An Interview with Jon Walk

By Len Hill

In January of 2005, Jon Walk of Spring, Texas, joined the Seven Hills Running Club.  Since beginning his running activity in early 2003, Jon has become active not only with the SHRC, but he is President of the Houston Running Bloggers and a member of HARRA (Houston Area Road Runners Association).  He has also devoted a web site (WalkSports.com) and a blogger site (houstonrunning.blogspot.com) to issues, concerns, and features concerning the running community.  In addition to his web-based activities, he writes a monthly column for Runner Triathelete News.  Recently, Jon was kind enough to take some time out of his busy schedule to answer a few questions about his running, about his family, about his work, and about Jon Walk.

How did you get interested in running?  What led you to the sport?  

There are two individuals that are generally responsible for getting me interested in running.  One was a former co-worker, Rob Jones of West Chester, Pennsylvania, who is a 2:48-2:50 marathoner that finished 20th in the Houston Marathon in 2001 and the other was my brother-in-law.  My brother-in-law wasn’t a “runner” per se, but he and his ex-wife would do an annual Turkey Trot (Sheltering Arms Turkey Trot in Houston, 2001-2002) and a race or two more and the combination of the two of them kept the interest going for a couple of years.

Growing up, were you athletic?

I would say so to an extent.  I played youth baseball and youth football a couple of years before I turned 10, but wasn’t anything spectacular.  I made the 7th grade basketball team here in Houston, but didn’t get much playing time.  My family moved twice in my 8th grade year and once between 9th and 10th grade and given my shy personality, I didn’t necessarily push myself – nor have the drive – to participate in sports on a competitive basis.  

So you were not athletic – in the sense of playing high school sports, or college athletics?

That is correct.  However, I’ve always been around sports as I grew up especially as it related to promoting and publicizing it.

Could you provide some background on the genesis of Jon Walk – the runner?

It happened very slowly!  Two weeks before the 2003 Houston Marathon, I had been depressed. I had been off of a consulting project for a little over two months and I saw that the marathon had a four-mile event. I thought to myself that I could cover four miles in an hour, even if I had to brisk walk it.  I paid my eighteen dollar entry fee and for two weeks started to go out and run-walk for preparation.

How did that help you get through that rough time of your life?

I think that setting a goal, completing it, and finally hitting the electronic mat allowed me to realize that this was something I could do to help myself.  And it was.  It took me awhile to put it together and get committed to it, but in the long run I could get my weight down and help myself.

Where do you expect to go with running – where do you see your involvement with the sport in, say, ten years, both as a runner, and as an interested participant in running activities?  

Well, I hope to be a runner all through my forties (which would be my next 10 years).  I change age groups in January.  I’ll run the Houston Marathon as a 40-year-old.  The challenge is to get below 200 pounds before then so they can’t call me a “Masters Clydesdale.”   Beyond that, I’ll take what the sport throws at me.  I can tell you that I will stay away from arrogant individuals or organizations.  I don’t have time for them and they sap too much out of you. I just want to continue to have fun running races, running with friends, working on putting on events with others and just having a good time!

Now what does that mean – arrogant individuals?

I have relationships with some of the best runners in town, but there some people in the sport who attempt to draw attention to themselves at the expense of others, and those are the ones I want to stay away from. 

Are you willing to tell me what you weigh now? And your height?

I’m six feet tall and I still weigh about 235.  

How long have been at that weight?

I have probably been around that weight for the last year and a half.

Before we go further, give us some background on your family.  I know you have a wife and daughter, but how do they feel about your running?  

They never talk about how they feel about it; however, I believe them to have the opinion of “If you’re having fun and it doesn’t take away from time spent with them, go for it!”

Excuse me for not knowing, but your wife’s name? A little bit about her.

Gena.   She is employed full time, for a company called “My Life Care,” and they provide mobile health screening.  She is the primary marketing representative for their organization.

So she is busy.

Yeah, very.  It’s her employment that allows for us to put our daughter in private school.  A large part of our daughter’s academic success is due to the work that Gena does with her during the week while I am gone. 

