates me and puts the medal
around my neck. Hanging from the white, blue, and red ribbon
is a real oyster shell painted in gold. After thirty years of run-
ning, suddenly here it is again: a medal that I want to show
proudly to everyone I know, as if I were a young boy at his
first run. I am covered with black stinky mud from head to toe,
but I am happy as a clam.

Thanks to Run the Planet for providing us with this article. Visit
their website for more stories at www.runtheplanet.com.

ATRA members receive Running Times as
part of their annual membership.

www.runningtimes.com
ATRA is a proud member of the following
organizations

See athlete profiles and learn
more about the

Teva U.S. Mountain Running
Team at:

www.usmrt.com
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