
2017 Cat’s Tail Trail Marathon Race Report 
Oh, to be fortunate to live in a world where we can move through such beauty as this. 

To understand my 
relationship with the Cat’s Tail 
Trail Marathon, it’s helpful to 
travel back in time to 2015, 
the inaugural year of the 
race.


I don’t remember how I first 
found out about this race, but 
I was captivated by the 
thought of running through 
the Catskills in New York. The 
website was very clear about 
the difficulty of the race, 
which added to the appeal - 
and, in the months leading 
up to it, the nervousness. I 
recruited my trail pals Wanda 
Hodson and Michelle Bosco, 
and together we drove into 
the mountains.


The entire event was a lesson in tempering my expectations. I had had visions of running 
through dry single-track through crisp fall air, summiting Slide and Cornell and Panther with 
wide-ranging vistas of the green mountains all around. Instead, we had rain, wind, and fog the 
entire time. No views other than drop-offs into white nothing. The single-track trails were 
single-track streams or mud paths. I couldn’t stop moving for fear of getting too cold. I was 
being defeated by the long slogging climbs. I was so miserable and so disappointed that at 
around mile 5, I decided to drop out. I was willing to accept my first DNF. I unwrapped my 
phone from the Ziplock bag to text the others about my decision.


No service. 


So I marched on to the major aid station at mile 9.5, ready to hand in my bib. Fortunately, with 
some salted potatoes and Vienna Finger cookies, and a few minutes to collect my mind and 
heart, I felt somewhat refreshed and decided to continue on. I put the DNF behind me and 
ended up finishing the race in 7:44. To this day, I credit not having cell service as the reason for 
sticking it through - if I’d told Wanda and Michelle that I was dropping, I likely would have done 
just that.


That evening, after all three of us had finished and changed, we sat around at Brio’s — a local 
restaurant in Phoenicia, a cute town nestled in the Catskills and home to the finish line — 
sucking down pizza and beer and water. “Never again,” I said, with raw memories of cold and 
wet and wind and trembling muscles crystallizing in my mind. “Never again.”


Ah, a runner’s memory is a funny thing.


Fast forward to Cat’s Tail 2016. I’m ready to give this another try. I wanted to challenge myself 
to see if I could approach a race that I absolutely hated with an open mind and have a different 



experience. So I defined this approach based on the following: I know what I’m getting into. I 
don’t care what the weather will be. I don’t care how long it’s going to take. I know it’s going to 
hurt, especially the climbs. I will enjoy the beauty of the mountains and trails. And I will run with 
friends the entire time to share the experience with them.


What a difference. Even though we had nearly identical weather (cold, rainy, windy), I ran the 
entire race with Wanda and David Pelletier. We shared the pain of mile-long climbs, sliding 
down rock faces, tripping over roots, slipping through mud, and splashing through puddles. We 
laughed at the summits of Slide and Cornell and Panther because - once again - all we saw 
was a wall of white. We finished together, 8 hours 44 minutes later, having a complete blast the 
entire time.


The race I had hated with a passion became my favorite marathon. And I couldn’t wait to do it 
again. Besides, odds are that some year it will be dry and we’ll get those views, right?


This year, for 2017, I set yet another new goal. I wanted to finish faster than my first year 
(beating 7:44) while still enjoying the journey.


Stacey Clark, Karen Prado, Andy Zyrek and I met at packet pickup in Phoenicia the night 
before, this cute town nestled amidst the Catskills. The race director, Mike Siudy, recognized 
some of us from Facebook and the Escarpment Run earlier this year. Do you know how nice it 
feels when the RD doesn’t need to ask your names during packet pickup? We chatted, picked 
up our gear, and went to Brio’s (again) for dinner. 


We spent the night at the Weyside Inn about 12 minutes down the road, opting for the extra 
couple hours of sleep rather than driving in wicked early on race morning.


Race morning dawned overcast and in the lower 50s - but dry! We’d been watching the 
forecast all week, growing excited at the thought of actually experiencing the Catskills in nicer 
weather. It did not disappoint, and we were in for a treat. I checked over my gear and supplies: 
Ultraspire vest, headlamp, bandana, bear spray, map and turn-by-turn directions, and phone. 
For nutrition, I stuck with the stuff that’s been serving me well since the summer: Tailwind, 
maple syrup packs, Cliff nut butter bars, and (for a treat) those orange candy pumpkins from 
the candy corn family. 


