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Introduction

“YOUR BONES WILL TURN TO DUST.”

I’d been a long-distance runner for about six or seven years when a friend of mine—a nonrunner—said that to me.

I’d run my first marathon back in 1987. I didn’t feel the need to run it again the following year, but by the next fall I was back at marathoning. Then I ran two marathons in the same year, which conventional wisdom said was the body’s 12-month limit. But I felt fine after that second marathon, and I felt very motivated to get back out there again, so I decided to run a third one that same year. I finished the race feeling strong; my legs didn’t fall off, and nothing was broken, strained, or swollen. That’s when I began to question some of that conventional wisdom.

Over the next few years, I ran four, then five, and, ultimately, eight marathons in a single year, in addition to half-marathons, 10-milers, 10Ks, and 5Ks. Plus training, of course. I had my share of blisters, but nothing worse than that.

It was around that time that my friend made his prediction about what the future had in store for me. Given my racing volume, it wasn’t an entirely crazy thing to say, I guess.

Except that I knew that he was wrong. I knew my body better than anyone else: its tendencies, its aches, the things it hated, and the things it loved. And my body loved long-distance road racing. As long as I was motivated, had no injuries, and felt strong, I saw no reason to deprive my body of that pleasure. Eventually, I ran as many as 14 marathons in a single year, sometimes on consecutive Sundays, week after week after week. I got faster, too, qualifying for the Boston Marathon and usually placing in the top 10 percent of any race I entered.

But I wasn’t winning anything. I knew that to hit my peak as a marathoner, I probably had to pare down my racing. I would have to target a single marathon each season for one supreme effort.

I considered doing just that, but I realized that running a single, gloriously fast race wasn’t the most important thing to me. I loved the marathon experience: the crowds, the journey, the finish lines. Whenever I heard about a race I hadn’t run, I was captivated; it sounded like a dessert that I absolutely had to try. I wanted to experience as many of them as I could, and so I chose to enjoy the experience instead of going for the impressive personal record (PR). That was the kind of runner I decided I would be.

Eventually, my running would take me all over the world, to race starting lines in all 50 states and in places as far-flung as China, Antarctica, Africa, Thailand, and the Himalayas. I saw many wonderful places, met some amazing people, and experienced life in a way some people only dream of. I felt like the luckiest man in the world. I still do.

I didn’t want to keep this experience all for myself, so I became a certified running coach and personal trainer. Over the following decade, I introduced hundreds of people to the thrill of completing their first half-marathon or marathon or, if they were already experienced, to running their new personal best.

DURABILITY: ART OR SCIENCE?

There are two kinds of long-distance runners: the kind who admit to having been injured and the kind who don’t. I didn’t bother to deny anything; I ended up with my fair share of injuries. In fact, much of my knowledge of physiology is rooted in having to learn about a part of my body after hurting it. But all of these injuries were transitory. Everything healed sooner or later, especially after I’d analyzed why I’d gotten hurt in the first place and made the necessary adjustments to keep it from happening again.

And now, with over a quarter century of road racing behind me, including 150 marathons and ultramarathons, my bones are as solid and strong as ever. These days, no one predicts that my body will fall apart. I’ve been doing this for too long for anyone to dispute that it can safely be done.

Instead of predicting doom, people wanted to know, how did I manage to stay healthy and whole while doing all this running?

I wondered that myself.

The numbers seem daunting: Every marathon involves something on the order of 40,000 steps to complete, and every step puts up to four times my body weight of 155 pounds on each foot. The totals are frightening: My 150 marathons alone—not counting all of my training runs and other races—have required me to take about 6 million steps, inflicting a total of 3.72 trillion pounds of pressure on my feet, knees, hips, and back.

How could my body possibly take all of that pounding?

