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No one should feel scared to try running. Reading all of the personal stories in Lisa’s entertaining book will encourage even more people to join the ever-growing running community. I promise you won’t regret it.


Nell McAndrew, 2:54:39 marathon runner and author of Nell McAndrew’s Guide to Running


Thank you, Lisa, for this thoroughly enjoyable read. Your book is so full of anecdotes, interesting snippets, humorous moments and some wisdom about our amazing sport that I hardly noticed the time pass on my two-hour flight to Cape Town. Looking forward to volume two!


Bruce Fordyce, nine-time winner of South Africa’s Comrades ultramarathon


This book gives a voice to the many runners who’ve found salvation, incredible camaraderie, love and laughter through running. The descriptions of the shenanigans and struggles that go on in every race will amuse and amaze you. Your Pace Or Mine? proves that you don’t have to be fast to find running fun.


Jo Pavey, five-time Olympian and 2014 European Championship gold medallist


Like me, Lisa believes that the world is a community and we need each other. Her tales of the runners she’s helped and been helped by during dozens of challenging marathons are incredibly moving.


Lornah Kiplagat, Kenyan-born multiple World Champion and three-time Olympian


The heartiest recommendation I can give for this glorious book is that having read it, I wanted immediately to go for a run, and to laugh while doing so. An absolute tonic – and a very funny read.


Paul Tonkinson, stand-up comedian, former Runner’s World UK columnist and co-founder of the Running Commentary podcast


Lisa Jackson has been there and got the running T-shirt, having experienced running highs and lows from every viewpoint. This book takes you on a running rollercoaster of Lisa’s experiences and shows you why it’s worth the journey.


Liz Yelling, two-time British Olympian and former training partner to Paula Radcliffe


If you ever wanted to run a marathon and didn’t think you could, then have-a-go-heroine Lisa Jackson might inspire you to do just that and more! Read it, put your trainers on and ‘run the dream’ – you’ll be a much better person for it.


Rory Coleman, holder of nine Guinness World Records and veteran of over 1,200 marathons and 18 Marathon des Sables


Since meeting Lisa a decade ago, then reading her first book, Running Made Easy, and following her progress in her latest book, she’s been a complete inspiration. I love the fact that she’s a real, normal woman who proves that anything is possible if you want it enough. Thanks to Lisa’s enthusiasm and encouragement I’m training for my first marathon!


Gaby Huddart, former editor of Good Housekeeping, Prima and Red magazines


The often hilarious tale of Lisa, an adorable fruitcake of a runner: she’s not fast, but she’s fun, and behind the interesting hats and colourful gear is a girl of great determination and grit, who turns up marathon after marathon, and gets them done with a smile!


Traviss Willcox, Guinness World Record holder and former Chair of the 100 Marathon Club


Lisa’s book is a great read! It’s not only inspirational but gives practical advice to aspiring marathoners and ultramarathoners.


Jeff Galloway, US Olympian, designer of the Run Walk Run Method


I’ve always been safe in the knowledge that any struggling runners I see will be scooped up by the wonderful, kind-hearted Lisa Jackson and will make it to the finish line. Now I hear the real stories of what goes on at the back of the pack where people are running with their hearts and not just their feet, I realise how much I’ve missed. Uplifting, wise and entertaining, this is the only book I’ve read about running that’s made me want to slow down and not speed up!


Juliet McGrattan, former GP, runner, health writer and author of Sorted, Run Well and The Runner’s Guide to Menopause


In this brilliant book Lisa lays bare, sometimes literally, her life as a runner. She explores the lessons running can teach us all with humour and humility; let her be your guide and get ready to feel inspired and fulfilled with every step you take.


Alison Hamlett, former North Pole Marathon World Record Holder and author of Need to Know? Running


An honest, funny and inspiring read that brings a whole new meaning to the term ‘running naked’!


Joe Williams, co-founder and director of UKRunChat


A terrific insight into the strange and strangely beautiful mind of a runner. We’ve all been there… although most of us have kept our clothes on!


Phil Hewitt, author of Keep on Running, In the Running and Outrunning the Demons


A wonderfully written, inspirational and philosophical book, not just about running but also about life and the many challenges it can throw at us. Heartbreakingly sad in some chapters, hilarious in others, it’s a great read. Lisa’s amazing multiple marathon achievements and the life lessons she has gained make for compelling reading.


Christina Macdonald, launch editor of Women’s Running UK and author of Run Yourself Fit


Lisa’s book shows how amazing all of us who run really are: how running can take us to so many places inside ourselves – and around the world. And she really does want everyone to go out and experience some of those runs first hand.


Ultrarunner Pam Reed, veteran of over 100 marathons and eighty 100-milers


Running is the greatest metaphor for life and Lisa’s book captures the essence of it beautifully. A must-read!


Elana Meyer, World Champion and Olympic silver medallist


Lisa calls running ‘the most life-affirming sport’, and this zestful romp of a book affirms life on every page. It’s funny, wise, and full of vivid stories. Lisa claims to run slowly, but she writes with the spring and verve of a champion.


Roger Robinson, Boston and New York masters record-breaker; author of Running in Literature and When Running Made History


An inspiring tale that proves that anyone, anywhere, can become a runner.


