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FOREWORD


David Chalfen is wonderfully well placed to write a book on marathon and half-marathon training. I have known Dave for many years and in that time have never failed to be impressed by his thirst for knowledge of a sport he loves profoundly.


As a coach for many years at club, student and area/international level, Dave certainly ‘knows his stuff’. He has been a student of the sport for numerous years and is a true aficionado of the road scene. Passionate and inspired by runners of all ability levels, he brings to the table a life-long love of the sport combined with a depth of knowledge and the ability to develop his points in a rational, accessible and comprehensible manner. He possesses a genuine insight into both the needs of runners and their patient progression, plus of course the very specific demands of the events.


Well planned and well written, this addition to the lore of road running will add significantly to required reading. The book is refreshingly honest and realistic, conveying well Dave’s desire to see runners of all levels realize their full potential. I have no doubt that many runners and coaches will benefit tremendously from Dave’s keenness and passion and above all the directness of his knowledge, so well presented in this book.


This book makes for happy and stimulating reading – ensure that you put into practice these good ideas.


Bud Baldaro


Former UK Athletics Marathon coach and personal coach to Hannah England, World Championships Silver medallist in 2011 and to many British international runners




To Rosa, a most wonderful daughter.




ABOUT THE AUTHOR


David Chalfen has been coaching endurance running for over a decade and has been running for more than thirty years. He is a Level 4 Performance UKA Coach and is an Area Endurance Coach Mentor for England Athletics, developing the endurance coaching network in North London and Hertfordshire. He has coached numerous distance runners ranging from national level to modest club level, and operates both as a volunteer coach – as a member of Serpentine Running Club – and via a website www.runcoach1to1.com. He has also acted as Team Manager for various international athletes at major marathons in Europe and Asia and has written feature articles about endurance running for Athletics Weekly. He competed at County level and ran ten marathons under 2 hours 35 minutes, with a best of 2.32. He lives in London. He was educated in North London and at Oxford University. This is his first book.




PREFACE


I was sitting in an Internet café in the hills in Andalucia when I received the email equivalent of a cold call from Crowood inviting me to write this book. My first reaction was one of suspicion akin to receiving an email from a West African ‘bank’ enquiring after my mother’s maiden name and asking to verify my Internet banking password. But it was bona fide and many thanks to Crowood editor Hannah Shakespeare for her faith in adding my name to the endurance writing publications list.


At the risk of self-aggrandisement, or perhaps just showing that I’m an embarrassingly slow learner, the knowledge and experience that has gone into this book has been almost forty years in the making. The first seeds were sown in 1972 when as a very shy eight-year-old I watched the 1972 Olympics from Munich. Amidst the British highlights and the deadly intrusion of the terrorist attacks on the Israeli team, it was the long-distance races that stuck in my mind. Finnish legend Lasse Virén achieving the 5,000m and 10,000m double on the track, and the wiry USA runner Frank Shorter coming home for a dominant marathon win had a key role in triggering the growth of long-distance running in the Western world. I thought it looked very exciting and wanted to be part of it. And so started my fascination with long-distance running.


By a mixture of luck and design, this brought me into some hotbeds of endurance running. My very first tentative track sessions at Shaftesbury Harriers in north-west London were done with one lane kept aside whilst the then World Record Holder for 10,000m, Dave Bedford, went through sessions trying to recapture his 1973 glory days. I progressed and was able to wear the Barnet Schools vest with some pride but little competence.


Through my later teens I persisted with a stable level of mediocrity. The typical scenario was that if I beat another Under 17 or Under 20 athlete they would see retirement from the sport – and in a couple of extreme cases emigrating to South America with an entirely new identity – as the only logical option to preserve some vestiges of self-respect. At University I could just about describe future World Cup Marathon Champion and 2.08 marathon performer Richard Nerurkar as a training partner on those days when his recovery run and my threshold effort happened to coincide.


To show how the marathon world has changed, I ran my first marathon just before turning eighteen. In an event that wasn’t even classified as an official competitive event, I placed forty-second in a time of 2hr 42min. Thirty years on, there is no race in Britain outside the mighty London Marathon where this sort of time would place so relatively far down the field.


