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Tri-Valley Frontrunners Stage Road Race

Local Club Helps Runners Train For Boston Marathon
by John E. Potyraj, an independent writer and area runner

The milder spring temperatures thaw not only area lawns and gardens but also the activities of New England’s amateur athletes. Golfers – those not fortunate enough to have played through the winter on courses in the South or the West – are now digging out their club from the deepest recesses of their garages. Racket players, who had scurried into tennis barns at winter’s onset, start to spring up outside like the Commonwealth’s first jonquils. And Little League Baseball and club lacrosse players take to the muddy local fields donned in stiff, new equipment while carrying the worn dreams of generations before.
The area runners are the first to witness this increased activity because they -- many of them at least – have endured outdoors through winter’s harshest challenges. The more dedicated runners had been hitting the streets in December, January, and February often when their only company was the town’s salt trucks. Having maneuvered through slush puddles and navigating ice-covered street corners much like an Eric Heiden in New Balances, area runners are now enjoying the most conducive running season of the year – spring. Longer days and more moderate temperatures lure more runners to the streets. For the more serious runners, the incentive is to gain peak performance in time for the most revered long distance race in the U.S. – the Boston Marathon, set for April 19.
To accommodate this need for accelerated training, towns and local running clubs stage running events leading up to “Boston”. One of the final training legs on the road to this legendary marathon is the Tri-Valley Frontrunners Boston Tune-up 15K, now in its 24th year. This year’s 15 kilometer (9.3 mile) event kicks off on Saturday, April 10 at 10:00 from the Nipmuc Regional High School in Upton. Race director Frank Nealon is planning for as many as 150 runners and hopes for favorable weather. “The ideal conditions for such a race would have temperatures in 40s with overcast skies and light and variable winds.”
This mid-distance race offers runners the opportunity to compete on a scenic, rolling, and well-marked course in an event that has received a stamp of approval of Hockamock Swamp Rats, a bi-monthly, local running publication that often takes an irreverent approach to reporting on running events. Past winners of the TVFR Boston Tune-up 15k include world-renowned runner and local celebrity, Bill Rodgers.
The Boston Tune-up is one of the oldest races in the tri-valley region, having been initiated in the early 1980s as a 25-kilometer race starting in Upton State Park. (Note that a kilometer is equal to 1,000 meters or .62 miles.) Since that time, the race has metamorphosed and moved to meet the demands and schedules of participating runners. In 1984, the race was shortened to its current distance and moved to Valley Tech High School. Six years later, the Boston Tune-up migrated to Whitinsville, where it was staged annually until 2000. It was in that year that, due to a freak communications error on the course, the second pack of runners took a wrong turn at the 5.5 mile mark, taking the trailing runners on a route different than the leading pack had taken.  “That 2000 race was the first and only TVFR race in which runners were coming onto the finish line from two different directions,” comments Nealon. Since that year, the race has moved to Nipmuc Regional High School.
While this race runs under the banner of the Tri-Valley Frontrunners Club, it was instituted by the Upton Road Runners, which formed in 1980 under the direction of Upton’s Dr. John Hoell and which merged with TVFR in 1993. Ray Lussier, like Nealon an original URR member and TVFR member today, remembers the early days. “The first meetings were held in Dr. Hoell’s office and he ran the meetings dressed in his lab coat with his stethoscope still around his neck.” From these humble beginnings, URR became a certified running club under Roadrunners Club of America. Still in its early years, URR staged the area’s first half-marathon (13.1 miles) beginning in Hopkington. When the Franklin Bolts club merged into URR in the mid-1980s, the Road Runners enjoyed their largest membership – 40 runners.
The blue and white-clad runners of URR sponsored other races, including the Thanksgiving Turkey Trot out of Whitinsville and the short-lived Blackstone Valley Heritage Relay, a historic 65-mile relay race that traversed through the entire Blackstone Valley in mid-October 1992. In that race, eight-runner teams competed on the 65-mile course that ran through 11 towns; the winning time was five hours, 28 minutes. Each leg in the race was named after a famous celebrity from the Valley, such as the “William Blackstone leg” and the “Hiram Walker leg.” Given the logistical challenge of managing hundreds of runners through 11 towns while these towns celebrated their October fests, the club decided to shorten the race the following year. It was during this period that the Upton Road Runners also decided to join forces with the much larger and more competitive, Tri-Valley Frontrunners.

The Tri-Valley Frontrunners, at the time an 85-member running club with roots in Mendon and Milford, had officially formed in the early 1980s under the direction of Larry Olsen, a local, accomplished runner and area track coach. Olsen, the owner of Front Runner, a store dedicated to the advancement of running, united Millis-area runners at the time after unintentionally developing an affinity group through fun runs he staged. Olsen and Millis-resident Bill Fallon formed Tri-Valley Frontrunners in 1983 under the auspices of US Track and Field.
In its first year, TVFR established itself as a formidable assembly of representative runners when it finished fourth amongst 150 teams in another 65-mile relay race, this one from Plymouth to Provincetown. “Here we were, this humble collection of 30, maybe 40 runners, and we start by outperforming some of the largest running clubs in New England,” proudly remembers Olsen. 

