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      Prolog
    

    
      The only sport that comes absolutely natural to humans is running. It does not require anything, we can just start whenever we feel like it. Look at kids, they don’t walk, they run. 
    

    
      I remember seeing unexpected Facebook comments to a post I sent out just after coming back from a marathon race in Copenhagen, May of 2012. I declared that I intended to run a 42.195 kilometer marathon in every EU member state’s capital at that point. That was after I had just done my second of the then 28 EU capital marathons. 
    

    
      Often, when people make these types of bold claims while not really having proven that they were capable of it, the disbelief from others turns into harsh statements. 
    

    
      I don’t think that these people need to be proven wrong in any situation, but it sure feels good to do so. It’s a nice bonus to the actual accomplishments. 
    

    
      Why would I choose this type of project? I’ve been asked this a bunch of times, and when it comes down to it, the truth is I don’t really know. I think it has to do with proving something to myself in the end. Before finding long distance running, I wasn’t really known as the guy who would follow through with everything he did. Sometimes, sure, but not on the major things – for example, I quit two separate university degrees after studying them for just a year each. I wasn’t into it that much, the 
      intrinsic 
      motivation and 
      a
       visualized end goal were missing. It still all worked out because I instead got a job as a web programmer, a skill I had learned since my early teenage years, then founded and built up my own web design 
      company to solid success subsequently
      . 
    

    
      When a friend at that programm
      ing 
      job convinced me to sign up for our first marathon race, Hamburg Marathon 2010, we didn’t know what we got ourselves into. You can rationally anticipate the strain such a race would have on you, but actually running and experiencing the race is a separate thing. I was physically destroyed for days afterwards after a 4:51:30 hour rollercoaster of emotions. 
    

    
      But it soon became clear that this wasn’t the last endurance race for me. I think I crave these intense emotions. It makes me happy to experience the whole range from the worst to the best during such a relatively short timespan. Everyday life was just not exciting enough to me – not by a long shot. Common thoughts like “is this really all there is?” need to be addressed and those are tough questions to answer. So, in a way, using my body to do endurance races is my therapy. I just didn’t know that back then. What I knew was marathon running made me happy. Very happy.
      

    

    
      Who Am I?
    

    
      
    

    
      Many of the people I like call me 
      Teesche 
      (pronounced Tay-Shuh)
      , but my name is Tim Teege. I was born in 1984 in Hamburg, Germany. I have lived in Darmstadt, Munich and Saarbrücken as well, but decided to settle in Hamburg, because it’s a good city and my roots are here. I live here with my amazing wife Sophie and our four sweet little daughters.
    

    
      I earn my living by being the founder and CEO of a web design company called teege.me GmbH.
    

    
      In the free time that’s left, I like to do other endur
      ance sports like biking and swimming, 
      building things 
      out of 
      wood, playing music on the guitar, piano, and especially on the drums. Reading has become a favorite pastime for me as well. 
      

    

    
      Why Did I Want to Run a Marathon in Every EU Capital?
    

    
      The reason is quite simple. Because it is possible!
    

    
      After a very unmotivated phase of my life I began to think about creating a kind of bucket list of things that I want to experience in my life before I die. The result was a long document that grows a lot faster than I can cross off items. 
    

    
      Some goals can easily be accomplished via the popular strategy of using money, like for example doing a long vacation in the South Pacific or a biking tour along the Way of St. James. Others are relatively intense like crossing the English Channel swimming or completing an Ironman distance triathlon.
    

    
      For some reason, many items on my list are of athletic nature, although I wouldn’t call myself an athletic person. After a childhood of experiments with tennis and field hockey my athletic career was kept down by a huge lack of motivation. Eventually, during university, I tried some outdoor running and that stuck with me. When I entered adulthood by having a real job in a real office, the urge to go running in my free time grew even more. I suddenly did thirty to forty kilometers per week and found myself registered for running race events, too.
    

    
      That was the end of my laziness. What followed was a biking tour from Hamburg to Athens, Greece, during which
       two friends and I
       biked about 1,200 kilometers in three weeks, including crossing the Alps from Munich to Venice, my first Olympic distance triathlon in Hamburg, which consists of 1.5 kilometers of swimming, 40 kilometers of biking, and 10 kilometers of running, as well as lots of half marathons and 10k’s in Hamburg and the vicinity with improving results.
    

    
      It became clear to me that running will stay with me for a long time. I consider it being a very elegant sport, because:
    

    
      	
        No special skill or technique is necessary
      

      	
        There is no need for expensive equipment
      

      	
        No silly club memberships
      

      	
        You can just go out and run at any point 
      

    

    
      Everything you need is already there. Just a bit of practice that additionally makes your whole body stay in shape. Best sport ever!
    

    
      The advantages are clear, humans are built for endurance running. Genetically speaking, we have evolved to 
      run
      . Although we are not the fastest, few other species on Earth are able to run continually for these long distances of a marathon and more.
    

    
      When I weighed running with other options of exercise, it always seemed to be superior. Going to the gym for building muscle doesn’t really help with anything except looking strong. It’s not helpful in everyday life and also expensive and not very fulfilling. 
      There’s no positive hormones, it feels like a nuisance. 
    

    
      Team sports can be fun but are tough to organize in the phase in life with work obligations and little kids at home. The benefits are also not as good, as most team sports are too tough on the weaker parts of the body, like the joints, for example. Learning and improving teamwork and coordination is an advantage, of course, but I feel like that’s practiced enough during childhood and adolescent years. After that, it happens enough at most jobs. 
    

    
      Endurance on the other hand helps with everything. Patience is learned, willpower increases, and learning to get through the tough times in life with tranquility, represented by a hard long run, is a valuable skill. In a way, it’s more about training the mind than the body. It’s repetitive but meditative. 
    

    
      In 2010 I finished my first ever full marathon in Hamburg, just to experience what it’s like. After 25 years without a real sport I was prepared in a disastrous and naïve way and I finished in 4:51:30. Still, it was one of the best moments of my life.
    

    
      I remember it like it was yesterday how I wobbled for the last eight kilometers, half walking and half trying to jog, always thinking about quitting but still fighting. At kilometer 41 my then-girlfriend Sophie
      , 
      now my wife
      ,
       jumped out of the crowd onto the course and ran along with me until shortly before the finish line where she was taken out of the race by the security guards.
    

    
      That gave me enough energy to run for the last few hundred meters to the finish, my head held back because even my neck muscles were so sore, my body leaning forward and my mind completely focused on not falling down and instead putting one foot in front of the other one, until finally I heard the beeping sound of the chip tracking machines and the clicking of the photographers that confirmed I finished the race.
    

    
      
        [image: Teesche Hamburg Marathon 2010]
      
    

    
      A nice lady handed me my medal and there I was, with my victory against myself. I cried a few tears of joy. My feet felt long and flat and were full of sore spots and blisters. I got a black toenail. My whole body was aching and there wasn’t one muscle that didn’t feel sore. I was very hungry, tired, but extremely happy. My sister picked me up and drove me home.
    

    
      The first thing I did back home was google more marathons.
    

    
      But I did not just want to run any random marathons, I prefered to have a concept behind it. I just found out how happy it makes me to have a huge goal and fight real hard until I finally manage to reach that goal, so naturally I wanted to set new and bigger goals immediately. I got the idea of running a marathon in every EU capital for no particular reason except that I love Europe and the idea of different kinds of peoples coming together to cooperate with each other’s best interests in mind, as opposed to exploiting and killing everyone else for their own group’s advantage like humankind has done over and over again.
    

    
      One worldwide people with a common idea of sharing Earth and keeping each other alive. In my opinion, this starts here in Europe – we’re the guinea pigs it gets tested on. It’s clearly not always easy to follow through on this huge political vision, but in my experience rarely something which is worth having comes easily.
    

    
      Just like with running a marathon, you have to put in a lot of work until great things happen. But apart from this point of raising awareness I didn’t do it to achieve some world records or 
      any special attention
      , it’s also just that I like to travel and get to know new places. Seeing that the simple sport of running unites all of the different cultures in Europe and the world strengthens this EU vision even more. We’re all quite similar after all.
    

    
      Throughout the years when I did the EU marathons, starting in 2011 and ending in 2018, I maintained a website I created in order to share the stories about each race. The following stories are largely taken from that blog, but edited for clarity at points. Here are the years 27 to 34 of my life, running marathons in every EU capital city. Enjoy!
    

    
      
    

    

    
      
    

    
      #1 Amsterdam
    

    
      16th of October, 2011
    

    
      How it all started.
    

    
      On Friday, the 13th of October, 2011 at Hamburg Central Station, it began. Me and my girlfriend Sophie, who is very pregnant with our first child, Julie, at the time, are meeting the people who are coming with us. Our friends Maddin and Kiro, Serzhey and Lucia, and another nice girl whose name I forgot. She also wanted to go to Amsterdam, so we took her with us. We rented a Mercedes Viano for the ride. What a great car! Since that trip it has become my dream car. So much space and luxury and still not insanely large. Just right. 
    

    
      What followed was a very relaxing drive to Amsterdam. Those five hours from Hamburg don’t ever seem to be that long. We booked a little bungalow at a camping ground in Amsterdam, which was quite the contrast to our car, luxury-wise. But it had beds and heating, which made it far better than a tent. One thing that always makes everything better: free Wi-Fi.
    

    
      The following Saturday we went to explore the city on foot, ate interesting Burgers that we bought out of a wall of locker-like compartments and, of course, visited the marathon expo to collect our race numbers. That place wasn’t located in the city center, so we had to take the Metro. Buying the tickets really gave us a hard time, but that fact made us laugh a lot, too. That day happened to be Serzhey’s birthday, who got some nice and freshly baked muffins in addition to a couple of really weird gifts, e.g. a Hello Kitty running bandana he started to proudly wear.
    

    
      The camping ground had a big common kitchen, which we could use to have our own Pasta Party in preparation for the marathon tomorrow. Lots of people had the same idea and many of them were running tomorrow as well, so we shared everything, which was quite nice. After that, the three of us who were going to run the next day hoped for a good night’s sleep. Our common experience is that this never happens the night before a marathon, because there is a lot of excitement for the race. But this time it went a lot better than I thought, and the next morning was wonderful – except for the weather. Humid, foggy and cold. After a big breakfast we took the awesome Viano to drive to the start of the race. I was especially nervous, because this was going to be my first marathon after more than a year, and my second marathon in total. I didn’t really know anything about the course either. Amsterdam is flat, but you never know how the weather is going to be.
    

    
      I am sure you can see the nervousness in our faces in that picture below. This is Serzhey’s second marathon as well, he ran the Hamburg marathon that same year in 4:19 hours. Maddin (right) is the only one who hadn’t done a full marathon race before and is almost sure that he won’t make it. Not enough training, 
      the knee
       doesn’t work well, he says. We’ll see.
    

    
      Amsterdam has quite a big marathon. It’s difficult to guess the sizes of such masses of people, but I would say it was more than 10,000 runners. At the same time, a half marathon and quarter marathon were also held, in significant parts on the same course. The more, the merrier! The starting point was inside of a stadium that had only a small hallway as an entrance. So there were thousands of nervous runners trying to get through this tiny, two meter wide, passage-way. We had to wait a long time in the queue behind it. When we got to the passage-way, I could see that inside that tunnel was the place the toilets were situated. So that’s what created the congestion, no pun intended. Well, this
       wasn’t the best plan.
    

    
      I had lost the other two guys in the crowd and was alone when I heard the gun going off, signaling the race had started. A few meters next to us, separated by big fences, I could see the faster runners coming out of the stadium again, already on the course. The race had started! Ten minutes later I also reached the starting gate. Now inside the stadium I took a look around the spectators and could spot the three girls, who were waving at me! Really cool. Motivated and happily I jumped through the first meters. Suddenly Maddin was behind me again and we wished each other good luck and a nice race. Though he had no experience with marathons at all, I was sure that he would reach the finish faster, because he is generally much more talented at sports than me. The same is true for Serzhey, who probably was far away already.
    

    
      The course turned out to be very beautiful. At first we went through Vondel-Park in the heart of Amsterdam, full of people cheering us on. It was a very nice atmosphere – Amsterdam is known for being inclusive and laid-back and it showed. The supporters had made funny posters and there were a lot of unusual runners between us who were wearing costumes, running barefoot, or pushing a stroller in front of them. I found my comfortable pace and managed to stay at it almost right away. After we got out of the city, we ran south along the river Amstel. The weather had improved a lot, it got really warm and sunny.
    

    
      After 17 kilometers I met the girls! They confirmed that Serzhey and Maddin were still in front of me. On the other side of the river I could see the leading group now, because the course has a turning point and leads back north again over there. A few kilometers later I reached that turning point as well, it was within a very cozy looking village. I really like the Netherlands, it’s all beautiful and healthy-looking. 
    

    
      We crossed the Amstel on a bridge and went north again, in the direction of the city. Even in this quite remote area there were many people standing on the streets, cheering for us. They just had to come out of their small but cozy looking houses and there was the big race. I had no music on my headphones and even deactivated my running app sounds in order to not be distracted and really be able to listen to the atmosphere and my body. So I basically had no idea about how fast I was going, I just had a bit of a feeling of it. Then I crossed the half marathon marker, which had a screen showing the current time since the start of the race: 2:07 hours. Very good, considering I crossed the starting line a few minutes after the clock went off. I will be able to finish this race today, I thought. I ate an energy gel that I brought with me at that point and went on. On the Amstel river a couple of boats were cruising around, one of them had a live band on top of it which was performing fun Dutch folk songs. I have definitely heard better music, but this was a nice idea and the energy was right. Next time, please play some progressive mathcore. Then again, I would probably be the only one to enjoy that.
    

    
      And on we go. 
      Leaving the Amstel
       we entered an industrial area. It was not as nice to look at and had not as many spectators, but on the other hand it was quiet and relaxing without all the noise for a change. The crowd of runners had spread across many kilometers by now, so everyone had a lot more time and space on the refreshment stations. Everything was perfectly organized and they even had my favorite drink for free: blue Powerade! 
    

    
      I passed lots of kilometer signs and didn’t feel sore or tired at all. Probably because I wasn’t going as fast as I could, which was all according to the plan. My main goal is to reach the finish line, and nothing else. After 30 kilometers I saw a lady holding up a sign that read “A marathon starts at 30 km!” – and she is definitely right. Now I 
      realize
       how far I’ve come and the race starts to feel longer and longer. But I still feel optimistic. Serzhey might already have finished, I’m thinking. In the streets there were more and more bands as we came closer to the city. Drumming squads next to rock bands, but also a 30-piece Gospel choir. Very diverse, I like that. After 34 kilometers, I met the girls again, and they told me that Maddin had just been there and was very tired and slow, but Serzhey had passed them long ago, looking good. Let’s see if I can meet Maddin! I still had some power left. Not enough to be running faster, but enough to be keeping my pace. 
    

    
      We are crossing the Vondel-Park again, next to some strolling tourists, 39, 40, 41: suddenly I see an orange dressed, small man, walking (!) on the right side of the course: it really is him, Maddin. Poor guy! He looks beat up and disappointed. His knee is hurting badly, he says. But I can manage to cheer him up and he really doesn’t want to see me finish before him, so he gathers some more courage and starts running again. 
    

    
      In the meantime it got quite hot and I started to feel a bit of a sunburn developing on my forehead. Maddin runs and we talk, and he starts to run faster and faster until I even have problems 
      keeping
       up with him. Where did he draw that energy from, suddenly? I am still able to stay with him, and so we cross the finish line together, celebrating our accomplishment with a hug. Marathon completed in 4:36:51 hours, which is 15 minutes faster than my only other marathon in Hamburg!
    

    
      Now the task is done, everything’s good. The dopamin does its work. A couple of minutes later I met the girls again and we found Serzhey coming out of the showers already, who finished in less than four hours – an unbelievable feat for me at that stage! Then, we just fall into the comfortable car and drive back home. The obligatory stop at a Autobahn rest stop to celebrate the successful race with a huge burger couldn’t be left out. Happy.
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      #2 Copenhagen
    

    
      20th of May, 2012
    

    
      Time for the second EU capital marathon! This time it takes place in our beautiful and flat neighboring country of Denmark. On top of that it’s a wonderful time of the year, right between spring and summer. We decided to add another day to the trip and thus left Hamburg on Thursday 17th, in order to really have a short vacation. I managed to mobilize a few friends to come along again, quite selfishly to cheer for me. Serzhey and Maddin came with us again to run the marathon, but Maddin announced he wasn’t planning on finishing because of his bad knee and lack of training, again. Because of this and because of a lot more situations where he showed us this kind of behavior, he got the new nickname 
      Ausredin
       (meaning Excuse-making-Maddin).
    

    
      The group consists of Sophie and me, Serzhey, Maddin, Till and Lia, my co-worker Krischi and his girlfriend Nena, and for the first time, two babies! Till and Lia brought their little Levi, and Sophie and me our little Julie. Both were born in November of 2011 and are about six months old by now and of course are best friends already. It is so much fun to be with those two little people, although it’s also a lot of work, of course. 
    

    
      First of all we had to find a car that 
      was big
       enough for this extended group. Till managed to borrow a VW van from his company for the weekend, we just had to put in some children’s seats. Krischi and Nena came a day later by train, so the 9-seater car worked fine. A nice ride in the car and on a ship in between, we found ourselves in beautiful Copenhagen. It was a sunny and warm day. Because of the two babies we didn’t get a bungalow at a camping ground this time, it had to be a little more comfortable. So we booked a flat via AirBnB. Our landlord was a great guy from Iceland, who offered us his whole house bar in addition to the flat. What a trusting guy! He went to a friend’s apartment and left us by ourselves. The flat was right next to the famous autonomous district of Christiania.
    

    
      I don’t remember much about the two days before the marathon, probably because we had so much work to do with the new kids. We did a walking tour of the city center and a little bit of sightseeing and tried to relax. Maddin and I went to the marathon expo so we could collect our racing numbers. It turned out to be quite far away, so we took a train, went on foot and rented bicycles to get there. Three hours later we were home again with some sore feet from the long walk. In the evening we had lots of the obligatory pasta. I had a bit of wine, too. Probably not the best idea before the run. Then we hoped for a night with enough sleep and without Julie crying. It worked! Sophie took care of Julie during the night, so I was feeling really rested the next morning.
    

    
      A quick breakfast, some vaseline on the feet, a few energy gels into the pockets, and off we go. The starting line was 
      within walking
       distance, which was very well planned by Sophie. Serzhey took the first pill of paracetamol right there before the start, thinking it would make him faster and suffer less. Unnecessary, if you ask me! I was a lot calmer than last time, but a bit of nervousness is always there. At the time I hear the gunshot that’s starting the race, I always feel some kind of relief. It means that I don’t have to do anything else now apart from running. No problem. 
    

    
      The conditions were perfect. It was really warm, not windy, no hills, not too crowded, with good people cheering and very well organized refreshment stations. In short, everything was good. I also liked the electrolyte drink they had, although it was no Powerade. I guess there were between 6,000 and 8,000 runners this time. Less than Amsterdam, but still quite a few. I saw many people running in costumes again. A group of people looking like soldiers were carrying a type of sledge that was maybe as long as five meters and had certain stuff on it. I think they were trying to convey some kind of message, but I didn’t know which one. Then there was a guy in a Sumo fighter’s costume, a Superman, two clowns, many funny fake-bearded guys, and again a couple of dudes running with bare feet. I admire those quite a lot, my feet are already hurting after a marathon run wearing shoes. But maybe that’s the problem.
    

    
      The course was very diverse although it completely stayed within the city’s bounds. We went through the famous old harbor with those colorful houses called Nyhavn, ran next to the popular mermaid statue which is in the water, up north to a castle and again through the nice old city with its cobblestone parts which were a bit difficult to run on, I must admit. Up until 17 kilometers nothing much happened, but there I met my personal crowd. Happily they greeted me, clapping devices in hand, offering more energy gels and asking if I needed anything else. Just a kiss from Sophie and Julie, a high five and a smile, thanks. 
    

    
      What followed was a boring straight part on a kind of highway. I guess that was to get some more kilometers into the course in this relatively small city. There was a turning point after about half of the race, and after 23 kilometers I saw my favorite people again.
       
      After that point it felt like a long time to the finish line, because I knew I wouldn’t see them again before that. Julie and Levi had a long lunch break while I felt a bit alone during the hardest kilometers of the race.
    

    
      But everything was going to work out, I knew that. I ran at a steady pace that came naturally to me. Again I didn’t listen to the GPS calculated pace on my phone because I felt it would influence my natural speed in a bad way. Good decision, I think. This was the first time I used the new app called 
      Runtastic
      , which submitted my real-time position to the internet so that my friends could see where I was. A cool feature! I activated the “Post to Facebook” feature as well, so my Facebook friends can cheer for me by liking my posted running activity. Whenever anybody does that, I get some clapping sounds on my headphones. That happened about thirty times during the race so I didn’t feel alone at all. 
    

    
      But there is a downside to this technology. As I heard afterwards, my friend Digger was hosting a barbecue at the time of my race and got so distracted by intensely following my live position on his laptop that he forgot to attend to his guests
      . Well
      , Digger. Thanks, I guess!
    

    
      After 30 kilometers the course led back onto a street we ran before. I prefer to see more different parts of a city during a race, but I guess the city is small, so they had to plan it this way. I like what they did in Amsterdam, just taking the race outside of the city. The surroundings of Copenhagen are probably very nice, too. An advantage for the strategy that the hosts of this Copenhagen race do would be that you are able to see your fans a couple more times as they don’t have to change locations. 
    

    
      We came into a nice park, again into the old city, and I just ran and ran. My body worked well, I had no problems at all. I think by now I kind of know how to run a marathon. After 40 kilometers there were my known faces again, which was a great surprise. The group had positioned itself shortly before the finish, so that I was motivated again to pick up the pace for the last two kilometers. But there was another face in the crowd, Maddin
      ’s
      . What, how?! I thought he was behind me all the time! Afterwards they told me he quit after 23 kilometers and then just walked to the finish line to receive his medal. That way he had cheated himself to a finishing time of just 3:21 hours. Highly unrealistic for him but I guess he really wanted that medal. 
    

    
      The atmosphere towards the end of the course was energetic and just great. People were standing on the streets, partly blocking the course, smiling and shouting for their friends and family who were running. Through all those people it was finally visible: the finish line! I tend to get a bit emotional when I see that. Just a few steps left and the marathon is done. You belong to that small part of mankind which is able to do this. That feels quite good! No marathon finish can ever be as good as the first one, but this one also felt very nice.
    

    
      My finishing time was 4:25:42 hours, again a good ten minutes faster than last time in Amsterdam. I am looking forward to how my next marathon times will improve! Again I got a nice sunburn and a craving for food. But first I get to relax with my friends and play with the children.
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      #3 Lisbon
    

    
      9th of December, 2012
    

    
      The third EU capital marathon. This time it’s going to be in Portugal. This marks the first trip for which we had to get on a plane. We managed to assemble a nice group again, consisting of Sophie and me with little Julie, Till and Lia with little Levi, Maddin and his girlfriend Kiro, and Sophie’s cousin Kathrin.
    

    
      The two little ones survived the flight quite well and showed themselves to be very cooperative in our endeavor. We had booked a privately owned flat using AirBnB again, which was situated right in the middle of the Old City. It was decorated in a peculiar but stylish way. There were things like a 1940s movie projector and little old TVs as bedside tables, which were creating a unique flair. The walls were decorated with vinyl record cases and the floor was full of flokati rugs, which gave it a 70s look. Thankfully we wouldn’t have to clean those rugs! It was very cozy though, and the position of the flat right in the city center was perfect for traveling with young children.
    

    
      On Friday and Saturday we were exploring the beautiful city with its many hills and stairs. I had never been to Lisbon before, except for a stopover at the airport, but Sophie had lived and studied here for a year. Now I was finally able to keep my promise of coming here with her and letting her show me around. Another thing was quite convenient, and that was Sophie’s ability to speak Portuguese fluently. None of us was able to say more than the few obligatory tourist words and not many Portuguese people are able to speak English.
    

    
      This marathon would have a change of runners. Serzhey didn’t have enough time, because he was in the middle of his year-long internship to become a medical doctor, but Till signed up for the race. It would have been his first marathon, but unfortunately he got a cold just a few days before the race so he decided not to run. Maddin wasn’t in good shape as well, that’s why he just signed up for the half marathon race which was taking place at the same time. That means that I was the only marathon runner of the group for the first time.
    

    
      On Saturday our group split up, the girls wanted to explore the city some more, Maddin and Till went to the little town of Cascais to go climbing right at the Atlantic ocean, and I took the metro to get to the racing center in order to collect my racing number and that stuff. The racing center was inside of a small gym hall and I got the impression that the race was going to be really small. There was just one counter that gave out the racing numbers, and next to it one other booth selling energy gels. Then there was a guy that cooked coffee and gave it to everyone who wanted some. That was it. I asked a volunteer for some printed maps of the route to give to my companions, and she gave me the last two remaining ones. I was kind of expecting this event to be not as perfectly organized as the other two marathons I ran in northern Europe. So far there wasn’t a problem, but I was a little afraid that maybe the water stations during the race weren’t well organized. If there would be no water for the runners, it could become really difficult. But every problem is solvable. Just go out there and start.
    

    
      In the afternoon our group met again and we went into the city center and enjoyed the amazing weather. It was just under 20 degrees Celsius, in the middle of winter! We all really needed the sun. It was convenient as well that we didn’t have to go looking for a heated room to change Julie’s diaper, we could just do that in the streets or 
      in some
       public place!
    

    
      In the evening we had a big meal. Pasta, very traditional, and lots of it. Some people say that this 
      carbo loading
       before a race is not as good as you might think, but I don’t care about that. I always felt good during a race when I had eaten lots of pasta the evening before. This time it would be the same.
    

    
      Lisbon’s marathon is quite small in contrast, as expected. I think there were just about 1,500 people running the full race. A few more were running the shorter races which were held at the same time (half marathon, a 10k, and a children’s run). Still, it felt nice and small, which was a good new experience for me. On Sunday morning Till came with me to the start so that I wouldn’t have to be there all alone. In the metro we met an interesting guy from Belgium who was going to run his 20th marathon here but was a lot more nervous than me. He ha
      s
       an interesting tradition of running four marathons per year and before each race he doesn’t drink any alcohol for a whole month. Then, after completing a marathon, he “drowns” himself in red wine, as he said. That sounded a bit dangerous to me, but it seemed to work for him.
       
      I, for one, am happy with consuming alcohol very moderately. But who knows, a little more red wine and I might be able to run four marathons a year as well some day. Ha!
    

    
      Now I’m standing here at the start of this race that is difficult to assess and supposedly rather hilly. I didn’t train a lot before this race. I just did three major runs (20k, 25k and 30k) in the weeks before today. Therefore I am a bit nervous. As always, the nervousness is immediately gone the moment I cross the starting line. The timing chip is securely attached to my shoe, the clothes are warm, the stomach is full but not too full, the weather is alright at ten degrees Celsius, everything is fine. What they said was true, the course is immediately quite challenging. It goes up and down a lot, passing the two big football stadiums of the city, with next to no spectators. That is quite refreshing, actually. 
    

    
      10 kilometers in, I’m running next to a man who caught my attention for two reasons. First, he was wearing a shirt that said “Zeitsprung-Marathon Bremen” (meaning “time jump marathon”). That is a marathon on the first weekend of October, starting at 1:00 AM, which is right before the Daylight Savings related switching of the clocks. So everyone is running an hour less… well, kind of. Still, a funny idea! The second thing that caught my attention was a chain of little bells that he had around his ankle. With every step he made it produced a loud ringing noise. After a few hundred meters it got really annoying! There was only one solution: running away from him, fast. Within a few minutes I managed to be out of reach. How is this guy not going insane? 
    

    
      Shortly after this we found ourselves on a four kilometer long slightly downhill part of the race, which was really good. After that I saw my personal fan club for the first time. The girls just had to walk just a hundred meters from our apartment to see me. At 19 kilometers, with a bit less than two hours behind me, I’m happy for many reasons. Well planned by them, as always!
    

    
      Now the course gets less varied. It is completely flat for about 15 kilometers. We are running along the Tejo river (
      Tagus 
      in English)
      , with little to no view of the water itself unfortunately. Instead we get to watch the half marathon runners coming towards us. One of them was Maddin, who was running in a very relaxed way and even took the time to have a short break in order to take a proper photo of me and give me a high five. Well done, mate!
    

    
      After that we soon could see this famous bridge that looks like the Golden Gate Bridge, called the 
      25 de Abril Bridge
      . It would have been great to cross it as part of the route, but that would have probably been too much of an effort. At 28 kilometers there’s a turning point so that we have to run back to the inner city on the same street. Starting at 30 it’s getting harder for me to run at the same pace. I have to fight. Maybe I ate too many energy gels, because my stomach feels full. I had a little 
      Aspirin Effect
       with 
      me which
       I ate at that point, but I have no idea if that worked at all. Probably not the best idea.
    

    
      I’m exhausted at this point. The field of runners has stretched out a lot and there are still little to no people in the streets cheering. It’s a shame and it makes me realize how much I appreciate a screaming crowd, when I finally meet the girls at this spot. They built some kind of cheering device from trash bags, which was really sweet. I really needed that motivation, because I know that from now on the course goes straight uphill. Until the finish line. The last five kilometers. Who made that sadistic decision?! I still am in quite a good mental state, 
      so I
       am ready to fight, but it is a lot harder than I expected. Starting at sea level it goes up to 120 meters above it. Very slowly but steadily. I am looking forward to every kilometer sign and think of nothing else but “just five km left, just four km left, …”, but it seems like a much longer distance. I was rather fast at first, but now I’m losing many minutes. The only important thing is finishing the race. I’m not looking at the time at all, anymore. But then there comes the moment when I have to take a short break and have to walk instead of running. I 
      haven't
       
      had
       to do this since my first marathon in Hamburg, but now I have no choice. After walking for five minutes, I manage to regain a bit of my strength to run again among the others who are just as tired as me. But then, suddenly, I 
      reached
       the absolute top of the hill. The last kilometer to the stadium is flat. What a relief! I feel like I can fly. On the last meters I take a look at my cell phone and see that I still managed to run a new personal best! I can barely believe it and race towards the finish line. 
      4:23:31! 
      Yes, another marathon completed! Shortly afterwards I see Kathrin and Sophie, who both came here to pick me up. How very nice of them to come here! Having some company while going back to the apartment is great. They even got me a bag of candy to celebrate. What a day.
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      #4 Madrid
    

    
      28th of April, 2013
    

    
      My journey to the marathon run in Madrid unfortunately was ill-fated. Almost everything went wrong, except for the race itself, luckily.
    

    
      It began like this. We had booked a flight for Friday of the marathon weekend, because Sophie had a day off. But there wasn’t a reasonable connection except for Hamburg → Paris Charles de Gaulle → Madrid, carried out by Air France. Everybody knows that Air France is the worst airline ever and Charles de Gaulle is one of the worst airports in the world. To add to this, the first flight was at 7:00 AM, so we had to get up at four. Sophie, little Julie, and me were the only ones traveling, because Till, Lia, and little Levi had 
      canceled
       the trip shortly before. At least there was some luck in the form of my long-time good friend Hodg, who woke up at this early time of day to drive us to the airport. I didn’t even have to ask him, he just offered to do this. What a guy! 
    

    
      The flight in Hamburg was delayed by half an hour, which led to Air France screwing up our connection and rebooking us for the next flight which was three hours later. Three hours at the worst airport in the world with an annoyed child can be nerve-wrecking.
       
      As consolation, Air France gave us a truly terrible sandwich. One of the worst I have ever eaten. Later that day we finally arrived in Madrid and quickly got to our place, which was a privately owned apartment right within the city center. A nice Italian lady here in Spain managed the place and had to wait for an insanely long time until we arrived due to our unlucky airline connection. Still, she was very friendly. And the place had a tub! Because of the long trip it was night already and so we just picked up some food and went to bed.
    

    
      Saturday before race day was spent relaxing. Of course we went to the marathon expo in order for me to gather my marathon stuff. It was well organized and inside a big arena. There were so many people that police had to make sure there were no massive panics and just let in waves of people at a time. A responsible thing to do, after the devastating recent mass panics in surrounding countries. The expo itself was interesting, as there were stands that had information about running gear, medical experts to consult, advertisements for other international races, and things like that. Runner’s paradise. Also, they had a multi-colored line system on the floor to lead everyone to exactly where they needed to go without wasting time. Thoughtful. I liked the place.
    

    
      In the evening we had our private pasta party in our little apartment and after a night of good sleep it began.
    

    
      I got up at 7:00 in the morning, had brown bread with ham for breakfast, did some race preparations and went to the metro station. Sophie and Julie were always with me. The level of nervousness rises although this already is my fifth marathon. Two metro stops later we arrived and all the runners in the train got out. We can just follow them and don’t have to think about finding our way in a strange city, which is nice. I guess there were more than ten thousand runners at the start, but I can’t know for sure. At the same time there was a half marathon and a 10k run, which made the place really crowded with different people. Everyone will start at the same time on the same course. I went to the block of runners expecting a total time of between four and five hours, like most of the participants. Sophie and Julie had to wait behind a fence. Or was it me, that was caged behind the fence? Anyways, I managed to steal some kisses and hugs from both of them through this fence.
    

    
      Suddenly the wait was over and I heard the gunshot which started the race. That happened right on time at 9:00 AM, but of course it took some time until I reached the starting gate because of the amount of people here. I really 
      enjoyed
       that moment. The time of preparation is finally over, the nervousness is gone, now it’s just running and nothing else. At first, the course led us through a financial district with huge skyscrapers. After five kilometers the runners who ran the 10k race left us at a big gate and turned around. People from both groups cheered enthusiastically for each other, which was lovely to witness. Runners supporting runners. 
    

    
      I hadn’t really found my rhythm yet, though. The temperature was quite low, just above five degrees Celsius, and I didn’t really feel the run so far. But the more I ran, the better I felt. After about ten kilometers I noticed that I had my Runtastic app on mute in order to not be distracted by the voice saying what my current pace was. Unfortunately that also turned off the transmitted encouragement from my friends via Facebook, which was the reason I 
      used
       the app in the first place. Stupid me! Almost immediately after I turned it on again I got the first “I like it!” which is always very motivating. But then, after about 13 kilometers, a very upset Sophie called me: she had met an old friend at a Starbucks and some guy tricked her with a fake survey and stole her iPhone from the table without her noticing at first.
    

    
      To rationalize this situation and think about the next steps to take now is very hard during a marathon race. At least I could think of telling her to call the phone company and tell them to block the SIM card. I didn’t immediately think of telling her to change the passwords and activate the remote deletion. During the next kilometers I could only think about the stolen phone situation and texted with my friend Maddin at home who was helping us solve this problem and managed to block the SIM card for us. There was nothing more I could do to help Sophie as I had no possibility 
      of reaching
       her, so I decided to concentrate on the run again and find a solution later.
    

    
      The run itself went better and better and at around 15 kilometers the group split up again, because the half marathon runners wanted to get home quickly for their deserved showers. Again, there was a lot of happy cheering involved. Now there was another nice thing, concerning my running pace. Today I didn’t really have a finishing time in mind, I just wanted to reach the finish, and at the start I saw the 4:30h pacemakers run away and never saw them again – even during the very long and straight parts of the race. I was still thinking about the 4:30h guys, because my personal best at this time was about 4:23h and I would have liked to be faster than 4:30h again. And then, suddenly, I saw three guys with blue balloons with a 4:30 written on them, and they were coming closer and closer! I guess it must have been at about 20k that I overtook them quickly.
    

    
      Meanwhile I completely found my groove and was feeling really well. Overtaking the pacemakers was another nice boost for me. 
    

    
      Shortly after that, in the center of the city, there was a sudden view of the upcoming course that was breathtakingly beautiful. A straight big road up until the horizon, completely filled with runners as far as you could see, the sun from behind with pretty modern buildings around us. It was very impressive. The other runners around me thought the same and got their cell phones out to take some pictures. One guy next to me was enthusiastically saying: “¡Queeee paaasaaa!”
    

    
      The next place we ran through was Plaza del Sol, which is situated next to our apartment. Sophie was supposed to meet me there to give me some more energy gels. Of course this didn’t happen, because she had to manage the loss of her phone and wasn’t even able to conveniently check for the current time because of that loss. Luckily I still had enough of everything Sophie was supposed to give me, including motivation. So I ran across the place where another amateur rock band was playing some songs. This marathon is one of the official “Rock ‘n’ Roll Marathon” series, where lots of live rock bands are playing during the race. This is a great idea in my opinion, the only disadvantage being that if you are a runner, you only ever get to listen to twenty seconds of their material and then you’re out of reach again. But as entertainment for all the people that were visiting the marathon race, it’s great.
    

    
      The next kilometers led us out of the city into a park-like area, which was a very welcoming change. The air was considerably better here and all the noise of the city and the people was gone, which was also enjoyable for a while. At kilometer 25 we came across a stand of the PowerBar company. Helpers were handing out free energy gels! As Sophie couldn’t hand me mine this was just perfect timing. I took two of them, 
      which cost
       1.80 Euros each yesterday at the expo. Good deal!
    

    
      At kilometer 28 I noticed that we were going to run a kind of loop which would pass by this same spot at about 30 kilometers again. I like these situations, because at first you can see the people who are two kilometers in front of you, see how they’re doing, and then you get to watch the people who are two kilometers behind you. When I was done with this loop I noticed the pacemakers with their blue balloons from before. This was a nice surprise, because I knew now that I was two kilometers in front of them already, which is about 12 to 13 minutes at my current pace. That made for another motivation boost. Right then I thought that the remaining 12 kilometers were going to be no problem at all, knowing that I could just take a rest for 12 to 13 minutes at some point and still get in under 4:30 hours. Nice. A few minutes later after 32 kilometers, Sophie was standing there cheering happily! What a nice surprise and how amazing that she managed to come here! She said that she missed me twice already and also wouldn’t be able to make it to the finish unfortunately. How were we supposed to find each other there anyway, without her phone. It doesn’t matter that much, we were just going to see each other at home then. It was great seeing her here.
    

    
      Every five kilometers there was a place to get something to drink, but here I really disliked the otherwise perfect organization. Even though they had enough water for everyone, they made a big mistake by giving it out in half a liter bottles which were made out of plastic. This means that the runners grabbed a bottle each, took a few sips and then threw the almost full bottles onto the streets. No one of the runners is able to drink half a liter at once in a race like this and carrying them with you for a while is quite annoying and hard to do for most. So, the result is an insane amount of unnecessary plastic garbage including perfectly fine drinking water which is going to waste. The upside was that they had my favorite drink, blue Powerade. And they wisely put it into paper cups.
    

    
      I’m at kilometer 35 now and it’s getting a bit more difficult. Before the race I looked up the elevation map of the course and noticed it wasn’t going to be flat and easy. There are about 300 height meters of gain in total and the last seven kilometers are going straight uphill, about 70 or 80 meters. Though this is not as tough as the race in Lisbon, it’s also not easy. I managed to omit walking though, I had enough power today. Everything went really well this time, I was just running and running and after a few more rock bands and heaps of nearly full plastic bottles we already entered the Parque del Retiro, where the finish line is. A few more minutes and suddenly the race was over! A quick look on my phone revealed a time of 4:19:46 hours, which is a new personal best! My officially measured time was four seconds faster even. Happy!
    

    
      Now I just had to walk about three kilometers to our home. There wasn’t a good alternative, because I had no money for a taxi with me, couldn’t reach Sophie via phone, and didn’t want to use a train or bus without paying for it. So walking is the only option left. This is where I had to fight a bit against my sore legs.
    

    
      Now the stress begins. Upon arrival at our apartment I had to take a shower quickly, get dressed, have something to drink, pack my things into our suitcase, grab the girls and rush to the bus which didn’t go on Sundays as we then found out, get some cash from an ATM nearby to grab a taxi instead and make it to the airport in time. Thankfully that worked out! During the flight, Julie had lots of fun and played around so that I could relax a bit. We even caught our connecting flight in Paris this time! 10:00 PM in Hamburg and Air France lost our suitcase in Paris. Of course. What a great end to this story! We were just laughing about it, as there were no absolutely necessary things inside the suitcase. At least they managed to find it and deliver it to us the next day.
    

    
      All in all this was a very beautiful and successful marathon in a welcoming and wonderful city, on a weekend filled with bad luck. 
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      #5 Luxembourg
    

    
      8th of June, 2013
    

    
      The fifth marathon of the EU journey is upon us. It’s in the city of Luxembourg within the country of Luxembourg. I knew the city quite a bit through a few visits during my university time in the city of Saarbrücken, which is just about one hour by car. A good reason to come to Luxembourg during that time were all the rock concerts. Luxembourg has a surprisingly high density of rock bands.
    

    
      On Thursday before the race weekend, after an interesting day at work, me, my wife and our little daughter Julie got into the car we borrowed from Sophie’s parents and drove down to Luxembourg. A trip of about 600 kilometers from Hamburg. Not the easiest thing to do with a one and a half year old in the car, who usually prefers to run around all over the place. We read a good amount of children’s books with her, sang some songs, and to repay us for all that effort Julie even took a nap during the ride. Late at night we arrived at the privately owned apartment we rented via AirBnB and met a very nice landlord named Philippe. The place was located next to the center of the city, right at the marathon track, and minimalistically but very pragmatically furnished.
    

    
      Because of arriving on Thursday night, we had the whole Friday for the usual activities like visiting the city center, buying groceries, playing with Julie, and of course collecting the racing documents, which were located at a congress center called 
      Luxexpo
      . It was also the place where the start and finish of the race were going to be. Everything was perfectly organized by the officials, incredibly clean and overflowing with nice and helpful staff. For example, every runner would receive some packaged edible goodies, and because of this there were huge garbage bins every five meters so there would be no waste on the ground or anywhere else.
    

    
      Walking through the streets of the city we noticed how clean it is everywhere. There were medieval looking castles and walls everywhere, which were maintained carefully as well. Together that produced a unique atmosphere. This country has a lot of unique things about it, but it can’t be easily explained and there are no fitting clichés for it.
    

    
      The night from Friday to Saturday was restful and I wasn’t nervous at all. I am sure this is because the race won’t start until seven in the evening. The race day itself though was kind of nerve-wrecking. You don’t know how to use and conserve your energy and not wear out your legs too much before the race. I was really careful with eating the right things, too. But there was just too much time during the day to think about the race and get nervous because of that. I didn’t like it very much, and now after it’s done I have to clearly admit that I prefer the marathons that start in the morning.
    

    
      During the afternoon I couldn’t wait any longer and decided to leave for the start of the race. There was a free shuttle service which took everyone who wanted from the center of the city to the start of the marathon, which was located about seven kilometers away from it. It was already quite crowded there and the atmosphere was energized. I was surprised by the size of the event. Though there were just about 1,000 full-marathon runners, a half marathon and a relay marathon were held at the same time. Those races were also quite popular. I was one and a half hours early and that didn’t help fight my nervousness. I walked around the whole area and met a few interesting people, one of them 
      Michel Descombes
      , who is a French-German guy who is known in the marathon community for his clown-like costume which includes a number of French stereotypes. For example, he is usually holding a sign, but the stick attached to it is a fake Baguette bread. He is running about forty marathons per year, mainly just to cheer for the other runners and have fun during the events. In his early days he had a quite impressive amateur career as well. We talked for a bit and he told me that Hamburg is his favorite marathon event, in which he took part every single time since its existence. That’s about twenty five times, I think. Not bad! He also said that Luxembourg has a rather challenging course. Okay. During a fit of arrogance I didn’t really gather information about the track beforehand, so I was surprised by the news. I knew it would be a little hilly, but I thought that I was prepared well enough, having run Madrid and Lisbon before. Both of those races are known to be challenging because of their profiles. Well, we will see how it goes.
    

    
      The nice little chat with Michel was interrupted by an incoming phone call from Jürgen Penthor, another multi-marathon runner. He is from Austria and also writes a blog about his runs at www.
      42komma195.at
      . We started writing emails because of this a few weeks ago. Coincidentally we were both signed up for this Luxembourg race and decided to meet up. After a few technical difficulties because the cell-phone carriers were used more than usual in this area, we met right in the middle of the runners’ field. He was with his wife Sonja, and they even brought a little gift for my daughter Julie! They are very nice people. We had a little chat and complained about the humid weather, but were both excited for the run. The last half hour before the start went away in what felt like seconds until our talk was suddenly interrupted by the gunshot that started the race. 
    

    
      Running together is more fun, so Jürgen and I just kept the same pace and talked away. He told me a lot of interesting and fun stories about all the marathon races he has completed so far, and about the interesting people who are in his marathon club. I couldn’t really keep the quality up with my own stories, but I am a good listener. When we reached the place where Sophie and I had our flat, Jürgen also got the chance to meet Sophie and little Julie and I could give them the little Teddy bear that Jürgen gave me as a present. Julie was very happy. 
    

    
      And then we ran some more. Suddenly I noticed the first kilometer sign during the race: 17. 17 kilometers? That went away quickly! This talking thing seems to be a good strategy.
    

    
      Shortly after we finished the first half of the marathon Jürgen decided that he would like to run a little slower than me and convinced me to run at my own faster pace. Said and done.
    

    
      We were just behind the 4:14h pacemakers, who are usually a little too fast for me, but in a delusion of grandeur I overtook them. Running away from the pacemakers is easier than following them, I think. Fitness-wise I was doing okay, there were no cramps, no blisters, and enough stations with water supply and fresh fruits. Sophie and Julie met me at 8, 12, 20 and 36 kilometers. Jürgen’s wife Sonja managed to be at the course even more frequently and took lots of photos. Between kilometers twenty 
      and
       thirty I kept a constant fast pace, but I soon realized I wouldn’t be able to keep it for the whole distance. But trying this felt right at the moment.
    

    
      After thirty kilometers I was a bit surprised by the course, which led right down into some kind of canyon. Every meter we went down, we would have to climb up again, I thought. That’s a little disheartening. Down there it was cool and quiet, but because of the different pressure in the air there were lots of little flies and mosquitoes suddenly. Most of them were on my face after a few minutes. Then began an ascent that stretched over the next ten kilometers. Thankfully it wasn’t as bad as I expected. Between 32 and 34 we reached the old city center again, where the atmosphere and crowd were present again. Because midnight was approaching fast and it was a Saturday, there were many drunk young people in the crowds. They cheered a bit more than necessary and it smelled like cigarettes and alcohol everywhere. At 36 there was Sophie again! It is about 11 PM right now and Julie is sleeping in her buggy. This meeting gave me some more energy that I desperately needed at this point.
    

    
      Now it’s getting even more difficult. The 4:14h pacemakers passed me by and I just couldn’t manage to keep up with them. It was a long straight street that led upwards back to Luxexpo, and I needed lots of focussed energy just to run and not walk. The last few kilometers still melted away and finally the upwards section was done and I saw the 40 kilometers sign and soon afterwards the halls of the expo building where the finish line would be. The crowds were getting louder and louder, the music from the finishing area too, and suddenly I entered through a big gate right into the halls. The last few meters were insane, it was full with smiling people and really loud music played while a huge light show was taking place. There were half-naked cheerleaders, and then there was the finish line. YES! Hands up in the air, I did it!
    

    
      The mix of emotions is always amazing. I am so tired but I just did another marathon! This one was definitely one of the more difficult races, as you can see from my facial expression. Later I found out that I ran both half marathons at the exact same pace, right down to the second. 2:11:05 time two, 4:22:10 in total. I was wobbling through the halls a bit more but then tried to find the shuttle bus quickly. Everything worked out fine and at about one in the morning I was finally in our bed, next to Sophie and Julie. Good night.
    

    
      What remains is the long drive home. A little moment of shock was waiting for us the next morning, unfortunately. After we packed our bags and were ready to leave, I wanted to get our car out of the public underground car park. But instead I saw a sign there which said the parking garage was closed on Sundays. Oh no! The telephone hotline didn’t answer my calls and all the doors were just closed and locked. Who closes a public car park on a Sunday with all the cars inside? Did we have to stay for another night? Thankfully Sophie found another hotline number and a guy answered who was really nice and gave us the information that we needed: as soon as you paid the parking fee at the machines, the doors to the garage would open automatically. Of course it worked, as we should have imagined. Relief. Six hours later we were back in Hamburg. EU marathon #5 is in the books.
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      #6 Berlin
    

    
      29th of September 2013
    

    
      The German capital is my second marathon in Germany after Hamburg and the sixth of this EU project. Though I’ve been to Berlin dozens of times, I still feel like a foreigner here and almost as if I were in another country. Berlin is something very special and unique. That’s why I was very happy to get to know the city from a different angle this time. 
    

    
      One of my first competitive runs also led through Berlin, it was the 
      Nike+ 10k Human Race
       in 2009, but the conditions were very different. It was held at night like the Luxembourg marathon, everything was illuminated in bright and flashy colors and every single one of the few thousand contestants had to wear the same red t-shirt. It felt more like a party than like a race. It was lots of fun and made me excited to find out how the Berliners would cheer at a full marathon race.
    

    
      The Berlin marathon is the biggest marathon race in Germany and is also part of the Six World Marathon Majors, which are among the most important races for the professionals. These races are in Berlin, New York City, Boston, Chicago, London and Tokyo. With about 40,000 runners, it is also the largest marathon race I have done so far. In addition, Berlin has had the most marathon world records. Eight in total, nine after this race. Sorry for the spoiler! The course is said to be very easy, because it is nearly flat and between the huge apartment blocks the wind has almost no chance of ruining your speed. For me this is an unspoken imperative to run a new personal best and maybe even finally beat those magic four hours.
    

