The Passing of A MCM Ground Pounder


By George Banker, MCM Hall of Fame 2011
On Thursday, May 19, 2016, 38-time Marine Corps Marathon finisher Dr. Mel Williams lost his battle to bone cancer at age 78.  Born in Kingston, Pennsylvania on December 9, 1937, he was a retired University Professor living in Norfolk VA.

Legends are made and not born and for the MCM it was one foot strike at a time.  No one could have predicted on November 1, 1976, how many of the 1,018 finishers of the first Marine Corps Reserve Marathon would continue to return each year.  There may not have been any thoughts of starting a streak.  A “Ground Pounder” is a person who has gone the extra mile and has shown a dedication to the sport of running and physical fitness.  They are not running for fame or monetary gain but for the thrill of competition.  A Ground Pounder is out for the personal challenge, the body against the clock and barriers to completing the marathon.  The Ground Pounders have evolved over time, one step at a time.  They have learned to balance family, work, and training.  They don’t just run the race, they compete and complete.  Each year the training requires as much effort as that of the top competitors.

The Core Value of the Marine Corps, Honor, Courage and Commitment can be translated to the runners.  The race over the years has taken on a new meaning and not just another marathon.  They have witnessed the growth and changes with technology, 1976 there wasn’t ChampionChip for scoring, or heart rate monitors, GPS devices, or any of the sports supplements. 
The Ground Pounders represent the living history of the Marine Corps Marathon.  They accomplish their mission each year often under adverse weather conditions, they are accountable.  They exhibit the mental and physical toughness in order to endure.  They have the determination and dedication to keep the streak going and to tell the Marine Corps Marathon story. 
There were 1,018 runners who can make claim they ran the first Marine Corps Reserve Marathon, and as of 2013, only five can make claim they are still running.  Each one knows what they have given up over the years.  There were some years when quitting was an option and they were not all Marines but they had adopted the thinking, adapt and overcome the obstacle.  Each year they demand more for their bodies which may not be willing to answer the call.  The speed work is not as frequent nor as intense and weekly mileage dose not peak near 70 to 80 miles.  The training program was weeks before now its months as each step counts.  Along the race course they were not out to win every battle but their eyes were on winning the war and receiving the finisher’s medal at the end. 
 It was not until 1994 that an elite group of runners were beginning to come to the surface and in a special ceremony at the Washington Post celebrating the 25th Anniversary of the Marine Corps Marathon in 2000 that the six runners received their name, the “Ground Pounders”. 
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Williams began running was to lose weight for wrestling while in high school.  Williams did not run competitively while in high school or college.  

The daily running routine was part of the training while on active duty in the U.S. Army.  Williams served from June 1955 to June 1958 with the 11th Airborne Division, as a paratrooper medic.

Williams graduated from East Stroudsburg University, East Stroudsburg, Pa., (B.S. 1962), Ohio University, Athens , Ohio (M.  Ed-1963) and University of Maryland, College Park, Md. (PhD-1968).

Williams started at Old Dominion University in 1968 where he taught Physiology of Exercise, Kinesiology, and Nutrition for Fitness and Sport.  He founded the Human Performance Laboratory and Wellness Institute.
The active running started in 1972 with the formation of a local running club, The Tidewater Striders out of the Norfolk/Virginia Beach, Va.

Williams led the group of six who have completed 38 of the Marine Corps Marathons through 2013.  When it came to performance, he managed over the years to dominate each of his age groups since turning a master (age 40 and over).  There have been 21 sub-3 hour marathons and a total of 33 sub- 4hours out of the 38 Marine Corps Marathons (1976-2013).  A back injury affected the time in 1995 which resulted in a time of 3:10:50, and a hamstring injury in 1996 resulted in a time of 3:31:26, the slowest time ever to that date.  The best performance was in 1982 with a 2:34:49 which was good for third master.

In the 40-44 age group, Williams has collected 2-third place finishes.  In the 45-49 age group there has been 3- first place and 2- second place finishes.  In the 50-54 age group there has been 5- first place.  In the 55-59 age group there has been 2-first place and 
1-second place finishes.  In the 60-64 there has been 3-first place finishes.  In the 65-69 age group he has come in three times.  At age 71 (2009) he placed first in a time of 3:46:13).
The first Marine Corps Marathon (wearing bib number 206), in 1976 (his third marathon overall) was two weeks after running the New York City Marathon (2:55).  There were no expectations since he was at a party until 2 a.m., race morning.  A four hour nap, and on the road from Columbia, Md., to Washington.  The lack of sleep did not work against the performance as Williams ran 2:51:41 (86th place overall).

The course in the first year took the runners along the George Washington Memorial Parkway past National Airport and into Alexandria, Va., to the turn around and back up the Parkway.

The memorable year was 1996, where Williams set his slowest finishing time (3:31:26) to date because of a prior hamstring injury.

"I ran with a hamstring injury that I had been nursing since early September; I did not know if I would be able to complete it or not, and actually had to stop several times to stretch it out as it became somewhat painful.  However, the pain began to fade and I finished at a comfortable eight minute pace", stated Williams.