Rick Pearson, Senior editor at Runner’s World


I laughed and I cried along with Lisa as she recounts her journey from non-runner to ultramarathoner. It makes you proud to be part of the same community, and gives you hope of reaching your own personal goals.


Leanne Davies, owner and founder of Run Mummy Run


Aimed at motivating absolutely everyone to become passionate about running – without worrying about whether they’ll be any good at it – Lisa’s inspirational book is sure to start a chat-running craze.


Justine Roberts, founder of Mumsnet and Gransnet
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To my mother Leoné Jackson, father Anthony Jackson, and Aunty Rosie and Uncle Ian, who all continue to be an inspiration









Author’s Foreword


Wow, just wow! My ‘book baby’ Your Pace or Mine? is 10 years old and still in the top 100 running books on Amazon, who would’ve thought it? When I sat in my south London spare bedroom bashing out tales of my marathon mishaps, misadventures and magical moments I could never have predicted that the exploits of a woman who’d come last in 25 marathons would find a home in so many hearts. Yes, I’ve finally written a running book that pays royalties – enough to afford my Hoka trainer habit but not enough to buy Jimmy Choos – but what has been the most satisfying thing about writing a best-seller has been the hundreds of emails, tweets and Facebook messages I’ve received saying how this book has given its readers permission to start running when they didn’t think they were young, slim or swift enough, or tackle marathons or even ultras when they didn’t dare dream they could go the distance. My running protégés, as I like to call them, tell me that my ‘run for finish lines not times’ philosophy has given them the courage and confidence to run, and has brought me closer to a community that still makes me get all misty eyed when I think about it. I can truly say I’ve made a difference, in my own small way, in the running world – something that’s the most satisfying thing of all. 


Talking of difference, it’s staggering how much has changed in the decade since this book was first published. As a result of its success, I’ve achieved a long-held ambition of becoming a regular writer and columnist for Runner’s World, following in the waddling footsteps of John ‘The Penguin’ Bingham, whose writing championing those of us right at the back of the running

pack so inspired me when I first became a runner. And my work has been published in almost all of my favourite publications: The Guardian, The Independent, Psychologies and Red to name a few. I’ve also written two travel books – Travel Seekness: In Search of Places to Be, People to See… And Strange Stuff to Eatand Travel Agents: More Scrapes, Japes and Narrow Escapes with my adventure-loving husband Graham. My hypnotherapy career has also taken off, especially in the field of infertility, and I’m now the hypnotherapy expert on Women’s Running.


Recognition for my work has come in the form of being nominated in the Influencer of the Year category in the Women’s Running Awards and being one of the 40 people featured in

The Sunday Times’s Alternative Rich List aka The Enriched List, as someone whose life has been ‘rich in experience, rich in spirit, rich in life’, an honour I shared with the likes of… David Attenborough and Banksy! And in the 2020 Women of the Year Awards, I was one of 450 women nominated for ‘making a difference every day’ along with the legendary runners Sally Gunnell and Jasmin Paris. I’ve also been invited to speak at the National Running Show and Chris Evans’s RunFestRun festival. Probably my most unlikely honour, however, has been being asked to become an Ambassador for the multi-award-winning fitnesswear brand Flanci after its founder Nicky read the bit in this book where I revealed that a journalist had suggested sportswear companies pay me not to run in their gear, because of my unfortunate habit of finishing last.


Since 2016, I’ve continued running marathons – but took a seven-year break when my beloved husband Graham was diagnosed with lung cancer and subsequently died. The death of the man I’d known since I was 18 and who’d stood cheering for me on countless marathon sidelines, the man who’d run 30 marathons and two 56-mile ultras almost entirely against his will (or so he said), was the biggest blow I’ve ever experienced. And then, when I thought things couldn’t get any worse, my sister Loren and my father died – all in the space of 17 months. To top it all off, an injury caused my running mojo to desert me, too. Grief-stricken, I moved from Croydon to Worthing and eventually, after many a false start, found a way to resume running – and writing – regularly again. The resulting book, Still Running After All These Tears: A Runner’s Journey Through Grief, describes all the techniques I used to navigate terminal illness and bereavement and fall back in love with running once more. I do hope you’ll read, and enjoy, that book after this one as it takes up where Your Pace or Mine? leaves off.


All that remains for me to do now is to wish you many smiling miles, wherever they may take you. Running has brought me friendship, travel opportunities, medals and more, but above all it has brought me joy. I sincerely hope it does the same for you.
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In 1967 Kathrine Switzer was the first woman to officially run the then all-male Boston Marathon. She went on to run 39 marathons (winning the New York City Marathon in 1974) and campaigned to have the women’s marathon accepted as an event in the 1984 Olympic Games. An Emmy Award-winning TV marathon commentator, Kathrine is the author of Marathon Woman and Running & Walking for Women Over 40, and co-author with her husband Roger Robinson of 26.2 Marathon Stories. Kathrine is also the co-founder of 261 Fearless, a global nonprofit that empowers women through running and education.









