Residents prepare for the Boston Marathon
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Martha Werner, 50, trains for her first Marathon with "Suburban Striders," which meets at Babson College every Wednesday morning.
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Few people lace up a pair of running shoes at 5 a.m. in the dead of winter. Nor do they rearrange their personal and professional lives for months of training and torture. 

Except for at least four Needhamites. They will run this year’s Boston Marathon on April 16, each for their own reasons.

Martha Warner

Running the Boston Marathon had always been something Martha Warner wanted to do. But, as an anesthesiologist at Newton-Wellesley Hospital and mother of three, Warner had few moments to dedicate to the rigors of marathon training. 

A big birthday milestone — and painful bunions — influenced her decision to run the Boston.

“This would be so great to do this instead of focus on the fact that I’m turning 50 and getting older,” Warner said.

Warner said everything just fell into place this year. She and an obstetrician from Wellesley, Heidi Angle, discovered they both had a secret desire to run a marathon and approached their hospital to request running numbers.

Their pitch was simple, Warner said: “‘Look, we’re two old ladies who would love to run this thing.” 

With that, they were off to the races. Newton-Wellesley officials’ only request was that the two talk about their experience with the community. The runners now have a blog on the hospital’s Web site to share their training triumphs and troubles.

“I can’t imagine anybody doing it solo,” Angle, 43, said. “The whole beauty of all of this is having Martha as a friend and as a support person.” 

Warner said they downloaded their training regimen from the Boston Athletic Association Web site, the Marathon’s official sponsor, and have been training since late fall. She said she runs four to five times a week, usually at 5 a.m. before work. On weekends, she joins her partner for their longer treks — up to 20 miles at the training’s peak.

The hardest part, Warner said, is developing discipline.

Adopting another runner’s mantra, Warner said her training “was practice at not quitting.” She compared running to brushing her teeth: “This has become part of my daily grind.”

One thing makes Warner nervous about the big day. “The huge question mark is the weather,” she said. “I’m praying for, like, a 40-degree day.”

Rain or shine, the Needham doc will have her own cheering squad. Warner can count on her three children — Patrick, Audrey and Mary — along the route. Plus, her Newton/Wellesley colleagues will be out in full force to cheer her and Angle on.

Excluding relatives and friends, the Boston is well known for its crowds cheering on complete strangers. 

“Since I’m only doing one, I’m glad I picked the right one,” Warner said.

Go liver!

That’s the message three Needhamites — Jennifer Davis, Heidi Fischer and Brian O’Connell — will sport on their orange T-shirts when they plod 26 miles as part of the American Liver Foundation’s Run for Research team. 

Davis said this is her fourth year running for the foundation.

“I drank the Kool-Aid,” Davis said. “It really changed my life. … I always felt like if something was a challenge, I was going to back away from it. [But] I proved to myself that, you know, I can do it.” 

O’Connell ran the Boston for the first time 20 years ago when he went bandit with a bunch of friends. This year, he will be running as an official member of “Team Liver” and not have to worry about his qualifying time. 

“I couldn’t qualify for the race with a moped,” the 45-year-old runner said.

An avid triathlete, Fischer has run the Boston four previous times, but never for charity.

“I know I can cover it,” Fischer said. “I just want to enjoy the day and be a part of this team.”

The three will be joined by more than 240 other Run for Research marathoners nationwide who hope to raise $1.2 million to fund research, education and advocacy for liver-related diseases. As of last Friday, team manager Laura Dempsey said they were more than halfway toward the goal.

Each team member must raise at least $3,000. The trio of runners has already met that goal. In her years running for the cause, Davis said she has raised more than $20,000 for the foundation.

As the team’s co-chairman, Davis said she helps match some runners with liver patients. She has run for several children in the past.

“I ran for a girl a couple years ago,” Davis said. “The letter I got from her after the Marathon just made me cry.”

Some find the liver foundation by chance. O’Connell said he was looking for fundraising opportunities and discovered the foundation through a friend. Fischer saw the foundation among a list of charities on the official Marathon Web site. Since joining the team, Fischer placed a foundation sign on her office wall and has received support from patients. 

O’Connell said running the Boston gives him an opportunity to put “his money where his mouth is” as a coach in the St. Joseph’s youth sports program.

“I spend a lot of time coaching kids,” O’Connell said. “It’s good from my perspective to be doing an athletic challenge.”

Leslie Friday can be reached at lfriday@cnc.com.
