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Historic Footfalls 
in Canada’s
Magnificent Capital
by Bob Fitzgerald 

Canada’s capital of Ottawa in the
province of Ontario has a population of
900,000, the vast bulk of which is positioned in
its expansive suburbs. The downtown area of
the city is eminently walkable, extraordinarily
scenic, and presents a refreshing mixture of
old world charm and modern sensibility.

During the last weekend in May, there is
palpable excitement as the Tamarack Homes
Ottawa Race Weekend kicks into gear. There is
a 2K, 5K and 10K slated for Saturday, followed
by a half marathon, marathon and the last 1K
of the Ottawa Y Kids Marathon on Sunday.
The numbers are staggering: the 2K sold out at
3,336 entries on April 10; the 5K sold out at
9,583 entrants on March 21; the 10K sold out at

10,618 entrants on Feb. 29; the half marathon
sold out at 11,647 entrants on Feb. 16. There
are 1,544 kids in grades 3-thru-8 who have run
a kilometer a day leading up to their 42nd ‘K’
on Sunday. The marathon, Canada’s largest,
will field 5,133 participants.

This all started in 1975 with what was
thought to be a one-time marathon that drew
146 runners. Not only was the marathon back
the next year, it served as the Canadian
Olympic Trials course. The MDS Nordion 10K
was added in 1986 with several other events
quickly following.

For the past 15 years the whole enchilada
has been overseen by Jim Robinson, the Gener-
al Mgr. of Run Ottawa, along with the Run
Ottawa Board and 2,000 volunteers. ING had
been the title sponsor until 2008, leaving a gap
estimated to be in the low six figures before
the welcome arrival this year of local building

company Tamarack Homes. This begs the
question (at least for NER): Could the event
possibly get by on entry fees alone?

“It may be possible to break even with
entry fees and in-kind sponsors, which we had
to do the last few years when the marathon
title sponsor and 10K sponsor moved on,”
comments Robinson, due to hang up his spurs
after this year’s extravaganza. “Naturally we
have other sponsors who provide lesser
amounts in sponsorship fees, which also
helped us to show modest surpluses over
those last few years. Having a title sponsor is
huge in providing funding to expand our pro-
grams and provide more for our marketing
budget, and to look at TV coverage and to
enhance our overall elite program.”

Let’s look at another number—$25 mil-
lion—the estimated benefit from Race Week-
end for both Ottawa and the city of Gatineau
in neighboring Quebec. Gatineau sits just
across the Ottawa River and is accessible via
the Alexandra Intraprovincial Bridge built in
1900. Both the marathon and half marathon
courses include a jaunt across the bridge into
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Quebec and back.
At the “President’s Reception” on Friday

night, Ottawa Mayor Jim Watson briefly
addresses the sporting and economic aspect of
Race Weekend: “This is a great commitment to
healthy living and it is amazing how this race
has progressed for all the athletes, but quite
frankly, also for the economies of Ottawa and
Gaiteneu.”

In appreciation of his stewardship, Robin-
son is presented with a week in Hawaii from
his Run Ottawa brethren. His departure may
be imminent but no doubt a year’s transition
will be necessary for his successor, given the
enormity of the events and their many com-
plexities. 

“I certainly will miss the excitement
around the planning and seeing it all unfold
and the smiles on runners and positive com-
ments from those who participate,” says
Robinson, a very fit and youngish 65. “The
core of volunteers who make up the Race
Committee will be missed as they are great to
work with. I certainly will not miss the stress
about worrying about the weather being too
hot, or raining, or the numerous last minute
questions from countless numbers of people.

There are so many areas to oversee.
You try and ensure that all areas are
managed effectively in order to pro-
vide the best experience for the run-
ner; it can be daunting. You run on
adrenaline for the last few weeks
and just hope there isn’t anything
that could have slipped through the
cracks.”

