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We Remember a Friend

On February 1, we lost a dear friend,
Jim Ritch, ofter a recent diagnosis of liver
and pancreatic cancer. Jim Ritch was a best
friend, a past running buddy, a cohort in
adventures extraordinaire, a business
associate and co-worker to many individuals
and a great friend and organizer to the club.
Jim joined the club in its earliest days and
was always involved. From club president to
race director {several years) to Christmas
party Santa, Jim shared his time and his
heart to make things happen. Best of ali, he
enjoyed it and made sure everyone else did,
foo.

Several people have shared their
memories of Jim...

from Ed Peters ...

5:00 a.m. March 1993. Jim Ritch, Jim
Honeycutt and [ took off for the Uwharrie
Mountain Range near Rockingham. Every
February, a brutal trail run event
is held there and Ritch and
Honeycutt annually ran it the
following month.

Why they did it that way could only be
explained through prolonged and extensive
psychological testing and even then the
results would be inconclusive; they would
have certainly devised a system to completely
baffle the administrators.

Ritch had invited me and | wasn't sure
why. Although we had been friendly enough
at a few Roadrunner events, he had his
particular circle of friends and | had mine.
But | did look forward to it because trail
running intrigued me and there is a distinct
scarcity of mountain trails in Wilmington.

On the way he pulled off at a Hardee's
and the fun began. While this dead serious,
skinny Yankee competitive runner watched in
horror, these two big Good Ol’ Boys wolfed
down copious amounts of biscuits laden with
a thick creamy substance which looked like
something used to lubricate the Wrightsville
Beach drawbridge.

[t was then that the jokes and friendly
insults started snapping back and forth like
ping pong balls between every spoonful and
it wasn’t long before all the other customers
and staff were laughing as though they were
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auditioning for a sit-com laugh track. That
was just the beginning. Litile did | know | had
hours of that ahead of me.

At the trailhead, Ritch exploined to me
how the white slashes on the trees marked
the trail and if | got too tired or too far
behind, | should stay on the path and wait
for their return.

What he did not take info account was
the fact | had just run a 3:37 Boston Quali-
fier Marathon in Savannah three weeks
earlier, was in the best shape of my running
life, and there was no way they were going
to tire me or lose me.

But they would snicker loudly when |
gingerly and defily picked my way over
streams on rocks and fallen branches while
they plowed through like charging rhinos. Of
course, they knew something | didn't.
Eventually | was going to come to a wide
stream with no exposed rocks. | did. Their
mirth was boundless as | resignedly waded
through calf deep water.

They were both amazed and amused
when | flew down the steep slopes, dodging
trees, jumping roots and loose rocks while
they carefully inched down. But | had spent

most of my adult life skiing icy moguls on
steep mountainsides, so | was simply back
skiing Gunbarrel ot Heavenly Valley, or K-2
at Squaw.

At the nine-mile mark we turned and
headed back. | ran on ahead and waited for
them at the trailhead and waiched as they
trudged up the hill, still grinning and
shooting insults back and forth.

Naturally | was pleased when Ritch
announced he was going to buy dinner on
the way home. Trying fo decide between
steak, ribs, or chicken dominated my
thoughts as we drove the road from the
trailhead.

At the bottom he wheeled in to a
convenience store and quickly came out with
a small bag. A little farther up the road we
pulled off at a small lake and walked out on
a wooden dock.

An idyllic spot, I thought, but | was too
hungry to appreciate it. After
all, | hadn’t experienced that
gourmet breakfast at Hordee's.
Let’'s go to a restaurant!

To my chagrin, Ritch and Honeycutt
pulled off their shoes and socks, sat down on
the end of the dock and dangled their legs in
the water. Ducks scurried toward them.

Ritch motioned me fo sit down between
them and pulled from the bag three cans of
Bush’s Baked Beans {3/$1.00) which he
expertly peeled open with a pocketknife. This
was dinner!

This was Jim Ritch’s version of an
elegant dining experience. Sitting on the
edge of a dock eating Bush’s Baked Beans
(3/$1.00), dangling bare feet in a cool
mountain lake while ducks float around in an
indolent ballet.

Sitting between these two burly, affable
Good Ol Boys in the quiet afternoon
warmth, | realized I had passed the test,
been accepted info the inner sanctum of a
very special friendship. So often friendship is
transitory, quickly, lightly given and just as
quickly, withdrawn. However, with these two it
had been planned and was mine for the
taking. Ritch offered me a symbol of my
acceptance into the inner sanctum — a con of
potted possum!
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