People insisted that I was superhuman. I liked to think so, but my wife would have disagreed, and she’d have been right. But I will grant myself this: I’m fairly unusual. You won’t meet too many people who have run as many long-distance races as I have, for as many years as I have. I’ve managed to do it all without having any great gifts as a runner. Even if I’d focused my training on getting as fast as possible, I never would have become an elite racer; I just never showed that spark of quickness that could have been fanned into great speed. And my consistency as a runner—my strongest characteristic as an athlete—isn’t record—setting, either. I’m not even among the top 10 most prolific marathoners alive today, and the world record for the most lifetime marathons run is more than 10 times what I’ve achieved.

But I have raced a lot, more than most of the serious runners out there and far more than any doctor would say should be humanly possible. Every orthopedist I’ve ever spoken to has warned me about how bad my running routine is for me and about how my body must surely be on the verge of collapse.

Once, for example, I went to see an orthopedist shortly after running several marathons and a 50-mile ultramarathon within a few weeks. I was experiencing hip pain, and even though common sense told me that I was probably just sore and tired, it was a new ache, and I thought it wouldn’t be a bad idea to get the ache checked out.

After the appointment, I wasn’t so sure of that.

The orthopedist examined me and pronounced my hip shot. “Your marathoning days are over,” he said. I explained that the problem felt more muscular than skeletal, but he insisted. Who was I to tell a doctor that he was wrong?

Here I was again: Your bones will turn to dust. After listening to this orthopedist long enough, I began to wonder how I’d actually managed to run a marathon at all because he made it seem so utterly impossible. But I had to keep in mind that the only runners most orthopedists meet are the ones who come to their clinics with battered bodies; the healthy ones never stop by to say hi. If an orthopedist sees only hurt runners, maybe he comes to believe that all running hurts.

I also considered how happy the doctors all seemed when they reviewed my overall health profile. They were quick to point out how all my numbers were in the normal range or better, sometimes much better. How did they think this came about? Magic and wishful thinking? If running were so bad for me, how had it managed to make me so healthy?

I decided to prove the doctor—and all doctors like him—wrong. My hip didn’t feel like it was about to collapse, and I wasn’t about to give up running without a fight. Yes, there are times when injuries and other limitations cannot be overcome by sheer determination. But as a rule of thumb, I’d rather assume that I can do something and be proved wrong than to not even try. If I accepted conventional wisdom about my limitations, I’d never have found out what I was truly capable of. So after resting up and then getting back into my fitness routine, I returned to marathoning and ran several more ultras as well.

TRAINING SMART, RUNNING HEALTHY

My marathoning days were hardly over. How then could I explain my durability? The relevant literature didn’t seem to have answers. I had no problem finding studies about the physiological changes that occur during a single training cycle: how the body adapts to additional mileage by increasing its blood volume, its energy-producing mitochondria, and its ability to make better use of abundant fat stores for fuel. But I couldn’t find anything that would explain why my body was holding up so well over so many years.

Then I had a realization. Most runners who got injured didn’t hurt themselves in a race; they hurt themselves in training. Ask any injured runner about the origin of his or her problem, and the reply usually goes something like this: “Well, it was about a month before my race when I began to feel a twinge in my (hamstring, calf, knee, hip, foot), and it only got worse by race day.”

How often I raced wasn’t the real issue, then. The secret to my ability to stay healthy had to do with what was happening between my races.

I began to think more about what I was doing. Or, as the case turned out, not doing. I wasn’t beating myself up while training. I got myself in marathon shape, and then I did only what I needed to do to stay there and to be as fit as possible and no more than that. This might sound like a sensible, even obvious approach, but for most runners it’s neither reasonable nor obvious. We’re a stubborn breed by nature; we wouldn’t be able to run for hours if we weren’t.

Long-distance running is based at least partly on an ability to endure discomfort. Because of that, it tends to attract people who, like me, are stubborn. Before too long, we begin to define ourselves by how much pain we can take and how grueling our workouts are. “Pain is nothing,” the popular mantra goes. “It’s just weakness leaving the body.”

Perhaps. Or maybe it’s really the sign of a muscle or ligament about to tear.

