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Meet the author


Welcome to Be Your Best at Marathon Running!


In 1996 I wanted to find something that would act as a stress reliever from work and to give me some time out after a divorce, so I started running.


This decision totally changed my life, and now, after completing 62 marathons to date all over the globe, I am still running, taking part in events all around the world and I still have the passion to do more. That’s what marathon running does – it gets you hooked.


And, although I’m no stranger to the marathon and regardless of how many times I have, or will in the future complete the awesome 26.2-mile distance, I’ll always remember what it’s like to be a beginner and how it feels to cross your first marathon finish line.


You see, contrary to popular belief, training for and completing the marathon is actually an attainable challenge for most people, and I hope to demonstrate this in this book. I’ve been lucky enough to have trained thousands of runners, helping many to complete the marathon in London and at other famous marathon courses all over the world.


Undoubtedly, it’s been a privilege to see them undergo the life-changing marathon experience and although there’s no denying that the training is hard, requiring massive personal dedication and will, not one of the people I have trained has regretted taking on and completing the marathon challenge.


I have taken my personal experience and the knowledge that I have gained from training others to bring you what I hope is a definitive guide on how to train for a marathon, right from day one of your training, up to race day and beyond.


Completing the marathon distance is a huge undertaking: 26.2 miles is a very, very long way, requiring months of training, dedication, grit and immense will. But it is achievable; you can teach yourself to achieve this goal.




1: Only got a minute?



Can you run a marathon? Most people would need less than one minute to answer this question, maybe as little as two seconds. And the usual response to this challenging question is generally along the lines of ‘Me? 26.2 miles? Running? Never!’


This mindset is wrong, as the reality is that most people can indeed run a marathon, they just see it as an unattainable challenge completely out of their reach. It isn’t. It’s a common misconception that you need to be an experienced athlete to run a marathon. If you have watched one of the big city marathons like London or New York, you’ll know that not all the people taking part are experienced runners, they are from all walks of life and are all shapes and sizes; they’ve managed to do it so why can’t you?


That said, there’s no denying the challenge isn’t an easy one (well, it wouldn’t be worth doing if it was) and to get the average person to marathon fitness – to be able to complete the awesome 26.2-mile distance – is all in the training, in making the necessary preparations, taking the time and all the appropriate precautions. Done correctly they’ll be able to do the distance and so will you.


So, forget images of famous distance runners, world records and gold medals when you think of marathon running; it isn’t just about that. Marathon running is accessible to virtually everyone as long as you have the time to prepare and prepare correctly. You too can run a marathon.




5: Only got five minutes?



There are no shortcuts when it comes to the marathon. To complete the distance you will need to train, you need to prepare your body for the 26.2-mile distance and this is a very gradual process, slowly building up the miles over a course of several months. A popular reaction many people have when they sign up to run a marathon is to see how much distance they can cover in their very first training run, and then continually push it after that. This haphazard approach only spells disaster. To successfully and safely train for a marathon you need a training plan.


If you have a training plan you are less likely to get injured, you will be more motivated and you’ll maximize your performance – it’s as simple as that. Now, the term ‘training plan’ might conjure up images of a complicated schedule, but it’s not: it’s simply a day-by-day guide detailing how much running you should be doing leading up to your event. Marathon training plans are designed to allow you to build up slowly, with very little at the outset; in the beginning, training runs will only be around ten minutes long, and if you are an absolute beginner your first training sessions won’t even be running at all. Then, as the weeks pass, the amount of time that you spend on your feet increases.


Each week of your training plan will detail how much time you need to spend running and on what days; there will be a few runs during the week and then a longer run at the weekend. It is this longer run that is the key part of your marathon training. Each week this long run will increase, only marginally, but enough to push your body to get it used to running for longer. Then in the days after your long run, during the following week, you’ll go back to shorter sessions, simply to keep your body ‘ticking over’ as it recovers and subsequently strengthens from that longer run. Consequently, when you are faced with the next long run, your body is ready to take on the longer session – and so your marathon stamina builds. This training strategy is the reason why you should never complete the marathon distance as a part of your training; you’ll do one last long run, and then you will wind down your running programme as you head towards race day, so you will be rested and recovered.


