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Introduction



The term bucket list seems to have been around forever, and somehow, we all seem to know what it means, although few of us can remember where we first heard it or how we learned what it meant. If you told me that it originated in the Middle Ages, I’d believe you.


In fact, a specific person made up the term at a specific time not so long ago. It was 1999, and the screenwriter Justin Zackham wrote, “Justin’s List of Things to Do before I Kick the Bucket.” He later shortened this to “Justin’s Bucket List.”


The first item on Justin’s list was having one of his screenplays produced. Ironically, it was years before it occurred to him that he could fulfill this wish by writing a film about a bucket list, which in 2007 became a buddy comedy film of the same name, starring Jack Nicholson and Morgan Freeman. From there it was just a short step from Hollywood to linguistic immortality.


The term may be new, but the idea existed long before the phrase was invented, although it appeared under different names. Crediting the term with the idea is like pushing on a rope; you’d have it backwards. Goals, hopes, and dreams have existed as long as humanity itself.


So, what is it about the idea of a bucket list in particular that has now captured our imagination? Perhaps it’s because it gives structure to our dreams, distilling them into something defined and ordered. But it’s more than just that. A bucket list is not just a string of written wishes; it’s a list of goals. And as self-help author Napoleon Hill wrote, “A goal is a dream with a deadline.”1 We’re not supposed to just load items onto a bucket list. We’re supposed to act on them.


Runners are especially well suited to create bucket lists. After all, most runners are constantly adding races to their to-do list: their favorite local races or their wish list of big races. Longdistance running provides hours and hours to mull this over, and the euphoria of a particularly good training day could raise our ambition—at least momentarily—and prod us into actually pursuing those goals. And then we share those ambitions with other runners.


This sharing is very important to the bucket list process. Contrary to the old stereotype, runners are not solitary beings. We are social animals. We text and chat before, during, and after our runs. A big topic of conversation is to share information about running, from training food, to workouts, to races. These conversations are fertilizer for our imagination, and from them our bucket lists grow and mature.


But discussing a bucket list is more than just idle chitchat. It’s a commitment of some sort; it’s a public declaration that this is a real goal of yours. It creates expectations among your peers and friends. It holds your feet to the fire to make good on your declaration, so you can maintain credibility in your group. It’s also an invitation. Every mention of a bucket list item to your friends includes a question, whether stated out loud or not: Would you be interested in doing this with me? After all, if just one person wants to do a crazy thing, it sounds unreasonable, but if two people want to do it, well, then maybe it’s not so crazy, and if three people want to do it, maybe it’s something everyone should at least think about doing. Of course, there are limits to this kind of thinking. Lemmings are a good example. Still, one of my favorite T-shirts bears the inscription, “That’s a terrible idea! What time should I be there?”


Does this sound stressful? It can be, but that’s the point. The right kind of pressure—self-imposed and challenging but reasonable—can be the spark that lights a fire within us and helps us achieve great things. Avoiding all stress in life is neither a good idea nor really possible. As Helen Keller said, “Security is mostly a superstition. It does not exist in nature, nor do the children of men as a whole experience it. Avoiding danger is not safer in the long run than outright exposure. Life is either a daring adventure, or it is nothing at all.”2


Or as the writer Erica Jong put it more succinctly, “If you don’t risk anything, you risk even more.”3


By this point, you might be convinced of the utility of having a bucket list. But still, why a bucket list book? It’s a fair question. After all, we all have imaginations and dreams. Why would anyone need help in creating their own list?


The answer is information. We can only aspire to things we know about. Sometimes it’s a matter of failing to notice things that are hidden in plain sight. That requires a shift in perspective that can be supplied by someone else. Trying them out can make you a better runner, or make you feel more connected to the running community.


Other items on the list require knowledge of something you may know nothing about. It’s axiomatic to say you can’t have experiences you never knew about. Even the act of thinking about these items will open you up to looking at the world in a new way. You may develop the habit of looking for big experiences. As the saying goes, a mind, once enlarged, can’t be shrunk again.