The gravitational pull of doing bigger and longer workouts is hard to resist, however. There is a feeling among runners that if a little bit is good, a lot more must be a lot better. Once, years ago, I read about elite runners who typically run more than 100 miles a week. I thought, they must know what they’re doing, so when I decided to use my next marathon to qualify for the Boston Marathon and a possible personal record, I tried running high mileage, too. I ran twice a day, as I’d read all the elite runners do, and I got my mileage up to 80 and then 90 miles per week.

I felt proud of what I was achieving—I was training like an elite runner, wasn’t I? But I knew that this wasn’t the best of my running. I was dragging my body through two workouts a day, and I was slow, tired, and unmotivated. Still, I kept up with my plan, sure that I was doing the right thing. I just had to get through this, I thought, and then it will all feel better.

What I didn’t consider was that elite runners get hurt all the time. I was probably lucky that in trying to copy them, I didn’t hurt myself, too.

When race day came, I felt confident that I would do well. And I did. I didn’t set a new PR, but I did qualify for Boston. I was pleased, but I had to admit that I hadn’t really done any better than when I had trained on half that total mileage.

Meanwhile, I was struggling with a problem I was having as a coach for a charity running team. Most of my runners hit their targets, whether it was finishing their first marathon or achieving a personal best. But invariably some of my athletes got injured. Not very many, statistically speaking—just one or two a season—but that was enough to concern me.

For all the benefits of running—or of any kind of training, for that matter—there’s always a risk of getting hurt. That just comes with pushing your body beyond its comfort zone. I knew that, and so did all of my clients and team members.

But still, it was hard for me to see any of my runners get injured, especially when they were relying on me to keep them healthy and strong. I knew that I’d written and implemented a training program based on reasonable, widely accepted training principles, and I had not exposed my runners to any unreasonable risk, but I still couldn’t help but feel responsible. I kept asking myself, could I have done anything differently?

I thought about the running magazines I subscribed to. The cover of almost every one of them offered advice on how to deal with hurt knees, Achilles tendons, iliotibial (IT) bands, and hip flexors. I realized that most runners were either in the process of recovering from an injury or on their way to getting sidelined by an injury.

There had to be a better way.

There was. I had to flip the notion that “more is better” on its head and instead commit myself and my runners to setting a mileage limit and making the most that we could out of the miles we ran. We would aim to achieve everything we wanted from our running by doing less. Why would we do more than that?

I devised a plan that includes three runs a week, totaling no more than 35 miles, consisting of speed and hill work, a tempo run, and a long endurance run; core strengthening, strength training, running drills, and balance work two to three times per week; and aggressive crosstraining, recommended as cycling, at least twice per week.

I presented this plan to my clients and found that they not only were able to avoid injury, but they also were able to run stronger. I then shared this plan at talks I gave at race expos and wrote about elements of it in articles. Now I want to share it with you.

This plan is intended to bring common sense back to running. You may not want to race as many marathons as I have—or run a marathon at all—but you should be able to run the races you choose pain-free.

WILLS AND WON’TS

Before we begin talking about what this book will do for you, let’s start by talking about what it won’t do:

[image: ] It won’t guarantee that anyone can stay injury-free. No one can guarantee that.

[image: ] It won’t guarantee you a PR. There are too many variables to make that promise.

[image: ] It won’t get you to a race finish line without your doing any hard work. There’s no way to fake a marathon. Indeed, that’s actually something that many of us love about it.

But here’s what this book will do for you:

[image: ] It will help you run as pain-free as possible, given your body’s mechanics, genetic inheritance, and health issues.

[image: ] It will help you get to your next starting line feeling good and strong, which is 90 percent of the battle.

[image: ] It will help you minimize the risk of injury and give you a plan for dealing with injuries that do arise, turning them into speed bumps in your training and racing plan instead of insurmountable roadblocks.

[image: ] It will help you get the most from the running that you do and put you in a position to go for a PR if the conditions are right.

[image: ] Most importantly, it will, I hope, bring more joy to your running.

There’s nothing fun about running below your potential or struggling with injuries. When things go bad with running, frustration sets in, and the happiness we discovered when we first began running gets obscured or lost. Getting our health and speed back is the best way I know to rediscover that happiness.

