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»»  D e n i S e  J O r D A n  L A n e

You know the tune. You’d likely know the 
path too if you were a member of a cross 
country team where hordes of runners line 
up to race to the finish. Having seen large 
groups of high school students run through 
the streets of Alpharetta from time-to-time 
skewed my perception of cross country run-
ning. That wasn’t it at all. Nix also the im-
age of the adult shaggy-haired Forrest Gump 
running long stretches of roads for no good 
reason other than that he could. The team 
sport has a much more defined purpose and 
a complete course over open or rough terrain 
where no two courses are alike. That in and 
of itself can make training difficult, races 
a challenge and a brand new experience for 
the runners every time.

So who are the people who choose this 
sport, and why would they run that far if no 
one is chasing them? Atlanta SportingFamily 
met up with three extraordinary young ath-
letes to catch a glimpse into their lives and 
learn what drives them to the finish line.

Christopher Mathews, 
UNC Charlotte Freshman
It’s no hard ball with Chris Mathews; it’s all about 
distance now. A Sandy Springs native, Christopher 
would have gone to North Springs High School but 
as a seventh grader found himself and his family 
uprooted when his father’s job transplanted them 
to the cold, snowy state of Minnesota. This Georgia 
boy adapted quickly to layering his clothes and 
found that sports teams are universal. A 2007 
graduate from Woodbury High School near St. 
Paul, Christopher has come south once again to 
begin his college career in North Carolina.

Christopher, How old were you when you 
started running?  
I ran my first race when I was 8 called Lauren’s Run, 
which was a benefit to raise money for CURE child-
hood cancer. I got second place out of over 100.

How did you become interested in the sport?
Since I can remember, my dad has been 
running 4-5 days a week. I’ve always 

Over the 
river and 
through 

the woods Cross Country Running—
Why do they do it?
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wanted to be like my dad, so I guess that’s 
where it started.

What other sports have you played?
I’ve played just about everything: baseball 
since I was 5, soccer since I was 4, a couple 
of years of football, basketball, one year of 
wrestling, snowboarding, and probably more. 
Recap your high school XC experience/record:
I started training for the 2005 Atlanta mara-
thon the summer before my junior year, and 
I joined cross country to help with my train-
ing. I fell in love with it and joined track in 
the spring. I took XC and track much more 
seriously my senior year, and the hard work 
really paid off. I went from being a mediocre 
JV runner my junior year to now being on the 
roster of a Division 1 college team. 

When did you realize that running was your sport? 
Honestly, I never really saw myself as a 
runner until after my junior year of track. 
My times really dropped and I, along with 

my coaches, felt like there was an endless 
amount of potential just ready to unload.

Did you run the Peachtree on July 4? Have 
you entered any other big name races?
I ran the Peachtree Road Race when I was 
10 years old with my parents and then again 
with one of my best friends in 2006. I’ve also 
done the Atlanta marathon once.

What’s the most difficult part of the sport?
By far, the hardest part of the sport is getting up 
at 6:30 every morning knowing I’m about to get 
my butt kicked for the next two hours, but it’s all 
worth it when race day finally arrives.
Tell me about off-season training:
This summer, I only ran about 25 miles 
a week…big mistake. I’m three weeks 
into training now and running 65 miles a 
week. My body hates me for it right now, 
so next summer I’ll definitely be running 
at least 40-45 miles a week coming into 
the season.

Tell me about your diet. What do you eat and drink?
I generally eat healthy. I check all food labels 
before I eat them (people [tease] me for it all 
the time), and I make sure there are no trans-
fats and minimal saturated fats in what I 
eat. I also stay away from too much sodium, 
which leads to dehydration. On average, I 
take in 3500-3800 calories per day. I know it 
may sound like a lot, but when you’re running 
twice a day and have the metabolism of a 12-
year-old boy, you can get away with it. 
Tell me about the running shoes you wear:
I’ve always run in Asics running shoes, but the 
XC team here at UNC Charlotte is sponsored 
by Puma, so right now I’m running in a pair of 
Puma trainers. (Puma Complete Phasis IV)

Do you consider XC more of a team sport 
or an individual sport? 
In high school, I definitely considered it more of 
an individual sport, probably because our team 
wasn’t good enough to run as a pack. However, 
in college it is a whole different story. At our 
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first meet last week, our top five runners were 
within nine seconds of each other. It’s definitely 
a team sport. I always want to perform well 

individually, but taking home the team trophy 
is always the number one goal.