As Wanda and Michelle 
weren’t able to run with us this 
year, I brought “flat” versions 
of them so they could share 
the journey with us. 
Metaphorically speaking.


We hopped the shuttle bus 
from one of the schools in 
Phoenicia and drove 20 
minutes to the start at the Fox 
Hollow trailhead. There was 
about an hour until the first 
wave of runners were to start, 
so we stood around doing the 
things that runners to before a 
race: talked about food and 
hydration; compared shoes 
and gaiters; peed in the 



woods; double- and triple-checked shoelaces; shared stories of other races. 


Stacey was still nursing a pretty 
nasty wound on her knee from the 
NipMuck Marathon two weeks 
before (part 1 of the CatNip 
Challenge - running both races), so 
she was quickly throwing on some 
duct tape over the cut for some 
added protection.


Just as the first wave is getting 
ready to head out at 7:00 am, 
we’re joined by our other Trailmixer 
friends who had driven up that 
morning - David Pelletier, Mira 
Skuka, and Scott Picchioni. We 
said our farewells and cheered 
each other on as each of the 
waves departed in five-minute 
increments. I was feeling good - 
positive, excited, and looking 
forward to the journey.


David, Scott and I were in the final wave (wave 7). So at 7:30, our adventure began. And 
adventure it is: Cat’s Tail is a point-to-point marathon through some of the highest, most 
rugged, and most remote peaks in the Catskills, with 7,000 feet of total elevation gain through 
lush woods, jagged boulders, and rocky ledges. It’s the kind of race where it can be hard to 
find a running rhythm because there are so few smoother, runnable miles.


After a quick descent 
down the road from the 
start, we turned left into 
the woods. David’s wife 
Ana - who had driven 
them up that morning - 
was there at the trailhead 
waving us into the heat of 
battle. 


The first several miles are 
a sometimes gradual, 
sometimes steep ascent 
up to Panther Mountain. 
The single track trail was 
almost completely 
covered in leaves, making 
it sometimes tough to see 
those pesky rocks and 
roots. I knew early on I 
was going to walk up all 
the big climbs, which 

virtually everyone in our wave was doing. I saw Karen and Mira over the next few miles; we 
exchanged hugs and good-lucks, and continued on our respective journeys.






Atop Panther (mile 4.9), I caught 
my first glimpses of the views. 
Most of the surrounding hills were 
still shrouded in morning fog, but 
even catching glimpses of the 
wooded mountainsides were 
exciting and more than anything 
we had the first couple of years. I 
smiled, took a photo, and 
continued on. 


At this point, I was already alone. 
With only about a hundred runners, 
I knew there’d be times when 
nobody was in sight. I scrambled 
up and down the boulders and 
ledges, making sure to check from 
time to time I was on the correct 
trail by looking for the blue New 

York Foot Path tags on the trees. 


The morning was already growing warmer. I ditched my arm sleeves, but kept my gloves on for 
gripping. I also was drinking a lot, making sure I didn’t fall behind my hydration.


I descended off Panther and climbed up the next rise to Great Ledge (mile 6.7). The trails here 
are gorgeous: shrouded by trees hugging either side, sunlight filtering through. It’s almost 
magical, like you’re running 
through a faerie land. I 
caught up with another 
runner, a woman named 
Carolyn from New Jersey; 
we stayed together for the 
next few miles, breezing 
quickly through the first aid 
station water stop (mile 7.5).


We finally descended off 
Great Ledge and onto a 
more runnable stretch 
heading down into the 
valley. That yellow-blazed 
trail led to the “big” aid 
station on the course, aid 
station 2 (mile 9.5), with hot 
food and our drop bags. 
Shortly before the station I 
caught up with fellow CT 
Trailmixer Andy, his now-
famous cat’s tail swinging 
behind him. We reached the aid station within moments of each other. I chugged an Ensure, 
ditched my gloves in my drop bag, grabbed some potatoes and Vienna Fingers (thinking fondly 
how these worked magic two years ago), and refilled my bladder. With a fist bump to Andy, 
who was shaking rocks from his shoes, I departed quickly for the next segment of the race: the 



middle third, what many 
consider the hardest.