And is she a runner?

No and she doesn’t ever want to be!  She’ll help pace Waverly (Waverly Walk - their ten year old daughter) for 2.1 miles in the subdivision when I’m gone, but that’s about it.  It isn’t something that is in a set of goals.  She claims to have some asthma-related issues from her teenage days, but I don’t know that I’ve seen her go completely all out in athletic competition since we’ve been married (will be 15 years in August).  

Can you provide a quote from your wife about how running has changed your life together? 

“I’m glad I got him out of the house!” (He laughs).  That’s me paraphrasing her.

Seriously, and I don’t have a problem with it being discussed, we’ve had our issues as a married couple and we’ve been close to divorce a number of times.  Therefore, the running has been a little bit of a release for me. 

So running has helped your marriage?

It has helped as part of working on the overall solution.  I think my wife realizes that if I am doing something that I enjoy and have fun with it, it allows for better communication, it allows for me to make sure that I treat her like a husband should a treat a wife.

And your daughter, what led her to the sport? 

Dad did.  But I didn’t push her towards it.  I had only run two 5K’s in early 2003 (January and April); however, when I decided to do the Race for the Pennant 5K at Minute Maid Park in Houston that Memorial Day Weekend, she wanted to do the Kids 1K.  I ran with her.  She did her first 5K that September and posted a time that it took her two years – and half marathon training – to break.  But it was because she didn’t stay with it the entire time.

How is she looked at by her peers after her running accomplishments?

Where she goes to school at, I think kids are too busy to pay much attention to it.  I think they thought it was “pretty cool” when she did the half marathon; however, I think that there were those that were jealous of the attention that she received too.

Now, what about your day job?  Explain exactly what it is you do.  

I work for the McKesson Corporation, which is headquartered in San Francisco, California, and my job title is a Revenue Cycle Senior Consultant. My job consists of assisting and counseling healthcare facilities (primarily hospitals) in how to perform “best practice” activities in all areas ranging from information (computer) systems to policies and procedures.

Explain your job functions to someone who does not have a clue as to what a consultant does, much less one who works in health care.

What is revenue cycle?  It is everything, except the patient care portion, between the times that you schedule your hospital visit (such as an inpatient or outpatient surgery) until your bill has been completely resolved.

So, ah, revenue – it has something to do with money?

Ah, yes, as well as maintaining your medical records. I make sure that hospitals are doing all the proper things to insure that patient care is paid for so that doctors and nurses can continue to provide world class care.

Let’s talk about your running as a part of your lifestyle.  What is your daily routine – How many miles a day?

It was never that I had the commitment to run ‘x’ number of miles per day.  A consistent training schedule is perhaps my biggest “traditional” training weakness.   I guess the reason why I don’t get burned out is that 1.) I run when I feel like it and/or 2.) I run enough to prepare myself for a specific event.  

What is your weekly routine?  

I literally make it up as I go.  If I tried to run every day like Ken (Ken Johnson, Seven Hills Running Club president) does, I’d probably drive myself crazy with it.

I know that is not what someone would expect of somebody like myself who is as involved as I am with the sport; however, it is what it is. I have to feel comfortable about it.  I can’t do what other people want me to do.  I know that I have to maintain what I’ve accomplished so far and try to slowly improve upon it.  Maybe what I’m trying to say is that I’m willing to work at it, but not go 110% all the time.  I think that leads to burnout and I don’t want to get there. So I have to watch what and how much that I’m doing.  I don’t think that I’ve ever had a mileage week that topped 50 miles, including races.

How does this all fit in with your family and job?  

While this will sound like a counter-productive statement in regards to my family and my job –or—that I’m completely addicted, I try to combine the running with the family and my job.  If I have to stay over a weekend, which I have to do for Vancouver, I try to make sure that I’m running an event. Or I’ll go do a race somewhere and then plan some family outings or functions around it. So it is part of who I am and it is actually accepted by my wife and daughter. Waverly goes to a lot of races with me and Karen Thibodeaux, the Houston photographer who shoots the Huntsville Half marathon, once told me privately that Waverly is always very concerned about when I’m going to come in and that she is always anxious to see me finish.