Foreword to the original edition by Kathrine Switzer


After running for over 50 years, and considering myself somewhat of a know-it-all about an activity that has been the absolute core of my life, meeting Lisa three years ago opened my eyes to a new look at running. She made it more fun – hilarious, even – and has given me permission not to take myself so seriously. That is more significant than it sounds. It means I – all of us – can embrace the joy without judgement.


This wonderful book isn’t about intervals and hill repeats: Lisa doesn’t care if you go faster or want to win. She wants you to get out the door. And if wearing a cardboard teapot on your head helps, she regales you with her own experience of doing just that. She doesn’t harp on about nutrition either, because anyone who carries a half-pound pack of dates for a mid-race snack has a different agenda. Lisa’s agenda is to partake of the best of what running has to offer: connectedness to a community that’s wholly egalitarian and encouraging, whether that’s a senator trudging alongside you in the rain in the Boston Marathon or a new BFF who’s a cancer survivor.


In this book you are swirled into her global running whirlwind as she tackles marathons in cities such as Athens, Paris, Istanbul and New York. But instead of leaving you breathless, she breathes new air into you: only she can take you from the profundity of death to the ridiculous necessity of Vaseline application when running naked in one emotional roller coaster of a book. Run along with her. Unfailingly generous, Lisa gives you everything she has.


Kathrine Switzer









Introduction


“I run. I’m slower than a herd of turtles stampeding through peanut butter, but I run”


Bumper sticker


What I’m about to share may come as a bit of a shock to you if you’ve read my previous how-to-run book, Running Made Easy. (And, coming at the start of a book about my passion for running, it might come as a bit of a shock to you even if you haven’t!) A lot of the time I wholeheartedly agree with the slogan I once saw on a runner’s T-shirt: ‘I love running – just not when I’m doing it.’


Looking back, I think I probably should’ve called my other book Running Made Easier, because for me running has never really been easy. No matter how much I’ve trained or how long I’ve been doing it, it’s always a bit of a struggle. Whether participating in a 5K or 91K, as a woman who had a serious aversion to exercise until the age of 30, there’s a huge part of me that thinks I’m crazy. That I’m not cut out for it. That I would rather be sitting on the sofa with a huge glass of ice-cold Sauvignon Blanc than sipping a lukewarm sports drink while chugging up a never-ending highway or gingerly picking my way along a root-riddled trail.


But it’s precisely because I’m the least likely runner you’ll ever meet that running gives me such a thrill. Because I know that even though the winner of a marathon and I have covered exactly the same distance, I’ve travelled a heck of a lot further to get to the start line, and I don’t mean miles. I mean the fact that I’ve had to surmount being the sort of teenager who snuck to the back of the batting queue in rounders at school just so I wouldn’t have to run 50 metres to second base. The sort of person who drove to the corner shop and paid a fortune for parking even though it was only a two-minute walk away. I get an incredible kick out of having decided to reinvent myself as a runner, having chosen to do something so far outside my comfort zone that my new normal is my discomfort zone. Even though I more often than not find running a challenge (we’re talking ‘turtle stampeding through peanut butter’ pace here, not speed training, just so you know) I derive an amazing sense of achievement from overcoming the physical and mental difficulty it involves, and from persevering and pushing through. I sincerely hope that by reading my story you’ll be tempted to join me and achieve things you too once thought were impossible.


[image: ]


But continually gaining victories over my Inner Sloth isn’t the only reason I’m so passionate about running. Some people, like Haruki Murakami, the author of What I Talk About When I Talk About Running, run to get away from it all – including their fellow runners. I’m just the opposite. When I run I revel in connecting with other people: fellow slow runners; cheery marshals; poster-toting, you-can-do-it spectators; kids holding out jelly-baby-sticky, high-fiving hands. Stripped of our material possessions, job titles and day-to-day roles, for a few hours we runners are all equal and share a common goal. Our enemy isn’t each other, but the distance.


That’s why this book, as well as being about my personal running odyssey, includes the stories of those I’ve stumbled across (or alongside) on the way. I believe that every runner is equally amazing. Runners like René on page 198, who didn’t let a shattered spine stop him from running 30 marathons in 30 days. Women like Cecy on page 166, a runner with a megawatt smile who runs barefoot to blot out the pain of losing her brother, who was murdered by a Mexican drug gang. Inspirations like Penny on page 67, who stubbornly refused to take up embroidery aged 60 and instead set about running 100 marathons.
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I’ve had a pretty extraordinary journey going from fitnessphobe to UK Women’s Running magazine’s Contributing Editor, one that’s involved completing 25 half marathons, 90 marathons and two 91K ultramarathons in 22 different countries on four continents – all in fancy dress. I’ve dressed up as a zombie, and undressed entirely to run a naked 5K. I’ve even been an Olympian and crossed the finish line ahead of Usain Bolt in London when, for the first time in the modern Olympics’ 116-year history, 5,000 runners were allowed to compete in a five-mile race in the Olympic Stadium before the torch had even been lit.