Typical of many coaches, it was only after stopping my own competitive running (well, as competitive as my short stumpy legs and overzealous engagement with Mr Kipling’s exceedingly good cakes could manage) that I acquired the objectivity to drill down into the details of how to really optimize one’s endurance-running ability, whatever level that ability is. It’s a cliché that is only partly true, but distance running is in many ways the easiest sport to do – just put on your kit, head out the door and run, sometimes hard and sometimes easy, and if you do this very regularly you will improve considerably. However, it’s also just as easy to become a regularly injured runner or an underachieving runner. Indeed, most experienced runners will at different stages encounter both situations and the goal – which I hope this book will contribute to – is to ensure that the large majority of one’s running years are spent achieving the best results that are achievable for each individual’s ability and training commitment.


My time so far in coaching has been supported by all of the following who contribute to the immense enjoyment we gain from the fulfilling yet existentially futile attempts to help people run a long way a little bit quicker than the last time they tried it:


In particular, Bud Baldaro and Geoff Williams, great motivators and special people who have such a lasting and positive influence on so many. And they also help them to run faster. Outside the running world, Kevin Hickey MBE has been a tremendously wise and supportive mentor and adviser on the broader aspects of sports coaching.


Also my friend and clubmate Urban Bettag, a master of constructive criticism. And Bev Kitching; Stella Bandu; Dave Newport; Martin Rush; Peter McHugh; Nick Anderson; Dave Sunderland; Bryan Smith; and Ian Ladbrooke.


Photo credits – Urban Bettag, Ian Hodge and Rosa Chalfen.




CHAPTER 1


INTRODUCTION


Who Is This Book For?


Here is an outline of what this book offers:






	

•




	

A guide to the training principles of both distances that explains what is contained within the training plans.









	

•




	

Some detailed programmes that show how the principles can be addressed on a practical level and evolved as the runner’s experience – and hopefully also their commitment and performance – evolves.









	

•




	

Some case histories of runners with high levels of commitment and modest levels of talent to show what can be done – a combination of information and inspiration.










The book thoroughly covers what an experienced long-distance running coach can bring to improving runners. A coach will have some grounding in: anatomy; physiology; nutrition; hydration; psychology; strength and conditioning; mentoring; and other relevant elements – but won’t usually be a professionally qualified expert in all of these fields. But no apologies for that – coaches are serial magpies, dipping into anywhere they can find the extra ‘one percenters’ to help the people they coach.


What cannot be provided in these pages are any guarantees as to how successful your running will be, even if you follow all the advice. Nor does the content address beyond a relevant level of theoretical and practical detail the full minutiae of some of the sports science that has informed and guided the training principles and programmes. Therefore, you will find that the book has a relatively large proportion of its pages allocated to the ‘bread and butter’ of training for endurance running. There is a lesser emphasis on aspects such as nutrition and sports medicine, because there are publications available by proven experts in these fields.


This approach is also intended to give the book a greater ‘added value’ to what you can find on the Internet. There is vast information on the web regarding diet, physiology, static stretching and race calendars, and there is perhaps limited benefit in simply replicating this data in book form. What this book does is to offer a logical and detailed approach on how to plan and carry out your endurance training and racing, underpinned by the other factors that will affect your performance. Readers are then signposted to other specialist publications if they wish to drill down into these supplementary elements. It is, as it were, the published version of how running coaches work in real life.


The running world is hugely diverse in what the profiles of ‘improvers’ will be. A debut marathoner may have no running background, but years of training in sports such as cycling, swimming, rowing or skiing, so although their running history may be close to zero, their aerobic base will be high. It may be much higher than someone who has been running for three years from scratch and has covered a few thousand miles in that period.


Whatever you may have seen elsewhere, this book does not categorize any of the training plans by target time. The reasoning is that some people have high levels of running talent, while other people’s genetics are less naturally honed for distance running. A purported sub-3-hour marathon schedule may be followed by someone with great genes and help them do sub-2.35. Conversely, someone with much poorer endurance traits may do the same plan and struggle to break 3.30.


Of course, in addition to the genetics, there are the significant effects of gender, age and bodyweight. Specifically on gender, female performances of equal merit to men’s are about 15 per cent slower. If you do the maths, you may be slightly surprised and perceive this as being harsh on assessing women’s performances, but it actually reflects the fact that there are still more men than women who compete in distance races and – looking across the generality of runners – that more men become involved in serious running training.