Why do you think she is concerned?

 (He laughs)  I don’t know. I don’t know why Karen used the word “concerned”.  I don’t know if it is more excited than concerned.  It is not like I am going to fall over anytime soon.

It looks like you travel a lot – how do manage to schedule all of the web activity, running, eating, sleeping, working, and just plain living  - how does all of this come together? 

Actually, if I scheduled it all out, I think I would become seriously depressed. However, I’m always thinking about what needs to get done. It’s a challenge and unfortunately, I probably live on fear, which probably isn’t the most healthy (or it is indicative of being overcommitted), more than the next person.  Fear that I won’t get something done or that I’ll fall behind or that I’ll disappoint someone and so on. I know certain things that I have to get done by a certain time so it is a constant mental juggling act.  And yes, I multi-task a lot! And I probably don’t get as much sleep as I should and you don’t even want to know how many races I’ve done on little sleep (and have done well at some of them!)

Well, let us in on your routine – how much sleep do you need before a big race? And do you have any prerace meals?

If I can get 5-7 hours sleep before a marathon, that is probably optimal to me.  If I am paying real close attention, I try to be as hydrated as I can be.  And that is usually water or PowerAid, a banana and if I have it available a piece of toast with peanut butter. That usually keeps my stomach from getting upset during the early part of the race.

How did you come to know of the Seven Hills Running Club?  

I learned about the Seven Hills Running Club through Ken Johnson.  It’s kind of a funny story.  I signed up for the 2004 Houston Half Marathon in July 2003.  As I started to get more serious about running in September and October and started to do 5Ks and 10Ks, I wanted to find a half marathon that I could do beforehand just to see if I could do the distance.  My options were the Huntsville Half Marathon and the Half in Dallas in November. I had e-mailed Ken and his response was something to the effect of, “If you can’t run our course in 2:40, perhaps you shouldn’t come.”  I was kind of taken aback.  I saw that the Half in Dallas had a four-hour time limit so I figured that even if I had to brisk walk the entire thing, I could finish the event in 3 hours and 15 minutes. I did that half marathon in Dallas (in 2:50), finished the half in Houston in January (2:32) and then as a final tune-up for my first full marathon, the Marine Corps Marathon in October 2004, I did the Huntsville Half a few weeks before. However, Ken was a quiet motivation for me to stay to task and to prove him wrong.  But all that was before I got a chance to know him as a person and realize what a class individual he is and what good people he and his wife are.

Why would someone from Spring want to belong to a running club so far away, when there are so many clubs in Houston?

Ken invited me a number of times when we saw each other at the Run the Woodlands 5K races and the Run through the Woods on Thanksgiving Day to come and run trails with the club.  There was never any pressure to do so and I was welcome whenever I wanted to. I figured that the least that I could do if I was going to accept the invitation was to just simply join the club as a member given that the membership fees are what they are. Living in Spring, the clubs in Houston, most of which are affiliated with HARRA (the Houston Area Road Runners Association), don’t service the runners on the north side of town; however, The Woodlands Running Club is just now getting started.  But that doesn’t mean that I’ll be giving up my Seven Hills Running Club membership any time soon.  I think it is the quality of people that make up a good club and that’s why I make the drive to Huntsville to run as much as I can with people that I could trust regardless of whatever life threw out there.

Having been involved in the running community, what do you feel are the characteristics of a good running organization?  

A good running organization is one that has minimal politics and has individuals within the group that will support, encourage and more than likely facilitate decisions made that will benefit the majority of its active members.  (You can’t do anything for those that aren’t willing to get involved, I believe.)

What should be the purpose of a good running club, or a good blogger's group, or a good sports minded social organization?