Marathon training plans should also factor in other running events too, so instead of doing one of your longer runs in the latter stages of your training, the plan will advise you to take part in a half-marathon event instead. Substituting your long run for an actual race not only gives you variety, but also helps to prepare you for the race environment. Competing with thousands of other runners in an actual event can be very daunting, so it’s good to have at least one other race day experience under your belt before you tackle a marathon event.


Now, you can start to see why it takes so long to train for the marathon. You need plenty of time to build up the distance, while allowing adequate time to rest, and to follow a structured training plan. This is the only way to successful marathon training.





10: Only got ten minutes?



Running a marathon is all about training your body, making sure you adequately build stamina over time to be able to complete the distance. But preparing for the marathon encompasses many other areas over and above clocking up the miles week-on-week; strange as it may sound, running a marathon is not just about running.




Other than completing the training runs outlined in your training plan, there are several other key areas that all beginner marathon runners need to address and master if they are going to successfully prepare and complete the marathon.


Eating and drinking


What you eat and drink is a fundamental part of marathon preparation; after all, your body is the engine and what you eat and drink is its fuel. To put your energy needs into context, for every mile that you run you will burn around 100 kilocalories, so clearly changes to eating patterns will be required as you progress through your training. You’ll also need to experiment with eating and drinking en-route during your longer runs later on in your training. This is especially important as different nutritional products suit different people, so your training will include testing and practising with what works best for you.


Caring for your running body


Looking after your body is going to be paramount so you’ll need to ensure you take all precautions available to avoid injuries; it is essential to start with selecting the right gear and footwear to train in. One of the principal reasons why so many runners get injured is because of problems with their shoes, so you need to seek expert advice to make sure you get the right pair for you and your individual running style. Even the wrong clothing can cause injuries, although not to the same degree as incorrect footwear. Tight-fitting clothing can cause rubbing and chaffing which can get so bad that it can prevent you training. It may even lead to infections if you aren’t careful. Loose-fitting clothing can also rub, so you’ll need to buy gear that fits.


Committing to non-running aspects of your training


Another way to safeguard yourself against injury and improve your overall running performance is to ensure you commit to the non-running elements of your training, for example stretching and flexibility, developing core strength and making sure you get a regular sports massage. Understanding the importance of these elements over and above your training runs is essential; they will help you to maintain a healthy body to complete the marathon distance and improve your performance.


Fitting it all in


Your time management is going to be tested. Training runs, warm-ups, cool-downs and stretching sessions all take time, and this is going to have to come from somewhere. So, if you lead a pretty hectic life already, something is going to have to give and compromises will need to be made at the outset. This is particularly important if you are running for a charity with a fundraising target to achieve. Fundraising is tremendously time-consuming and many people underestimate how much time it takes over and above their marathon training.


The importance of mental strength


As well as physical strength, you are going to need an enormous amount of mental strength to take you through your marathon training. There will be times when you are very tired, the weather will be terrible and you’ll need to dig deep to find the motivation to complete your training runs. Your mental strength will be tested tremendously on marathon day too when you’ll need to be mentally strong to complete the distance, to overcome any feelings of self-doubt or thoughts of pulling out. This is particularly important in the second half of the race as you head towards the hardest part of the distance, between miles 16 and 18.


Setting the next goal


You need to think about the next challenge after the marathon. Yes, completing the marathon is your end goal, that’s the challenge you want to complete, but training for a marathon without a subsequent goal lined up can be a big mistake. When you complete your marathon it’s likely that you will be in the best physical shape of your life, and to lose that new-found fitness would be a real shame, considering how much effort it will have taken to achieve. Setting a subsequent goal will help to maintain your motivation and passion, and hopefully be the next step of a successful and enjoyable running career.


Being prepared for a life change


Training for and completing the marathon is a life-changing experience, it will challenge you in a way that you have probably never experienced and it may well produce a show of character that you didn’t think you had. You will find other personal goals and challenges easier and will feel very differently about yourself when faced with situations that may previously have proved daunting to you. You need to be prepared for the fact that the marathon could open a whole new chapter of your life and signify a new beginning not just for you, but for friends and family too.




Foreword


Running a marathon is one of the toughest physical challenges that you will ever take on, but one that with the right support and guidance is very achievable.


Every April, thousands of people tackle the London Marathon, many of them running a marathon for the very first time. They get to the finish line through a combination of determination, guts and knowledge, the latter coming in many cases from listening to those that have been there before.