    
      By the way, I got lucky and didn’t have to pay the quite high entrance fee of about 120 Euros, because I took part in a contest held by car company BMW, which is the main sponsor. I actually won one of the tickets! My friend Andreas, who was working for a BMW project at the time, put in a good word for me. A great guy.
    

    
      This is much appreciated, especially because it’s usually quite hard to sign up due to the race’s popularity. This made Berlin the cheapest marathon trip of this project. The day before the race, I and my wife Sophie, who was pregnant with our second child, and our little daughter Julie, who is almost two years old and happily talks, jumps around and is learning the colors and numbers, got into our car and drove to the old abandoned airport area of 
      Tempelhof
      . That’s where the marathon expo was situated. So many people! Walking through these masses was a little strenuous for us after three hours of driving. So far I prefer the smaller running events, to be honest.
    

    
      All the necessary things are done, so we could just go to the hotel and I could have the obligatory huge serving of pasta in the restaurant there before going to bed. Eating and sleeping well before the marathon are the most important things for me. Julie didn’t know this and didn’t like the hotel so much, but thankfully Sophie had enough energy left in her to calm her down so I could have enough pre-marathon sleep and gather my strength.
    

    
      The 29th of September, 2013 – a sunny but chilly fall day in Berlin. It was still a bit dark outside when I walked into the hotel’s restaurant to have an expensive breakfast together with many other marathon runners. The food was helpful and I was thankful there was a restaurant right within the building. The last few preparations were done quickly, and then it’s off to the train station. Berlin Ostbahnhof to Hauptbahnhof (East to Central station). The train is full with fellow runners, which means I don’t have to worry about finding the way here and can just follow the stream of people. At Central station there is still the huge banner of Angela Merkel doing her famous diamond shaped hands pose to 
      promote the
       recent elections. She won again, so there’s not really a point for it anymore.
    

    
      I am quite nervous – will everything work out well? Will I suffer a lot or will everything be easy? Will I have a good finishing time? Everytime you run a marathon, so many unforeseen things can happen. I want to finally hear the gunshot and don’t have to worry about it anymore. But I still have to wait. The street 
      Strasse des 17. Juni
       is filled with 40,000 runners. Unfortunately I was put into the starting block H, which is the last one. The starting gate is so far away I can barely see it from here in the queue. It is possible it’s about a kilometer away I’m guessing. What an enormous event! Suddenly there is an announcement, saying the racers will start in three waves. Blocks A through E will be the first at 8:45 AM, blocks F and G at 8:55 and block H, which is where I am standing, at 9:05.
       
      Another twenty more minutes in this crowded place for me, how unfortunate. Slowly the time goes by. Then, finally, the gunshot is fired – by marathon megastar 
      Haile Gebrselassie
      . All of the other seven world record runners are here and are waving and cheering for us. Patrick Makau, Uta Pippig, I didn’t know the others. What a great event! Those people 
      traveled
       here just to be part of it for a few minutes! About eight minutes after our gunshot I passed the starting gate. 28 minutes after the first runners started, what a long time. 
      Wilson Kipsang
       probably already ran the first 10k. Incredible guy.
    

    
      Now I can finally run and relax. We’re moving slowly around the 
      Siegessäule
       (Victory Column), careful to not step on anyone's feet and still trying to overtake some slower people. This is really hard, because I am one of the faster runners in this block and having to pass by these insane masses of people all time makes it next to impossible to find my own most comfortable pace. It gets better though, and after about ten kilometers which I barely noticed, I found my groove. After about 14 kilometers, at 
      Moritzplatz
      , I meet Sophie and Julie, and my good friend Kösel, who we made Julie's godfather, and my old friend Thea with her sons Joris and Jasper are here as well. Her husband, who is my buddy Vossii, is running as well. After getting kisses from three different humans I naturally have a motivation boost and continue happily.
    

    
      The first half of the race is over already and I barely noticed that I’m running. But one thing shows me how average my performance really is, and that is a sign held up by a spectator that says “Wilson Kipsang läuft neuen Weltrekord in 2:03:23!” What?! This guy has already finished and I am not even halfway through yet. Surely it must be due to his 28 
      minute
       
      head start
      . Anyways, what a guy and what an exceptional performance! And another world record run in Berlin.
    

    
      At 22 kilometers I eat an energy gel that I brought with me in order to not get hungry and maybe even enhance my endurance a bit, who knows. But then, just five kilometers later, there is a place put up by the company PowerBar, which produces these gels and gives them out for free by the thousands. Great! Or maybe not? A thousand meters after this gel station, the street is completely covered with sugary, gooey gel. Everyone takes a gel, tries a bit of it and throws the rest on the ground. With every single step any runner takes, and these are a lot of steps, you can hear their shoes sticking to the street. A funny sound, actually. A few kilometers later, at 32, which is the place only known as 
      the wall
      , because it usually is the time where runners have used up all of their energy and really have to fight, my crew is awaiting me again! Sophie, Julie and Kösel are standing there carrying the metaphorical hammer that makes me break this wall. Nice! We 
      had
       a little chat and I am very happy to have seen them again. Julie, who is almost sleeping because it’s her nap time, even manages to still give me a little smile. After this the remaining 10k don’t seem to be a challenge at all.
    

    
      Well. At 36/37 my feet are getting heavier and I start looking forward to the next kilometer signs more and more. Come on now! I’m trying another energy gel, but it doesn’t help much. The most powerful tool is always positive thinking. “Just these next X kilometers, usually I run those without any problems!” – I’m telling myself. And it works! I manage to keep my pace steady until after another turn an amazing view offers itself to us runners: Berlin's most known landmark, the 
      Brandenburg Gate
      !
    

    
      Many runners have a short break here in front of it and take a quick photo. So do I. What a sight! We’re running right through this historical gate that separated Germany into East and West once. Just a few hundred steps more and there it is, the finish line. Done! Another marathon completed! Another time that a city seems to be a little different after running a marathon in it. I have the feeling I understand Berlin slightly better now.
    

    
      A first look at my phone says 
      it's a new
       personal best! 4:17:04 hours. The race website officially states later that I was another two seconds faster. I’m very happy about this result. I can beat the magic four hours another time, I still have lots of marathons planned, of course. 
      Maybe in
       two weeks, when I’ll be running in Budapest, who knows! They hand me a nice medal and a goodie bag full of tasty food and drinks, and another banana and an apple which tastes like heaven right now! Nothing is as good as fresh fruit after a marathon race, but this particular apple is even better than what I’m used to. Well done, Berlin!
    

    
      My next steps on the agenda involve some wobbling towards the train, reaching the hotel, having a shower, meeting Kösel, having Vietnamese food, getting in the car and driving for three hours back to Hamburg. What a beautiful day! I love this feeling of tranquility after a long run. This is probably why I’m doing this over and over again. I am already looking forward to the next marathon.
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      #7 Budapest
    

    
      13th of October, 2013
    

    
      What associations come to mind when you hear the word 
      Budapest
      ? You might think of goulash soup or music, or even the questionable political course that the country has recently taken. But I now have a different association altogether. After this trip, I can only 
      think of
       
      mustaches
      . Walking around with a mustache on your face seems to be the polite thing to do in Budapest. A basic gesture of common decency, just like wearing pants. You never know what will happen when you visit a new country in Europe, there’s probably something surprising about it. 
    

    
      But let’s start at the beginning. This is the first marathon trip that I had to do completely on my own. The problem was that Sophie’s final medical exams were right around the corner. We didn’t know that before, we just knew that her written exams would be right before the weekend, so we thought we could do this trip as a celebration of these exams. She also had her oral exams coming up, which could have been anytime between the middle of October 2013 and January 2014. But then a letter from the institute arrived saying that her exams would be right in the middle of October: how unlucky for us! So Sophie had to stay home and learn for these final tests and I had to take the trip by myself. Fortunately we had booked a trip cancellation insurance so we didn’t lose all the money.
    

    
      Off to Budapest to run the seventh marathon of my project. After this one, I will have completed 25 percent of the EU journey, that’s undeniably progress. So I got in a car2go car, went to the airport and found myself in a small Czech Airlines propeller machine on the way to Prague, because that’s where I had to change planes. And have a Bud.
    

    
      Next stop is Budapest, which has a surprisingly small airport. It’s already dark here, the sun goes down remarkably earlier than back in Hamburg. It’s kind of confusing to find your way around in this country, because the language is not at all recognizable. No noticeable relationship with the Roman or Nordic languages, so not a single word seems familiar. To add to this element of strangeness, the language most closely related to Hungarian is Finnish. They’re both part of the Finno-Ugric languages. But at least some people spoke some English, so I found my way to the place that Sophie had booked for us, a privately owned apartment in the VII. district. The owner was still awake when I reached it, but I was quite tired so that was the end of the day for me.
    

    
      On Saturday I had just one thing to do, which is go and get my starting package at the race center. That turned out to be right where the start of the race would be, so I had the opportunity to check how to get there for the day of the run, too. It was about two and a half kilometers away at the Heroes’ Square, which was fine to walk for today, but I would take the Metro tomorrow in order to not exert my feet too much. The place was nicely organized, I got everything I needed right there, including some energy gels. After some shopping and a lazy afternoon spent on the couch with my laptop that day was over fairly quickly. Time to have a huge portion of pasta and try to go have some sleep.
    

    
      October 13th, 2013. I woke up at seven, had some breakfast and prepared for the race. Not much to be done, but there is always this nervousness that makes it a long process. I triple-checked everything, because missing any part of my usual routine can make the race very uncomfortable for me. Off to the Metro station at the opera building, and in about ten minutes I and several other runners reached the destination, the Heroes’ Square. I was way too early, as per usual. So I wandered around and tried to keep warm because I brought no extra clothes. I couldn’t have given them to anybody, because I was all alone, which is another negative effect of Sophie not being there. Fortunately, there was still a big tent that was warm inside. Time went by very slowly, but finally it was time to go to the start. Everybody else assembled there as well, between 3,000 and 4,000 marathon runners, I think. 
      As is often
       the case, there were some other races at the same time, so in total there were more runners. I think it was a good number of people for the marathon. Not nearly as crowded as Berlin two weeks ago, which was nice.
    

    
      I had to go to 
      Block 5
      , 
      because my
       personal best 
      is
       
      more
       than 4:15 hours. About 
      eighty
       percent of the runners were in front of me. An interesting touch was that people who ran their first marathon had to wear a sign on the back that said so. They were branded as rookies. I was absolutely okay with not having to wear that sign. The closer to the gunshot it got, the more energy the announcer had. He was going on and on in Hungarian. There was a translator present, but he didn’t take his job very seriously. Even then, when the announcer started counting down from ten, he did it in Hungarian and those numbers also sounded very strange to me. Some of those simple numbers seemed to have four syllables! Weird language, really weird.
    

    
      About four minutes after that countdown I crossed the starting line and the race began for me, as well. People were cheering a lot here and there were many of them. Great atmosphere. The weather conditions weren’t perfect for me, it was still foggy, very humid and less than ten degrees Celsius. During the first few kilometers I had to find my pace and try to get into that marathon feeling. After about 15k I felt I had it.
    

    
      I could see
       a few guys who 
      had
       a sign on 
      their
       back 
      which
       sa
      id
       
      they
       
      were
       a Team Runner. That means he was part of a four-person relay team race that was held on the same course, starting fifteen minutes after us single person runners. Of course that meant that we passed a total of three stations during the race where exhausted runners were exchanged for fresh runners. It was interesting to see how they held up. Some of them were as slow as me and very tired at the end of their shift. But in general it meant that I got overtaken by freshly exchanged runners a lot.
    

    
      Thanks to a couple of friends liking my Runtastic Facebook post, I got some cheers on my headphones that almost made me forget I was alone, which is nice. The route was amazing, Budapest is such a beautiful city. There was a lot of live music, too. Especially choirs, which you don’t see that often in other cities, but here they were performing classical pieces flawlessly. The city has a long history in music, of course, and attaches great importance to it. There were a lot of samba drum groups and rock bands, too. They were all playing much better than the bands in the cities I ran before, not only technically, but in my opinion the choice of music was a lot better. This one band was playing Lenny Kravitz’ “Are you gonna go my way” when I was running by, and shortly after, when I passed them again, they played Jamiroquai’s “Deeper Underground”. Both of these songs require a lot of heart and great skill to make them sound as massive as the recordings do. Despite being just a three-piece band, they accomplished that in an amazing way. I was certainly very motivated after passing them.
    

    
      Th
      at
       area had the most spectators. The mood was great, the crowd energetic. It felt good to run here. Then I reached my important mental milestone at 23 kilometers. It means that there are less than 20 kilometers left, and at that point I start counting down at every kilometer in my head. Before that point it seems too disheartening to me. Imagine trying to motivate yourself by thinking “Now there are just 37 kilometers left!” – it doesn’t work. But when it’s less than 20 it sounds doable to me. That’s part of my mental strategy. This time, though, it got tougher than usual. I was doing okay, time-wise, but I now slowly started to notice that I ran another marathon just two weeks ago in Berlin. My feet didn’t like it that much. Still I was in this race to finish it. And if at some point I’d have to walk, so be it. Quitting the race was not an option. I had to put up a fight. The improving weather and the nice crowd helped a lot. The course was very flat, which was good, too. But the most motivating thing didn’t happen anymore, nobody cheered on Runtastic.
    

    
      Where are you, friends? I thought everyone had forgotten about me, and that was a sad feeling. I had hoped it was just 
      due to a loss
       of connection preventing the transmission of the audible Likes, but I didn’t want to check because I was afraid it wasn’t a technical problem. At 32, after the hardest 10k in a marathon I had ever run, I finally looked at my phone. It had somehow logged me out of Runtastic. The relief! So it’s just the buggy new iOS7 that’s the problem. I punched in my auth code, and within the next few minutes it rained virtual hugs on me, it was a storm of Likes. It felt great. Lots of people were thinking of me, I really needed that at that moment. Although it got harder and harder for my legs, my motivated brain did all the work and took me further towards the finish. Just a few kilometers left now. At every refreshment station I walked a bit in order to not spill the drink (they had blue Powerade again, my favorite!) and had to fight really hard to start running again. 
    

    
      But it worked every time. Then suddenly, there they were: the SPAR zeppelins at the finish line, hovering around at about fifty meters above the Heroes’ Square. Almost there! There is a park around the square, through which we had to run first, though. At one point I saw the 4:00 hour pacemakers with their green balloons, which was incredible to me. It meant I wasn’t that far away from four hours total! That gave me a final boost, although in fact I got slower and slower. Still, it felt okay, and then finally there it was, the finish line. Another 
      marathon was completed
      . A quarter of my project!
    

    
      What a great moment! My feet and legs were aching quite a bit. But still, I proved to myself that I am able to run two marathons within two weeks. I think that is quite a skill. A first look on the watch said I did it in just 4:10:09, my officially measured time was 4:10:01 hours. I just beat my personal best by seven minutes!
    

    
      After that, it was time to celebrate. And what better way to celebrate than with good food! So I went back to the flat, took a bath and googled the best restaurant in the area. Turns out it was a 
      steakhouse
       – perfect. They served me a huge Tenderloin with bacon, cheese, onions, and potatoes. With some home-made iced tea that was plain perfection. Never have I ever had 
      such good
       iced tea. Of course I had to order the obligatory goulash soup as a starter and it was very nice too. Every time I run a marathon I somehow gain two kilograms instead of 
      losing
       weight, but it’s obvious how that happens. The training keeps my weight stable though.
    

    
      Altogether, this was a very nice run. A beautiful city with a well planned course along the Danube river, nice crowds and a new personal best. What else could I have asked for
      ?
       But I’m looking forward to the next marathon where my family will be with me again. Not much left to do than to sleep for a very long time and then fly home. I had to change planes in Prague again, where I got myself another very good Czech beer
      .
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      #8 Athens
    

    
      10th of November, 2013
    

    
      This is the authentic marathon, if there ever was one. The story is weird, but I like to believe it really happened. The time is 490 BCE, the Greeks just won an important battle against the Persians and some high-ranking guy decided to command this dude 
      Pheidippides
       to spread the message of victory back in Athens. He had just run hundreds of kilometers in the previous few days in order to relay other messages and was exhausted, but of course this is an honorable task, so here he goes. 
    

    
      Starting in the city of 
      Marathon
      , where the battle was won, back to Athens without stopping. He ran and ran, until finally he reached the center of Athens, exclaimed the words “we won!”, collapsed and immediately died. The Greek original of what he said gave sports company Nike their naming idea: ne
      nikē
      kamen. 
    

    
      So far the story of Pheidippides. I don’t know why he didn’t grab a horse somewhere or just told someone in the next village to pass the message further along to another guy. Probably because of 
      honor
      . Still, his actions were considered to be very tough and memorable, inspiring people to do the same thing – just without the dying part. I am one of those people. To the Batmobile!
    

    
      A fitting flight via Copenhagen was taken, a very long metro ride survived, and there we were in Athens, Greece. It was really good to fly south in November. We have had about a year without any real vacations because of Sophie’s intense studying and my work, so we decided we would have a week off right after the race and just relax in the sun, which was still possible in the Greek winter. About twenty degrees Celsius were promised in Athens. Having arrived on Saturday before the race, quite exhausted, I had to go to the racing center immediately because it 
      would soon
       close. Not very conveniently situated, I found it in the Tae Kwon Do center in the vicinity of the port region of Piraeus, about one and a half hours away by train and tram. The place itself was crowded, but well organized, so it took just about five minutes to collect all necessary things. Within the package were the bib number, which had the timing chip attached to the back of it, a branded running shirt, a branded towel, and lots of advertising papers. Another ninety minutes and it was evening and I was home again, in a hotel that was budget but amazing in many ways. 
      Centrotel
       it’s called.
    

    
      After some Gyros and Pasta for a last meal, we went to bed early, because this race would require getting up at five in the morning on Sunday. At 5:30 AM the room service brought me breakfast – usually they’re not ready this early, but as I said it’s an amazing hotel –, I got ready and walked to the metro station of Larissa, went five stations down to Syntagma square, which is one of the centers of Athens. At Syntagma square, the shuttle 
      buses
       were ready.
    

    
      From Athens to the town of Marathon, there is basically one street. Having thousands of people drive there at the same time wouldn’t work, so the organisators wisely supplied us with a shuttle service. This is a huge logistic effort, and it has to be timed perfectly. There were more than 10,000 runners that had to be moved to Marathon on time. At about 7:00 AM I got into one of the countless 
      buses
      . I estimate there were more than a hundred of those. The drive took 75 minutes and was tiring. Sleeping isn’t possible for me at this time, so I watched the street which we all had to run on later. There were a few kilometer signs meant for us runners. Some Americans behind me talked about how confusing it is with kilometers and miles. My opinion: not very confusing. At 8:15 AM we arrived near a small stadium where the start of the race would be. 
    

    
      Everybody now had the opportunity to warm up, have some free water, and put their personal belongings into a bag and give it to one of the 
      sixty
       DHL vans which were hired to carry it back to the finish line in Athens. I didn’t do that, because I had everything I needed with me.
    

    
      It has been four weeks since my last marathon in Budapest and because of the bad weather back home in Germany and because of my laziness and love for unhealthy food I wasn’t in the best shape ever. My last training run was two weeks ago and just 15k long, and I felt exhausted afterwards. Also, I knew that this would very likely be the hardest race I would have done so far. It starts at about sea level and goes up to 250 meters and then down again. Not the best circumstances. The atmosphere was great, though. It began with a recited 
      Athlete’s Oath
      , first in Greek, then in English. Afterwards, there was a minute of silence for the victims of this year’s Boston Marathon terrorist attack. All the thousands of runners were completely quiet. Then, 
      a
       big amount of helium-filled balloons were let go into the sky, and finally right at 9:00 AM sharp, the gunshot was heard and huge fireworks started. Fireworks, in the daytime! I think that was a first for me. But I really enjoyed how the race was celebrated, and I even got a bit emotional right then. It is a significant place.
    

    
      The tears were gone when the race started. Having the race start at a place far away and leading back
       home 
      changes the feel. We’re like horses who are always running faster when they know they’re going back to the stable. I felt quite okay at first and was also as fast as I usually am, 
      but after
       the first five kilometers, my left knee started to hurt. I’ve never had pain in the legs (or anywhere else, for that matter) during a marathon. But now it really stung. So early in the race! I thought it would end soon, as it usually does. But it didn’t. Around that time the course made a short circle around a public place where a lot of olive trees were growing. There were grandmothers picking twigs out of the trees and handing them to random runners. That’s apparently some kind of ritual. Thinking about it, the whole race itself felt more like a ritual than like a race. I didn’t grab an olive twig, but lots of the runners did and attached them to their ears or hats. After about ten kilometers, the course started to get challenging. Up and down, but mostly up. The places we ran through were mostly deserted, but every now and then we passed a little town with all the people out on the street celebrating. A good crowd! Also, after some of the steeper uphill parts, there were people standing and cheering, regardless if there was a town or not. They must have 
      traveled
       there to congratulate us on reaching those little hilltops. Good effort!
    

    
      What I really disliked were the plastic bottles at the refreshment stations. As in Madrid they were giving out water in half liter bottles. That is just such a waste, as no runner can down that much water and therefore all the bottles end up half full on the side of the road. So much plastic and drinking water wasted. I understand it might not be easy to find good quality drinking water in the middle of the desert, but they could have at least delivered the water in big tanks and put it in paper cups. I hope that some time in the future this whole system is going to be different. Maybe everyone will have some kind of reusable cup with them. Just dip it in a huge tank of water, and you’re done. This plastic bottle war has to change. Every five kilometers they had blue Powerade. The benefits outweigh the costs there. 
    

    
      Up until the half marathon point the race went well for me. I still had pain in the knee, but I managed to keep up the tempo. But then, it slowly got harder and harder. My stomach apparently wasn’t happy with the things I ate today and also didn’t like the bananas I had during the race. At some point I wasn’t sure what hurt more, my knee or my stomach. I really didn’t want to quit, so I had just one option. Running slower. Then, a couple in their 70s overtook me. They saw my Amsterdam marathon shirt and we talked for a few minutes. Their strategy was to run for a hundred meters and then walk for fifty meters. They repeated that rhythm for the whole race and were really moving forward that way. The man told me they did the Amsterdam marathon in 3:30 hours that way. I probably misheard them, because that doesn’t seem possible. Still they really were fast, and soon I couldn’t see them anymore behind the horizon. I got slower and slower and more people overtook me. I didn’t care about that, I was focussed on finishing, whatever the time at the end. I wrote a text message to Sophie, saying how bad I was feeling. She responded with a video of Julie cheering for me, saying: “Ich hab dich lieb, Papa!” (I like you dad). That really helped. A few people also cheered on Runtastic again, which was much appreciated. But I think because of the different time 
      zones
       and therefore early Sunday time in Germany, most of my friends were still sleeping. Can’t blame them. At points, I would have much rather been in bed, as well. But somehow, in spite of all the pain and struggle, the remaining kilometers still became less and less, and I ran right into the city of Athens. First the ugly outskirts, then residential areas, and eventually the city center. And there it suddenly was.
    

    
      The majestic marble 
      Panathenaic Stadium
      , built in 566 BC and renovated for the first modern Olympic games in 1896. Beautiful! The finish line was right inside of it. 
    

    
      A few more meters and there I was, completing my eighth marathon with so much discomfort that I was really glad I hadn’t signed up for any other marathons in the near future. The feeling right after the finish line was still great. In the end it took me 4:50:53 hours, but I couldn’t care less about the time. A pretty girl gave me a medal shaped like the stadium. Cool!
    

    
      Now there was just one smart option left for me. Get in a cab right away and go home to the hotel as fast as possible. What a fight. I am happy to have a week of holiday with my family in front of me. Two days after the race, my knee still hurts, but I am already looking forward to the next marathon, which will be in Rome in March. Funny how that works!
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      #9 Rome
    

    
      23rd of March, 2014
    

    
      Do you know any other Italian 
      singers
       besides Eros Ramazzotti? Difficult. But except for the area of modern music, Italy has a huge variety of other things to offer. On top of my list is: culture, food, family values. Culture and food are definitely still up there, but in the family department we were surprised during this trip. This time I was traveling with my wife Sophie and for the first time our two daughters! Little Julie is two years and four months old right now and has just recently become big sister to little Vera, born on 27th of January, making her about eight weeks old. The flight to Rome was Vera's very first flight. She did well. Julie is a pro already, having been on about twenty different airplanes so far. She loves flying
      .
    

    
      Being a four-piece family makes these trips a bit more expensive, especially since Julie needs her own paid seat now that she is older than two years. A big advantage of it is that I now usually have two seats. Julie is sitting on my lap, because that way we can relax, play and sleep a lot better. The flight went really well and public transport in Rome also worked for us. Arriving at our privately owned apartment at night was not a big problem, but for our clerk it was. He gave us the wrong room, which we didn’t even really notice at first, because we were tired. First of all, why is there a clerk at an allegedly privately owned apartment? The new practice seems to be to develop these hotel-like apartments in poorer neighborhoods (apartments which are cheap but look expensive) and then to privately rent them out on AirBnB in order to avoid taxes, although you’re basically running a hotel. At least that’s what I assume. The hotel sector is definitely changing right now because of this. AirBnB is already prohibited in some countries, because the hotel lobby is strong.
    

    
      We had a good night of sleep and then we realized our apartment was about one third the size of what it was described to be on the website, it didn’t have a tub as requested, no WiFi, no pots and pans, no oven. Traveling with kids is all about planning and logistics. Not having these things that we counted on destroys a lot of our plans and makes it harder to enjoy the stay. Long story short, some phone calls later the manager told us there was a mix-up (obviously) and gave us a hundred Euros in cash and promised us the real apartment for the last night and an additional extra night for free (which we couldn’t use, though). Fine with us.
    

    
      Saturday means it’s off to the marathon expo! I took Julie with me and we had our little father-daughter trip across the city. It wasn’t far away, just a few stops by bus. Located within some congress hall it was well organized and fun for Julie. There was a parkour simulating the 42.195 kilometers of the marathon race that we could run together, and everyone was loving little Julie, giving her coloring tools, a balloon, or just big smiles. After getting back to the hotel it was still morning. Now we basically had the day off.
    

    
      Time for some sightseeing. I’ve been to Rome twice before, the first time was 2002 because my mother decided to get re-married in this city, and then in 2005 with a couple of friends after we heard about fellow countryman Joseph Ratzinger becoming the new Pope. Nobody of us was particularly religious, and certainly not Catholic, but a new Pope coming from Germany kind of triggered something in us. So we got in a car and twenty-two hours later reached the Vatican but missed Benedict XVI’s inaugural speech 
      by just
       a few hours. Didn’t matter, we took the chance to explore Europe some more instead during the following days. Good times. 
    

    
      Back to 2014. My three girls had never been to Rome, so I suggested the first thing to do would be going to St. Peter's square and hopefully getting inside of the basilica to see this massive building. It’s the biggest church in the world. When I am in places like these, I am completely in awe. Julie was looking at everything and commenting on things like “the child is holding an apple!” or “there are naked babies flying through the air!”, which made me realize how mundane some of these statues actually were. Afterwards we had some more time left and the kids were still alright, so we did something that I was wanting to do for a long time. 
    

    
      Visit the Sistine Chapel. Both times I’ve been to Rome I wanted to see Michelangelo’s work, but both times there wasn’t any time or the place was closed or something. But this time it worked out. We went inside and it was a surreal and humbling experience. First, to get there we had to carry our buggy containing two kids up and down a large amount of stairs and were sweaty and exhausted. And then after many rooms that were already filled with amazing pieces of art we finally entered this main room everyone knows. Wow. It was the only room with no artificial lights, so the walls looked less colorful and dark. They didn’t light the room in order to conserve the paintings. Then, of course, the room was packed with people from all over the world. I ran our buggy over what felt like thirty pairs of different feet and apologized constantly. But stopping and seeing The Creation of Adam and The Last Judgment was incredible for me.
    

    
      Afterwards we met with a friend of Sophie’s with the wonderful name of Alashiya, which is apparently the prehistoric name of the Kingdom of Cyprus, she told me. This makes sense, because she is from Cyprus. What a great opportunity for me to try and make the Nicosia marathon exist again! Nicosia is the only capital of the EU where the marathon doesn’t reliably take place. Alashiya told me her parents still live there and hosted a friend of hers during the 2012 marathon. I was hoping they would run into someone who could make the Nicosia marathon take place again. How great would that be! After a walk together we had some pasta for lunch and Alashiya really enjoyed playing with the two little girls and told us about her very interesting work within the agriculturally focused FAO department of UNO, where she helps make the world a more sustainable place.
    

    
      Following our late lunch there had to be some Italian ice-cream. Julie got a scoop of chocolate and was in heaven right away. After that we were pretty much done for the day and just headed home for some more pasta (just for me) and then an early night. 
    

    
      On Sunday, the day of the race, I got up before the girls. This usually never happens, as 
      they usually wake
       me up right after they’ve woken up. Soon enough still, Julie’s little eyes opened up and she smiled, crawled out of her bed and wanted to play. I had some cereal for breakfast and then I left for the start of the race. The nervousness strangely wasn’t really noticeable, compared to the other races so far. I took a bus to the 
      Piazza Venezia
      , which is right next to the impressive 
      Altare della Patria
      . What an immense building again! From this place, the starting point was about one hundred meters away, but to the wrong side. All runners had to line up from the back of course, so I had to walk for what felt like eternity through the entire 
      Forum Romanum
      . A nice bit of sightseeing as well. 
    

    
      When I finally reached the masses of runners, there were just two minutes left until the gunshot was fired into the air. What perfect timing! Unfortunately, right at this point it started raining a lot. The day was a bit rainy already, but now it really started to pour down so that everyone was soaking wet. Wow, this was 
      a first
      . How is this going to play out? I have been running in the rain before, but how is this going to affect me after twenty or thirty kilometers? While I was thinking about this and enjoying the great atmosphere, I simply started running. The race began without any time to worry about it. Some guys beside me were singing “O Sole Mio”. I am definitely in Italy right now. Also, the song is about how good a sunny day feels. Right.
    

    
      But here I go. The ninth marathon of the EU project. It’s pretty cool to think about how far I’ve come already. This long journey through all the EU countries is really fun to do. I enjoy it a lot. This particular race being in the rain is basically just an interesting addition to the adventure. Another story to tell my grandkids someday, maybe.
    

    
      It was really crowded as there were 20,000 signed up participants of the full marathon (15,000 finishers later), but there was also a 5k fun run at the same time with 80,000 participants, which is just an insane number of people. They must have started at some place else, though, because it certainly didn’t feel like 100,000 runners around here. Starting a marathon in crowds like these isn’t easy, especially if you’re in the last block of runners, which is usually very slow. The little hills right at the beginning and the wet cobblestone streets didn’t make it any easier. Many people fell down on these first few kilometers. I found my rhythm after about five kilometers, which is early for me. After eight, I passed the 4:45h pacemaker runners with their purple balloons. I was thankful that I managed to do this after my last marathon in Athens, where I finished even slower than that. I wanted to pass by at least one more team of pacemakers, so let's see if I can do that. Another 5k later, at thirteen, I saw them, the 4:30h runners. That’s a good 
      pace
       to settle into for me. People on Runtastic were cheering a lot this time, which was really helping me. At 18, there was another big shower that got us all soaked again, but shortly afterwards there was this view of Saint Peter’s Basilica as a reward.
       
      Right after that there was another reward for me: Sophie, Julie and Vera standing there! How amazing that Sophie managed to come here, carrying the girls through subway stations and in the rain, just to see me for a few seconds. She is just perfect. Julie was happy and was making her little marathon run routine for me. Maybe one day we will run together!
    

    
      The kilometers slowly disappeared, as always. From time to time I saw 
      a
       curious four-legged friend.
       And y
      es, 
      that dog
       was keeping up. The runners were used to him after a few kilometers, but the crowds were laughing and pointing at this little guy. The tempo was noticeably slower than what he is used to, but I’m guessing stray dogs usually don’t run these long distances. At 30 kilometers I saw him for the last time, but Sophie told me he finished the race. Not bad!
    

    
      So far I was doing fine in these weather conditions, although they were usual. For many kilometers I was feeling just a bit too hot so I thought about taking off my jacket all the time. At about 20, I finally decided to do this, because the sun briefly came out. I had to stop running to take my bib number off of my jacket and put it onto my shirt, because that is a hard task with all the needles of the safety pins. It took me about two minutes, which is the reason I was pondering doing this for so long. It felt good right after the change, but then, of course, the sun went away again and there came another quick and wet shower from the sky. Come on, sky! I thought, screw it, I’m just going to do this now. A marathon is 40 percent physical fitness and 60 percent willpower, I’ve recently read. Seems about right. Then, at 36 I got a text from Sophie, saying she’ll be standing at a tunnel coming right up on the course. Amazing technology, right? She could see my Runtastic tracking and she had a map of the course, so she could easily guess where I was going to be at any particular time. I didn’t see a tunnel anywhere, though, so I was wondering if I already missed them. But how could that have happened
      ? I
       kept running, hoping for the street to turn downwards into a tunnel, and after about two more kilometers it did. And there they were, taking photos of me.
    

    
      This situation was quite impressive for Julie. At first she was really happy to see me, but then she was really sad that I was running away again, and after the race she would often excitedly tell us “and then Papa ran away into the tunnel!”, which almost sounds metaphorical, although thankfully it wasn’t. I, for one, was completely happy to see them. In addition to the many many Likes on Facebook, which were transmitted to my headphones, I received lots of motivation for the last few kilometers.
    

    
      I would say I am quite an experienced marathon runner by now, which is a thing that is apparently not true for many of the other runners here. When I see some people, I can’t help but wonder why they thought it was a good idea for them to try this. There was this one guy at about 39 kilometers, who had blood red knees. The insides of his knees were hitting each other with every step and I thought that he must have known that this was his style of running and therefore it wouldn’t be a wise thing to do for 42 kilometers. I passed him and then I saw his front side. He looked even worse. Not only was his face expressing strong pain, but his white shirt was full of blood around the nipple area. What a poor guy! Why did he do this? I hope his recovery is going well. But most of the people were looking okay and ready to achieve this great goal. The crowds were getting denser and the atmosphere was more exciting as we ran towards the city center, back to where we came from this morning. Just a few more steps to the finish line and we were greeted by 
      some Roman soldiers. The ancient kind!
    

    
      I really like how all the countries show their funny and historic 
      sides
       during their marathons. I also really liked this marathon race itself. It was not very hard, flat, and the weather had next to no bad effects at all on me. This is what I looked like right afterwards.
    

    
      Another finish! 4:18:55 hours, a solid time. Quite proud of it. I wonder 
      what
       my finishing photo will look like at the last of the 28 marathons. By the way, I plan on running Brussels last, because it’s sort of the capital of the EU. I also plan on running Brussels together with Sophie, carrying our kids (how many they may be at that point) in some cool device that I still have to build. Sophie knows this and is a bit skeptical of it. If you see her, tell her it will be no problem!
    

    
      Getting home after this successful race almost took as much time as the run. First of all, meeting Sophie in the crowds took some time, although we both sent each other our current GPS locations from time to time. She walked to the finish from that place at the tunnel where I last saw her. People were rude to her and never really helpful when she was looking for helping hands to carry the stroller up some subway stairs, for example. She was a bit annoyed at the behavior of the Romans and their presumably important family-values. They were barely noticing her giant stroller and not even getting out of the way a lot of the time. I believe this is not usually the case with Romans. The Italian people I’ve met so far were not at all like this. It must have been the excitement of the day with all the people trying to move quickly through the city and find their friends during this event. 
    

    
      When we finally met we were really happy. Julie had had a bit of a nap and was happy and Vera had been sleeping for almost the entire day. What more could Sophie have asked for, this was actually helpful. Then it started pouring again and we cowered under the umbrella that Sophie wisely brought, me shivering from the cold, walking towards the nearest bus. A bus that was canceled today, as we then found out. At the next big intersection we tried to get a cab, but a friendly woman saw us and told us they were never going to take us with them because it was mandatory to order them via phone first. So we got to the next metro station, all the time in the rain. Julie singing. Carrying a buggy with two kids down the metro stairs after having run a marathon is not the easiest task, but we managed. Two train rides and a lot of waiting later we finally reached the apartment and almost immediately collapsed on the bed – in our dreams, because we have two kids. Collapsing on the bed isn’t an option when they want to play. So that’s what we did. A nice cuddly afternoon spent in the bathtub and the bed reading children’s books, eating and laughing is not bad at all. Then at 8:00 PM, when the kids went to sleep, Sophie and I gladly went to sleep, too. What a day! Exhausting, but great. Life is good.
    

    
      The next day we started the journey back home. Everything went according to plan and we arrived safely and also strangely rested. However that came to happen! I can’t wait for our planned weekend in Vienna in three weeks, and I also just signed up for two more marathons this year: Helsinki and Warsaw. Marathons are fun.
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      #10 Vienna
    

    
      13th of April, 2014
    

    
      “Es war um 1780 und es war in Wien” – do you remember that song? I do, and I hope it is now stuck in your head for the rest of the day. Falco was an internationally known singer and this song made it to the top of the US charts, even though it’s in German. Very few people managed to accomplish that. In the video for the song you’ll see a good amount of sights from Vienna, and with the song being about Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, who spent some of his best years in the city, being sung by Falco, who was a very proud person from Vienna, it is a bit of an anthem about the greatness of the city.
    

    
      I was very happy that Vienna was on the list this time. It is the only other German speaking country in the EU, and a place of great history. If you’re interested in more details, Wikipedia will help you learn things like: In 1910, Vienna was the world’s fifth biggest city, or that other great classical composers lived and worked here, for example Joseph Haydn, Ludwig van Beethoven and Franz Schubert. It was and is a wealthy city with amazing old buildings like the Schönbrunn Palace and beautiful modern skyscrapers made of glass as well.
    

    
      Our friend Vera was very helpful and drove us to the airport with our new car, which is a Mercedes Viano! As I stated in the Amsterdam marathon story a few years ago, we had a Viano as a rental car back then and I fell in love with it during that weekend and dreamt of one day owning one myself. That day has come. Just a week ago we purchased a simple second hand Viano. It is a great car for us and I am very happy. Finally we can put everything we need into our car and just go anywhere. For example, to the airport.
    

    
      There we go, into one of those Germanwings airplanes, off to Vienna. It was a very good flight and both kids were really nice during the whole time.
    

    
      Just a short train ride from the airport we found our apartment quite near to the station of 
      Praterstern
      , and immediately noticed the cleanliness of this city.
    

    
      Of course we were quite tired after the flight, so we just fell into the very comfortable beds after I bought some basic groceries for us. The next day started with a big breakfast and a trip to the marathon expo. Located within the 
      Wiener Messe
       (Vienna fair), we could reach it by foot. As you would expect, it was perfectly organized.
    

    
      I got everything I needed, which is my bib number, the time tracking chip, and two energy gels. We just left right away and went looking for a place for little Julie to play. Luckily, there was a playground right around the corner and we spent some time there. On our way back home we came across the 
      Wiener Prater
      , which is a city fun park that is permanently open. Comparable to the 
      Copenhagen Tivoli
      , if you’re familiar with that. If you don’t, just imagine the 
      Munich Oktoberfest
       but with much less beer. We had some lunch there and searched for a little train ride that we thought Julie would enjoy, but couldn’t find one. Off to home and cooking some pasta.
    

    
      Now it’s getting serious. Again, I wasn’t in perfect shape for this marathon race. Since my last marathon in Rome, which was just three weeks ago, I didn’t manage to go running for just one single time. No running at all for three weeks. The usual excuses were work and family, and additionally I spent three whole days of my free time in a recording studio with my old funk band 
      ka-dance
      , which was really fun but also exhausting and time-consuming. I saw this race as a challenge and was looking forward to the experiment. Will I be able to pull off a marathon after three weeks of no training at all? Spoiler alert: I wouldn’t recommend it.
    

    
      I got up at around 6:30 AM, and if I remember correctly all three girls were still sleeping. At least partly. Some cereal for breakfast, after which I walked to the next subway station 
      Nestroyplatz
       to get to the start of the race, which was on the other side of the 
      Danube
       river. The train was already quite full with runners. When I stepped out of the train we were already situated right next to the start, which was perfect. There was music playing through a massive PA. Michael Jackson’s Earth Song, full length, without anyone talking in between. I love that song, it has so many great parts. I felt really welcome. The race was carefully organized as well, it didn’t seem really crowded as you can see in the picture above, although there were supposed to be 42,000 runners at this point.
    

    
      
    

    
      Nearly 10,000 of them signed up for the full marathon, and the others were running a half marathon or a shorter fun run of a few kilometers. But all those races started at the same time right here. I just walked around for a bit to kill the time before the race started. The crowd was cheering and the energy here was quite positive. The elite runners got a head start, us amateurs had to wait for another six minutes until we heard a second gunshot that made us run away behind the pros. Four hours of quiet in front of me! I enjoy this a lot. Having time to think about my life, my work, my family and friends, our future and everything that’s related to it. It is a rare occasion these days, because mostly we all just have to function within our environment.
    

    
      T
      he 
      Danube
       is quite a river. At this point I remembered the marathon in Budapest, where I crossed the same river a couple of times. And the upcoming marathon in 
      Bratislava
      ,
       Slovakia, will probably also involve this river. The 
      Danube
       is everywhere!
    

    
      Being from a city with a huge river myself, Hamburg, I immediately sympathize with cities that also have a big river in their centers. It gives those cities a connected touch, a calm and stable aura. Unfortunately this was the first and last time I would see the 
      biggest stream
       of the Danube during this race.
    

    
      Next, I met Sophie with the two girls, already after just three kilometers, which was great. The track went right next to our apartment, which was well planned by Sophie again. After eight kilometers, we ran back to where our place was, and Sophie and the kids were still standing there! It made me very happy. It was next to the 
      Prater
       fun park where another playground was situated. Perfect for Julie. I was still quite fast and it felt good. After about twenty kilometers the masses of runners split up, because the race was nearly over for those half marathon people. They just took a right turn and ran towards the finish line, while we had to run twice as long. It was at this point that I noticed two pacemaker runners. I hadn’t seen any of them so far and was wondering if there even were some. But these two guys were definitely pacemakers and I got closer to them to get a look at what time they were going to run. I couldn’t believe it, one was having a 2:00 hour half marathon flag, and the other a 
      4:00 hour
       full marathon flag. What?!
    

    
      I think I have never been as fast to see those pacemakers at this later stage in a marathon run! The two guys were saying goodbye to each other at this point, because the half marathon was about to be done. I felt a bit arrogant and just passed by the 4:00 hours guy. I told myself not to look back at any point in order not to feel like I am running away from him. That was going pretty well, too. At least in the beginning. After 26 kilometers, we were at this park again, and Sophie was standing there in the slight rain, being really happy, because the kids were behaving so well. She noticed how fast I was going and I told her excitedly that I was in front of the 4:00 hours guy. Then I looked back and saw him coming for me, not far behind. Reality check. I just had an energy gel and kept running away from him. Up until 32 I managed to keep the pace, but then I saw him slowly taking over. It was a sad moment for me. I had to fight really hard so I wouldn’t lose my spirit at this point. I ate another energy gel, but of course it didn’t cause any miracles. I had to fight with my head now, remind myself to keep going at every step. To add to this disappointment, my legs got really tired and hard. I imagine I just had enough power for 32 kilometers in them, and it was just used up at this point.
    

    
      What to do? As you might know about me, I will not quit a race like this. So I gathered my strength and kept going. Whenever there were some refreshments at the side of the street I used the chance to walk for a few meters without a guilty feeling to take the chance and relax a bit. But starting to run again after some walking requires the most willpower, as you might imagine. At least they had blue Powerade again, my favorite. But then, another bad thing happened, my phone’s battery died! I was quite surprised by this, because so far I was able to track all my marathons to the end with my phone. Then I remembered that I had recently installed this new Facebook messenger app, which was notorious for draining the battery quickly. What a stupidly developed app. Deleted it right away. After 38 kilometers, Sophie and the now sleeping girls were standing at the course again to show support, which helped a lot. I forgot to tell her about the dead phone, which would make it a nuisance to find each other in the finishing area. I thought about that mistake for the last four kilometers, which seemed like a really long way.
    

    
      But like all other races, this one ended at some point as well. What a relief today! Oddly, I felt a hint of freedom when I didn’t have to immediately hit “Stop tracking” on my phone right after the finish line. Just reaching the finish line being happy that I’m done, not thinking about anything else. I liked it! But the incomplete tracking plot surely annoys me.
    

    
      So now came the hunt for my family. I was mentally prepared to search for a long time, and even to go home on foot and wait for them there. But thankfully, they were just standing there at the runner’s exit! How great was that. I could just go get my big hugs, sit down for a while to relax, and then walk home with them slowly.
    

    
      After a hot bath with Julie at home and a huge original 
      Wiener Schnitzel
       at a fine restaurant, I felt so good. All four of us were exhausted but very happy. It’s been a great day. When I checked my loaded phone again, I saw a message from my running friend from Austria, Jürgen Penthor, in which he congratulated me for my finishing time of 4:14:57 hours – he knew my finishing time before I did! This is still a time of which I am quite proud. My second best marathon time so far. Also, I realized that I’m just not ready to run a Sub-4 hour marathon yet. But the time will come and one day I will be able to pull this off, I am sure.
    

    
      The next day we made a trip to the previously mentioned 
      Schloss Schönbrunn
       (Schönbrunn Palace), which was windy but really nice. Although I had really sore legs I managed to walk up the hill pushing the buggy like a Grandpa.
    

    
      After that came another highlight, we were flown home by my good friend Hodg, who is a pilot at the Germanwings airline. He managed to switch flights with a colleague in order to fly our plane. I’ve been flying with him before, but this time was special because Julie got a chance to take a look at the cockpit, which is hugely interesting. During his speech to announce the directions to the passengers, he even put in a little special for us, because no one ever listens, and said “Good evening ladies and gentlemen, my name is Hodg.” – the nickname we have for him.
       
      Hodg, who by the way was the one who introduced Sophie and me to each other.
    

    
      When we arrived in Hamburg, there was another good friend to pick us up from the airport. Keno, who even took the time to prepare this butler’s outfit including the sign for us. What a great guy. 
      Even wearing a fitting hat!
    

    
      Exhausted but happy we arrived home safely and almost immediately fell into our beds. 
      I'm already looking
       forward to the next 
      marathon
      , which will be in five weeks, in Riga, Latvia. I’m looking forward to it, because I’ve never been to the city and heard great things about it. This time I’m going to have to do some more training, though! 
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      #11 Riga
    

    
      18th of May, 2014
    

    
      You probably know that I like to say some things about the culture of the city I’m in, usually at the beginning and often about the field of music, because that’s what I can relate to the most. This time it’s been difficult though. Riga, Latvia – do you know any important historical figures that achieved something in music who are from Riga? Or from Latvia in general? I had to look it up on Wikipedia and found two people that couldn’t be more different from each other.
    

    
      Richard Wagner lived and worked here. He is originally from Germany, and got famous because he wrote intense, sophisticated and dramatic classical music, and he was loved (literally loved) by Bavarian King Ludwig II who paid for all that. For example, King Ludwig II built this insane castle of 
      Neuschwanstein
       as an homage to Wagner, specifically his work 
      Tristan and Isolde
      . I once visited the castle. It truly is amazing and insane at the same time.
    

    
      The other person I now associate with Riga goes by the name of DJ Lethal and used to be in the rap/rock band 
      Limp Bizkit
      , which was hugely successful during the late 90s and early 2000s almost all over the world. There is a famous phrase in one of the songs, “DJ Lethal, bring it on!” – after that he would go crazy on his turntables. He sold millions and millions of records and also produced many other successful musicians. DJ Lethal stated in interviews that he still feels very connected to Riga.
    

    
      I like how different these two examples are, and they maybe represent the diversity of this great city. We were blown away by the beauty of Riga and really recommend visiting this place to everyone. The trip began with a flight with airBaltic, which is great and has the best airline website I have encountered so far. Service was great, too. Little Vera was a little bit annoyed at times, but all in all it went very well.
    

    
      A surprisingly cheap and nearly noiseless hybrid taxi took us to our flat, which was right in the middle of the Old City of Riga. Perfect. A good night’s sleep and a nice Saturday filled with walks through the city followed. First, to buy some groceries, then to get to the marathon expo to collect my marathon bib and then just to explore the beautiful city.
    

    
      The prices were a little weird. I was at a grocery store with Julie and paid about the same as I would have back in Germany. But in the evening we went to a Restaurant and had full meals for everyone including drinks for about a third of the money it would have been back home. Latvia had just introduced the Euro currency this year and I guess there is still some confusion going on. Also, the city is still full of money exchange stores for this reason. I like how more and more countries make the Euro their currency. We’re getting closer together, and that is always a good thing. The EU money has done a lot for the country, as well. Infrastructure has improved a lot, the economy is strong and growing. People back in Germany sometimes worry about what they perceive is their tax money going to waste in countries like Latvia – but I suggest just visiting some of the formerly economically weaker European countries now, you’ll change your mind very quickly. Get rid of all prejudices.
    

    
      After this very sunny day we were exhausted and thankful to have found such a nice apartment to fall asleep in. A tiny bed for all four of us made it very cozy and comfortable
      . I
       really liked it.
    