That said, the author strongly believes that the large majority of long-distance runners, both men and women, do not realize what they can achieve and tend to overestimate what level of ability is needed to run what are pretty modest times. Of course, you have to put the work in to do so, but the challenge is in many ways the attraction.


However, let’s put a few numbers onto the generalizations, to indicate what sort of runner should find this book relevant:






	

•




	

You are already running regularly for much of the year and currently, or very soon, can regularly commit four days per week to some running training.









	

•




	

You have already done one or more running race of at least 5km or 10km, so even if you have not yet tackled a marathon or half-marathon you are an improving runner.









	

•




	

You expect to be able to run or jog all the way in your target races.










The United Kingdom rankings show that in 2010 some 1,800 men broke 3 hours for the marathon, with just under 2,000 women running sub-3.45. In the same year, 1,800 men broke 80 minutes for the half-marathon and 1,300 women dipped under 94 minutes for the distance. Within these numbers, and particularly at the lower end of these rankings, would be many veterans in their forties and occasionally a talented and committed fifty-plus athlete.


It is likely that if you can consistently follow any of the training programmes described in this book for at least a couple of years, and you are under forty-five years old and keep your Body Mass Index (BMI) at around twenty-five or lower, you should be able to get to within about 5 per cent of the times stated above as the minimum performances to make these rankings lists (see www.thepowerof10.info/rankings for full information).


The training schedules shown in later chapters are based around these premises. They are not intended to be for ‘Get Me Round’ runners, nor in all likelihood would one expect a national level runner – say Top Twenty or so in the UK rankings – to be tapping into this book, as the author would hope that at that level of ability and commitment there is an individual coach–athlete relationship to optimize the runner’s talent. The schedules can be used by anybody between these two categories.


Indeed, if you progress from the schedules provided here, follow the advice on how to move to the next stage, then use the details from the advanced runners’ case histories as illustrations of how to really stretch yourself, there is no reason why this book could not be used to guide you towards marathon times heading towards 2.30 for men and 2.50 for women. That level of commitment will not be for everyone and will take a few years rather than a few months, but the option is there if that is something you would like to prioritize.


The training details are divided into different levels and the author suggests that – irrespective of your current Personal Bests (PBs) – if you wish to structure your training around any of these programmes, you start with whatever level looks like the most gradual step forwards from the current volume and intensity at which you are working.


Whatever information you may gain from this book, the one thing it will not do is put on your running kit and get you out of the door for a training run. Or as legendary American basketball coach John Wooden put it, ‘Do not let what you cannot do interfere with what you can do.’


Enjoy the read and good luck with your running performances.


The Marathon and Half-Marathon Race Distances


As an introduction to why this book is focused on the marathon and half-marathon rather than entitled, say, Improving at 11 and 22 Miles, here is a very brief history lesson. The marathon was used as the long-distance race in the modern Olympics when they were introduced in 1896 in Athens, to recreate the outline of the track and field programme in the Ancient Greek Olympics. In a bow to nineteenth-century etiquette, athletes wore clothes rather than competing nude as they had in ancient days.
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Most races now attract a wide range of running experience and performance.
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Old-style, low-key road-race start.


In the early days, distances varied around 25 miles (40km). For the 1908 Games in London, however, the course was extended to ensure that athletes finished in front of the Royal Box, occupied by Queen Alexandra. The distance that day turned out to be 26 miles 385yd (42.195km). Further variations on the theme followed until from 1921 onwards, when the World Athletics Federation came into being, the distance was agreed as 42.195km. As a globally recognizable word, the marathon distance seems likely to be with us for as long as people seek long-distance running challenges. So should you ever find the last few miles of a marathon particularly hellish (reading to the end of this book is intended to make this a less likely occurrence), then you can blame the Royal Family with historical accuracy on your side.


For any runners with an element of competitive spirit, there is a very fundamental challenge of wishing to see if they can run a long way without stopping; and then to see if they can cover the distance faster than other people and faster than their previous attempts.