This book gives you a head start. Tim Rogers has been a regular London Marathon runner for many years and has trained thousands of runners, helping many to complete the marathon in London and at other famous marathon courses. In this book you will find everything you need to prepare yourself for one of the biggest days of your life, with training, nutrition and injury advice as well as fundraising tips should you decide to join the thousands of others who raise much-needed funds for charity.


Written in a friendly but informative style, Be Your Best at Marathon Running also contains useful background information on such things as the importance of friends and family in your training. Virtually everyone who trains for their first marathon needs the support of those closest to them and without it this event can be even tougher. There is also plenty on preparing yourself mentally. Marathon training isn’t just about preparing your body, it is also about your mind. The stronger you are mentally, the easier you will find the long, hard months of training and the easier you will find race day.


When the winter weather becomes too much during your training, you may feel that the gym is a better option, and if that’s the case you will find a chapter on how to get the most from your time indoors. Many marathon runners every year combine running on a treadmill with road running, and also use the stationary bike and rowing machine to great effect as they prepare for their big day. Cross training is becoming more and more popular and this book explains why.


If you think you need to hear from a first timer then don’t worry, that is also covered. Sue Thearle, TV presenter, tackled the London Marathon in 2005 and supported her husband as he repeated the act in 2006. You will find the diary of an absolute beginner a great insight into what it’s really like to go from dreaming about completing this great race to walking away from the finish area with the famous medal around your neck.


Armed with the knowledge that you’ll find in this book, all you’ve got to do now, of course, is to make sure that you add the guts and determination!


See you in April …


David Bedford
Race Director, London Marathon
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Are you up to it?


In this chapter you will learn:




	that marathon training takes time


	that you need a lot of mental strength


	that friends and family are crucial.








Top tip


Be prepared to make major lifestyle changes and make sure that those closest to you totally support your efforts.





Running a marathon is an idea that far more people entertain than was the case a few years ago. Even as recently as the 1990s, if you said to a friend that you were considering it, you would be met with an expression that indicated you were a little sad and should perhaps think about something with a little more credibility. It simply wasn’t trendy. Now it is, and how!


Applications to run the London Marathon have increased dramatically since 2000. There were record numbers for the 25th anniversary event in 2005 and 120,000 people applied for the 2010 event in just three days! It now seems that the marathon is on the list of ‘must do’ activities, like a bungee jump, or scuba diving. It’s one of those things that you have to do by the time you are 30 or 40; a life stage activity and a social event rolled into one.


Its credibility may have changed, but the distance hasn’t and this, unfortunately, is the stumbling block for many people. Running a marathon isn’t easy, but because more and more people are taking on the challenge there is a perception that it might all be a little bit easier than it used to be. It isn’t. What have changed are people’s finish-time expectations and it is this that has made it all seem different. Now it’s acceptable to do a six-hour marathon, whereas ten years ago it wasn’t. A four-hour marathon is almost perceived to be world-record pace. The emphasis has changed, especially in London, and it is now on raising money for charity rather than fast times. While this is ultimately a good thing, particularly for the beneficiaries, it has potentially made the challenge seem a little less severe as finish-time expectations are lower. Be warned – it will be hard whatever finish time you are going for, which brings us to the leading question, ‘Are you up to it?’


It’s important before embarking on the whole marathon experience, and that includes the initial application, to appreciate exactly what is involved. If you are an absolute beginner or have some distant fitness experience from a few years back, you can do it, but you will need to give yourself six to nine months in order to prepare properly. If you are running a couple of times a week, totalling around ten miles, then you need to give yourself four to six months. It will hurt, but then anything that is a real challenge will hurt, or it wouldn’t be one in the first place. The sense of achievement will be enormous, but there will be plenty of days during the training programme when you will feel like packing it all in. If you keep going and see it through you will have one of the most memorable days of your life. If you embark on the training but then give up you will have denied yourself one of the most incredible sporting experiences out there.


So, what exactly is involved?


Time


There are no short cuts when it comes to training for a marathon. You will need to spend time training, no matter what level you are at now and what your aspirations are for race day.





Insight


Training is all about ‘time on feet’ and one of the most important things that I have learned throughout my marathon running career is this simple formula, the more time you spend on your feet, the more you will enjoy your big day. If you don’t commit the time to your training you will have a thoroughly miserable race day and potentially not even finish.