    
      The next day, Sunday the 18th of May, 2014, I got up earlier than everybody else again. All three girls were sleeping when I got my cereal and prepared for the race. We’re in a slightly different timezone, one hour in front of Germany, which made the girls sleep longer. But I’m glad they all got some good sleep. We had checked out the course before and figured out where to meet. There were many opportunities. At kilometers 4, 10, 14, 22, 32, 38 and 42. All of these places were very close to our apartment, which was again very well planned by my wife Sophie. The starting area was also just around the corner from our place. I could just walk to the area and enjoy the crowd. The music was very good again, when I arrived I heard The Killers, followed by Queen. A guy was emceeing the crowd of about 20,000 people. Marathon, half marathon, 10k, 5k. He was custom-greeting the ten most represented countries in their individual languages. Impressive! Starting with Latvia, Estonia, Finland, Russia, Lithuania, then Germany. We’re always well-represented everywhere, it seems. In German, he basically said “I hope you have a great race and feel like being on an Autobahn and after finishing, party as hard as at Oktoberfest!” The Finnish greeting mentioned lots of Saunas, I got that. Nice idea, I felt welcome.
    

    
      After that, a conductor appeared and made us sing a Latvian traditional song. But first we had to stretch and warm up. Nothing new here, except that he got us all to turn to face the 
      Daugava
       river and then said “Now give the person in front of you a neck massage!” – people were giggling a bit, but almost everyone took part. Fun! After a few more speeches by the organization people, who never failed to mention that Riga was named the Culture Capital of the EU for 2014, a guy with a gun showed up and made us run away really quickly. In a positive way, as we’re not in the USA here.
    

    
      Running again! Five weeks since the last marathon in Vienna, I felt regenerated. My plan was to go practice some more this time, but that didn’t work out well. A week after Vienna I ran about eight kilometers, pushing Julie in her stroller. Then we had a week-long vacation in Sardinia where I got sick and couldn’t run, and when I finally got my strength back I ran another 10k, but that’s just been a week ago. Not much time for fun activities like training. Still, I felt surprisingly strong. Nothing hurt, no sore muscles, no blisters – basically in good condition to run a marathon. I was thankful that this course turned out to be very easy. No hills except for some bridges, great weather but no direct sunlight, and not as crowded as the bigger city marathons.
    

    
      The music was great, too. I heard some Muse, and even Korn. Every few kilometers, they had a DJ and MC standing there, representing one of the represented countries. The German DJ played “99 Luftballons” while I ran by them, some Scooter, and mainly German electronic dance music. I guess that’s what we’re known for, here. Could’ve been worse, but not by much.
    

    
      At 10 kilometers they had put up the so-called 
      Culture Kilometer
      , with a big Latvian choir and band, lots of Latvian people cheering while wearing traditional clothing, and in general a very warm and happy atmosphere. After 14 kilometers we ran across the same place and saw it all again. And this time, Sophie and the kids were there! They missed the first two meeting points because of sleeping and well, because Sophie has to take care of two little kids at the same time, which is not easy. I was very happy to see them and probably lost a minute to hugs and kisses. What better way to lose time?
    

    
      The course was very easy and interesting. I especially liked all the streets next to the river, 
      Daugava
      . A beautiful and big river, connecting the city with the Baltic Sea. The kilometers disappeared and suddenly the half marathon runners were already leaving us for their finish line. We ran a little additional loop before, so that we were at 23 when they left us. The finish was right next to us and it felt a bit strange to see all of them finish, get their medals, walk, sit down and relax while we had another 19 kilometers in front of us. First time experience at a marathon, but interesting nonetheless.
    

    
      The remaining part of the race was basically another lap with a few changes. I realized that I didn’t pay much attention to the course because many places didn’t seem familiar. The MCs 
      were increasingly
       annoying to me by now, probably because they were already standing there cheering for a few hours and had lost some energy just like us. They repeated themselves a lot and sounded tired, but what can you expect
      ? It's
       still a nice idea and appreciated.
    

    
      At 32, I finally met the family again. It’s always so great to see them. Julie got really excited and jumped up and down screaming “Papa! Papa! Papa!”, it was so cute. I was still doing well, right before crossing the 
      Daugava
       again. Another lap in the south of the city and crossing the bridge back north. This was kilometer 38 and now I started to feel my legs. 
      But with just
       a few minutes to go, this is going to be no problem. And who’s there to help? Countless friends at home clicking Like on Facebook and cheering on Runtastic, which is directly transmitted to my headphones, and also, the three girls again! This time they had painted the street for me.
    

    
      Ok, I can do this. I’ve done it before and I know how to pull through. Water and electrolyte drinks always help and are plenty available. But the main thing is willpower. So I pulled myself together and pushed until I saw what I came here for.
    

    
      The time on the finish line screens revealed 
      a new personal best! A good minute faster than in Budapest last year. Very proud. After I exited the area, Sophie was standing there waiting for me and I got the opportunity to sit down
       and
       relax a bit.
    

    
      Done. 11 out of 28 marathons completed. Nice. What a great race! I felt very good and everything went according to plan. Time to celebrate with great food.
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      #12 Helsinki
    

    
      16th of August, 2014
    

    
      I think all of my marathon reports begin with how great the cities we visit are. I visited Finland in 1997 for the first time, but I didn’t go to Helsinki but to one of the other bigger cities, Tampere. I was 13 years old and it was part of a children’s summer exchange program. I liked it, especially the Sauna culture of course. Then, in 2009 I came back to Finland, this time Helsinki, with my then very new girlfriend of a few months, Sophie! You all know how that turned out. We visited a friend in the middle of winter. It was really, really cold and dark. Still, or maybe because of this, the city had its charme and managed to shine. The first great aspect is the Baltic sea right next to it. Countless little islands surround the city center and its port, which sets a very nice scenery. What Helsinki did very 
      well is
       make the coast of the sea accessible to the people. There is no big industry right at the waterfront, there are parks instead. That’s how it should be. We enjoyed that.
    

    
      Helsinki is home to people like Linus Torvalds, who is one of the key people behind the development of Linux, the company Rovio Entertainment, which is responsible for stealing a lot of the world’s productive time by releasing the popular app Angry Birds, and a whole bunch of metal bands. The metal band situation is interesting to me, not only because I appreciate some metal from time to time, but I’m also wondering about the cultural reasons behind this. Metal seems to be exceptionally popular in all the Nordic or Scandinavian countries. Why is that? Because excessive hardcore dancing keeps you warm during the cold and long winters? Because people are so full of energy from all the coffee that they need an outlet? That’s another thing, people from Finland drink the most coffee per capita in the world. Having been there in the tiring November, I can guess why.
    

    
      Finland is an interesting country with interesting people who don’t like to talk that much. But it’s okay, their welcoming personality is still noticeable. This was especially true for our hosts who we didn’t meet. They gave us their flat via AirBnB, a web service that just recently got a weird new logo which looks like a butt. A real EU couple, with her being from Helsinki and him from Paris. It was their own cozy private flat, with lots of printed information about everything. Maps, culture, the neighborhood, supermarkets, ATMs, shopping. Helpful!
    

    
      A friend of theirs let us in, and he almost immediately stated that he had just been to 
      Wacken Open Air
       last weekend, the world’s biggest metal festival, just an hour’s drive away from Hamburg. Of course. We felt the connection immediately.
    

    
      The next day, a Friday, we did a small walking tour of the city. The weather was great and I also noticed Helsinki’s efforts to make cars obsolete. If you’re an adult traveling with a kid, public transport is free! So, thanks to Julie and Vera, Sophie and I didn't have to pay for any trams, trains, subways, or buses. A very family friendly 
      way
      . With all those free of charge options, it was really easy to get around worry-free as tourists.
    

    
      We were strolling around town, having some fun at a public playground right next to a lake, making our way to the marathon expo. Right next to the Olympic stadium we found it. In 1952 this was the center of the world’s attention, as the Olympic games were taking place here. The stadium looked quite small for an event like that, but I guess the times were different, 62 years ago. Still, all Olympic stadiums are impressive, I think. They carry a lot of weight and historical importance. Everything that unites people, even if it’s just for a very short period of time, has an impact on me. At the marathon expo, I saw my name printed on a big wall along with about 4,000 other registered runners, which was bringing us together this time around. Then I got my bib number and the swag bag, which contained weird things like ketchup and mustard, along with a raspberry face lotion. Why?! But thanks!
    

    
      After eating out at a nice place, we made our way home early to get some sleep. Getting good sleep is becoming harder and harder with the kids growing up so fast. The next day is Saturday, 
      the day
       of the race. Race day being a Saturday is unusual, and the start time even more so: 3:00 PM. I wasn’t looking forward to that, remembering the evening marathon in Luxembourg. You’ve got the whole day to get nervous and empty your energy on other things before the race. Sunday morning marathons are way better. Sleeping, standing up, running. But now, eating the right meal at the right time to have enough energy in my body is difficult, for example. The perfect time to eat as much carbs as possible would have been something like 10:00 AM – a time at which I just don’t like eating at all. I still tried at noon instead. After half a plate of pasta I was 
      already stuffed
      . Not a good sign. The other thing is physical exertion. To entertain the kids we went to a playground and Sophie went for a run on her own. Being on a playground means running after Julie, carrying her around, laughing a lot and being tired afterwards. Also not good to do this before a marathon.
    

    
      Then it started raining as I got more and more nervous. The next step is going home and trying to prepare for the race, both mentally and physically. I was glad I didn’t forget anything important, at least. Off to the Olympic stadium in the rain. The kids were both falling asleep right at this point, which was a bit relaxing for us, to be frank. The party was starting over there, lots of music and speeches, excitement in the air. I was really really nervous this time because of all the mentioned things. Having my running friend Jürgen Penthor’s report about his Helsinki run in 2010 in my head, in which he basically said that the course goes up and down all the time, didn’t help.
    

    
      Thinking about my current level of training, though, I felt quite positive. Just four weeks ago I did a new personal best at the Hamburg Triathlon, in which I completed the 10k run at the end in just 50 minutes. That’s almost my all-time best, and I did it after 1.5k swimming and 40k biking. I also ran a good half marathon in Hamburg recently and I found the time to go running twice in the last four weeks. This is better than I usually do. And I felt strong, too. So from that perspective I should be fine, I thought.
    

    
      The organizators were very excited and mentioned the international character of the race a lot. This is something I would personally emphasize as well, as it means people coming together. 54 different countries were represented, including Ukraine, Syria and Iraq, by the way. All places of conflict at the moment.
    

    
      When I heard the sound of the gun, something unusual happened to me
      . I
       didn’t lose the nervousness immediately, as I always do. I didn’t know why. But I thought it would go away soon. Running felt really good, though. The pace of the people around me was comfortable, it wasn’t too crowded and the rain had stopped to make way for some intense sun beams. Sophie was standing next to the course after six kilometers with the two sleeping girls, just when I had found my rhythm and was feeling better. Good timing. The course was leading through the very green city and the very green outskirts of the city, which was beautiful. It meant clean air and not much noise from cars and industry. After 10 kilometers I saw a parked car with the current race time on top of it. I did the first 10k in about 58 minutes, which is a rather fast pace for me at this stage. Shortly afterwards I wanted to take a selfie in front of a beautiful lake next to us, but a nice guy offered to help me take the photo.
    

    
      We talked a bit in English, because he thought I was from Amsterdam wearing that shirt, until we noticed we were almost neighbors. If there is one thing that German people never fail to do, it is not noticing another German’s thick German accent when speaking English. This was true for both of us. He was a nice guy, running one or two marathons a year just for fun with no particular goal. He suffered from the striking sun and the hills as much as I did, but he had more energy left and ran away from me soon.
    

    
      Back in the city, there is my family again! Always very nice to see them. Julie was still sleeping, but Vera was awake and happy. It still went quite okay for me, legs didn’t hurt, 
      energy was still
       there, but no idea for how long. I should soon find out. If you subtract the estimated three bonus minutes at the beginning because of the 4,000 runners having to go through a small gate, I could still realistically do a sub-4 hour marathon. Or so I thought. But now it got harder. I ate the first energy gel at 22 already, which is very early. My energy started to leave me. It got worse and worse, but I powered through and held the pace. Then, at 29, I saw the girls again. I reached that point after just 2:50 hours, but at this point I felt like giving up and walking. I even sat down with them for a few minutes, in order to gain back some strength in my legs and steal some ice-cream from Julie. Both didn’t help a lot. Starting at 30, I walked more and more. At one point, when I tried to summon some left-over energy and run again, I almost fainted. This is when I said to myself, that a marathon race isn’t worth losing consciousness for. I can just walk and be healthy, who cares about the time in the end. I had another gel, but it didn’t change anything. My legs were cramping from top to bottom, and several short stretching breaks didn’t help either. At one point I even laid down on a park bench for a while.
    

    
      Of course I was asking myself what might have gone wrong this time. All the other marathons, even Athens, have felt so much easier. Was it the hills, or maybe the late starting time? The sun, the bad eating? Probably all of it, but I think mostly the hard weeks before the race. I couldn’t remember the last day I had real relaxing free-time. We were in London visiting friends last weekend, which was fun, but still exhausting with the kids. The weekend before that we hosted a birthday party and I had to do some long cycling practice for another upcoming triathlon, and on the weekdays I was just loaded with work recently. On Wednesday evening at 10:00 PM I fulfilled the last deadline task right before leaving for Helsinki the next day. And every free minute during the weekdays was filled with the kids. I guess this is how being an adult feels like. Perfect timing that I just turned 30 two weeks ago! I’m not complaining, I like all of this a lot. But at this moment  I’m thinking about my priorities a lot. Marathons may need to move down a few steps. At least these were my thoughts on those terrible kilometers.
    

    
      35, just seven to go. Literally, to go. There was no way I could run anymore. I had a spoon of salt which was given to everyone here, and another gel, hoping that this is what’s missing, but it wasn’t. It’s getting colder now, the day is about to end and clouds are moving in front of the sun. All very fitting. I was sad. Marathons are usually so much fun for me, but this time I felt defeated. 
      As if
       
      losing 
      at something. Like someone took these four hours of quality me-time from me. 36, 37. I write a text message to Sophie and she responds with a cute Julie video, cheering me on. I have such a great wife! She was supposed to meet me at the finish line, but because of the circumstances she decided to take a bus to come towards me. At 39 she was standing there with Julie and Vera, being lovely and really helping me. We walked together
      .
    

    
      My spirits went up slowly as I realized that losing this race is not the end of the world when you have people like these around you. Additionally, I heard more and more shout-outs on my headphones, coming from my friends at home who must have seen me struggling on Runtastic live tracking. Certainly a boost that 
      puts
       things in perspective.
    

    
      We walked for the remaining three kilometers until a volunteering lady told Sophie to leave the course with the kids right before entering the Olympic stadium. I found some remaining strength in me and ran the last 300 meters towards the Finnish finish. A bad pun for a bad time: 4:57:01 hours, my worst marathon time ever.
    

    
      Still, I finished and got my medal. As I realized that, I got more and more happy and forgot those horrible 12 kilometers at the end. Now I even remember how beautiful the scenery was, when I was struggling so much. The course was really nice and well planned, I just barely noticed this at the end. By the way, right after the finish there was a coffee place. No questions. Finnish people can’t get enough of it. I took my finisher’s swag bag which was full of food, including a whole package of butter, and met the girls for an evening picnic. I was happy again.
    

    
      After that, we slowly (really slowly) walked towards the tram
      . I
       had a burger at Hesburger’s, a Finnish guilty-pleasure fast-food restaurant, and was really happy to have a shower in our apartment and just fall asleep at the same time as my daughters. It’s always a good day when I’m with them. The night was about to be short again, because we had to get up at 5:00 AM in order to catch the flight back home. But everything went well, and after being picked up at the airport by the kids’ auntie Vera, we enjoyed our first real free day in a long time, which was great. We need to slow it down a bit, I think. There is enough time in life to do great things, we don’t have to do everything at once. Maybe I should postpone my plans of doing an Ironman triathlon race next year.
    

    
      That’s Helsinki. I was coming out of this weekend mostly feeling thankful for all the people surrounding me. Family, friends, and everyone who clicked that cheering button on Runtastic when I most needed it was really appreciated this time. As always, I’m keen to find out how the next marathon will go. It’ll be in Warsaw.
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      #13 Warsaw
    

    
      28th of September, 2014
    

    
      Before going on this trip to Poland I was already wondering which famous musicians I could mention on this page. It was really hard to find some from Warsaw to whom I can relate to. Not many of them are internationally known I guess. But when the four of us arrived at the Warsaw airport, I got one. Frédéric Chopin. He is the guy the Warsaw airport is named after. And here I thought he was French all the time! Turns out his name was actually Fryderyk Franciszek Chopin, which sounds a lot more Polish, and he just took the French pseudonym to have broader mass appeal. Also, his father was a Frenchman. To grasp some of his genius and to try and notice the combination of the French and Polish cultures within his mind, I highly recommend listening to Nocturne Op. 9 No. 2. You might already know this from various uses in modern pop music.
    

    
      There are more people from Warsaw worth mentioning in my opinion, although they are not musicians. There’s Marie Curie, first woman to ever receive a Nobel Prize. Her actual name was Marie Skłodowska-Curie, which obviously sounds more Polish, but French at the same time. Also, recently deceased Benoît Mandelbrot, a mathematician 
      whom
       everyone who ever learned some computer science knows. There is a theme here! All of them have an obvious connection to the country of France. I don’t know why exactly, but I think it’s quite interesting. By the way, the airplane to Warsaw was full of French tourists.
    

    
      Of course, the history of Poland within Europe is not a happy one. The country struggled for a long time to even be acknowledged as a proper country. After Russia and Napoleon destroyed and killed what they could find, the German Nazis obviously had the most devastating impact on the country. Killing about 300,000 Jews just in Warsaw alone speaks for itself. The city got destroyed so badly during the second world war, almost nobody lived there for a while. But the people managed to bounce back and rebuilt their city with paintings from Bernardo Bellotto helping them. Amazing, isn’t it? Some of the reconstruction is still in progress, which is why Warsaw is known as one of the biggest building sites in Europe.
    

    
      It was the first time for me to really visit Poland. A couple of years ago I visited my then very new girlfriend Sophie in the city of Görlitz, where she was nerding around with some fellow geeks. Görlitz is a German city right next to the Polish border, so we went across to Poland for a walk. I really like how all the EU borders are gone. So this time, properly in Poland, I was excited to see the Polish money for the first time, because they don’t have the Euro yet, still Złoty
      , but those bills look beautiful.
    

    
      We had a nice apartment not very far away from the city center, booked with AirBnB again. We’re still happy with the concept of renting a privately owned apartment of a citizen. This one was cozy and we felt immediately at home. On Saturday we took a look at the Old Town
      .
    

    
      Also, this Warsaw marathon was the last chance I had at running together with my crazy marathon friend Jürgen Penthor again, because he only runs every marathon just once and has already done all my remaining EU marathons. We decided to meet again and spend the afternoon together, then had dinner with him and his wife Sonja.
    

    
      Now it’s just one night until the great run. I did well this time, being quite afraid after the miserable last marathon in Helsinki, when I needed almost five hours to complete the race. So now I had enough magnesium the days before, ate enough and well, and had some proper training. By proper training I mean a half Ironman triathlon race in which I took part in two weeks ago. It was my first time at a longer distance like that, having done only Olympic distance triathlons before. We went to Almere, Netherlands, which is just across the water from Amsterdam. Two friends came with us and we tried this new distance, which consists of a 1.9 kilometer swim, a 90 kilometer bike ride and a half marathon right afterwards. It took me 6:26:03 hours, including a flat wheel I had to fix during the race. Other than the flat wheel, it went pretty well and I was quite happy with the result. It also was great training of course, so I felt well prepared this time. Additionally, the start of the race was at 9:00 AM again, as opposed to 3:00 PM in Helsinki, so my body wasn’t as worn out by the usual challenges of the day this time.
       
      The new stadium of Warsaw was built in 2012 to accommodate all the soccer fans during the European Championship, which was held partly in Poland and partly in Ukraine. Crazy to think that Donetsk in Ukraine was part of that huge tournament just two years ago and is now in deep trouble bordering on war with Russia. I hope the situation resolves itself soon. I would like to run another EU capital marathon in Kiev, if Ukraine somehow manages to become a member. But today I stand here, next to the stadium on this bridge above the beautiful river Vistula.
    

    
      A small letdown is the missing international character of this event. People are apparently rarely speaking English in Poland and all the announcements were done completely in Polish. Anyways, the countdown to the start of the race is always understood by everyone. One thing that was different though, was the cheerfulness of the people. The runners and spectators were shouting a lot and having a good time. The course was well designed and showed lots of the sights of the city.
    

    
      There was a lot of live music on the road, almost at every kilometer sign. Notably some rap groups, which was new to me. A DJ with some turntables and a freestyle rapper usually, who rapped about the current event, this marathon. This is as much as I understood 
      about
       Polish rap.
    

    
      A highlight was a police marching band which played movie scores with great skill. A couple of kilometers later, at 10, we came through a long tunnel which featured four huge TV screens that showed prerecorded motivational video messages from kids and other relatives of the runners. Really nice! At the same place I saw a guy in front of me, 
      gray
       hair, a bit shorter than me, wearing a Brisbane marathon shirt. I knew him, it was Jürgen! We chatted for a while until he decided he needed an energy gel break. I was going rather fast this time, feeling really well, too. Then I saw 
      a
       Japanese guy
       wearing a shirt that said “Drunk Samurai, don’t overtake!”.
    

    
      He didn’t seem very drunk
      , so
       I overtook him. The weather was perfect and the course was flat, Sophie was there with the girls at kilometers 3 and 14, which was within a huge park. Warsaw has lots of big beautiful parks, but they all seemed empty to us, maybe because of the time of the year. 
    

    
      The aid stations occurred about every two to three kilometers and usually featured bananas, isotonic drinks and water, handed out by shouting volunteer kids: “WODA! ISOTONI!”
    

    
      I didn’t look at the clock a single time and just ran at my own comfortable tempo. After 25 kilometers, there was a turning point where it was possible to watch the other runners for a few kilometers, which gave me a rough idea of my pace, because I saw the 3:50 and 3:55 pacemaker runners in front of me and the 4:10 and 4:15 pacemakers behind me. Lots of pacemakers here, it’s unusual to have them at five minute intervals. I kept looking for Jürgen behind me, but didn’t see him. He did see me, though, he told me afterwards.
    

    
      The race was no problem this time and so I anticlimactically reached the bridge from the beginning where Sophie was standing with the sleeping two girls, looking happy and telling me that I was going really fast. Two kilometers left until I went into the stadium from the beginning, where I overtook a man in his 80s, with his upper body bent forward at a 90 degree angle. He was running at roughly my pace, which surprised me. Some people have so much energy and willpower in them! Every time someone asks me about my marathons and then complains about his or her knees being bad, I think of these people who probably have a bit more than just a weak knee. In the end it’s just training and endurance, the latter being created in the mind. I think many more people could manage to successfully run a marathon and get this feeling that we all have when we reach a finish line scene like this
      .
    

    
      It just gets me every time. There’s nothing like the first marathon, but it’s still amazing and breathtaking for me. A pretty girl gave me my medal right after the finish and then I looked on my phone to see how long it took me this time. 4:00:10 it said. Nooo! So close 
      to four
       hours! Hopefully I started my watch a few seconds too early. But first, a victory photo, after all it’s a completed marathon nonetheless.
    

    
      Now, to find a place to rest in the sun. Sitting down in the grass in front of the stadium was really nice. On to finding the ladies. No problem, just a few hundred meters later there we were.
    

    
      I was quite tired but not feeling too bad. We decided to get home by taxi, which was a good choice. After a relaxing bath and a nice meal at a very family-friendly restaurant I was glad to go to bed at the same time as the little girls today. Before that I checked the Warsaw Marathon website to see if they had the official results online yet, and they did. Excitedly I scrolled down, saw my name and next to it this time: 3:59:22! I did it!!! The first time I finished a marathon in less than four hours. What a great feeling! One of my next thoughts was if I can get that down to 3:30 hours some day. Goal reached, time for new goals.
    

    
      On Monday we had some time left until our flight, so we went to a very cool playground in the vicinity and Julie had lots of fun there. But nothing beats flying!
       
      We had a stop at Amsterdam airport where Sophie noticed the unusual style of walking of two young guys in front of us at some point, which was oddly familiar. She jokingly said that their walking style looked like mine after my first few marathons. Then they turned around and one of them had a Berlin marathon medal around his neck. We marathoners are everywhere! I had almost forgotten that the Berlin marathon was on the same day as Warsaw again, and again had another world record. Dennis Kimetto was the first person to ever run faster than 2:03 hours, with a finishing time of 2:02:57. What a runner!
    

    
      After having arrived in Hamburg again, we unfortunately had to find out that our big stroller didn’t. So we had to file this loss, which took a long time, and had to make our friend Vera wait a long time in the car, for which we felt really bad. It was so nice of her to pick us up this close to midnight on a weekday. And then she even stayed and waited for us for such a long time. The result was, of course, that we had to carry the sleeping children without our stroller, but that worked quite well and we were tired but not frustrated. All in all everything was good. When we arrived home, I found this decorated package in our house. Our funny neighbors received it for me and they knew that I was expecting this year’s new iPhone, so they wrapped it and wrote on it. 
      “Have fun unpacking! The dream has come true! The great moment is finally there! Finally! For you too! Tonight!” These crazy people are making fun of me! We are very lucky to have them as neighbors. 
      What a great end to this trip
      .
    

    
      That concludes the story of our trip to Warsaw. The next one is coming in four weeks, in Ljubljana, Slovenia. Maybe I can beat my best time again? We will see!
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      #14 Ljubljana
    

    
      26th of October, 2014
    

    
      Ljubljana. This is definitely one of the smaller capital cities in Europe with only about 280,000 inhabitants, but interesting nonetheless. I was really looking forward to visiting this city, because I once drove through it with a couple of friends roughly ten years ago and noticed its beauty. Unfortunately there was no time to get to know the city at that point, so that’s what we’ve been doing this time around. First of all, it is a very cozy and comfortable place. Surrounded by rolling hills that remind you of Middle Earth in the Lord of the Rings movies, with the Alps always in the background, you feel safe. This must have been one of the reasons it seemed to be a strategically well suited place to build a 
      town during
       the early middle ages. A small river aptly named Ljubljanica flowing through it doesn’t hurt either.
    

    
      Ljubljana, with its rather small population and the rather small Slovenian population in general, has naturally had to let lots of influences of neighboring states change the feel of it. Of course, the Germans were here a couple centuries ago, giving the city the name of Laibach, then some Franks followed by the Austro-Hungarian empire which made Slovenia into a province, the Kingdom of Venice, Napoleon, fascist Italy during World War II, and then of course the unification of a communist Yugoslavia right after that war. Slovenia finally got its democratic independence in 1991, which paved the way 
      for EU
       membership in 2004. All these different influences are strongly represented in the buildings, and being struck by several earthquakes throughout the centuries, buildings had to be rebuilt a lot – letting foreign influences become even more represented.
    

    
      That concludes my tiny history lesson. I think it’s really interesting 
      how European
       countries are intertwined in this way. Historically mostly by war though, but more recently by the huge unification effort that is the EU. Cooperation beats competition.
    

    
      Now, the journey begins. It was a bit tricky to find good flights, because apparently only Air France goes to Ljubljana from Hamburg, which is the single airline we try to avoid. They let us down several times by being late (most recently during our marathon trip to Madrid), losing our luggage and the like. So I found a connection with Germanwings, an airline I really like not just because my friend Hodg is a pilot for them. We went to Cologne first, Klagenfurt second. Got into a modern rental car filled with buttons and unnecessary electronics which didn’t work that well, but the car took us the remaining 120 kilometers over to Ljubljana. A nice journey, because you get to see the country of Slovenia. Also, Klagenfurt (Austria) is a pretty town, hosting an official Ironman event every year where contestants get to swim in the Wörthersee, which is just stunningly beautiful. The center of Ljubljana is completely car-free, so we had to park illegally right outside of the center, and then walk to our apartment, which we found in 
      a wonderfully pretty
       street
      .
    

    
      After settling down in the nice apartment of a web designer we got via AirBnB again – it had 
      a 27-inch
       iMac for us to use! 
      I
       got up to retrieve the car and move it into a safe garage. That plan didn’t go that well, because the car was gone! Towed away within the 
      thirty
       minutes or so we left it there. How unlucky! So Sophie and I tried to find the place the car got towed to, which turned out to be really difficult. I got someone on the phone who spelled the name of the street, which sounded like “Ree, Bee, GeGe, Phree, Suh Suh Bah”. I wrote down what I understood and the street name looked like this: Vredh Ceccpgrrap Trg.
    

    
      The taxi driver had no idea where to get me to, so he just drove somewhere into the outskirts. So there I was, surrounded by scrap yards and nobody. Google Maps knew nothing, too. A 
      thirty
       minute walk later I found an obscure looking hotel with an unexpectedly nice concierge who spoke English and got me another taxi. We drove for another 
      fifteen
       minutes, and there was my rental car! The fine was about a third of what I would have paid in Germany, so it was okay. I was a bit annoyed because of the three hours of family time I had just lost, but all in all that was an adventure I somehow enjoyed.
    

    
      After having dropped off the car in a safe place, I came home to my three ladies. A worried Julie thought our car was destroyed, because Sophie, trying to show her how towing a car works, showed her some Youtube videos, which all had the word “fail” in their taglines, so she saw several videos of cars getting 
      totaled
       in the process of being towed. We had to convince her the car was still okay. Something that always helps with making the world okay is ice cream.
    

    
      The next day we went to the marathon expo to pick up my stuff. It was a nicely organized venue with lots of wood 
      paneling
      . I always like it if decorators use wood instead of plastic. As always, all the major running brands were represented, and the place had an international feel, although everything was in Slovenian. I wonder how they managed to pull off the event at all, because Ljubljana is a rather small and lesser known city in Europe, and also the entrance fee was the lowest so far at only 30 Euros, obviously not counting the 0 Euros I paid for Berlin.
    

    
      I really enjoyed reading the newsletters we runners got in advance. They were consistently Slovenian as well, so I had to Google Translate every single one, but the messages were always positive, cute, and encouraging. One thing that was on my mind after reading one of those newsletters was the turning of the clocks Sunday night, back from Daylight Saving Time to standard time. It was scheduled for the night before the marathon run, so I panicked a bit. The race was supposed to start at 10:30 AM, which is just a bit too late compared to normal races. So I thought that they might have changed it to not confuse everyone, which was very confusing in itself. But thanks to our connected phones, that time problem didn’t occur at all. You can see, I was nervous and excited for the race
      .
    

    
      Afterwards we walked through the city and explored some corners we hadn’t seen before. By the way, like many European cities, Ljubljana is also quite good at environmental progress. I mentioned the car-free inner city, where you can only see electric vehicles that drive elderly or handicapped people around for free. Looking for a restaurant, we came across a cool new machine which sells milk.
       
      You can bring your own glass bottle or get one in the machine and then fill it with fresh milk. How 
      smart
       is that! We then took a cable car to the top of a small hill where the Ljubljana castle was situated. You’ll have a great view from that point. The coat of arms of Ljubljana is this castle with a dragon on top. Also, very cool. 
      In Greek
       mythology it is said that Jason from the story of Medea slew the dragon here in this area, an action that made the place habitable again. Good job, Jason.
    

    
      That day we went to sleep early to get some rest before the big race day. I felt I was in quite good shape, having had three running sessions between the last Warsaw marathon and now, ate quite well and remembered to have some Magnesium pills as well. All in all I felt good. So I was looking forward to the race to see if I can maybe beat my best time again.
    

    
      On race day it was nice not to have to get up as early as usual, but at the comfortable time of about 7:00 AM, when the kids are usually also awake already. We had some breakfast together and then walked over to the starting point, a few hundred meters away. They had a really great starting gate with a huge percussion band right at the gate, all on a moveable platform. They performed with custom made instruments that looked ridiculous but sounded really impressive. Loud and with lots of energy. A great start for the race.
    

    
      Again I started at the end of the runner’s field in order to have slower runners surrounding me and not be tempted to run too fast at first. It worked quite well and the city was there to support us all the way. Lots of happy faces and encouraging signs. One couple held up a sign that said: “TAXI: 041 40 68”. After a few kilometers I passed 
      a
       lady who had the 4:30h pacemaking balloons attached to her.
    

    
      There was some live music too, but less than what I’m used to from the bigger events. I think in total there were just a handful of marching bands. They were nice to look at and played Alps style folk music. I felt as if I was on a skiing holiday. At 
      kilometer
       21 there was Sophie with the kids and her friend Polona from Ljubljana, a doctor who stayed in Hamburg a couple of years ago and lived with Sophie in her flat during that time. She is really cool and it was nice to see her again, even only for a few seconds and a high-five. Sophie later told me that Polona was making fun of my colorful running shorts, which is a totally acceptable reaction.
    

    
      A few kilometers later I saw a lady pushing a stroller with two kids inside, both drinking from bottles and being roughly the same ages as Julie and Vera. I couldn’t see any supporting people around her so I thought she was doing this on her own. What an incredible effort! I hope it worked well and she got to finish the race. I think I would manage to do this too, but I’m worried if it would be entertaining enough for the kids. Sitting there for four hours and not really being able to play seems tedious for them, but maybe I’m wrong.
    

    
      I was doing really great, the kilometers melted away, the course was nice and flat with just some minor hills, and people were nice everywhere, especially in the outskirts. The only downside was the temperature, which was at just about five degrees, so I had to wear my running jacket 
      and it was
       still freezing. That was a shame, because I had made a new running shirt for my marathons which I was looking forward to showing off. On the other hand, the cold made me run faster so I could get into a warm bathtub quicker. I must have been faster than usual, because Sophie had told me at 21 kilometers already I was still under two hours. At 31, when they were cheering for me again, they were quite excited about my time as well.
    

    
      I managed to keep the pace and power through. Everything worked really well, feet and legs, mind, lungs. It’s one of those moments where I’m really glad I have no physical problems. You don’t notice it that often. One of the reasons I like those runs so much. You feel alive, making good use of your own body.
    

    
      The course was star-shaped. Leading out of and back into the city a few times, which made it interesting. Especially that last stretch, which went right into the center where we had our 
      apartment. It was
       great. Lots of people standing there 
      were
       really noisy and cheerful, so I took the opportunity and dramatically took off my jacket. When the people saw my new shirt, they cheered even louder as I ran towards the finish, and managed a new personal best!
    

    
      It’s nice to travel to these smaller EU countries which view the EU in a more positive way than some of the bigger ones. Flags are everywhere and a positive attitude towards the union. I think in London or Paris or even Berlin people might have reacted in a different way. Still, I plan on running the remaining fourteen marathons wearing this shirt. The EU is 
      great
      . As well as this run: 3:53:46 hours, almost six minutes faster than my best time in Warsaw four weeks ago! This was a great race. I was a bit exhausted of course, and freezing again, but they offered hot soup to the runners. Meeting the girls and receiving some hugs and kisses topped it off.
    

    
      We went home for a bath and a bit of relaxation and then found out that my friend Domes just got on a plane to Ljubljana for work. He also works for Germanwings and oversees the maintenance work on their planes over here. We decided to meet up and have some dinner together. He brought his nice colleague Gerald and we found a great place to have some amazing food, almost by accident. Julie jumped around and got tired quickly, unfortunately right after I ordered a pancake that she wanted to have. Unfortunate for her! I asked the sleeping little girl, but she didn’t even wake up when she heard the word “pancake”, which means she was really out of it. Instead I ate the dessert and it was delicious.
    

    
      We talked about a lot of things, but then Domes had the idea of looking for a sponsorship for my EU endeavor. I thought it wouldn’t be a very attractive thing for companies, because my reach is quite limited and the whole EU challenge is not creating a big benefit for anyone except me and my family, but he was almost certain there might be companies interested. Germanwings seems like a good idea, given that we’re flying a lot and in many cases with them. We’ll see what happens, I’m open to anything.
    

    
      This was another great trip with a great race. The big milestone of being halfway done is now reached. Fourteen races completed, fourteen more remaining. A good feeling. A few other things in my life seem to be halfway completed right now. We have two kids and would like to have four eventually. I did a half Ironman distance triathlon race this year and would like to do a full one someday, and we’ll see where my company goes – hopefully it’ll double in some way, too.
    

    
      This was a good year with six marathons and a bunch of triathlons. Now 
      it's time for a winter
       break. Four months of relaxing and eating a lot, probably. I’m really looking forward to 2015, where I’m upping the ante again and will try to do seven marathons. Four in spring, then a triathlon break in summer with the big full distance Ironman Copenhagen in August, for which I’m really excited, followed by another three marathons in the fall, if all goes according to the plan. It’s going to be great. Take care, you’ll be hearing from me in February when we’ll go to Malta.
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      #15 Valletta
    

    
      22nd of February, 2015
    

    
      Malta. Although I named this report “Valletta” for consistency reasons, this is actually the first marathon of the EU challenge that isn’t located completely within the capital city of 
      an EU
       country. Valletta is a very small part of Malta, built like a fortress because it has been attacked multiple times throughout history. Streets are very small and steep, so that it would be really hard to plan a marathon going through the capital and nowhere else. That might be why the organizers decided to have the race start at the small town of Mdina (“medina” means “city” in Arabic). The course 
      goes
       around in circles a lot until it finally reaches the coastline just a few kilometers away from Valletta in the town of Sliema.
    

    
      So, technically, my EU challenge of 
      running a marathon race in every EU capital
       is not entirely possible. In Cyprus, the situation is similar. The capital, Nicosia, hasn’t had an official marathon race since 2012 and I am not sure if they will have another one soon. At least there are several other marathons in other areas of Cyprus.
    

    
      I had never been to Malta before, but I have heard some things about it. My father 
      traveled
       there in 1969 but didn’t like it very much. My father-in-law’s mother Rye and her first husband Bill were relocated to Malta because of the second world war. They were both British citizens and he was in the Royal Navy, so they had no choice but to move to Malta with their small child, my father-in-law’s half-sister Sandy. They spent a couple of years there, but then Bill died in the war, unfortunately.
    

    
      The timeline gets a bit fuzzy here, but Rye then moved back to Britain and met my wife Sophie’s grandfather Arthur a couple years later. After the war, they spent a big part of their lives in South Africa where my father-in-law grew up until he moved to northern Germany. About 5 years ago, Rye then finally moved back to Britain from South Africa to spend her last years in her home country. I’ve had the chance to meet her in Cape Town and Britain, but we never talked about her time in Malta, so I have no idea how it was for her. When we tried to visit her again two years ago, she died the week before our planned arrival in Huntingdon, an hour north of London. It was a sad vacation.
    

    
      So we flew to Malta without any real knowledge about this small country other than some information from Wikipedia. With just about 400,000 inhabitants it is the smallest country of the EU both in population and in size. The history is interesting, because it seems almost all European peoples had already owned the four islands of Malta at one point. It is a strategically well located country right in the middle of the Mediterranean.
    

    
      Over the centuries, the Maltese people built the islands up to form a fortress for them to withstand all these attacks. Didn’t help that much, especially when the huge forces of the Romans, Arabs, French, British, and even Germans attacked. All those sieges had a big influence on the population, architecture and language. Maltese is the only Arabic language that is written with Latin letters. It also has a lot of English and Italian in it, so it sounds strangely familiar. Thankfully, about two thirds of the people here are bilingual and speak English very well.
    

    
      We had booked a flight with Germanwings and Air Malta via Zurich and were really looking forward to this small vacation after almost four months of a marathon break during the northern European winter. Our daughter Julie turned three and little Vera is one year old and going to Kindergarten already. They are both doing very well. Sophie had started her first job as a medical doctor after completing university and her PhD at the beginning of the year, so the days have been long for us and we needed a little break.
    

    
      I have utilized this winter to learn how to swim properly in anticipation of the big Ironman triathlon that I’m doing in August. Having never been able to efficiently freestyle swim so far, I tried my best with the help of lots of friends and, of course, Youtube, to make it to the full 3.86 kilometers which I would have to do as the first discipline of the Ironman. I reached that goal in early January, where I, for the first time ever, managed to freestyle swim the whole distance in about 1:45 hours. If I can get that down to 1:30, I’ll be happy. Shouldn’t be a problem. So after that I focussed on running again and persuaded my neighbor Michael to sign up for the short Hamburg triathlon while we were both a bit drunk on New Year’s Eve, so that I would have a new running partner. We did a couple of Sunday sessions in which we usually ran together for ten kilometers and then I did another lap of ten more kilometers afterwards. On Wednesdays I usually did another ten to fifteen kilometer run with a few hills to train myself for the hilly Malta countryside. I got into quite a good shape by doing that.
    

    
      So, without further ado, our trip begins.
    

    
      We had about three hours to change planes in Zurich, of which we spent most of the time in a children’s area. The kids were happily playing and us adults had some time to relax. Sophie had broken her big toe a few weeks before and it still hadn’t healed very well, so we took a scooter with us for her to easily get through all those long airport halls. It turned out Julie and I had quite some fun with that scooter, too.
    

    
      Arriving in Malta late at night we spontaneously decided to rent a car. That turned out to be a wise decision. That way we could use the whole Saturday for an extended trip to the other big island of Malta named 
      Gozo
      . By driving across the whole main island and going on a boat trip we could grasp quite a bit of the country. Malta in February isn’t at its best and the weather wasn’t great. Still, traveling through all the small towns was nice.
       
      After driving through the whole island of Gozo we arrived at an impressive place called 
      The Azure Window
      , an unusual rock in the sea forming a hole to look through.
    

    
      This place was used for the 
      Dothraki wedding
       between 
      Khal Drogo
       and 
      Daenerys Targaryen
       in the very first episode of the popular TV series 
      Game of Thrones
      . Quite cool to be standing here!
       And d
      riving on the left side of the road
       because of
       British colonialism
       was also a fun experience again. 
      It was quite cold at just about 10 degrees Celsius. Winter in warm countries can be a nuisance because the houses aren’t well isolated and heating is highly inefficient compared to our standards. Electricity is really expensive in Malta, so our apartment had a portable gas oven which was too weak to make it warm. We just cuddled a lot in order to combat that.
    

    
      After a short trip to the race headquarters in the town of Sliema to collect my racing number we had a big meal at a great restaurant there. Lots of carbs for everyone! Then off to an early night in the apartment, because I would have to get up at 4:30 in the morning on Sunday. Earliest start of a marathon day so far, I think. I didn’t sleep too well because I irrationally panicked that my alarm clock wouldn’t work. The kids slept perfectly, but Sophie had nightmares about me running off with an imaginary girl. Oh no!
    

    
      At 5:00 AM I got outside and tried to find a bus to get me to the marathon shuttle which was supposed to take the runners to the start in the town of Mdina. Unfortunately there was no bus, because the route it was supposed to take was under construction. So I walked for three kilometers in the dark and empty city with not a single person around, freezing. I arrived at the shuttle bus in time and it immediately left for Mdina, passing right by our apartment on the way. Argh! But I was glad I made it to the correct bus. Twenty minutes later after a really fast and bumpy bus race we were in Mdina. It was still dark and the starting gate hadn’t been put up yet. A couple of hundred marathon runners were waiting here. It was right next to the old gate of Mdina, which was also used for a scene in one of the early episodes of 
      Game of Thrones
      . Really cool to be here. There was a small restaurant right next to the start which was earning a lot of money right now. I took the opportunity to try and get a couple more minutes of sleep, but I was a bit too nervous and it was too cold.
    

    
      One and a half hours later the sun was up and the start was prepared for the runners.
       
      Some American runners next to me were talking about the weather forecast. There was supposed to be a thunderstorm during the race. Oh, come on!
    

    
      So far, the weather looked alright. Cold, but no rain and no wind. The announcer was speaking English and I was really looking forward to running. Running home, that is. One of the advantages of an AB race (the start being somewhere else than the finish) is this feeling of running home instead of running in a big circle. At 7:30, really timely, the gun went off and I finally got to run! A great moment, as always. Blue sky, green fields, running down the hill. Happiness.
    

    
      I was doing well. About an hour later the rain started. No thunderstorms so far, but rain and wind. It was actually quite refreshing and not as bad as I thought. The main island of Malta is rather small, so it wasn’t easy for the initiators to find a perfect route for the race. Which is why the track did a few smaller circles and some parts were run several times. Also, the route wasn’t free from traffic. Most of the time, we had to run next to cars. At 8:45, the half marathon race started at the same place in Mdina and those runners then joined us at our 25th kilometer. That was nice because there were suddenly more people to run with, but on the other hand, those were the slower runners, even including some walkers, who were blocking the way from time to time.
    

    
      The rain was becoming a bit annoying now. The wind increased as well, and on some stretches it came horizontally from the front. One part of about half a kilometer was particularly hard, because it went uphill with rain and strong winds from the front. This required will-power. Then again, there were a lot of parts that went just downhill
      . 
      In 
      one
       area, a couple of musicians 
      we
      re playing songs by Kings of Leon, Lorde and other current hits. A good choice. Live music is always welcome during running.
    

    
      At kilometer 29, my girls were waiting for me! They took the rental car out of the city and stood there in the rain. Quite an effort and really nice.
       
      Julie was a bit confused, but apparently talked about the marathon the whole morning.
    

    
      This time I didn’t get as tired as I usually do, but instead I got increasingly hungry. The two energy gels I had at 26 and 35 kilometers were good but only delayed my hunger. At 38, the weather was sunny again and the rain had stopped, and some guys were giving away candy. How lucky is that! At no other marathon I have received free candy and right now this was the best thing that could have happened. I ate the bag and felt a lot better right away. Just a few downhill parts left until we reached sea level at a small harbor. The last three kilometers were the exact same as I walked this morning and it was interesting to see this area in quite a different situation, now fully crowded with people standing there in the sun.
    

    
      I had no idea about my time, but I felt it would be below four hours again, which would be nice. When I reached the finish the sign said 3:53:50. I was surprised about that great result! The official result would be 3:53:38, which is exactly 8 seconds faster than my personal best in Ljubljana last October, so naturally I was quite happy.
       I g
      ot a medal, Powerade, banana and cereal bar. Off to share this with the hungry family.
    

    
      This was a nice race under slightly difficult weather conditions, but I was doing really well today. I had a nice long shower and then a nap together with little Vera, who was also a bit tired from the day. After that, Sophie made us both lunch in bed, how great is that. We used the afternoon to do some more sightseeing and finally went to the capital city of Valletta, which was impressive.
    

    
      Julie’s primary memory of the trip will be the ice-cream we then had. It was one of the best we’ve ever had. It’s beautiful to see that she is sharing it with her sister.
       
      We 
      did
       another trip to the Valletta waterfront to have dinner and then fell asleep really early after a great day. On Monday we flew back home. Vera seems to be getting the hang of flying.
    

    
      Air Swiss took us back home from Zurich to Hamburg and provided the girls with enough Swiss chocolate. Needless to say, they’re our new favorite airline.
       
      And that’s it, 15 done, 13 left. Looking forward to Bratislava, Slovakia in four weeks.
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      #16 Bratislava
    

    
      29th of March, 2015
    

    
      Five weeks after Malta I’m running a real city marathon again. Bratislava is a city often forgotten and also apparently being confused with Ljubljana because they are the capitals of Slovakia and Slovenia, respectively. There’s even a rumor that the delegation of former U.S. president George W. Bush once flew to a state meeting in the wrong city, confusing the two countries. It doesn’t help that the flags of them look extremely similar. Both are white at the top, blue in the middle, red at the bottom, and can only be distinguished by their shields.
       
      Fun with flags!
       
      Slovakia used to be part of the country of Czechoslovakia up until 1993, when the two decided to call it quits and split apart. That means Slovakia is one of the newer countries within Europe, a member of the EU since 2004 and part of the Euro currency zone since 2009. The capital, Bratislava, is probably not the most representative place of the whole country, since it is located very near to the Austrian and the Hungarian borders, just about 50 kilometers away from Vienna. Approximately 500,000 people are living here and it seems rather small but cozy. Just like some cities have different names in different languages, Bratislava is called 
      Pressburg
       in German, which sounds very weird to us („press“ in the sense of pushing, not the media press) and is rarely used in reference to the city.
    

    
      Our trip started with a sad occurrence. Just a few days before our flight a major airline tragedy happened in the south of France, where a co-pilot of Germanwings deliberately crashed a plane en route from Barcelona to Düsseldorf, killing all 150 passengers inside, including the whole crew. We were planning to fly to Vienna and then rent a car to drive the remaining hour. That flight was to be conducted by Germanwings and our friends Hodg and Sarah were to join us to spend the weekend with us. Hodg himself is a pilot at Germanwings as well, which made the past few days especially hard on him. He decided to have another day to rest and recover emotionally before catching up with us in Bratislava. To add another parallel to this tragedy, the suicidal co-pilot Andreas L. happened to be a vivid runner, having participated in many races with a half marathon personal best of 1:37 hours, which is good for an amateur. It makes you wonder what drives a person to do this horrible thing.
    

    
      So on Friday, which was Sophie’s first free day from work in what felt like a long time, we spent the first half of the day together in Hamburg, just the two of us, while the kids were at Kindergarten. We strolled through the city and had a relaxing few hours. Then we picked up Julie and Vera and got on the plane. The pilot held a heartfelt speech, standing in front of everyone right before the flight was supposed to start. He wanted to assure us that he and the crew are only human as well and also would like to come back to their families and friends in the evening. It was a nice and considerate thing to do and he received approval from the relieved passengers who clapped. As the overwhelming majority of all flights, this one went well, too.
       
