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The advent of Spring brings the Promise Land 50K. Last year’s race was cancelled because of Covid. This was the first 
chance for all lovers of Promise Land to get back together again in over a year. There are always a lot of past and current 
Liberty University students. There is usually a lot of present and past Hokies from Virginia Tech. A lot of comradery is to 
be held by all. 

In 19 years of the Promise Land 50K, there have NEVER been any changes. As a result, runners know the course and we 
hardly ever have anyone get lost. 

It is a classic course in that the runners start at an elevation of 1,200 feet, go up to 4,000 feet, down to 1,100 feet, back 
up to 3,800 feet, and then down to 1,200 feet. The course has a wide variety of surfaces from grassy green soft roads to 
steep downhill single track.  At mile 26, runners hit the bottom of Apple Orchard Falls and begin a 3-mile climb by the 
waterfalls, of which most can’t enjoy the spectacular view. 

Most of the runners camp out at the Promise Land Youth Camp on Friday night. We typically have a BIG bonfire and this 
year we may have had our biggest fire EVER. I bought 110 Dominos pizzas for the runners. All the runners bring desserts 
and share with everyone. There were SO MANY desserts, I could not try them all. There was a chocolate chip cookie 
dough cheesecake that was the best EVER. Who created that? I want MORE! 

PL is the second race in the Lynchburg Ultra Series and the Beast Series. Many runners were entered in the race to 
complete the second leg of the 6-race series. With a 10-hour time limit, we typically have a greater than 95 percent 
finishing rate. 

Because of a lack of real in-person races, a superb field was registered, especially for the ladies. Local runner, Rachel 
Spaulding had recorded a 2nd place finish at the 2020 Hellgate 100K. Liz Anjos ( Portland, OR ) had set a north bound FKT 
in the summer of 2020. Sarah Biehl ( Columbus, OH ) and Emily Potter ( Charlottesville, VA ) were very speedy Olympic 
Marathon Trials qualifiers. Previous winner Bethany Patterson ( Richmond, VA ) was also in the field. Over 100 other 
ladies were in the star-studded field. 

The men’s field looked stacked as well, but not as much as the ladies field. Michael Owen ( Pomeroy, OH ) and Jordan 
Chang ( Blacksburg, VA ) looked to be the class of the field. Owen was a two time Promise Land winner who has a strong 
yearning to BREAK the course record.  Chang had recently finished in 2nd place at Hellgate 100K with his time being the 
second fastest ever there. He had also recently finished second at the Terrapin Mountain 50K in Sedalia and Holiday 
Lake 50K++ in Appomattox. 

Chang checked into AS 3 ( 12 miles ) at 7:22 A.M. Travis Zipfel ( Worthington, OH ) was one minute back and Owen was 
another minute back. It stayed that way through the 8-mile loop on the dark side all the way back to the Cornelius Creek 
aid station.  

At this point in the race, you begin the legendary climb back up to the Parkway going besides Apple Orchard Falls, the 
race’s most unique and iconic spot. A BEAUTIFUL section next the waterfalls that I doubt any runners enjoy on race day.  

Owen took the lead right away at the bottom of the hill and built a 2-minute lead over Chang by the top and 7 minutes 
over Zipfel. Owen maintained his lead over Chang and Zipfel, finishing in a very good ( but not GREAT time ) of 4:42:43 
winning for the 3rd time in the last 4 years. Will he ever get the 2012 record of 4:25 by Eric Grossman?  Chang finished in 
second place for his third straight race with a time of 4:46:20. Zipfel took third in 4:48:22. 

Biehl made quick work of the ladies field taking the lead between AS 1 and 2. By AS 3 ( 12 miles ) runners had already 
climbed 4,000 of the 7,400 feet they would climb in the race. At that point, Biehl checked just 8 minutes behind the lead 
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MALE runner and 10 minutes ahead of Spaulding in second place and 16 minutes ahead of Anjos. The question was 
could she maintain that pace and she DID, for the rest of the race, finishing in 9th place overall with a new course record 
of 5:03:30 -- over 20 minutes faster than Anne Riddle’s time of 5:23:50 back in 2003. Wow, what a performance! In 2009 
Geoff Roes set the course record by over 20 minutes faster than anyone had ever run the MMTR then or since. Now, 
Biehl has run over 20 minutes faster than any woman at the Promise Land. These are two staggering performances. 

Not too shabby either was Rachel Spaulding taking second place in 5:24:15, just seconds slower than Riddle’s previous 
course record. Maybe even more shocking was the third-place finisher, Sawyer Magnett, a student in my advanced 
running class. She was running her first ultra and first race over 13.1 miles.  I KNEW she would run well. I did NOT know 
she would run GREAT, finishing in third place overall in the TOUGH ladies division in a time of 5:33:45, just 10 minutes 
slower than the previous course record!! 

Almost 300 other runners finished under the 10-hour time limit to receive their GREAT Patagonia running shorts.  These 
shorts went well with the beautifully designed entry shirt created by finisher Helen MacDermott.  

For the 20th year, we had one very special finisher, the oldest finisher and one who has run each and every Promise Land 
event, even the virtual one held last year (that we did not count): Mr. Gene Potter of Charlottesville, VA. He is 76 years 
old and he finished in 9:43:55. You’d better do some training if you want to finish the 21st Promise Land 50K++ to be held 
on April 23, 2022.  

The post-race meal was a picnic provided by the Blue Ridge Trail Runners. The BRTR also provided aid at two different 
aid stations. We had perfect weather until there was a little rain at the end. Make plans to attend next year. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