This book is about becoming a smart runner, about consciously and purposefully making reasoned choices in how you train and race.

As with any good training plan, it is a tool for you to use. Like any training plan, however, it involves commitment to a philosophy. I don’t ask for blind obedience, but if you do want results, you’re going to have to commit to fully trying this plan and judging the results after a season is over. And you’re going to have to work hard.

That shouldn’t be too much to ask. I’ve never met a distance runner who was afraid of a little hard work.

HOW TO BEGIN

The first step is to evaluate yourself as a runner. The programs presented here can apply to anyone training for a half-marathon or marathon, whether it’s the 1st or the 40th, but the common denominator is that the reader is already a dedicated runner. This book is not for absolute beginners. Before you attempt a higher-intensity training program, you need to build up a solid base of endurance, muscle strength, bone density, and strong ligaments and tendons. That comes from consistent running over a period of months to years. So if you’re brand new to running, focus initially on building up your mileage slowly and steadily before using the training plans in the Smart Marathon Training program.

Do you need to have already run a distance race in order to use this book effectively? No. Plenty of elite runners aim to race competitively in their debut half-marathon or marathon. I myself ran a marathon as my very first race, mostly because I felt that I needed a big scary goal to really focus my training. So even though it would be ideal for you to have run some long-distance races already, don’t worry if you don’t have that on your athletic resume yet. As long as you’ve developed the appropriate training base through months or years of running, you’re on solid ground. Read on.

You may have already run one or more distance races and want very much to improve while staying healthy. You may have had a few injuries. Or maybe the training program you were using didn’t seem able to help you get to the next level. For all these reasons, this program is for you.

As to how to approach this book and your training, there are several steps I recommend.

Target your race. Decide as early as possible what specific marathons or half-marathons you’ll aim to run during the coming year. Many runners train hard but without a clear goal in mind. Often, they sign up for races on a whim or out of a desire to run with their friends or training buddies. There’s nothing particularly wrong with this approach, but if you are aiming to run a really good race, or even PR, that method is not much better than just throwing a pair of dice. If you want to have your best marathon or half-marathon, take out your calendar, circle some dates, and then train specifically for those races. This will make racing less of a game of chance and more a matter of calculating how to achieve your peak for race day.

Hitting your goals is what this book is about. It aims to help all long-distance runners, specifically targeting those athletes tackling the marathon and half-marathon. You already know how I feel about the marathon, but I have a great deal of sympathy for the half. It’s a fantastic distance, short enough to allow for a hard sustained effort but long enough to require careful pacing and energy management. It requires runners to balance power against endurance in a way that no other distance does.

Whatever race distance you decide on, circle a date on a calendar, set a goal time, and register for the race. This will be explored in greater depth in Chapter 6.

Read this book. Your serious training begins with reading this book. Spend time reading and absorbing the information and training plans that are in here. Do not skip a section; each is an integral part of the plan.

Design your training plan. Use the sample training plans included here to set up your own training schedule. It might be necessary for you to tweak the program to fit your needs. That’s ok. In Chapter 6 we’ll talk about how to make changes that accord with the program rather than undermine it.

Plan for recovery. After running your race, you’re not done as a runner. Take good care of the body that has just served you so well by following a good post-race recovery plan. For too many runners, this means simply waiting for any soreness to fade and then starting up again. As with your race preparation, you can get better results from your recovery if you act proactively and purposefully. This book will show you how.

Part of your post-race plan should include taking the time to appreciate what you’ve accomplished. If you keep pushing yourself to improve without stopping to reflect on how far you’ve come, you can end up forever dissatisfied and risk burnout. You’ve worked hard and raced smartly, and you’ve earned the right to be happy about what you’ve done.

But then it’s time to get back to work. Too much patting yourself on the back can lead to complacency, and part of the reason you’re reading this book, after all, is probably because you want to see how much better you can be as a runner. So when you’re done giving yourself your propers, start thinking about your next goal. Perhaps you want to further improve your times and see what your true potential in the full or half-marathon might be. Or maybe you’re ready to take on a new kind of race. As the owner of a strong, healthy body, you’ve got options.