      These events change your perception of the safety of flying and may even distort your reality a bit. If you look at the plain facts, flying still is one of the safest methods of travel, of course. It is hard to believe, because to us normal people flying still seems like a wonder, something unreal and magical that is difficult to trust in the same way a train or car can be trusted. You’re sitting in a chair in the sky, after all. Understanding the physics behind it isn’t possible for most people.
    

    
      After making it to Vienna safely, I got a quite alright SEAT Alhambra for us, a big car for all the people and stuff we take with us every time. It was getting late now and the kids almost immediately fell asleep in the car while I drove us across the border between Austria and Slovakia. A stop at a gas station made me realize I had forgotten something, though.
    

    
      The lady at the counter reminded me that I would need to buy a Vignette – that’s to show you’ve paid highway toll, also called “Maut”, in order to be allowed to drive in Slovakia. Nine years earlier, in 2006, I drove through Slovakia with a few friends late at night
      . It
       must have been around 3:00 AM, and I didn’t know that we needed to buy that. So some armed military guys stopped our car back then and made me sit in a small room for a seemingly endless time while screaming at me and waving their machine guns. Frightening! No English was spoken, so I couldn’t comprehend what I was about to be punished for and if I would have to go to Slovakian jail or just be shot right there on the spot. Thankfully, a bit later a supervisor came into the room and told me in broken English what the problem was: I was driving without a Vignette, of course.
    

    
      He filled out a form saying that I would need to pay SKK 3,000. “Please, please pay for this!” – he said. That was oddly non-frightening and I was allowed to leave and continue driving. My friends found out that the huge sounding number of 3,000 SKK was just about 90 EUR, so I was relieved at first. After some more internet research the guys were able to confirm that my data couldn’t be handed over to the German government for political reasons at the time, so I would basically get away with not paying a dime. Which I did, because I was a broke student at the time, barely being able to pay for the gas we needed to drive back home from Slovakia.
    

    
      So my plan was to take this 3,000 SKK ticket with me this time and try to pay for it now that I visit Bratislava again. But instead I forgot it at home! Such a shame. Thinking about it now, it was probably for the best. Who knows what they might have done with that ticket. Nine years of interest rates on those 3,000 SKK, a currency which no longer exists? Nine years of not paying the fine? What do you think would have been the consequences of that?
    

    
      This time we bought the Vignette and reached our apartment in Bratislava very legally. A surprisingly luxurious one. A nice change after Valletta last month. The next day we went to the city center, which was conveniently located about 500 meters from our place. The big 
      Eurovea
       mall was the main place for the marathon event. And today, one day before the big race, it was already crowded with runners, because the organizers planned several runs. A kids’ 
      run
      , a few charity runs, that sort of thing.
       
      The toddlers – no upright walking allowed! – were challenged to do a 10 meter “run”, which was really cute to see.
    

    
      I collected my marathon swag bag and we walked around. Now that little Vera is able to walk, she wasn’t allowed in that toddler’s race – she prefers ice-cream anyways.
    

    
      A little while later our friends from Austria arrived: the Penthors! After having first met at the Luxembourg marathon in 2013, then last year in Warsaw where Jürgen and I ran together as well, this was the third time we managed to meet. Jürgen is a crazy marathoner, coming closer and closer to 100 completed marathons. In January he even did this mad thing: he flew to Dubai on a Thursday, ran that marathon on Friday, flew to Hong Kong on Saturday and ran that marathon on Sunday. If you’re already in the area…
    

    
      It’s always really nice to see them. This time he wouldn’t run with me though, because he already did the Bratislava marathon and never runs a marathon twice. He also organizes his own annual marathon race, the Rauchwart Marathon, in his hometown in the south east of Austria. They drove up to Bratislava just to meet with us, which was great. Jürgen and his wife Sonja have two daughters as well and they are a bit older than ours. They played together and especially had fun taking care of our sweet little Vera, making sure she didn’t fall over due to her wobbly toddler steps.
    

    
      At about the same time, the aforementioned Hodg and Sarah arrived in Bratislava as well, so we all had coffee together.
    

    
      The Penthors then had to leave to 
      get
       home in time. Two hours of driving were ahead of them. So we picked up some groceries and after a huge pasta dinner, Hodg and I went for a walk with little Vera in our buggy. We crossed the 
      Most SNP
      , which we guessed stands for “Space Needle Pressburg”, because the huge pylon reminded us a lot of the Seattle Space Needle tower building. Obviously that wasn’t its true name, it is much rather this one: 
      Most Slovenského národného povstania
       (Bridge of the Slovak National Uprising). Unfortunately we didn’t have time to pay the restaurant on top of the pylon a visit. But the view from the bridge was quite nice already.
    

    
      Just one more night of sleep and the next marathon was about to start. Daylight Saving Time started 
      tonight
      , so I was again confused about the actual starting time of the race. It said 10:00 AM and that meant that it felt like 9:00 AM – or 11:00 AM? No, it’
      s 
      9:
      00
      . Well, 10. Anyways, that’s not too early, so I had plenty of time to eat a big breakfast and get ready. I went to the start and finish at 
      Eurovea Shopping Center 
      an hour early
      , in order to not mess up on timing. So I had to wait in the rain and strong winds 
      in the
       morning. Then my brain finally woke up and I realized there was a warm and dry shopping center next to me. 
      Waiting inside
       was a lot smarter.
    

    
      People around me were excited as the race was about to start. This is the 10th official Bratislava Marathon this year, so the organizers are understandably proud of this achievement. What they put up, organization-wise, was absolutely comparable to the other bigger marathons of the more well-known capital cities in Europe. Really well done. 9,000 runners in total, but again they were split up across lots of different runs. The full marathon was done by just about 800 people.
    

    
      It was nice that many of the races started at the same time. The course was just 21.1 kilometers long, which is a half marathon. So I would have to run the course twice, while all the half marathoners got to go home after one lap.
    

    
      At precisely 10:00 AM CEST the race started with countless helium-filled balloons being let up into the air. Although that looks nice, I wonder what places they will end up in. Not very environmentally friendly, if you ask me. But it felt good to finally run a marathon again after five weeks of boring training. I had my old shoes on again, because the new ones I used in Malta gave me a black toenail. Not cool. The old ones are worn out but really comfortable so I felt no pain. As always, I started rather slowly to warm up at first. All the people around me don’t use the same tactics as me when it comes to consistent pacing, so they ran away quickly only to be passed by me later in the race. I probably have a bit more experience than most of them. Starting at 6:00 minutes per kilometer I reached my feel-good speed of 5:35 to 5:40 minutes per kilometer a
      fter
       about 5 and felt comfortable and warmed-up at about 10.
       
      While I was running, my daughter Julie and Hodg explored the more interesting stuff in the city center.
    

    
      Sophie, Vera, Julie, Hodg, and Sarah saw me after four kilometers already, which was making me happy. They had a relaxing day, because the marathon course was really convenient for spectators. We were running out of the city and back into it a few times, so they didn’t need to take any public transportation and could just walk through the city.
    

    
      It was also good that the course used the same streets more than once, so when I was done with five kilometers, the leading runners came racing towards us at their 12th kilometer. Really fast, as always.
    

    
      It’s amazing to see them run as fast as if they were on bicycles. 
      Us
       “normal” runners were in awe and clapped loudly for them. A few kilometers further we got to listen to some live music by a band appropriately dressed in running gear.
    

    
      It was a very professional and fun band to watch for those few seconds that we runners got to listen while running towards it and away from it. Live music is always good, especially during an event like this. The weather was not the best, it was raining slightly and we experienced some winds. Not as strong as in Malta, but noticeable. It was about 10 degrees, which is alright but I was expecting more like 15, so I was freezing for the first 10 kilometers.
    

    
      There was another running event at the same time, a relay race half marathon. Every 5 kilometers, runners were switched.
       
      The race was taking place 
      in non
       closed off parts of the city from time to time. I thought it was nice to be part of the Bratislava crowds. You feel like being closer to the population, if that makes any sense.
    

    
      I felt good and kept my usual pace very steadily. The course was almost 100 percent flat, so that helped. After about 17 kilometers I saw my crew again.
       
      After that, a 4k lap into the west of the city followed, right next to the 
      Danube
       river. Since Budapest and Vienna, this marks the third time I ran a marathon at this river. Also it’s the last time during this EU challenge. Unless Belgrade (Serbia) somehow enters the Union really soon, being the only other European capital candidate with direct access to the river.
    

    
      As I got closer to the half marathon point I had to make a decision
       between going o
      n a 
      2nd Kolo
       or towards the 
      Ciel
      . 
      Most of the people decided to go right into the finish and get their half marathon medals. I didn’t, because I’m here on a mission and have paid full price. Right after that split of the road it got empty on the streets. Fifty meters in front of me was a runner, fifty meters behind 
      me was another
       one. I wasn’t doing too bad, just about two hours for the first half and feeling strong. I didn’t set a goal for this run. I just hoped I could do it in less than four hours again to continue with the same speed of my last three marathons. The pacing runners with the four hour balloons were a few hundred meters ahead of me, I saw them on the longer straight road stretches. I felt they must have been too fast for that finishing time. Then I realized they were probably going for a brutto time of four hours, and given that I started the race next to them when the clock was already going for four and a half minutes, they were in fact running a 3:55:30 marathon. That was a bit too fast for my current situation, so I kept my comfortable pace and ignored all the balloons.
    

    
      At 32, I came to pass 
      a
       heavily sweating guy
       who was carrying a bunch of huge flags. 
      I saw the EU flag amongst others in his hand and talked to him, showing him my EU flag shirt I was wearing underneath. He liked it and we chatted for a while. 105 
      marathons he
       
      completed
      , 44 of those carrying flags. It’s usually the flag of the EU, his home country of Romania and the flag of the country he is currently running in. Quite some energy in this guy! But he was working hard right now, because as you might know a marathon really starts after 30 kilometers.
    

    
      After 36, the course led into the old city again, and knowing what to expect there I tried to make a video for the first time during a marathon. The result was incredibly shaky, but thanks to current 
      stabilizing
       technology it didn’t turn out too bad. You can watch it on my YouTube channel “teesche”.
    

    
      Very few runners are left here at this stage. I must say I would have prefered a few more as it got a bit lonely. After that part in the inner city, the 
      Danube
       loop followed again and right before the finish I decided to take out the camera once more.
       
      I wanted to try and show you guys how it feels to finish a marathon, if you haven’t already. I think this gets the atmosphere across a little better than just a picture. By the way, it was a coincidence that my guys and girls were standing there and clapping for me just when I made the video, which you can see on said YouTube channel as well. Good timing! I sped up the boring part in the middle and then slowed it down for the finish again. You can see the people clapping just for me, because I was the only one there. Imagine people you don’t know clapping just for you! Very few of us have had or will have the pleasure, but I can tell you: it feels nice! If you want to see for yourself, just run a smaller marathon like this one. No big deal!  
    

    
      Right after the finish we had to climb up lots of stairs and then back down again. Stairs are tough after a race like this. But they handed me an apple, a banana, a chocolate croissant and more water. That helped and made up for it. I found the family and we hung out some more in the area.
       
      You become really grateful for the people who support you during such a race. It really helps a lot.
    

    
      In the finishing area, they had a video screen with a RFID reader that would read my chip and automatically display my name and result. The young daughters didn’t realize how cool that technology was.
       
    

    
      The afternoon right after a marathon is always so relaxing! I felt exhausted in a good way and we all just played with the children and hung out on the couch. A great day. To finish it off, we searched for the perfect restaurant on the very helpful Foursquare app and had some great food. While we were waiting on our orders, the girls took the kids outside to play a bit on a nearby playground, so Hodg and I were alone for a few minutes, enjoying our first 
      Appletinis
       ever.
       
      We are both fans of that TV show 
      Scrubs
      , whose
       protagonist, JD, loves them but is constantly mocked about it, because, well, it’s not a very manly drink. But who cares. Seeing the two of us sitting there with our Appletinis, a waitress came by and lit up a candle, saying we would probably like it a little more romantic. Ha! But then our wifes and my tireless kids came back in and the romantic atmosphere was gone. Well, well.
    

    
      The food was amazing and we all went to bed happily. The next day started with getting up at 5:00 AM, or 4:00 if you don’t care for DST, because we had to catch the early flight home. Hodg and Sarah came with us to the Vienna airport but took a later plane to Istanbul to have a vacation without us, which they desperately needed right now after those days with us. Fair enough. They have been a big help and lots of fun to have around us.
    

    
      This was a great trip and we all enjoyed it a lot. I am already planning the marathons for this fall. And I can’t wait for the huge London marathon in four weeks. That one is going to be on another level. I had to pay a lot of money to secure a spot because the whole world would like to run in London, and what you hear about that marathon makes it really exciting. Looking forward to it, especially since we will be with a couple of friends again.
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      #17 London
    

    
      26th of April, 2015
    

    
      London is arguably the greatest city in the EU at this point. 8.5 million inhabitants are unparalleled. Even Berlin, in second place, doesn’t even come close with its 3.5 million people. This is a metropolis well known all over the world, maybe even the only real one Europe has to offer.
    

    
      With its history of world exploration and subsequent domination, London and the UK have played a major role throughout the last couple centuries in the history of the world. Well, not so much the UK, but rather England. If you’re interested in the differences and would like a good explanation of the current situation of countries within a country, “Commonwealth”, “The Crown” and the like, check out the YouTube clip by CGP Grey on the topic. Short summ
      ary, Great Brain contains the countries of England, Wales, and Scotland, while the United Kingdom holds the three of them in addition to Northern Ireland. 
    

    
      Recently, the UK seems to have lost its position of power within the EU. It has always been a special place not only because of the geographic separation from the continent, but also for historic reasons. Having ruled a quarter of the world at one point, losing nearly everything after World War II, and now being one small part of a 28 nation union must be hard on the self-esteem of a country. Although there are quite a lot of similarities with Germany, the two countries have handled this pretty differently. Berlin seems to control the steering wheel of the union right now, while London is currently not even really in the car, as British comedian Eddie Izzard, who is also an avid marathon runner, pointed out in 2007. Again, check YouTube if you feel like it!
    

    
      I would like to see the UK becoming a much more committed and more important part of the EU, not only because I think London is probably the 
      most well known
       and the most interesting city which the whole of Europe has to offer. The union would benefit a lot from a larger involvement. Hopefully, politicians over there will eventually come along. [Edit in 2021: Well, my naïve optimism of 2015.]
    

    
      
    

    
      One of the signs of the importance of London is the sheer size of its marathon race. It is the most popular marathon race in Europe and therefore the hardest to get in. Although by the number of runners, Paris and Berlin have bigger races, London has a lot more people that would like to run, probably because it is a much bigger city. There are about 40,000 slots, but you have next to no chance to secure a spot in the race by standard means such as going on a website and filling out the signup form. 
    

    
      Another option is to become a charity runner. That means you have to sign up and commit to run for charity and collect a certain large amount of money for them in order to get a spot. I tried that for the 2014 race but wasn’t even successful that way, because way too many people had the same idea. So I found out about a third option: travel agencies. There are two big agencies in Germany which secure a limited number of spots and sell them to people like me as a package, including a hotel room, city tours, and some organizing help. All of which you might or might not need. In my case, I might not. But this is a way that worked out for me. Luckily the agency I called had a spot left, so I chose the cheapest hotel option to get my marathon ticket. It was still quite expensive, but this is an experience of a lifetime. It felt wasteful, because I wouldn’t even need the organizational help of the agency, bus tours, or the hotel room, because I have quite the marathon experience and also, we were planning to stay at our friends’ place in London anyways.
    

    
      Another unusual thing happened in the weeks before the race. I got an email from the Virgin Money London Marathon, as its official name currently is, saying that I would have the opportunity to get a free shirt with my name printed on it so that the crowds can cheer for me using my name. Why not, I thought. Clicked the link, put in my name. Then it said: “Want to have your name on the back of the shirt as well? It’s just 8 pounds!”, yes sure. 8 pounds is still a good deal for a printed shirt, I thought. When I got to the shipping step, it added 14 pounds for overseas shipping from the UK to Germany – a very narrow sea – to the bill. That seems a bit excessive, but now I’m too invested in the idea to stop the process. After all, 22 pounds is still not that bad. So I committed and waited for the shirt to arrive. It didn’t. For some other reason I checked my spam mails a couple weeks later and found one from these people. “Here is the printable postage stamp for you to use to send in your shirt!” – What? So I have to send them my own shirt to have them print something on it? I could have done that myself! But now I had paid for the service, so I looked through my running shirts. Every single one of them had something printed on, mostly from other marathons. So I ordered a new plain running shirt, of course. Another 20 Euros. I sent it in and received it a week later, with my name printed on both sides as promised. For about 50 Euros total, what a waste. It didn’t even look that great.
       And 
      on marathon day it was way too cold to wear that thing. That went well!
    

    
      Except for that slight mishap, the unusual registration for the marathon went through without a problem. I trained a bit during the past four weeks after Bratislava. Then, three or four days before the marathon race I developed a cold. I’ve never been sick right before a marathon, so naturally that irritated me. I researched for a while on what to do now and found out about the so-called “Neck Rule” (great name, especially so in German, where 
      Nacken
       can also be used as an insult): if the pain of the cold reaches areas below the neck, for example, lungs, stomach, et cetera: no sports. If it’s above the neck, you’ll be fine. What a relief! I tried it right that day, it was Thursday before the race on Sunday, and it worked. I even felt a little bit healthier after the short test run. The only thing that stressed me out a bit was that the people recommended not to go at full speed during the marathon but rather to take it easy. But I want a new personal best! When I thought about it, I realized I would just have to accept that advice and take it slow during this marathon. Finishing is more important to me than a record time.
    

    
      I didn’t want to give up so easily though, so I researched ways of naturally getting rid of a cold as fast as possible. The result of some Googling was to drink lots of milk and eat red beets with honey. Okay, done! I had as much as I possibly could on Friday. So after half a day of work I drove down to Kindergarten and collected both kids and then went to the airport to meet Sophie there, because she had to work another shift today at the hospital. It was quite the race, because the streets were jammed and I took a wrong exit on the Autobahn. In the end everything worked out and suddenly we found ourselves at London Heathrow. Our friends Bille and Björn, whose flat we were supposed to stay at, are living on the other side of the city. Figuring out the best way there took some time, but eventually we chose to buy Oyster cards and absentmindedly enjoyed two hours of subway riding through the soil beneath Europe’s biggest city.
    

    
      It was nice to see them again and meet their 9-months-old son Benjamin for the second time. They are quite the interesting couple. Björn is half Swedish, half Dutch, and Bille is half Swiss and half British. He works at The Economist and she is a public health advisor, and because of her government-backed work in Cameroon a couple years ago she holds four official passports: the Swiss, British, German and Cameroonian. They both are quite the global citizens and fit very well into London. Another thing I’m really interested in witnessing is how their trilingual education of little Benjamin will go over the years. Björn speaks Swedish with him, Bille speaks Swiss-German, and with each other and everyone else they obviously speak English. I think if anyone can pull that off, it’s them.
    

    
      So, settling into a family within another city for a few days is very nice, because it helps to find a better connection to the area and general place you’re in. Unfortunately, for our little Vera it wasn’t so easy, as she let us sleep for about three hours that first night. Which is why I decided to use up my chance of staying the night before the marathon at the hotel I had to book.
    

    
      On Saturday we had planned some activities without really realizing the amount of energy and time we would need in order to fulfill them. I had to collect my racing number at the marathon expo halfway across town, and then we wanted to meet Sophie’s aunt Sandy and her two adult kids Julia and James. Just two items on the list, but with our kids and the incredible distances we had to cover in London it took up the whole day. We started with an obligatory red double-decker cruise towards the marathon expo.
       
      To everyone’s delight, we even got to sit in the front of the top floor.
    

    
      When we reached the expo we realized there wasn’t enough time left to make the meeting with Sophie’s family, so we split up. Julie and I collected the marathon stuff at the 
      ExCel 
      C
      entre
       while Sophie and Vera rushed to meet the guys in time.
       
      Another hour and a half of train and bus riding and we were reunited, about an hour late.
       
      Time for catching up with the Picton family and doing some carbo-loading.
    

    
      I like them, they were really easy to talk to and very interested in us and loved to play with the kids. Afterwards we decided to go for a little walk in Dulwich together.
    

    
      It was already late in the afternoon when I left for my hotel room, which was all the way on the other side of the city, in Paddington. Of course. Another 90 minutes of sitting on different 
      buses
      . I spent at least half of the day on public transport. Now my 16 hours of solitude started. I can’t remember when that had last happened and I didn’t meet one person I knew during such a long period of time.
    

    
      I started a new book, went out for some more pasta and fell asleep at half past nine. After an uninterrupted eight hours of sleep (I can’t imagine the last time that happened, as well) I woke up just before my alarm went off. 5:25 in the morning. A good time to rise and shine. Right. The special marathoner’s breakfast started at 6:15 and I brought my special marathoner’s muesli. Into the shuttle bus to the start of the race. 7:25 and our bus reached the start of the race in Greenwich Village. So far so good, but the race doesn’t start until 10:10. What to do now? Almost three hours of waiting are ahead of me. It was rainy and quite cold, I guess somewhere around five degrees. Typical London weather. Fortunately the marathon was huge and well organized, so there were tents for us to wait in.
       
      It’s a bit warmer in 
      them and
       the
      y were offering 
      complimentary ponchos.
    

    
      The tents filled up and I killed the time by having a phone conversation with Julie, listening to a whole album by British rock band 
      TesseracT
       and walking around watching what happened
      . Everywhere, giant
       screens were
       
      displaying random stuff. 
      And, of note were
       the long queues of people in front of the estimated 1,000 portaloos. It was a ridiculous amount. Comparable to a huge open-air rock concert.
    

    
      Suddenly the waiting crowd started cheering really loudly, because national marathon hero Paula Radcliffe joined the stage and said a few words. She is really loved in this country.
    

    
      When the MC announced that Wilson Kipsang and Dennis Kimetto would be competing today, I was a little underwhelmed by the amount of excitement. Those two are probably the best marathoners in the world right now, both now here at the same event. That doesn’t happen that often. I remember Berlin 2013, when Kipsang competed and set a new world record, the crowd went wild hearing his name announced during the pre-race entertainment. London doesn’t seem to care that much.
    

    
      My health had improved slightly but I was still a bit anxious about how the race would go with all the sneezing and coughing. I think the adrenaline of the pre-race hours played a major role in helping me ignore the illness.
       
      Just a few minutes left now and some giant balloons were fired up, but not released into the air because of the bad weather conditions. I lined up in the blue starting area. There were three different starting points that eventually joined the same course, blue, red and green. Just because this race was so huge. I’m standing in the middle of the blue area with my predicted finishing time of around four hours.
    

    
      The minutes before the start were ridiculous: almost everyone had brought an old jacket or pullover with them, which they now wanted to get rid of. So what I saw was thousands of these pieces of clothing flying from the center of the people towards both sides at the same time. For about 
      five
       minutes. It looked insane. I think these clothes are given away to charities.
    

    
      Then it started. Finally! Four and a half minutes later I crossed the starting line. Right behind it was a platform for a couple hundred spectators. But these were making noise for us like a couple thousand, it was incredible and actually gave me goosebumps.
    

    
      As expected the streets were really crowded. The course first led through what you might call the outskirts of London, but still there were spectators standing in several rows at every meter of the course. And because of the insane amount of runners who were all starting at the same time, we were bumping into each other all the time. When we were joined by the people from the green starting group a few hundred meters after the start it got even harder to find some space to run in. It was a bit confusing with the pacemaking runners, because each starting group had their own, and for some reason they were not really in sync. Early on I passed by two 4:30h finishing time pacemaking runners and two 4:15h ones. They were a bit apart already. But when I saw the 4:00h guys, the two of them had quite the distance between them. Who was the right one? I struggled to get to the 4:00h runners, because behind him there was a huge crowd of all the people who had set that finishing goal for themselves. I had to make quite the effort to get through. Right in front of that pacemaker was a bit more room. But now I could see the next 4:00h pacemaker and was wondering which one was right. Anyways, I just kept my pace and decided not to care for now.
       
      When I saw 
      some of the
       people who went for weird Guinness World Records today, carrying 
      what seemed like a canoe around a group of three of them, 
      one of the other runners next to me said: “As if it’s not hard enough without carrying that thing!”
    

    
      I had read that a lot of people would be in funny disguises at this race, but hadn’t seen that many so far. Probably because elaborate disguises inevitably make you run more slowly.
    

    
      We came across lots of pubs, because that is what London is mostly based on. I really like that pub culture and it seems way more classy to me than our German 
      Eckkneipe
       equivalent. All the pubs had good music in front and people holding beers and cheering more loudly than everyone else. Then we reached the point where we were joined by the red starting group, finally. It was unusual, because when that happened, both running groups broke into a loud and very sarcastic booing towards the other group. Really funny. This joining of starting groups wasn’t a first for me, but usually the people then start clapping or cheering for each other. Not here, because the British really have a good sense of humor, at least in my opinion.
    

    
      What was a first for me, though, was the type of measurement during a marathon: miles instead of kilometers. The UK still holds on to their Imperial System although their legislation says the metric system shall be preferred. It will probably take a couple of decades or centuries (if ever) for the population to adapt. But I thought it was interesting with the miles. Seeing my progress in miles and doing some more calculations in my head during the race kind of spiced the whole thing up. And 26.2 miles just is a lower number than 42.2, so it might even help to cope with the distance mentally. However you choose to interpret the circumstances.
    

    
      A couple of miles later I met 
      a
       guy who was simultaneously dribbling two basketballs
      , one with each hand, while running at a four hour marathon pace. 
      What a guy! 
      Had he lost some kind of bet? 
      Every couple minutes he screwed up but the runners around him helped him retrieve the basketballs quickly. I ran beside him for a short time and got to witness the reaction of the spectators, they were screaming in excitement when they saw this!
    

    
      The spirit and number of the crowds got bigger and bigger as well. People were standing in so many lines I could sometimes not even see the end of them. Sophie had planned to meet me at Mile 8, but it turned out to be very hard to do so. Subways were so crowded they had to shut some of them down, and getting through the masses with a two-kid stroller is really difficult. We texted back and forth to make sure we don’t miss each other. When I reached the bridge where she was supposed to be, I looked everywhere, walked and tried to spot her. No chance. It was an especially crowded place, but who could have known that. So I gave up, a bit sad, and got on with the race. We texted some more and Sophie was also sad that this didn’t work out. It really put a damper on the race for a while.
    

    
      But she didn’t give up and researched some more to find out where to better meet me later. And I vowed to myself that I would stop at that next point and wait for her until we meet. And then 
      a group of traditionally dressed bagpipe players
       cheered me up.
       
      How British is this! Well, Scottish. But they are technically Brits, as we learned earlier.
    

    
      What I hadn’t mentioned before was the huge number of charity runners. I guess about 80 percent of the runners were wearing a shirt that said which charity they were supporting. Good on them. I even saw a guy with a Nepal Earthquake Charity shirt on, and that disaster had just happened two days before the race. Incredible reaction time. Also, all the major charities had their own cheering groups with flags and special entertainment along the course. These were always the loudest. I could barely hear the Runtastic cheering from my friends on my headphones.
    

    
      Then, suddenly after an innocent turn to the right, I saw 
      it. Tower Bridge. 
      All of us runners were speechless and I got goosebumps again. After taking enough pictures I
       bumped
       into two other
       runners, but we were all used to it by now. 
      What followed that great Tower Bridge crossing was the half marathon mark. At that place the street was divided because this part was used twice for the course. Some very fast athletes came running towards us for about two kilometers. I was guessing at which point in the race they were because I hadn’t studied the map very carefully. But then I saw a marker on their side of the road: kilometer 35! Yes, kilometer signs did also exist, but they were a lot smaller than the huge gates at every mile. We were just halfway there and they were already almost done. Fast people.
    

    
      The course led into the Canary Wharf quarter of the city. What a great place! I’ve never been there before but it really appealed to me instantly. It was even more crowded here than it was before.
    

    
      This was supposed to be the next place where I had the theoretical chance to meet Sophie, mile 18. We texted some more and she had the great idea to hold Julie’s pink 
      Hello Kitty
       umbrella up into the air, so I could spot her. And it worked! I really met them in these insane crowds! Vera was a bit indifferent to my arrival and Julie was busy eating something, but to hug Sophie for a few seconds helped immensely.
    

    
      I was now at kilometer 30 and it started to get difficult. Although I had an energy gel at kilometer 25 it felt like my energy was leaving me and I got really hungry. The crowds seemed to know this and more and more of them were handing out candy and other little things to eat for the runners. That barely happened at other races! Very generous of them. I took some jelly bears, and although they were tiny they did the trick.
    

    
      At some points the organizers gave out 500ml bottles of a Powerade fake brand. It was deliciously sweet and also really helped, but apparently I was almost alone with that opinion, because the streets were covered with nearly full bottles right after these stands. What a waste. I noticed that I didn’t drink as much water as I normally do at a marathon. Maybe because of the cold that I still had. It made me slightly nervous and I tried to take in some more.
    

    
      When I reached kilometer 35 it was the same place as before at kilometer 21, but this time I was one of the faster runners. The tables had turned. There were still lots of people who had just reached halfway after about 3:30 hours. And now, finally, most of them were in disguise as promised. Really big disguises, they must have struggled a lot with them. Many of them were just walking. The time limit for the whole race was unusually long at eight hours, so I think most of them probably finished the race even if they were walking the whole distance.
       
      After 36 kilometers, or 22 miles, it got quite hard for me. Another gel helped again, but I was thinking: how on earth will I be able to complete that Ironman triathlon in August for which I have signed up? But I guess that’s good because it makes me realize that I need to train a lot more for that one.
    

    
      Kilometer 39 and we finally passed through the City of London with its 11,000 inhabitants. What? If you didn’t know about that (secret) city within the city, feel free to search for CGP Grey’s brilliant explanation video(s) on YouTube again. Getting really close to the finish right now. Another famous landmark led the way
      , the tower containing Big Ben. 
      Nice to see this one up close!
    

    
      Just a little more left to go now, a turn to the right and there was Buckingham palace. I remembered the pictures of the last Royal Wedding a couple of years ago. Another turn to the right and there we were on The Mall.
       
      A giant screen was put up there, showing the runners coming towards the finish line.
       
      Here it comes, people raising their hands in the air being proud of their achievement. Me too.
    

    
      That’s quite a good time considering my cold and the very full streets and the extra kilometer I had to run in order to avoid bumping into too many people. 4:00:48 in total at the end, so close! Still, I’m alright with that.
    

    
      I felt really good having completed this one. Now there was another extramile to go until we were able to leave the area. Most runners collected their bags they had checked in at the start. Probably containing some warm clothes. I never do that. And especially here, it seemed a bit excessive.
    

    
      The organizers handed out some swag bags as well, containing drinks and food and a finisher’s shirt. Good bags they were, a nice collection. I sat down for a couple of minutes and then made my way to the subway station. The hotel was supposed to be near the finish, but “near” is very relative in London. It was another twenty minutes of subway riding and ten minutes of walking. Lots of other runners struggled to walk down the stairs to the subway, I felt compassion for them. After my first marathon I had pain during every step for three days. But lately the runs don’t seem to affect me that much afterwards. Quite the contrary, I prefer to walk around and keep my legs in motion after a race.
    

    
      My hotel room fortunately had a tub, which is always great for muscle relaxation and to start off the regeneration. So I had one and topped it off with a twenty minute nap and a large Subway Sandwich. Perfect. When I was walking towards Paddington station again to get to the subway leading home to Sophie, the daughters, and the Bille/Björn/Benjamin family, the city was still full of marathoners. Many were proudly wearing their medals and a lot of smalltalk with strangers was made. The radio stations talked a lot about the marathon, even in the subway stations the announcements were not only to warn people about the public transport difficulties today because of the race, but also to congratulate everyone in a very cheerful tone. I liked that! It seemed like an event the whole city could get behind. When I changed trains at Canada Water, I saw that the whole station was renamed to Buxton Water, which was the company providing the drinking water for the run. What a fun publicity stunt! Even all the illuminated signs were changed.
       
      Ninety minutes later I was reunited with the family. Celebrated by playing chase with Julie and having a couple of beers with Björn.
    

    
      The next day was basically just the return home. Eight hours in total from door to door, quite long for an inner-EU trip.
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      #18 Stockholm
    

    
      30th of May, 2015
    

    
      This one is the last of my four-marathon spree this spring. After Malta, Bratislava and London it’s nice to have a Nordic country in the mix. I like Sweden a lot, although I have never been further north than Malmö. Looking forward to finding out what the capital of this great country looks like!
    

    
      With 10 million inhabitants, an incredibly high Human Development Index, and being a member of the EU since 1995, this country is one of the most livable places in the world. The marathon race is one of the three biggest ones in the EU when measured by number of participants, which is quite the achievement if you take into account the rather small number of citizens and slightly remote location. I had quite high expectations, but I must say they were all at least fulfilled, if not topped.
    

    
      Our journey begins with an unusual change of our standard marathon trip plans. We had planned to fly to Stockholm on Thursday and leave on Sunday, because the marathon is held on a Saturday in this city. Most marathons take place on Sundays, so this was the first diversion. A couple of weeks before the race my wife Sophie found out that she would have to work on Thursday and Friday and found no solution to avoid this. Nobody was willing to switch shifts at the hospital. So she had to book another flight for Friday evening. Fortunately though, just two weeks before the race we got a new addition to our little family. His name is Egor and he will stay with us for a year being our au pair. He is from Moscow originally, 22 years old and a really nice guy. So I had some help for the flight and the first day in Stockholm, which was necessary and also great. Otherwise I’m not sure if I could have handled that trip alone with the two small kids, because they are still at an age where they require lots of attention.
    

    
      So, the logistic efforts begin. After work I took my friend and coworker Keno with me, we picked up Julie at the kindergarten and Egor with little Vera from home to go to the airport together. Keno dropped us off and there we were to start the journey. Egor was a big help with all the carrying and playing necessary to keep the kids happy. We had made sure there was enough time for everything and ran into no problems at all.
    

    
      Germanwings took us to Stockholm where we got into the amazing Arlanda Express: a really modern and fast train leading right into the city center. It speeds at 200 km/h through the small villages of Sweden, which look beautiful. At least at those times where your attention isn’t focused on the free Wi-Fi. If you travel with kids in Stockholm, one attending adult pays no fare at all, which is really nice, by the way. The kids travel for free as well, of course. This is similar to Helsinki, where we never had to pay anything for public transport, because one kid acts as a traveling pass for one adult in that city. So if you have at least two kids, you can go anywhere with them and pay for nothing. I like this forward-thinking pro family Scandinavian mindset. We should have more of that everywhere else in Europe, too. And in the whole world, for that matter.
    

    
      In the city center we ran into the first few problems, though. We couldn’t find the right bus, our internet connection didn’t work at first, Julie had to go to the toilet, Vera cried, the weather was bad and we were all tired. But the people around us weren’t annoyed at all, they even wanted to help. In the end it all worked out and we found our very nice AirBnB apartment in the Östermalm region of the city. The kids went to sleep right away and Egor and I finally got the chance to talk a bit. He’s been with us for two weeks now, but we barely had the chance for that. He’s a really interesting guy, looking to learn German and maybe even stay in Hamburg after his planned year as an au pair with us.
    

    
      On Friday we started the day with a couple of games with the kids and I checked out the local supermarket around the corner.
       
      I met a man there and we bought almost exactly the same food. We started talking about that odd phenomenon and found out we were both going to run the marathon.
    

    
      It was time to check out the marathon expo and collect my racing number. Just over one kilometer from our flat, it was located right next to the Olympic stadium.
    

    
      After we took a little walk through the expo and looked at some other races which were taking place this weekend we exited the venue and found that there was no other way out than through the pasta party area. I usually never take part in these events, because they are incredibly expensive and the pasta often is really bad. Not here. I received a voucher along with my racing number, so the food would be for free. Why not check it out, then! This was a good decision, the pasta was delicious. With dried tomatoes, spinach, olives, and cheese. Along with it came some crispbread with a smooth cheese and free San Pellegrino water. All of this as much as you wanted. So we feasted.
       
      During the pasta party there were young girls performing some songs on a stage. They were really talented and it added a nice touch to this event. The atmosphere was welcoming.
    

    
      An ice-cream van right next to the venue took care of the needs of my children and after some more playing with Julie and Vera we decided to explore some of the legendary underground metro stations in the city. Egor found out that the most beautiful stations are called Kungsträdgården and Solna Centrum. So we walked to the former and planned to take the metro to the latter as they were both on the same line. 
      Both were incredibly beautiful and pristine. 
    

    
      The 
      unusual
       thing is that there are no signs of vandalism at all on these beautifully crafted stations. It would have been full of graffiti back in Hamburg or in probably any other major city I know.
    

    
      We took the escalator and elevator to see what the outside looks like, but the area here wasn’t very interesting, so we just went back again. Riding the escalator was lots of fun for Julie, because they are so long that you can sit down and look at the sideways elevator next to it, which is an unusual sighting. In the afternoon we were back at our place and relaxed for a bit while Julie did her fish themed puzzle for the hundredth time (“I just like fish so much!”) and Vera walked around the apartment in her favorite pants, which are thick and warm pants usually used to walk around in the rain and keep dry. Whatever makes her happy!
    

    
      In the early evening the first family support arrived: my father and his partner did a road-trip through Denmark and Sweden and decided to meet us here and witness my marathon run. We had another pasta party planned, but finding the right restaurant turned out to be a bit stressful. When we reached a nice looking one, the waitress told us they were completely booked and had no open table left for us. As if she understood, Vera started to cry very loudly right at that sad moment – the girl has intuition! There was another good place a few blocks further away. At least that’s what we thought, until we realized we were just about fifty meters away from our apartment now. Well, it’s an unfamiliar city.
    

    
      During all the eating the kids both did their own version of a marathon race while tirelessly playing catch with their grandparents Omi and Opi. There’s so much energy in these little ones! The good thing about this is that you won’t have to worry about how they’re going to sleep after that much running. Just like with lots of running for an adult. 
    

    
      Afterwards we had some more time to kill and then, close to midnight, the next brigade of family arrived. My sister Nicola and her boyfriend Philipp. They hadn’t been to Stockholm before as well, so they used this chance to do some sightseeing and be part of one of my EU marathons for the first time as well. Half an hour later a relaxed Sophie came into the apartment, too. She had almost forgotten how soothing a flight on your own can be, when you have nobody to care for during all these annoying harassment-like steps the airlines make you go through. She read a book while waiting for the flight to start, could enjoy the time on the plane and had a relaxing trip from the airport to our flat. All in all a very refreshing change for her! I’m glad she had this opportunity. We chatted for a while until it was bed-time for all of us.
    

    
      The next morning, the day of the race, Sophie took care of the kids who were awake really early, so that I could catch enough sleep to be well prepared. The race was scheduled to start at noon, so we had more than enough time for a large breakfast, playing with the kids and planning the day. At about 11 AM I left the place to go to the start on my own. A few minutes of time without conversation or responsibility for others is usually enough to get me into the mood of such a long race. So I walked down to the Olympic Stadium, which looks really different from all the stadiums which were built for the recent Olympics, because this one held the 1912 games. It is very small, seating just about 15,000 people. I guess that was enough during those days, as the modern Olympics had just started again in 1896 after their famous 1,500 year break.
    

    
      The streets were already crowded with runners and their families. Weather was okay, a bit of sunshine and not too cold. Loud music to get everyone into the mood.
    

    
      There was an MC who was trying to get everyone excited. That’s always nice, I think. You can listen to what the person says and distract yourself a little from the onslaught of nervousness. 101 nations were represented here, and the guy greeted the first 10 most-represented ones in their own language, much like at the Riga marathon. I like that. Number 1 was obviously Sweden, Finland second, Britain in third place and me and my fellow Germans came in fourth. Predictable, in a way. I was under the impression that the Scandinavian people reacted a bit differently to the upcoming challenge than the people I met in the more southern countries. Here, people are more quiet and seem focused on themselves. People in Malta, for example, were talking to each other, laughing, screaming happily, running around and generally seemed more energized. It’s interesting to see the differences while taking part in the same basic event in all these countries.
    

    
      In the waiting crowd, I saw 
      a guy I recognized. 
      His running shirt has these patches, indicating he took part in more than 300 marathons in more than 40 countries. What a giant waste of time! Wink, wink. Looking through my old pictures, I found him. Just three months ago in Malta, I saw him. I wonder if I will meet him again. We didn’t talk, but he is easily noticeable as you can see.
    

    
      I did a few nervous warm-up moves and the race started on time, just when the sun went away and it started raining slightly. Oh, come on! What was great, though, was all the space on the big streets in the first few kilometers. It was hard to step on someone’s feet, much unlike in London. The organizers were prepared in a better way for the masses of runners.
    

    
      After four kilometers I met parts of the family for the first time, right next to the waterfront. I saw them a bit too late and had to pull off a solid U-turn in order to get some high-fives. Four kilometers later the single uphill stretch began. The course led over one of the many bridges connecting the different parts of the city. From zero meters up to about forty meters. Normally that’s not that hard to do, but here it was quite windy and the rain had increased, so that made it a little more difficult. The way down was a nice chance to save some energy, and it was here that I found my rhythm and felt really comfortable with the speed I had chosen to run at.
    

    
      It was also a change from the focussed mindset I usually have during the race and my thoughts wandered off to think about the running technique I was currently using. I had never really cared at all about technique, but lately, as I started to learn how to swim properly for my first full Ironman triathlon this coming August I focussed a lot on running technique, too. Swimming is ninety percent technique, people say. It makes sense, because of the huge amount of water resistance you have to fight at all times. The wind resistance is not that big of a problem during running, but still you can definitely improve a lot by focusing on technique from time to time. I mean, I still “just run”, but I think all the swimming and biking I did lately helped my core strength a lot and thus also had an effect on my running technique. Maybe. During this marathon I sometimes thought about triathlon pros Jan Frodeno and Alistair Brownlee, 
      the 
      running styles of both I admire. So I tried to mimic them and immediately felt a lot more powerful and efficient. Let’s see where this leads me.
    

    
      But first, I ran into my fans again at kilometer 12. Some high-fives at a crowded place were really nice, as it rained more and more.
    

    
      At 15, I felt really comfortable and had arranged myself with all the rain. The 4:00 hour pacemakers were long behind me, and from time to time I could even see the 3:45 guys in front of me. A new personal best is in the air, I think. But if I have learned anything from running marathons, it is that a lot can change during such a long race. Better not to get too excited and just focus on a steady and reasonable pace and the main goal, which is finishing.
       
      We passed the Olympic stadium area again, because the course would do two loops, with the second one slightly enhanced. The rain increased even more here, and by now I was soaking wet. My feet were squishing in the shoes at every step. Not the nicest feeling.
    

    
      Along came another refreshment station. I like them here, because they used compostable paper cups to give out the water and sports drinks. Also, the waste bins were made of paper. At one point I managed to do a perfect over-the-shoulder hook-shot over a few runners while running myself and landed my cup five meters behind me exactly into the small bin. Awesome! Of course, nobody noticed.
    

    
      Up until kilometer 28 we were outside of the city, but it wasn’t all nice green meadows, instead most of this second loop was industrious parts of town. And the rain didn’t stop. The jacket I had tied around my waist was dripping wet as well and got really heavy. At one point I almost lost it. At kilometer 29 we were passing the same spot as at kilometer 4, and there were my people again! This time, my father had also made it. His sarcastic “And, is it fun?” remarked about the rain problem. I’m already really wet, it’s not going to get any worse now. And oddly enough, it 
      was 
      fun.
       Little Julie was sleeping again – it must have been two hours by now. I think she knows what she’s doing. Playing in the rain is not as great, you might as well just sleep until it inevitably stops.
    

    
      Not a big day to go sightseeing. The good thing about this part of the course were the short tunnels underneath the streets. They had no rain and no wind! Weirdly, the race is still fun for me, I suppose I just have a good day today.
    

    
      Every five kilometers there are digital signs telling us the elapsed time. As always, my individual marathon started a couple minutes later than the gunshot, because thousands of runners had to get through the gate at the same time. I was just under four minutes later than the pros, so I just had to subtract these from the digital signs to get a sense of my pace. This time I was wondering if they subtracted the minutes already for the specific group of runners passing by. Technically, it should be possible to pull this off, although not very accurately. It seems unlikely, so I was happy about my fast split times!
    

    
      Another thing that goes through my head when I’m running a marathon is lots of numbers. I never look at my GPS tracking phone to see how far and fast I actually am, in order not to mess with my speed and keep the pace that my body feels comfortable with. Still, I can’t keep myself from thinking about the times. I always use a conservative 6:00 minute per kilometer pace as a ground speed in my calculations, because I can do this pace and it’s easy to calculate with: one hour for 10 kilometers. That means I would complete the race in about 4:13 hours, because it’s 42.2 and not 40 kilometers. In order to finish within 4 hours, you’d have to gain these 2.2 kilometers (or 13 minutes and 12 seconds) somewhere. So, after 10 kilometers, you shouldn’t be at 1 hour, but roughly a quarter of those 13 minutes 12 seconds less (3 minutes 18 seconds), which would be 56 minutes and 42 seconds. At 20 kilometers it’s about 1:53 hours in order to reach the half-marathon at about 2 hours straight. At this point, kilometer 30, I should be at about 2:50 hours, but the clock here reads just 2:38 – I’m really fast this time!
    

    
      By now, it’s getting serious again. I’m approaching the bridge from before for a second time. Now, with these couple more kilometers in my legs, it feels different. Also, the rain is running down the streets towards us, which doesn’t help. The nice body core stability from last time I crossed this bridge is also slowly going away and my running style is now similar to that of sack of potatoes, as we Germans say.
    

    
      On the way down from the bridge I realize that I might be risking another blue toenail here. Whenever it’s going downhill towards the end of the race, the stability in my calves leaves and transforms my running style to that of a penguin. Feet clapping on the street. This generates a lot of stress on the feet and that is what makes the blood run into the toes which are getting punched at every step. The adrenaline takes care of it, though. I don’t mind too much, because it’s not a lot of pain and of course, the toenails will grow out again. Quite fascinating, the human body.
    

    
      What follows is another long flat and straight stretch of the road with a refreshment station. I manage to again land two paper cups with cool throws into the bins. I’m thinking in Athens or Lisbon I might have gotten some smiles or even some clapping from the other runners, but here, nothing. People are focussed on themselves and probably just want to finish to get out of the rain and into a hot shower. Well, exactly like me.
    

    
      We pass a band playing that song from the Disney movie “Arielle”, it’s called “Under the Sea”. How very appropriate! 
    

    
      At 35, we’re still on the same road I 
      knew
       from the first lap, and I remember thinking “Cool, next time I’ll be here there will be only 7 kilometers left!” – but 7 kilometers can be long, too. Especially if you’re having 35 in your body and ran through all that rain. The crowds are screaming “Heja!” all the time, which always reminds me of this part in Blackstreet’s “No Diggity”.
       
      I resort to defining every kilometer sign as a little win: “Just 6 kilometers left!” – “5! I can do this!”
    

    
      Almost done. I’m glad. At 38 there are some volunteering girls giving out sugar blocks. I think that this is perfect right now, grab one and remember the rain: these are soaking wet! I eat it anyway.
    

    
      And there comes the final stretch …
    

    
      … the last turn left …
    

    
      … and suddenly we’re in the Olympic stadium.
    

    
      The stadium feels so cozy because of its clear structure and small size. It is crowded to seemingly full capacity, people are carrying umbrellas and therefore the scene is very colorful in this gray weather. One lap in the stadium and there is the finish line: Done in 3:45:28! I beat my personal best by a solid 8 minutes, who knew? On a huge screen I see my name and finishing time while coming in. Cool idea!
    

    
      Relieved and happy I raise my hands up high and feel good. I look through the crowds and can even spot Sophie, Egor and the little girls.
    

    
      Some girls hand out the medals and I receive a bottle of water, a warming cape, a finisher’s shirt and a nice swag-bag filled with food. Well done, Stockholm! Putting on my new finisher’s shirt, the wet pullover and the warming foil cape and I now am covered in five layers. It’s still freezing and it hasn't stopped raining. I begin to shiver. Time to have a banana and look for the family. The phone says they are closeby. I see another finisher who walks down a little hill moaning and grunting because of the sore muscles and I remember my first few marathons when I felt the same way. I can’t help but smile at him. He smiles back, proudly. It’s funny how such a sense of achievement can make you put the kinds of pain you experience into perspective.
    

    
      After meeting my family I just wanted to go home with them immediately. Julie shared her sweet cake with me and was happy to see me again after all these hours. A short while later I’m in the hot shower, which was one of the best feelings I have experienced in a long time. Now I realize how frozen I am. My hands and my face burn in the warm water because they are so extremely cold. It takes a long time for me to warm up again. After I felt better I got out to sort out the clothes from the run. They feel like they weigh about five kilos right now with all the rainwater in them.
    

    
      Now that the day is almost over it’s the right time to go out and have some dinner. We found a nice place for the nine people we are and I got to enjoy the time with all of them, and, additionally, the beer.
       
      Back at the apartment, the others are all very tired and go to bed early. I’m the last one awake at 10 PM, oddly. I guess it required quite a good amount of energy to watch me and go through Stockholm all day. I’m thankful to all of them for having done this with me.
       