If you could talk to some high school boys’ 
XC teams, what would you tell the athletes?
Miles, miles, miles! I went from 35-mile weeks 
in high school to 65-mile weeks in college, and 
it is amazing how much better I am perform-
ing. Make sure they are quality miles. Numbers 
don’t mean everything; the quality of the run is 
much more important than the length.

What are your goals at UNCC?
Well, I’m redshirted this year for XC, so my 
goal for this season is to utilize the redshirt 
and get in the best shape possible for in-
door/outdoor track. Long term, my ultimate 
goal is to compete at nationals, but that is 
very long term. For now, I just want to help 
my team out at the conference meet.

What is the next step for a XC runner after 
college graduation?
For about 1 percent of us, doing road races 
for money may be a good route. For me, I 
plan on running until my body won’t let me 

anymore. I would really like to be a high 
school coach some day. 

How do you fit in the sports with the new 
college schedule?
Here at Charlotte they treat athletes very well. 
I have an athletic-academic advisor that 
helps me choose the correct classes to take, 
schedules them around practices and compe-
tition, and just looks out for me. We have six 
mandatory study hall hours per week, which 
pretty much makes me get my studying done. 
We also get access to free tutoring, which I 
have already used in math and chemistry. 
I’m not saying it’s easy balancing sports and 
school, but it is definitely attainable.

 Has being a part of the team helped you 
adjust to college life?
Definitely. I really value the friends I have 
made so far through running here at Char-
lotte. Being on the team does, however, put a 
damper on some of the college “experience,” 
because our mornings start about three 
hours earlier than the average college kid. 
Would I have it any other way? Never!

C r O S S  C O u n t y  r u n n i n g

Coming from across the country herself, 
this native of Saratoga Springs, New York, 
moved to Alpharetta when she was in the 
ninth grade and started high school at 
Milton. Already a runner, Caitlin had been 
introduced to the sport a couple years ear-
lier by one of her hometown friends whose 
sister was a runner. Seeing the fun she 
was having on the cross country team was 
enough to convince Caitlin to try it herself, 
and a good thing for Milton that she did. 

Having had her share of lessons in tennis, 
skiing and swimming, Caitlin realized in 
ninth grade that running was her sport. As 
a freshman, the Lady Eagle runner broke the 
school record in the mile, the 800-meter run 
and the 4x1600-meter run. 

What’s the most difficult part of the sport? 
When you’re doing a workout, you get so hot 
and want to stop and die! But if you want 
to improve, you have to try your hardest. I 

think many people don’t realize how hard it 
is—mentally and physically. The training 
to improve your time by just a few seconds 
takes a lot of commitment.

The equipment for this sport is a bare 
minimum compared to suiting up for many 
other team sports. Asics spiked running shoes 
seem to be a favorite for Caitlin as well, while 
one pair lasts her about a season. “We also 
have flats (spikeless racing cleats) and usu-
ally wear them in the workout.” 

How do you train? We train all year long. 
In summer we have a schedule from the 
coaches usually with long runs to get our 
endurance and to have a base for the next 
season. We don’t have much of an off -sea-
son. We have a morning practice at 6 a.m., 
and we love it! 

Do you do any weight training? We do 
for track to build upper body strength but 

Caitlin German, 
Kennesaw State University Sophomore
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not for cross country. We do use medicine balls and work on  
core strengthening.

What about your diet? I eat a lot of carbs—pasta, tons of pasta! The 
carbs give me energy. You’ll never make it through a workout if you don’t 
eat enough. I do eat fruits and veggies, and I try to drink three or four 
bottles of water each day—even when I’m not thirsty. I usually have a 
sports drink after the workout to refuel to put back everything that was 
lost during the run. Then I feel energized. 

Is cross country a team sport or an individual sport? It’s definitely a 
team sport! We have to work together to score better. Without everybody 
doing her best, we couldn’t win. It determines the amount of points we 
get. Everybody matters, if they’re sixth or first. 

A nursing major at Kennesaw State, Caitlin is definitely passionate 
about her sport. “It is the most rewarding thing that I could do, and it’s 
so much fun to be on a team and make friends which could be difficult 
with everybody’s busy schedule.” She puts in a lot of hard work but like 
so many others in the sport, Caitlin finds the reward in the end on race 
day. “I love it, and I don’t know what I‘d do if I weren’t running.”

