Lang takes right strides to Hall of Fame
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(Enlarge) Phil Lang has been a driving force behind youth running in the county for years. In addition to coaching at Oakland Mills High School since 1995, he began a summer program for high school and college age runners in 2001 and serves as head coach of the Junior Striders. Staff photo by MATT ROTH 

Phil Lang says he’ll probably never forget the phone call — the one 14 years ago that made for one of the happiest moments in his life.

Steve Carnahan, Lang’s high school coach at Oakland Mills in the early 1980s, dialed his number in 1995 and made Lang an offer he couldn’t refuse.

“There was an opening on the coaching staff — the assistant cross country coach wasn’t returning — and he asked if my wife and I would be interested in joining the staff with him,” Lang said. “Me being an alumni and the two of us both having college running experience, he thought we could really help the program. I was so thrilled … in the back of my mind I guess I was always hoping for that call.”

After talking with his wife, Vicki, they accepted the invitation. And just like that, two of the county’s most influential people in the youth running scene over the past two decades had their start.

“Looking back, that was definitely a turning point,” Vicki said. “Phil was already actively involved on the (Howard County) Striders board, particularly with the Metric Marathon, but getting involved in the Oakland Mills program gave us that taste of coaching that we hadn’t had before. We saw the impact we could make and loved it.”

In the years since starting as an assistant with Scorpions, Phil Lang has worked to increase the opportunities for the area’s young runners.

He was the driving force behind starting the Striders’ summer program for high school and college students in 2001. After two years serving as President of the Striders (2004 and 2005), he took over as youth coordinator for the club.

Now, as he continues his involvement with both programs in administrative and coaching roles, he’s a major reason each has been able to at least double its number of participants in the past few years.

Since graduating from Frostburg State University in 1989, Lang has made the kind of contributions that many people don’t accomplish in a lifetime. And it’s because of those efforts that, at 42, he is set to become the youngest member of the Community Sports Hall of Fame.

“When you look at the Striders, there are so many people putting in an intense amount of effort and going above and beyond. But over the last 15 years or so, no one’s had the kind of impact Phil has,” said Dave Tripp, a long-time member and former president of the Howard County Striders. “He’s taken his personal love for running and taken that enthusiasm to go out and get others involved.”

Hooked on running in high school

Lang’s passion for running started his freshman year of high school when he went out for the Oakland Mills indoor track team. His first event was the 60-yard dash and the results weren’t exactly what he was hoping for.

“I had no prior experience, so I figured I’d try sprinting, and that first race I finished dead last in my heat. For some kids that would have crushed their ego and turned them off, but not for me,” Lang said. “I wanted to race again and get better.”

Lang ended up trying the 400, 800 and one-mile races by the end of the season and he found that the longer the distance, the better he did. The revelation led to him going out for the cross country team as a sophomore and it wasn’t long before he was hooked.

By his junior year, Lang made the decision to become a year-round runner and, to go along with that, he started getting involved with the Striders.

“I grew up on Thunder Hill Road and the Striders would use the elementary school as the starting point for one of their weekly races,” he said. “I used to see them run by and figured I’d look into it.”

By the time he was a senior in high school, Lang was participating in more than a handful of the club’s races. While he never ended up winning any championships at the time, the experience did help him serve as a key contributor to Oakland Mills’ cross country team winning the first of six straight state championships in 1984.

After high school, Lang spent time at both the University of Maryland, Baltimore County and at Frostburg pursuing an education in business while also running. It was at Frostburg that he met Vicki, who he married in 1991.

A year later, Phil, who had been running a few races a year with the Striders throughout college and since graduating, was asked to come on as a member of the board.

“The Striders always like to have younger people on the board and a lot of people felt Phil was a good candidate,” Tripp said. “You could tell he was the kind of guy who was willing to put in the extra effort.”

Over the next few years, Phil took over as race director of the Metric Marathon, adding a 5k to the event in 1994, and had his first child, Tiffany. Then, in the summer of 1995, Carnahan came calling.

“When he was in college if you asked him a couple of his dream come trues, being a coach at Oakland Mills was certainly one of them,” Vicki said. “And not just coaching, but coaching with his old high school coach, who he respects as much as anybody, you could tell that meant a lot.”

That following fall the balancing act began for the Langs, juggling regular jobs, family life and coaching. Then, after three years of the two serving as assistants, Carnahan retired and handed over the head coaching reins at Oakland Mills.

“He had been prepping us that he was going to retire, handing off more duties to us each year,” Phil said. “It definitely took some creativity to pull it off, though, because I can’t really leave work until after 4. (Vicki and I) developed a great partnership and adjusted some things so that the kids got everything they needed.”

A program is born

As he began getting more involved in the high school scene, Lang began to notice a lack of summer training opportunities for high school and college-aged runners.

“Kids were showing up for the first day of practice having done very little over the summer,” Lang said. “Without the base work, injury risks are much higher and that puts a lot of pressure on the coaches.”

So Lang approached the Striders with the idea for a new group, which started in 2001 with meetings twice a week.
There wasn’t a lot of coaching going on, but the roughly 70 kids that showed up that first year got the chance to run with their peers and get some work in. This past summer over 100 kids participated, with at least one individual from nearly all 12 of the county’s public schools.

“For a number of different reasons ... that particular age group hadn’t really been a focus for the Striders until that point,” Tripp said. “Now in hindsight, it’s hard to believe we didn’t have it. Phil really helped us catch that gap and round out the program.”

Lang’s duties with the Striders expanded in 2004 as he took over as club president. While in that position, and as his two daughters, Tiffany and Brittany, began getting more involved in running, he also took more and more of an interest in the junior program. 

Following several conversations with the youth coordinator at the time, Jim Carbary, Lang decided to switch roles in 2006.

“Phil was the guy I was grooming and I wanted him to eventually take over, you could tell his heart was in it,” Carbary said. “He’s a terrific organizer ... really knows how to get the kids more involved. It seemed like a natural position for him.”

Since stepping into the role, Lang has helped the Junior Striders cross country program grow from 50 to 165 kids. The track program now boasts 220 junior participants. 

These athletes have gotten the opportunity to compete around the state and several have gone on to compete on the national level at the Junior Olympics.

However, whether the kids are out for competition or just for fun, Lang’s big focus has always been on providing opportunity.

“Running is different for everybody, it means different things to different people. But the big thing is we want to provide that chance for kids to make of it what they want,” Lang said. “We feel like if they come out and better themselves in some way, we’ve done our job.”

Lang hesitates to predict the future, but he also has no plans to change his current path, which has already earned him recognition as one of the more influential people in the county’s recreational sports scene.

“To be considered in similar company to the great names that are out there and have already been inducted ... well, I guess I’m still a little in awe of it all,” Lang said. “Vicki and I have done what we’ve done because we love being able to make a difference, seeing that development. I mean, I never really thought about the possibility of something like this happening at my age.

“The way I look at it, I still feel like there’s a lot more I’d like to do before I’m done.” 