To keep the performance up, Williams averaged about 50 to 60 miles per week and in his 40s the weekly mileage was up to 100 miles.  There is speed work which consists of 200-meters up to one mile repeats about one day per week.  The intensity and duration of the training has diminished with the aging process.  The recovery time after a marathon can take up to a month, other races up to 25 kilometers, do not pose any problems for residual muscle soreness.

"My near future goal is to maintain a high level of training intensity to compete nationally in the 60-year age group.  My distant goal is simply to continue to run as well as I can for both competition and health", stated Williams.

Williams accepted that sometimes you need to take days off if injuries arise in order to come back.  The best time of day to run is midmorning, but very early during the months of July and August to escape the heat.  A competitive runner with a goal is to run the best race possible, and averages about 20-30 races per year.

"My perspective on racing is simply to finish the race, particularly marathons.  If I set an objective, such as a particular time, but do not make it, normally it does not bother me unless I made some mistake that contributed to my not making the objective"

Williams enjoys reading historical novels and loves traveling to foreign countries, especially if there is a marathon available.  
"My most satisfying performance is having run all 25 Marine Corps Marathons, and having won my age division about ten times.  Also, a first place finish in the 50-59 and 60-69 age groups in the Boston Marathon", stated Williams.

Mel Williams joins another elite group, the 2001 Marine Corps Marathon Hall of Fame.  There are seven others who share that status.

“I was in awe of Mel's finishing time each year at MCM.  I first met Mel at the Shamrock Marathon back in 1978, which was my first marathon and swore then to never run another!  Never say never.  I ran over 30 Shamrock Marathons, and each year Mel ran like the wind and seem to never age.  Semper Fi”, stated Marine Steve Bozeman, Marine Corps Marathon Hall of Fame 2000.  Bozeman has carried the American flag at the marathon since 1987, a Marine and two-time Purple Heart recipient and was awarded 18 Air Medals.

“I always thought that Mel would be the last of the Ground Pounders to drop by the wayside, as he ran the race so much faster than the rest of us, for that matter until the last years, faster than most people in the race including many less than half his age.  To top it off, he was a heck of a nice guy, which is what makes the news the saddest of all to me.  But he is now running in a place where the wind is always at your back and the hills are always down and the temperature is always ideal, what more could a runner want?”, stated Roger Burkhart, Ground Pounder (1976-2006 and last run 2008), 
Williams’s final run at the Marine Corps Marathon was on October 17, 2013 in a time of 6:18:57.  The back was causing the problems which resulted in running and walking for the race.  
Williams was instrumental in the formation of the Tidewater Striders Running Club in the Hampton Roads area.
He published his first book, “Drugs and Athletic Performance” in 1974.

At the 33rd Washington’s Birthday Marathon on February 20, 1994 he placed 7th overall in a time of 3:00:10 which was good for first master.

Williams leaves a legacy that stretches across the running community and he always made the time to talk.  
Melvin H. Williams
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1
11-07-76

86  (OA)
38
2:51:41
RUN# 206
2
11-06-77

167 (OA)
39
2:51:01

3
11-05-78

132 (OA)
40
2:47:50

4
11-04-79

181

41
2:43:58

5
11-02-80

130

42
2:38:33

6
11-01-81

142

43
2:36:48
3rd 40-44

7
11-07-82

79

44
2:34:49
3rd 40-44

8
11-06-83

81

45
2:35:30
1st 45-49

9
11-09-84

63

46
2:36:48
1st 45-49

10
11-03-85

109

47
2:41:10
2nd 45-49

11
11-02-86

72

48
2:38:34
1st 45-49

12
11-08-87

49

49
2:36:56
2nd 45-49

13
11-06-88

60

50
2:40:38
1st 50-54

14
11-05-89

223

51
2:51:40
1st 50-54

15
11-04-90

106

52
2:45:50
1st 50-54

16
11-03-91

101

53
2:43:16
1st 50-54

17
10-25-92

91

54
2:45:24
1st 50-54

18
10-24-93

162

55
2:49:08
2nd 55-59

19
10-23-94

212

56
2:56:11
1st 55-59

20
10-22-95

758 (OA)
57
3:10:50
9th 55-59

21
10-27-96

1530 (OA)
58
3:31:26

22
10-26-97

120

59
2:55:03
1st 55-59

23
10-25-98

112 

60
2:59:00
1st 60-64

24
10-24-99

157

61
3:03:24
1st 60-64
25
10-22-00

125 OA
62
3:01:40
1st 60-64
26
10-28-01

258

63
3:11:22
1st 60-64
27
10-27-02

227 OA
64
3:11:33
1st 60-64
28
10-26-03

359

65
3:22:26
1st 65-79

29
10-31-04

479

66
3:31:05
1st 65-69 Bib 29
30
10-30-05

624

67
3:26:03
1 65-69 Bib 30
31
10-29-06

10069
68
4:24:50
46 65-69 Bib 31
32
10-28-07

1869

69
3:42:27
7th 65-69 Bib 32
33
10-26-08

2688

70
3:55:32
2nd 70-74 Bib 54

34
10-25-09

2240

71
3:46:13
1st 70-74 Bib 34
35
10-31-10

3688

72
4:01:33
2nd 70-74 Bib 38

36
10-30-11

3/43

73
4:22:05
Bib #36

37
10-28-12

31

74
5:52:04
Bib 37

38
10-17-13

6

75
6:18:57
Bib 38

39
10-26-14
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