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Running into the New Year

By Sgt. Russell C. Bassett

YONGSAN GARRISON, Republic of Korea -- When people think of New Year’s Eve they often think of parties, Champaign or perhaps a list of things to differently next year. However, for the several hundred runners who got together for the Midnight Madness 5K fun run at Yongsan Garrison in Seoul, Korea, New Year’s Eve meant running out of the old and sprinting into the new. 


“This run was great,” said Ed J. Primeau, hygienist with the Army Corps of Engineers. “It gives you an alternative to a party that is centered around drinking. The race is a healthy way to the start the New Year.”


Maj. Scott J. Ellinger, chief, training operations, 8th U.S. Army, agreed, “If you look at participating in an activity that destroys your body verses an activity that improves your body, I’m going to pick improving it.”


Bennie L. Jackson, sports director for Area II, said the event has grown bigger over the years. “We started doing the Midnight Madness run 10 years ago,” he said. “When we first started off we averaged about 50 runners and now we are over 300. It is something we do to keep people off the streets on New Year’s Eve and it’s a fun thing to do.”


Forty-five Koreans from the Seoul Marathon Club where also in attendance for the event and the camaraderie shown between the Korean nationals and the U.S. servicemembers seemed to set an example for their country’s citizens to follow. 


“When we join here we share our common sport of running together,” said Paul Lee, Posco Steel research team manager and Seoul Marathon Club member. “These days it seems we have some minor conflict between Koreans and Americans. It is minor, I think. As we join here, we share our friendship through the joy of running.”


Ellinger, one of three soldiers who are members of the club, agreed with his running buddy. “The race was an outstanding opportunity for us to get together with our Korean friends and strengthen our friendship.”


Many of the club members are training for the Seoul Marathon Race March 2 and the club president, Pak, Yong-Sok, expressed his desire for U.S. servicemembers to run in the international-scale race. “We had 230 U.S. servicemembers last year,” the 80-year-old marathoner said. “I hope this year we have 600. This is a good way for friendship and I hope for joyful happiness and friendship between Korea and the U.S. military.”


There are many opportunities for servicemembers to get involved in the Korean-running scene. According to Ellinger, the best way to get started is to visit your local Fitness Center and find out what runs are planned for the year. Collier Field House at Yongsan hosts a run almost twice each month. Another good place to start is the Internet where many sites are devoted to running in Korea. 


“Running is a great way for soldiers to get out and see Korea,” said Ellinger. “There are races every weekend, from Jeju-do Island to the DMZ.”


Primeau agreed. “I have seen many different parts of Korea I would not have seen if I were not a runner,” he said. “It is a great way to meet new people and get to know the good parts of Korea.”


There are also several clubs devoted to running.  The Seoul Synergy Club is a group of runners that are mostly military but also include Korean nationals. 


“The Seoul Synergy Club is a new club that consists of triathletes and runners,” said Primeau, an avid marathon runner. “It is a way of putting out information about local events so that athletes can get out and participate in races while they are here in Korea.”


Spc. Kevin J. Spradlin, administration specialist, 50th Engineers, founded a running club that boasted the Midnight Madness run’s winner, Sgt. Mario Barajas, also of the 50th Engineers. “We are trying to put together a good group of runners that can go out and compete in local races,” said Spradlin.


Not everyone wants to compete at a road race and many of the Midnight Madness runners ran with their babies in strollers or with their dogs. 

“This is a community-based event that attracts people of all ages and abilities,” Spradlin, who formerly to coached collegiate running, said. “We brought up a group of people to this race and many of them are novice runners. They really enjoyed the high spirits and camaraderie.”

Regardless of their reason for running in the Midnight Madness 5k, all the participants seemed to enjoy themselves. Every runner came away from the event with a free shirt and plenty of food and drinks. 

There is an age-old question that many avid runners ponder on the trail, which is: Do you live to run or run to live? Perhaps the Midnight Madness run participants will figure out the answer this year. 
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