In Britain, until the very late 1970s, the road-race options below marathon focused on 5-, 10- and 20-milers, particularly 10s, whilst in Europe it was mainly 10, and 20 or 25km. As the marathon boom in Britain – which took place about three or four years after a similar trend in the USA – caused a huge upsurge in the number and scale of events from about 1979/80 onwards, more and more new events focused on the half-marathon. The arithmetical half had a clear logic to it, and indeed many new marathon events used a two-lap course, whereby half-marathons ended after a single lap. Many of the traditional 10-mile races were in areas where traffic had increased substantially, with all the associated practical difficulties and extra costs. So the trend has been a gradual decline in 10-mile races and a growth in half-marathons. This has coincided with a shift towards professional event management companies taking on the events where participant numbers run into the thousands, although of course the ‘traditional’ club-based races organized by volunteers still exist across the country.


A particularly British trend has been that the sheer scale and public profile of the London Marathon has made it financially challenging for many second-tier marathons to stay afloat, as many thousands of people enter London and if not accepted they simply do not carry on training as there is no other marathon that they are drawn to. The likes of Holland, Spain, Italy and Germany have maybe a wider spread of quality marathons. However, the encouraging growth in the UK of new marathons such as Edinburgh and Brighton, backed up by proven stalwarts such as Belfast, Nottingham, Lochaber and Abingdon, offers a healthy range of options across the main marathon seasons of spring and autumn. At the time of writing, Liverpool and Manchester are also resurrecting marathons that had been run in previous decades but had fallen by the wayside of other urban pressures.


Modern trends of globalization, budget airlines and, for most, increasing disposable income, lead to many people now taking a more international approach to their running plans, particularly for marathons. Chapter 11 suggests a few options beyond the global big hitters.


This isn’t a travel guide but the international angle does have a few points relevant to running performance.


It means that the marathon and half-marathon season in Europe becomes longer. The biggest events invariably try to avoid the most extreme weather in their respective countries. So the trend is that in Northern Europe and Scandinavia the main marathons are held around June, as any earlier would risk extreme cold weather for much of the training build-up of the domestic runners. Travel south to Italy and Spain and they tend to opt for February/March and then an autumn block in November, using dates when difficult hot weather is unlikely to be a factor. It is like a modern version of the eighteenth-century’s Grand Tour, with a higher aerobic challenge but fewer highwaymen.
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Many road races may use some off-road surface on the course.
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A typical road-racing cross-section of seniors, veterans, men and women, club runners and unaffiliated.


These extended seasons mean that for a race-greedy marathoner the options are increased. For example, one could go for Seville in early February, London in mid/late April, Helsinki in early August and Florence in late November. It’s a demanding schedule and although not insane it’s unlikely to be optimum for performance. However, such a schedule would allow for four structured cycles of preparation with a progression from recovery through transition, then event-specific training, then taper, race and start the recovery again. More on this in Chapter 4.


Other Long-Distance Races


It is also worth clarifying at this stage that for the purposes of this book, we are looking at marathons and half-marathons as standard road events held entirely or almost entirely on a normal road surface. Also, although many events will be undulating to some degree, this book does not consider mountain races or even long-distance hill races. These are addressed in excellent and expert detail in Sarah Rowell’s Crowood book Off-Road Running.
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Make sensible preparations for particularly extreme racing conditions.


Of course, there is considerable common ground in training for and competing in what are all long-distance running races, but also enough specific differences to treat them as separate disciplines. As an example, when the leaders of a 20-minute hill race can split their race into 16 minutes for the climb and 4 minutes for the descent, there are clearly factors somewhat different from that evenness of effort that ‘normal’ road races are built upon. Indeed, within the National Governing Body structure there are distinct associations for fell and mountain running.


For runners who are in a phase of general training – as described in Chapter 4 – it can certainly be both physically beneficial and mentally invigorating to try some of these ‘off the beaten track’ events. But if you choose to do so, put some thought into including some pre-event training sessions to prepare your body for the unaccustomed severity of the uphill and downhill sections. Quads, calves and glutes will all take a battering, so take steps to ensure that they are not so traumatized post-race that a return to training is unduly delayed.


With marathons and half-marathons at the top end of the standard endurance-running event group, you should definitely look more holistically at a varied and structured racing programme to include 10km, 5km races such as park runs, 10 miles and – if it is not too much of a culture shock tainted by ghastly school memories – cross-country in autumn and winter.


