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1
the right gear


When training for a marathon, looking after your body is going to be paramount, so you’ll need to ensure you take all precautions available to avoid injuries and that starts with selecting the right gear to train in. This chapter explains why selecting the right gear is important and gives you key pointers on choosing running clothing and any accessories that you’ll need during your marathon training. There’s also information on dealing with different climates, and what gear you’ll need to allow you to cope with all the different weather conditions that you may face during your training. Plus, possibly of the highest importance, there’s essential information on shoes. The right footwear is vital. One of the principal reasons why so many runners get injured is because of problems with their shoes, so there’s advice on how you can ensure you get the perfect running shoes for you and your individual running style.


 


Running isn’t a particularly expensive hobby compared with many, but you must be aware that you will have to invest if you are to get the most from it. Be prepared to spend around £200 to £250 ($300 to $375) to get started and remember that it won’t stop there. You will need to regularly replace kit as your training progresses. At least you don’t have the initial outlay associated with some sports. Imagine if you were beginning your triathlon training and you had to choose a bike!


The benefits of wearing the right gear


There are a number of reasons why you should make sure that you get the right gear from day one.


It will help you run better


Wearing the right gear will make a fundamental difference to the way that you run. Many runners overheat even after a few miles, especially in the cold weather when they wear too much and often the wrong type of clothing. Many wear clothes that chafe, rub or cut badly. Poor-fitting clothing or the wrong type of clothing often leads to poor performance, which in turn leads to a reduction in morale. It is hard enough to keep your motivation levels high, especially in the middle of winter, so the last thing you need is to make it even more difficult by wearing the wrong gear.


The more lightweight your gear is the better. You need to keep your extra weight down to a minimum. Kit these days is extremely light; in fact it is much lighter than it has ever been before so make the most of the options available. The heavier the gear the harder it is to get round. Buy well and it will make a real difference to your running.


It will help prevent injury


There will be many ways to pick up injuries during your training so it is essential to do everything in your power to prevent them. One way is to wear the correct clothing and footwear. Get this wrong and you will be well on your way to trouble.


One of the principal reasons why so many runners get injured is because of problems with their shoes. If they are too small you can have problems, if they are too big you can have problems and if they are the wrong type you can have problems! As you can see, the potential for problems is enormous.


Even the wrong clothing can cause injuries, although not to the same degree as incorrect footwear and they may not be as serious. Tight-fitting gear can cause rubbing and chafing 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 whatever you do make sure that you buy gear that fits.


Safety first


Wearing the right gear can also save your life. It is very likely that training for a northern hemisphere spring marathon like the London Marathon will mean training in the dark and this can, by definition, be a dangerous occupation, especially if you are forced to run on roads with no pavements. It is therefore essential that you wear kit that includes reflective strips, which many high-tech fabrics now do, or that you wear a stand-alone reflective band that you can buy in most decent running shops. If you wear old gear, chances are it doesn’t include any reflective qualities.


Running through the seasons


As your training progresses so you will be exposed to the joys of running through the seasons. If you are training for the London Marathon in April you will have the toughest conditions, whereas if it’s New York you’ve chosen then you’ll have the best of them as you’ll be training over the summer. There are, of course, pros and cons to running at either time of year, and very different kit requirements.


Warm-weather training


Between May and September your running wardrobe will be fundamentally different from the one that you will be familiar with in the colder months. In late spring and during the summer you will have to wear very little, with a pair of running shorts, T-shirt or vest being the principal items of clothing.


It is, however, important to ensure that you prepare well for your runs. You should wear a hat to protect your head from the sun and also you should invest in a quality pair of sunglasses. Sun cream is also vital. A long run in sunny conditions will expose much of your body to damaging rays and you must protect yourself accordingly. Avoid running in the heat of the day if you can, especially at midday. Early morning and late evening are the best options, but whenever you go make sure that you take some water to keep yourself well hydrated.


Thin socks are a must if it is hot as they will go some way to keeping your feet cool. In especially warm climates running shoes are adapted to take the heat into account. They will often use more mesh, for example, than is used in regions like the UK.


With whatever you wear the key is to keep layers light and protect yourself thoroughly from the sun.


Cold-weather training


Layers are also the key in cold-weather training but for a different reason. Many runners, particularly those starting out on their running career, tend to react to the cold by wearing the thickest tops they can find as protection from the elements. This is fundamentally wrong.