In following years, Olsen organized formal track workouts at Milford SHS, a club ritual that continues through today.  “When the two clubs merged,” says Lussier, “it was clear the Tri-Valley Frontrunners had a more competitive bent to it and possessed greater structure and formality. Upton Road Runners, which then ceased to be, had always been more socially inclined.” Lussier himself has competed in more than 40 marathons.
Tri-Valley Frontrunners clearly became fortified through the merger. In 1996, TVFR Masters Team (the 40-49 age division) won the overall Massachusetts Grand Prix, besting the most acclaimed running clubs in New England, including Central Mass. Striders, Greater Lowell Road Runners, and Boston Athletic Association (the sponsors of the Boston Marathon). “These are clubs which had membership of 1,000+ runners,” emphasized Olsen. The leading runners on that Grand Prix championship squad included Rob O’Hara, Bob Ruhl, Robert Chasen, Guy Barra, Ed Zarenski, Don Salomone, and Olsen. The latter has won the Grand Prix individual honors four times. In 1997, TVFR nearly repeated its shocking win the year before, finishing second by one only point.
Despite these impressive performances, Tri-Valley Frontrunners is not a competition-based running fraternity, notes current club president, Sherry Brown. “Tri-Valley Frontrunners’ mission is to promote health and fitness through running activities and programs in the community. We’re unique because of our broad-based membership. This club belongs to all members with varying degrees of running interest and experience. We don’t build the club around the best or the fastest runners. But we do provide training opportunities for runners who perform at such high levels.”

The broad appeal of TVFR also resonates with Mary Tyler, current TVFR membership officer. “The club encourages all those who have an interest in running to take a look at us. Through [club member] Martin Auty, we instituted a non-competitive series of seven races that stress fitness and fun and community over top performance. Tri-Valley encourages runners to pursue their own running goals, however modest. At the other end of the spectrum, the Club also ensures specialized training programs for serious runners who compete in US Track & Field races.”
Now, the Tri-Valley Frontrunners begins its 24th-year as a local running club with more than 150 members in all ages and interests, with representation from 39 Massachusetts towns. Over the years, the Club has staged or contracted an estimated total of 75 races. Nealon cites the trail runs which the club stages from June through August. “We started these trails runs in rural Uxbridge and awarded trophies and watermelons to the winners. Now runners refer to these summer runs simply as ‘the races through the woods’,” says the Milford resident. 

In addition to the annual Boston Tune-up, the Turkey Trot (which is now staged by the Central Mass. Striders), and the summer trail runs, TVFR has also conducted a Father’s Day Scholarship Race at Milford SHS and the TVFR Relays out of Heritage Park, and volunteers at the Boston Marathon. The Club also contracts with organizers of different races, including the Grafton Five Miler and the Baby John 5k. “Giving back to the community is much of what this club is all about,” says Nealon, who notes that a portion of the proceeds from the Boston Tune-up 15K will be donated to The Jimmy Fund. Lussier adds that TVFR handles the timing responsibilities of  the Blackstone Watershed Association Canoe/Kayak Race on the Blackstone River each year and volunteers in the Greenway Challenge, which is organized by Blackstone Valley Parks Department.
“The Tri-Valley Frontrunners Club has a genuine family feeling to it,” says Brown, now the fourth female president of the club. “Everyone who puts on the purple and white pulls for each other, no matter how fast or slow we run.”
“When you see runners out of the road in training, it may appear that running is a lonely sport. And it many ways it is,” says David Bryan, TVFR Vice President. “I believe our club brings a sense of community to all those who run, no matter what it is that motivates a person to run, be it health and fitness, weight loss, or personal records. I personally did not join TVFR to run faster or farther.  I am a member because I draw courage and discipline from the other club members so that I am more likely to stick with my running. It’s like one big support group.”


Runners interested in finding our more about Tri-Valley Frontrunners should visit the club’s website, www.tri-valleyfrontrunners.com, or attend one of  the club’s regular meetings, held the first Thursday of each month at Mickey Cassidy’s in Millis. 
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SIDEBAR:

Tri-Valley Frontrunners

24th Annual Boston Tune-up 15km

Date: Saturday, April 10, 2004

Time: 
Registration: 8:30 a.m.

Start: 10:00 a.m.

Distance: 15 kilometers (9.3 miles)

Location: Nipmuc Regional High School / Pleasant Street in Upton, MA

Entries & Information: 

Call – Frank Nealon 508.473.4260; Larry Olsen 508.634.8666; or Ray Lussier 508.839.2639

Web – www.tri-valleyfrontrunners.com
● Seven age categories for each male and female runners

● Tee-shirts to all those pre-registered by April 3, 2004

● Entry fee: Registered / By April 3 = $12.00; After April 3=$15.00
● A portion of proceeds will be donated to The Jimmy Fund  -- Pan-Mass Challenge –
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