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Praise for Marathon Wisdom


“I found Mara’s book very enjoyable probably because with a similar running career, I resonated with her practical and wise insights. I will definitely recommend this book to my friends because of the way Mara honestly and openly tackles the problems that distance runners face and reveals how she tackled them. This is different from most other athletics books, which are usually autobiographies or coaching manuals. Congratulations!”


–Joyce Smith MBE, women’s marathon pioneer and icon, two-time Olympian, former 3,000m world record-holder, winner of the first two London marathons and Tokyo marathons
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“As an athlete, Mara left no stone unturned to get the best out of herself. By her own admission, she was a late starter and made mistakes along the way, but it should not be forgotten that Mara became one of Britain’s most successful marathon runners. Her book, which looks back at her career, gives us great insights into what she got right and what she knows she could have done better. Each insight can be appreciated as a standalone or as part of a step-by-step journey through the joys and challenges of being a runner. Her book is full of practical down-to-earth advice for every level of runner, providing the right amount of guidance without being too detailed. I love the mix of her UK and Japanese experience, which will appeal to a wide audience. Overall, it is a great book for thinking positively and achieving more from running.”


–Richard Nerurkar MBE, British former elite marathon runner, winner of 1993 World Cup Marathon, fifth in the 1996 Olympic Marathon, co-founder of the Great Ethiopian Run and author of Marathon Running: From Beginner to Elite
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“I love the structure of Mara’s first book, with the 42.195 insights making a strong framework for her engaging narrative. With the growing popularity of running, Mara’s highly readable text will appeal to a global audience of runners from recreational through to elite level athletes. Her excellent points will also resonate with those outside the sport who are working towards professional and recreational goals of all kinds. Indeed, as an educator and an artist, I have already successfully drawn upon her ideas in my own work. I will certainly be recommending this book to colleagues, friends and family.”


–Emma Coleman-Jones, senior schoolteacher, artist and fellow long-distance runner
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To my parents, Dorothy and Norman, and to Shige.
Without their help I would never have realised my dream
of becoming a world-class athlete.


 


 


 


The content of this book was carefully researched. All information is supplied without liability. Neither the author nor the publisher will be liable for possible disadvantages, injuries, or damages.






Mara Yamauchi
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Foreword


Running a marathon is a massive challenge. It requires hours of tough training and unbelievable mental strength and you definitely have to put your heart and soul into it! The preparation phase through to running the event is as much of an emotional and mental battle, as a physical one. Completing a marathon is undoubtedly a great accomplishment, but so few people have actually reached the truly, world-class performances that Mara achieved in her career, particularly as a clean athlete.


As a fellow distance runner, I feel very fortunate and privileged to have been a teammate of Mara’s at many championships and to have stayed in contact with her after she finished competing. I always admired her steely determination and diligence to leave no stone unturned in pursuit of marathon success. I have strong memories of seeing Mara clipping along, totally focused, around the roads near Richmond Park in London. Shige was always on the bike helping her to keep precisely on target pace. She has always displayed such professionalism and dedication and has also fought back bravely from career-threatening injuries.


In her book, Mara shares an immense wisdom gained through running and dealing with life’s challenges during her illustrious marathon career. She also honestly and bravely documents her mental health struggles, particularly after retirement from competition. This makes her achievements as an athlete, and in retirement as a coach, writer and commentator, even more admirable and the hope she speaks of is truly inspiring.


The reader is given many valuable insights about important issues in marathon running, including: mastering goal setting; building mental strength; executing performance; and reflecting on performance to make improvements. Mara stresses the importance of recovery, looking after yourself and being kind to yourself. She touches on the fascinating world of marathon running in Japan where Mara spent much of her time. The marathon is so hugely followed there and it is interesting to read about the high-work ethic of the Japanese runners, which definitely reminds me of Mara herself.


Watching Mara running a marathon at her best is very inspiring. She makes it look easy but behind her fantastic running performances are dedication, gruelling workouts and meticulous attention to detail. Mara reminds us that although we continually see advances in watches, apps and other technologies, there is no substitute for hard work and consistent training. She advises runners to never forget to prioritise the basics of tough workouts combined with diligent recovery strategies, rest, and good nutrition.