Can you rely on your friends and your running group to help create your bucket list? Absolutely, especially if they are adventurous and experienced. But still, the chances are that not only are there many items in these pages they haven’t done themselves,but in all likelihood, there are many items they haven’t even heard of. I’ve done over two-thirds of the items on this bucket list, including over 200 marathons—and at least one in every US State—and I’m very familiar with most of the rest of the list items. Let me share this knowledge and experience with you.


How to use this book: Think of this book, then, as an extended conversation with a very experienced runner who you know and trust. You’ve just posed the question, “What’s on your bucket list?” In response, your friend just gave you over one hundred great ideas.


As you might expect, you will find running a marathon in these pages. That’s the big item on many runners’ wish list, and deservedly so. Running a marathon is a huge challenge, and completing one can be a life-changing accomplishment. If you decide to climb this particular mountain, you will have to decide which one to pick. In these pages, you’ll find not just the obvious marathons, but many others that are sure to get your heart racing and set your imagination soaring.


Your race bucket list shouldn’t end with a marathon, however. There are races of all distances that deserve to be on your list. Whether because of their unique location, their historical importance, or their unusual nature, they deserve your attention.


Most runners’ bucket lists end when their race cards are full—but not ours. Your running life doesn’t end at a race finish line, and neither should your bucket list. There are other experiences that every runner should have, from trying new gear and training techniques to being a fan and supporter of the sport.


Being hit with so many ideas at once can feel a bit overwhelming, even when they are organized into categories. Approach this list like you approach running itself—break it down and take it one step at a time.


First, flip through the book and become familiar with the categories. Read up on anything that jumps out at you immediately and demands your attention. Wake up your imagination and start to dream.


Next, plan to spend a little quality time with each category, imagining how you would actually make the different items on the list come true for you. This list is numbered, but you don’t need to take things in any particular order. You can—and should—jump around on the list.


You may well have done some of the things on the list already. That’s great—take a red marker and write “Done!” in the “Notes” section that follows every listing. Add some comments and thoughts about your experience.


Next, you can rule out the items that don’t appeal to you. After all, a bucket list is a personal thing, and no two lists can be expected to look exactly the same. As hard as running and racing can be, it should still be fun and meaningful for you, even when it’s difficult. If something on this list doesn’t resonate with you, don’t feel guilty for refusing to try it. I myself say no to other people’s ideas all the time. Bungee jumping for example. I could do that. But I don’t want to, and I never will.


Of the items that remain—and hopefully there will be many—break them down into three categories: the Immediately Doable, the Can-Be-Done-Soon, and the lifetime Big Ticket items.


The Immediately Doable ones can usually be done with little or no travel, often at little or modest expense. You can even work on several of these items simultaneously; this is particularly true of the training-related items.


The Can-Be-Done-Soon items usually involve scheduling, and so they can be somewhat out of your control. This is especially true of many races. If there are any deadlines involved for these items, put them on your calendar and commit to signing up for them as soon as possible.


The Big Ticket items are the toughest to do. These might require significant investment of time and money, not to mention emotional commitment, and years of planning. They will probably also require the understanding and support of your family and friends. But for all the effort, the items on this list might be the most rewarding. Their difficulty is in direct relation to the satisfaction you’ll derive from accomplishing them. Their sheer audacity can be inspiring. Many of these can be life changing. For many people, these are the best kind of bucket list items. Daniel Burnham—the man mainly responsible for designing modern Chicago after the Great Fire—is said to have advised: “Make no small plans.” Daniel would have been a great runner.


As you work your way through the list, continue to mark items as being completed in the “Notes” sections. Add comments about your experience; reading those notes later will remind you of what you have done, and help you relive each experience, its challenges and satisfactions. The final step is to pass this book around to your running friends. Let them have a chance to read the items themselves, and your notes as well. Maybe you’ll find that your to-do list overlaps with theirs, and you can work together to check them off both your lists. Or perhaps you each have different item priorities, in which case you can play the old game of “I’ll do yours with you if you do mine with me.”


This book, then, is not to be thought of as a delicate flower, carefully handled and replaced upon the shelf. It should be manhandled and dog-eared, with folded corners, written in and filled with check marks, and bristling with sticky notes. It should be both a diary and a planner.