Another option that seems to be becoming ever more popular is the split loyalty between triathlons and long-distance running. From a purist perspective, a coach would invariably see running as the preferred aerobic training option to improve running performance. But coaches are obliged to work in the real world rather than a marathoning idyll. It is perhaps a subtle distinction, but the preference is to use triathlon as a valuable part of the general background for running, rather than vice versa. It is not an exact formula, but if you can find a three- to four-month block before a running target during which you focus on your running, that should strike a reasonable balance. Keeping a weekly swim and/or bike session going, at moderate intensity, during this phase, should also be enough to keep some tri-competence without impacting on your capacity for the running.


A further sign of the running times is the development of ultra running – ‘ultra’ being anything longer than the marathon distance, with 50km being the typical baseline for this category. The focus distances and events of the ultra world are 100km/62 miles and 24 hours, but there are almost endless options and variations of distances, surfaces, duration and indeed location. Also bear in mind that although not officially classed as ultras, hilly off-road runs in the 20- to 25-mile range that take longer to complete than a standard marathon event are physiologically in the ultra ballpark.


As a general summary, the author suggests the following:






	

•




	

If you are keen to see what you can achieve at marathon and half-marathon, ideally the ultra events are distances that you should tackle once you think you have achieved most of what you are capable of at the standard road distances. Even if you become involved in ultras whilst improving at marathon and half-marathon, you would probably improve more if you spared yourself the ultras. If you study the training recommendations and programmes used for ultra running, you will see why they are not really optimum for improving your speed over shorter endurance events, as there is so much emphasis on easing down for the long run, doing the long run, and recovering from the long run.









	

•




	

If you wish to try your first ultra, block out a four-month window for the specific training; allow about four weeks to recover gradually from the event and get back into some easy regular running, then refocus on shorter events.









	

•




	

The mental side of ultras becomes in many ways a different game from that which is applicable further down the endurance distances. Simplifying, for many it becomes about continuing to cover the distance at whatever pace, with actually finishing the event in itself a victory, whereas in this book we are looking at runners for whom completing a marathon or half-marathon is a given and the quality of the performance is the focus.










Whilst ultras are indeed a growth area of the sport, they remain a minority area, as the statistics for the number of people who tackle events beyond the marathon would confirm. The author ran some twenty marathons, was seen within the middle ranks of club distance running as a marathon specialist, yet never once wished to find out what a longer distance would be like. For further detailed insights into ultra running and training plans, the website www.halhigdon.com is informative and well respected.


Clubs and Training Groups


If this book had appeared twenty-five years ago, this subject matter would have been easy to cover. There were two options. Either you joined a traditional athletic ‘Harriers’ club, or you joined a ‘new breed’ runners club.


The Harriers club would be populated mainly by athletes with some level of natural talent, nearly all of whom would have been in the sport since secondary school. Most of them would train either daily or twice daily, with thorough but often quite informal links to experienced coaches, who had themselves come through a similar system. Those athletes who tackled marathons and half-marathons did so with a high degree of commitment, invariably having progressed through the endurance events starting at 800/1,500m, through 5km and 10km and then upwards. They nearly all did cross-country races as part of their running regime. These runners and coaches were mostly male; females, although starting to make their presence more widely felt from the early 1970s, were principally involved as cake bakers, sandwich slicers and kit washers. As context, in 1976 the longest Olympic running race for women was 3,000m, an inequality that went right down through the sport.


The new breed of running clubs had a huge growth spurt between 1980 and 1982, stimulated by initially the London Marathon, which arrived in April 1981, and then the massive spread of other long-distance road events described above. Members of these clubs were typically latecomers to the sport; often had little endurance prowess or more general athletic traits; had little interest in testing themselves across athletic events; and in the main did not have access to the sort of coaching wisdom held in the traditional clubs. In marked contrast to the Harriers, it was not uncommon to make their competitive debut over the full marathon distance, usually lacking the years of training that the average Harrier would take to their debut marathon.
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When choosing a club, find one that best suits your running ambitions.


With the women’s marathon joining the Olympics in 1984 after being included in the very first World Athletics Championships in 1983, the concept of women running long distances quickly played catch-up and membership of the new breed of clubs was more equally split between the genders.