This book is an invaluable read for anyone aspiring to run their best marathon, coaching endurance athletes and dealing with life’s struggles. Everyone will benefit from the helpful strategies provided. It is unique in the way Mara relates wisdom gained through a successful running career to wisdom for life itself. It is both extremely informative and inspiring and a very flowing, enjoyable read.


–Jo Pavey MBE


Five-time Olympian, World, European and Commonwealth medallist
European 10,000m champion at age 40
Author of This Mum Runs
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Introduction:
Always Warm Up!


My journey to becoming an Olympic athlete was unique. I loved all kinds of sports as a child, but was never a serious junior athlete. After leaving full-time education at the age of 22, I worked as a diplomat for ten years. I was 35 years old when I ran in the Olympics for the first time. I am British, but spent my childhood in Nairobi, Kenya, and later I lived in Tokyo, Japan, for most of my career as a full-time athlete. This path was completely unlike that trodden by most elite athletes who typically enjoy their best years at a much younger age and often straight out of education.


This book is a collection of the insights I learned along this unusual journey. I have illustrated them with anecdotes, memories and examples from my running career. Becoming, and then living the life of an elite athlete puts you through a myriad of experiences. From figuring out what you want to do and motivating yourself and others; to making the best of a bad situation and securing enough rest; there is a to-do list that is as forbidding as it is long. Many of these experiences are exhilarating and exciting; others are gut-wrenching and despair-inducing. However, I can safely say that, on this journey of ups and downs, I learned an unimaginable amount – about running, about my character, and about life itself.


I have distilled this knowledge and experience into 42.195 insights in total – the number of kilometres in a marathon. As in a marathon, my book will take you through good times and bad as I explain the thinking, planning and executing that went into transforming myself from an average runner into a world-class athlete. I also explore the nuts and bolts of the marathon: training, fuel, racing, recovery, injuries, goals, and much more. Like the marathon, you might find that the first half cheerfully skips by, but the second half delves into much tougher territory. This is where a lot of learning happens, so please stick with it – even if you hit the wall – right to the end! The conclusion of my book explores that wonderful, magical place – the final 195 metres from the 42km point to the finish line. Each of my insights is self-standing. You can dip in and out of this book, or read it from cover to cover.


This book is for runners of all abilities. Running is a universal sport – it is the same for everyone – regardless of age, ability or background. We all have to get out there and train, cope with injuries, pick ourselves up after disappointing performances and enjoy the thrills of becoming faster. It is solely the speed at which we run which separates us from one another. Unlike in some sports, in the marathon the world’s best line up with recreational runners in the same races. We really are all in it together. Although I was an elite athlete, this was only one stage of my running journey. I have also been an average child runner, an obsessed student, and a competitive club athlete. Now since retiring, I am a recreational level masters runner. I have drawn on all these experiences to make this book relevant for runners at all levels. I trust that my insights will resonate and be relatable, whatever level of runner you are.


In addition, this book is also for non-runners because my insights are applicable way beyond running – to life, the workplace, when planning a major challenge – and to athletes in other sports. I hope especially that many female readers will pick up this book and use it. From my observations, women are much more likely than men to lack confidence, hesitate about pursuing their goals, and be vulnerable to persuasion by other people into courses of action which are not in their interests. It would be wonderful if by reading this book, more women and girls felt motivated and equipped to wholeheartedly pursue what they want to achieve.


My desire in writing this book is to help you with whatever goal you are aspiring to. Moreover, I encourage you to use your brain and to acquire or refine the thinking skills which will enable you to create your own programme and goals. Running these days is mass-market business with instructions on how to train, which products to buy, and information overload everywhere. But I hope with this book, you will be able to get away from all that – to step back, see and figure out for yourself what is best for you – and become a better runner. Since I retired from elite competition in 2013, I have done much reflection and learning, and if this book helps you to do the same, I will be delighted! With respect, anyone who was hoping this book would spoon feed them with a standard training manual should stop reading now!


A gentle, brief word of warning: my approach to being good at the marathon, and indeed anything, is a carefully thought-through plan, dedication and hard work. I don’t believe in shortcuts or silver bullets. The only way you will become a better runner is specific, consistent hard training, supported by good nutrition, self-care and rest. You will find plenty of useful, practical insights in this book, but no gimmicks – there aren’t any! I trust it will help you to perform well in running and other areas of your life.