Now get out your marker, turn the page, and get started.














CHAPTER 1



13 Training Tips You Need to Try


[image: ] Become a Streaker (here)


[image: ] Know the Great Coaches (here)


[image: ] Take a Coaching Class (here)
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Running is perhaps the simplest of all sports. Very little special gear is required, and what is needed costs little, in comparison with other sports, like skiing and golf. Best of all, we all can do it already. We’ve all learned this activity as toddlers, and the rules are, well, generally non-existent. There are no referees, umpires, or judges on the trails and streets. If there is a single running philosophy that could apply to everyone, it might very well be You Do You.


Having said that, however, it doesn’t take most newbies long to realize that there is a lot of room for improvement for all runners. It used to be much harder to get good advice on training and racing, but the internet changed all that. The advent of online resources has been both a blessing and a curse for many runners; it is a great source of information on every possible running-related topic. That’s the good news. The bad news is that this seemingly bottomless resource can be overwhelming. Where should you begin, and whom should you trust?


Let this chapter distill all this information for you. Here you will find training tips that every runner should try—from recommended workouts to how and why you should seek professional support. You don’t need to take up every one of these bucket list items, but many, many runners who did, have come to swear by them. Give them a try and see what a difference they can make for you.
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BECOME A STREAKER


In the 1970s there was a brief fad that involved people stripping naked and running through a crowded public place. Maybe it began as a dare or prank, but whatever its origin, there were soon stories of these “streakers” racing across ballpark outfields and shopping malls. There was even a pop song about it in 1974 by Ray Stevens called, yes, “The Streak.” 


That is not what we’re talking about here. A running streaker is a person who commits to running every day, without fail. They establish their minimally acceptable workout—perhaps just one or two miles—and then they run at least that amount every day, no matter what. Feeling tired? Run. Below zero outside? Run. Getting married? Wake up early and run.


You should try being a run streaker at least once in your life. How long should your streak last? That’s up to you, of course. You can decide that you will run every day from Thanksgiving through New Year’s Day—39 days. Or you can commit to running every day for a year. 


The longest documented running streak was established by British runner Ron Hill, who began his streak on December 20, 1964, and maintained it for 52 years and 39 days, finally ending it on January 29, 2017, at the age of 78, after feeling chest pain. During the course of his half-century streak, Hill ran at least a mile every day, despite once having a fractured sternum and, on another occasion, having to cover his mile on crutches due to a bunion surgery.4




If you want to make your run streak official, you can even register as a streaker on www.runeveryday.com, where you can apply for membership in the United States Running Streak Association, Inc., register your streak when it has reached at least one year in duration, and, ultimately, retire your streak. It’s important here to note the fine line that exists between enthusiasm and commitment, on one hand, and obsession, on the other. I would never recommend sticking to any running program that jeopardized your health.


For this reason, I recommend that you create guardrails before starting a streak. These should include personal rules against continuing to run when seriously injured or recovering from a serious illness, or when running would expose you to dangerous conditions, such as icy roads in sub-zero weather. It might also be a good idea to decide in advance on a stop date so that the streak does not take on a life of its own. With these limits in place, you may find that a run streak will be a great motivating tool that improves your running and reveals your unexpected toughness.
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KNOW THE GREAT COACHES


Isaac Newton said, “If I have seen further than others, it is by standing on the shoulders of giants.”5 He was talking about the realm of science, of course, but his observation applies as well to the sport of running. 




Running theory—how and why our bodies respond and adapt to the stimulus of running and how to maximize performance while minimizing the risk of injury—has taken over a century to develop. Every time we do a speed workout, or follow a training plan, we are benefiting from the work of coaches who came before us. To become better runners, and to fully understand our sport and our bodies, every runner should become acquainted with the great coaches and their revolutionary theories. 


Start by reading books by Arthur Lydiard—Running with Lydiard: Greatest Running Coach of All Time or Running to the Top (both published by Meyer & Meyer Sport). Next, move on to Jack Daniels and read Daniels’ Running Formula (Human Kinetics). From there you can check out Pete Pfitzinger and Scott Douglas’s Advanced Marathoning (3rd Edition, Human Kinetics), or, for a different approach, explore Jeff Galloway’s Galloway’s Book on Running: 3rd Edition (Shelter Publications).


