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Pre race:  
I signed up for this race because it looked like a lot of fun, I wanted to see the Catskills and I 
wanted to get back to doing big trail days after spending the last five months focusing on 
triathlon and road racing. I’m also starting to prepare for my first 100km next February and 
wanted to work on my toughness. I had some trepidation about the technicality of the terrain, 
based on warnings from a couple of my more experienced trail running friends. So a month 
before the race I went out to Suffern to try to run up through Harriman State Park all the way to 
Bear Mountain. I definitely underestimated how difficult the terrain would be and I ran out of 
water at mile 8. I turned around and spent the next couple hours miserable and dehydrated 
trying to get back to Suffern. A couple weeks later I went back and ran it successfully with some 
friends from work who were training for a 100 miler. It went a lot better and I felt like I kept up 
well. That was a big confidence booster. Two weeks later I went to the Catskills excited and 
feeling like I could do the race and maybe even run it sort of aggressively.  

 
I drove up Friday night before the race, leaving work around 5:30 pm. Of course, I was stuck in 
the Kafkaesque purgatory of a Manhattan car rental booth at the beginning of a weekend for an 
hour. When I finally made it to my campsite it was past 10 pm and the chain-smoking, tough-as-
nails camp manager wouldn’t let me set up. Instead she sent me to some wilderness sites 8 
miles away. When I finally found them they were totally full so I just camped at the end of an 
abandoned road. I made mac and cheese on the hood of my car (putting the dirtbag back in 
ultra running, baby!) and jumped into my sleeping bag a bit past 1130 pm. Pre-race meal, in 
addition to the mac and cheese, was a bag of sour candy, maple butter Snickers and a large 
green apple-flavoured Gatorade. Solid.  

 
Race day: 

My alarm went off at 4:30 am after a short but decent sleep. I threw my tent in the trunk and 
drove to the Phoenicia parish hall which serves as race HQ. Thank god they opened the 
bathrooms because I had no water and the ditch I camped next to in the night wasn’t exactly 
equipped with toilet paper. Check and check. Breakfast was another snickers bar and a spoonful 
of cold congee that I realized had probably gone bad. I chugged another Gatorade too 
(strawberry). At 6:15 am we took a bus up to the start. Mike put me in the second wave for 
some reason -- maybe a combination of age and the fact that I'd done a 50 miler before. Still, I 
let most of the people in my group go out ahead of me. The race starts with a big hike with 
some shorter runnable sections up to Panther Mountain. I took it easy at the beginning and felt 
pretty good, falling in with a couple other guys who were chatting. The trail was technical and 
fun, and the beginnings of fall had begun painting the foliage bright oranges, yellows and 



purples. It was gorgeous. We kept it at a 
conversational pace and then picked up speed 
going down Panther Mountain to the first aid 
station at around 10 miles. Running downhill is 
fun .  
 
The aid station at Winnisook Lake had hot food, 
Tailwind and our drop bags. One of my main 
take-aways from this race is to think about 
what I want to do at an aid station before I 
actually get into it. At Winnisook I was a little 
out of it, and was sort of wasting time until the 
guy I'd been running with for a while started 
leaving and I dropped everything to go out with 
him. It wasn't really a problem – I refilled my 
gels, dropped my trash and got new Tailwind, 
but I could have used some more water and 
should have left my rain jacket. On a longer 
course, it could have been an issue.  
 
After Winnisook, we immediately started hiking 

up Slide Mountain, which the guy I was with informed me was the highest point in the Catskills 
(I really should have looked at the elevation profile beforehand). Despite my rushing out of the 
aid station to stay with him he quickly left me behind, his trekking poles and much longer legs 
propelling him out of reach. That's where I had my second major take-away from the race: I 
need to work on my power hiking. I've generally seen uphills as a place to hike at a steady pace 
but not really to push myself. Ascents are hard enough as it is. But I realized that a handful of 
people passed me on the hikes and seemed to be able to eat up the inclines faster than me. I 
wonder if there are any technical changes I could make to how I tackle these sections. It's 
something I want to quiz more experienced people on and just spend more time on in training 
generally.  
 