Right, that is the warm-up completed. It is time to toe the start line. The famous marathon distance brings formidable challenges, self-knowledge and new discoveries to all runners. Are you ready? Let’s go!
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Insight 1


What Fires You Up?





[image: ] When I was a small child growing up in Nairobi, Kenya, I loved playing outdoors. I ran up and down the steep driveway to our house and dived into all kinds of adventures in the garden. The year-round tropical, warm climate lent itself to spending time outside. I grew up loving sports and being physically active. At weekends and during the holidays, my parents took my sister and me on safari, or to the coast and the Indian Ocean, or any number of exciting adventures under Africa’s sun and big skies.


Fast-forward to 1984 and my family had moved to Oxford, England. During that summer, at age 11, I remember watching the Los Angeles Olympics on television and being utterly mesmerised by the sports extravaganza taking place on the other side of the world. The enormous stadium, the glitz and glamour, the athletes giving it their all … I was transfixed by this spectacle and spent many hours watching it all on television. Strangely, in hindsight I was not really interested in the women’s marathon, which was making its hard-won debut in the Olympic Games. Instead, I was focused on the best all-rounders there are, the decathletes and my hero, Daley Thompson. To be able to compete brilliantly in all those various events inspired awe in me, and encompassed what I wanted to be: an all-round athlete. The excitement of watching wore me out and I could not stay awake for the final event, the 1,500m. My mother woke me up in the middle of the night to tell me that Daley had won the gold. After the Games were finished, I watched the BBC’s highlights on videotape, set to Spandau Ballet’s Gold, again and again. After watching those Games, I decided I wanted to be a top-class, world-beating athlete. At age 11, I had no idea how I was going to do it, but from that summer on I had discovered something that really fired me up – a dream of becoming a sporting champion.


Becoming beside yourself with excitement is one of the wonders of childhood. Many children want to be like the fabulous and attractive people they encounter. But if I can describe in general terms what that summer gave me, it was an enduring, aspirational desire to do something special and specific with my life. This desire never left me and always gave me a clear goal to aim and strive for. Between that summer and 17 August 2008, when I finally stood on the start line of my first Olympic marathon in Beijing, 24 years had passed. A quarter of a century! You could say it was not a very motivating or compelling dream since it took me so long to make it happen. But it was not a straightforward journey. I had become sidetracked with other activities along the way, such as earning a living. I believe it is testament to how strong that desire was that it sustained me for so many years to keep going and ensured that I never gave up on my dream.


What I learnt from this burning desire born all those years ago was that discovering a love for something is immensely valuable and worth spending time on. That having a dream which really inspires you provides the engine for hard work, a motivating goal to focus on, and the ability to keep going through hard times. That a love for a particular activity might hit you at a time when you can’t do much about it and you might need to return to it later. And that being clear about what you are aiming for is important because it gives you direction and motivation.


Why did it take me so long to realise my childhood dream? Most world-class athletes become professionals straight after or during their full-time education and retire while they are young adults. For me, it was different. When I left university, I wanted to become a full-time athlete but was nowhere near fast enough to earn a living from it. My parents encouraged me to look for a ‘proper job’. Like many students, I had no money. Therefore, on leaving full-time education I had no choice and simply had to find a job. I applied to the British Civil Service’s Fast Stream graduate recruitment programme and became a diplomat with the Foreign Office. This too was a fascinating adventure. I travelled to places I had never been, had the opportunity to learn Japanese and the privilege of working with issues that mattered. I was posted to the British Embassy in Tokyo and enjoyed further adventures there … but during all that time, the dream of becoming a world-class athlete was always there in the back of my mind.


When my Tokyo posting came to an end and I returned to London at the age of 29, I decided that if I was to realise my childhood dream, it was now or never. I spent the next three years working and training hard and finally became a fulltime athlete in 2006 at the age of 33. I was 35 when I finished sixth in the 2008 Beijing Olympics women’s marathon, the joint best performance ever by a British woman in the Olympic marathon. I was 35 when I set my personal best of 2:23:12 in the 2009 London Marathon. It was a long journey of ups and downs, going off on tangents, and spells when realising my dream seemed like a very distant prospect. But throughout that quarter century, I was always clear what my goal was and what I wanted to be.