Gradually, however, the distinctions between the two types of clubs merged. There was arguably an element of complacency and a lack of any succession planning at the peak of the British endurance scene in the mid-1980s – an assumption that we would always have swathes of lean, talented, ambitious young runners coming through, backed up by an even greater number of second-tier county-level runners. But through a combination of societal and political factors, the endurance-running world changed immensely and many clubs found fifteen years later that their squad of talented twenty-somethings had become a bunch of seasoned fortysomethings, with almost nobody following in their wake.


Meanwhile, within what the Harriers had previously perceived as ‘jogging clubs’, nuggets of athletics performance and coaching expertise had emerged. The new breeders learned that cross country was a great way to set the base for spring half-marathon and marathon races; that structured and periodized interval training, hard work as it was, could boost performance on top of what could be achieved just by long steady club runs from the pub car park; and that with a larger proportion of women in their membership, set against the relatively weaker standards in-depth in women’s running, they could start to compete at national level against the traditional big hitters. The author recalls a road race in the mid-1980s where a Burnham Jogger ran 64.45 for a half-marathon, which certainly pushes the definition of jogging to a rather swift limit. Indeed, this performance is right in line with the qualifying time that many Federations use when selecting athletes to run in the World Half-Marathon Championships.


The developments of organized running within the current millennium include the likes of regular groups led by personal trainers operating out of gyms and fitness centres; Run England groups led by qualified run leaders as an affiliated part of England Athletics, the National Governing Body for the sport; jogscotland programmes led under the auspices of the scottishathletics federation; corporate running groups where most of the training is done by colleagues during their time at the office; and ‘virtual’ groups or clubs where a coach or trainer develops a group ethos mainly by a website presence and maybe some actual group training days or warm weather training trips.


To the outsider, even the most modest running clubs might come across as being too ‘elitist’. But as a general observation for people who may be worried about taking the step of joining a club, most running clubs will have more mid-pack or slower runners than you might guess. In general, the likelihood would be that having some sort of ‘other people’ structure around your running will make your time in the sport more enjoyable than if you did the whole thing in splendid isolation. And part of this benefit will be that you will probably end up with improved performances. You might also end up with a larger bar bill.


Do be choosy in joining a club or group where you find a good match with your own level of commitment and if this evolves over time, review the set-up. You will only ever be a twenty-seven-year-old newcomer, a thirty-five-year-old keen club runner, or a fortyseven-year-old dogged veteran once, so try to be in the optimum running environment. Avoid the scenario whereby you look back wistfully and wish you had linked up with Club X or Coach Y five years earlier.




KEY POINTS






	

•




	

Do not underestimate what you can achieve if you are committed, consistent and train hard and smart.









	

•




	

Be sensible about how you focus on triathlons, ultras, mountain or fell races if you are keen to make optimal progress in marathons and half-marathons.









	

•




	

Consider the benefits of doing at least some of your training with a club or structured group.









	

•




	

Do read the underpinning technical chapters in Part II to gain most from the training Chapters in Part I.















PART I


TRAINING AND RACING


                                    


CHAPTER 2


BASIC TRAINING PRINCIPLES


In this section, which many seasoned runners will be at least partly familiar with, we look briefly at how endurance running is fuelled; the key systemic changes we need to improve so as to aid long-distance performance; and introduce the overarching training structures to achieve these improvements. This sets the context for the more detailed training advice and schedules in subsequent chapters.


How It Works


In brief, the main energy form used in human muscle is adenosine triphosphate (ATP), a high-energy compound whose breakdown converts its chemical energy into mechanical energy, or muscle contraction. ATP is essential for the muscle to contract, but muscle stores of ATP are very limited, enough for a second or two at the most. For the muscle to continue to contract, ATP must be replenished. The speed at which you can continue to run depends on your ability to replenish ATP in your active muscles.


Sports scientists have classified three distinct human muscle energy pathways ranked in order of their ability to replenish ATP:






	

1.




	

The adenosine triphosphate–phosphocreatine (ATP–PCr) energy pathway is designed to replace ATP very rapidly. Phosphocreatine (PCr) releases energy to synthesize ATP very rapidly, but, like ATP, PCr content in the muscle is also limited. The ATP–PCr energy pathway is predominant in very short duration, high-power events and lasts about eight seconds. It is therefore of almost negligible significance in fuelling long-distance running performance .
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