
The scenic course starts and finishes
at Empire State Plaza in downtown
Albany, home to a number of
statuesque government buildings
and to “The Egg” — a performing
arts building which looks like an
egg on stilts. The start line lies
under a pedestrian bridge that links
two of Albany’s government
buildings.

While the elite athletes take their
position at the front, the age-
groupers and others seed themselves
accordingly: running club members
and competitive types closer
towards the front; mid-packers in
the middle; and joggers and walkers
in the rear. The excitement is
palpable. Spectators hold tight to
their viewing spots, knowing the
winners will be back in just 15
minutes.

A benediction is given, the National
Anthem is sung and – boom! – the
starter’s horn sends 3,400 women
off as the Rolling Stones’ “Start Me
Up” pounds out of the
loudspeakers.

The first 300m is an uphill sprint

By Chris Bowcutt

Most people are surprised to learn
that there is more to New York
than the 305 square miles of
Manhattan and its surrounding
boroughs. There are many other
thriving, lively, and historic cities in
New York state and the historic
government seat of Albany, 135
miles to the north, is one of them. It
is the fourth oldest city in the US,
and home to numerous art fairs,
tulip festivals (in homage to the
city’s Dutch founders), horse races
and, for the past 30 years, one of
the most acclaimed all-women 5K
road races in the world, the
Freihofer’s Run for Women.

Since 1979, Freihofer’s has seen,
presented and orchestrated some of
the most dramatic moments in the
history of women’s distance
running. When it started women
were still not allowed to race a
marathon in the Olympic Games, or
anything more than 1500m. Race
founder George Regan and others in
the running community set out to
change that. With the immediate
popularity of women-only races
such as Freihofer’s, their efforts paid
off with the debut women’s
marathon at the 1984 Olympics in
Los Angeles. The winner of that
event, Joan Benoit, went on to run
numerous times at Freihofer’s —
coming in first in the masters
division on two occasions.

While the Freihofer’s Run for
Women attracts Olympians from as
many as 10 nations, the vast
majority of participants are age-
groupers out to improve upon
previous years, to support a cause
or simply to experience what it’s
like to race among so many women.
Any participant who’s ever run in
the race will tell you the same thing:
the energy of being among so many
women is unforgettable.

“It feels like we’re all on the same
team,” says 21-year-old Sylvie Lloyd
from Bristol, England. “The first
thing I notice when I arrive at the
start line is the amazing energy of
having all the women and all
excitement in the air.”

Some women have turned into
celebrities of sorts as a result of the
race. Linda Campbell, Denise
Herman, Cynthia Kelly, Bernadette
La Manna and Ellen Picotte have
run it every year. In this year’s 30th
anniversary race, they reunited once
again to mark the milestone. “I’m
amazed,” said La Manna, who was
27 when she first ran Freihofer’s. “I
doubt that any of us thought that
we’d continue doing it for 30
years.”

that gets the heart-rate pumping.
Things level off at the top of
Madison Avenue and, as the
minutes tick by, the field begins to
spread out. Pre-race favorite Benita
Johnson is at the front with 10
other women. They’re running five-
minute mile pace through Albany’s
rolling streets, through historic
neighborhoods lined with
townhouses and brownstones not
unlike those found in Brooklyn.
This is where Theodore Roosevelt

lived as New York’s governor, and
these are the roads through which a
later governor, Nelson Rockefeller,
commuted to the legislature. Many
recognizable names from history
lived or passed through this area —
and numerous dignitaries from
around the country and the world
still do.

After a kilometre athletes reach lush
green Washington Park — a 90-acre
botanical garden in the heart of
Albany — before exiting onto
Western Avenue at halfway. The
race is now down to Johnson and
Amane Gobena, who lead the rest
of the field by several seconds. The
leaders head back into the park on
Henry Johnson Boulevard, followed
by several thousand others. Once
back on Madison Avenue, they
finish down the same hill they ran
up at the start.

Runners coming in display a host of
emotions: excitement, pain, hope,
fear, agony and euphoria.
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Pre-race favorite
Benita Johnson is at
the front with
10 other women.

They’re running five-
minute mile pace
through Albany’s
rolling streets.

Many recognizable
names from history
lived or passed
through this area.
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Spectators roar as the frontrunners
trickle through to the finish, with
Johnson outkicking Gobena for her
third title in a row and $10,000 first
place prize.

The trickle turns into a stream of
other fast competitors, followed by
a deluge comprising the rest of the
field. Sylvie Lloyd makes it across in
20:41, putting her in the top 100.
Katie Guilbo, 11 years old, collapses
from fatigue as a police officer
watches with concern. Through
tears, Guilbo sees the finish line
clock ticking away in the distance:
25:17 … 25:18 … 25:19. Her goal
for the race is sub-26. She struggles
to her feet, staggers for a few yards
and then forces herself to run,
finishing in 25:36.

The day is unusually humid, and
some runners stop to get their breath
in the last few yards. When the race
was held in April, athletes sometimes
had to contend with sleet and snow.
The problem in May is humidity.
The weather doesn’t keep them away
though and 3,097 of the day’s 3,386

registrants complete the race.

The Freihofer’s Run for Women is
the main event, but there are other
races over the weekend, including
the USATF National Race Walk
10K Open and Junior
Championships, the 21st annual
Kids’ Run and the 20th annual
Community Walk for charity. The
weekend brings out thousands of
people from the Capital District of
New York, and Albany residents are
clearly proud to host such a
prestigious race.

“Looking back I am very proud of
what we’ve accomplished” says
Regan. “I’m proud of the athletes
who come here each year. They put
a shine on our race. It’s about
athletes challenging themselves,
becoming better. That applies from
the very front to the very back. It’s
the spirit of our race, and why we
all love it so much.”

Chris Bowcutt is a freelance writer
and editor who lives in Clifton
Park, New York.
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WOMEN (ONLY):
1 Benita JOHNSON AUS 15:46
2 Amane GOBENA ETH 15:52
3 Azziza ALIYU ETH 16:02
4 Jane GAKUNYI KEN 16:02
5 Millicent GATHONI KEN 16:03
6 Florence JEPKOSGEI KEN 16:08
7 Everlyne LAGAT KEN 16:11
8 Genoveva KIGEN KEN 16:20
9 Alina ALEKSEYEVA RUS 16:23
10 Kathy BUTLER GBR 16:31

RACE CONTACT DETAILS
FREIHOFER’S 5K RUN FOR WOMEN MAY

George P Regan, USATF Adirondack,
233 Fourth Street, Troy, NY 12180, USA

Tel: 1 518 273-5552 ext.205 Tel: 1 518 273-0647
Email: george@freihofersrun.com

Inet: www.freihofersrun.com

Full race contact listings start on page ??

Spectators roar as the frontrunners
trickle through to the finish, with Johnson

outkicking Gobena for her third title in a row
and $10,000 first place prize.