So let’s get to work.


[image: Image]


The Plan


LET’S GET THE BASIC WHAT AND WHY OF THIS PLAN right on the table so that you can keep them in mind as you read the how that follows. Here’s what you can expect to be doing on a weekly basis under this plan:

[image: image] Three runs a week, totaling no more than 35 miles, consisting of speed work or hill repeats, a tempo run, and a long endurance run

[image: image] Core strengthening, strength training, running drills, and balance work done two to three times per week

[image: image] Aggressive crosstraining, recommended as cycling, at least twice per week

Why this plan? Because too many of us get hurt too frequently doing the sport we love. That’s not acceptable, and it’s not the way things have to be. You may be reading this book because you believe that a change in your running program is a good idea, which also means you’ve already got an open mind about trying a new program. Or you may have come to this program because you’ve had too many injuries or a chronic injury that won’t go away.

You’re not alone. Most runners sustain an injury at some point that keeps them sidelined. For many of them, the cause is not hard to find: too many miles spent running, with not enough recovery. The high-mileage example comes right from the top: Elite middle- and long-distance runners routinely top 100 miles run per week and often reach over 120 and 140 miles.

Just where did this mania for piling on mileage come from? Often it’s hard to identify the origin of a widespread trend, but in this case it’s not too difficult: coaching legend Arthur Lydiard.

A native New Zealander, Lydiard revolutionized the running world in the 1960s by introducing long, slow runs into his training program. He emphasized the benefits of building a huge endurance base. This provided great improvements in running economy, which is a measurement of how much oxygen the body requires to run at a given speed. High oxygen consumption is a sign of oncoming fatigue, so good running economy means that less oxygen is used to run fast. High-volume running brings improvements in this measurement.

Lydiard’s program required all of his runners—including sprinters and middle-distance runners—to log a minimum of 100 miles per week. His program included more than just this base-building phase, but the high-mileage requirement was always its defining component. From this philosophy was born the general consensus that to be a good runner, an athlete had to nearly always be running. Six days, seven days a week, often twice a day.

It would seem hard to contest Lydiard’s program because of the results it produced: three of his protégés medaled at the 1960 Rome Olympics, and one, Peter Snell, hit double gold in the 1964 Tokyo Olympics.

Nevertheless, a few coaches, like famed coach Jack Daniels, began to question Lydiard’s program. They began to put more emphasis on the intensity of the training effort instead of just the mileage. “Adding more and more mileage to your weekly training does not produce equal percentages of improvement in competitive fitness,” Daniels argued. Long, slow running generally produced long, slow races, they argued. And although high mileage worked for some runners, Daniels argued that each body was different and that each runner had to discover and appreciate his or her limits (Daniels n.d., 2005).

So is it true or isn’t it that only high-mileage running can produce successful long-distance runners? Consider the Africans. Road-racing fans have watched the rise of African long-distance runners since the great Ethiopian runner Abebe Bikila won the gold medal in the marathon in the 1960 and 1964 Olympics. Since then, Kenyan and Ethiopian runners seem to have been conducting a private duel in most of the world’s top races, from New York to Boston to the Olympics.

This has led many American runners to wonder what it is about the African approach to running that has garnered these runners such success. Part of the reason, no doubt, is that many of these runners live and train at high altitude, which forces their bodies to learn how to work harder with less oxygen. Plus, the African culture and daily lifestyle revolve much more around running than does American culture. But the fact that these runners follow high-volume training plans has led many observers to conclude that high running mileage is necessary to achieve any success.

Still, I suspect that there’s a part of the puzzle that’s been missing. Even though successful African marathoners might run high mileage, it doesn’t follow that every African runner can do high mileage. For every successful African runner we see winning or placing in the major races, there might very well be scores of runners back in Africa whose bodies are not able to tolerate the rigors of high-mileage training. But we rarely see in the popular press data about the injury rate of the rest of the African runners, so the myth grows that only high mileage can produce successful long-distance runners.