What have all these many miles taught me? I’ve learned that by far the hardest part of going after any goal is taking that first wobbly ‘what if it doesn’t work out?’ step. I’ve learned how the fear of failure is more likely to dash your dreams than trying but failing. I’ve learned that virtually any challenge becomes downright doable if you focus on having fun (and break it down into bite-size bites and chewable chunks). I’ve learned that the best way to feel good is to do good. And that death only parts you from your loved ones if you let it: they can be with you in spirit on the start line, the finish line and anywhere in-between. And I’ve learned that running naked is no big deal – but that failing to apply Vaseline to your inner thighs while doing it most certainly is.


Through countless miles on tarmac, tracks and trails it’s been a revelation – and a relief – to realise that you don’t have to love doing running to love running, at least not all of the time. You don’t have to feel like doing it to want to keep doing it. And you certainly don’t have to be good at it to succeed. As the self-proclaimed World’s Slowest Marathon Correspondent, having come last (yes, last!) in 20 of the marathons I’ve reported on so far, I’ve come to the conclusion that running isn’t about the time you do, but the time you have while doing it. After reading this book, I’m sure you’ll agree.
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Chapter 1


What running taught me about… taking the first step


“Life leaps like a geyser for those who drill through the rock of inertia”


Alexis Carrel


I blame my parents. When asked why I’ve fallen in love with something I have no chance of ever winning at and that I often find unbelievably difficult, it’s the only logical conclusion I can come to. If I hadn’t grown up with a Dad who was a national cross-country champion at university, I probably wouldn’t be a runner today. And if one of my earliest memories of my mother hadn’t been of her running up the steep hill next to our house in Pretoria in South Africa wearing a groovy little Pucci-print miniskirt, I’m sure I’d now spend my spare time swigging wine as a member of a book club, or singing gospel in a choir. Civilised pursuits that don’t involve stinky kit, bulk-buying diarrhoea medication or your toenails looking like pork scratchings. But no, I, the world’s most unathletic baby, had to go and be born to two activity-addicted parents.


Ever since I’d been given a school report that gave me the worst possible score for ‘gross motor co-ordination’ and the best possible scores for everything else (I was a six-year-old super-nerd), I’d convinced my parents, myself and everyone around me that I was ‘the unathletic one’ or ‘the academic one’, whereas my sister Loren was ‘the sporty one’. I’d always associated running with embarrassment and shame – anything but elation. Like many kids, I didn’t like doing things I wasn’t good at. And boy, I was always spectacularly bad at running. I vividly recall break-time at primary school, when our teacher would tell us to run across the football pitch and back. I’d obediently plod along and then turn round, only to see that all my schoolfriends were already back with the teacher, sniggering at me while tucking into their fish-paste sandwiches.


Somehow I found myself, aged 12, running a 5K race around Kyalami, at that time a renowned South African Grand Prix racetrack. I hadn’t wanted to go, of course, but my Mum dragged me along. I’d seen Formula One races on TV, so it was strangely thrilling running round the corners that Jody Scheckter, South Africa’s ‘Wild Man of Motorsport’, had hurtled past. I can still remember how awkward running felt then, but also how elated I’d been when I was waved across the finish line, just like a racing car, by a man brandishing a huge black-and-white chequered flag. It was my first taste of the excitement of a big race, but despite my joy at making it round the Kyalami track, it would be ten years before I entered another race.


[image: ]


So, back to blaming my parents. My Mum didn’t just drag me to my first 5K, she set an example by going for a jog, as she called it, every day. She ran long before the running boom really got off the ground or even before you could readily buy running kit: most people just pulled on a cotton T-shirt, shorts and some uncushioned tennis shoes and that was that. I’m not sure where she got the idea to run in a miniskirt from, but it was the 1970s and glamour was all-important. I wasn’t tempted to join my mother – not once. I wasn’t envious at all of the strange looks she got from our bemused neighbours as she trotted by. I didn’t want to be stared at or come home all sweaty or run up the killer hill our house stood at the bottom of.


But my Dad had other ideas. He’d never lost his love of running, and while devoting himself to earning five university degrees and raising a family, he continued to run at least 5K daily, something he does to this day, aged 76. He attributes still being able to fit into his high-school blazer to this little habit he acquired way back when.


My younger sister Loren and I had long ago learned how to trick my Dad – when he used to insist we brush our teeth every evening, we would dutifully troop to the bathroom, thoroughly wet our toothbrushes, place them back in the holder, and then march smugly off to bed, delighted at having outwitted him. So, as a teenager, when my Dad started encouraging us to go for a 2K run each day – and began to check that we’d done so – I knew I could hoodwink him here, too. I’d occasionally shuffle round the block but more often than not I’d get my kit on, leave the house and hide between two parked cars reading a book I’d stuffed up my T-shirt. After 15 minutes I’d sprint the 100 metres home, arriving puffed out enough to convince everyone I’d been for a run.
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Years of exercise avoidance followed. I suffered from a phantom case of athlete’s foot at high school – for five years – so I didn’t have to participate in swimming lessons. In my first job on South African Cosmopolitan magazine I joined a gym – and went once. I moved to the UK in 1993 at the age of 25. Having joined UK Cosmopolitan magazine I adopted a toxic lifestyle of long hours, late-night drinking and eating takeaways standing up on the Tube on the way home. I became so unfit I even struggled to run for the phone, and got breathless walking up a single flight of stairs.