      One day left in Stockholm! We spend it finally really discovering the city.
       
      Also, today was apparently King’s Day here in Sweden. Egor explored the city on his own and even saw the King!
    

    
      We went to a photography gallery and looked at some animal pictures together and had a nice lunch containing the most amazing shrimp I have ever had. Again, well done, Stockholm! 
    

    
      A trip to the airport in the awesome Arlanda Express and it’s off to our home in Hamburg.
    

    
      What a nice journey. Thanks to those who cheered on Runtastic, it was lots of fun. Now begins a marathon free summer for me because the triathlon season is starting. Two weeks after this marathon I will do another half Ironman in Denmark, then two Olympic distance triathlons in July, followed by the big one. The Ironman Copenhagen in late August. First time ever for me! That’s also the next time I will run a marathon, although not as part of the EU challenge but rather after 3.8 kilometers of swimming and 180 kilometers of biking. Let’s see how that goes.
    

    
      I’ll probably write about that somewhere as well. The next EU marathon will take place on 13th of September this year and will be in Tallinn, Estonia. A smaller one, but I heard great things about the city. Apparently it looks like Shrek is living in that area. Can’t wait!
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      #19 Tallinn
    

    
      13th of September, 2015
    

    
      This is going to be a short one. Just three weeks after my first and probably last Ironman triathlon, I wanted to run in Tallinn, Estonia, the northernmost capital of the three Baltic sister countries. I was looking forward to the city, because I’d never been there and was curious how it would compare to Riga, one of the other Baltic capitals, which I liked a lot.
    

    
      Our usual plan of taking the whole family for a nice long weekend getaway wouldn’t work this time, because Sophie unfortunately had to work on the days surrounding the weekend. So we thought about what to do, but the only option that made sense was that I would go alone.
       
      Going on a marathon trip alone is really different. I did that once in Budapest, and while it was a nice change, I do prefer having my family around me very much. So I decided to make it a very quick and short trip, with just one night in Tallinn. Because I would have to pay a lot less for just one person, I chose to treat myself with a nicer than usual hotel room. Wise decision. I love comfortable hotel rooms!
    

    
      My successful Ironman race was three weeks behind me, I had enough time to recharge and do some training as well, so I was quite confident for the race. But then, two days before I would leave for Tallinn, I played a little too enthusiastically with my daughters and hurt my ankle. Crap! Of course I would still go.
       
      The marathon would take place on Sunday, the 13th of September, and I had booked a flight for Saturday before that. In the morning of the 12th I sadly left the family to go to the airport alone. Two days of solitude would await me, a fact which I was not looking forward to. Therefore, on the plane, I wasted my 
      time trying
       to make pretty Instagram p
      ictures
      .
    

    
      A short stopover in Frankfurt and a couple hours later I’m in Tallinn. Beautiful weather in this small but very comfortable city. This time I didn’t really care in depth about politics and history of the city and country, but still read the Wikipedia article and learned of the city’s former name “Reval” and the many conquerings by various other nations including the Danish, Russian and German people. That means lots of different influences over the last centuries, which is apparent in the culture of the Estonian people. The language sounds more Scandinavian than Slavic though, which surprised me a bit. I was expecting the sound to be close to Russian.
    

    
      What I particularly enjoyed about the city was the small size of it. That always makes me feel like I’m on vacation. The airport is less than five kilometers away from the city center, my cab ride there cost 8 Euros, which is ridiculously low. When I arrived at Freedom Square,
       
      Tallinn made a good impression right away. Great weather, lots of friendly l
      ooking people, and a pretty city. 
      The center of the city was also the center of the marathon weekend. These people dressed in orange were about to do a 5k Fun Run, and right next to the start I found the marathon tent, my target and one of the few important tasks for today.
    

    
      A minute later I had my racing number, which included a timing chip and a free shirt, in my hands. Friendly people, smiles everywhere. Lovely place!
    

    
      Off to the next target, my hotel room. Man, was I looking forward to this! I really enjoy good hotels, not only because I rarely get the chance to be in one. Because this was one of those rare occasions, I chose a very good one which was perfectly located, too. Just 200 meters walking from Freedom Square.
       
      Life is good.
    

    
      Great hotel room, view of the city, bathtub, incredibly comfortable bed. What more could you ask for? Service was impeccable as well. Only one slight problem, I had hoped for a late checkout because of the marathon race tomorrow, but that wasn’t possible due to the hotel being fully booked — because of, you guessed it, the marathon race tomorrow.
    

    
      You know my pre-marathon evening routine, right? Of course my next action is what people refer to as “
      carb loading
      ”. The marathon had a partnership with the Vapiano restaurant chain, which I enjoy, so I went there and had insane amounts of great pasta for next to no money. Another bonus point for Tallinn. 
    

    
      A relaxing bath and I’m asleep at 9 in the evening. A very solid 9 hours later I’m awake and feeling great. What a difference it makes to not be woken up by my very energetic kids! The hotel breakfast had everything you could wish for — unfortunately I couldn’t make use of that because I want to eat my special muesli before every marathon. I made a couple mistakes in the past with the wrong meals before a race, and those were not great. So I snuck in my own stuff and felt a bit bad about it. Priorities, right?
    

    
      I jumped into my marathon clothes, packed my bag, checked out of the hotel, and gave the bag to the receptionist to store it away during the race. A walk of 200 meters and I’m exactly where I need to be.
    

    
      This really is a beautiful city. To be safe, I was there way too early, so I walked around and got to know the area. Wonderful. Weather was perfect as well. Then I had this rare photo op.
    

    
      One person for every 
      fifteen
       minute step seems a bit too little. What if that one person falls or something? I thought of the Rule of Two: “Two is one, one is none.” In other words, if it’s important, always have a backup. Also, I got this idea into my head to one day volunteer at a marathon to be one of those guys as well. Should be fun! 
    

    
      Just a few minutes before the start, all the people who looked like they were about to run the marathon collectively moved north, away from Freedom Square. That surprised me, because I hadn’t studied the course map before. So the start wasn’t here. When we arrived there, we were standing just right outside of… my hotel. Cool!
    

    
      As always, I was getting slightly nervous, but this time just a tiny bit. I was looking forward to it very much and was excited to see the city during the run. And there we went, another marathon had started! Right then and there the four hour pacemaker, who is the most important one of them all, lost his balloon. Poor guy. Rule of Two!
    

    
      The ankle pain which I got from playing with Julie had stayed with me for the whole time so far, but now, after a few meters of running, it was gone. How can that happen? Maybe the adrenaline again taking care of it. I love that stuff!
    

    
      Just a few kilometers later we were at the Baltic coast. We would stay there almost the whole time. I like the sea and remembered it well from my Ironman race three weeks ago in Copenhagen.
       
      The problem that most smaller cities have with organizing a marathon event is where to establish the course. They run out 
      of the city
       very fast. As a first measure, making it two laps of 21.1 kilometers helps. Second, if the city is still too small, have the course lead out of it and back into it again. That’s what they did, so we ran for ten kilometers next to the Baltic.
       
      You might think that it was boring to run this same stretch four times, but it didn’t feel that way. You hear the waves on the shore and the rhythmic taps of feet next to you, you feel the sun on your skin, and have this great view almost all the time. It’s quite pleasant and I was doing very well, too.
    

    
      The crowds weren’t too big, as you might have guessed. But still, some were present and it was nice to hear them call my name and shout „Go Germany“ from time to time, because my family wasn’t here to cheer for me. Roughly in the middle of that 10k course they had some kind of cheering station set up, where music was playing, cheerleaders were dancing and the crowds were slightly bigger. That was a nice effort. Lots of very friendly volunteers handing out the drinks. Smiles everywhere
      .
    

    
      On the way back to the city I eventually saw the 3:45h balloon guy in front of me and slowly came closer to the throng right behind him. The course was very narrow here so it took me quite some time to run past all these people following him. But I managed to do it and I think this was probably the first time I ever did that! Ahead of the 3:45 hour pacemakers, not too bad.
    

    
      Back in the city the course now leads around the former city walls, through a perfectly maintained park with a beautiful garden and river running through it, over a small bridge (exhausting after all this flatness) and towards Freedom Square. Halfway done! Somewhere there I saw an odd looking guy, wearing some kind of traditional African outfit, with a shirt saying he did 48 marathons in 2013. That’s crazy! I found him online, his name is Sidy Diallo, check out his website at sidy42k.com.
    

    
      I was doing really well at that point, time-wise and fitness-wise. Off to the next lap! The Baltic again. It’s cool to see all the sights again, they stay in your head longer afterwards. I felt some energy left so I went a bit faster now. Then I got a text from Sophie in which she asked if I was doing okay, because Runtastic had stopped the live tracking. Runtastic recently got bought by Adidas, and maybe the resulting increased bureaucracy made it harder to maintain a steady and fast-reacting server structure for them. My only guess, but very far-fetched. Good that I have my Polar watch tracking me as well. Rule of Two!
    

    
      When I came to the far away turning point for the second time at roughly about 30 kilometers total, I noticed I was starting to overtake more and more runners. It’s always the same but it still astonishes me every time: Why do so many people miscalculate their strengths by that much? I don’t know. And maybe I’m too harsh on them, a marathon is still quite an achievement. I must say, though, that after completing the Ironman it seems a lot less hard to me. Running is still a great sport and the marathon race is the usual pinnacle of it. It’s the most important event at the Olympics. So I definitely have lots of respect for everyone being here. Especially everyone who is faster than me (many, many people) and the elderly ones. The combination of the two is killer. 75 year olds who finish in 3:30 hours. They exist and it’s insane! Somethings to aspire to.
    

    
      I’m doing my thing, keeping my pace very well. As we come closer to the city I’m also getting slower, like all the other people at kilometers 25 to 30. The last 5 kilometers are still quite a challenge for me every time. I tried to push to keep the pace but I really couldn’t and I can’t say why. I felt energy left in me, my legs were doing fine, but I couldn’t go as fast as during the previous 38 kilometers. Through the city wall gate, on cobblestone, up a hill, over the same bridge as last time.
       
      Another long stretch that went slightly uphill. Grinding teeth, fighting face! I can do this! There comes the part where I had to go straight ahead last time, but now I’m allowed to go left. 100 meters and there it is, the finish on Freedom Square! Yes!
       
      The watch says: 3:41 hours. Again a new personal best! I’m still improving, good to know. A bit exhausted but really happy with how the race turned out, I walked through the finishing area. A minute later, what do I see? My hotel! What a huge convenience this location is.
    

    
      I just love this feeling during the first ten minutes after a marathon. Everything feels perfect. The problems seem far away and I feel content. It’s like a (very mild) drug. The feeling then wears off, but it’s still present for the rest of the day usually.
    

    
      I step into the hotel to get my bag back and make my way to the sports hall which is supposed to be offering a free shower for marathoners. Just two kilometers of walking away, it seems like I’m far out of the town already. The neighborhood instantly looks a little worse. The sports hall is in great shape, though, and the hot shower there is awesome. I call a cab, go to the airport and walk around until my flight leaves. What I notice from all the advertisements here, is how open Estonia is to immigrants: they really want people to come, and they make it really easy for foreigners to move here and work. I think that is a great attitude. One that several other than European countries should definitely copy (looking at you, Hungary). It seems to work, Estonia’s economy is one of the fastest growing ones in Europe.
    

    
      And so my weekend ends with a relaxing flight back home. Sophie had enough energy left to pick me up from the airport and so we were reunited again. Next time we’re going to Dublin at the end of October, which I’m looking forward to, because the whole family will be there with me again. It’s nicer that way.
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      #20 Cyprus (Paphos)
    

    
      6th of March, 2016
    

    
      Dublin in October of 2015 didn’t happen because Sophie’s grandmother sadly passed away a few days before the weekend. She’s had a good and long life, and naturally we canceled the marathon trip in favor of supporting the family members and paying our respects during the funeral.
    

    
      This led to a long marathon racing break of about half a year during winter. I used the chance to try something new: focused training. I have never really followed a training plan for a marathon so far. Also, I’ve never really done any specific exercises like intervals, tempo runs, or regenerative runs. I basically always ran at the speed that felt okay to me. Now is the time for experiments.
    

    
      From my friend Holger I had the recommendation to try the “Countdown to Marathon” plan by German running coach Peter Greif. Holger had no history of running before, then discovered the plan and exercised according to it before finishing his first ever marathon race in 3 hours and 23 minutes. That’s an incredible achievement in my opinion. So I took a look at the Peter Greif plan, and it’s definitely hardcore. The plan is made for the eight weeks leading up to the marathon race you want to do, and it wants you to run seven times per week! There is an option for rookies or people with little time which allows you to do as little as four runs per week. But you can hear Peter Greif grumbling about the people who want to do this with less than seven.
    

    
      Okay, so that’s obviously not going to happen. After my most recent marathon in Tallinn back in September 2015, which was about six months ago by now, my training has not been consistent. Trying to get to my usual goal of thirty kilometers per week didn’t even happen a few times. Starting with the new year though, I made a couple decisions and set some goals for 2016. First, I set the goal to eat vegetarian for a year and see how that goes (pretty well so far), and second, I want to do at least 100 runs with at least 1,500 kms in total. A related goal would be to get to a new personal best marathon time. And I still need to beat my friend Maddin’s Olympic Distance triathlon best, which I missed by just 2 minutes and 13 seconds last year!
    

    
      So I decided to welcome the new year with a 21.1 km training run on January 1st. Was I out of shape! We had just spent a great three weeks in New Zealand during which I had too many Eggs Benedict followed by the usual holiday food adventures around Christmas, so it took 2:07 hours and I felt quite exhausted compared to what I remember a half marathon to feel like. There is some work left to do apparently. The consequence was to from now on go running on at least every other day. And that worked. We spent some time in January in the US and I kept my promise. Two Central Park loops in NYC, a long 23k run through Manhattan, two Lake Michigan coast exploration runs in Chicago. I recovered my Mojo. In January I got to 224 kilometers in total and felt a lot fitter during and afterwards. Which led to February being the month to try out this new Peter Greif method, because I think I’m ready now.
    

    
      I think Peter Greif is insane. 
      Not 
      only does he
       make you do at least four runs per week, they are really demanding as well. For example, intervals go like this: run 3 kilometers to warm up, then 6 times 1,000 meters as fast as possible, each time followed by 1,000 meters of slower running, with 3 kilometers of relaxed running in the end. That’s 18 kilometers of hard work. Next day he wants you to do 20 slow kilometers. The day after that, 10 kilometers as fast as possible. And every Saturday, it’s 35 kilometers! Followed by 20 on Sunday.
    

    
      And here I thought marathon training doesn’t require runs longer than 30 kilometers at a time. But Peter Greif has decades of experience and a long list of people whom he helped reach their running goals, so I had the feeling that I should try all of this. The first 35 kilometer run was surprisingly quite good. The week after that worked well, too, and I felt my fitness improving by a lot. I managed to do the 10k in 44:39 minutes that week, which is my new personal best! The second 35k had a twist, according to the plan: the last 3 kilometers should be run as fast as possible. Imagine, after 32 kilometers already. But I tried hard and it worked. Up until about 33.5, at which point I hit my foot on some stone and fell down, at full speed, into the dirt in the dark night.
    

    
      
    

    
      As if I’d had some sort of reflex, I got up immediately and finished the 35k as fast as possible, screaming curse-words into the lonely cold night to battle the pain.
    

    
      This got me thinking. It probably wasn’t just a random accident. Maybe the training is too much for me. I did a four day break from running after that to reassess. I caught a little cold as well and my family was a bit sick, so there was no time for training anyways. I still made it to a personal record breaking 265 kilometers in February and felt fit, but I decided to give up the hardcore training plan for now and listen to my body again — just as I always used to do.
    

    
      With that in mind, the journey to Cyprus starts. The last week before the race was without any kind of training, because my schedule just didn’t allow it. This always makes me feel a bit uneasy about a marathon race.
    

    
      As with Tallinn I had to go on this trip on my own, because we’re expecting a third daughter in a few weeks and it’s too late now for the stress of flying for Sophie, she insisted. So I used some of the saved money to treat myself to a very nice hotel in Paphos. The flights were difficult to get because it’s not yet the main season, but it worked out in the end.
    

    
      Wrong city though! 
      I was a bit sad about the location at first. As you know, my goal is to run a marathon in every EU 
      capital
      . In Cyprus, that’s the city of Nicosia. Up until 2012 they held marathons there but then ran into problems with the citizens. They didn’t want their roads to be closed that one day per year. I closely watched the race’s Facebook page, wrote to the former organizers a few times during the last years to ask what the future might bring, and when I met Alashiya from Cyprus in Rome 2014, she was very kind and asked around at home to find out what could be done. No success on all of these tries, though.
    

    
      In the end, I looked for alternatives. Similarly, Malta’s capital, Valletta, also didn’t hold the marathon race I did last year, it was more like the whole country of Malta. There, the reasoning was understandably concerning the small size of the country and its capital city. That would not count as an excuse for Cyprus. Anyways, I promised myself that I will travel to Nicosia and run there as soon as they resurrect the race in Cyprus’ capital city. But for now, I’ll count Paphos. Billed as the “Logicom Cyprus Marathon” and located right at what looked like beautiful beach scenery, I was hooked. Good enough. Who can say no to some sun in early March!
    

    
      Cyprus is a very interesting country. A sovereign country, which Greeks tried to annex in the 70s because of historical ties between the two nations. Turkey, which also felt connected to the country and therefore entitled to a piece of the pie, decided to stop the Greeks and besiege the northern part of the country. The resulting battle unnecessarily cost both parties thousands of lives. And no satisfying result was reached as the country is divided to this day. The northern half is Turkish, the southern half Greek, but in total it’s a sovereign country.
       
      Another weird fact, Cyprus is geographically counted as an Asian country, even being in the Asian countries group of the UN, but was still accepted into the EU in 2004. Which part of Cyprus? The whole island, for some reason! The northern part is a country which is only recognized as a country by Turkey, they are calling it the Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus (or TRNC), and the southern part is seen as real Cyprus from the perspective of the rest of the world.
    

    
      The most recent external efforts to reunify the country were initiated by Kofi Annan in 2004 but didn’t succeed. I’ve read that the reunification movements are growing, though. I hope it will happen soon, those borders are unnecessary. All borders are, for that matter.
       
      So Cyprus is a very exotic country on my list. And it’s also the furthest distance from home of all the EU runs at 2,727 kilometers between Hamburg and Paphos. In second place, by the way, is Lisbon with 2,200 and Athens is third with 2,026 kilometers.
    

    
      It’s also worth mentioning that there are just 200 kilometers of sea between my destination airport and the coast of Syria, where a terrible civil war is still happening at the moment. That always seems to be so far away. The world really is connected and these bad things are not, in fact, far away. It’s good to realize that from time to time, I think.
    

    
      So, after a week of time consuming amounts of work and other obligations, getting up at four in the morning to catch a flight into the sunny south was no problem at all. A bit of a holiday for me.
       
      When I saw the Mediterranean sea near Larnaca from the airplane window I immediately felt relaxed.
    

    
      On the walk to my rental car I came across an Olive tree, which intensified that feeling. What a nice change of scenery!
       
      Stepping into the car on the wrong side of the car, because of the British Empire. Oh yes, those guys were here, too. Still are! Two military bases named Akrotiri and Dhekelia are under British reign in Cyprus, for historic and strategic reasons. What an unusual island, right?
    

    
      The drive to my hotel across the island took one and a half hours. Sun, wind, and rain alternated during it. The hotel was amazing, I was greeted with an ice-cold fruit cocktail and treated very well in general
      . 
      I took a brief swim in the pool, collected my racing bag while watching a rainbow
      , 
      enjoyed the changing weather
      , 
      and ordered room service in the evening, before taking care of some leftover work from last week. I was done at midnight. Successful day.
    

    
      After a huge breakfast buffet which made it difficult to stay vegetarian, I decided to explore the country. One day to spend totally according to my own preference, I opted for a road trip.
    

    
      This island is also known for being the birthplace of Aphrodite, according to Greek mythology. If the authors had been aware of what a marketing effect this story had, they must have been geniuses. This ancient Greek goddess of beauty and love was represented absolutely everywhere. I drove an hour up north to the place where she once took a bath in a grotto next to the beach, according to the stories. No joke.
       The grotto was underwhelming, to say the least. 
      According to the story, she then walked up a hill to rest underneath a tree. I hiked there. Nice view!
    

    
      Of course, these are tourist hotspots and I came across many fellow Germans, some Brits and a couple Russians. Everyone enjoys some sun in March. Around noon I went back to Paphos and had a nice avocado sandwich. A short trip to the mall, some pasta and a huge Greek salad followed. Carbo
       
      loading is still a thing for me.
    

    
      My app said I did 14,000 steps today, which is quite a lot. I wondered if that activated my legs for the run tomorrow or tired them out instead. I’ll find out.
    

    
      The day of the race. At 4:40 in the morning, my alarm goes off. As always with important events, I’m awake immediately. Get marathon dressed, clean up the mess in the room, then down to the lobby to hopefully enjoy the special early-bird breakfast I asked the hotel to provide. They did, but unfortunately, it sucked. Funny thing was, another person had ordered it, because she was apparently also going to run today. She sat down next to me, but barely talked, just looked at the food and took it upstairs with the words “I think I might have some porridge in my room instead” — haha! I would have liked to talk to her, because she was wearing a 100 Marathon Club UK jersey. I later found out her name is Gina Little and she is a well traveled marathoner, totaling more than 500 finished full marathons. Incredible! It would have been great to hear some stories from her.
    

    
      Instead I sat there all by myself in the empty lobby, staring at the food. The only good thing was a fresh orange juice. I was glad I brought my own muesli. The helpful waiter got some milk for me and I had 4 tea-cups full of muesli, because there was no bowl. Weird, but it did the trick!
       
      I then left for the shuttle buses which were leaving next to Paphos Castle, which is just a 10 minute walk from my hotel.
    

    
      There are just three buses, how tiny is this race? I never really checked how many runners had entered the race. I estimated around a thousand at first. When I arrived at the marathon expo yesterday, I thought maybe 500. But now… three bus loads of runners, how much is that? I’m quite sure this is going to be the smallest marathon I’ve ever done. 
    

    
      The bus fills up quickly and leaves on time at 6:20 AM. Lots of different languages are floating through the air. People coming together. It feels a bit like the Athens marathon two years ago, using a bus to get to the start somewhere far away in the early morning hours. While we drive for half an hour, the sun rises slowly. Beautiful views outside.
    

    
      The bus stops at a place named “Petra tou Romiou”, which is said to be the birthplace of, you guessed it, none other than Aphrodite! Our goddess of beauty and love. Everyone is walking down to the beach to take a picture of this beautiful scenery.
       
      Me too! I’m a tourist too! Let me take a generic picture!
       
      I looked up the story of Aphrodite’s birth and it makes you think there were definitely drugs involved while writing it. Cronus, the Greek Leader of the Titans, which is a cool job title, castrated his own father Uranus, who is the Greek God of the Sky, and threw Uranus’ genitals into the sea afterwards. You read that correctly. Right here in Petra tou Romiou. That combination of severed godly genitals and the feminine Mediterranean sea has the power to create life, so naturally Aphrodite arose from the foam of the water.
       
      Or maybe she came surfing in on a seashell and went by the name of Venus? It depends on who
      m
       you believe. Botticelli, in th
      at case.
    

    
      She might also have been the daughter of Zeus and Dione, who knows. I find it difficult to stop browsing through all the weird stories, especially since they’re intertwined with some real events, for example the Trojan War. Said to have been started by a disagreement between goddesses Athena, Hera and our beloved Aphrodite. Historians long thought the whole war to be just a made-up story like the rest is, but German Herr Heinrich Schliemann and Briton Mister Frank Calvert, in true European collaboration, found archeological evidence. You can never know where fiction ends and historical events and reality starts.
       
    

    
      A couple people arrived by car, but in total there were just about 200 runners. It is very small indeed. Compared to the huge events I took part in (Berlin, London, Rome) this seems almost cute. But I like it, it’s a nice change of pace. Two guys build up a banner that says “Start”. This thing is not new, the date on it has been printed over a couple of times. There is a time measuring chip attached to our bib numbers, but no mats and technology to use it for accurate timing. I guess they do not need to take the exact starting time of everyone. There isn’t even a need for netto/brutto division.
    

    
      A pickup truck arrives, which is used to display the time and also transport the bags back to the city, where the finish is located. This is the first time ever that I used that kind of service. It was quite cold this morning and I took a sweater with me which I definitely did not want to wear during the race, because it was likely to hit over 20C today.
    

    
      But then our race marshall starts to talk! He is a confident guy in his 60s, carrying a megaphone and welcoming everyone briefly but warmly. He then says: “Could you please all move over to the rocks so that we can take a nice group picture of everyone?” — people start giggling, probably because this is unfamiliar. Imagine taking a group photo of 40,000 Berlin marathon runners. But in Cyprus it’s possible, so why not.
       
      A bit of walking around, a couple minutes pass. At 7:20 AM, the race marshall explains: “10 minutes to go, everyone!” — about ten minutes of silence later he says: “Ok people, come here, stand next to the start banner please. Aaaand ready? GO!”
    

    
      This is by far the most unusual start of a marathon I’ve ever experienced. A couple of people including myself laughed surprisedly. Still it feels right and I enjoy this relaxed, laid back atmosphere and look forward to the next few hours as we all start to move. Perfect weather, no wind, some sun, but not too hot. The first kilometers are uphill, but it’s alright.
    

    
      I can feel my legs hurt immediately, unfortunately. They are still a bit sore from the intensive training of the last weeks and the mountain hike yesterday is also noticeable. But it’s alright, the pain usually goes away soon. The body adapts. It feels really good to be running a marathon again. I can’t believe it’s been six months since last time. I need to run more marathons!
    

    
      Despite the small size of this event it’s well organized. They’re providing water every 3 kilometers, additional iso-drinks every 6, and near the end there’s even bananas, oranges and Power Gels. All you need.
    

    
      After the first hill is done and the leading runners are out of sight after half an hour, I start rolling like a car. Autopilot, as a Tesla. The legs do their work, the pace is good, I’m feeling fine. The field of runners stretches itself apart fairly soon, because we’re not many people. Soon, I rarely see the others. This feels more like a training run, but I like it a lot. To add to the positive effect, my fellow runners were mostly pacing themselves incorrectly again, which led to me overtaking dozens of people without being passed by myself just once. Makes me feel like I’m on fire!
    

    
      I do notice that there are no disguised runners, or even runners running for charitable causes, and no funny shirts, no one running barefoot. Maybe because there is no one watching. After 12 kilometers there is a street café in a small village we get through and three people sit in front of it, clapping as I pass by. That’s the moment I noticed that nobody was here to cheer for us until now. My rhythm seems to be stable at around 5:20 minutes per kilometer, which feels comfortable but still quite fast to me. There are a few hills to climb up and run down again, which makes it interesting.
       
      Somewhere around kilometer 15 I get greeted by the two front runners.
    

    
      They are coming towards me because there is a U-turn a few kilometers ahead, which means I am now going to see all the runners in front of me, one after the other. I like that. The course leads to Paphos airport, located next to the coast, has its turn right there and then leads back up the hill towards the main road back to the café I passed before. At the turning point, a volunteer writes down my bib number to make sure no one is cheating. Analog methods still work.
    

    
      The half marathon is reached, no mark. No mats. No beeping sounds. Silence. Relaxing.
    

    
      Kilometer 27, I get hungry. I guess the carbs in my body are used up by now, understandably. I am a bit disappointed because I had the plan to get through it without any energy gels for the first time. My 35k training runs worked without packing food, half a liter of apple juice was enough. Why am I hungry now? Just in case I brought two gels with me. Why fight it, I’ll have one now. As always, it works immediately and I feel great again.
    

    
      This run is going great for me, but not so much for many others that I pass by. Somewhere here at 28 some people are running towards me again. It’s not just marathon runners who are in front of me at this loop from 28 to 36, but also some half marathon runners. I almost forgot about them. Today they hosted a marathon, a half marathon, a 10k, and a 5k fun run. All the races share a part of the course, the half marathon obviously the largest part. It started later than our run, but still these runners look beat up. They are probably the slowest, less trained ones. I feel for them. Walking, beaten. Fortunately, they just have to do about 7 more kilometers at this point.
    

    
      I do some calculations to figure out how far I might have come in contrast to the other runners. The front runners have already completed the loop here, because I don’t see them. I think I might be able to get into the Top 100. How cool would that be?!
    

    
      Being almost alone on this mostly unsupervised course also has some downsides. Imagine I collapse here in the middle of nowhere. It would take a few minutes for another runner to pass me and alert someone, and that would take quite a while as well. No ambulances anywhere, contrary to the other marathons. I don’t do Runtastic live tracking anymore because the app annoyed me more and more. I’ve since switched to Strava, a far better app, except it doesn’t do live tracking, so no one at home can see me fall. Lately I have just used my Polar V800 wrist watch to track, so no internet connection at all. I still carry the phone, just in case. And so I decided to send a text to Sophie every 5 kilometers starting at 25. Just to let her know I’m still alive.
       
      After roughly 37 kilometers, the loop here is done. A few more people wrote down my bib number and showed me the correct way towards the finish. Just five kilometers left. And now we’re heading towards the sea again. Sun and sea are a terrific combination. My stomach is notifying me again because it needs more nutrition. Another gel,
       now
       with some included caffeine for additional energy.
    

    
      As we reach the sea I can see the finish at Paphos Castle popping up on the horizon. That means there’s just around 4,854 meters left, if the height of my eyes is at 1.85 meters and this planet’s average radius is not too far off at this location. Finally there is something going on as I enter the city of Paphos. More and more people roam the streets. Then I suddenly passed by my hotel.
       
      Now I know exactly how much of the race is left!
    

    
      A few hundred meters later there’s another hotel, the five star Almyra. In front of it, this lonely techno DJ.
       We’re g
      iving each other the thumbs up
      . 
      The streets were full of cars and I had to circle around a few to reach the promenade.
       
      After a short loop around an archeological site near the castle, I get some marathon fever from the
       
      crowds here.
       
      Now this feels like a marathon race!
       And d
      one! 
      I got a
       
      beautiful
       medal, considering the small size of the event.
    

    
      Twenty countries down, eight left. That’s quite a milestone. A look at the Polar V800 reveals a finishing time of 3:47:12, which makes me happy. Not a personal best, but considering the circumstances with all the irregular training this early in the season, radically changing my diet by having been eating no meat and no fish for two months now, I’d say I can be proud of this. I feel really good.
    

    
      I also got handed another delicious orange and the chance for a massage, but I opted out. Not enough time to stand here waiting in a queue. I enjoy a few minutes in the area and collect my sweater from the office. They put up a printed out result list right then, which already had my name on it. With an official time of 3:47:08, I came in 47th! What a funny result. So far I was used to ending up somewhere in the thousands.
       
      I’m Top 50 at a marathon race, who would have thought. Out of 181 in the end, by the way.
    

    
      After that shocking moment, I started walking back to the hotel. It’s been a really good event, well organized, perfect weather, beautiful scenery. Good job, Cyprus!
    

    
      After a couple minutes I reach my hotel again and remember the old people’s pool on the beach side of it. It’s made for activating blood circulation in your feet and it’s ice cold.
       
      There are no words for the relief I feel right now. 
    

    
      It’s almost noon. A quick shower, new clothes, packing the stuff, checking out of the hotel, getting into the car.
       
      I need some more energy right now, because driving a car for 150 kilometers right after a marathon race is not easy. 
      A
       Red Bull helps a lot and I make it to Larnaca in one piece.
       
      At the airport I had a bit of time to kill as you do, and flicked through the New Zealand Triathlon magazine I brought with me. I stumbled across an interesting article about training efficiency: there’s a kiwi named Andrew Magness, who developed a training method to be able to run ultramarathons and Ironmans with just 2-3 hours of exercise per week. How intriguing. So my new thing regarding training is going to be efficiency. No more Peter Greif fo
      r
       now. Sorry, dude.
    

    
      With that being said, I look forward to how that new style will affect my next run in Paris. That one will be quite the contrast: it’s the biggest race in Europe (38,575 finishers in 2014) with more marathon runners than London or Berlin. In one of the most popular cities of the world. It will be great.
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      #21 Paris
    

    
      3rd of April, 2016
    

    
      Paris hosts the largest marathon race in Europe. This year is especially full with a new record of 57,000 registered runners. This is second just to the New York City marathon at this point.
       
      I was a bit surprised when I heard this. I was sure London and Berlin were bigger. As you can imagine, because of this and the general world-wide popularity of the city of Paris, it was hard to get in. Due to the EU challenge, I had Paris on my mind for years now, and this time I monitored the Facebook page of the race organization closely in order to not miss the short registration window again. Gladly, about a year ago, in spring of 2015, I was one of the first few thousand people to successfully register.
    

    
      If you’ve been to France or have at least watched the Eurovision Song Contest once, you’ll know that it’s not easy to communicate with the French without speaking their language. Although they’re very nice people, they can come off as arrogant in regard to the language they speak. They view French as the world’s number one language, or so it seems. Although many of the French people, if not most of them, are able to speak English fairly well, it seems they choose not to. This can be frustrating. I was very relieved when the marathon website had the option to switch to English – which is not a given! The weekly newsletters they sent out were strictly French-only, though. I had to Google Translate them all in order not to miss important information.
    

    
      To be frank, I think this is annoying. As you know, my goal is to bring people together and show the diverse cultures of our European continent. A common language everyone agrees upon is very necessary to achieve this, and it seems that all but the French are on board with the language of English being the solution to this. Sure, language is culture, too, but first and foremost it’s a tool, at least in my opinion.
    

    
      It’s getting better, though. I had not nearly as many problems as I had on my countless visits to France before.
       
      It couldn’t get much more international with 57,000 runners from 160 different countries, as the organization claimed. That’s a lot of countries! More than 75% of them all, depending on how you define a country.
    

    
      One thing I almost missed because of the unnecessary language barrier, is that I was required to bring a medical certificate signed by a doctor to convince the Paris marathon organization that I am healthy enough to participate. This has happened only once before, in Rome. Alright, no problem – my wife is a doctor and filled in the document.
    

    
      After Tallinn and Cyprus this is the third marathon in a row that I would have to travel to without my family. When I registered a year ago, I didn’t know Sophie would be pregnant again with our third little daughter, due two weeks after this race. Flying wouldn’t have been the best idea for her now, so I went alone. I was glad that Paris is a European city with direct flight connections to Hamburg, so it would be easy to fly home right away in case she would have to go to the hospital while I’m away.
    

    
      My training was in stark contrast to what I did before the last marathon four weeks ago. Almost nothing. A few long runs on weekends, and one more short run per week. Not much! I didn’t really feel like running. What I felt like doing instead, was swimming. Since my first Ironman triathlon last year I really got to enjoy it and am currently looking more and more into long distance open water swimming events. I will write about that as well when I have something to say about it. It’s very interesting to me, and therefore I’ve spent some time in Hamburg’s public swimming pools in the last few weeks and months instead.
    

    
      I did, however, more or less establish a new routine of monthly athletic challenges. Starting in January with my 
      sports every day
       routine, in which I did – you guessed it – some type of sports every day. That meant, at least a 
      7 minute workout routine
      ,
       but preferably a long run, some swimming, or extensive body weight exercises. It got to a lot more in the end as I was quite successful.
       
      February was the month I tried the “Peter Greif’s Countdown to Marathon” training plan, which was really intense but got me into a good healthy state in retrospect.
       
      In March I convinced some guys at my office to join me in the 
      Planking Challenge
      , starting with an easy 30 seconds of planking on the 1st, increasing the duration by 5 seconds every day. So on March 31st we reached 3 whole minutes. It was fun, and a few colleagues joined me from time to time. It gives you a bit more core strength which is good for any type of physical activity.
    

    
      In April we started the silly 
      #MakeMeGreatAgain Challenge
       in the office, which consists of the following tasks each day:
    

    
      	
        In the mornings, two whole minutes of planking
      

      	
        Somewhere during the day, a 7 minute workout
      

      	
        And to round it off, in the evenings, two minutes of planking
      

    

    
      Let’s see where this is going to take us, fitness-wise. It can’t be bad, I guess. With that background, I was keen to see how I was going to be doing at this marathon.
    

    
      Flying to Paris went well, finding your way around the city is easy, too. I got hungry and stopped at a small Crêpe place. This is when I remembered, what this country might lack in international openness, it makes up for in culture. A big part of it is food culture. Everything tastes so much better! Food has a very special place in the French people’s minds. The love that’s going into developing and preparing the dishes is unparalleled. I like that a lot, as I very much enjoy good food – and who doesn’t!
       
      When I reached the hotel I was already very tired. It’s been a long week, work-wise. I even had to do a power nap in order to summon enough energy to go to the marathon expo, which is situated another 45 minutes away by metro. It’s a big city!
    

    
      My medical certificate got thoroughly examined and afterwards stamped at the incredibly big, busy, and loud exhibition halls. No waiting lines though, perfectly organized! The bib number was given to me as well, together with a useful backpack. Then I came by the huge wall of all the 57,000 names of registered runners.
       
      Running through the hall to find the Pasta Party Area, where I was going to meet with – wait for it – Sidy Diallo!
    

    
      I saw him first in Tallinn and thought: “What an unusual man!” He found my website afterwards because I mentioned his name and we started talking. Similar interests are likely to forge friendships. Later, we discussed where to meet, and several options were on the table: Caribbean running cruise marathons or Dakar, Senegal – because he was signed up for those, Brussels – because he travels there for work often, Malta – because he was signed up for the marathon this year, or Paris – because he lives in the vicinity and works there most of the time. Paris was on my marathon list too, so Paris it was going to be.
    

    
      As I paced towards the pasta area I wondered if I would recognize him. But that turned out to be no problem at all. In fact, it’s difficult not to recognize him. He had bought two Pasta Party tickets for both of us and we sat down, ate, and talked for hours. With his 60 years of experience and very interesting life he has a lot to say and I loved listening to it all. During that time, almost all the people passing by saw his shirt  which said “I ran 48 marathons in 2013!” and looked at him impressed. Some came by and said “Well done, Bravo!” and two even recognized him from other marathons or from the media, in which he appears from time to time. He is a person of interest to many.
    

    
      This guy is a French diplomat, having lived and worked in Burkina Faso, Nicaragua, Australia (Canberra), the USA (Chicago) and Paris for 3–4 years each. He also holds a medical doctor’s degree from the renowned University of Havana, Cuba, known to produce excellent physicians. You can say he truly is a Globetrotter, as most diplomats are. Also, we share the common interest of bringing people from different nations together. I’m currently just exploring how to do that and view my running as a first step into that direction, but he did it professionally for many years. Clearly someone to look up to.
    

    
      Just a few years ago he picked up marathon running, and got to 131 marathons in 50 countries so far. That’s a big commitment – and I know what I’m talking about here. He ran marathons and ultramarathons on all 7 continents, even in Antarctica.
       
      Just two weeks ago he did an 80k race from his home to the city of Paris. There are not many weekends where he doesn’t participate in a race somewhere. His wife and three teenage boys accompany him whenever it fits everyone’s schedules. He is a very positive person with a lot to say about human behavior. Lots of interesting ideas
      .
    

    
      We talked about what makes people want to run. Why do we run? The answer is, we’re hunting. It’s a primitive brain thing. In these times where we as a species have figured out how to get food without physically working for it, our brains don’t get the satisfaction of hunting and bringing home food the same way. But it still makes us happy to run – that part of the brain hasn’t evolved. Easy!
       
      Sidy wants to motivate more people to become active and run. Other types of sports are good, too, in his opinion, but running is by far the most primitive and therefore, satisfying way.
    

    
      He also told me his view on bad experiences. Many people get angry when things don’t go according to plan, but he makes the best out of it. For example, when he arrived in New York City to run the 2012 marathon, Hurricane Sandy was responsible for the race being called off. So he thought about running a few Central Park laps instead. As it turned out, many people had the same idea, and the park was full of people doing laps until they reached 42.195 kilometers. Very kind citizens came and brought food and water for the runners. It was going down as the “Run Anyway New York City Marathon”. Although not the first choice for anyone there, it was a truly remarkable experience!
    

    
      Also, he and I had exactly the same opinion on people who complain about their fitness or find excuses when asked about running. I hear those a lot, because anytime I mention my hobby to someone new, I get comments like “That’s amazing, but unfortunately I could never do it, because my knee hurts sometimes!”, “I had a little cold a few weeks ago!”, “My cousin’s mother-in-law’s doctor said it can be bad for your joints to run!”, “I just don’t have the proper genes for running!” – that’s all bullshit. We all are able to run. Well, except the truly handicapped, of course. Everyone who can walk, can run. And should run. Sidy and I agree on that.
       
      Sidy surely takes it to extremes, but this is exactly why he is so inspiring to so many. Another special thing about him is that he is putting emphasis on the minimal running style, wearing shoes that are basically just a layer of protection from sharp objects on the streets, no damping at all. He even did four whole marathons so far completely barefoot, and was planning on doing that tomorrow, too. Wow! I’ve always thought about going barefoot as well, but delayed that plan because I thought it would take a lot of effort to build up the necessary protective skin on the soles.
       
      As the evening began we decided to meet again tomorrow during the race and leave the exhibition halls. Another long metro ride and I was back in my new neighborhood, the 17e arrondissement de Paris. I was hungry again and passed by an Italian place. The pasta was almost as delicious as Italians themselves could offer. France!
    

    
      Day of the 
      race. 
      At 6:10 AM I was woken up by an automated text message: “Get up, the marathon is today!” in French, what else. What a nice gesture, though!
       
      I put on the marathon kit, then walked down to the promised breakfast. I was the only one there, not even any employees. Fortunately I had my trusted chocolate muesli with me and found some milk in the fridge they had. Then, the receptionist showed up, and after getting over the shock that someone would be here this early, brought me everything they had to offer: yogurt in several variations, coffee, orange juice, directly to my table. Good service! Satisfied and feeling strong, I went to the metro and rode the 5 stops to Place Charles-de-Gaulle / Arc de Triomphe. Walking out of the underground and seeing that huge iconic arch again was amazing.
    

    
      The area was full with runners, as the start is right next to it on Avenue des Champs-Élysées. The sun has just risen and the atmosphere is great here. I behave like the standard tourist that I am and take lots of pictures of this impressive scenery.
       
      As I walked over to the bag drop-off to get rid of my sweater, I got to grasp the size of this event. Many hundreds of meters of VIP booths and sponsor tents and the numbered bag drop-off boxes take a while to walk past.
       
      There even was strong airport-like security to get in. Backpacks were checked. The illusion of safety.
    

    
      Back to the start. I was signed up for an estimated finishing time of 3:45h, so I had to find that block of runners. Everyone was carefully divided
      . 
      It’s still a long way to go. Two or three kilometers later, I found the entrance and had to stand in line for at least 
      fifteen
       minutes to get in. Wow, this is big.
       
      During that time I wrote my usual text messages to Sophie to let her know everything is going according to plan, but this time she wasn’t responding. Bad situation, as she usually responds right away, and this could mean she’s in the hospital having our baby right now and I would prefer to quickly get out of here and to the airport. A couple minutes later I called her to find out she had forgotten her cellphone somewhere else in the house. What a relief! So everything was still fine and she and little Vera wished me well for the race.
       
      Runners as far as I can see in both directions, incredible.
       The starting gate is just in front of the visible horizon.
    

    
      At 8:45, the elite runners start, while we still get to hear pumping electronic music and are shown some warm-up moves by elevated fitness coaches. The next starting blocks follow at 8:47, 8:50, 9:00. My block is next, 9:20 AM. Several others follow, and the last block leaves as late as 10:15.
       
      Another barely hearable gunshot fired somewhere in the far distance and I start my 21st EU marathon run!
       
      These carefully divided starting blocks had one big advantage: space for everyone.
    

    
      Even though this was the most people I have ever run with, there were no 
      problems getting
       in the way of one another. Big difference to London, where that was a real issue.
       
      On an unlucky note, my usually reliable GPS watch, a Polar V800, let me down today for the first time ever. I just couldn’t get a proper signal from the satellites. I wonder why – can GPS satellites overload? I thought they were just passive “mirrors” and bounce back the active signals of the devices.
    

    
      During the first kilometers, I feel my legs. 15,000 steps of yesterday mixed with the new 
      #MakeMeGreatAgain Challenge
       took a toll on them. But, running is always possible, as our bodies are built for that. Remember Sidy. And it’s true, it gets easier with the next couple kilometers. It’s just beautiful here. The sun is still barely strong enough but tries its best to warm us up, as we roll through the canyon-like streets between those amazing and very old buildings.
       
      I enjoy it a lot. There aren’t many spectators, which is unsuspected but quite alright with me.
    

    
      A
      fter five kilometers
      , they have put up the first refreshment station, offering mainly water. In plastic bottles. Thousands of them get halfway emptied and then thrown away. You can probably guess how I feel about that. Why is it so hard to get paper cups and fill them with tap water – or at least, out of 20 liter water barrels? Put the huge sponsor logos on the barrels instead, if they’re unhappy! We could have saved so much plastic and water today. I hear there is a new type of marathon race, named 
      green
       or 
      eco marathons
      , where the idea is to counteract this and show possibilities to be more sustainable. Thumbs up.
    

    
      After 
      ten
       kilometers there was another station. Plastic wherever you looked. A cool thing, though: They put up many big trash containers with basketball looking signs behind them to throw the plastic bottles against, so they would drop off and fall into the bins below. Fun!
    

    
      They provided no isotonic drinks here, which made me a bit nervous. It can be very dangerous to do endurance sports while just drinking water and taking in no electrolytes. You miss out on several important nutrients during a high-stress situation for your body, which can lead and has led to brain edema and death, even. A plain marathon is not nearly as dangerous in that regard as a 12-hour Ironman race, obviously, but still people have died this way. Not a particularly proud way to go. Imagine the funeral speeches. So I think about where to get enough sodium, now that there’s apparently no sports drinks offered. Fortunately I packed more than enough power gels. Three.
       
      Nutrition is becoming more and more interesting to me, so I wondered about how I could get the sodium from what they offered.
    

    
      Bananas:
       good, but since the cramps I got in Athens I haven’t risked eating them during marathons anymore. They contain no sodium anyways.
    

    
      Oranges:
       not much sodium, but some magnesium, which is good but not necessary right now for me.
    

    
      Sugar cubes:
       I have my power gels, but they consist mainly of sugar.
    

    
      Raisins:
       why raisins? I have never seen them offered at marathons before. So I looked up their nutritional value: lots of sugar, okay, a couple of other important nutrients in lower dosages, lots of potassium. This would have been valuable! But I didn’t know that so it changed nothing.
    

    
      Some more running is on the table for today. It will work out somehow, I think. The course leads east, towards the outskirts of the city. We get to a park-like area which has spaces for people who enjoy an equestrian lifestyle. Hippodrome, they call the place. At about 17, I see a familiar person.
       
      It’s Sidy! He is wearing his traditional outfit again and has forgotten the shoes, as promised. Insane!
       
      At this big event, what are the odds that I actually met him? We talk for a few minutes and are interrupted again by other runners who come by and say “Bravo!” to him. I take a couple pictures and then run away at my own pace.
    

    
      It’s getting warmer as the day progresses, so the firefighters spraying water into the masses is a very welcome addition.
       
      I’m doing well, it feels much like a standard weekend run to me. At 23 I had my first energy gel, which is quite early, but I was worried about my sodium intake and hoped it had some in it. So that’s alright.
       
      The course leads around the Bastille for the second time and then makes a sharp left turn towards the river Seine.
    

    
      Beautiful! I can see the Cathédrale Notre-Dame behind some other buildings on a small island in the river.
    

    
      After a few really nice kilometers with lots of live music on the side of the road, we ran into a city tunnel. I always like that, because it’s normally really quiet and a change to the usual energetic atmosphere. The organizers did something great here, probably because they knew that many runners enjoy tunnel stretches like I do.
       
      They put up relaxing imagery on screens and played music that you would listen to while doing Yoga or something. And they even sprayed some kind of pleasant scent into the tunnel, it appeared. I didn’t recognize the smell, but all in all this tunnel part was a great addition! This definitely went on my list of the things I would want to do if I ever organize the 
      Perfect Marathon™
      .
    

    
      Also, Eiffel Tower!
       We ran right by it. 
      More than 250,000,000 people have visited this tower. Have you been one of them? I haven’t, unfortunately! There’s always another reason to visit Paris. I’m looking forward to it, some day.
       
      At 30, I was a little surprised by a special feat. The people of Berlin tore one down, but the people of Paris have built a wall!
    

    
      This wall was there to show the usual time of the race at which many runners run out of their body’s stored glycogen, because there’s a natural limit to it. This is when running starts to feel like running against a wall, or being hit with a hammer, or dragging someone heavy behind. It’s not a nice feeling, but your body can be trained to experience this at later stages. And there’s a good trick to combat the situation, if it occurs: eating sugar. Energy gels, for example.
    

    
      Here, they built this actual wall for fun. And it has a psychological benefit as well, as you feel like you’re running through the much feared wall and are done with it afterwards. One mistake though, it said “Wall of 20”. Could’ve meant 20 miles, but that would have been about 32 kilometers. The usual well-known place you hit the wall is KM 30, which is roughly where it was located. Come on, Paris, you’ve done so much right, now focus on the details, too!
    

