t'a been a month now, and the top of
Arthur Webb’s right big toe remains
a sunken rectangle of pale, wrinkled
skin. Not that hes upser, considering
that Webb is the one who yanked the
Loenail off witly a pair of pliers in the
first place. s something he does to both big taes
every year, just after he squeezes his feet into a pair

of too-smiall shoes and runs 15 miles o loosen the
nails. Otherwise, they tend 1o erack and bleed ag
the wes swell Hike tiny, overinflated halicons during
the Badwater Ultramarathon, the grueling 135-mile
race through Deach Valley that Webb has run for
thc st 12 summers.

Think of Badwater as five conseeuive macathons,
only theyre uphill (from 2380 feer below sea level to
8,300 fect above), held inside a blast Furnace (the
temperature hovers at 115%—and that’s at night)
and capable of frying runners’ brains like a fistful
of peyote (intense ]mlhicmanons from sleep depriva-
tion ave part of the events charm). During the day
is 130 of shadeless hell, the heat miirage so thick
that runners appear to be churning through 2 wall
of water, Shoes actually melt, the soles disengaging
like skin shed by small synthetic snjmals. The race is
invitation-only aid famously lnmbling, which makes
Webh something of a legend. He has run the sceond-
maost Badwaters ever, finishing as high as fourth (in
Justunder 34 hours}, and he consistently “bucldes,”
earning a coveted Badwater belt buekle by breaking
48 Lours. And, oh, yeah, Webb is 67 years old.

Sixty-seven. Thats a year older than Joe Biden.
Webb has two grown children, has been married
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41 years and recently retived after 30 years as a postal service electrician in Santa Rosa,
Califl Vet he still vuns 15 to 20 miles every day for 10 months of the year. To acclimatize
for Badwater, be sits in a 170° sauna Far an hour at a time~—that i is, when he’s not

running init. And come

race time he endures stress fractures and vomiting; ence, he
briefly lest both consciousness and an active pulse. Some golden years

, huly?

But to Webb, this is the joy of retirement. He doesn’t run for iamc or money-—
good thing, as lie gets nefther. Nor is e some narcissistic fanatic. He has never let
running come belore family; if midnight was the only time he could train, he ran

m the darvlk, then wake at dawn with the kids.

The way Webb sees iz, running is never hard. Fard is having your father bail on the

family, forcing your mother to work two jobs to support five kids. Hard

is moving a dozen times before ending up in o foster home when FOuUr
mom can’t carry on, By 13, Webb wag worlding full time as a busboy. Still,

70 SPORTSILLUSTRATED  AUGUST 3V, 2000

lek Bgmk

he graduated from Cal State~-Northridge and made
alife for himself, discovering running at 35. So you
believe him when he says he hates excuses. “The
minute you lear o1 an excuse, you slide baclavard,”
he says. “You made the commitment, so whatever
you de, you're morally obligated (o follow that com-
mitment. 1f vou don't, what’s the purpose?™

Each year Webl dedicates his race to the Valley
of the Mooen Children’s Home in Santa Rosa, which
cares for kids from dysfunclional lamilies. He visits
vegularly, preaching self-reliance withour selfpiry.
“You know that story abour the engine—T think 1

can'?” says Webb. “[ take the tfunk our My thing
is, 'Yes L ean, yes Tean. ” Last year a boy came up
to Webb after one of his presentations. “You know
what,” the boy said, “Uve now run twice.”

“Good for you,” replied Webb, beaming.

“No, I've run away from this facility twice,” the
boy said. “But because of you I'm going 1o stick it
out.” Ag he retells the story, Webb’s blue eves, set
deep into a creased face, go watery.,

The chance e inspire others is, he says, why he
Is so fanatical about finishing every race he starts.
Butwhat happens when his body doesnt held up ies
cnd of the bargain? This year at Badwater, Webb fel

“wrong” and broke down at mile 17, Te was rushed
Lo a medical station. You are 67 years old, the doctor
reminded him. Your fluids are imbalanced, and Ve
need to rest. 5o Wehb did, for nearly nine hours.
Then, still woozy, he asked his wife, Christine, to
drive hin back 1o where held stopped.

The road was searingly hot and pitch dark. The
Pack was & good half-day ahead, Hot winds whipped
Webb's legs. He felt like collapsing aypain. Finishing
would be a Herculean tasl; buckling seemed v
of the question. Still, Webb stuck in his earphones,
puraped up Led Zeppelin and began again. Usu-
ally, competitors alternate between runniing and
walking; by mile 55, Webb realized he needed to
ran nearly the vest of the voute, much of it uphill,
to have a shot at buckling. So he ran. Through day
and night. Up the side of Mount Whitney, He even
clocked a couple of seven-minule miles. And then,
finaliy, the smali man with the gray hair and the
herfcy-jerley stride—“a giddyup,” as Badwarer vet
Chois Frostaffectionately ealis it—hobibled over the
finsish line. The clock said 46 hours and 35 minutes,
Webb had buckied, Darely. That night at the awards
ceremony he received a standing ovarion from the
other competitors. Think aboat that when you're
feeling too lazy to go to the gym.

Nextyear Webb will be back, and he plans on
running Badwater until he ean’t.
‘What if you die out there? ™ he says. “And § 83y,

5o what? 1 gotta go sometime,

“Peaple say,

right?” After all, 1°d vaiher die
living than lve ¢ L\"Illg.‘ e
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