
From Henry’s desk…. 
 
Running the Race of Life 
 
Today (April 13, 2013) my wife Brenda and I watched the Monument Avenue 10 K run. 
This event is a very popular annual event in Richmond, Virginia and had over 32,000 
participants including elite runners, runners of various ages, sizes and speeds, joggers and 
walkers. It was a beautiful day and the enthusiasm for this event is high and the 
community invites and supports large participation.  On this day we were located at Kent 
Road and Monument Avenue at about the two-mile mark. The runners are relatively 
tireless and moving swiftly as they ran past.  On the median grass the Virginia 
Commonwealth University (VCU) Pep band played almost continuously and added great 
excitement to the event.  
 
As I watched these multitudes of runners go by I reflected on the joy of running during 
my first eleven years of life.  For my age I was fast. I won classroom sprints at school 
(now called field day) and races at a summer camp for boys.  I loved any sport that 
involved running. On Saturday, September 16, 1950 I ran around my neighborhood in the 
north side of Richmond, rode my Roadmaster bike and enjoyed the beauty of that 
September day. That summer had been a wonderful summer of fun and activities. Earlier 
that year I remembered seeing the movies clips at the Brookland Theater warning about 
the signs of polio and the need for contributions to the March of Dimes to find a cure or a 
vaccine to prevent catching polio. The warnings of polio that I remembered included a 
fever, nausea and a stiff neck. 
 
On the next morning, Sunday, September 17, I woke up and as I laced my shoes I noticed 
a painful stiffness in my neck. Within the next fifteen minutes I developed nausea and 
when measured with a thermometer by my grandmother I had a fever.  Thus, I was put to 
bed and did not go to Sunday School at the Barton Heights Baptist Church as I had 
planned to do. Four days later I was diagnosed with polio and two days after that I was 
admitted to the polio isolation ward at the Medical College of Virginia Hospital (now 
VCU Medical Center).  This one-week in September changed and in a way defined my 
life from that time on. 
 
Before polio I enjoyed sports, history, science, math and my faith. I did well in school. 
Those interests did not change, but polio provided a new desire and motivation to learn 
more and try to do more with my life.  After September 16, 1950, I never ran again, but I 
greatly enjoyed witnessing all three of my kids running. All three have run in a 
combination of marathons, 10 K’s and charity runs. All three are excellent swimmers as  
is their mother. Their interests in running and swimming have largely been because of 
their own interests and motivation. My wife has been an advocate for their interests. The 
joy and participation in sports is almost daily enjoyed by my six grandchildren.  They run 
with ease.  Of course with a grandfather who rolls around in a power wheelchair they 
know about the disease polio.  As I watched the runners pass in the 10 K I wondered how 
many of them knew anything about polio and how many had any idea of this disease of 



the past in our country. They were innocent and the beneficiaries of a country coming 
together to find a vaccine that has protected generations from this disease that stopped 
children from running. 
 
All of us polio survivors have run the race of life with varying degrees of difficulty and 
adversity. Some might question, “Where is the justice in this race?”  Maybe there is no 
winner to your race or mine, but rather a greater meaning and value just trying to be in 
the race and to complete the race.  Perhaps two thousand years ago, the missionary Paul 
wrote it better in a letter to his young associate Timothy: 
 
“I have done my best in the race, I have run the full distance, and I have kept the faith. 
And now there is waiting for me the victory prize of being put right with God, which the 
Lord, the righteous Judge, will give me on that Day and not only to me, but to all those 
who wait with love for him to appear.”  


