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Older runners race to national event here 
 By Emma Zayer 
  Larry Colbert has amassed more than a thousand medals and honors at track events across the globe. And he hopes to pick up yet more at the 2009 USA Masters Indoor Track and Field Championships, to be held in the metro area for the first time this month.
  Colbert, 72, didn’t plan to be a world champion when he started running. He just wanted to move without pain.
  At age 17, Colbert was working at a racetrack when a horse fell on him. He said he didn’t seek major treatment at the time or miss a day of work, but the inci​dent led to years of back problems.
  When he was in his 30s, he finally en​tered a hospital. Eschewing surgery, Col​bert said he endured a month confined to bed, where he received spine-stretching treatment to reposition a dislocated disc.
  After discharge, doctors suggested some light exercises for him, which Col​bert decided to supplement by running. 
 A gradual journey to fitness 
  Never a runner before, Colbert said he wasn’t initially concerned with exactly how far he went. He simply ran every day at lunch on the grounds of the USDA, where he worked as a lab technician.
  He improved by pushing himself to go farther each day. “The more I ran, the bet​ter my back felt,” said Colbert, who lives in Bowie, Md.
  Eventually, he built up to running about three miles a day. He had to sprint the last leg of the course to have enough time to eat before returning to work.
  Around this time, a USDA summer in​tern who’d seen Colbert’s lunchtime work​outs invited him to enter a track meet — his first. He didn’t win any events there. Though he had dedication and drive, he lacked proper technique.
  But he soon met Stan Mullins, a Wash​ington high school track coach, and start​ed training alongside teenage students. Mullins continues to work with Colbert to this day.
  Colbert also joined the fledging Po​tomac Valley Track Club (PVTC), which now bills itself as the largest track club in the Washington metro area.
  Practice paid off. In his nearly four decades as a runner, Colbert has broken national sprinting records for the 60-year​old age group, and won enough medals and trophies to line his garage, including first-place medals in world games in Cana​da, Sweden, Japan and elsewhere.
  He’s also coached grade school and col​lege students, and been inducted into three halls of fame.
  This month, Colbert has the chance to shine on his home turf when PVTC hosts the USA Masters Indoor Track and Field Championships fromMarch 20 to 22 at the Prince George’s Sports and Learning Cen​ter in Landover, Md.
  Colbert said he has a special connection to the venue, since he was on the Prince George’s County-appointed task force that helped design the track.
  He also helped bring the national event to this area, working with fellow PVTC member Bob Weiner to put together a pro​posal that was ultimately approved by USA 
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 Track and Field— the non-profit organiza​tion that sanctions Masters meets.
  PVTC’s bid to bring the championship here was driven by the presence of Prince George’s excellent facility, PVTC’s reputa​tion for being well-organized, and the qual​ity of its runners, who do very well in na​tional meets. 
 Open to all 
  Though there will be world champions like Col​bert competing, Weiner stressed that the meet is open to everyone (though the registration deadline is March 5).
  “You don’t have to qual​ify. You just show up and you get to compete side​by- side with Olympians,” said Jay Wind, secretary of the PVTC.
  As a Masters event, the competition is designed for “older” athletes. Some events are open to people above 30, though commonly the five-year age brackets begin at 35.
  Weiner said that while the runners are competi​tive, there is also an under​lying sense of camaraderie. “We love everybody in the meet,” he said.
  For Weiner, helping bring the event to town brought together a love of running that began in eighth grade and a political background in promoting senior well​ness.
  The 61-year-old resident of Accokeek, Md., said he became involved in fighting age discrimination when he was chief of staff of the U.S. House Aging Committee in the ‘70s. Back then, he worked to pro​mote a spirit of lifelong fitness and health.
  Today, he is directly helping people stay healthy. Events like the upcoming Masters championship “continue to show that older Americans can remain fit,” said Weiner.
  The 2009 USA Masters Indoor Track and Field Championships will be held at the Prince George’s Sports and Learning Center, 8001 Sheriff Rd., Landover, Md.
  Individual event finals begin at 3 p.m. on Friday, March 20, and at 9 a.m. on Satur​day March 21 and Sunday, March 22. The event is open to the public. Tickets may be purchased at the door.
  For more information about PVTC, visit www.pvtc.org or call (703) 481-3530. For more information about the upcoming Mas​ters championship meet, visit 
www.usatf.org/events/2009/USAMastersIndoorTFChampi​onships
or www.pvtc.org/09_nationals.html. 
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Runner Larry Colbert shows off the first track medal he ever won, now one of the thousand-plus medals housed in his garage. He will be participating in the USA Mas​ters Indoor Track and Field Championships in Landover, Md., this month.
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