The Place
From the host hotel, the Ottawa

Marriott on Kent St., it’s about a 10-
minute walk to the event staging
areas down by City Hall and the
Provincial Court House. Taking a
parallel route behind the hotel puts
us on the five-block Spark St.
Pedestrian Mall as we decide to test
our “eminently walkable down-
town” assumption. Retail shops
and offices comprise the first
half of the Mall before out-
door restaurants and
pubs take over, the last
of which is D’Arcy
McGee’s. Upon en-
tering, the Pogues
are playing a tune

that mentions, “some left for
heaven without warning.”
This would be apropos of
the pub’s namesake, the only
member of the Canadian
Parliament ever to be assas-
sinated. McGee had taken
part in a parliamentary
debate that went well past
midnight on April 7, 1868.
Returning to his Sparks St.
boarding house at 2:00 am, he
was purportedly gunned down
by a Patrick J. Whelan, who
became the last person to be
publicly hanged in Ottawa.
We mentioned last issue
that James Hoban’s was
the best place for a Guin-
ness in the U.S. capital —
D’Arcy McGee’s fills the
same bill in Ottawa.

If we turned right,
we’d be heading to City
Hall; instead we turn left and
climb toward Parliament,
comprised of four stunning

buildings of neo-Gothic architecture, of which
the main building is pictured in the lens on the
opposite page. In 1857, Ottawa was chosen by
Queen Victoria as a suitable capital for what
was then the province of Canada. Midway
between Toronto and Quebec City, Ottawa was
easily defensible and far enough from Ameri-
can guns (a consideration following the War of
1812). Its location presented a suitable compro-
mise between the English and French speaking
population; and there was also great potential
for commerce as it sat right on the Ottawa Riv-
er. 

Right below Parliament at the top of
Major’s Hill Park is the Chateau Laurier Hotel,
a huge building of Victorian Gothic architec-
ture. Next up are a series of eight entrance
locks built for military defense in 1832 (and
never needed) that now serve as a recreational
passageway. A 202-kilometer route linking the
Ottawa River and Lake Ontario is accessed via
the Rideau Canal, which runs through the cen-
ter of Ottawa. In winter, the Rideau Canal is
the world’s largest skating rink with 7.8 kilo-

meters maintained. We’re told you
don’t always need thermo-nuclear

underwear while skating, and
there are various pubs and
restaurants along the route
to seek warmth. Frequent
boat tours run on both
sides of the locks, which
have been designated a
UNESCO World Her-
itage Site. Carried over
from the 1800s, the ris-
ing and lowering of the
locks is still worked by
hand, a process of pas-
sage that can take up to
two hours.

A short while later
we’re just up from the

aforementioned Alexandra
Bridge by the National

Gallery of Canada (the mar-
athon’s 27K mark) which is fea-

turing a Van Gogh exhibit, Canada’s
first in 25 years. At the top of Sussex
Street we are at the back end of
Byward Market, several blocks
worth of artisan shops, restaurants,
pubs and outdoor markets. Think
of Boston’s Faneuil Hall (but twice
the size), subtract the generic chain
restaurants/shops and add a Euro-
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pean flair. Take for in-
stance the Vineyards
Wine Bar & Bistro. Locat-
ed below street level, its
interior features a conflu-
ence of stone and dark
wood, with 200 wine
selections, 100 beers and
an eclectic menu. Unlike
the States, you’ll never
see a Samuel Smith Oat-
meal Stout served in a
Bud Lite pint glass. Viva
la différence! 

The Race(s)
Friday is an oppres-

sive day in terms of heat
and humidity. On Satur-
day, for the start of the
6:30 pm 10K, there’s low-
er humidity and a 22˚ C
(76˚ F) temperature. Ear-
ly Friday we had run
into Run Ottawa presi-
dent John Halvorsen. A
two-time Norwegian
Olympian, Halvorsen attended the University
of Ottawa and, in 1988, set the Ottawa 10K
course record of 28:12. In 2009, Run Ottawa
elite athlete coordinator Manny Rodrigues
recruited Boston Marathon champion Deriba
Merga with the carrot of a $100,000 bonus for a
10K world record (27:01 by Micah Kogo). Mer-
ga ran solo and missed the world mark but
took down Halvorsen’s course record of 21
years.