So what sort of time do you need to allocate to your marathon experience? Putting the actual training aside for now, there are plenty of issues to consider that will all eat into your life. Planning your training and your build-up schedule, entering events, driving to them, and so on. Training for a marathon involves more than just the training. There are plenty of other things to consider. You should allocate around four or five hours a week to the planning and administrative side of preparing for a marathon, and that’s if you don’t have to worry about fundraising.


If you have a guaranteed charity entry for the London Marathon, for example, or you have your own place but are running still for charity, then you’ve got the fundraising to add to your preparation time. A guaranteed charity place will require higher levels of fundraising as you will have entered into a contract with the charity to raise a pre-agreed sum of money, normally around £1,500–£2,000 (US$2,250–$3,000).





Insight


If you are running for charity, one of the most important pieces of advice I can give to you is to not underestimate the amount of time you will need to spend fundraising. For now, allocate around five hours a week.




As the pressure of fundraising is an integral part of the marathon training process, we will cover fundraising in depth in its own chapter.


So, on to the training. Depending on the time you are hoping to achieve on your big day, you will start off running three times a week and build up to five or maybe six. Your early runs during the week will be very short, but at the weekend they will always be longer. As you get nearer the event the long run will be well over two hours and often nearer three. Add on to that everything that goes with a run – psyching yourself up, getting changed and then stretched and showered afterwards – and you are looking at around five hours. An average run will obviously be a lot less than that but in most cases, with everything that goes with it, you will be looking at around an hour at the start of your programme and an hour and a half as things progress. Averaging this out you will need to commit at least five hours a week from the start for your training, and 15 to 20 hours as you get into the last month. That is a lot of time and it has to come from somewhere. Be realistic as to where it is coming from. Hopefully from time spent watching the TV!


Add all this up and you could well be looking at around ten hours a week in the early days, up to well over 30 as you progress. It will all be well worth it come your big day!


Mental strength


You will need this in bucket loads, for lots of reasons!


THE WEATHER


If you’re running an autumn marathon and you’re based in the northern hemisphere then most of your training will be over the summer months. This is a real bonus as not only is the temperature much better but you have long, light nights for your training, which can make the world of difference. If, however, you are planning on running in London in April then it’s a different world.


Training through the winter provides many challenges, among which rain, freezing temperatures and constantly running in the dark are only three. This is not said to put anyone off, just to alert you to the fact that if London is your goal you need to face up to running in less than clement weather on many, many occasions. This is where you will need the first of these bucketfuls of mental strength.


There will be countless times when you know you have to go for a run, you open the door and you look out on bleak conditions that are fit for no one, least of all runners. You must go. Do not think of backing out, unless conditions are dangerous and that is not very often the case. You need to blank out thoughts of giving into conditions, unless there is a case of injury and then you should go to the gym and use the treadmill as an alternative.





Insight


If you are faced with terrible conditions such as ice and snow, a backup of training on a treadmill in the gym is essential. Although it’s not advisable to carry out too many of your training runs on a treadmill, it’s a good alternative, and obviously better than skipping your training session completely.




If you start to let the conditions get the better of you then your training plan will become useless. You will get further and further behind and your morale will drop. You need to be strong and fight the temptation to shut the door before you’ve even gone through it!





Insight


If you are really struggling to get out on a training run, apply the two-minute rule. Say to yourself ‘I am just going to run for two minutes’ and then make the decision to continue or not. I guarantee you’ll find that once you have started, you’ll continue and complete your session.




TIREDNESS


As your body adapts to the rigours of the training plan, so it will go through a series of changes that prepare it for the challenge that lies ahead. Inevitably it will make you tired, particularly in the early stages, and it will be extremely tempting to miss a few sessions because you feel too exhausted. Here again, just like the weather issue, you must be prepared to fight this temptation. It is another mind over matter problem.