Sport is not everyone’s cup of tea. Nor is spending a large part of your life pursuing one clear goal. I am not claiming that this is the only way to live a life. But this was my experience. My wish is that by sharing it, you will see how you can pursue and achieve an ambitious goal. We all have talents and gifts of one kind or another, whether it’s in sport, music or something else.




Having a dream or overall goal provides motivation, direction, and meaning. It might take time, but pursuing what you love is an enriching, life-changing journey.











Insight 2


From Dream to Reality





My first serious attempt to become a world-class athlete and qualify for the Olympics did not go to plan. In December 2002, I returned to London after my four-year posting at the British Embassy in Tokyo came to an end. I was 29 years old, and newly married to Shige. There were many unknowns waiting for us in our forthcoming new life in London. But time was running out if I was to realise my dream of racing in global championships. Up to that point, I had enjoyed some success in distance running, thanks mainly to my then coach, the late Bob Parker, and his late wife Sylvia, and their formidable group at Parkside (Harrow) Athletic Club, later known as Harrow Athletic Club. They had a thriving group training from their home in North Harrow. Their living room wallpaper famously had a silhouette shaped like the winner’s shield from the women’s team competition at the English National Cross Country Championships because the shield had hung there for so many consecutive years. But I had only run once for Great Britain (GB) and what I really wanted to do was compete in global championships and become a full-time elite athlete.


In 2003 I was set on making the GB team for the 2004 Athens Olympics. I knew endurance running was my strength but of the three distance events on the Olympic programme at the time, I was doubtful that I could qualify in the 5,000m and 10,000m. I had never had fast natural speed and the qualifying times simply felt out of reach. That left the marathon. So I decided, through a process of elimination, to take on the marathon. Through 2003 I tailored my training to running 2:37, which was the qualifying standard set. I had never run a marathon before and aimed to qualify at the Berlin Marathon in 2003. But plantar fasciitis struck in early September and I had to withdraw. Until December 2003 I was resting and rehabilitating my foot. It was January 2004 before I could resume training properly. At the London Marathon in 2004, the trial race for the Athens team, I finished seventh out of the British athletes in 2:39:16 in a debut that included stomach upsets, a stitch, and generally feeling out of sorts. I failed to qualify and make the team.


However, despite the disappointment of not qualifying, on crossing the finish line I knew I could perform much better. In the following year, I paid more attention to my diet, sleep, injury prevention, self-care, mental preparation, and the content of my training. The thanks and credit for all of this go entirely to Shige. He could see where I was falling short, and came up with actual improvements I needed to make in various areas to raise my game. He learned from scratch what the world-beating Japanese female marathon runners were doing to perform at such a high level. All this paid off, and at London in 2005 I qualified for the Helsinki World Championships marathon team by eight seconds (2:31:52). This was a much better performance than a year earlier, and it felt like I was finally on the right track.


The year between these two marathons was the start of an upward trajectory in my performance. The work we put in was not particularly organised, but it worked. I was improving, and we were inching closer towards my goal of racing in the Olympics.


Between having a dream to achieve something special, and actually doing it, there is a huge gulf. What do you actually have to do to make it a reality? What exactly do you aim for, and when? Do you have the money to afford to do it? What support, knowledge and other inputs are necessary? What physical and mental attributes do you need, and do you have them? There are so many questions to answer, it’s difficult to know where to start. But you must start somewhere. Whatever your goal is, everyone has to start somewhere. Even champions and world record breakers start out at the bottom and find a way, over time, to reach the top.


For me, the answer to navigating a way to bridge this gulf was creating what I called a roadmap. This was a list of actions and milestones over time, which brought me from merely having a dream to actually competing and performing as an elite athlete at world level. It included: running in particular races on specific dates; the training that was required; the lifestyle changes I had to make to support my training; and the money needed to fund it all. I had already been doing some of this, but in an ad hoc way. Drawing up a roadmap was a helpful way to organise my efforts in a logical and coherent manner. But perhaps the most valuable aspect of this process was not simply the actual content of the roadmap – what I had to do by when – but the fact that it enabled me to see that realising my dream was possible. My roadmap turned a previously vague idea into a realistic, finite sequence of events. In other words, I could see how to actually achieve my goal. This lifted my motivation considerably because I could work hard in the belief that my efforts would actually lead to where I wanted to go.
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