What are your goals at KSU? I really want to break 19 minutes  
in the 5K. 

What is the next step for you as a runner after college? I’ll definitely 
always run. It will be nice to run leisurely on my own time—just  to go 
out for a run with no pressure, to do a long run without a set time or a 
certain amount of miles. I will want to get up early to run, and I’ll defi-
nitely keep running road races. I will miss the competition, but there 
will be no pressure.

“After that? The Disney World marathon would be so much fun, but the 
training is very hard on your legs. A triathlon? It’d feel really good to fin-
ish one of those,” she concluded. From her days as a high school eagle to 
a KSU owl, Caitlin can fly with wings on her feet.
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A triathlon?  
Now you’re speaking  
Kevin Lisska’s language. 
Another Atlanta native, Kevin Lisska grew 
up in Gwinnett County and graduated from 
Brookwood High School where he ran varsity 
cross country and track finishing as state 
champs two of those years. Kevin was also 
a high school swimmer, which led him to 
the water polo club at Georgia Tech, “For a 
bunch of swimmers we were pretty good. We 
got fourth at nationals my senior year.” 

Following suit of many Atlantans, Kevin 
has run the famous Peachtree Road Race on 
Independence Day a number of times during 
high school and college with his best time of 
36:35 about ten years ago, but he says he’d 
rather do trail runs than road races any day. 

Take to the trails he does, sometimes 
training 25-35 hours a week with lots of 

long, slow distance and many local races 
that he uses as workouts. With all that run-
ning, Kevin still holds down a full time job 
as a project engineer for the Eaton Corpo-
ration. However, all his running experience 

opened doors for him, and he turned pro. 
His second professional event, the Ford 
Ironman challenge held in Louisville, Ken-
tucky in July, is a long distance triathlon of 
which Kevin earned bragging rights.

From a field of over 2,000 participants 
in the Ironman, consisting of three seg-
ments—swimming, cycling and running—
Kevin placed eleventh overall. The numbers 
are staggering to comprehend. He swam 
in the Ohio River a distance of 2.4 miles in 
48:49; rode his bike for 112 miles in 4:58:15; 
and ran a total of 26.2 miles in 3:20:38.  

How did you train for IM? “My big weeks 
were 10,000 yards swimming, 400 miles 
on the bike and 60 miles running,” Kevin 
explained. Why did he do it? “I’m still try-
ing to figure that one out!” he responded 
in jest. “Every race had its own set of chal-
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lenges, and I get something out of each and 
every one of them. (Friendship, beat the 
guy who beat me last week, learning from 
mistakes, a good workout, to see how fast 
I can go, then see if I can go even faster on 
the next one.) I have not once looked back 
and wished I had not done a race.”

     
 What’s in it for you? I don’t do it for the 
t-shirt; that is for sure! The biggest thing 
I get out of racing is setting a goal and 
reaching that goal, but I have made some 

great friends along the way, which are more 
important to me then winning any race.

How do you handle your body from a health 
standpoint? I eat well and a lot—six times a 
day at least. I eat lots of Powerbars and fruit 
for snacks or before and after workouts. I don’t 
eat junk, maybe an occasional ice cream. I get 
my vitamins from the food I eat. I go to the gym 
in the winter, but I stay away from the weights. 
I do pull-ups, push-ups, plyometrics, stretch-
ing, yoga, etc. I’m in the best health of my life.

 What’s your next step? This year 70.3 
World Championship in November, win 
the North Carolina and South Caroline 
triathlon series, and the Setup invita-
tional in October. 

Kevin, what advice would you give to 
college runners? Set goals for each 
workout, race, season and for your career 
as an athlete. It takes small steps to reach 
high goals, from finishing a marathon to 
winning an Ironman, there are thousands 
of victories and accomplishments to be 
made along the way.  

It seems clear across the board that all 
these runners share a determination to 
reach their highest potential and soak up all 
the benefits along the way. If you ever need 
a friend or a crash course in achievement , 
maybe you needn’t look any further than the 
goal-oriented, friend-making runner jogging 
by your house. »ASF

i go to the gym in the winter, but 
i stay away from the weights. i 
do pull-ups, push-ups, plyometrics, 
stretching, yoga, etc. i’m in the 
best health of my life.




