DeGrazia sets the standard of marathon excellence


By Vince Juliano


HMRRC Hall of Famer Dale Keenan won 14 marathons two decades ago and is generally regarded as the best male marathoner ever from this upstate NY region. Keenan’s resume includes winning the Mohawk Hudson River Marathon six times while setting the course record 2:20:59 in 1984. Keenan also had the mental fortitude to win the HMRRC Winter Marathon six times. Add in two Wineglass Marathon victories in western New York and one could see why his Hall of Fame plaque is inscribed “Marathon Master”.  Keenan built most of his impressive resume as an open runner but went out in style, grinding out a close victory at the 1995 Mohawk River Marathon, his last at age 45 in 2:35:06. 

As one remarkable local marathon career was ending, another was just getting underway. For it was just one year earlier at the 1994 New York City marathon, that a 43 year old woman made her marathon debut, running a solid 3:30:41 in typical anonymous fashion.  17 years hence the ageless Martha DeGrazia recently completed her 70th marathon at the 2011 Boston Marathon placing 3rd in her new age-group with a superb time of 3:28:29. At age 60 her Boston Marathon time was slightly faster than her Boston effort the previous year 3:28:51 which was also faster that her 2009 Boston posting of 3:29:39. She has now placed 2nd or 3rd in her age group at this major marathon a remarkable 4 times.

It is said that the great athletes make the game look easy. For most of us, finishing a marathon is a lifetime goal, and a talented few can run the distance competitively for several years before higher mileage and repetitive impact wear us down. DeGrazia is the rare exception. She has averaged 4 marathons a year for over 17 years while running the distance not just to finish but to race competitively for time. In addition to her impressive accomplishments at the Boston Marathon, DeGrazia has placed in her age group at Chicago, Houston, Philadelphia, New Orleans, Phoenix, and the Marine Corp marathon in Washington DC. One of her career marathon highlights was winning her age-group at the New York City marathon after turning 50.

DeGrazia has also had similar success at the local MHR Marathon but she enjoys traveling to new places while experiencing different marathons. In recent years she and her significant partner Ralph Feinstein have selected a European city to visit annually with the main criteria being that the city offers an interesting marathon. Her partner speaks several languages and handles most of the logistics allowing DeGrazia to focus on what she does best, running 26 miles efficiently while finishing near the top of her age group class. DeGrazia has a dozen international marathons to her credit, and has placed in her division in more than half of them. Along the way, she has won quite an impressive variety of hardware with imported crystal being her favorite.  

After debuting at the marathon distance in NYC, DeGrazia ran a masters personal best of 3:14 at Tucson five years later at age 48 and followed with career best 3:13 at the Boston Marathon at age 51. The 2011 Boston Marathon time of 3:28 was her first attempt since turning 60. 

So what is the secret of her remarkable durability and mental toughness, which allows her to pick up the pace in the later stages of a marathon when everyone else is slowing down? How is she able to recover sometimes only hours after a grueling event and to race nearly every weekend while remaining void of serious injury?  

DeGrazia will dispute any adjectives that highlight her ability as she insists that what she does is hardly worthy of distinction. However she credits cross training, in particular the aerobic exercise she gets from swimming for 90 minutes in the pool daily for helping her mental focus and giving her confidence and the ability to know that she can keep going when she begins to feel fatigued. Says DeGrazia “ I swim 2 miles rather regularly and I consider it similar to running in that the full body is involved and it takes focus to stay on pace. I swim at one speed, not fast. I think all I have is endurance, the focus and the ability to adjust pace if I sense myself getting tired or feeling good.” 
She also credits good genes, as she claims to have inherited her mother’s high energy level. 

DeGrazia prefers anonymity and often claims that her pace is slower than most of her Willow Street AC teammates. What she doesn’t say is that she trains with a top-tier regional racing team where she is the senior member by a generation. Team Captain Emily Bryans speaks on behalf of the team when she says “Martha is an inspiration to all of us, both as a person and an athlete. Her marathon record speaks for itself and we all hope that we can accomplish some of her success and maintain the same kind of energy and enthusiasm that she has.  