Exploring these giants will help you gain a better understanding of running and of your own body. Because each of us is a unique combination of genetics, motivation, and injury history, what works for one person at a given time in their lives may not work for them later, or may not work for another person. Knowing the different training approaches that have been successful over the years gives you a choice among options to see what would work best for you.


As a side note, I would recommend that you give any training program a fair chance before abandoning it for another one. I’ve seen runners switch programs as rapidly as a bee moves from flower to flower. In those cases, it was hard to determine what really worked and what did not. Some programs don’t show results for months. Be patient, give your program a chance, and then judge the results after you complete a target race or training season.
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TAKE A COACHING CLASS


Reading books by coaches is great, but even better is to train to become a coach yourself. Many people do this as a stepping stone to a career in fitness, but every runner would benefit from learning the principles of coaching for their own use. By taking a coaching certification class, you will gain knowledge of physiology and biomechanics, as well as training and coaching theory. You will also be able to interact directly with your instructors, which, for my money, is a more effective way to learn than just reading a book. They can help you sift through the various training methods that you’ve already read about, and introduce new options as well. 


By becoming a certified coach you will gain the insights you need to make informed decisions about your own training. And who knows? Maybe you could even help others to become better runners as well. You can begin by simply sharing what you’ve learned with your running friends, and then perhaps you can volunteer to coach a local running club. If you find that you really enjoy coaching, you can offer your services for a fee and become a professional coach.


There are many coaching programs available, both in virtual and in-person formats. England Athletics offers one of the best, and their Coach in Running Fitness (CiRF) Award is designed to prepare you to coach runners over the age of 12 to take part in non-track based activities (https://www.englandathletics.org).
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TRY YOGA


I’ve always avoided yoga. When friends tried to talk me into taking a class with them, I protested that I wasn’t interested in any new spiritual awakening, and that time spent doing yoga could be better spent running. 


I was so wrong. It turns out that the practice of yoga only includes a spiritual element if you want it to, and that the practice of yoga helps improve balance, range of motion, and core strength—all the things we need desperately to run well and injury-free. After finally trying yoga, I now practice yoga almost every day, and I wish I had started it long ago. I feel healthier and more limber, and I firmly believe it has made me a better runner.


In hindsight, I think I was actually intimidated by yoga and was worried that I would be embarrassed by my lack of flexibility and balance. I shouldn’t have been concerned. Most yoga instructors and class participants are very supportive of newcomers, and everyone is too busy working on their own postures to worry about your problems. Best of all, we all get better with practice. After successfully doing a headstand for the first time, I grinned like a little kid on Christmas morning, and I couldn’t wait to show off my new skill to my family and friends.


We now live in a society awash in opportunities to practice yoga. In most communities, yoga is offered at community centers, fitness centers, and dedicated yoga studios. Virtual classes are also available online, in both recorded and live formats, although that doesn’t provide the personal instruction that is so helpful to a novice yogi.


When seeking out yoga classes, inquire as to the instructors’ credentials and training, and when attending in-person classes, approach the instructor before class and explain that you are new to the practice. They are likely to give you special attention throughout class to help make the session productive and manageable for you. Believe me, no one is interested in seeing you fail or embarrass yourself. 
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TRY SPEED-WORK


There is nothing wrong with running just for fun, with little or no structure or goals. We did that when we were kids, and we can do that now. But once we start running regularly, we notice something interesting: As we get fitter, we get faster. And that’s a good thing. Running fast feels good. It’s fun! Running fast is wired into our DNA. It’s what we’re supposed to do. It helped our ancestors stay alive.


At first, as we log in the miles every week, we get faster without even trying. That’s because our bodies get better at delivering oxygen and fuel to our working muscles, and because our movements get more efficient. But we could only get so fast from unstructured running. At some point, we get all the possible benefit we can from that level of training. If we want to get faster, we’re going to have to work for it.