The way to protect yourself from the cold is to wear layers, which trap air between them that acts as insulation. As you warm up you can then remove layers if needed to keep your body temperature at the optimum level. These layers, which should also be of the correct fabrics, will help disperse the sweat that builds up during your training. The opposite applies if you wear thick clothing of the wrong fabrics. In this instance sweat will build up, and it is not advisable to remove clothing if you are only wearing one or two thick items as your temperature will plummet.


Avoid fleeces and thick cotton shirts and if you are planning to wear a rain jacket make sure it is made of a breathable fabric.


Invest in a good pair of running gloves, a hat and leggings, again all made from breathable fabric.


Shoes


Walk into a big running shop, look at the running shoe selection and it is likely that you will be instantly confused. There is a huge variety of products on the market and many of them will never be of any relevance to you at all. There are not only many different brands available with many different models from each brand, but there are also different shoes for men and women and then different types based on which category you fit into.


The world of running shoes is a world full of marketing jargon. You will be bombarded with ‘technical’ benefits that are generally the same in most shoes but with a slightly different name depending on the brand. Shoes have improved dramatically in the last few years with changes, particularly in cushioning, that help reduce the incidence of injuries. A small number of brands dominate the market but just because you haven’t heard of a certain brand doesn’t mean you should write it off before you’ve tried it on. Many of the smaller running shoe brands only operate within this sector, have small marketing budgets but sell most of their products based on recommendations from other runners. They may only have a small share of the marketplace but this does not imply a lack of quality but more likely a lack of marketing spend.


It is important when selecting your first pair of shoes that you make the effort and find a specialist running store. You must take specialist advice because if you get it wrong then you could well have a running career blighted by injury and discomfort. This is your most important purchase and you must make a choice based on facts that you have researched yourself and that you have been given at the point of purchase. Most specialist outlets are staffed by runners and will very often have treadmills. The reason for this is to enable the staff to watch you run for a few minutes so they can check your running style or ‘gait’. This will be analysed on a computer screen and from the information provided decisions can be made on the best shoes for you. Not all running stores have these (some will rely on a visual test, in other words watching you run inside or outside the shop), but it is definitely a good idea to find one that does.


There are a number of different price points, with shoes starting at around £50 ($75) and going up to around £120 ($180). The highest does not always mean the best, although more often than not you get what you pay for, as with anything in life. If you have set a budget, try to be flexible if the best-fitting and most comfortable shoe of the three that you’ve tried on is a little more expensive than you were planning on spending. This purchase is a crucial one and comfort is the key. As, of course, is injury prevention. Invest and you will enjoy your running much more.


Socks


Most beginners would assume a sock is a sock. A pack of three white cotton socks is generally seen to be sufficient to get you through many months of training. As with many sports, however, all is not what it seems. There is now almost as great a choice of running socks as there is shoes, with many brands offering technology that is continually evolving.


Choose carefully and you can potentially reduce the development of blisters, ease pressure on your Achilles tendon and look after your instep. Now it’s not all about a multi-pack of cotton socks, it is about investing wisely and getting advice on what is right for you before you buy.


Go through the door of any decent running shop and you will be amazed by the choice of running socks from at least six brand names. Each of them will have seemingly endless options, giving you a huge headache – which ones do you really need? Speak to one of the staff and get help, just as you would when choosing a pair of running shoes.


One of the most significant changes in recent years is the introduction of blister-resistance technology. Although there are of course no guarantees, the use of two layers of fabric has made the world of difference to many runners prone to persistent blisters. The two layers of fabric rub against each other rather than your foot, easing friction, one of the causes of blisters; at the same time they draw away moisture, one of the other causes. Try a pair and see how you get on. It is well worth paying the extra!


Many sock manufacturers also produce socks anatomically designed for each of your feet. They are subtlety different and again are worth a try. Each is easily identified by a distinctive ‘L’ and ‘R’.


Whatever you do, do not just buy a multi-pack of basic cotton socks and think that this is your feet looked after. It is not and you must spend time getting your footwear right. That means your shoes and socks.


Underwear


There are a number of companies marketing sports underwear, but if you’re not ready to invest in it yet don’t worry, you don’t really have to. The key point, however, is to keep your underwear brief. You shouldn’t be wearing thick, heavy underwear and it shouldn’t be too baggy. Boxer shorts, for example, aren’t the best idea for men. Keep it brief and snug but not too tight.
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