To have fun and enjoy life!  If you can’t do that, it isn’t worth doing.  There’s nothing wrong in being competitive and pushing one’s self and one another.  However when the competitiveness crosses the line and takes the form of destructive human qualities (such as bitterness, jealously, mean spiritedness and anger to name a few), it’s time to say:  “Game over.”

Tell us what you like most and least about the sport of running?  Certainly there must be some negatives you have experienced.  

Actually, I have recently.  The thing that I detest the most is people who attempt to hold me to some type of higher standard because I’m out here publicizing and promoting the sport.  Yes, I have to be accurate and balanced in what I report and write; however, I’m just as susceptible to mistakes, failure and errors in judgment as anyone else.  But I don’t see those same people taking the time to contribute in the same ways that I’m choosing and having fun doing. The other part of people that really chaps my butt the wrong way are those who say, “Well, if you just did this (i.e. drop the rest of my weight), you could run a 7-minute mile or a 24-to-25-minute 5K.”  Or those that get upset because I choose to go run marathon on back-to-back-to-back weekends and PR on the last one – which is one I made a decision to run less than 24 hours before the race’s start.  I mean, “Who cares?” Almost to the point of a paradox, I love the people part of running. I love to see people change their lives or simply to have fun enjoying something that they like to do or have to work at to get better. I also love to promote people’s accomplishments and lift them off.  Now I’d never embarrass anyone and I respect people’s right to privacy if they don’t want something mentioned about them on the Internet, but people, whether they finish first or last, deserve recognition if they do something well, special, interesting and/or noteworthy.  And the problem is:  there are just not enough places in the mainstream media to do that.

What things do you dread, or dislike, about the running, the training, the events, the clubs, the publications, or anything else you would like to think could be improved concerning some aspect of the sport.  

Yikes, I hate training.  But if I’m going to spend the money to be involved in races, I need to do the work to be ready.  I think for my weight, I’m in the top ten percent (even though I’m still technically obese according to the BMI charts) of being healthy and that’s an accomplishment.  And it takes time.  Often times it is time that I’m not willing to give. What can be improved?  I wish every race or event was as conscious about being positively promoting its participants and don’t minimize or trivialize the achievement.  Be professional.  Get results posted accurately and in a timely manner.

Looking back, could you identify three moments in your involvement with the sport of running that have stood out beyond others.

#1 would be any run with my daughter!  It is such a special time even when I’m pushing her to do her best and to get better. The first was to see her complete the training and then successfully complete this year’s 2006 Aramco Houston Half Marathon at the age of 10.  Training was tough for her, but I think that she’ll reap the benefit from that experience for the rest of her life. People would think that I get a lot of satisfaction from the attention that I receive.  Actually, I’m a little embarrassed about it.  We all need to do more about other runners – especially those that kick my butt left and right on the course.  I know Melissa Broussard’s story has been told before, but it’s still a good one.  So is Rick Cook’s.  80 miles on the first attempt of the Rocky Raccoon 100 Miler without doing a race longer than a marathon before.  To me, that’s incredible and gets my respect every day.  

#2 would have to be setting a PR at this year’s Freescale Austin Marathon with a 4:47:32.  It was my third marathon in 14 days!  How can you top that?

#3 is earning people’s respect in this sport, even though I’m not built nor run like a gazelle.  That’s just amazing.  I’m an average guy just having fun.

What have you learned that you wish someone else would have told you early on that would have helped you out in your running experience.

Although I’m a pretty friendly individual, I’m pretty stubborn as well too.  Therefore, I traditionally like to learn on my own. If you’re trying to communicate something that will help me, the best way to do it is to include me in a conversation with somebody else and mention it.  Believe me, I listen very carefully and pick up things from people that I respect and trust.  But I pretty much repel being told something directly, especially if I didn’t ask for the input.  I know where and how I got that, but I’m not sure that’s up for discussion here!

Finally, what advice would you have to give to other runners?  

Always know and be comfortable why you are doing it (running).  If you are doing it for somebody else, it isn’t the right reason to be running.  You’ll burn out and never want to do it again and you’ll lose whatever benefits you obtained from first doing it.