And then, aged 30, one year after I’d begun working for a health magazine called Zest, something nothing short of miraculous happened: a colleague persuaded me to enter a 5K Race for Life in Battersea Park and I surprised myself by agreeing to go. ‘How hard can it be?’ I thought, steadfastly avoiding training and turning up in some flimsy plimsolls I’d swiped off the freebie table at work. Of course, I spent most of the race walking, and when I did run, each step thudded onto the road, sending a shockwave up my leg to my more-than-ample bottom. Running was infinitely harder, and more unpleasant, than I ever remembered. Who likes the sound of their butt flicking the tops of their thighs? Who enjoys having a face the colour of a stop sign? And yet I rushed home afterwards high as a kite, eager to tell my husband Graham about it. Because what had blown me away about the event wasn’t the running itself – at that stage it was way too hard to like, even for a few steps – it was the atmosphere. Hundreds of partners, husbands and friends had turned out to cheer us, and I remember being very moved by the sight of several dads under a tree jigging babies on their hips while swilling champagne and guarding a giant pile of kitbags.


I got chatting to a group of women who were all doing the race for loved ones affected by cancer. As they told their stories I could barely see where I was going, my vision was so blurred by tears. Far from being competitive with one another, these women were collaborative, turning round to shout encouragement at other participants, urging them to keep going. I didn’t learn anyone’s name that day but I did get reminded, once again, that running didn’t have to mean feeling like a loser, even if you did finish at the back. I also realised that while running really was hard, and involved unimaginable amounts of huffing and puffing, jiggling and wobbling, it also resulted in unimaginable amounts of joy once you’d done it. And when they gave me my medal, well, that was it. I didn’t comprehend it then, but they had me. They had me for life. That night I started a tradition I’ve kept up ever since – I went to sleep wearing it.
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By 1998 my aunt Rosemary, my Dad’s sister who lived in Oxford with her British husband Ian, had already spent five years trying to persuade me to run a 10K with her. Aunty Rosie had a not-so-secret ambition of turning me into her running partner. One of the first things she’d said to me when I’d arrived in England was, ‘Are you still running?’ I’m sure she knew full well I’d never started running but she continued to nag me gently to enter a race with her. In the end it wasn’t pester power that won the day, or even the fantastic time I had at the charity 5K, but all-consuming envy. My aunt announced that she’d got a place in the Great North Run, at that time the world’s biggest half marathon.


‘Noooooo!’ I thought. ‘Aunty Rosie’s almost double my age and now she’s going to be able to say she’s run a half marathon!’ The word ‘marathon’, even though it was preceded by the word ‘half’, sounded impressively, impossibly far.


That very day I posted off my race application, half of me hoping that I’d left it so late I wouldn’t get in. But fate had other ideas. Just a few weeks later a letter arrived in the post. I had been given a place. I remember jumping into the air, punching my fists ceilingwards, but even before my feet hit the floor a terrible realisation hit me: I’d actually have to run 21K. Over 13 miles. A scary 16K longer than my red-faced Race for Life. What now? In the age before Google I rushed to consult a running-mad colleague.


‘How do I find out how to train for a half marathon?’ I asked Zest’s Deputy Editor Sally Brown.


‘Runner’s World,’ she replied sagely. ‘Try reading Runner’s World.’


Wow, there was actually a whole magazine dedicated to running? Who knew? And so it was that I became Runner’s World’s No 1 fan, stalkerish in my desire to pick up every shred, scrap and crumb of knowledge that would help me attain my new goal. I read every single word, starting from the Editor’s letter all the way through to the Classifieds in the back. I even read all the dozens of advertising leaflets and flyers that came with it. And by the time I’d finished I felt I knew every staff member personally. To me they were the Rock Gods of Running. I knew their times, I knew the last race they’d run, I knew what they ate for breakfast.


Nick Troop particularly endeared himself to me when he wrote in his Publisher’s letter about his newfound respect for runners at the back of the pack. As a runner capable of doing a marathon in under four hours (the benchmark for officially being called ‘speedy’), he’d once been asked to pace runners aiming to finish in under six hours and had been amazed at how difficult he’d found it. He cited spending over two hours longer on his feet as the main reason for the agony he suffered – and had been full of praise for the tortoises he’d until then tended to dismiss as not having made as much effort as the front runners. ‘Slow runners, I salute you!’ was his humble apology. I was utterly amazed and very moved that a fast runner had taken the time to acknowledge that we runners at the back of the pack deserved praise just as much – if not more so – than our fleeter-footed friends.
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My favourite page in Runner’s World was The Penguin Chronicles written by John ‘The Penguin’ Bingham who, as a 43-year-old, 240-lb (109-kg) smoker, had taken the plunge and morphed into a slow runner with the catchphrase ‘Waddle on, friends’. One column particularly touched me. In it, The Penguin described running a marathon next to a 40-something man who had tears streaming down his face. When asked why he was crying the runner, who’d already told The Penguin how he’d always worked hard, raised a family and done all the things he thought he should do, had replied: ‘Because… I just realised that in my entire life, no one has ever cheered for me before.’ At that, The Penguin, too, had started to cry.


