Mary Decker keeps her vow as family helps her complete
Bass Pro half marathon with ALS
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She said she was going to do it, and no surprise to anyone who knows her, she did it.

Mary Mannix Decker, beaming and red-cheeked in the brisk air, completed her sixth half marathon
on Sunday at the Bass Pro Shops Maynard Cohick Half-Marathon, completing it in two hours, 11
minutes, 30 seconds — a new personal record by 30 seconds.

And her feet never touched the pavement.

Mary gave all the credit to her pit crew and runners, son Jonathan Malter, and daughter and son-
in-law Kristine and Nathan Clark, who took turns during the 13.1-mile event pushing “Robo
Granny” in an adaptive “running chair” while she nestled under blankets and pillows.
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Mary Decker was all smiles on Sunday as she completed the Bass Pro half marathon. (Photo by Jym Wilson)

“Without my legs, | have a new personal record, thanks to my running group,” she said.

She was one of some 4,000 participants in the annual event through Springfield streets, beginning
and ending on the Bass Pro campus.

The 66-year-old lives with ALS, amyotrophic lateral sclerosis, sometimes called Lou Gehrig’s
disease, and is no longer able to move her legs or arms. ALS is a rare, fatal disease that mainly
affects the nerve cells responsible for controlling muscles needed to walk, speak, eat and
breathe. Mary has been living with ALS since symptoms began in 2021 and was formally
diagnosed in 2023.
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Mary Mannix Decker was Greene County’s budget officer and later finance director for the city of
Springfield for 17 years until 2016. She served six more years as chief operating officer for
Schweitzer Church.

Once she decided to participate in the race, Mary was able to borrow the Hoyt Running Chair from
a Massachusetts company. The state-of-the-art adaptive chairs are for people with limited or no
mobility who participate in recreational and athletic activities.

It arrived last week, and both Jonathan and Nathan took her for test runs, earning her the
nickname, “Robo Granny.”
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Mary Decker and her team of son-in-law Nathan Clark, left, son Jonathan Malter and daughter Kristine Clark
take a photo before the start of the Bass Pro half marathon Sunday morning. (Photo by Jym Wilson)

Sunday’s challenge was getting situated in the chair with proper padding and warm blankets.
“Other than that, | think | had the easy part today.

“The riding was really smooth,” she said at her post-race celebration at Springfield Brewing
Company.

“l can’t run, but the feeling of the pavement going under your feet when you run — | got that same
sensation. And it was the sun and the fresh air, and all the beautiful trees. It was my job: ‘Beautiful
tree over on the left!”

Mary’s cheering squad of some 35 friends and out-of-town family surrounded her at the starting
line before the 7 a.m. signal, then scattered in cars and a rented Fisk bus to meet at three sites
along the route so they could yell and cheer her and her running crew along.
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Some of Mary Decker’s friends gather just outside the finish area to cheer her arrival. (Photo by Jym Wilson)

Team Mary had their own challenges. Early in the crowded run route, experienced runner Kristine
and sometimes runner Nathan ran ahead while Jonathan pushed his mother and alerted other
runners, “Heads up, the chariot’s coming!”

“And once it opened up, then Jonathan was setting the pace and Kristine and | were dying,”
Nathan said. “And then by the end of it, it was ‘Just only three more miles, we can do this.” The
reality of it was like, we set this big goal and we’re gonna’ get there.”

The whooping and hollering from the street curbs motivated the runners, Nathan said.

"”

“Every time we looked up, it was ‘Mary! Mary!”” he said. “She was an inspirational coxswain.”
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Mary Decker is wheeled up South Avenue and past a group of family and friends by her son-in-law Nathan
Clark, accompanied by daughter Kristine Clark. (Photo by Jym Wilson)

Kathy Hendry wept as she watched a beaming Mary pass by under her team’s power. The
Colorado cousin had flown in just for the race.

“It's emotional,” she said, knowing the gravity of Mary’s ALS diagnosis. “I'm so proud of what she’s
doing ... It's not going to stop her.”

It hasn’t yet. When she’s not planning a race or a family party with husband Darrell, she’s out of
the house three or four times a week for coffee, lunch, a drive to the park, floating freely in the
Meyer Center therapy pool, and meeting with Mary’s Margarita Meetup Group once a month at a
local restaurant.

She organized her half marathon spectacular, from securing the running chair, to enlisting her
runners, to the post-race celebration. She and her friends got the word out.
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Maxine Brown of Springfield leads a prayer for Mary Decker on a bus of Decker’s friends who followed her
around the Bass Pro half marathon course. (Photo by Jym Wilson)

Mary also conducted a fundraiser in the race lead-up for Team Gleason, a national nonprofit that
provides funding and support so people living with ALS can continue to have adventures. Team
Gleason sent Mary a $2,500 grant to cover race costs.

At the post-race party, daughter Kristine told the crowd that Mary will be sending Team Gleason
the $15,396 she raised.

“She’s still taking charge and handling things,” says longtime friend Barb Sweet. “Not surprised.
Not surprised at all.”

Shelly Rogers, a church friend, added later, “Mary’s the type of person you aim to be. She’s pretty
irresistible. She’s so full of God, it splashes on everybody else.”
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Friends and family gather around Mary Decker after she and her team completed the Bass Pro half marathon
Sunday morning. (Photo by Jym Wilson)

At the finish line, Mary’s squad swelled in size and volume as all three runners, Jonathan, Kristine
and Nathan, gripped the chair handles and pushed Mary to the finish line. Then, laughter.
Cowbells. And “Good job, Mary!” Her grandchildren Eleanor and Bennett Clark crawled onto her
blanketed lap for a squeeze.

With Darrell steering her through the crowd, Mary took a victory lap through the parking lot past
the food vendors. Someone offered Mary a beer. “Yeah!”

While Nathan held the cup, Mary smiled and sipped the amber Octoberfest. She had brought her
own straw.
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Early in the summer, Mary had vowed to be there, not watching from the sidelines but “feeling the
joy and elation of crossing the finish line of a half marathon” she thought she would never
experience again.

“She’s a fighter,” said her friend Becky Galloway. “I'm telling you, there’s another goal after this

one.

Kathleen O’Dell is a veteran journalist who has covered health care, business, education and
investigative pieces throughout her career. She’s a St. Louis native and a graduate of the
University of Missouri School of Journalism. In addition to working for a Texas newspaper, she
was on the first staff of USA Today in Washington, D.C., and spent most of her newspaper career
at the Springfield News-Leader. More by Kathleen O’Dell
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