This two-mile hike was also where I started getting sharp pain in my left Achilles tendon. I had 
had a whisper of pain there during the night run two weeks before, but it quickly went away. 
Not this time. My heel was still functioning normally, but it just hurt, especially when pushing 
uphill. I checked quickly to see if it was a blister or something was rubbing in there but it didn't 
seem to be either. Perhaps I should have stopped and done a full sock-clean, but I didn’t want 
to lose what momentum I had. Maybe that was a mistake. I'm still not sure what caused it. I 
kept pushing through it. The pain would come and go and I started favoring my right foot to 
keep pressure off my left heel. As I neared the top of Slide the terrain shifted again, to a forest 
of evergreen trees. We were running along the ridge and the views were great. Despite the pain 
I was still being blown away by the beauty of the course, the variability of the terrain and just 
how fun the ever-technical trail was to pick my way through. The weather was also getting hot, 
and I found myself drinking a lot of water. At the top of Slide, a couple other racers who'd sped 



by me before were taking a break and I said hello. This race was super friendly and social. 
People were talking to each other, sharing snacks and trading tips. I got the impression that 
quite a few people were repeat racers and that this was a favorite for many of them. Going 
down Slide was the most entertaining part of the course. It was steep, super technical (even 
including some ladder-like stairs and a rope 
to help on one of the clambers down a mini 
cliff). I was mostly alone on the way down 
Slide and then up to the next peak, 
Wittenberg Mountain. My ankle still hurt 
but I was moving a lot faster and felt fit and 
on top of things. I had that same sense of 
gratefulness to my body that I often feel in 
long races. How incredible is it that my 
muscles and bones and gastro system are 
just letting me pound through miles and 
miles of tricky mountain trails! It's a true, 
true privilege to be able to do this sport 
and I never want to forget that.  
 
I had been eating pretty well for most of 
the course, though I wasn't forcing myself 
to take a gel every 20 minutes like I had for 
previous races. I was going more by feel 
this time and definitely took on fewer 
calories per hour than I did in my triathlon 
or at Rock the Ridge. I was sort of 
purposefully pushing the comfort zone of 
perfect preparation and fueling that I'd built in my first few endurance events. I wanted to 
practice eating a larger variety of food and doing so at less minutely-timed intervals. The Spring 
gels I prefer are also just damn expensive. I didn't have any real problems, so I'd say the 
nutrition experiment was a success.  
 
The top of Wittenberg was gorgeous, with a view over forests and lakes that seemed to go on 
forever. It was cool to look back at Slide too and see how high and far I'd already run. I felt fast 
going down Wittenberg and my spirits were buoyed by all the active day hikers coming up the 
trail in the other direction. I came into the mile 16 aid station in a bit of a flurry and the 
volunteers were great in asking me what I needed. I'd felt a bit of a cramp coming on so I 
wanted a salt pill (yes I know it's placebo, sue me). They didn't have one, but I downed a couple 
small cups of pickle juice (another first-time, I like it!) and coke. I also took a couple homemade 
everything-but-the-kitchen-sink chocolate chip cookies out of the station with me and by god 
were they amazing. Essentially just chunks of dark chocolate barely held together by a buttery 
oatmeal batter and containing so much salt they could in no way qualify as a dessert, they 
absolutely were among the best cookies I've ever eaten. I had run out of water a mile or two 
before the aid station, so it was well-placed, especially as the day was still hot.  



