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Run, run runaway

Before we all converted to gym clubs and exercise routines there was simply running, and, as Cheryl Donahue notes, we didn’t quite know what to make of it.

I am a runner.  This was a perfectly normal thing to be when I lived in Washington, D.C.  I'd make my way down East Capitol Street from Lincoln Park, and join the running hordes on the Mall, passing the softball games, soccer games, ultimate frisbee games and gangs of happy tourist families enjoying the Smithsonian museums.  I was watcher and watched, part of the scenery, one of hundreds of runners going by, nothing special.  

When I moved to Kerry, things changed a bit.  Running is a much more singular undertaking in the west of Ireland.  I am not just a runner.  I am the runner.  In the early days, while the locals were still getting used to me, all activity would stop when I ran by.  Farmers would gaze, builders would stare with hammers raised, women would freeze with laundry half-pinned to the line.  Even the cows would stop munching, and slowly raise their huge heads to have a look at me.  Occasionally there would be words of encouragement --"Keep going girleen, you'll win the marathon yet."

It was clear that runners were scarce in these parts. In fact, I later discovered that running is considered a singularly mad pastime, utterly unnecessary, and possibly indicative of a deep inner unrest.  One friend told me, over a pint in the pub, that whenever he saw a runner, he felt like stopping his car and getting out to give them a hug.  “I want to tell them ‘it's ok, you don't have to run,’" he said.  

The man who cut the meadow-like grass in my garden was also perplexed by my running, although for different reasons.  Once I came back from a short run on a sunny day, happily sweating, and waved cheerfully to him from the road.  He came over to me, obviously upset, and finally stammered out "A lady like you... shouldn't have to..." A small wave in my sweaty direction completed the thought.  "I like it," I said, with an endorphin-stoked grin.

I could have gone further with that thought, telling him that one of the main reasons I like running is precisely because it is "unladylike."  I'm running.  I'm free.  I'm not wearing makeup and I don't care what my hair looks like.  I sweat.  I pant.  I splash through puddles and muck. If it rains I get wet.  But I had a feeling that was exactly his point.  No need to disturb the man any further.  He'd get used to it.

And people did get used to it.  The farmers smiled. The mechanics at the garage waved as I went past.  The postman stopped me on the road to have me sign for a package.  Friends and acquaintances looked for me the way twitchers look for a rare bird.  A sighting was always reported ("I saw you running today!").  I evolved into a sort of pet American, doing this comical American thing for the entertainment of the locals.

Sure, it was the least I could do.

Aside from the start it gives to the locals, the most striking difference between running in an American city and running in the rural west of Ireland is dealing with the various animals that suddenly spring up between you and the road.  Dogs, sheep and cows are the main impediments, although the occasional waddling family of ducks can halt forward progress as well.  

Dogs in Kerry are working dogs.  They gather the sheep on the hills and bring the cows in for milking.  And they gather up the strays, including stray humans who suddenly appear at speed in their territory.
There's nothing like a pack of barking dogs suddenly careering out of the shed towards you to test the stability of your heart.  After an initial jolt, mine wasted no time pumping extra blood to the legs to speed me by. Most of the dogs would stop at the end of the farmyard and bark from there, but some insisted on escorting me off the premises personally, staying at my heels until I was well down the road.  There was a herd somewhere to which I belonged and they were going to see me to it.

Slightly gentler challenges and entertainment were provided by my encounters with the local livestock, especially sheep.  This was sheep country, after all.  

I'd be running down a quiet boreen and suddenly come upon some stray sheep grazing at the roadside.  When they saw me, they panicked, skittering ahead with startled backward glances at this odd intrusion into their peaceful day.  They'd stop somewhere up the lane, at a safe distance.  But I kept on running of course, so the panic would begin anew. They'd scatter in all directions, tiny hooves scrabbling under their bulky, woolly bodies, looking for a gap in the hedge or the fence.

Sometimes I stopped and walked, talking to them in a reasonable manner.  They stopped and walked, too, eyeing me up with a mad glint.  I'd explain to them that I was just going to run by them, and they didn't need to stop what they were doing.  Then I'd start running again, and so would they.  In this manner I could chase a stray flock for a half mile or so, cursing them for being the silly, stupid animals they are, until they found their gap and got away from me.  I imagined the farmer watching, puzzled, from a nearby field as a muttering American woman chased his sheep down the lane. 

As the Kerry natives got used to me and my strange American notions of sport, however, I got used to the livestock, and maybe they got used to me as well.

Last summer I rounded a bend and came upon my neighbours herding a large flock of sheep into one of their fields.  The road was blocked so I stopped for a chat with the wife of the pair.  When the sheep had passed, the husband waved me on from down the road, and I thought he was letting me know I could go by.  When I reached him, though, he gave me a job instead.  
I was to stand in the road while they herded the confused sheep back into the proper field.  He and his son and the dogs hassled the sheep back into the road, where they ran in crazy zigzags toward me. The dogs turned them at the gate.
And not a single sheep got by me, I'm proud to say.
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