Every time I re-read that story I couldn’t help but well up. Because I knew exactly what he meant. The fact that people who didn’t know you wanted you to achieve your goal – and were prepared to shout themselves hoarse to let you know that – was almost unbearably moving. It was the exact feeling of uplift and gratitude I’d felt while running the Race for Life. Like the crying marathoner, I too had done all the things I’d believed were expected of me: excelling at school, being a dutiful daughter and a super-conscientious employee. And yet no one had cheered. Now I had the chance to be cheered – all I had to do was run more than twice as far as I’d ever done before. The thought terrified me.


Fuelled by fear I embarked on Runner’s World’s half-marathon training plan. Fortunately, Day One involved only one thing: Rest. ‘Oh good,’ I thought, ‘I’m going to do just fine as I’m exceedingly good at resting.’ Day Two was heaps more challenging than Day One, as I actually had to do some running. Without the distractions of chatting and cheering that I’d had in my 5K, I focused on what was happening to my body, and it wasn’t pretty. I was plagued by chafing – my knees would rub together until they were raw, and when later I swapped from shorts to cotton trousers the constant friction between my thighs created holes in the fabric. It would be years before I discovered the deep joy of Lycra capris.


Having found my ideal time to run – during a section of my commute home from central London – the days turned into weeks and I was relieved to notice that after a while my bottom stopped jellying about and I was able to run ever-increasing distances without searching for the nearest park bench to sit on and catch my breath.


[image: ]


That autumn Aunty Rosie and I travelled up to Newcastle-upon-Tyne for the Great North Run. On race day I liberally dusted myself with glitter, intending to run dressed as the famed Tyne and Wear landmark, the Angel of the North, Antony Gormley’s stunning 20-metre-tall steel sculpture with a 54-metre wingspan. The event couldn’t have been more of a ‘Wow’ if they’d attached feathered showgirl headdresses to each of the 50,000 runners taking part. As we surged over the iconic Tyne Bridge the Red Arrows aerobatic display team screeched overhead, trailing patriotic red, white and blue smoke, causing me to look up and lose my feathered halo. Although I was more than happy to continue running in just my angel wings, Aunty Rosie darted backwards, frantically scrabbling for the halo and triumphantly retrieving it. In the process she almost caused the running equivalent of a motorway pile-up: the air turned even bluer as dozens of angry runners blurted out expletives while trying to dodge her.


Undaunted we pressed on, revelling in the crowd’s rapturous cheering, doing disco-dancing moves every time we encountered a band belting out a pop song, chanting ‘Oggi, oggi, oggi! Oi, oi, oi!’ with utter delight as we passed through the underpasses. But our jollity turned to dismay when, as the minutes ticked by, it grew colder and colder and started to rain. Being half-marathon virgins we’d dressed in T-shirts and hadn’t brought along running jackets. We simply hadn’t accounted for how temperamental the British weather can be. We tried to ignore the cold and rain and focus on the pot-banging spectators and grinning kids in South Shields for the final few miles, but had to resort to running with our hands tucked in our armpits to keep them warm.


Our second schoolgirl error was not bringing any food. We’d assumed there’d be plenty of snacks, or at least sports drinks, along the route, but I don’t recall being offered any at all. We both started to feel slightly faint, so when a spectator stepped forward with a cardboard box full of race refreshments we eagerly ran over to grab some to boost our blood sugar. Unfortunately, the kind stranger had obviously assumed we’d be running on a hot and sunny day and had, therefore, thoughtfully stocked up on ice lollies to help cool us down. With chattering teeth, we each forced one down, despite the fact that they made us feel even more frigid than we had before.


[image: ]


Eventually, after interminable hills and a short, sharp downhill section that made many of us yelp in pain, we were on the home straight. Running beside the sleet-dusted North Sea we experienced a growing sense of disbelief. We’d made it. We had actually run half of that most magical of distances, a marathon. Crossing the finish line with our stopwatches reading 2h55, my aunt, her chin blue with cold, gave me a huge hug. Then, like two tipsy old ladies who’d gone a little overboard with the sherry, we hung onto each other for dear life as we zigzagged over to a charity tent to warm up. Having eagerly wriggled out of our sopping wet clothes and pulled on dry ones, we tucked into a huge portion of steaming-hot, vinegary chips. Paradise on a paper plate.


On the top deck of the double-decker bus that transported us from the finish back into the town centre, Aunty Rosie and I stared out of the window. As the miles rolled by it dawned on us – we’d actually run all of this. Yes, on our own two feet we’d covered a distance that was taking absolute ages to traverse by bus. We were now ‘real’ runners. We wanted to open a window and shout this astonishing news to anyone who’d listen. The hypothermia and hypoglycaemia were already distant memories because all we could think of, as we lovingly stroked our medals, was ‘What’s next?’


 


So what did running teach me about getting started? I learned that the longest journey really does begin with a single step (even if that step is taken in plimsolls). But that that single step is, in all likelihood, the hardest you’ll ever take. It taught me that with any project or ambition it’s best not to overthink things, something my political-analyst husband catchily calls ‘analysis paralysis’, but just to jump in feet first and see how things pan out. If I’d waited till I was properly trained and owned the right trainers to enter Race for Life I probably wouldn’t be a runner today. The secret to getting started? St Francis of Assisi summed it up perfectly: ‘Start by doing what is necessary. Then do what is possible. And suddenly you’re doing the impossible.’




