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Phila. man’s mission keeps him running

By DIANE McMANUS
SreciaL to The CS&T

Dave Thomas is a foot soldier for
the causes he believes in— literally,

He has worn out countless pairs of

running shoes since his early days
competing for LaSalle College High

School in Converse All-Stars in the

1970s, ‘
Anaccomplishedrunner, coached
by Villanova standouts Tom Don-
nelly and Pat Devine, Themas
values his LaSalle experience, He
recalls that his coaches’ Villanova
background linked them — and

him — to a great athletic tradition

and as such inspired him te want to
carry on that tradition.

-+ Inaddition, his competitive spirit
drove him to excel. LaSalle team-
mate Bob Reynolds remembers
Thomas as a “tongh competitor. You
cotld set your watch by him. Every
season he improved his position,”

he said.

He improved enough to run for

Temple University under fack St.
Clair, a coach he has admired since
he first entered Temple in 1975.

After graduation in 1980 with a
bachelor'sdegreeinexercisescience,

- he studied sports management and
also coached for a shott period at
LaSalleUniversity.
He then worked
for Pat Croce as
a sports therapist,

" training such pro-
fessional athletes
agRon Hextall and
Eric Lindros of the
Flyers, as well as
Olympic boxing
gold medalist Mel-
dric Taylor.

And he con-
tinued to run —
longer and -longer
distances. While
some might see
the 26.2- mile
marathott as the
,pinnacle of their dislance running
achievements, Thomas did not
stop there. Although he ran many
marathons — achieving a personal
best of 2:28:54 in the 1985 Chicago
Marathon, he set his sights higher,
running in races of 50 miles and
more, including 24-hour events, For
example, he wasthefirst Americanin
the London to Brighton race (1992)

. sand the Comrades Marathon (2000},
each 56 miles.

But in addition to these competi-
tive successes, he said his mission
was “to use my God-given talent to
do some good for others.” Inspired
bytheethicofthe Christian Brothers,
who taught him at LaSatle, hesought

" ‘to make a difference.

always knew I was
never alone on the
run, but the power
of the Holy Spirit
was always with
me.” in 1993, hetrav-

— Dave Thomas

DAVE THOMAS, a member of Sl. John the Baptist Parish in the

Manayunk section of Philadelphia, runs the Delaware Distance
Classic in 2007. To date, he has run over 1,000 races, including

75 marathons.

And 50 in 1989, he set out on
foot, running for approximately 27
hours and 125 miles from Catho-
lic high school to Catholic high
school all around the Philadelphia
Archdiocese. Enlisting support of
the schools' track teams, he raised
$5,000for St, Francis Inn, a Philadel-
phia homeless shelter. And he didn’t

stop with that effort,
Ontwoocca-
sions, in 1991
”The energy and 1992, he
spent 24 hours
always came from uningaround
within, and I = the Spectrum
— a total of

more than 115
miles for each
run—to raise
money for the
Flyers' Wives
Fight for Lives
charity. Then,

eled from the
Hershey Bears
minor league
hockey arena
to the Spectrum, a distance of 100
miles — on foot and on the run.

And it wasn't enough for him
simply to run — or even o raise
money through running — so he
turned to coaching.

Crocetapped Thomasto coachthe
Leukemia and Lymphoma Society’s
Team in Training, an organization
in which runners train for various
sports events, most notably mara-
thons, whileraising money fot-cancer
research. Thomas worked with that
organization for 14 years.

It was, at first, an awakening
for him. Used to coaching highly
motivated professional athletes,
he realized that many of the run-
ners entering the Team in Trainirig

program were new to the sport and
that he needed to"redefine success.”
Ofien, their goals were not so much
to win or place, or even achieve a
specific time — merely to finish
a marathon and to raise a specific
amount of money.

Thus, he needed to “start from
square one,” teaching about nutri-
tion, running clothes, shoes, and
other basic topics, Yet he said he
derived satisfaction in watching
their progress “from only being
able to run a couple of miles fo
completing a 26.2 mile marathon.”
Altogether, he helped abont fifteen
hundred runners complete their first
marathon.

Meanwhile, Thomas also sought
to organize his fundraising efforts
and in 2002 formed his non-profit
organization, Philadelphia Athletic
Charities, which creates events such
asracestopromote fitness whilerais-
ingmoney for a variety of charitable
organizations in the Philadelphia
area.

Among the races Thomas directs
dre the Ocean City Police Chase, the
Schuylkill River Loop, the Northeast
Philly 5-Miler —and an event that
has special meaning for him, due
to its connection with the Catholic
League—the Philadelphia Catholic
League Open Cross Country Cham-
pionship. Proceeds from this race
pay for awards for Catholic League
races throughout the year.

1t started as an informal alumai
cross-country race that preceded
the Catholic League Cross Country
Championships on Belmont Plateau
and drewonly 30to40runners, Now,
the event has grown and about 160
runners participate.

It now functions as the Mid-
Atlantic USA Track and Field Cross
Country Championship, and top

runners compete from all around
the region. Of course, many Catho-
lic League alumni teams return {0
compete as well and retain their
rivalries from the past. At the same
time, it also draws those who have
never experienced cross-country
during their school years, as well as
runnets of all ages, some well into

-their 60s and 70s.

For Thomas, the lure of the race is
itstradition. Awards are named after
coaches from the past. For example,
alumniteamscompete fortheJack St.
Clair Award, since St, Clair coached
Cardinal Dougherty’s team to eight
Catholic and city cross-country
champienships,

With his own history of compet-
ing, Thomas is steeped in {radition
and enjoys sharing stories of past
races and runners -— as well as his
own running past,

The runners at Philadelphia Uni-
versity, where Thomas nowservesas
head cross-country coach, confirm
his abitity to lighten a workout with

_stories of his college days.

“There was rarely a practice
that would go by without one of

. Dave's infamous-old school stories

that began with ‘back in the day.’
However, these stories always kept
the tearn entertained,” said Phila-
delphia Univiversily runner Shawn
I*Andrea.

Andtheykepttheteammotivated,
as well. D'Andrea was impressed
from the start with Thomas's
“knowledge of the sport and com-
petitive desire” and the results that
followed, “I adapted very well lo
Dave's training,” said D’Andren, as
did the team,

In the Central Atlantic Colle-
giate Conféerence Championship,
IPAndrea finished .second with a
personal best time, and said, “four

" of our top five ran personal bests at

Belmont to lead ourteam to a second
place finish.” ‘

As team captain Andrew Pi-
otrowski sums up, “Dave Thomas is
a great inspiration to every runner
on each and every one of the teams
he has coached.” B

While his intimate knowledge
of running has a great deal to do
with Thomas’s success as a coach
and race director, at the heart of his
achievement is his heart,

Friend and feflow ultra-running
competitor, Neil Weygandt, of

"Drexel Hill, perhaps best sums up

Thomas's contribution. “Dave has
done more than anyone in the Phila-
delphia area to promote and support
runting at all levels,” he said.

Ultimately, the courage, wisdom,
and joy that Thomas derives from
running, promoting the sport, help-
ing his causes, and teaching others
comes from a source far deeper
than human desire for success or
adulation.

“The energy always came from
within,” Thomas said in deseribing
what kept him going during his
ultra-distance runs. “And [ always
knew I was never alone on the run,
but the power of the Holy Spitit was
always with me.”

And perhaps that is what touches
those around him as well.

his

Diane McManus is a freelance
writer and can be reached at dpm-
cmanus50@yahoo.com
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