That’s where organized speed-work comes into play. By speed-work I am referring to a specific type of training that involves running shorter segments at fast speeds, separated by much slower, easier, recovery intervals. Coaches discovered decades ago that this format—alternating fast and slow running—triggers a physical adaptation that leads to faster distance running. It’s how professionals and Olympians train for their races, and it’s how you, too, can get better.


You might think that this form of training requires a stopwatch and measured distances, but that’s not necessarily true. There is a form of speed-work called fartlek, which is Swedish for speed play. In this format, the intervals are not strictly measured; you simply pick up your pace on occasion during a run for a short period of time. Imagine you’re a kid again, and you’re challenging your friend to race to the lamppost. After that, you can jog easily for a while, then challenge your friend to another race to the fire hydrant. No timing or measurement is required; just run fast every now and again during your run once or twice a week.


Fartlek training will make you faster, but for the biggest improvements, you need to start timing and measuring, which usually involves finding a nearby track to run on. You might think you are not fit enough to run on a track. Not so. No one goes to the track as fit as they can be; no matter their current condition, they go there to get better. As soon as you commit to improving, you belong there as much as anyone else.


Most high schools and universities permit the wider community to use their track during non-class hours. Many community rec centers also have tracks. Standard outdoor tracks are 440 meters around, which is a quarter mile, so four laps equal a mile. Indoor tracks are generally half as large or even smaller, and the number of laps to the mile is usually posted nearby.


You can go to a track and run laps on your own, creating your own training plan, or using one that you can find online. If you run by yourself on the track, however, you would be missing one of the key elements of doing track work: making use of the energy that is generated by a group of runners. When you run with a pack, you’ll likely find that you try just a bit harder than you would on your own. Perhaps you just want to keep up with the group, or perhaps you’re committed to being out front this day. A good training group inspires and supports each of its members in overt and subtle ways, whether it’s a high five and a compliment after a hard session, or a friendly challenge to keep up.


Finding a group to run with shouldn’t be hard. Most running clubs and running stores offer regular group workouts, where a coach will call out that week’s plan for everyone to follow. You may also be able to simply show up at the track and see who’s there. Runners are generally friendly people, and if you see a group of runners warming up, feel free to approach them. Introduce yourself and ask them what they’re working on. Chances are they’ll invite you to join them.


So, what does a typical speed-work session look like? Speed workouts are measured in distances, and every athlete is tasked with running at a pace that’s appropriate for them. For example, a coach may call for a workout of eight repeats of 880 meters with a 440-meter slow recovery lap between each. The pace might be set at your five-kilometer race pace. If you haven’t raced and are unsure what that is, the coach may instruct you to run at a certain effort level, as measured by the rate of perceived exertion. That’s much easier than it sounds: What the coach means is that on a scale of 1 to 10, with 10 being the absolute hardest, they may want you, in this example, to run at a 7 or 8 level.


After a while, you’ll see that there are certain standard workouts that get repeated: 440m repeats, 880m repeats, 1,760m (one mile), and ladder workouts, in which you work your way up from shorter repeats to longer repeats, and then back down again, all in a single session. 


Whatever your workout, expect to be tired when it’s over—even as you’re elated from your efforts!—and perhaps even sore or sluggish the next day. Running fast is hard work, so most coaches recommend doing it only once a week, with only a short, easy run or just rest scheduled for the next day. In fact, common practice among training plans is to have about 80 percent of all your running completed at an easy training pace. Speed-work plays only a small—though very important—role.


Does this seem too complicated? That won’t last long. With regular practice, we begin to associate levels of discomfort with specific speeds, and we learn how to run by feel. It’s like learning to drive a manual transmission car; after a while, you get to know when to shift by the sound of the engine, and you really begin to handle the car like an expert. Speed-work will enable you to do the same with your own body.


