Of rooftops and running


Running a marathon is not really the sort of activity you would think happens by accident, but I swear that’s how it all started for me. Five years ago I was finishing my last semester of graduate school and planning my wedding for that June. I joined a running club at my YMCA, thinking it would be a good way to meet people and that it would motivate me to get in shape. Imagine my surprise when I learned that we were training for a marathon! The group was heading to Duluth to run Grandma’s that June, but with a wedding and honeymoon already on my calendar, I falseheartedly said, “I would just love to run 26.2 miles with you all, but it turns out I have prior engagements.”  


After running with the group for three-quarters of a training plan, however, I started to think, “Golly gee – if I’m going to work this hard, I might as well get credit for it!” and with visions of a finisher’s medal swinging from my neck, I mailed in my registration for Twin Cities Marathon that fall. Fast forward five years, and I’m standing with Summer Kuehn, owner of the River Valley Athletic Club in Stillwater, describing my training plans for the Arizona Ironman Triathlon this fall and wondering when exactly I made the crossover from slightly weird to downright crazy. 


I’ve got two motivations for meeting with Summer this day. First, I am interested in joining the RVAC while training for the triathlon so that I will have a place to swim over my lunch hour and a place to shower and change if I go running or biking before an evening work event. Second, I am dying to see the green roof on the athletic club, which was planted late last summer. 


When developing a plan to expand the building two years ago, Summer decided that the expansion would be a perfect opportunity to build a green roof specially designed to be planted with low growing grasses and flowers. Green roofs help to solve a number of environmental concerns. To begin, they catch and absorb rainwater before it can roll off a building, down the driveway, into a storm sewer and into a local lake or river. They also keep the buildings below warmer in the winter and cooler in the summer, reducing the amount of energy needed for heating and air conditioning. In ultra urban areas, green roofs are sometimes the only sign of nature for miles around and they can provide an attractive picnic spot for office workers, a stopover for migrating birds or habitat for butterflies and other insects. 


There are basically two kinds of green roofs. Extensive roofs are lightweight and are designed purely for environmental benefits. They are planted with species that do well in drier conditions and are very low-maintenance. RVAC has two sections of extensive green roof; they can be accessed for maintenance, but they aren’t open to the public. Intensive roofs are designed to be used by people. Brit’s Pub in downtown Minneapolis, for example, features lawn bowling on the roof. Intensive green roofs are usually more expensive and require more maintenance than extensive green roofs. 

Although the majority of green roofs are installed on public and commercial buildings, they are slowly becoming more popular with homeowners as well. Because green roofs are expensive, many homeowners who are interested in greening their homes choose to install them on a garage or backyard shed instead of their houses. 

After touring the RVAC, literally from top to bottom, I’m feeling better about the club, but still worried about myself. As I write, I am preparing to pack my bags and head for Duluth to run in this year’s Grandma’s Marathon. Clearly my temporary insanity has become a permanent affliction. On the bright side, the green roof is looking good as it enters its second summer and its nice to have an example to share over here on the east side. To learn more about green roofs, you can visit www.mngreenroofs.com.
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