“That was many moons and 40 pounds
ago,” laughs Halvorsen. “It was actually the

first race I ever ran on
the roads.”

Geoffrey Mutai, the
2011 Boston Marathon
champion, is slated to
run the 10K. Present
Boston champion Wesley
Korir ran the year before.
Rodrigues points out the
Boston connection is
coincidental, but that it
does go back quite
aways.

“Uta Pippig would
be the first, she was our
first big name and won
back in 2001 and 2002,”
says Rodrigues, also not-
ing the later participa-
tion of Catherine Ndere-
ba. “The first Boston
names thru our mar-
athon participation were
Alevtina Biktamirova
and Abderahim Bouram-
dane. Alevtina came in
second here in her debut
marathon and then she

would place top 10 at Boston. Abderrahim
won Ottawa in 2006 and then placed second in
2007. In 2008, he was second in Boston and
also ran our 10K that year. The 10K names
tended to make their name in Boston and then
I brought them here. They are good candidates
because they are easy to sell to the media here.
In the marathon, we’ve had a few athletes
make their name here and then step up to get
a spot in Boston (ala Bouramdane). Teyba
Erkesso is the first Boston winner (2010) to do
our marathon (she dnfed).”

NER joins the masses for the 10K and is
surprised to be even with Mutai at one point.
He is directly across the Rideau Canal past 7K
with the pursuit strung out behind him as our
group approaches 4K. “Look at those ma-
chines,” someone yells. “Amazing!” responds
another. Mutai is on course record pace
through 7K but isn’t pushed and slows. He’ll
still win handily in 27:41. Former Falmouth
Road Race winner Tadese Tola is fourth in 29-
flat and first Canadian—2012 Olympic
marathoner Eric Gillis—is 10th in 30:18.

There is a $4K “Gender” bonus for the
first male or female to cross the finish line
(elite females are given a 4:12 head start).
Mutai will add another $4K to his $6K first
place prize as four-time Harvard University
All American, Lyndsey Scherf, posts up in
33:12 for a somewhat unexpected victory. The
Scarsdale, NY native pushes to an early lead
and then guts it out in the heat to place ahead
of Ethiopia’s Alemitu Abera (33:34). Scherf
allows there are faster runners in the race, but
given the heat she devised a strategy that paid
off. The second half of the top 10 are com-
prised of Canadians, led by Rhiannon Johns of
Sault St. Marie, ON, in 34:45.

The 10K and marathon are both world-
class affairs. The main event the following day
sees defending champion Laban Moiben and
Kenyan countryman Julius Karinga take it
right to the finish with Moiben getting the nod
in a course record 2:09:12 as Karinga is one tick
back. The previous record of 2:09:33 had been
set by Japan’s Arata Fujiwara in 2010 in a race
where Moiben placed second. Moiben pockets
$20K for the win and another $10K for the
course record.

In the women’s race, Tokyo Marathon
runner-up Yeshi Esayias breaks from Ethiopi-

an countrywoman Biruk-
tawit Degefa at 30K to win
going away in 2:28:45. Dege-
fa, runner-up in 2011, mir-
rors that position in 2:33:12.

The marathon serves as
Athletics Canada’s national
championship with titles
going to Toronto’s Rejean
Chiasson in 2:19:54 for 12th
overall, and Orillia, On-
tario’s Lisa Avery, sixth
among women in 2:42:52.
Each earns $5,000 with
Avery receiving an addition-
al $3,000 for her overall
placing.

For NER, it’s been a
whirlwind weekend in a
vibrant city where, believe
us, you can’t help but set
your feet in motion.
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Ottawa Marathon course
record setter Laban Moiben
(in red) and Julius Karinga in
the race’s final kilometers.
The Chateau Laurier is in the
background.
Photo by Victah Sailer/photorun.net

Ottawa 10K women’s winner Lyndsey Scherf
by the Rideau Canal.
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