One of the greatest benefits of doing speed-work is that you learn precise pacing. Each interval—whether a quarter mile, half mile, or full mile—will be run at a different pace, since you can’t maintain the same top speed at a longer distance as you can over a shorter one. After a while, you can begin to associate a given pace with an effort level. That’s the key that opens the door to having control over your running, because if you can sense your pace, you can make pacing decisions and become a truly purposeful runner. You can follow a race plan, and you can take calculated risks about deviating from it, because you will be in complete control of your running.6






And, of course, there’s just that speed thing. You will undoubtedly get faster, and as we’ve said before, running fast is fun, especially on race day.
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TRY CROSS-TRAINING


Runners like to run, of course. Most of us don’t run so that we can do other things—we run to run. But if all we do is run, we often leave ourselves open to injury. Whether it’s from underused muscles or accumulated stress from pounding the streets, it seems that sometimes running takes from us as much as it gives.


Give your body a break from this routine once or twice a week by switching to another endurance training mode. Whether it’s indoors on a cardio machine, like an elliptical trainer or spin bike, or outdoors, on a road bike or on inline skates, or by doing strenuous trail hiking, do something to build your cardio base—your “engine,” in coaching jargon—while giving your joints a rest. You’re not cheating on your running; you’re saving it. Commit to giving it a try.


Are all cross-training options created equal? Not really. The elliptical trainer comes closest to mimicking the running motion, while indoor spinning or outdoor cycling helps improve running—and prevent injury—by strengthening those muscles that running typically doesn’t work: the quadriceps. Swimming is great for injury recovery and building cardio fitness, but it is less likely to directly improve your running. Rowing might be the best to build your VO2 max—that is, the volume of oxygen that you can absorb in a given amount of time, which is a key measurement of cardio fitness.


So what’s the best option for you? Simple: The one that you like the most is the one that you’ll probably keep doing. Or rotate between them to keep things from getting too routine and boring, and to build better overall fitness.




[image: ]


RUN HILLS


It’s an old saying among coaches—“Hills pay the bills.” You may never love them. You may never even like them. But they get the job done. They build your running strength and improve your running form—after all, no one can over-stride when running uphill, and you naturally will swing your arms more forcefully as you push uphill. 


Hills have also been called speed-work in a disguise, since the power that you develop on the hills will help you run faster. Many runners begin their training season with a few weeks on the hills before they move onto the track, or they alternate weekly speed-work with hill-work.


There is no one true way to run hills. You can find a 200-meter steady incline and run up and down repeatedly for a strenuous workout, or you can incorporate hills into your regular running route in a less formal fashion. If you don’t have any hills nearby, you can run repeats on a ramp in a parking garage—though keep an eye open for cars! 


Whatever you decide to do, aim to include hills in your running at least once per week. You’ll notice the difference it makes in your strength, speed, form, and confidence.
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PRACTICE RUNNING DOWNHILL


Running uphill is hard. If you took the preceding recommendation to heart and gave it a shot, you know that by now. But once you’re at the top of a hill, the only way to go is down. How you do that will make the difference between being a good runner and a great runner.


Think of running uphill as being like putting money in the bank. When you reach the top, you’re rich. If you run downhill slowly, it’s like just throwing all that hard-earned money away. But if you can manage to run downhill fearlessly, you’ll spend that money in the best way possible, by running fast with little effort. Put downhill run training as something that you should add to your bucket list.


You can add downhill running to your training regimen the same way you can add uphill running and speed-work: in a measured format, doing repeats, or in a less formal way, by adding some downhill running to your regular runs. But if you are doing uphill repeats already, keep your downhill running for another day; if you try running hard both uphill and downhill, you won’t last long. The point of interval training, you might recall from our section on speed-work, is to alternate hard and easy segments.


You might think that running fast downhill would be easy, but that’s not necessarily the case. It can be scary. You may feel like you’re on a roller coaster without a seatbelt, and that you’re about to lose control and tumble. And you might. But with practice, you can learn to control your descent while running fast. Think of downhill running as being like a controlled fall. The key is to maintain a high leg turnover, that is, to have a high number of total steps per minute. Every foot-strike reestablishes contact with the ground and will slow you down just enough to maintain control and keep you from going head over heels.


An important part of this is to maintain a slight forward lean. When you lean back, you are putting on the brakes. That’s why we do it, after all. Fight that urge, keep your feet moving, and fly down that hill.
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