This section begins with another 
one of those infamous Cat’s Tail 
forever climbs. It starts gradually 
enough on this old truck road, 
but then turns left into the 
deeper woods and tougher 
technical terrain. Then the really 
technical stuff begins: Massive 
boulders. Up and down roots 
growing over rocky 
outcroppings. Sliding down rock 
faces seven or eight feet high. 
Climbing around rock faces 
using nothing but a narrow 
toehold and a dangling root for 
support. Squeezing in between 
rock clefts, fearing you’ll hear 

your hydration vest pop apart with the strain. My upper body was getting as much of a workout 
as my legs. But with the sun out, and the skies clearing, the views were unbeatable.


This section brought me through Slide Mountain (mile 12.4), Cornell Mountain (mile 14.7), and 
Wittenberg Mountain (15.5). The great ledge atop Wittenberg was crowded with hikers, which 
was nice to see. This was another difference compared to the first two years. With the bad 
weather, we saw nobody but us racers. This year, we saw dozens of people enjoying the trails.


As I stopped to take a picture, I heard someone say, “Did you see that woman come through 
earlier? She had duct tape all over her knee, and she was covered in blood!” Stacey, clearly 
they had seen you racing ahead of me. :)


Descending off Wittenberg, I reached the 
third aid station (mile 16.4). This signaled 
the end of the tough middle section and 
the beginning of the somewhat “easier” 
third and final section. I put “easier” in 
quotes because while there’s much less 
of the massively technical material, there 
are still lots of rocks and roots to 
navigate.


I paused to take stock of how things were 
going. I was tired, but wasn’t bonking. 
There’s a big difference. I still felt relatively 
fresh and only moderately sore. Feet were 
OK. I had bruised the heel of one hand 
catching myself on a drop, and had 
jammed a rock into my left foot (which 
was also bruising). But those were fairly 
minor aches. I was drinking lots and 
peeing plenty, so I was hydrated. I looked down at my watch. 






It was at this point I started 
contemplating turning my 
adventure run into a race. With 
about ten miles to go, I thought I 
had a shot at breaking 7:30, and 
possibly even 7:15 if I hurried. It 
all depended how I felt. Heck, if I 
booked, would’t it be neat to 
break seven hours? But I knew 
that was a long shot.


I refilled my vest for the last time, 
drank a couple cups of Coca-
Cola (which I only do during 
races), and set out with a couple 
of other runners for the final leg. 
The first few miles out are pretty 
tricky, and it was hard to keep a 
steady pace. But then, around 
mile 19 or so, things evened out a 

bit more. I was still feeling good, passing other runners here and there. Looking down at my 
watch, I began to think that breaking 7:00 was potentially, realistically, within reach.


And then: A rock flipped under my right leg, and I rolled my ankle (mile 20). I don’t swear often 
but I did then; my wife Sara would have been proud of me. I hobbled around a bit as thoughts 
of breaking 7:00 or even 7:30 evaporated. I walked a few steps: I was sore, but hadn’t felt or 
heard anything specifically popping, which I took as a good sign. From past experience, I 
though I had a better chance running through it rather than walking and letting things tighten 
up, which I did. After a mile or so, it 
was simply an occasional throb. I 
hadn’t damaged it too badly.


I descended the last few 
switchbacks to the trailhead and 
the road, and also the last aid 
station (mile 25.4). Last year I had 
stopped here to graze on some 
Snickers and Gatorade. But not this 
year. I looked down at my Garmin: 
6:52:30. With about a mile of road 
running ahead of me, I needed 
what for me would be a pretty fast 
mile to break seven hours. 


A few hundred feet down the road, I 
resigned to not being able to make 
it. I was tired and sore, and had lost 
the spring in my step. I realized I 
would have to be happy with a 7:02 
or 7:03 finish, which would still be vastly better than my previous course best.


I turned up the road that connected to Main Street in Phoenicia. A runner on the side who had 
already finished clapped me in, saying, “Across the street and around the corner.” I crossed the 



street…and there, about 1/10 of a mile down the road, was the finish line chute in front of the 
parish hall. I checked my watch.


6:58:45.


Time to put on the afterburners. I pretty much sprinted those last few hundred feet. All the 
fatigue drained out of my legs. I saw Stacey and Scott and Ana cheering up ahead. I gave 
Stacey a big smile, happy to see that she had finished. And I pushed through the chute, 
finishing in 6:59:57. I couldn’t believe it…and still can’t, writing this race report less than 24 
hours later.


Thanks to Mike and Charlie for putting on a wonderful event, and to all the volunteers who 
hung out with us throughout the day. This year cemented Cat’s Tail as still my favorite race. I 
can’t wait to return next year.
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