‘How I took my first steps’







‘I didn’t think I could run – but I’ve now done 12 marathons’


I was never very sporty at school, mainly due to having Clumsy Child Syndrome: hockey, tennis and netball were all very hard for me due to my poor hand-eye coordination. The first time I ran round the block I found it incredibly difficult: I could hardly breathe and got a massive stitch. I remember thinking, ‘What on earth am I doing?’ But then I spoke to my Dad, who’s a runner, and he told me I could prevent stitches by breathing deeply. So I kept on going, mainly because I’m very stubborn and wanted to show that I could do it, and gradually everything got a bit easier. My first race was a 5K Race for Life in 2003, which I completed with my four-year-old nephew Jack. I loved the festive atmosphere and have marshalled or participated ever since.


[image: A woman wearing glasses, a bandana and a jacket smiles.]


My favourite kind of running is cross-country: running through woods is lovely, and the scenery changes during the seasons (I even like ploughing through thigh-deep snow). I live in Croydon in south London which is more famous for its 1960s high-rise buildings than its open spaces, but since I’ve been running with Striders of Croydon, I’ve discovered some lovely routes through parks, fields and forests. I may be one of the slower runners, but I love encouraging anyone who’s new to the club because I valued the support I got when I became a member. Having completed 12 marathons in 12 years I now dream of joining the 100 Marathon Club and doing the 156-mile Marathon des Sables, which I can’t quite believe as I’m someone who never thought I could run a single step.


Victoria Legge, 45, Croydon, London, England







‘I always thought running was for “real runners”’


Running means so much to me because I never thought I’d be able to do it. It never even occurred to me I could be a runner – it was as if runners were a whole different species. When I ran alongside Lisa in the Barcelona Marathon I hadn’t entered the race – I’d simply come to encourage the runners from the sidelines. I could see Lisa was struggling so I offered to keep her company and trotted alongside her as best I could, wearing jeans and carrying a handbag.


[image: A woman with dark, shoulder-length hair and a friendly face smiles.]


I’d started my love affair with running just six months before, but it was the first time I’d watched a marathon and I was desperately thrilled and attracted to it all. I’m a mum of three and found it hard to find the time to go to the gym so I started running for 20 minutes three times a week but didn’t actually enjoy it. To help me get out of bed early and go for a run I’d write RMYFGFTWD on my hand the night before: it stood for ‘Running makes you feel good for the whole day’. Then one morning I had an itch to go further and ran to and from my mother-in-law’s house 20 minutes away. I experienced an incredible euphoria from actually reaching a place under my own steam. After that I started planning routes on milermeter.com and running to places I loved in Barcelona.


During the marathon Lisa told me that she’d also found running really difficult to start with and suggested I do a half marathon as that would give me a goal. I only ran 2K with her but that conversation stayed with me and a year later I did it. Now I’ve set my sights on next year’s Barcelona Marathon. I can’t quite believe I’m actually a ‘real’ runner now.


Clare Butler, 40, Barcelona, Spain







‘I was so overweight I could barely walk when I took the decision to become a runner’


By the time I got to the age of 49 I was so overweight I could barely walk, so I felt I had no choice but to lose weight. Quite early in the journey I met Lisa and decided I wanted to run a 5K as she kept raving about how much fun they were. My first walk/run training session was a tremendous struggle due to my weight, but on race day I puffed and panted until eventually I crossed the finish line and felt elated as my first medal was hung around my neck.


I did my second 5K with Lisa and she got me through by promising me walk breaks and running in front of me calling my name. By the end I think everyone on the course knew who I was! I got my own back, though, as I persuaded her to do a 50K cycling event in hilly Sussex. This time I was in front shouting for her to keep up with me. At the final rest stop I had to drag Lisa back onto the bike as she wanted to stay and eat cakes, but with a little encouragement she did get back in the saddle and we completed the race.


Next I attempted triathlons – the one at Hever Castle had a hill so steep that I was forced to go so slowly I ended up falling off my bike into a ditch.


I promised Lisa I’d do a marathon with her but I’ve recently been diagnosed with cancer. I may not be able to run at the moment but there are wheelchair races so David Weir, watch out! I’m going to ask Lisa to hire one and do it with me!


Lyndall Melvyn, 54, London, England


 


Sadly, Lyndall died before she could run a marathon with me – this is one of my greatest regrets as I know she and I would’ve laughed through and loved every second of it.