    
      By the way, if they had provided us runners with isotonic drinks along the way instead of just water, they could’ve put up the wall as late as 35, probably. And just as I thought of that, there is a refreshment station with isotonic drinks! Well played, Paris. Well played. It’s going to be the only one, though. So, some more gel it is.
    

    
      Then I experience another new feeling. The race is getting a bit boring. This is complaining at a very high level, because we are in one of the greatest cities of the world, everything is organized exceptionally well, the weather couldn’t have been better, and fitness-wise I’m doing remarkably well, too. Still, I feel like this is getting repetitive. Of course, it’s my 23rd full marathon run (21st of this EU capital challenge), and I’ve seen a lot so far. Too much beauty, so it has become standard, maybe.
    

    
      I wondered, how could I change that? I need to try something new here, maybe. But what? Then I remembered the incredible Sidy, who is running barefoot right now. There’s a suggestion! How hard can it be? Obviously, my feet are not trained to do this for the whole remaining part of the race, because I never run barefoot on asphalt. I tried it once a few months ago, mainly on grass though for maybe 5 kilometers. It felt quite nice. How long can my feet do this with no preparation whatsoever? A few hundred meters maybe? What’s the worst that could happen – pain on the soles and putting on the shoes again, defeated. I could live with those consequences. So I decided to give this a try. Starting from 40, for the last 2.2 kilometers.
    

    
      I’m excited as I made this decision. Something new to experience and learn about! At 38 I eat another gel, enjoy the scenery some more and look forward to 40. Still got lots of energy. Maybe it would be another different option to try an ultramarathon soon, I think. I got the energy and experience, so why not. I ponder buying one of those backpacks for runners, which contain a bag which can be filled with fluids. I could’ve taken that with me and filled it with an apple spritzer, because that’s probably the best drink for athletes, containing almost everything you’ll need. For an ultramarathon it might make sense.
    

    
      But for now, barefoot it is. 40, and I go over to the side of the road, take off the shoes and socks, put them in one hand and off I go! Weird feeling. The asphalt is a bit rocky and rough, but it’s alright so far. Feels like some kind of massage therapy to the soles. My joints are doing okay with the now very natural muscle-based damping. My GPS watch is struggling very hard, because it relies on the shoe sensors to calculate my speed, but I have those in my hands now. Well, the GPS tracking is messed up anyways today.
    

    
      From time to time I step on little stones, but they go away by themselves. It’s working better than I thought! Looking on the street in order to avoid the very default situation of stepping on a banana peel and falling down is becoming important now. That means I cannot look at the sites, people, and the course so much anymore. But it’s worth it, this is fun! I step on a few squashed oranges and energy gel packages lying around, but it’s not a problem. I see the KM 41 sign and am very surprised how quickly I’ve reached it. I must be going at about the same speed as before. Makes you wonder why we all put so much money into better and faster running shoes.
    

    
      At about 41.5 the little stones on my soles get a bit annoying, though.
       
      I run on the white street stripes, because they are smoother. My two big toes suddenly start to tingle, I wonder why that is. But hey, just a few hundred meters left. The adrenaline will take care of it. Some spectators applaud as they see me going. Some probably also think I’m insane. Sidy told me he’s getting asked if his feet hurt all the time during his barefoot marathons.
    

    
      Wide street, as always, huge green gate, photographers, carpet – how nice for the feet! – and then I’m done!
    

    
      Happy face after finishing a marathon, as always. 
      Triumph right in front of the Arc de Triomphe. I feel a bit dizzy, though. How did that happen? Probably the nutrients I didn’t get because of the missing isotonic drinks. I’m so used to them. Crap, this isn’t good.
    

    
      The aftermath. 
      I walk for 50 meters in a rush of endorphins and then look down on my feet for the first time only to realize there’s blood on them! How did that happen? Is it someone else’s? No, it’s mine, the tingling big toes are bleeding. Both of them. Huge open blisters, this doesn’t look good. How come I didn’t notice? I put the shoes back on quickly and head for the first-aid tents. There’s a nice lady who even speaks German due to studying in Stuttgart, and who is very helpful and cleans and disinfects my wounds.
       
      Sticking plasters on top, and I’m good to go. Thanks!
    

    
      I still feel dizzy, though. Maybe I’ve not had enough water as well? This is weird, the whole race went so well, and now that I’ve finished it, this happens. I grab a bottle of water and empty it quickly. Doesn’t help right away. I eat a few oranges, hoping they contain the nutrients I need. Not so much. I need to sit down and relax. Walking very slowly and carefully, I realize this is a bad situation, because I’m alone here. No one can really take care of me in case I collapse or something like that. I’m glad I’m staying in Paris for another night, rushing to the airport now would have not been easy.
    

    
      My feet start to hurt more and more, probably because the adrenaline wears off, until I decide to lie down for a while, right near the Arc de Triomphe. The weather is still perfect, which feels nice right now. A few minutes later I decided to power through. Just one goal, reach the hotel room in one piece. I can do this. If the circulation keeps getting worse, as it does, I can always lie down somewhere.
    

    
      Now, the long way home. 
      I walk around the Place-Charles-de-Gaulle to the metro station, down into the filled up subway wagon. Standing. Waiting. It takes forever until the train leaves, I keep feeling worse. At the next stop I feel like I’m about to collapse and decide to get out and lie down again. That helps a bit. I take the next train and hold up, standing, for the next four stops, until I reach my neighborhood. Sitting down again. Ah, fresh air, that’s always good. Just 300 meters to walk to the hotel, this is possible, come one. And it was. This felt like another whole marathon! First course of action, eat everything I have lying around in the room. Pistachios, sweets, that’s it. A very quick shower and one and a half hours of sleep later I’m starting to do better again. What a relief!
    

    
      I stroll to the same Italian restaurant as yesterday, because it was good, and eat a lot to regain strength.
       
      A liter of Coke and a huge ice-cream at the end top it off.
       
      A few other runners are there, too. Some are still wearing their medals, they are this proud.
       
      Back at the hotel I feel healthy again and do my daily 7 minute workout routine. That’s a bit hard on the squishy toes, but it works. A long night of solid sleep later, a plane takes me to Berlin.
       
      Meeting my friend Kösel, seeing a show of the awesome band 
      At the Drive-In
      .
       
      One night at a friend’s place and a fast train ride later I’m at the office again, as if nothing happened. What a great weekend with lots of diverse experiences. The feet are doing very well again, by the way. I think I’m going to expand on that and do some more barefoot running in the near future. It’s almost summer, after all!
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      #22 Prague
    

    
      8th of May, 2016
    

    
      Beer. Kafka. Thirty Years’ War. Bohemia. Mozart. Castles. Smetana. Monarchies. Gothic. Kepler. Jews. Absinth. Dvořák. Einstein. Zátopek.
    

    
      Now that we got this out of the way, let’s get on with the race! Just kidding. I really admire this city and its rich culture of more than a thousand years. It’s been situated in the Duchy of Bohemia, the Kingdom of Bohemia (being part of the Holy Roman Empire, Austrian Empire, and Austro-Hungarian Empire), Czechoslovakia, the Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia, the Czech Socialist Republic, and finally the Czech Republic since 1993.
       
      It’s not huge with about 10 million citizens, but doing pretty well on a number of other things. Prague especially is very popular with international tourists, and the low cost despite a high standard of living makes it a beloved city to relocate to, as well.
    

    
      Prague has been featured in many movies, music videos, songs, you name it. There’s some kind of association existing in almost every person's head when hearing the city’s name. “Haven’t you already run in Prague?” is a question I often get when answering one of the two small-talky questions I have answered a lot of times, “which marathon is next?”. The other question being “when’s the next kid coming?” – I guess my behavior got quite predictable over the course of the last few years!
       
      But no, I haven’t already run in Prague. Hamburg is still the only city that had me running a marathon in it more than once. That might change in the future, because I recently got this idea of slowly repeating all EU marathons I couldn’t finish in less than 4 hours. It’s weird, but I kind of like the idea.
    

    
      For now, a standard Prague marathon is the plan. Three weeks after the Hamburg marathon and two and a half weeks after our third daughter’s birth, Emma, my two work partners being on vacation, there has been a lot going on recently. To top it off, I got sick the week before the race and even had to lie down in bed for a whole day on Wednesday before the marathon weekend to get better – something that hasn’t happened to me in a very long time. It worried me, honestly.
       
      At one point we even came close to calling the whole thing off. Some consultation with a couple of physician friends and strong antibiotics saved my ass though, and me, my wife and our three kids, our au pair Egor, and my two great in-laws were on our way to Prague on Friday of the race weekend. I was on a plane with our oldest, Julie, while all the others preferred to take the train.
    

    
      It’s been a tiny plane, maybe because the distance between Hamburg and Prague is also tiny. Julie and I had a great day together. It’s rare that I get to spend as much time with just her, now that we have three kids, so this was very special to her and me as well. Of course, if you’re a little girl spending a whole day with just your dad, it also means being allowed to eat about three ice-creams.
    

    
      We went to the marathon expo together in the afternoon. In an old and beautiful city like Prague that is held at a place like this.
    

    
      Weather was great, too, the first days of summer had just arrived. Inside the expo we quickly got the racing material and strolled around looking for nothing in particular. Julie got some free samples here and there, as well as a cool balloon to take with her. Then we spotted the wall with all the registered runners' names, a feature lots of marathons have. Compared to the huge wall in Paris this looked funny, though.
       
      Still, it had about 10,000 runners’ names on it – not too bad!
       
      In the evening, the rest of the family arrived and we met them at the central station to walk over to our apartment right in the center of town. Prague isn’t big, which is very refreshing.
       
      We got the whole Saturday to explore the city together, play with the kids and just enjoy it here in the sun. Good times.
       
      Hundreds of people were standing around an ancient clock at the main squ
      are 
      and taking a video of it. Turns out the clock is the oldest still operating astronomical clock in the world. From 1410.
       And some p
      ublic entertainment for kids 
      was there as well, in the form of a person making giant soap bubbles.
    

    
      The kids were a bit tiring to handle that day, I had to carry them all a lot. Having not quite regained my strength from the sickness yet, I was once again a bit worried about the race. As always in situations like these, my plan of choice is to plainly try and see how it goes. Getting enough sleep and having a large muesli breakfast laid a good foundation for that.
       
      At 8 in the morning it wasn’t too warm yet, so I opted for a sweater and planned to stash it at the tent service. But stepping out of the apartment I realized these tents were located just about 50 meters away. So I wore a sweater for just about 50 meters.
    

    
      The walk towards the start of the race was a bit longer than expected, but very relaxing in the empty streets. Empty, if it hadn’t been for a couple thousand quiet runners. It felt very good to arrive at Old Town Square, which was completely transformed overnight to be the marathon epicenter. Today, the plaza was the location for the start, finish, parts of 
      kilometers
       12
       to 
      13, lots of tents, a huge video screen, and some live music. Because the racing course crosses it, they had to build a temporary bridge for the crowds to avoid a Berlin wall situation.
    

    
      There was an MC as well, entertaining the crowd like a radio station host, mentioning lots of interesting facts about the race. Parts of it in English. I learned there were roughly 10,000 runners from about 95 different countries present. That’s a good number. It is difficult to get these numbers in your head and really grasp them, I find. The difference between these 10,000 and the 22,000 in Hamburg didn’t seem as vast as the plain numbers would make you think. 10,000 is quite a lot, especially for a rather small city like Prague. It’s all relative, anyways.
    

    
      Running a marathon while being sick. How will that feel? Probably not too great, so I was prepared to fight against all sorts of pain during the next four hours. Hopefully just four hours. I was determined to follow through with it.
       
      To convince myself it was doable, it helped a lot that I had recently read a very inspiring book called “Ultramarathon Man” by Dean Karnazes, an extremely will-powered person who holds the current world record for longest run without sleep, which was 560 kilometers in just under 81 hours. He writes about many other unusually long and tough races he completed, for example the Badwater Ultramarathon, which he finished many times and even won twice. That’s “just” a 217 kilometer race, but it starts in California’s Death Valley, the hottest place on earth, in July, where 45–50 degrees Celsius aren’t rare, and ends near the summit of Mount Whitney at an elevation of 2,548 m. Not only are you running for an incredibly long time, but also through a desert and up a mountain during really horrible conditions. And somehow, people still manage to do that. And they are also just human. Key to these kinds of tasks is, of course, the power of the mind. That’s what I was planning on utilizing today, too.
    

    
      Right before the start, the official Czech national anthem was played, quickly followed by the unofficial Czech national anthem, which is Smetana’s Vltava (German: Die Moldau), containing a powerful and heavily patriotic melody, known all over the world today.
       
      The course is oriented along the Vltava river, probably mainly because it’s beautiful. The first few kilometers already contain a couple of bridge crossings. Everything is so stunning I take pictures almost all the time. The course is a loop here, so when returning we can see the very fast leading group, consisting of one or two dozen Africans, as per usual. A bit later, a huge crowd of families with many kids, everyone dressed in matching white shirts, runs towards us on the other side of the road. Some kind of family fun run, I suppose. They were certainly enjoying themselves.
       
      And then, Vltava river crossing on Charles Bridge.
       
      This is one of the most iconic bridges in the world, and you can see why. It’s more than 600 years old, and incredibly, still standing.
       
      I’m running very carefully, keeping a casual pace of about 5:30 min/km and making sure my pulse stays below 150. It works and I feel fine, despite the circumstances. The course is so distractingly beautiful, I barely have the chance to really think about the pain from my illness last week. 
    

    
      After 
      ten
       kilometers I got overtaken by the 4:00h pacemaking runners, though. I don’t know what to think at first. Normally this would make me disappointed and eager to run faster, and it does a little. The question is, what strategy will win in my head, carefulness because of the pain, or ambition. At this point, I decide to be just a little bit faster and overtake the 4:00 hours guys again to stay closely in front of them for the time being. As a psychological advantage.
       
      Three kilometers later, the family awaits me at the fences not far away from our apartment. They’ve all made it here and I’m very happy to see all these smiling faces! I take a bit of time to thank them all, and talk for a bit and kiss all the kids and answer their questions. During those 30 seconds, the four hour runners overtake me again. Oh well!
       
      Maybe I should just let them leave and ignore it. That seems to be the reasonable option. Run at the pace my body allows today. Be glad it’s faster than ∞ minutes per kilometer at all and enjoy the course as much as it deserves.
    

    
      But then, somewhere between 15 and 17, I suddenly have a change of heart. Dean Karnazes survived the most gruesome conditions, and did that so many times, with just his willpower. I can fight, too! So I increase the speed and soon pass by the 4 hour balloons again. This is better.
    

    
      I just have to stress this: what a great city. I can very much understand why so many tourists choose Prague as a destination. As a person from Hamburg, I often compare the cities I visit with the one I know best of them all. It has some things to offer, but it really doesn’t compare well to European cities like Prague, Paris, London, Berlin, or many others. “The most beautiful city in the world” is a phrase I have often heard to describe my hometown, but people who say so have clearly not seen a lot of the world. Which is fine, but what I’m advocating here is to travel and explore more. Keep an open mind. Shifting money-spending priorities towards this is a good decision in my opinion, because after all, we all are born on this one planet and will someday die here as well: it seems logical to use the time to explore the place.
    

    
      The running gets more difficult now. The increase of my pace bumped my heart-rate up to 170, which is 85% of my maximum heart rate and clearly is too high to maintain for the remaining 25 kilometers. I just barely manage to keep up the pace, it’s quite hard on the psyche. The legs feel swollen and slow, as if I’d have to drag them behind me. Not the best day for running a marathon.
    

    
      To the rescue, energy gels! As mentioned, the idea of those is to give you energy in the form of easily digestible forms of sugars to avoid your glycogen savings being empty. At this time I’m using a honey-based version which has no need for artificial stuff like all the other brands include. It also comes in four flavors, one of which has coffee for the additional caffeine kick, another one with an extra amount of sodium to make sure your levels stay healthy.
    

    
      I packed all four and was very glad I did. Having just one right now after roughly half of the marathon felt very good. The only downside with this new product, it’s next to impossible to buy. Of course, eating some tasty honey with mashed fruit in it doesn’t solve all the problems. But it tastes great and makes sure I don’t lose my energy. Good that that’s taken care of.
    

    
      The weather is quite warm meanwhile, but the course is somewhat less interesting, unfortunately. Although we’re always in close proximity to the wonderful river, it’s rarely possible to see it in all its glory. And the further we move away from the old city center, the less attractive the areas get. True for almost any city.
    

    
      I check my GPS watch very often to make sure I don’t unintentionally lose speed again, which results in me keeping a very steady pace but having to fight harder and harder to hold that up. I’m grateful everything else during this run is working very well. The water and isotonic drinks stations are perfectly organized, it’s not too crowded, there are wet sponges to cool you off at every refreshment station, and so I’m not missing anything except for my general fitness.
    

    
      Some more gel. That helps. Five kilometers later, another one. At 31, Sophie is there again and she’s holding tiny Emma, who is sleeping during her first ever marathon viewing and looking very cute. That image carried me through a lot more kilometers. 
    

    
      Back to the city center, the last part is a repetition of the first part, a loop through the north of the city. It’s not far now, I can do this. I’m calculating a lot to see how far I might be in front of the 4:00h pacemakers, and see if I’m losing time on them or not. A couple minutes of a buffer are there, but they could be used up very quickly if I would have to walk. I see a collapsed guy being taken care of by some paramedics at the side of the road. I don’t ever want to end a marathon like this. I’m pretty sure though I can finish today without something like that, but on the other hand, he probably thought the same.
       
      Another gel, now with caffeine for the last five kilometers. A good boost! The crowds are good today, not many people, but in great spirit. Funny signs, smiles, music, cheers. “You’re looking good, it’s not far now!” – It seems so ineffective hearing this from some stranger, but it really does help me to hear that.
    

    
      Everything works according to the plan. I can keep the pace. No balloon-carrying runners will overtake me again today. 40, 41, then a sign: the last 700 meters. I could walk and still make it in front of them!
    

    
      Wow, what a fight. 3:55:33 hours. It’s weird, it felt harder than the other two races during which I struggled a lot (Athens and Helsinki), but this time I was mentally prepared and fought against it and won. I guess that’s the experience I have accumulated. Running through that gate at the end always is a high, no matter what happened during the 42.195 kilometers before it. This time I was especially glad I made it through.
    

    
      That was quite a race. You might think I’m glad it’s over, but even if it was painful and a fight, I enjoyed the time. It’s still nice to focus on just this one thing for a longer period of time every once in a while. 
    

    
      I wonder how many marathons I will have done when I’m old and can’t do any more. When you look at those aged crowds at marathon races, it seems like I can have some years ahead of me.
    

    
      After this, I had to sit down right away to get some strength back. The finisher’s goodie bag had cold water in it, that’s convenient. I sprayed it over my pumping legs to cool them off. Strolling through the streets of Prague, I’m feeling good. I took my time, sat down a few more times until I got back to our apartment to meet all the others and face the mayhem that would commence right then. Bath with the kids, a few minutes of lying in bed and I’m almost good as new!
    

    
      In the evening, after the kids fell asleep, we used one of the last chances of having our great au pair Egor with us. A week after the Prague trip, he would be leaving us to go home to Moscow. It’s already been a year, his visa is expiring. So he was kind enough to watch the kids while Sophie and I walked around the city. Together with tiny Emma of course, she’s still so small she needs Mom around her 24/7. It was a very nice time to see the city’s sights on a warm summer’s night, I won’t forget that.
       
      There is just one possible conclusion to arrive at from this trip. I’m going to do an ultramarathon soon. I’m ready. Provided I have enough gels with me.
    

    
      It’s going to be a marathon-free summer again, as most European races take place in spring and fall. But I’m doing something crazy in a few weeks, I’m attempting an open-water swim of 12 kilometers. It’s a race in Cologne and I’ve never swum that far, so I’m curious how that will turn out. 
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      #23 Vilnius
    

    
      11th of September, 2016
    

    
      Frank Zappa
    

    
      This music genius has absolutely nothing to do with the Lithuanian capital of Vilnius. Still, there’s a four meter high cast of his head in the city center.
       
      But why?!
    

    
      The basic reason is that Vilnius has some citizens who inhabit a healthy combination of effectiveness and silliness. Frank Zappa was a silly guy, too. When the Soviet Union broke apart and Lithuania became independent, lots of statues of socialist leaders were torn down, which created free spaces on the remaining plinths. Some people wanted to replace one particular statue with a statue of the late Frank Zappa, which is very cool, if you ask me. If you swap Lenin for Zappa, you’re going in the right direction!
    

    
      The Guardian wrote about it in 2000 (https://www.theguardian.com/travel/2000/jan/29/lithuania), it’s a very cool story and also touches on the subject of Užupis, a UNESCO world heritage neighborhood in Vilnius, which is also a self-declared independent state – The Republic of Užupis – right in the middle of Vilnius. Of the 7,000 citizens of Užupis, about 1,000 are said to be artists of different kinds. The “country” has a president, four different flags corresponding to the current season, has its independence day on April Fools’, and claims to have an army of 11 people. This is just brilliant.
    

    
      “Don’t Fight, Don’t Win, Don’t Surrender!” is Užupis’ motto
    

    
      Of course, no nation recognizes their sovereignty, but Lithuanians are treating them in the correct way. They let them have their fun. A former Vilnius mayor even lives in the area and is often taking part in their events. Many world leaders could learn a lot from that level of closeness to the people.
    

    
      Other than that, Lithuania remains a mysterious country to me. With its Soviet history, now being one of the three thriving Baltic sister states, it seems to have found its place. Still, we didn’t really know what to expect. And if it hadn’t been for my marathon conquest, the chances would have been rather slim to visit the place. After coming back from it, I can now say it’s definitely a place worth visiting.
       
      When friends asked their question “which marathon is next?”, I always answered: “Vilnius, and can you tell me which country it’s in? 
      In fact
      , can you name all three Baltic states and their capitals?” – very few were actually able to do that. 
      Tells
       you a lot. But to be honest, I couldn’t tell either before I visited them all. Travel broadens the mind.
    

    
      Marathons 
      a
      gain, 
      f
      inally!
       
      It’s been a while since I’ve been running these distance events, and I must say, I’ve missed it. My summer was full of cool and new events – mainly triathlons – and it’s been a lot of fun. The 12 kilometer swim was unfortunately over after 10 because of a thunderstorm. I’ll need to go back next year. For now, a good old fashioned marathon will do.
       
      My training status is probably the best it’s ever been so far in my life. In almost all of the races I did this summer, I reached new personal bests. One week, I even got to 100 running kilometers for the first time ever, by doing 4 sessions of ~25 kilometers in the mornings. Quite good! So I’m hoping for a new full marathon personal best this year, too. 3:40:47 is the time to beat, done in Tallinn about one year ago.
    

    
      The weekend right before the Vilnius marathon, I did a bit too much sports. On that Friday, I ran a 27 kilometer training run in the morning, and then heard about a small 7.532 kilometer (= 1 Prussian Mile) race in the evening, at which I came in 11th out of 121. It felt funny to reach the finish and then stand there with just a few other people who were also done. I made two new running friends that way!
    

    
      The next day, Saturday, I drove to Hannover to partake in the olympic distance Maschsee Triathlon, which was very nice and successful, too. But my immune system didn’t take it that well, so a little infection from my kids’ kindergarten managed to take me down. I had to spend part of the week being useless in bed, and was very sad about that. Towards the end of the week it got better, so we decided to do the journey.
       
      I remembered the rule I got from a similar situation right before the Prague marathon this year: if the pain is below your neck, don’t run a marathon. It wasn’t, so I will try. Into the plane!
       
      These small
       propeller planes they use for that particular route
       seem so archaic. But ours did the job and after a short stop-over in Riga the five of us arrived in Vilnius. For little Emma, it was the first flight ever. She did very well.
    

    
      Vilnius is sometimes called the 
      Jerusalem of the North
       or 
      Rome of the East
      . 
      From the airplane windows I already noticed the huge amount of beautiful churches in this city. Vilnius has a rich Jewish history, and was always known to be very liberal and welcoming to others. They welcomed many different cultural influences, which is always a good thing. We arrived at noon on Thursday of the race weekend, so we had lots of time to walk through the streets to explore the city.
    

    
      One official building in the city center was just putting up an EU flag as we walked by. 
      After these EU struggles of the recent months, it’s very nice to see that some countries still enjoy being a member. For good reasons, of course, being a recipient nation of the union. The capital is in great shape and noticeable optimism hovers in the air. The country is among the fastest growing economies in the EU, has a high Human Development Index, and it’s very easy to do business here. In 2015, the euro currency was adopted in Lithuania, as well. A country on the rise, and partly because the EU exists to help each other out. That’s something.
    

    
      Walking around in the great weather we noticed lots of tourists like us roaming the many plazas. Everything looked very pretty. The language of the locals sounded very weird to me. I have studied Russian in school for three years, but haven’t learned enough to be able to speak. Lithuanian sounded so close to Russian, but I could not understand a single word. Sometimes, when listening very closely, I could make out a word that sounded similar to a Russian word I knew. It was a strange experience.
       
      We made our way to the marathon expo, which consisted of just one tent with the starting bags and one NIKE tent with sports clothes. Tiny.
       
      The tower on this cathedral square in the center of the town immediately got a nickname from us, Rapunzel’s tower.
    

    
      The volunteers in the tent were friendly and helpful and handed me a marathon bag full of great stuff. Food, drink, even a free shirt. Considering the tiny amount of money I’ve paid for this marathon, I’m already recommending this race at this point.
       
      We walked around some more when Sophie and I realized we both thought the other one had packed clothes for me. I always carry my special marathon clothes as carry-on luggage into the plane, because I don’t trust the airlines to always remember all checked-in bags, so the run wasn’t in jeopardy, but day-to-day clothes for five days of Vilnius were missing. Well! We walked into a store and I just bought everything I needed for the price of one single shirt in Germany. Great d
      eal
      !
    

    
      We went to family friendly restaurants and were swept away as well. Great food, great atmospheres, lovely people, and low prices. The Vegafé chain was our favorite. Recommendation.
       
      Many cafés just block the road with their tables. Cafés > Cars.
    

    
      Our three kids 
      were
       quite a bit of work during this trip, but it’s always worth it. Seeing them enjoying these new places and excitedly talking about it later is just so rewarding.
       
      The evening before the race we had obligatory pasta, and I followed a popular Instagram trend of laying out my running clothes, because why not.
    

    
      I was worrying a bit about getting enough recovery time from last week’s sickness in time for the race. I still felt a bit weak. The night from Saturday to Sunday wasn’t the greatest, and during breakfast, when I usually enjoy my early quiet marathon concentration me-time phase, the kids woke up and wanted to play. As cute as they are, no one can say no to that.
       
      Sophie took over again at 8 AM, as I needed to leave to be at the start in time. It’s so great of her to take care of all three kids during these events, I’m very thankful. She never complains. I hope the kids are well behaved during the next few hours.
    

    
      The race. 
      16 degrees, fog, empty streets. 800 meters to walk to the start. Compare that to a 1.5 hour train ride through the city of London – how diverse our European capitals are!
       
      But when I arrived at the cathedral square, everything looked a lot larger than I imagined. Many more tents were put up during the night, runners were everywhere, loud music playing, and a good atmosphere.
       
      A huge TV screen was broadcasting a few presenters and organizers who were talking about the event and proudly announcing that 1,000 participants from 50 different nations were going to do the full marathon. There’s also a half marathon, a 4.2 km fun run and a kids’ run. In total, there were a few thousand people running in Vilnius today
      . 
      A little warm-up session with a fitness coach, a parade of the nations, the national anthem playing. They gave us the works.
       
      We marathoners were about to start together with the half marathoners, so it got a little more crowded at the start. Still, very moderate, compared to many other EU marathons.
    

    
      Start! 
      It’s 9 AM sharp and off we go. It just takes about half a minute until I run through the gate as well and am off to my 23rd EU capital marathon. We’re getting closer to the end. Right after the start, the first river crossing of the Neris is occurring.
    

    
      I feel good enough to be running again. But I fear the week has taken its toll. I can only try and see what will happen.
       
      The course is nice, leading along the Neris river at first on closed down main streets. To the right side we can see the financial district with quite a few glass skyscrapers. I got into my preferred pace of around 5:00 minutes per kilometer, which would mean a 3:30 marathon, 10 minutes better than my personal best. I have no idea if I can do that today, but my body felt like going at this speed, so I chose to follow.
    

    
      The course went through some narrower streets now, and it was quite crowded there. Not perfect, but standard during the first kilometers. After six kilometers we cross the Neris for the second time and get right into Vingis Park, a forested area of the city, very green and relaxing. I notice how much better the air suddenly became and that makes me even faster. I overtake the 4:00h pacers and even the 3:45h pacers within the first four to five kilometers.
       
      At 10 kilometers, we’re still in the forest but now run around its core, which is an open air stadium field. This is funny, because it feels like running in a circle. I can see all the people in front and behind me.
    

    
      After that, there are some surprisingly demanding hills to be conquered and then it’s out of the park again. A street section follows, which has a 180 degree turning point after 1.5 kilometers, which is also interesting to me. I can see the 3:15h pacers and the 3:30h pacers coming towards me and after I turn around as well, I see the slower 3:45h and 4:00h pacers, too. I’m closer to 3:30h, I realize.
    

    
      Now comes the even prettier part. We’re running right into the old town on its cobblestone streets. Those are not easy to run on, but it’s stunningly beautiful. At kilometer 18, Sophie and the kids are awaiting me. The spot is just 50 meters from our flat, so it’s perfect for them. Julie and Vera had ice-cream and were happy about seeing me and demanded kisses. It’s great they are here with me. The last few races were too much of a logistical effort for everyone, which meant I couldn’t share my happiness about this hobby of mine with them. But today it’s different and I enjoy that a lot. My dear four ladies. Emma is sleeping, Sophie is doing great. All good.
    

    
      The course has some more demanding ups and downs now, when I suddenly see a hot air balloon just about to take off. Good timing!
       
      I’ve always wanted to go with one, but this one was going in the wrong direction
      . 
      Right after this, we go through the before-mentioned neighborhood and semi-independent state of Užupis. There are no people around, though. I hope they’re not silently protesting the event for reasons unknown to me, but I don’t think so. Maybe they are still asleep, they are artists after all.
    

    
      Just a few more turns and there’s the goal! But that’s not the end, yet. I am just half-way there. Marathoners have to do two laps, while maybe 80 percent of the runners chose just the half marathon race and are done at this point.
    

    
      I can watch the half marathoners stop and proudly receive their medals, as I follow 
      a
       yellow dude on towards the next lap.
       
      Suddenly it’s all a lot more quiet. There are so few runners left! In my imagination I expected 1,000 full marathoners to fill up the streets quite well, but that’s not the case. After 21.1 kilometers, the field is stretched out over many kilometers, naturally. The first few guys will be completely done already within the next half hour or so.
    

    
      My first lap clocked in at about 1:46 hours. I’m very happy with that. Doubling the time would be 3:32, so a good personal best might be possible. After the first half is done, I usually allow myself to calculate a bit and I think it’s doable today. But a marathon starts at kilometer 30.
    

    
      It’s also good that I know how the next half of the race will look like with its ups and downs, so that I don’t spend my energy too early. The first few kilometers are great, and getting into the Vingis Park is another highlight. The fog and clouds have moved away and made space for a great summer’s day. 25 degrees now.
       
      Some other runner starts talking to me. He is going for 3:30h too, it’s his second full marathon and he’s a local guy. We wish each other good luck and I confidently overtake him.
    

    
      And then it happens. 
      At 32, still in the park, one of the hills suddenly gets me. The energy is gone and I need to walk. It’s been such a long time since I’ve had to walk during a marathon. I’m wondering what has happened. All the possible reasons flow through my head, as I ponder the solutions. It’s not the figurative guy with the hammer or the wall, because I’ve had enough energy gels and I’ve eaten enough. I’ve had enough fluids, sodium, everything. It must be the week of sickness. My muscles aren’t there yet.
    

    
      Walking gets the heart rate down a bit, which feels good. Half a minute of walking, who cares. Maybe not 3:30h, but I can try some other time. I realize that I’m going to have to fight again, which is not really what I wanted to do today. There are other times when I want that, but not today. This was supposed to be a relaxed marathon. I run again, and it’s alright. Downhill is okay anyways, my flat pace hovers a little over 5:00 minutes per kilometer, which is still very good. But I’m getting slower, I notice.
       
      What’s different here from other marathons, is the volunteers. They are doing a great job as well and everything works perfectly. But they seem to have positioned some additional volunteers just to do the cheering, with no other tasks at all! Every now and then there are two or three girls in their early 20s just cheering in the middle of the street, wearing official volunteer clothes, high-fiving everyone. Lovely! All their cheers are done in Lithuanian, though. They’re talking to every single runner directly, because there are so few at this state, so it’s actually a little interesting what they have said. But there’s no time to say “English please!” and start a conversation. Anyways, I liked this idea.
    

    
      It gets more difficult. The feet hurt, the lower legs hurt, the upper legs hurt, the back hurts. Crap. I get slower, there’s no choice. On some of the hills, I walk. Kilometer 35, and the old town part begins. I receive a text from Sophie: Julie and Vera spontaneously decided they wanted to take part in the 200 meter kids’ race! They’ve never done that, but I guess being confronted with my running inspired them today. I’m a bit proud. Sophie sends pictures, they even received shirts and medals for finishing! So cute. It’s a very well organized and executed event here in Vilnius, I’m impressed.
    

    
      36, 37, 38. Slowly I’m moving forward.
    

    
      I reach 40, and that’s a point where I decide to run through the rest. It’s a fight, but it feels like I should do that now. A
      nd 
      I don’t want to walk through a finishing gate. 
      My
       pace is slow and I’m sure it’s not going to be a personal best 
      today
      , but I don’t care about that a lot. This last cobblestone passage is a bit difficult, but doable still. I’m glad I’m not at the Badwater Ultra or Western States 100. Yet.
    

    
      3:43:35 officially.
       
      What a great time! My third best marathon ever, I didn’t expect that after the struggle of the last ten kilometers. I think that means I can do a much faster marathon soon, given I don’t get sick again the week before. Good to know.
    

    
      It’s good to just slowly walk for now, though. I’m very glad another marathon is done. And it was a beautiful one. Very well organized, on a great course. Thank you very much, Vilnius! I walk over to Rapunzel’s Tower and just lie down on the grass next to it.
    

    
      Wow. I’m exhausted. Sophie and the kids soon come over from the kids’ run and Julie and Vera proudly show their medals to me. It’s so cute to see them having earned their first running medals ever just now! Julie (4.5 years) was really into it, apparently. Vera (2.5) insisted on trying next to her bigger sister, but then didn’t really understand the idea of the event and got scared by the sudden running. Both got finisher’s bags as well, containing some toys and sweets. After having finished the race, Vera asked Sophie if she could do the same thing again right away. Just like her father!
    

    
      But not immediately. It’s nice to have the buggy here for me as a crutch. The legs are giving me a hard time.
       
      The 
      h
      arder the 
      r
      ace, the 
      b
      etter the 
      f
      inish.
       I’m h
      appily exhausted. 
      There’s a b
      road grin on my face. Marathons are the best.
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      #24 Sofia
    

    
      9th of October, 2016
    

    
      Time for a vacation! 
      For the second time this year, Sophie and I have decided I would take this marathon trip alone, without her and the kids. That’s a tough decision, because I really like having them all around me. Four weeks ago, Vilnius had been great, but required a lot of strength, as we had expected. Without any help, a weekend trip like this with three small kids has become a serious effort, which is why in early spring of this year, we decided to skip one of the three fall marathon family trips, and make it a short vacation for just me.
       
      Which is also the upside to this decision. I get to have a break from our daily routine and relax for two days! And run a marathon, of course.
    

    
      I’m both sad and happy about the situation. But another upside is the huge amount of money saved by flying alone, which I decided to put to good use by getting a good hotel instead of a cheap apartment. And fly a better airline, Lufthansa, not one of the low-cost ones. Still, so much money was saved! I even considered upgrading to Business Class for the first time in my life, but that would have been overkill. After analyzing the cost to benefit ratio of that, I’m quite sure it doesn’t ever really make sense. But one day, I’d like to try that, too.
       For now, I was able to r
      ent a quick new Mercedes via car2go 
      car-sharing 
      to get to the airport. I’d have preferred a Tesla – one day.
    

    
      There aren’t many countries missing on my list by now. The only remaining ones are Bulgaria, Romania, Croatia, and Belgium. I’ve put Belgium last, because it’s the capital of the EU. The other three are coincidentally also the three newest EU member states. Bulgaria and Romania joined in 2007, Croatia in 2013.
       
      In Bulgaria’s case, it’s been nine years of membership already, and I’m looking forward to seeing what a difference it has made. Last time I went to Sofia was right before that, about ten years ago. At the time, the city did not look that pretty to me, but I’ve just spent a very short amount of time there, to be fair.
    

    
      The country of Bulgaria also has a long history, one of the longest on the European continent. Sofia has been a human settlement for probably about 8,000 years! And there are apparently records of that from the Neolithic Age (i.e. New Stone Age). Amazing, I think. The Cyrillic alphabet was invented here. The country had been part of the Byzantine as well as the Ottoman Empire.
    

    
      More recently, during World War 2, Bulgaria got besieged by the Russians, even though they hadn’t been a part of the war against Russia. Still, there was a pro-fascist government at the time, so they had a reason. But after the war the Russians tried to get Bulgaria to be part of the Soviet Union, which is clearly a power-grab. That plan failed, though.
    

    
      The fall of the Soviet Union in 1990 also sparked changes in Bulgaria, with former King Simeon Borisov Saxe-Coburg-Gotha returning from exile after World War 2, renaming himself to the much less kingly and a lot more Bulgarian Simeon Sakskoburggotski, and being democratically elected as prime minister in 2001. “We want our king!” – the crowds cheered. Under his management, steps were taken for Bulgaria to finally become a EU member in 2007.
    

    
      Just 7.2 million people live here, 1.2 of them in the capital of Sofia, which is a huge percentage compared to most other European countries. Culture is rich here, especially musically. Concept artist Christo, whose work I admire, is also a Bulgarian, by the way. They have John Atanasoff, who invented the digital computer, and Carl Djerassi, “father” of the contraceptive pill. People here like to play chess and do wrestling (the real kind), and are good at it. Tough minds, tough bodies.
    

    
      Another thing I usually look up beforehand in a new country, are the universal social gestures. In some countries, for example, a simple thumbs up can mean something obscene. And I don’t want to cause any trouble in such a stupid way. So I came across this weird thing in Bulgaria: nodding your head and shaking your head are apparently switched! The legend says, it’s because of the reaction of a former beloved freedom fighter, who was held captive with a sword under his chin, and asked if he wanted to live. Of course he wanted to, but nodding would have produced an unwanted result in that situation. The story does not hold up too well, when you think about it, because shaking his head must have created similar injuries to his neck, not only technically, but also because of the way his enemies would interpret it. Still, it’s good to know this is different in Bulgaria. Although I’m sure people will still know what you mean, given you look foreign to them. Globalization has its advantages.
    

    
      What I painfully remember of Bulgaria, though, is a 2:1 victory of their national football team against Germany at the FIFA World Cup quarter finals in 1994. Bulgaria’s winning goal had even been scored by Yordan Letchkov, who at the time was playing for our Hamburg football club. It’s a childhood memory to me. I don’t blame them, though, they were better players that day.
       So the journey begins. 
      An early flight via Frankfurt to Sofia. On the plane, the announcements currently include the sentence: “If you’re traveling with a Samsung Galaxy Note7 phone, you must now completely switch it off and are not allowed to use or charge it during the entirety of this and all other Lufthansa flights.” — following the string of little explosions these phones recently had. 
    

    
      Landing in Sofia, the mainly Bulgarian people in the plane ignored the cabin crew’s announcements completely. Right after touchdown, the seat-belts clicked and dozens were standing up in the moving plane to take their luggage from the overhead compartments. I’ve never seen this much disobedience in any plane so far. Why would they react this way? The crew just ignored it. They’re probably used to it.
    

    
      Arriving at the airport, there’s a passport control, which is unusual for EU country travel. Bulgaria, along with Romania, Croatia, and Cyprus, has not yet joined the Schengen Area. They’re working on it, but the requirements have not yet been fulfilled
      . 
      Different money also. Old men with beards on the bills, a classic.
    

    
      Right after, the first aggressive taxi drivers are racing towards me to offer me an over-expensive ride. I knew about this and opted for the metro. It was built in 2012, partly by EU funds, which is why I was eager to check it out. It’s very modest and functional, I like it. A half hour ride through about ten stations into the city center cost 1.60 BGN, or Lev, as the currency is called. That’s about 0.80 euros, which is laughably cheap to our standards. As well as it should be. Public transport should be subsidized as much as possible. Well done, Sofia!
    

    
      Unfortunately I didn’t have to get out at the station named “European Union”, but a different one to get to my hotel. The room has a view of the city and the mountains in the background. I didn’t realize the region was so mountainous. Checking it out, I am surprised Sofia is at 600 meters above zero. Good for athletic training, but for a race?
    

    
      Next, I walk to the nearby stadium to collect my bib number.
       
      I was expecting some kind of hall with lots of companies showing off their running gear as always, but arriving there I am finding just one small place which hands out the numbers and nothing else.
       
      No real surprise though, this is another small marathon in a small country, after all
      . 
      There’s a queue in front of it, because people are required to sign a medical statement confirming their fitness first. I feel fine, so they can have my signature.
       
      Racing number including RFID tracking chip, a can of juice, and a free running shirt. Not too bad for the very little amount of just 30 lev (about 15 euros) I had paid for the race.
    

    
      After having taken care of this, I turn to walk to the city center in order to have some food now. On the way there I met Michael, a nice guy from Cologne who had just sent me an email out of the blue a few days prior. In that email, he told me that he found this blog of mine a few years ago and liked it, and also started running European capital marathons. How cool is that? He planned to do the Sofia Marathon as well, and we decided to meet up. After a few minutes of talking about our shared hobby, we decided to meet again tomorrow at the race. Should be easy, as this one probably has very few participants
      .
    

    
      After some food and some sightseeing I excitedly returned to the hotel, because tonight will be a very special night.
       
      The 
      Ironman
       World Championships in Kailua-Kona, Hawaii.
       
      Because of the huge time difference, the pro athletes surrounding Jan Frodeno and Sebastian Kienle will start at 7:25 PM, which is 6:25 in the Hawaii morning. Add about eight hours of Ironman racing to that and you’ll arrive at 3:25 in the morning here in Sofia. I would have watched the whole thing as I did last year, but the night before a marathon race is important. I need to get some rest, which is a shame. I watch until they are about half-way done with the 180 kilometers of biking, some time before midnight. It’s a very exciting race this time, because there are many pros who have it in them to win if they’re on a good day.
    

    
      Ordering room service pasta to get enough carbohydrates during the Ironman watching is very helpful.
       
      But in the end, I have to get some sleep while those guys run their marathons, in order to run my own marathon tomorrow. Waking up at 7:30, you can guess what the first thing is that I check. Yes, as expected, Frodeno won. Kienle, in second place, apparently gave him a hard time, though. And surprise bronze medalist Patrick Lange, who I think is a very cool guy, did the fastest ever Ironman Hawaii marathon at just 2:39 hours, which I am not the only one dreaming of. First 3 places, 5th and 7th, and also the female and male amateur groups were all won by Germans today. Triathlon fits our nation, I guess. I certainly like it, too, having two more full Ironman distance races planned for 2017.
    

    
      Inspiring news, especially from surprise 3rd place Patrick Lange. So now my own challenge can begin.
    

    
      After a rich hotel breakfast, I get ready to leave for the race and routinely check my phone for the current outside temperature. It says: 1. This must be wrong. I kill the app, reload. 1. Switch from hotel WiFi to 4G: still 1. Oh no! A few days before it was supposed to be a gentle 10 to 15 degrees Celsius! I didn’t even bring a running jacket. I guess it’s going to be a cold day for me. Let's see.
       
      Stepping outside in my running gear, I expect the worst, but am pleasantly surprised. No winds, very clear and clean air, and it’s now 3 degrees. Not too bad, I think. And the app says it’s going to increase by 3 degrees every hour, ending up at 15 degrees around noon. Unless the wind is waking up, it’ll be fine. It’s sunny right now, and the city seems empty. I like Sunday mornings.
    

    
      Arriving at the stadium again, where the start and finish are located, everything looks very different from yesterday. They have set up many tents overnight and it’s crowded with many hundreds of runners by now. A surprise, same as in Vilnius. Loud music is playing, an MC entertaining the crowd, and many attractions for the kids are here. Even a huge screen and crane camera have been set up. Drones are flying around.
    

    
      There are four different races starting this morning: a 3k FunRun for the whole family, followed by us full marathoners, followed by a 21.1 half marathon, and even a 10.55 quarter marathon race. In total, there are more than a thousand runners. Who would have thought!
       
      The FunRun comes first and really looks like lots of fun. The first row of kids is sprinting away, loving what they’re doing. Many kids and parents follow, some company colleagues with matching shirts, all of them enjoying themselves. Good energy here at 
      the kids’ runs
      .
       
      As kids, we all once had this love for running. Some have lost it, but I’m very glad I’m one of those who’ve found it again.
    

    
      I’m looking for Michael everywhere, but cannot find him. It’s harder than we both thought with these kinds of crowds. I might see him on the course, I think.
       
      Lining up for the marathon now, there are some Country Marathon Club members meeting each other again by coincidence. An old Finnish guy and an evenly old German one. They are excited about it and take photos. I like how this sport brings people together. I’m a (not so serious) member of the Marathon Globetrotters, but I can’t see anyone here who is wearing that jersey or seems familiar. Next time, maybe.
       
      A couple minutes left. I do not feel nervous at all this time. Training was good the last few weeks, I did a few shorter races as well as slower long runs and feel quite fit. I am just eager to run now, I can’t wait. And then the Bulgarian countdown finally starts. 
    

    
      10, 9, 8, those numbers are understandable in every language. 
      3, 2, 1, GO!
       
      The 1st of 4 laps of equal length starts! What a nice feeling to finally go off.
    

    
      I have planned to do my pacing differently than in Vilnius this time. I don’t want to walk today at 38, I want to do it well and start slow, to increase the pace during the whole length, being fastest on the last kilometers. It’s a bold plan, but you gotta have goals, right?
    

    
      Speaking of goals, today I would like to beat my best time. I think I can do it, because yesterday was very easy on my energy, with almost no physical stress compared to my daily routine. In order to finish in the necessary 3:40 hours total, each lap has to take me 55 minutes at the most. Seems doable to me, the pace isn’t crazy for my current standards. But I decided to do this unconsciously at first, not looking at the GPS watch during the complete first lap and seeing where I naturally landed. Second lap similarly, and then increase the pace if there’s energy left during the last half.
    

    
      The first kilometers feel very good. My body warms up, the sun is doing its part as well. There are maybe 300 full marathon participants, which means it’s not at all crowded on the course. Good. The fact that we’re doing four laps today is also beneficial to me, because I can find out about the whole course during the first lap and then exactly know what I can expect during the later, harder kilometers. Mentally, that’s a huge advantage.
    

    
      1st Lap: Checking 
      o
      ut 
      t
      he 
      c
      ourse. 
      We run on broad streets, which I prefer. There’s lots of space everywhere. Green parks surround us from time to time, and there are three little hills to be climbed. Thirty meters up at the most, which is very doable. The course does not provide a lot of diversity, though. Most parts look alike. I don’t mind. The cheering crowds are apparent, but not huge. All in all, a solid course.
    

    
      There’s a short uphill section 1k before the end of the lap, which requires some strength. The view pays it back, though.
       
      I reach the start/finish after 10.55 kilometers and 54 minutes and 9 seconds. Awesome! 51 seconds better than what I need for the personal best and all without looking at the watch. The next lap can begin!
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      2nd Lap: Meeting 
      fa
      ster 
      p
      eople
      . 
      Same course, different weather. It has increased by a few degrees. At about 17 kilometers, half-way through the second lap, the pacing car overtakes me, together with a police escort for the front runners.
       
      Always so amazing how these guys fly by.
       I’ll allow a quick glance at my watch: g
      ood pace. 
    

    
      The frontrunners are now at about 28 kilometers, after 1:29 hours. That looks like a solid fast finishing time, but no world record. It’s only very few runners who overtake here. Every couple kilometers there comes another one, maybe. It’s a small race.
       
      But there are a few of the fast half marathoners who overtake me now, they can be identified by the color of their bib numbers. They started ten minutes after us. None of the 10.55k runners overtook me on the first lap, though. And after the second lap, no one of the half marathoners will do that anymore, as well.
       
      As the lap comes to an end, I still feel very good. I’m looking forward to what time I did on the second lap. And the display on the gate confirms my suspicions: 1:46:54! I already increased the pace, by accident. So now I’m 3:06 minutes below my personal best.
    