 
As I left the volunteers said it was just nine more 
miles and all downhill to the finish. By this point 
I was feeling pretty tired and dealing with the 
steady discomfort of constant leg pain. My heel 
was throbbing in and out still too. But it actually 
hurt less to run than walk, so off I went! The 
terrain had changed again to a sparser, drier, 
deciduous forest full of birch. The trail trended 
downhill but there were a few sharp, short 
inclines and everything was covered in fallen 
leaves. It reminded me of Harriman actually, and 
felt almost like home. The leaves in this part of 
the mountains had gone yellow faster too, and it 
gave the impression that time was being sped 
up as the day went on, as if I'd run straight 
through the months of September and October. 
There were a few more gorgeous views, worthy 
of a Basho haiku, but my mind was in no state to 
construct poetry. I kept pushing and clicking off 
miles, there were a couple people just behind 
me, and staying ahead of them helped keep me 

going. I was running everything flat and downhill and hiking the up hills, whether it was five 
steps or 30. There were points here where I really wanted the race to be done, and it felt like it 
was dragging on and on. My ankle hurt and I wasn't enjoying my food. Despite the natural 
beauty, I was kind of bored. Usually I start listening to music at this point in a race but this time 
I didn't. I kind of wanted to experiment with not relying on that as a distraction.  
 
At one point I was unsure of which trail to take and I took a look at my map only to realize I 
wasn't that far from the end (my watch would later end at nearly a mile less than the official 
distance). I had been resisting checking my map (and the course was overall very well marked) 
and seeing that I was closer than I thought gave me a boost. I ate a bit of chocolate chip cookie 
and started enjoying the race again. Now, looking at my mile splits I can see I was progressively 
getting faster as I went down the mountain. The final switchbacks took me down through a 
greener, almost rainforest-like area and I really picked it up, knowing I was near the end. I felt 
good, almost great, and even ran up the few remaining mini-inclines. I passed a couple people 
as I realized I was definitely in the running to finish in under 7 hours. The last mile of the course 
was on the road, through a residential neighbourhood and then into downtown Phoenicia and a 
final jog across a grassy field to the Parish Hall. I crossed the line at 6:41:53, thrilled to be done 
and in what I felt was a decent time. I didn't have anywhere to be and the weather was perfect, 
the atmosphere fun and light, and the pizza was free and plentiful. I made a few friends and it 
felt great to realize I was integrating into the northeast ultra running community bit by bit.  
 



Post race: 
Right now I'm training for two races: the Philly Marathon on Nov. 24, and the Black Canyon 
100km in Arizona on Feb. 15 (my first 100km). I did Cat's Tail because I wanted to do something 
more technical than Rock the Ridge, and it looked like fun. In the long game of building 
experience for future endurance races, and in having a good time in a beautiful part of the 
country I haven't been to yet, running this race was definitely the right choice. In the shorter-
term context of trying to set an aggressive PR at Philly less than two months later, it probably 
wasn't. I ended up taking a week off because my ankle just kept hurting. The sharp pain 
eventually went away (mostly), and I ran a 10km PR at Grete's Gallop in Central Park a week 
after the race. But soon after that I realized I probably have plantar fasciitis in at least my left 
foot. It probably would have happened anyways, but I am realizing that running trail ultras is 
not a super conventional way of training for fast, flat marathons. I'm going to see a podiatrist, 
and hopefully it will all work out, but I'm probably at the lowest point of my running year right 
now. I'm still able to see the bright side though. In 2019 I ran a 50km, 50 miler, half Ironman 
and set PRs in the 5km, 5m and 
10km distances. I learned a huge 
amount about how to train and what 
I'm capable of, and had a ton of fun. I 
am only a couple races away from 
automatic qualification for the 2020 
NYC marathon. So even if Philly is a 
disaster, I know I've had the biggest 
and best running year of my life so 
far. Another important experience I 
had during this race was dealing with 
the ankle pain in the first place. My 
other two big races have essentially 
gone off flawlessly, but this time I 
had an injury to contend with. Big 
thanks to Mike and Charlie for 
organizing Cat's Tail and making it so 
fun, safe and positive. Thanks to the 
people I ran sections of the race 
with, to Max and Eben for taking me 
on that Harriman night run and the 
whole PPTC crew for ongoing 
friendship and inspiration. Also -- If 
you like trails and live in the area, 
definitely put this race at the top of 
your list!   
 
 