‘I learned you don’t have to be fast to take up running’


I am not the sporty type. As a child I briefly dabbled in dance; at secondary school I half-heartedly played netball (and was always goalie as it entailed the least effort); and then in my late 20s I intermittently took the odd gym class. That was the extent of my exercise regime when I undertook my first run, aged 33. By that time, I was a single mum to a feisty two-year-old who seemed doggedly determined that I should be deprived of any shut-eye, and I hadn’t exercised in a couple of years. Given my tiredness, and my predisposition to laziness (sloth being my go-to mode), I never would have considered taking up running were it not for my new job. Or, more precisely, my new colleague, Lisa. She gently cajoled me into joining her and her merry bunch of lunchtime runners, saying something like: ‘Just try it. If you don’t like it, you never have to do it again.’ But I did like it. On that first run Lisa taught me how to find a comfy pace, dispelling my total misconception that you have to be fast to take up running; with practice you can become that way, but you can start as slow as you like – I’d never thought of that. She also taught me not to worry about the hordes of passers-by while legging it around London in Lycra. The best bit, however, was the good feeling at the end, a mixture of pride and achievement.


[image: A woman with cropped, dark hair, wearing a sports tracksuit, laughs with her head angled backwards.]


Sadly, after a while Lisa left the company. I carried on running twice a week until I left, too. Running has since gone in two-year cycles for me. Currently, I’m getting back into it again, but with this being my third stint I know exactly how to be a runner: you just get out there and do it.


Tara Nathanson, 41, Falmouth, England







‘I went from obese smoker to ultrarunner’


I was sporty until the age of 14 – and then did no exercise till I was 35 for a variety of reasons: going to boarding school, not having anyone to motivate me and starting to smoke, drink and eat junk food. Then, one day in 2011, for no reason other than wanting to get out of the house, I went for a run. It was rather painful as I was obese, but I was surprised to find I rather liked it. I ran a very sweaty 7K that day, but made frequent rest stops. The next day I went for a 5K run and already found it easier. Within a week I was running non-stop for 10 to 15 minutes and began going out regularly. I didn’t enjoy the insults about my size that guys shouted from their vans but got round that by using earphones.


[image: A man with short hair, wearing running clothes, stands with his hands on his hips.]


I was smoking ten cigarettes a day then, so when I did my first ten-mile race seven months later, I just couldn’t stop coughing at the finish. After that I cut down to just a couple a day and drank less too (until then I’d been having up to 30 units a week). I surprised myself by completing three 10Ks, two half marathons and two ten-milers in my first year.


Then the Facebook ultrarunning community tempted me to enter an ultra. I did day one of the Vanguard Way Ultra and finished fifth. Since then I’ve done 15 ultras ranging from 80K to 160K. Along the way I’ve lost 10 kg and, on New Year’s Day 2014, having smoked for 23 years, I quit completely. From barely being able to run for two minutes it’s truly amazing to think I can now run non-stop for nine hours.


Özgur Gülec, 39, Croydon, London, England







Having done a few marathons in my 30s I became a lapsed runner. Turning up for a 5K parkrun shocked me back into action, however, as I managed just one 2.5K lap before retiring. Soon afterwards I joined a running club with a friend. Neither of us was brave enough to turn up solo as we both erroneously thought clubs were only for fast runners. I used to hang out with Lisa at the back of the slow group, but each week I tried to run further up the field. I now lead the group and love encouraging and having a mid-run chat with different people. The biggest challenge I’ve faced so far? Wearing leggings in winter. It seems quite normal now – in fact, the louder the gear the better!


Tony Flowers, 45, Croydon, London, England







Thinking back, I hated every minute of my first run. My legs were heavy, I couldn’t control my breathing, and I couldn’t keep up with the pack. But I started making progress and that motivated me. I learned to persevere and be patient – even when injuries set me back. Running has transformed my life: I’ve made friends with lots of interesting people and I’ve lost weight. Most importantly, I now realise I’m capable of doing more than I ever thought. I’ve even managed to do a marathon. When Lisa, whose running camp I went on, invited me to do the Bacchus Marathon I initially chickened out but reconsidered. My goal was to finish… alive! And I’m rather surprised to report I actually did. Who knows, maybe there’ll be another in the future.


Andrea Rinaldi, 36, Renfrewshire, Scotland







I’m not a runner, not yet anyway. At the age of 28 I went from working towards my first 10K to having a blood clot in my leg and being diagnosed with asthma. I spent the next few months in a wheelchair followed by some time on crutches and finally, in the past year, I’ve been focusing on getting my fitness back. Having learned to use the treadmill at the gym I found it a bit disheartening when my 80-year-old gym buddy could walk faster and further than me. But I persisted and can now walk for ten minutes and run for one. My 10K may be a long way off but I no longer fear that it won’t happen.


Sarah Halpin, 29, Ireland







I reviewed Lisa’s book, Running Made Easy, back in 2004 when working on a local newspaper in Croydon and it inspired me to try her 5K plan. I recall feeling like a superhero after my first 16-minute walk/run shuffle one dark winter’s night, pretty much the way I felt recently after giving birth to my first child. Having run half marathons since, the pride I felt in completing those 16 minutes seems a little silly now, but at the time I might as well have summited Mount Everest. I got hooked on the feeling of having been running: initially I wasn’t overly fond of the actual running, preferring the intense afterglow, which was definitely worth the slog. Somewhere along the way I began to enjoy running itself, and now I genuinely love it.


Laura Greaves, 34, Sydney, Australia





[image: A collage of seven photos shows Lisa attending various organized running events. In several, she is wearing bunny ears and fairy wings.]
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