The training plans have all been written in a way that incorporates these body adaptations and there are plenty of rest days that give you a chance to recover. Clearly, if you feel you really do need another day to rest then you must do so, but don’t take too many. Quite often it is the rigours of our work days that make us feel too tired to run, rather than the effects of the training plan itself. Another bucketful of mental strength is needed to get home from work, change into your running gear and get back outside for a run. Don’t leave it until you’ve had your main meal, as it will be another hour or two after that until it has been fully digested and it’s safe to run. By then it could be ten or eleven at night and that isn’t the best time to be out running. If you get in from work and feel you haven’t got enough energy to go straight out then grab a quick snack like a bowl of cereal, banana or energy bar.


THERE IS ALWAYS SOMETHING BETTER TO DO!


The final bucketful of mental strength is saved for the biggest problem of all: there always seems to be something better or more interesting to do. Your favourite TV programmes, seeing friends, having a drink down the local – anything can seem better than going for a run most of the time! You really do have to tackle this problem head on and as early as possible.


If you are addicted to a particular soap opera and it happens to be shown at the optimum running time (and it probably will be!) then you will probably have to rely on family or friends to let you know what’s happening or watch the omnibus episode later in the week. You cannot be a slave to TV during your training – your running must come first!


If you visit friends at a certain time each week and it happens to be the best time to run, then again you should move it. The same goes for that regular drink – move it to another time.


Your mental strength should come in part from the knowledge that it isn’t for long and then you can go back to your old ways, if of course you want to. Be focused and put that regular run ahead of other things that can easily be moved. Some can’t be moved, but the majority can and it is these that must give way. Be strong and dig deep when temptation strikes!


Commitment


To run a marathon you will need to show real commitment, both to yourself and others. Are you able to do this?


Taking on a challenge of this magnitude, especially if you are a novice runner, requires a level of commitment that is far higher than you might expect. There are so many different facets to the whole process, from beginning to end, that you need to be aware of exactly what is required. Importantly, it’s not just about you, it’s about a lot of others besides.


COMMITMENT TO YOUR TRAINING


The training plan (and the events that form an important part of it) is the key component of your marathon training. Follow it and you will get to the finish line in the time predicted. Veer from it and you may not. From day one you must be committed to this plan and regard it as your bible for the next four or five months. It has been designed with your specific requirements in mind and you must stick to it. This is your commitment to yourself and it must be your number one priority. This is you being selfish.


It is this selfishness that is a critical component of your training. Most of us are not naturally selfish, but to successfully complete a marathon we all have to develop a selfish streak, whether we like it or not. We’ll look at the importance of commitment to others shortly, but it is the commitment to yourself and your goal that is more important than any other. Without selfishness you will not succeed in your quest to complete a marathon. You have to have a singular focus throughout the months of training that will at times almost change your personality. Mental strength, commitment and all the other ingredients that you need could well make you a more determined person than you have ever been.





Insight


I can assure you, if you train for and complete the marathon distance you will find other personal goals and challenges easier and will feel very differently about yourself when faced with situations that may previously have felt daunting to you. That’s what the marathon does to you, and has done to me.




Commit to yourself and your training and you will succeed.


COMMITMENT TO FRIENDS AND FAMILY


For all of the talk about the selfish streak that you’ll need, you also need to remain committed to your friends and family. While undoubtedly there will be occasions when you will upset them for one reason or another (probably because you can’t go out on a Saturday with the family due to the long run, or you can’t meet friends for a drink after work because you have to hit the streets for a five-mile run), you need to remember that they do play an important part in the whole process. It’s a case of balance.


Balance is a vital part of life in whatever you are doing and it has even greater significance when it comes to marathon training. Believe me, it is very easy to become obsessive when it comes to running and if you do then inevitably it is those around you that will suffer. Don’t let that happen – make sure you look after those who you’ll need as times get tougher and who you will definitely want to be around come race day. Work together and compromise; don’t lose sight of their importance to you.


COMMITMENT TO YOUR CHARITY


If you are running for a charity then this is another group who will need your commitment. If you’re not running for charity then maybe you should think about it. It will make the whole experience even more worthwhile.


More and more charities in the UK, and to a lesser extent overseas, are becoming increasingly dependent on running events as key fundraising vehicles. They are generally adding more runs to their supported events list each year and are seeing higher returns from individuals per event and across the sector as a whole. They are funding research and treatment programmes from revenue from running events, so if you say you are going to run for a specific charity and have given an indication as to the amount you hope to raise, then it is quite likely that this will have been included in a future cash-flow forecast and there will be numerous people who are now relying on you to deliver.
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