    
      Status After Lap 2
    

    
    
    
      
        
          	
            
              Lap
            

          
          	
            
              Goal Time
            

          
          	
            
              Elapsed Time
            

          
          	
            
              Lap Time
            

          
          	
            
              Lap Offset
            

          
          	
            
              Total Offset
            

          
        

        
          	
            
              #1
            

          
          	
            
              0:55:00
            

          
          	
            
              0:54:09
            

          
          	
            
              0:54:09
            

          
          	
            
              -0:51
            

          
          	
            
              -0:51
            

          
        

        
          	
            
              #2
            

          
          	
            
              1:50:00
            

          
          	
            
              1:46:54
            

          
          	
            
              0:52:45
            

          
          	
            
              -2:15
            

          
          	
            
              -3:06
            

          
        

      
    

    
      
    

    
      3rd Lap: Meeting 
      s
      lower 
      p
      eople. Now it’s safe to slowly and carefully increase the pace even more. I feel great. Needless to say, I overtake many people now, because most usually don’t pace themselves this well. I pass by an older father with his maybe 20 year old daughter. He is surprised and talks to me in Bulgarian, then in English:
    

    
      – “Which lap are you on? 3rd or 4th?”
    

    
      – “3rd.”
    

    
      – “In that case, you’ve been pacing very well!”
    

    
      – “Well, let’s see how long I can keep that up. Good luck to you!”
    

    
      – “Thanks, good luck to you too!”
       And off I went.
    

    
      Just a few kilometers later, I came across a struggling soldier, whom I had noticed before, right at the start of the race. It is very common to have people taking part in a marathon race in disguise, or to show some pride, or to try and inspire others, or just do it for a charity. This time, I guess, it’s been a mixture of all of the above for that man. I think that’s admirable. He was wearing complete soldier gear, including a huge backpack I assume was full with actual military equipment. He was missing the jacket, but wore the original boots. And a Bulgarian flag was strapped to his backpack. Although nationalistic behavior is always somewhat negatively connotated in my opinion, you cannot deny a certain appeal, especially when it’s displayed in a non-frightening fashion and regarding a non-threatening country. It’s somehow hard-wired into our consciousness, this idea of “us” and “them”. It probably made sense thousands of years ago, and might even make sense in some areas in the world still, but in general it’s clear we as a species have to move on and get rid of that ideology. But that probably won’t happen until aliens arrive, as my friend Laurie recently suggested to me. Difficult topic.
    

    
      This man, though, wasn’t doing a marathon race in his soldier gear to show off that he believes his nation is better than others, it was just what he identified with. He might have had a bad experience while wearing this, and it was his way to remember and process the emotions. Or he might have been searching for redemption in some way.
       
      Anyhow, he was struggling right now. Walking, sweating way too much, gulping down a plastic bottle of water. After just a bit more than half of the race. This picture was just sad to me. I felt compassion immediately and tried to pick him up mentally. Walking next to him for a while, cheering him on. Making a photo of us two, to show him that seeing what he was doing was making an impression on me. I could just hope it helped a bit, as I then picked up my pace again and couldn’t follow up on what he decided to do today.
    

    
      As I run away from him I contemplate the superficial side of this odd meeting. He and I couldn’t have been more different. He is full with muscle mass, smaller but probably a lot heavier than me, and I, the tall slim guy. He, the warrior, is good at defeating the “enemy”, i.e. the marathon race, by using force, and me, the going-with-the-flow kind of person. It’s funny that we both met on my turf, a marathon race. I’m clearly the better runner, and this is my sport, which I very much enjoy. But at almost every other athletic competition he probably would have won against me by a huge margin. Except triathlons, probably.
    

    
      I like the aspect that he tried, though. It’s clearly not his strength, and he must have been fully aware of that, but he still showed up and did it. I learned from this encounter that I should also try more things I’m not completely comfortable with. It’s how we grow.
    

    
      But this race also had a lot less profound experiences to offer. For example, one of the next guys I passed by had his phone set to a loud metronome sound. I assume, in order to keep his step frequency up, because the rhythm sounded like 170–180 beats per minute, which is a desirable speed. Unfortunately, this trick did nothing for him, as he was way off the clicking sound. He still had the metronome going, maybe because he just enjoyed the sound of it.
    

    
      Water.
       
      I’m still doing fine during this 3rd lap. During this marathon I only drank water so far, but didn’t actively decide so. It’s more what I just felt like drinking. Isotonic electrolyte drinks are usually offered – here, in the form of special iced tea –, but I just don’t feel like it. The water is excellent here, in fact. Perfectly cold and clear, it tastes so good that I specifically notice it. It might be the standard tap water, because I’ve heard this following statement more than once now: The tap water in Sofia is not only drinkable, but one of the best quality tap water in all of Europe! I, for one, believe them.
    

    
      This time I have packed just HoneyPower energy gel for the first time. The last few races, I usually had mixed energy gels to compare the effects it has on me, but today, the transition is complete and I feel like I’ve tested enough and I am still convinced that HoneyPower is the best for me. 2nd place, by the way, would be 32gi, 3rd probably Multipower.
    

    
      So, after about 26 kilometers, I feel like adding some HoneyPower to the water in my body I’ve had so far. It’s delicious, and picks me up. Does exactly what is promised. This lap comes to an end as well, and the streets are getting very empty. At the end of a marathon it’s always like this, especially if there are just a few hundred participants. I like the freedom and chance to run on these huge closed off streets on my own.
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      4th and 
      l
      ast 
      l
      ap: Bringing it 
      h
      ome.
       
      A look at the digital clock at the gate reveals a time of 2:39 hours, after about 31.5 kilometers – very good I think! It means I am currently about six minutes below my goal of 3:40. Six minutes I could lose on this last lap and still beat my personal best.
    

    
      As I cross the gate to enter into the last lap, I notice the finish band lying on the ground. One of the staff gestures at me to move to the right and quickly out of the picture. Then I see a whole lot of photographers and look back over my shoulder. The first female is about to win! After 2:39, that’s quite a good time for a professional. Just 10 to 20 meters behind me, she is sprinting off and wins by a huge margin.
    

    
      I still haven’t seen Michael anywhere, even though there are some sections where it’s possible to see the slower or faster runners on the other side of the road. I hope he’s fine and still in the race.
       
      It’s getting even emptier. A little girl is using the huge closed off roads to practice skateboarding.
    

    
      Kilometer 32, I’ll have a second HoneyPower and move on. Now I’m in the magical last ten kilometers. The part where the actual race takes place. Who can fight best against fatigue, is the question. I’m doing very well, but I also know not to overestimate my own powers by now, so I still just very slowly increase my pace. I realize I’m getting a bit tired and for the first time I’m actively noticing my own deteriorating running style. Running requires about 98% of all muscles we have, which is the most out of any sports activities, so of course it’ll affect me if some of them get tired more quickly than others. That’s how the technique gets worse over the course of a prolonged activity. The back muscles get tired, so my posture isn’t as upright anymore, for example. The task is now to realize which muscles are getting tired, and how to circumvent using them in the best way. That means: a change of running technique.
    

    
      Since running the Paris marathon earlier this year, I’ve become interested in barefoot running. Needless to say, running without shoes requires a whole other technique, but a much more natural one for the body, of course. The difficult part is to awaken this knowledge in our underdeveloped feet and legs. We as humans have forgotten how to run barefoot, mainly because of huge manufacturers convincing us to buy more and more cushioned shoes, be it air, gel, or some artificial chemical compounds engineered to make you bounce back and “recover the energy” as hard as possible. Marketing lies, of course.
    

    
      As many serious runners know, we’re basically tricking our feet with the cushioning and it’s actually harmful to them. On the other hand, it requires a lot of effort to transition into barefoot running, because we need much more trained muscle mass in specific areas of the running apparatus. It can, and has been done, but it can take years to get to a marathon level. I’ve recently read a great book on the topic, called Born to Run, and decided to follow up on this, after my friend Malte already started with the transition and told me about the positive effects. In fact, everyone who tried it seems to report positive effects. Faster running, less injuries, more freedom, better mood. So why not give it a try?
       
      I’m slowly starting it at the moment, but right here, after 35 kilometers, I recognize what the barefoot runners mean, when they talk about our underdeveloped muscles and tendons caused by bouncy shoes. I actively switch my style a bit more to the barefoot style, which is using your front foot more than your heel to land, and it’s better. Usually, this way of running is a lot harder, for the aforementioned reasons, but right now, it feels good to just use different muscles for a change. I switch back and forth right now and am okay with the results.
    

    
      The last few kilometers are mainly a mental fight. In my opinion it gets easier, because the thought of it being done soon motivates a lot. Another mental boost is this four lap method. I really like it. You can easily divide the race into four very doable shorter runs and take them on one by one. Then it’s just ten kilometers each and anyone can do it
      . 
      At 37, I have another HoneyPower. The salty one this time, because I might need sodium. After all, I’ve just had water and no isotonic drinks. Tastes good, gets me going. It sounds very easy to just have five kilometers left, but at my most recent marathon this was the point where my energy left me and it got very tough. Fortunately, not today.
       
      The only slightly negative thing I can say about the whole endeavor might be the weather right now. It never got really warm, maybe around 10 degrees at the most, and now the sun is covered by clouds, too. No sunshine anymore in contrast to this morning. I’m not shaking, but it’s a bit too cold for my taste. Maybe that motivates me to finish faster.
       
      The streets are very empty by now, but there are three guys with matching calf tattoos in front of me, whom I have met before a few times today. They look like gym enthusiasts. But I think now is the time to pass them by and stay in front until the end.
       
      There is a slight uphill stretch about two kilometers to the finish, which requires some willpower to get through at a good pace, but I’m motivated. One kilometer left, the crowds are getting bigger again. There’s a guy holding up a sign “Free Hugs!” – why did he decide to do this here? Hugging sweaty, stinking runners sounds like a bad idea. But he is nice and I appreciate the effort although I don’t take him up on his offer.
       
      500 meters, now I finally feel like I’ve done it, and give it all I have left. Perfect, nothing went wrong today! I just enjoy this last straight street and run through the coveted gate.
    

    
      New 
      p
      ersonal 
      b
      est!
       
      3:31:58 – who would’ve thought I could really keep up the pace this well! About 
      nine
       minutes faster than my previous best time, I’m surprised, proud, happy. Time to enjoy this.
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      What was the trick that made me succeed today? A few of the factors might be that I’ve had a comparatively relaxing day before the race, the course was rather easy, I’ve done enough training in the last few weeks, the weather was a bit colder than usual, and also maybe HoneyPower. I really like that stuff. Many of these factors are easily repeatable, so I’m already thinking about the next race.
    

    
      The routine starts. Getting a medal, searching for offered drinks and food. Sitting down, waiting for the heart to take a rest as well. Just enjoy the moment. This is one of the best parts of a marathon, right after the running of the marathon itself. Happy.
    

    
      Then I walk around the area in order to find Michael, but he’s nowhere to be found. It’s getting too cold for me to wait any longer, and I’m looking forward to a hot shower now, so I decided to send him a text and hope we’ll meet at another race. I think the chances are high. He answers a couple hours later, says he
       ha
      s been late for the race by just about one minute because of slow working staff and then 
      finished
       the race in 4:01 hours – such a pity! But he still had fun and thinks we’ll meet again, too.
       
      Walking home I suck in the atmosphere of the city again, smiling. What a beautiful place and day. Runner’s high, I guess. The hot shower is glorious, as expected, and an evening meal at an Indian themed vegan/vegetarian restaurant in the city center proves to be amazing as well.
       
      Veda House – my hippie-dippie food provider du jour.
    

    
      Who needs steak if you can have Edamame. It’s full of nutrients, especially proteins, which is perfect for regeneration right now. How haven’t I ever heard of that stuff before?! The restaurant, called Veda House, is some kind of tea-house and offers a very special white tea, among others, which raises the following ethical question I couldn’t answer so far.
       
      This type of tea is harvested by trained monkeys. The tea leaves grow so high up in the rugged Indian mountains that it’s too difficult for humans to do, but it’s these monkeys’ natural habitat. The question is: is the tea vegan? What do you think?
    

    
      Exploring the night in Sofia’s city center a little further, before I head off to bed. Looki
      ng forward to Dublin with the whole family.
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      #25 Dublin
    

    
      30th of October, 2016
    

    
      Fatherhood. 
      At Hamburg airport, me, my wife Sophie, and our three girls Julie (4), Vera (2), and little Emma (0.5) were standing in line at the security check-in, when some middle-aged blonde guy talked to me from behind. “Are those all yours?” he asked. I turned around and recognized him immediately. An internationally known person who has publicly struggled quite a bit with the topic of fatherhood in his life. It was Boris Becker.
    

    
      — 
      “They are adorable! It’s admirable you’re taking them all with you on a trip.”
    

    
      — 
      “Thanks!”
    

    
      — 
      “How old are they? 1, 2, and 3?”
    

    
      Imagine that. That would have been challenging for Sophie.
    

    
      Our encounter ended before I could extend the smalltalk or take a picture with him, because all phones were out of reach in the scanning machines. And shortly thereafter, he was gone as we reassembled all the kids and stuff we were about to take with us onto the plane. What a surreal way to start off a trip. It had a strong plus: we were now finally all awake, this early in the morning!
       
    

    
      In Dublin, h
      alf a million 
      inhabitants live in the
       inner city, but a total of about two million are living in the area around it. It started off as a Viking settlement. Being prehistoric, the first records date back to the year 140 AD. It became a city in 988. After the Norman invasion and a lot more viking attacks, and the British Empire also playing a role here of course, a union with the Britons was established in 1800, and ended again in 1922. Now, Dublin is in the Top 30 most livable cities in the world, according to 
      The Economist
      .
       
      Ireland, although geographically separated from Europe, is always somehow in focus. It’s been called the world’s “goodest” [sic!] country by professional international policy advisor Simon Anholt. 
    

    
      My 
      f
      avorite quote:
    

    
      “Before you go to sleep, your final thought before drifting off should be: ’Goddamn it, I’m glad that Ireland exists!’”
    

    
      They’ve also won a lot of Eurovisions in the last decades, quite musical folks they are. Irish people also have built and shaped the US in a major way. Over here, they are known to be very friendly, but also drunk a lot of the time. That’s an alright combination in my opinion.
       
      The only thing I’m not completely comfortable with is the tax policy the country is currently using. Somehow, all the world’s biggest corporations, be it Facebook, Google, or Apple, seem to use Ireland to save billions in tax money they would otherwise have had to pay to other EU countries for doing business there. You cannot blame the companies for trying to save money in order to grow, but you can blame Ireland for not fixing those loopholes. Maybe that’s one of the reasons the country has dropped in the Good Country Index from 1st to 11th this year. Still, it’s a great country and I was very interested in visiting it for the first time ever.
    

    
      Our plans were full with cool stuff friends mentioned to us to see and do in Dublin. But with kids, priorities are shifting towards keeping them happy for the longest amount of time possible. The first priority is keeping them fed. So after arriving in this pretty city full of fall colors, the first order of business is finding food. If you’re visiting Dublin soon, please go to Sprout & Co. to have some. We were blown away by this restaurant.
       
      St Stephen’s Green park provided a nice walk and a good playground to rid the three small ones of their new-found energy right away.
    

    
      The next day, Saturday before the race, we started off by taking one of those cool double decker buses to the marathon expo, which was conveniently held in a large hall. The size of the event surprised me, as they were announc
      ing
       a record number of 
      19,500 
      participants. That’s one of the largest races in Europe!
    

    
      The goodie bag I got was a good one with useful stuff in it. Even a LED headlamp for night training sessions. Nice gift! But I’m still wondering why they put a safety vest into the bag as well. Was I supposed to wear that? At what point?
    

    
      Arriving at our AirBnB flat at around noon, we were right on time to welcome some more family to the city. My dear sister Nici and her soon-to-be husband Philipp. They were joining us for the weekend and helping a lot with the kids. We went on another walk around the area to suck in this nice fall atmosphere.
       
    

    
      Many painting and puzzle playing sessions were to follow in the apartment. We had a nice and fatty lunch at a nearby Pub and then played some more with the kids in the apartment. That was quite an exhausting day for all of us and I had no chance to save up on energy for the race tomorrow, being a necessary piece in the machine for the tougher jobs like having one kid on the shoulders while pushing the other 2 in their double stroller. I guess this is all part of my endurance training.
    

    
      Tonight, I fell asleep right after the kids did, at around 9 PM. The energy was just gone. Sophie felt the same, but Nici and Philipp explored the city some more. The advantages of being without kids.
    

    
      As with 2014’s Ljubljana marathon, the Daylight Saving Time was set back to normal in the night right before the marathon. Just to confuse us, with no clear benefit. In addition to the one hour we already turned the clock back by going from East to West in the plane, I now should have two more hours of sleep to regenerate from the activities in order to successfully run today. Alarm clock goes off at 6:30 AM, which should feel like 8:30, and – plot twist – I’m still tired and exhausted.
       
      I shovel in a large bowl of oats and top it off with a way too expensive smoothie, together with the kids. Now I’m awake!
       
      It’s 8 degrees outside, which should be alright, but it feels more like the 1 degree in Sofia three weeks prior. The difference wind and humidity can make! Nevertheless, I opt for the same outfit as in Bulgaria, a long-sleeve shirt under a regular running shirt. 
    

    
      Our flat is perfectly located, just a ten minute walk away from the race’s start right in the middle of the city. It’s an odd place to start a marathon, though, because it seems to be in a regular residential area as opposed to near a stadium or in a large public space as usual. This is why the four separate starting waves are diverted around separate housing blocks before the start is even visible. I’m here much earlier than I should have been, so I awkwardly try to keep warm by jumping around without exhausting myself too much. Difficult task!
       
      The Irish are a great force of positivity, though. Every once in a while some guy is just screaming in excitement at groups of people standing here waiting, just to get the energy levels up.
    

    
      “Oi!” – “OOOIII!”
    

    
      The place is also unusually full of security. In lots of places there are many more guards than you would think are necessary. It couldn’t hurt and it also seems most of them are volunteers and just want to help. It’s appreciated.
       
      9:00 AM, the first wave of a few thousand runners who plan on finishing in less than 3:30 hours are allowed to leave. I am in the second wave because I plan on finishing in between 3:35 and 4:05 hours. That’s one of the four options I had to choose from. Our wave starts ten minutes later, but now we are allowed to move towards the starting gate.
    

    
      I’m right in front of this wave, although I didn’t actively plan to. Let’s see how this goes! I see the guy shooting off the starting gun which leaves a bit of fog around himself, signaling us to go on our 42.2 kilometer hunt right now.
       
      Number 25 is on its way! And finally I don’t feel the cold anymore. Running just is the best. After two kilometers, I already see these guys.
    

    
      Unfortunately I made the slight but important mistake of not giving kisses to the kids. The running crowds were too big and I was too surprised to react fast enough to turn to them for a short stop-over. I knew right away this might haunt me later, especially in Vera’s case, because I specifically told her the day before that I will run and then stop for a kiss when I meet her, before running away again until I reach the finish. Not cool, dad!
       
      I kept behind the 3:40 hours pacing runners, to be on the safe side for now. The course is fast so far, and we’re almost immediately within the amazing Phoenix park, one of the biggest inner-city parks in the world.
    

    
      Chesterfield Avenue leads us through most of the park on a 3.3 kilometer straight stretch.
       A bit later 
      I passed by the 3:40h pacing runners just because I felt like running faster than them.
    

    
      I overhear conversations between people from different countries coming together. One guy from Dublin is getting into a conversation with someone from Belfast. I don’t know much about the history between Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland, but I have a feeling it largely hasn’t been positive. These two were hitting it off, though. Two other guys were talking to one another as I passed them by, asking each other where they’re from.
    

    
      – “I’m from Russia, but I’ve been living and working in Sweden for many years now. You?”
    

    
      – “Cool, I’m from New York City.”
    

    
      A woman next to us overheard this and chimed in: “I’m from New York, too! Right from the heart of Brooklyn.” – so they started chatting about Brooklyn’s and Stockholm’s best running parks.
    

    
      Marathons: Earth’s meeting places.
    

    
      And then there were more beautiful fields to enjoy.
       
      My pace is steady at around five minutes per kilometer, which would amount to about 3:30 hours for the whole race. I’m pretty sure I won’t be able to keep it up for the whole race, because of yesterday’s exhaustion, but I don’t want to go slower. I’m feeling good now! Let future-me suffer! Who cares about my future-me?!
    

    
      Back in the city the crowds get bigger again, as is the noise. These Irish folks are really loud if they want to be! I especially like how they pronounce everything like Jon Snow from Game of Thrones does (although the actor Kit Harington is apparently mimicking a northern England accent – I’m terrible at distinguishing). Many people read my shirt and say: “Go Team HoneyPower!” in such a rarely heard accent.
       
      Then there’s a sign held up by someone:
    

    
      “Chuck Norris keeps saying: next year!”
    

    
      The course is getting a bit more challenging as some hills require more power to get across. Every once in a while there’s a little street tunnel which has no crowds and I positively notice the absence of the noise. Relaxing! On the other hand, the cheering Irish really pushed me today. It’s a double-edged sword. Taking all that into account, this really is an impressive race.
       
      Kilometer 22, I am surprised by the family again! Now I’m in the right mindset to stop. Sophie quickly tells me: “Vera has been so sad you missed the kiss before, you need to give her a kiss now!” – as I gladly do. Poor little girl is still mopey. And so cute at it. My conscience is at least partially cleared. Good.
    

    
      It’s time for a sugary gel as the energy steadily wanes. Looking ahead, I packed four gels today because I knew it would be getting harder than in Sofia. From kilometer 24 on, I ate one after every six kilometers, leaving a salty one for second to last, and a caffeinated geld as an ace up my sleeve for the last part. Good thinking, it turned out.
       But, t
      he downfall had to happen at some point. This time, it’s roughly after 35 kilometers. At first I tried to ignore it, but it hit me hard today. I’m walking for a couple hundred meters. I need to summon up left-over courage and start again. Everything hurts, damn! There is no nutrition that can fix this. I’m convinced it’s the physical exhaustion from the previous days. So there is nothing I can do but fight.
       
      Sure enough, at 36 there’s a hill coming up right now – maybe the most difficult one of the whole course – trying to destroy my spirits today. And it is very close to achieving that. Oh, man. I need to walk again.
       
      Time for the espresso gel. I hope it somehow magically fixes the muscle pain I’m feeling. Some isotonic sugary drinks are offered. I accept and down the half-liter bottle immediately. Not sure it helps, I’m still exhausted and ready to take a nap.
       
      But then, at 37, something very weird happens. Someone holds up a big print-out of 
      a scene in a particular episode of The Simpsons. And I immediately tear up.
    

    
      I might need to explain this in case you’re not familiar. Within a fraction of a second I remember this episode of 
      T
      he Simpsons and cannot help but start to sob. In this rather serious and very touching episode, Homer explains to his children Bart and Lisa why there are no pictures of little baby Maggie in the family album. He tells them that after having them both he quit his soul-sucking job at the nuclear power plant in order to pursue his dream and work at the bowling alley, because they wouldn’t need more money to live on with “just” two kids.
    

    
      But then, his wife Marge gets pregnant with little Maggie, which makes Homer very anxious and miserable, and subsequently leads to him quitting his dream job and submissively begging his old boss to get him his job back. One mouth more to feed requires him to make this sacrifice. Mister Burns, his boss, while granting him his old position back, sarcastically installs a demotivational plaque on Homer’s office wall, reading:
    

    
      “Don’t Forget: You’re Here Forever”
    

    
      True for this job and also his job as a dad.
    

    
      Maggie is born and the still devastated Homer is now surprised to immediately form a strong and warm connection with his little daughter. He still hasn’t answered why there are no pictures of Maggie in the family album, and then says: “I keep them at a place where I need them the most” – the episode is then closing on the above picture, covering the message to eliminate the “de” from before “motivational”.
    

    
      I still feel a lump in my throat thinking about it. Although the soul-sucking job and anxiety bit are not what I have experienced, I can relate to “Do It For Her” very much. And at that moment I kind of saw a loose connection between the three Simpson children and my three girls. Julie is the wise Lisa Simpsons, Vera would be mischievous and very lovable trouble-maker Bart (it’s a bit of a stretch, to be fair), and little Emma is about the same age as Maggie is on the show, sucking noisily on her pacifier.
    

    
      I know it doesn’t make any logical sense to be motivated in such an incredible way after seeing this picture and having this sudden flash before my eyes containing this Simpsons episode, but it did.
    

    
      It’s just a marathon, it’s nothing important, but still: I just ran. Sobbing from time to time, remembering the sign. Running slowly, but running. Increasing the pace, even.
       
      I was fully aware I was slower than before, but I didn’t care. Then, another spectator shouted: “The 3:40 pacers are just 100 yards behind you! Go go go!” – I looked back to confirm this and then ran even more.
    

    
      The legs burning, the lungs feeling as if they were about to close up shop soon, still having Simpsons flashbacks. Two kilometers left, one kilometer left. Now I’m back at my five minute per kilometer pace. I’m giving it everything right now.
       
      I’ve said it before, but it’s always true: I’ve never felt so relieved.
    

    
      This is why I run. This amazing sense of achievement. Even though it’s clearly for nothing, it doesn’t feel like that. We humans are just still hard-wired to feel these emotions from our persistence hunting days.
    

    
      I receive my medal and walk among the crowds into the finishing area. A random guy next to me reaches out his hand and we congratulate each other. Wow. I tear up again, thinking about my three amazing kids and how lucky I am that I’m able to do this.
    

    
      I need to sit down.
       
      Five hundred meters to go to where the family will be standing. Seems like the world right now. Walking, sitting down again. Walking. And there they are. Vera is still a bit angry with me for not kissing her at the beginning, but we soon reconcile. A guy at a refreshment station next to us sees us and gets some tiny marshmallows in cups for the two bigger girls. These Irish – you can’t say anything bad about them!
    

    
      My legs recover a bit as we’re slowly walking back to the apartment. It’s amazing to me how much of this is all in our heads and not our legs. So much more than you would think. Imagine what must be achievable if you would put yourself into the right mindset. Marathons become a joke.
       
      But for now, everything has to switch back to normal. My short 3:37:20 hour vacation is over, childcare begins again. I welcome it. Back home, Vera gets some quality playtime with daddy first.
       
      Then: Food, beer, bed, home.
       
      Quick recovery is now my job, as Sophie, the kids, and I will travel to south-eastern Austria next weekend to do another marathon a friend organizes. These crazy runners, right?
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      #26 Zagreb
    

    
      8th of October, 2017
    

    
      Finally a real marathon again!
    

    
      It’s already been a year since I’ve done the most recent EU challenge marathon, Dublin, and about two months since I last ran a full marathon at Ironman Hamburg. That’s too long!
       
      Needless to say, I was really looking forward to this one. The story leading up to my participation was a curious one. I had initially planned to run Zagreb in 2018, because of conflicting schedules. My last three remaining marathons are all traditionally held on the same date, the second Sunday of October, apparently. So I had signed up for another remaining marathon race, Bucharest (Romania) for this year, 2017. October 8th, it was supposed to be.
    

    
      But then, a few months ago, I got an email which certainly was very bad news to many other Bucharest marathon participants, but not to me: The race had to be postponed to October 15th, because of a somewhat spontaneous NATO summit in Bucharest on the weekend surrounding the 8th that required an inner city lockdown.
    

    
      My reaction was joyful because this meant I could do two of my remaining EU marathons in 2017 instead of just one! Of course, there is no real rush for me, but I still just appreciate completing a task earlier than expected. So I immediately registered at the Zagreb marathon and wrote an email to the Bucharest staff, thanking them. They replied very cheerfully because they got lots of angry mail and my happy one was well received. Just as intended.
    

    
      Two 
      m
      arathons on 
      t
      wo 
      c
      onsecutive 
      w
      eekends?
       
      Isn’t that too much? Last year after Dublin, we went to Rauchwart in Austria and I ran that marathon just six days after. It worked and I managed some 3:55 hours for the second race, although I had to fight a bit harder. So, I guess I should be okay if nothing major goes wrong.
       
      We planned a family vacation around the races, because we needed one. We haven’t been away for longer than a weekend since January together, so it clearly was time. After all, it had been a demanding year for both Sophie and me, work-wise.
    

    
      So we decided to book a motorhome in Munich, and planned to fly there with 
      airberlin
      . Our mistake. A few weeks prior, that airline declared bankruptcy, received a government bailout of 150 million Euros, and was subsequently bought by easyJet and Lufthansa. To top that, they decided to cancel many flights and not pay their former customers back. Including us. I felt really bad for those who had really big trips planned, as 
      airberlin
       also offered intercontinental flights. We were able to book an ICE train ride to Munich instead. Lucky. You don’t really see that coming – your airline declaring bankruptcy.
       
      In Munich, we picked up the rental caravan and drove south.
       
      The kids always asked for another trip in such a thing since we last did that.
       
      The freedom such a car offers you is unparalleled. We went to Chiemsee for the first, and Wörthersee for the second night. Two very beautiful lakes in the south of Germany and central Austria, respectively. Another night in the middle of hilly and green Slovenia, and we reached Zagreb in Croatia’s north.
    

    
      The city has been around for more than nine hundred years, and was used as a capital city to Croatia for almost five hundred years. There’s a lot of shared history with the bordering countries like Slovenia and Serbia. After the second World War, the countries were united as communist Yugoslavia, run from Serbia’s Belgrade. Croatians didn’t like that, protested, and were put behind bars. In 1991, following the fall of the Berlin Wall and the USSR, Croatia declared independence and got attacked by the Yugoslavian army. The unrest wasn’t a major problem apparently, and Zagreb celebrated it’s 900th anniversary in 1994. With roughly 800,000 citizens, it’s an important city right at the border of central and south-eastern Europe.
       
      Also, they have bearded men on their money!
    

    
      Finding your way around such an ancient and beautiful city with an eight meter long camper van definitely isn’t recommended. It took a while until we found a place to stash that huge car away, because Sophie had booked an AirBnB apartment in the center for a night, in order to have better access to all things marathon related. Also important for a traveling family with three kids in a camper van: a washing machine. Very thoughtful of her, as always.
    

    
      We walked around in the city on Saturday of the race weekend and couldn’t have missed the sponsor’s expo on the big Ban Jelačić Square right in the center of the city. Alas, the race number pickup was nowhere to be found, and no one had a clue where it was. The website of the marathon was terrible, as there was next to no information on anything. But in the end, I found the little door around the corner.
       
      The door led into Europe House Zagreb.
       
      How very fitting for my EU challenge!
       
      Croatia is the newest EU member and joined the union on July 1st, 2013. At the time, my marathon challenge was already in motion, which led me to believe that some other countries, currently in talks with the EU about joining in, might become EU members as well and spice up the challenge. But, unfortunately, it was the other way around, since we lost the UK this year to the unfortunate event called Brexit.
    

    
      The Croatian volunteers were very friendly and helpful and handed me a goodie bag containing a race shirt, sweatband, protein shake, a Red Bull can, an energy gel, some weird gum drops, and lots of advertisements for stuff to buy in the city. For a total marathon participation cost of 20 Euros, you can’t complain at all.
    

    
      The bag was missing something important though. A proper plan. No information, no guide, not even a map. I had no idea where I would be running tomorrow and how to plan family meet-ups. Even finding out the starting time (10 AM) was hidden somewhere on the slow and poorly designed website. There’s some room for improvement.
       
      Later, I stumbled over a Google Maps link of the course and found out it was going to be several laps. Roughly measuring it, I saw it’s probably going to be two laps. This marathon is full of surprises. It’s slightly weird, but I must admit I enjoyed the uncertainty a bit!
    

    
      Zagreb
       is a beautiful and certainly a bit of an underrated city, we found out. Lots of pretty ancient buildings, artfully decorated and renovated, as well as big plazas, lots of green areas, and mountains as the backdrop. And an important kids’ (and adults’) favorite are several tram lines. As people from Hamburg, a city without a tram, we all always get excited when coming to a city and discovering it has tram lines. It’s a great and fun way of public transportation, I think.
       
      Our AirBnB flat was within a rather inconspicuous building, but the inside was where it did shine. Located right at Croatia’s longest road, the Ilica, just 1.2 kilometers from the start and finish of tomorrow’s race, it also ticked those boxes.
    

    
      As I’ve stated, I couldn’t wait to finally run a proper marathon again. But what about my body? Just a week ago, I did the insane 
      ÖtillÖ Swimrun
       with my buddy Rasmus, which consisted of a total of 33.8 kilometers of trail running and 7.5 kilometers of lake swimming total. Took us 7:18 hours. And five days ago I participated in Hamburg’s iconic Köhlbrandbrückenlauf, crossing our huge Köhlbrand bridge, twice. Especially during the forest trails with a few uphill and downhill sections on the 34 kilometers of ÖtillÖ 1000 Lakes, I did not give my feet a break. A bit of pain in the achilles heel of my right foot persisted. But the pain is just in the head. Until it isn’t. As always, my strategy is to try and go as far as possible.
       
      Apart from that, I am in good shape. The last few months I had a race almost every weekend, and enjoyed all of those. I was missing the slow long weekend runs, though. There wasn’t any time for those. So that’s something I’m looking forward to, because after Zagreb and Bucharest, my athletic year will be over. At least there’s nothing on the list anymore, right now. I need that too, sometimes.
    

    
      Meanwhile, everything seems to be less nervousness-ridden with my marathons. It has almost become like one of those slow and relaxed Sunday morning long runs. I don’t really care about the carbohydrate intake the evening before, and I’m just glad when I get a bit of sleep the night before. Both worked out well this time, thanks to Sophie. I was definitely setting the bar quite low this time for myself, because the most important thing to me was to finish tomorrow, and also to be able to finish in Bucharest, just seven days later.
    

    
      A starting time of 10 AM is probably the best possible situation for me. I was able to sleep as long as I always do and get up at 7:30 AM, as I also usually do. Also thanks to Sophie, who took care of the kids who woke up a bit earlier. We all had a relaxed breakfast with some oatmeal and bananas, and we even had enough time to get everyone ready to accompany me on the walk over to Ban Jelačić Square. The walk of 1.2 kilometers through cold and cloudy Zagreb took a good thirty minutes because of the kids, but we still managed to be there on time and even get some coffee at a nearby warm organic food store.
       
      With about fifteen minutes to go, I kissed them all goodbye and made my way over to the starting gates. The square is filled with people. Definitely in the thousands. Today, a marathon, a half marathon, and a 5k so-called “Citizen’s Race” will all start at the same place and at the same time. You could’ve planned that in a better way, considering the amount of people participating, but here we are. Squeezing everyone into a small fenced area. On the upside, enclosed by human masses you don’t notice the cold as much.
    

    
      A few pacemakers make their way through the crowds towards the front. I see my chance and follow them through hundreds of apparent students who are standing here, about to run a 5k in their standard streetwear. Is it maybe a school assignment?
    

    
      The square has huge fixed digital advertising screens attached to some buildings, which also show the current time. This way everyone can see that the organizers miss the planned 10 AM start. Unfortunate, to have your failure televised! About a good minute later, a little countdown is initiated and my 26th EU marathon begins.
       
    

    
      With all these crowds, there is no thinking of real running at first. The top priorities are to not run against anyone and to stay upright.
       
      After about a kilometer I can increase my pace to something normal, somewhere between 5:00 and 5:30 minutes per kilometer. The leader of the 5k “Citizen’s Race" is already racing towards us, because that course is just 2.5 kilometers East followed by a 180 degree turn and back to the start on the same and very crowded street. That poor guy had to run on the sidewalks and try to avoid hitting the spectators.
       
      Finally, after 2.5 kilometers, all those fun-runners had to turn around and go back home. The course got some much needed air.
       
      On paper, the course was very boring. The very long Ilica street was the only street they used. 7.8 kilometers east, 10.5 kilometers back west passing the start, 2.7k East back to the start. And then again. The fun thing was that this way you could constantly see people coming towards you, being at different stages of the race
      . 
      I did not know when the first turning point would be reached, because that info was missing on the website as well. So it came as a surprise to me. Funnily enough, the website provided the information that the course would have exactly zero meters of elevation. I highly doubt that, although it was rather flat and fast, and certainly a course for trying for a personal best.
    

    
      Soon the leaders of the half marathon and full marathon came towards me, which made it possible to roughly guess where the turning point was going to be. They usually run around 3:00 minutes per kilometer.
       
      At first, it seemed we were running out of the city, because there were some industrial areas, which were then followed by a big bus station, some wide fields, and some more city. This part of Zagreb wasn’t the prettiest, but a few nice areas were surely to be found.
       
    

    
      Turn around. The watch reveals 7.8 kilometers. So now it’s also clear how far the course will need to pass by the start and finishing area. A quarter marathon minus 7.8 equals 2.75 kilometers.
    

    
      Although this course was probably the most boring of all EU capital marathon
      s
       I’ve done so far, it was great for the mind. You know exactly what’s going to happen. It was a bit comparable to the marathon section of this year’s Challenge Roth long distance triathlon which I completed – it also had two half marathon loops along the same road. It’s easier because there are no hilly surprises coming up on the second lap. You know what you’re having to deal with
      . 
      Soon I can see the marathon leaders coming towards me for the second time, they’re already on their second and last lap. The half marathon leaders therefore are done already.
    

    
      The crowds are nearly non-existent here on the eastern parts of the course. A few good people showed up. Probably relatives. In the city center there are some more people. There was certainly a variety of noise levels.
       
      When I passed by the start and finishing area after 15.6 kilometers, fast half marathoners reached the finish right then after around 1:25 hours. Not too bad. I hope to soon crack the 1:30 hour barrier for a single half marathon race as well. Four minutes to cut out for me.
       
      But now, on the 2.7 kilometer western loop, there is suddenly a lot more going on. Two running crews have set up cheering stations and are giving it their best. Confetti throwing, an engaging MC, a good music selection. As I passed them by for the first time, “No Diggity” was playing.
       
      An 
      o
      verwhelming 
      s
      urplus of 
      d
      iggity, if you ask me.
    

    
      It’s amazing to feel the effect of music during sports. I’ve heard it increases your efficiency on many endurance activities by around twenty percent if you’re listening to music you like. It’s all in the mind – this big mysterious device we all own.
    

    
      What also always changes my perception of everything is seeing the family. 1.2 kilometers after the start and finish, they’re waiting for me, all four of them. Four kisses, two of them shove me back onto the street to make me finish the race faster. That has become our thing. Maybe I’ll get to push one of them during a race someday.
    

    
      Turn around (remember Bonnie Tyler? If you’ve now got that song stuck in your head, you’re welcome!).
       Ten
       minutes later, the kids again! Same procedure as last time. The watch confirms I’ve become faster without realizing it. The magic works.
    

    
      Time for lap 2 after 
      1 hour, 54 minutes. All of the half marathoners have now left us. There are very few runners left, just around five hundred in total, all somewhere on this long road. At first the race seemed huge, now the opposite. I like how I can have both the excitement and attraction of a huge race and the quietness and relaxation of a smaller race at the same time.
    

    
      After 25 kilometers I’m still feeling quite good, when usually the legs get a bit heavier. I’m not pacing it hard, so I guess that helped. Also, I started with my energy gels earlier. So far, I have had two ones with carrot and cranberries, and one with beetroot, black-currant, and salt. Tastes great, provides a boost. Not much you can do wrong here.
       
      There are enough aid stations and they are organized well. A downside is the half liter plastic water bottles. That’s definitely not how we’re going to save the planet. People grab them, have a sip, and just throw the rest away. Reusable cups would be good, or at least some eco-friendly paper cups.
    

    
      At least lots of homeless people were able to slightly benefit from this by immediately collecting all the bottles in order to exchange them for about eight cents each at a supermarket.
    

    
      It’s rather standard to offer 
      isotonic drinks
      . Recently I’m not so sure it’s really needed, though. It should be possible to get through such a race with water, some salt, and maybe gels, because the energy just has to come from some place. The idea of isotonic drinks is that they supposedly have the same electrolyte concentration as blood has, so it’s supposed to replenish lost stuff. But the body is usually quite good at making these electrolytes from food. And the drink also has to go through the stomach and digestive system before anything can enter the bloodstream.
       
      So where’s the benefit? Is it a marketing thing? What did our endurance running ancestors drink as they persistence-hunted gazelles for eighty kilometers until those gave up and died?
    

    
      Anyways, this particular iso tasted awful. At first I thought it was clear apple juice and remembered that clear apple juice gets its visual transparency from using pig’s connective tissue, which is why I avoid drinking it. But then I realized it’s artificial instead. Horrible stuff nonetheless. I can do without it.
    

    
      “The sugar in those drinks is for your brain, not your body.” – Michael Lemmel
    

    
      I heard that sentence last weekend from that founder of the 
      ÖtillÖ Swimrun
       races, when he told us about the special type of low-sugar iso they were offering at ÖtillÖ races.
       
      Although the statement is not completely true, we know what he means by it. There’s too much industrial grade sugar in everything. We don’t need that much, but our brains are tricked into thinking we do.
    

    
      Sugar doesn’t get 
      people to
       finish the race. Willpower does. The harder kilometers are coming up. There always has to be a little fight, I think. I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to run a marathon which is completely easy. The fight is just part of it.
       
      Whatever it is that makes us finish these races, the main ingredient is the mind. If we want it, we can do it. No talent needed, just practice. I very much admire those who make it under a lot more difficult circumstances and those who do it for someone else to enjoy it. There 
      was a
       mentally and physically challenged guy in the 
      wheelchair who was
       so happy, he reached out for a fist bump with me as I talked to the 
      man pushing him
      . A great moment.
    

    
      Turn around (“every now and then…”).
       
      28 kilometers down, some more gel and back home! It’s really empty on these streets, I enjoy it.
    

    
      7.8 kilometers later, the noise and crowds are still there to greet us – apparently having increased in size. 3:18 hours are through, I see a few runners finishing the race – good pace! I came closer to that this April when I completed the Hamburg Marathon in 3:26 hours, but today it’s all about a safe finish and a fast recovery. I’ve got 5.5 kilometers more to go.
       
      I suddenly hear a crying voice I recognize, it’s my little Emma. She hasn’t been feeling well. Eight hundred meters later I see her and the other three girls. Emma’s getting more teeth at the moment and needs rest. Nothing serious. So it’s very understandable that Sophie and the three little ones go back inside as I finish the race and won’t come to meet me at the finish.
       The closer we get towards the finish, the better the crowd gets. It feels like a big party now. And c
      ompleted!
    

    
      Number 26 is in the books. I received a nice elaborate medal and a towel from a smiling lady. In the sun. In a pretty place in the center of a pretty city. After just having done a marathon. All is good.
    

    
      Marathons: Where everyone can feel like a winner!
    

    
      My finishing time is 3:50:08 hours and I can live with it.
       
      An alcohol-free beer fills me up nicely, some more water to keep hydrated as well. I sit down for a few minutes and realize how slowly my rhythm of breathing has gotten. I don’t know what that's a sign of, but I feel good. Relaxed. A bit like I’m about to fall asleep, in a good way. Tired and happy.
    

    
      Walking home for 1.2 kilometers feels like a long time now, because surely the feet and legs would like to rest. It’s that good feeling of having done something exhausting and justifiably walking slowly afterwards.
       
      At home I receive lots of hugs at first. Just Julie prefers the entertainment of an iPad right now – we need to work on that. A hot shower and some leftover pasta Sophie had made make me feel on top again. Tiny Emma needs a power-nap, so I gladly accompany her while she closes her eyes on my chest.
       
      Packing the bags and off we go to have another week of mobile home vacation somewhere in Southern Europe!
    

    
      It’s a tiny but nice marathon race on a course which offers an astounding amount of diversity although being sort of boring on paper. There are no bad surprises, it’s very cheap, not too far away from anywhere in Europe, and a good opportunity to try for a new personal best.
    

    
      Just two more EU capital marathons to go and the challenge is completed. I can’t believe it.
       
      A few days later I realized I had no sore muscles at all. The combination of a slow pace and lots of races in the last weeks probably gave my body the chance to adapt. I hope it stays that way until Bucharest in just a week.
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      #27 Bucharest
    

    
      15th of October, 2017
    

    
      I’ve been feeling a bit bad about my last post. At the Zagreb marathon, I didn’t have the time and energy to look up historical and interesting facts about the city and country as much as I usually do. This time, I want to do it justice. And it was the right decision, because as I’ve read myself into Bucharest and Romania, I found many things worth noting. Some events from history read like a Hollywood movie script and even are quite recent.
       
      So, let’s go!
    

    
      After last weekend’s marathon in Zagreb, my wife Sophie and our three daughters had another five days of travel in our rented camper van and enjoyed the Alps in Southern Tyrol. It’s been beautiful, fun, interesting, and also exhausting.
    

    
      On Friday we had a planned separation back in Munich. Sophie and the kids would take a train back home to Hamburg but I would fly to Bucharest for two nights to run that marathon as well. A mini vacation just for me, thanks to my great wife.
       
      I 
      returned the
       camper van in Munich and had a great day in the city until my flight departed. I like Munich quite a lot, as I’ve had the chance to work and live there for half a year back in 2007, ten years ago. So I visited my old apartment and walked through the neighborhood streets in a bit of nostalgia.
    

    
      My Lufthansa flight to Bucharest was supposed to leave at 10 PM and be steered by my friend Hodg, a Lufthansa pilot. It’s been seven years since I’ve last been flown by him (Stuttgart-Barcelona and back right away) and I was looking forward to it. Sitting up front in the cockpit with him, getting to ask lots of questions about all the technology they’re using. But then, the company decided to strip Hodg of his requested route to Bucharest and make him go through some hours in a simulator instead!
       
      Every pilot has to do that from time to time. But as we’ve had quite a few timing conflicts lately, it’s crazy how much power the company has over the schedules of its pilots. They have very little say in when they want to have free days. There are no weekends, no holidays, and the longer vacation times have to be planned a year in advance and are often moved around later. There’s a price for having such a prestigious job (including a good salary).
       
      So I had to fly with some unknown other Lufthansa pilots and stay at the hotel that Lufthansa pilots usually use, but without my old friend Hodg.
    

    
      On the upside, I could use the two hours in the plane for reading about the place I was going. And I couldn’t stop! The modern state was founded in 1859, when two regions merged. Those were Moldavia and Wallachia. In German, we have the saying: “Somewhere in Wallachia” – meaning some place that’s so remote you might as well have disappeared completely. Although the region still isn’t the densest populated bit in the world, Romania has got 20 million inhabitants, which is quite a bit, compared to most EU countries. It joined NATO in 2004 and the EU in 2007. It doesn’t have implemented the Euro currency yet, but instead builds it’s transactions on the trust in some bearded men, again
      . 
      It’s called “Leu” and is pronounced “Lay”.
    

    
      Why does 
      this country
       have nearly the same name as the ancient city of Rome? What are the parallels? It’s quite unclear, but apparently the first reports are of traveling Italians in the 16th centuries, who met Romanians who just called themselves that. Coincidence? I don’t think so. Copy-cats, if you ask me. In German, the country is called “Rumänien”, the difference being the “u” and “o”. The words rumân and român used to have different meanings: rumân used to mean ‘slave’, while român just meant the people living in that area. After slavery was abolished around 1750, both words merged and now mean the same. A citizen of Romania, obviously. Because there are no more slaves. Or are there?
       Hopefully not.
    

    
      The flora and fauna of the country is amazing. Thousands of free roaming wolves and bears move through the country. Around 60,000 free wild dogs roam the city of Bucharest, apparently. I didn’t see any, though. Mountains, the Black Sea, Transylvania, the river Danube, more than 3,500 lakes. There are efforts to conserve nature, but the dedicated budget for doing so is rather small, unfortunately. The EU has to push the country a bit to do the right thing.
    

    
      Romania is one of the countries who profit quite a bit from the EU. Infrastructure has made leaps, as well as communications development. The bike lanes next to the 
      main streets were better than in most other European metropolitan areas. 
      Low prices for broadband mobile internet provide a huge advantage to everyone. Not surprisingly, Germany is the country where the most imports come from and where the most exports go to. Austria is the biggest investor country, buying lots of privatized companies and developing them. But still, a few EU goals aren’t met yet, most notably anti-corruption guidelines. This is in the DNA of the citizens and has been for many decades. It will take time until corruption hopefully fades away, as the human development index increases and the need therefore diminishes.
    

    
      As I arrived in the 1.9 million people metropolis 
      that is Bucharest
      , I was very keen on visiting the 
      Palace of the Parliament
      , because this one holds many interesting stories.
    

    
      But first, everything was dark as the local time was 1:00 in the morning. I took a cab to the hotel because I was tired and barely survived the ride. The driver wanted 100 Leu or 20 Euros, my choice. He was coughing all the time and made the religious cross sign in front of his body about every twenty seconds. He clearly wanted to survive the ride himself. But did he have it in him? In the end, yes. And therefore, I survived as well. Close one! I don’t know what was wrong. The streets were empty and wide, the route easy, he might have just felt his own end coming.
    

    
      After just six hours of sleep in order to not mess up my sleep schedule, it was time to explore. The Palace. And everything else.
       I came across a
       
      statue of a 
      horse
       
      with one leg in the air carrying King Carol. Did you know about the legend that the position of the horses’ legs in a statue signals how the person on top of it died?
    

    
      	
        All feet on the ground: natural causes
      

      	
        One foot in the air: got wounded in a war, but survived
      

      	
        Both front feet in the air: died fighting in a war
      

    

    
      So, King Carol got wounded?
       
      Nope, probably not. Someone researched the legend and found out it was true for just about 50 percent of the statues, which of course means, it’s a lie.
    

    
      Onto exploring. First, I saw lots of German influences. The mentioned King Carol was German, originally, by the way. Of Romania's population, just 0.2 percent are Germans, but the cultures are intertwined. There’s a daily newspaper for Germans in Romania, for example. In the Hipster café where I had a bit of breakfast, they served fritz-kola, developed in my hometown of Hamburg. It’s the Hipster thing to do!
       
    

    
      On a lake inside a park near the center I found some free to row boats sitting around, some of them being used at the time. 
      Isn’t that a great idea? 
      C
      itizens can just row around for fun, without payment.
       
      Two kilometers of walking later, I found myself in an open space where the marathon expo was located. This was way bigger than I had expected: lots of activities, food trucks, sponsor’s tents, even an entertainment stage on which a popular Romanian teenager singer was currently performing for other screaming teenagers.
    

    
      Even 
      alpro
       was around
       with a booth
      , giving out free samples of their plant-based products. 
      T
      hough they belong to the billion dollar faceless corporation named Danone, I think it’s worth supporting the plant-based products cause, as the world hopefully transitions to less animal products. Also, their stuff just tastes great.
       
      So, why all those kids’ activities?
       
      There was a kids’ run. Not just one, many. Divided by gender and age, every kid got to run with his or her peers on a nice and easy 1.5 kilometer course. It was very well executed – there were some kindergarten teachers entertaining the kids with an easy warm-up, until they couldn’t stop ’em from just running. Because that’s what humans do.
    

    
      Now let’s talk about the elephant in the room, this “monstrous metaphor for a tyranny without measures”, as historian Tony Judt called it.
       
      It’s the largest building in Europe.
       
      Also, the heaviest. And maybe even the most expensive, estimated to be worth around 3.3 billion Euros. Rupert Murdoch once wanted to buy it and offered 1 billion US dollars, but got denied.
       
      What’s the story? Let me introduce Mister Nicolae Ceaușescu. This guy was the head of state in Romania for a long time, from 1965 until his execution in 1989.
    

    
      His execution in 1989, you read that right.
       
      He slowly moved from a good ruler who was loved by the people of Romania towards a malevolent egocentric dictator who drove the country into extreme poverty. He checked every box on the evil dictator’s list.
    

    
      	
        Built a secret police named ‘Securitate’ to police the behavior of his citizens
      

      	
        Huge economic mismanagement lead to growing debts and state bankruptcy
      

      	
        Corruption, nepotism
      

      	
        Had a cult of personality built around him
      

      	
        Didn’t see the signs of the upcoming end of his reign
      

    

    
      Right when the Romanian people were starving on the streets, he thought it would be wise to invest in a palace for himself, so big it’s unparalleled in the world.
    

    
      “If you’d like to eat meat, why don’t you just breed pigeons on your balconies!” – Nicolae Ceaușescu, paraphrased
    

    
      It took five years, tens of thousands of mostly military men in three shifts per day to build this, using materials from Romania exclusively, you know, for nationalistic reasons. And the palace is still not finished. Just about 400 out of the 1,100 rooms are done. Around 3,000 people died while building it. They had to tear down whole neighborhoods in the city center to get this done. Including 12 churches and several synagogues. At the time, the cost was as high as about 40 percent of the gross domestic product of the whole country.
    

    
      Every year.
       
      For five years.
       
      While the working people starved.
       
      Can you imagine the people getting mad at the dictator? I can!
    

    
      Historic Intercept: The Romanian Revolution 1989
    

    
      Many historic stories bore the hell out of me. This one doesn’t. I couldn’t stop reading about it when I first found out.
       The setting is 
      Timišoara, 
      the third
       most populated city in the country, in December of 1989. It is here that the first protests against the regime began. Can you imagine meeting with a bunch of unarmed and peaceful people to protest the government’s mismanagement, and then just be shot to death, all of you?
    

    
      On one particular night, 40 of the protesters were just killed by the pro-government army. The surviving protesters were removed, all corpses of the mostly young university students put into a refrigerated meat-truck and driven down into a crematorium and burnt without notifying anyone. At night. Imagine being a friend or relative of one of those protesters.
    

    
      
    

    
      The next few days the protests continued. One particular scene you have to imagine as well: A group of protesters is having a stand-off with some armed military people. The soldiers have the order to shoot them down. The protesters hold each other firmly and slowly walk towards the soldiers. They expect to die for their values, to die to further the cause, to die to make it easier for the others who will come after them in this society.
    

    
      The soldiers didn’t shoot this time.
    

    
      Still, more than a thousand people died during these days, but in late December, the Revolution was over. Because in the end, the people always win. Several army generals switched sides, away from the delusional Ceaușescu, until the dictator lost so many allies that the people were able to storm the building on December 22nd. And now comes the part that sounds like Hollywood but actually happened.
    

    
      He and his wife fled to the roof, carried by their bodyguards, were picked up by a helicopter and escaped. For now. They were flying over the Palace Square.
       
      The dictator tried to order more support in the form of two more helicopters full with armed soldiers to protect him, but received the answer: 
    

    
      “There has been a revolution. You’re on your own. Good luck.”
    

    
      Even the pilot was making up excuses in order to land the helicopter at a certain spot near the city of Bucharest. Ceaușescu’s guys captured cars from citizens and tried to flee further. He and his wife, Elena, who was with him all the time, made it to the town of Târgoviște, but got caught and locked into a room. Police arrested them later that same day. Two more days later, on December 24th, a special military court was established to deal with the situation. The trial was on December 25th, and Ceaușescu was accused of genocide against 60,000 people, amongst other things, and sentenced to death by this court he didn’t accept. His wife demanded to be killed along with him. A few minutes later, both were shot to death with dozens of bullets by several officers.
       Revolution successful. 
      Sure, it took years to get better. But getting accepted into NATO and the EU subsequently certainly shows that the country is on a positive path. From what I saw in Bucharest, I think so, too. Romania is definitely one of the poorer countries in the economic area, and signs of it are clearly visible, but whenever there’s improvement, there’s hope. And that’s all you basically need as motivation.
       
      I’m truly happy for the Romanians that the situation is like it is right now and not as it was before 1989. Knowing the background made me appreciate it all. Feeling the weight of the country’s history on your shoulders to a certain extent sparks compassion. All of us, including a bunch of certain current world leaders, should definitely learn from this that empires always fall and the people always win.
    

    
      Now, 28 
      years later,
       I’m standing on that same square on which that helicopter chase started. One million people were supposed to find a place on this square while the guy would announce things from the balcony of his palace. I tried to get into the building to experience that view, but the balcony was under construction for the rest of the year. Need to come back some day.
    

    
      Back to the hotel using the metro, I always like to try the public transport in foreign cities. “A developed country is not a place where the poor have cars. It's where the rich use public transportation.” ― Enrique Peñalosa, former mayor of Bogotá, Colombia.
    

    
      Bucharest is doing very well on the public transport side. They even have these electric buses which have overhead contact lines above the streets, like in Russian cities. Along with the great bicycle streets I’ve shown, everything helped reduce the amount of polluting cars. I didn’t come across any traffic jams. Back at the hotel I found some time to check out the goodie bag.
       It contained some nondescript pills which was weird, but otherwise it had some good gifts. 
      This was another rather cheap race. Just 35 Euros for all of that, including the race itself, of course. I went shopping for some food later and paid about 10 Euros for a bucket full of good quality food, including high-class artisanal water from the Carpathian mountains region of Romania, awesome. Low cost of living.
    

    
      Tonight, something special happens again. Special to me. It’s the 
      Ironman
       World Championships in Kailua-Kona, Hawaii. Just like last year, they are held the night before I run a marathon. Because of the time difference, the 
      Ironman
       race begins at 7:30 PM Bucharest time (6:30 AM in Hawaii) and will end at around 3:30 in the morning here. So I can’t watch it unless I 
      were as
       arrogant to believe I could do the marathon without sleep the night before. Tough choice!
       B
      ut first, some Italian food around the corner, and a little walk through the neighborhood. 18,000 steps today, that’s probably enough.
    

    
      I watch the triathlon race until the athletes are about halfway done with the 180 kilometer bike ride at 11:00 PM, having reached the northern town of Hawi. The hotel Wi-Fi is amazing, no interruptions at all. Canadian Lionel Sanders and German Sebastian Kienle are leading the pack, as I reluctantly pull myself together and turn the laptop off to get some sleep. 
      I dream of being there one day, too – both as spectator or an athlete would be great.
    

    
      I set the alarm for 7:00 AM and the race will start at 9:30.
       But t
      hen, I woke up. Not because of an alarm sound, which is weird. I look at the phone, it’s 2:30 AM. Crap. There’s no way I could avoid taking a look at the I
      ronman
       livestream right now, I feel it. I try to be strong and fall asleep again, but it doesn’t work. After almost an hour of moving around on the bed I give in and go to the livestream website.
       
      I can’t believe it’s really happening, although I’ve been almost sure he would make it: Patrick Lange is leading the race just a few kilometers before the finish! The guy trains in the same pool I started swimming in back in 2006 while studying in Darmstadt. He surprisingly reached third place last year with a record marathon in the end, but then had a rather bad year following that success, almost no wins, foot injuries. I’m so happy for him he found his strength again.
       
      The greatest thing is that I can now accidentally watch the final 10 minutes of the race live. Right as he’s running through that gate, he’s tearing up. Dancing, getting emotional. Can’t believe it. So happy for the guy. Sanders 2nd, Kienle 4th. Last year’s champ, Jan Frodeno, got terrible back pain during the run but finished anyway, with a 4 hours and 1 minute marathon (9:15 hours total), finishing 70th. Poor guy. I thought, I can beat that marathon time tomorrow! So that’s my goal.
    

    
      Really happy for Patrick, I fell asleep for four more hours.
    

    
      The day of the race. 
      My hotel room weirdly had a full kitchen, equipped with everything you’d need. So I got out a pot and made myself some breakfast porridge. Along with a banana and enough water to drink, I’m ready.
       
      The girl at the hotel reception confirms I can do a late checkout at 3:00 PM, which puts some pressure on me to not mess up this race. After twenty minutes of walking through the city I reached the expo. A 10k race is already underway, I see a woman on the finishing meters vomiting on the ground. You’ve got to learn how to pace yourself! How unfortunate for her.
    

    
      There’s some guided warm-up exercise.
       
      Another banana and a drink and I’m ready. Sector D is my spot, and the crowd increases steadily. Half marathon runners are with us, and a marathon relay race also starts at the same time, right here. Lots of people, more than I had expected.
       
      It’s maybe about 12 degrees, a bit cool but alright. Hints of sun. Probably the best possible weather for a marathon. A countdown, cheering people, and music. And It Begins! Number 27 of 28. 42.195 kilometers ahead. Go!
    

    
      After about 200 meters, the thousands of people have to squeeze through a rather narrow inflatable gate. We come to a complete stop. Pushing a camel through the eye of a needle, as a German saying descriptively points out.
       
      This could be optimized for next year. 
       
      Shortly thereafter, someone talks me up from behind.
       
      “Isn’t that Tim Teesche?”
    

    
      Yes it is, what a coincidence! It’s Michael from Cologne, whom I met about a year ago in Sofia, Bulgaria. He is running European marathons as well, this is number 13 for him. Amazing that we meet in this far away city between all of these thousands of runners.
       
      Michael is usually a bit slower than me, but as I planned to run very conservatively today, we ran together and talked a lot. It’s great sharing all of the stories from the different races we’ve been to.
    

    
      The course is really nice and full of beautiful sights. The layout is interesting and unusual as well, as it’s a single lap with a few spikes and some parts that are to be run several times, but it never feels repetitive. I have absolutely nothing bad to say about this. Great course. About 11 kilometers in, we reach the northern tip of the route
       at 
      “Arcul de Triumf” – 
      same look, slightly different name as in Paris.  
      This one was built in 1878, destroyed and rebuilt in 1922, and destroyed and rebuilt again in 1936. Talk about resilience! Also noteworthy, the bond between the nation of France and Romania. I can’t really say anything about it other than the nations seem to like each other. At least if the points given to one another during the Eurovision Song Contests are any indicator!
    

    
      Our pace is somewhere around 5:30 minutes per kilometer, which would lead to a race finish in less than four hours. So far everything is going well. No pain, no rain. In fact, the weather couldn’t have been any better. Sun and still enough fresh air without wind, around 18-20 degrees.
       Back towards the palace.
    

    
      Michael has forgotten his energy gels, so I share mine with him because I brought five, which is more than I need. The aid stations are organized quite well, there are no traffic jams in front of them, and the fluids are usually given out in cups. But you can choose to take a 0.5 liter bottle as well, if you so prefer. Something for everyone. The isotonic drink is highly concentrated, which is quite smart, because you can dilute it with water to your liking. This way, the organizers are making sure everyone takes in enough salt on this warm day.
    

    
      This might be the spoilt Ironman in me speaking, but there could have been a few more aid stations. Sometimes there were stretches of more than five kilometers without water. If you haven’t loaded up quite a bit on the last one, it could get tough out here in the sun.
       
      A fork in the road
       required a decision: finish or another round? 
      On to the second half.
       
      Since most of the runners have finished the race right here after their half marathons, about 1,300 full marathoners are still on the course, plus all relay runners. After 25 kilometers it’s slowly becoming a mental challenge to keep going. Michael and I are talking less now, we’re both concentrating on our own stride and rhythm.
    

    
      An older runner with a huge EU flag surely catches my attention. I know him from somewhere, but I can’t remember where I’ve met him before. After the race I went through all my reports, and it was Bratislava, Slovakia, in 2015, and his name is Ilie Rosu. We even had a little chat back then, as I’ve read in my own report. Good thing I wrote everything down – with such an apparent bad memory I need to!
       
      Ilie Rosu is an impressive guy. You can see his stature, it’s not that of a typical marathon runner. But then again, what is a typical marathon runner? He has done 195 full marathons by now, most of them while carrying multiple giant flags. The EU flag has been with him 92 times. He has finished every single one of the 10 Bucharest marathons – including this one, with just under four and a half hours.
    

    
      Beating Frodo. 
      These moments are quite inspiring to me. They make it easier to go through with it. And it starts getting tougher. At kilometer 30, Michael tells me he will have to slow down now. I, on the other hand, still have my goal of beating Frodeno’s Ironman marathon time from this morning, which is about 4:01 hours. I’m on course. So Michael and I say goodbye, I give him another gel and keep the pace as he takes up a slower pace.
       
      We departed from the long straight street to get to the stadium.
    

    
      It’s been a while since I’ve last had anything to drink. And it’s getting hot right now. This isn’t great. After the loop around the stadium, we get diverted to the West for some more kilometers, surely to reach the full 42.195 without too much repetition. Good idea, especially this 
      Strada Maior Ion Coravu
      , because it has trees above us, blocking the sun.
       
      I am so thirsty. Right back at the stadium, there’s a stop. Close one!
    

    
      This is so good. At a
      n aid station, fittingly maintained by the German School of Bucharest, 
      I throw everything down my throat I can find. Who cares if the stomach fills up, I need water! And iso, and gels, and an orange, too. That’s better.
       
      Six kilometers to go, should be doable.
       
      There’s one last turn and we finally get to see the humongous palace again on the horizon. But it’s further away than you’d think. Still about three kilometers away. Those feel like eternity. Fortunately it’s slightly downhill and there are two more water stations.
    

    
      The signs 40, 41, and 42 speak a language we can all understand. Not much room for interpretation. The crowd size increases, two last turns to get around the Palace Square, and then my happiness grows.
    

    
      A few more steps. 
      Freaking done! 27 of the 28.
    

    
      My face after the finish line looks almost the same as 
      after finishing 
      in Dublin, I realize. Same amount of struggle, apparently. I’m so glad I’ve made it! It hasn’t been an easy run for me, but the race itself has been nearly perfect.
       
      3:57 hours, goals reached
       and faster than Jan Frodeno.
       It’s been a while since I’ve had to fight this hard. Sitting down on the floor is a must.
       
      But first, volunteers remove our timing chips from our shoes for us. Thanks!
    

    
      I hang out in the finisher’s area, having some water and juice and an alcohol-free beer to regain some strength. About fifteen minutes later, Michael reaches the finish line. I congratulate him and shout: “See you in Copenhagen!” – because next year we might meet there again, together with Mike Harley. I would like to support Mike in that race and in his effort to raise awareness for the disease of CFS/ME.
       
      Now I have to get home, which is never easy with marathon-sore feet. The area is closed for taxis, and the metro goes in the wrong direction. So I walk!
    

    
      A shower and some food back at the hotel do the trick, I’m fresh again. The taxi to the airport now costs 40 Leus, so I got ripped off on the way here, by 150 percent. Well, at least the money went to someone who clearly needed it. This guy is less expensive, but his way of driving almost makes me vomit. It’s time for autonomous taxis to arrive.
    

    
      The last marathon remaining is Brussels. That won’t happen until October 2018, almost one whole year in the future. I’ve got enough planned for the time up until then, but I also think ahead fondly to Brussels. It’ll be great finishing this long, long challenge I’ve set for myself. 
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      #28 Brussels
    

    
      28th of October, 2018
    

    
      On October 16th, 2011, I ran the official Amsterdam marathon, my second ever full marathon. It’s been seven whole years, but reading the report today makes me feel like no time has passed. Lots of things changed, that’s for sure. But then again, the amount of time feels insignificant to me. I feel like I’m the same person, although the molecules of which my body is made of are nearly completely a different set from 2011. Funny how that works.
    

    
      Seven Years.
       
      Quite a long time. A fifth of my whole life so far.
    

    
      I came up with the goal of doing the 28 EU capital marathons someday between the Amsterdam and Copenhagen marathons in 2011, 2012 respectively. Both city marathons kind of happened to me and coincidentally were also EU capitals. So it made sense to do some research in order to find out if the 26 remaining EU capitals also had official marathons. I remember that time very fondly, it felt like planning a huge voyage to me.
       
      From the beginning on, it was obvious this was going to take many years. But that didn’t matter to me at all. Nor was I determined to tick off the challenge as soon as possible or as slowly as possible. I just had fun planning these races and seeing where we could go next spring or next fall.
       
      As the years went on and the sports bug bit me more and more, I began to try and do more of the EU marathons each year. It was just so much fun to me I wanted to experience more of it. That led to additional marathons, longer triathlons, a few endurance swims and SwimRuns, and even repeats of EU marathons. I just can’t stop because to me this is a very enjoyable use of my free time.
    

    
      “What’s Next?”
    

    
      It’s probably the question I’ve gotten most of them all as my EU challenge came closer to its end. I sometimes jokingly answer, “The UN of course!”, but that’s not realistic in my situation. Truth is, there is no specific next goal. There are many. Most of them are smaller than the EU challenge and they are all rather insignificant in comparison. Some goals will come, some will go.
       
      It doesn’t matter.
       
      I just really like to run long races and will continue to do so whenever possible as long as my body allows me to do it.
       
      Brussels. From the very beginning, this final EU marathon occasion didn’t feel like the huge fireworks ceremony to me. More like just another great marathon run I’m looking forward to. Still, it acted as a moment to breathe and reflect. I’m still not entirely sure what my feelings about completing the challenge really are. There’s a bit of everything in it.
    

    
      After preparing myself to run marathons again after a break of a few months, by doing another challenge, 3 marathons in 2 weeks, I felt strong and ready for a solid run in Brussels after a somewhat mixed year in terms of athletics.
       
      The city is really special, not just to me, but also to Europe. As the home of the European Commission and several other EU institutions, it’s the capital city of the EU of sorts, and so I chose it as the grand finale.
       
      We took a plane from Hamburg, of course Sophie and all our four daughters came with me.
    

    
      After arriving in our beautiful Brussels AirBnB Sophie and I were exhausted through and through. We just now realized that four children seem to be the limit to what we can handle while doing weekend city trips like these. Also, our kids are at ages (6, 4, 2, 0) in which they have other ideas for spending their time. For that reason, it’s great the EU capital runs are over after Sunday. In contrast, the mentioned 3 in 2 challenge in rural Austria was perfect for the kids. Scenic areas, nature, animals, clean air, no busy traffic, non-stressful travel.
       
      I think I’ll still continue to run city marathons from time to time, but then probably on my own or just with the older ones of our kids. And also put a bigger focus on nature when choosing family vacations with marathons. But we can’t forget that this trip had to offer great advantages for everyone as well. First and foremost, that’s the Belgian Triple:
       
      CHOCOLATE,
       
      FRIES, BEER.
    

    
      Somehow, this tiny nation seems to have perfected the artforms of creation in the three fields. We got some delicious 
      Neuhaus
       chocolate and happily ate fries at the popular 
      Maison Antoine
      .
       
      I bought 
      a
       type of Belgian craft beer from a huge grocery store selection without knowing anything about it, and without failure, it tasted really great.
    

    
      Brussels had chosen a great location epicenter for the marathon race. Right inside the Parc du Cinquantenaire, which has a huge triumphal arch. A very popular accessory for any city that thinks something of itself.
    

    
      The expo was situated inside a historic cars museum. A very interesting place! Right when entering, a man dressed in a red jacket greeted me by my name. To my surprise, it was René, who volunteered at the Rauchwart marathon I ran four weeks ago, and who is a good friend of Jürgen, the Rauchwart marathon initiator and my marathon buddy from Austria. Funny how the marathon running scene isn’t as big as you might think. René likes to run a lot as well and has an interesting long term goal: running all destination city’s marathons of the Emirates airline – as he is employed at Emirates. That will take a while, too!
    

    
      At this Autoworld expo we saw an advertisement stand for an event called 
      Arcticmarathon
       up north in Svalbard. Not far from the North Pole – now that’s interesting!
    

    
      Julie did a great job of finding my name on the huge wall of runners.
       
      The event here looked a bit bigger than it was. The parallel half marathon race is the reason. Around 8,000 half marathoners and just 2,000 full marathoners were registered. René told me about this year’s Calcutta marathon in India, which he ran, where the ratio was 20,000 half marathoners to exactly 96 full marathons – talk about a huge discrepancy!
       
    

    
      The evening before the race we had pasta and the next morning oatmeal with honey, as is tradition with my marathons. Provides me with the optimum amount of nutrients for a long run.
       
      The night was an hour longer because of one of the last Daylight Saving Time shifts. The EU recently put out a directive to urge its member states to get rid of DST because a poll of millions of EU citizens clearly spoke out in favor of just that. Sounds democratic to me. In 2019, the countries of the EU will have to decide. So far, I think Germany’s government hasn’t made a decision about that, but I strongly hope for the abolishment of DST. These 1 hour gains before my fall marathons are the only positive consequence of DST I can think of, in addition to a bunch of negative effects, for example the kids being out of their natural sleeping rhythms for about a week again.
    

    
      Usually, Brussels seems to have a very good public transport system, including street cars, which are awesome in general. We rode them for fun a bunch of times. But they have one slight problem: they don’t work during events that make the closing of some streets necessary. E.g., a marathon race. After waging my options I chose to run the 4.5 kilometers through the cold morning to the start of the race. Hoping to warm up a bit.
       
      Good thing the crowds were increasing, cheers to penguin colony style warmth sharing.
       
    

    
      And by accident, here’s René again
      . 
      Talking with him also moves the thoughts away from the cold. Two degrees above zero is not much.
       
      The announcer talked quite a bit, mostly in French obviously. Many other countries’ citizens were present today, as Brussels is a very international city. The last few minutes flew away that way. Here’s my last remaining EU capital marathon.
       
    

    
      Let’s 
      d
      o 
      t
      his!
       
      Sure enough, I run this thing wearing a EU flag cape – like I got any other choice. Captain Europe to the rescue!
    

    
      Although it’s very cold, the weather is quite pleasant actually. Not much wind and no rain or hail. I’ve had a lot worse during marathons. A bit more sun would’ve been nice, but who am I to complain about the weather.
       
      Brussels also has to offer some slight hills. We ran through three short car tunnels right near the beginning. Down, and up. It gets you warmed up.
       
      Inside the tunnels the air was noticeably warmer.
    

    
      I have recently read a few running books, in one of which the nasal breathing technique was mentioned. Apparently it can be good for the cardiovascular system by breathing purely through one’s nose while running. Humidifies and filters the air as well as it forces you to stay at a slower pace. I tried it for a few kilometers, but the cold made it quite hard to do so. I then switched back to the Breath of the Dragon, a Yoga breathing style. Breathing in through the nose and then forcefully breathing out through the mouth. Keeps the system going and it’s great for reaching a mindful state while running.
    

    
      During this race I thought about my current running heroes quite a bit. Those are Patrick Lange, who had won the Ironman Hawaii World Championships just a few weeks earlier, with an amazing marathon, setting a new course record for the second year in a row. His running style is so well rounded I usually try my best to imitate it.
       
      The other one is Scott Jurek, an ultramarathon genius. He’s won all the crazy long world renowned races like the Western States 100 miler or the Badwater Ultra 135 in crazy hot Death Valley, all while being a healthy vegan. I really enjoyed his books, 
      North
       as well as 
      Eat & Run
       in the last few weeks.
       
      As I think about how these guys would go about a comparably easy race like this one, we leave the gray city and enter a green and fall-colored park. This place is not far from our apartment, which is why I can suddenly see my little ones.
       
      Sophie managed to get them all ready in time and come here – which can be tougher than a marathon run. 
    

    
      It’s funny to think back to 2011’s Amsterdam marathon, when Sophie was pregnant with our first-born, Julie. A bit later we joked that we would be doing the 28th marathon in Brussels together, pushing our future four kids on a wheeled contraption I would build for the occasion. Well, we got the four kids part right. Crazy enough.
    

    
      The course is nice and diverse. There’s very little of the noise of the city and lots of calm nature instead. I appreciate it. Because of the cold weather and non-central location of many parts, crowds are small and rare. It’s a race to retract into one’s self. I like that, too.
    

    
      Aid stations are well maintained by hard as nails volunteers, standing there for hours in the cold handing out drinks. “De l’eau?”, they politely ask. Some water? The isotonic drink they offer is called “A A”, pronounced in a way that makes my kids laugh afterwards. It sounds like a kids’ term for ‘poo’ in German.
    

    
      At the half marathon mark, there’s a short stretch on which the course leads back along this same road. Right at this moment, the leader appears
       with a s
      trong stride at kilometer 37 for him. 
    

    
      The pace car shows a 2:04. After “just” 37 kilometers, this guy is far away from a record breaking time. It must be cold. His stride is still very impressive, it always is with these fast runners.
       
      We exit the Brussels region and enter a rather large forest or park area. It’s nature, clean air, no crowds again.
       
      There’s a red vest in front of 
      me that says
       “Emirates” – 
      it
      ’s René again! We ha
      ve a short chat but he insists I overtake.
    

    
      It is around here that I first notice people commenting on my EU flag cape. So far no one paid attention, or maybe they all despised the idea. I don’t know. I feel a bit insecure about carrying that political message around. I’m just not sure everyone interprets it as the symbol for unification and diversity it’s meant for.
       
      After the recent years’ right-wing and nationalistic movements in several EU countries, I’m more than ever convinced the project “European Union” has been the right choice for our continent. 73 years and counting without a war in this previously war-torn region are making a strong argument. Not to mention the economic and everyday life advantages for every single citizen during this current shift towards globalism. I spoke to my historian and journalist friends, and they agreed. (Sometimes I’m lazy and just copy their opinions, to be honest. Opinion-outsourcing to trusted sources saves time!)
    

    
      It’s always easy to see the few negative aspects and ignore the countless invisible advantages.
    

    
      Here, after two thirds of the race, the positive comments about my EU fandom started. And that felt good. It’s always the young people who embrace the union, from what I witness. That’s a good sign as we are the ones that will create the future. “L‘Union Européenne!”, “L’Europe!”, “Go Europe!” they say to me. It sure makes me smile. The doubtful people – if they existed – kept their opinions to themselves, which I also appreciate.
       Europe is a great place.
    

    
      In the spirit of unification, we reach a point where us full marathoners and the 8,000 half marathoners are united on the same broad street. Those half marathoners started their race one and a half hours later than us, so there was a big amount of runners finishing around the same time. The only difference is the pace. I am running towards a 3:50 hour finish and the half marathoners here are going to finish in about 2:15 hours, making their pace noticeably slower than mine. But it’s not a problem, they are not in my way. I enjoy the company.
    

    
      This course really isn’t the easiest with all its slight uphill and downhill parts. It’s nothing compared to the mountain marathon I ran a few weeks ago, but it’s also no walk in the park to have a five percent uphill stretch after 40 kilometers. The pace suffers!
       
      After that last hill is done, a great view of the huge triumphal arch presents itself. Now that’s a nice bonus! With less than two kilometers left and the finish line in view, I feel reminded of the last kilometers of Bucharest’s marathon, coming towards the people’s palace. That was quite some race as well.
    

    
      The crowds are intensifying here. Some supportive EU comments are thrown my way. Cobblestone, as we near the gates
      . 
      I’m thinking, in less than a minute, this 
      7 year challenge
       will be done
      . Crawling distance. 
      And 
      there we are.
    

    
      Challenge 
      c
      ompleted.
       
      It’s hard for me to grasp. Still is. I repeatedly imagined this moment for a good part of the previous 7 years, but in the end nothing really came close to the reality of crossing that finish line. I first thought it might have been emotion overload that made me feel a bit numb, but it’s not that. Sadness or nostalgia that it’s over? Relief? Also not the case.
       
      So here are some words from Scott Jurek that resonated with me.
    

    
      “Whatever quantitative measure of success you set out to achieve becomes either unattainable or meaningless. The reward of running – of anything – lies within us. As I sought bigger rewards and more victories in my sport, it was a lesson I learned over and over again. We focus on something external to motivate us, but we need to remember that it’s the process of reaching for that prize – not the prize itself – that can bring us peace and joy.”
    

    
      That truth is somewhere within us, and it’s easy to forget about it and confuse the physical goal with the ultimate goal.
    

    
      It’s the runs that fulfill me. The anticipation before them. The traveling and exploration. It’s the excellent hot Belgian waffle right after the finish line. The heated up and cozy DriveNow car that takes me back to the apartment. Sophie’s and the kids’ big hugs and support, the hot bath, the pizza and beer in the evening. It
      ’
      s all of it.
       
      The journey always continues. 
    

    
      Now 
      b
      ack to Earth, WHAT’S NEXT?!
       
      There are lots of marathon events to be run and I’d like to run many of them. So far, in 2018, I have completed 9 runs of marathon distance or greater, so I would like to do 3 more to reach my 2018 goal of 12 marathons. Not yet sure which races they will be, but I think it’ll be possible.
    

    
      In 2019 I will run a few ultramarathons like the 90 Mile Beach Ultra in New Zealand’s Northlands (actually just 62k, not 90 miles), the Bieler Lauftage 100 km, the traditional Hamburg Marathon in April, and I’m signed up for 
      Ironman
       Hamburg again, because it’s on my birthday in 2019. Other events I’d like to do in 2019 and beyond include
       city marathons in 
      Munich, Frankfurt, Düsseldorf, Dresden, Lübeck, Kiel
      , Reykjavik, Oslo, Trail runs in Harz mountains and Andorra, a marathon in every of the 16 German states, and maybe ultra marathons at Tortour de Ruhr (230 km) or the popular Berliner Mauerweg (100 miles). 
      And probably many more. As long as my body allows me to, I plan on using it
      .
    

    
      Thanks for following me along on this journey, I hope you had some enjoyment reading about it! There’s a good chance I’ll write more about upcoming experiences I deem interesting enough. In the meantime, you can check out my personal blog over at www.teesche.com if you’d like to know what I’m up to besides running.
    

    
      “Life is not a race. Neither 
      is a
      [n ultra]marathon, not really, even though it looks like one. There is no finish line. We strive towards a goal, an
      d whether we 
      achieve it or not is important, but it’s not what’s most important. What matters most, is how we move toward that goal. What’s crucial is the step we’re taking now, the step you’re taking now.” – Scott Jurek
    

    
      The End
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      #29 or 20½: Nicosia, Cyprus
    

    
      20th of February, 2020
    

    
      No, it’s not the end yet! There is one more to go, an encore marathon if you will. Come with me back to Cyprus.
    

    
      During the time from 2011 to 2018 I missed the chance to run in 
      all
       capital cities of the EU member states. The capital of Cyprus, Nicosia, didn’t offer a marathon, which is why I went to the coastal town of Paphos on the island nation instead, back in 2016. That race went rather well, as you might have read on some of the earlier pages in this book. I considered this race to fulfill my own rules of this challenge which I made up, but on the other hand I vowed to come back if at any point in the future Nicosia would again hold a marathon race. And there I am, one and a half years after the Brussels conclusion.
    

    
      After an eight year break, a new team got together to make this race happen. Before, the capital city of Nicosia had held a marathon race three times between 2010 and 2012, but had to stop the efforts, apparently due to backlash from the citizens who couldn’t deal with the streets being closed off for a single Sunday morning once per year. At least that’s what the rumors said. But now, things have changed. My friend Jürgen was the person who notified me of this brand new race. Needless to say, I had to stand by the promise I made to myself and signed up immediately. A whopping 50 Euros poorer, I was looking forward to another trip to the southeastern-most country of my beloved EU.
    

    
      I would be going alone, without my girls, because we found out in Brussels 2018 that these short weekend trips mean too much exhaustion for the six of us by now. That hasn’t changed during the one and a half years since the first finish of the challenge. So I would have a relaxing weekend for myself, which also can be nice. Especially after the last six weeks which were really draining on me. I rented and renovated a new office space, moved into it, hired two new employees and tried growing the company by making a conscious effort to work more efficiently, but also, just more. To get enough running into my body, I moved a bunch of training runs up to 5:30 AM, so I could be done by the time my kids wake up and still have enough time to work later during the day. Although this seemed to work out at first, the additional lack of sleep made these runs ineffective, or so I felt. Will this be enough for a decent marathon race? We’ll see!
    

    
      First, I needed to get to the city. Cyprus is an unusual place – an island in the Mediterranean Sea, but also a country and member of the EU, and at the same time two countries, one a member, the other one not. The history is that around 50 years ago, both Greece and Turkey decided to annex the island by military force. Both succeeded and failed at the same time, resulting in a divided place. The southern part is Greek influenced independent Cyprus, the northern part is named The Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus, but the only country which recognizes this northern part is Turkey itself. The rest of the world thinks of the Greek part as “real Cyprus”, apparently. Or maybe it’s just indifferent to this power struggle. The border runs directly through the central capital of Nicosia. There is a UN protected stripe of safety between both countries and you need to go through passport control twice to cross the border. I imagine it feeling a bit like Berlin during the years of German separation, just without the shooting of innocent people – or so I hoped. I did know about this vaguely but didn’t think of it as much of a problem to a tourist like me. Big mistake! I went ahead and booked the cheapest flights to an airport close to Nicosia, which turned out to be Ercan Airport (ECN) on the Turkish side, a mere 15 kilometers away from the city center. Turkish Airlines got me there via Istanbul, which was a pleasant enough connection. The new insanely prestigious Istanbul airport seen from the top looks like a threatening insect, I think.
    

    
      Tired and with a hurting body I stepped out of the plane into this strange country named T.R.N.C. Or non-country. Not so sure. Next step: getting to the city. And this was a horrible experience against which no internet research helped beforehand. “Welcome to the Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus”, yeah right. Just as I stepped out of the plane, a huge military helicopter landed next to it. Now they are ready for my arrival!
    

    
      First, I got on a cheap bus. “To Lefkoşa?” I asked the driver. That’s the Turkish name for the city of Nicosia, definitely sure of that. He nodded. So I got on the bus and found myself in the city of Girne an hour later. A pretty coastal town in the north – not at all where I wanted to go, though. Neither Nicosia, nor Lefkoşa.
    

    
      A nice lady at a hotel next to the bus stop tried helping me. Weirdly she was behaving like the Greek part of Nicosia was just not existing – this wouldn’t be the first occurrence of that behavior I experienced. She said the best option would be a taxi to the border, and then another taxi to the place I needed to go. But these drivers only accepted cash. Time to search for an ATM to get some Turkish Lira I would have no other use for than this one. The driver then took me back south and after twenty minutes and 120 Turkish Lira (~20 Euros) I had to get into his buddy’s car. That guy also had no idea about the Greek part of Nicosia, which led to me having to navigate him, the taxi driver, using my own mobile phone and Google Maps. While he was smoking cigarettes in the car right next to me. Great. We crossed the border, I got two stamps into my passport, and we reached the place after another 260 Lira (~40 Euros). Definitely frustrated at this point.
    

    
      Anyways, I made it in time for the bib number 
      pickup
       with half an hour to spare in the evening. This journey took me around twelve hours total, of which four were unnecessary. What a giant waste of time and wrecked nerves, I thought. Why am I even doing this? The pickup of the number was really nice though. An English speaking volunteer with a smile was done with me after two minutes.
    

    
      What remained was the distance between this race center and my hotel. Four kilometers. Because by now I had lost my trust in buses and taxis completely, I decided to walk with my ten kilogram backpack. Forty-five minutes later I arrived, rather sweaty and exhausted. But, I arrived. And the hotel was still administered by the owner and I got into the room where I collapsed for a few minutes. What a day!
    

    
      When I asked for an early breakfast tomorrow on race day, the hotel’s owner just laughed in my face. It would have to be at 5:30 AM as the race starts at 7. Okay, fair enough. Grocery store it is. Followed by two foot long Halloumi Subway sandwiches – I really like how Subway takes local specialties and makes them part of their options in other countries. Sixty centimeters of sandwich got me a long way and would qualify as sufficient carbo-loading, I hoped. An early night’s sleep in a surprisingly comfortable bed with no loud kids around for a change did the rest to make me fit and fresh again. While missing Sophie and the kids. Alarm clock at 5 AM.
    

    
      February 16th, race day. Getting dressed, three bread-rolls with honey, a liter of juice, ready to go marathoning. Since yesterday, the situation of getting around in Nicosia hadn’t changed, which is why I decided to walk the four kilometers to the start for the second time. It’s still halfway dark outside at 5:30 and the streets are empty. Still half asleep, I take two wrong turns but make it in time. At 6:30 I’m at the venue, which still seems to be under construction. People have different priorities here.
    

    
      Slowly it’s filling up. Strolling around inside the Municipality Building, I suddenly hear someone excitedly say my name: “Tim Teege!” – it’s Michael from Cologne, a running buddy whom I have met several times by now (Sofia, Bucharest). He is also on a quest to do European city marathons, currently at 24 capitals plus 4 non-capitals. Such a coincidence! Big hug and smiles, as we now have it easy chatting away the remaining minutes until the start. He has come alone as well but chose a better airport, Larnaca, on the Greek side of the island. No border struggles for him, the smart dude.
    

    
      Race 29 of 28 is about to begin.
    

    
      Not really noticing what’s going on around us, the gun and clock go off and the marathon starts a few minutes after 7 AM, almost as planned. It consists of two identical laps on major streets of the city, 100 percent asphalt, promising to be a rather boring course. Michael and I keep together and talk through the first dozen kilometers. The sun shows up and it gets a bit warmer, somewhere around 5-10 degrees, crossing into the 10s now. We’re both wondering where the aid stations are. So far there has been nothing. We’re naturally doing the same pace of around 5:20 to 5:30 minutes per kilometer, aiming for an easy sub four hour finish if all goes well. I don’t feel too good at these first ten kilometers, but that sometimes happens as the body still has to adjust to the activity. But not today. At 12, I need a short bathroom break, losing Michael. At 14, I even have to do another, longer bathroom break, after a few minutes of stomach pain. Was it the Halloumi sandwiches? The (possibly artificial) juice? Some bacteria picked up during the trip? It doesn’t matter, I can’t change it now. With Michael gone I decided to play it safe today and keep a steady heart-rate instead of a steady pace. This means slowing down a bit. Fortunately, the stomach pain ends and I don’t need another break.
    

    
      Also, there are aid stations now, providing fresh Cypriot oranges as well as 500 ml plastic bottles of water, blue Powerade, and orange Powerade. The waste! I have complained about this many times before and it will sound repetitive now, but on every occasion it makes me angry and sad again. So much plastic and valuable resources go to waste when you provide drinks during a marathon using this method. Most people just grab a bottle, have a few sips, realize it’s difficult and annoying to drink out of while running, and throw the 80 percent full bottle into the nature next to the street, polluting the environment some more, even. Cyprus is quite a dirty place with lots of plastic waste lying around anyways. Littering seems to be socially acceptable, as I’ve witnessed several times outside of the race already. Why doesn’t anyone care? I guess I’m part of the problem here by having signed up for the race and therefore helping to create the demand. But there are better ways. Pressure needs to be created, I’ll write to the staff.
    

    
      At the major crossings we can see lots of cars waiting for us to pass. Some drivers got out of their cars to argue with the police blocking the roads for us runners. They don’t like being held up and have no understanding of this event. This is why there has been an eight year break between the last and today’s Nicosia marathon, so I’ve heard: The staff couldn’t get the people’s and the government’s agreement to close off the roads. Ridiculous, if you look at all the world’s major city marathons – NYC, Berlin, Paris, being able to block their roads for a lot longer and at many more annual events.
    

    
      The run has gotten rather lonely by now. I think the marathoner’s field is probably just around fifty people strong. There are a few turning points, which make it possible to see a few runners, though. Michael and I greeted each other a few more times. I look at the watch and realize he’s having a good time and increases the gap between us. I’m happy for him.
    

    
      I am losing pace again, now approaching a 6:00 minute average per kilometer during the last ten kilometers. It’s becoming clear to me that this won’t even lead to a sub four hour finish today. Possibly my worst result in years. Why is this happening? You get a long time to think about this when a race doesn’t go as planned on an otherwise great day like today. The reasons, or rather excuses, I have come up with, include the following:
    

    
      	
        Ineffective training sessions at 5:30 AM in the morning during the last 6 weeks
      

      	
        Very few long runs of 15 km or more, recently
      

      	
        No good regeneration due to lack of sleep and stressful days
      

      	
        Possibly bad food leading to the digestive problems early on in the race
      

      	
        Stressful journey of yesterday with a lot of exhausting failures
      

      	
        Long walks yesterday and today might have already taken away a bunch of my energy
      

      	
        Preoccupied mind because of the company expansion and office renovation
      

      	
        But also, easier to solve: I think my choice of running shoes for today wasn’t the best. My Asics Roadhawk FF have more than 2,000 kilometers in them, don’t feel great anymore and might just be worn out
      

    

    
      So there’s a list I can dig up next time. Although most of the problems here happened by accident and I had little power on changing them. Getting new shoes, switching from early morning runs towards early morning work and late morning runs, and trying new power-napping schedules maybe. But most of all, I’ll try to avoid such long journeys to marathon races in the future. I’m definitely sure of that now. Just six weeks ago, I almost effortlessly did the Wesel marathon in western Germany in just 3:28 hours. And now I’m struggling to come in under four hours. During better weather conditions, actually. That’s a sign to take seriously.
    

    
      One of the best things about long runs for me personally is the time it gives me to be away from everything. Usually, all other problems, circumstances, and challenges of daily life are far away during a race. But for some reason, today that wasn’t true. All the while I caught myself thinking about work. How to solve situation X, how to deal with client Y, what to decide together with employee Z. Can’t I enjoy marathons anymore because of my current larger focus on work? Is the one holy thing gone? This would be very sad for me.
    

    
      There are a few times during which the sun comes out and shines on my face, a little downhill part starts and I feel great again. But those times are rare today. Every time I pass by a deserted office building, of which there are a lot in Nicosia, I am reminded of the worries at my own company. With a greater team comes more responsibilities and I don’t want to disappoint anyone who chose me as a partner, boss, or agency. How to make sure of that? Seems like so much is up to chance anyways. If I keep doing my best, it’s likely it will all work out, but what if on the odd chance my best work isn’t enough? These kinds of questions now roam my head since I’ve got the time here on my hands. Is that really what I need during this vacation? Will worrying make it better? Maybe, maybe not. There’s no way of knowing. Only one thing is clear, I don’t feel great right now and my performance is weak, weighing on my mind as well.
    

    
      Another runner comes towards me during one of the turning points, takes out his phone to take a picture of me in my EU shirt, commenting: “Now that’s a nice shirt!” – It's a small gesture, but right now, in my current situation, it makes me happy for a bit and is much appreciated.
    

    
      I think about my five dear ladies back home. I’m so glad they are always a solid rock. We’re a great team, that’s something I can count on and which gives me confidence for everything else. Also, I’m glad I don’t have to walk. That’s something! You need the bad days in order to appreciate the good ones.
    

    
      If you just keep going, at some point the finish line will be in sight. 42.195 kilometers, and I’m done. Michael is waiting there, cheering me on after noticing my struggles. He’s a good guy. 4:05 hours, what a horribly bad result. It’s been many years since I’ve run a marathon this slowly, not counting the considerably tougher mountain marathons. But, I made it to the finish line and completed this bonus round of my seven years long project. One and a half years after having actually finished it. Now this really is the end of a chapter for me, and now I know exactly why. Ran a marathon, got the medal – hard to beat that happy moment under any circumstances.
    

    
      The Big WHYs
    

    
      Recently, to my delight, an old friend of mine, Cornelius, got back in touch with me. Via email, he complimented me on this personal blog and asked me about my WHY for all the endurance activities I do. He has his WHYs too and enjoys sports just as well. A bit later we met up in Berlin, where he lives and I had business to attend to, so we had the chance to talk about it in person. When talking to him I realized again that I feel a very strong connection to endurance sports. It has done a lot to help me going through life, but as with everything, it also has its downsides. While it is very easy for me to come up with reasons why I run long distances, it has become increasingly easy to find reasons not to do race weekends similar to these. After 29 of them, I’m convinced this will have been one of the last, if not, the last one of this type.
    

    
      This is the answer to a different question from the one that Cornelius asked me, but it might be even more important to me right now.
    

    
      Why NOT to do race weekends like these:
    

    
      	
        Flying somewhere: the high CO2 output and fossil fuels usage have started to play a larger role for me.
      

      	
        The time wasted on planes and at airports – time is an increasingly important asset for me these days.
      

      	
        The high expenses. The cost to benefit ratio doesn’t seem to make sense anymore.
      

      	
        The relaxing effect is smaller than it used to be, maybe because the necessary energy in me is declining, I’m not sure.
      

    

    
      Simple. To varying degrees, these points have been on my mind for a longer period of time, but starting with this experience, they suddenly have made a leap of importance. Running races is still something I’d like to do a lot. But the circumstances have to change for me to make them enjoyable. One measure that will take care of all four reasons is this one:
    

    
      Choosing races in the vicinity instead.
    

    
      Again, simple. That’s what’s getting my focus in the upcoming months. In addition to some refined training sessions and, behold, new shoes!
    

    
      So, how did I get back home with all this border nonsense? First, right after the race, I took the time to receive a free massage. Now that’s what I’m talking about. Eased up and relaxed, the four kilometer walk home would be no problem at all. Gladly, the muscles worked well even after this disaster of a race. Enjoying a nice afternoon and evening were a challenge I actually felt up for, so that’s what I did. Another relaxing night’s sleep of eleven continuous hours did the trick to help me rise back from the sleepless. What a night. I’ll remember and cherish this one for sure! Felt like that’s the amount of hours I usually get per week, combined. Now, the journey back. With my newfound knowledge, I simply used the walkable border crossing within the center of the Old Town of Nicosia.
    

    
      It’s a circular walled inner city, about 4,500 years old. From the southern Greek half I walked through two passport checks, the Greek and the Turkish one. No problem, thanks to my generally accepted German passport. Between the countries within a country is a UN controlled safety buffer. A no photograph zone. But it seemed rather harmless in reality, no armed guards carrying guns at all. The Turkish side of the city had striking similarities to the Greek one. Food, souvenirs, and clothing shops. We’re all just human, after all. The only difference being the shape of the churches: the islamic Turkish minarets are visible everywhere due to their height. Massive beauties they are. Two more kilometers north I’m at the correct bus stop and not in the town of Girne at the coast. Time for some more Halloumi, I needed to reconcile with this delicious Cypriot product.
    

    
      This bus costs 15 Turkish Lira (~2.30 Euros) and will get me to Ercan Airport in half an hour. I double checked and it actually turned out to be true. Beats sixty bucks for a ride next to a smoking and cursing fool of a cab driver who has to be told the directions.
    

    
      Two uneventful flights via the incredibly shiny new Istanbul airport, and this adventure is over. And with it, seven, or maybe eight and a half years of EU capital marathons. It was fun while it lasted, but now it’s definitely time for something new. And that’s a realization I’m very happy to have come to. 
    

    
      Here’s to new beginnings!
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      Epilog
    

    
      Running a marathon in every capital of the European Union taught me a lot of things. First, there are the obvious ones, like experiencing the different cultures in these diverse countries. Traveling always broadens your horizons. In Europe, especially, the countless languages and traditions, the wars, the treaties, the trade, the moving borders, the disputes, the unions – have made it into a place of huge differences, but somewhat ironically what I got out of these years is seeing the similarities of us all in the end. 
    

    
      Recently I was reading a book written by a guy who ran marathons in all the countries of the world and that put my trips into a different light. When you read about what it’s like to find your way through Yemen, Burundi, Mongolia, Haiti, or even Syria, this is looking like a fun holiday – which it was, that’s not the point, but you sure realize that we’re not so different from each other after all, up here in Europe. Why not embrace that? I’m more and more convinced that we should aim to have more and stronger unions all over the world. Working together towards common goals of which we haven’t been seeing eye to eye as of yet, but my guess is that environmental conservation efforts are one example of it being absolutely mandatory to at some point make a deal with everyone on the planet. Hopefully before it’s too late. 
    

    
      The more you see of this world, the more you understand the need to protect it and try to make it better. Its beauty, its peoples, their traditions, plans and ideas, the diversity. 
    

    
      “The sparkling light of the morning sun is all we should need to feel one.” – Rou Reynolds of Enter Shikari in 
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