If you conclude from all this, however, that I believe that high mileage is always bad, you’d be wrong. For the many elite runners whose bodies can handle it, high-mileage training has yielded astounding fitness and success. Other coaches, Daniels included, agree that high mileage can be beneficial where appropriate.

The problem is that for many of us, high mileage has brought stress fractures, patella tendinitis, iliotibial band syndrome, Achilles tendinitis, and a host of other maladies, not to mention the frustration of not being able to do the thing we love at the level we’d like to do it. Or, depending on the injury, at all.

This dilemma isn’t limited to middle-of-the-pack runners; many elite runners who prosper with high-mileage training also fall prey to injury. Former world record holder Khalid Khannouchi swung like a pendulum between record-setting performances and disabling injuries, and the fastest American female marathoner to date, Deena Kastor, was sidelined after suffering a stress fracture in the Beijing Olympics. Even for many elite runners, high-mileage training is often not a sustainable lifestyle.

Here’s the problem in a nutshell: To run better, you have to run more. Runners need to run. That’s called specificity of training. You can’t be a better runner by playing racquetball, no matter what other health benefits might come from that activity. And alongside that fact sits this conundrum: To improve in any activity, you need to practice that activity, but when you do nothing but that activity hour after hour, you raise the risk of developing a repetitive stress syndrome and other overuse injuries.

But you don’t have to settle for one extreme or the other. You can improve your running economy without battering your body.

This book presents an alternative to high-mileage training. It focuses on quality runs over quantity of miles, supplemented by other activities that not only produce better overall fitness but also develop the kind of strength that wards off running injuries. By running less frequently and at a lower volume while running more purposefully—and developing balanced strength—you can run better and be stronger and healthier.

Although much of the running and coaching community still sticks by the older method of training, which calls for running six to seven days a week, building up to 60, 70, or more miles per week, there’s a growing body of evidence supporting the view that less is often more. Research has linked the relationship between mileage and injury onset and has established that as the miles pile up, so, too, does the rate of injury. For example, a 2007 British Journal of Sports Medicine review of running injury studies found strong evidence that running more than 40 miles per week increases men’s risk of lower extremity injuries, especially to the knees, from as low as 19 percent to as high as 79 percent (van Gent et al. 2007).

Clearly, then, there’s a point at which most runners top out on the benefits of running, after which more miles bring more harm than good. Research shows that this point hovers somewhere around 35 miles per week (Eyestone 2007).

All this seems pretty straightforward, so the question, then, is, why do so many runners continue to log more than 35 miles per week?

There’s no single answer to this question, but here’s what I suspect: We’re stubborn people. We wouldn’t be distance runners and marathoners if we stopped every time we got tired or sore. I don’t know if running distance makes people stubborn, or if stubborn people are drawn to distance running, but in the end these just seem to go together. If we believe that running more than 35 miles per week is what it takes to become better, many of us are willing to live with the pain and injuries that come with that. At least up to a point.

We love to run. As a coach, I used to get frustrated when my athletes would resist doing things that I knew would make them better runners, like strength training, core training, and crosstraining. But then I had a stunningly simple epiphany: The reason for this resistance was that they just loved running. They didn’t get into running so that they could do these other things, so the more time they had to spend doing nonrunning stuff, they believed, the less time they would have to run.

That makes sense, but the bigger picture is that for many runners, a failure to do all the necessary nonrunning activities will lead to an end to running as well. We think that the rules don’t apply to us. When you become a marathoner, you instantly become part of a very select group. Even if you earned your medal in a race with 20,000 to 30,000 other people, you still belong to a group comprising less than 1 percent of the U.S. population. You are probably an oddity to your friends and family, and you take pride in that. You begin to believe that you’re special. And you are. But you can get hurt like anyone else.

I’m guilty of this myself. I would hear about people who had the full menu of classic injuries, from plantar fasciitis to patella tendinitis to sore backs and strained hamstrings, and I would think, “That’s sad, but that’s not something that could ever happen to me.”

My running friends apparently think the same way as I do. Many of them seem unable to make the connection between their training routine and the injuries they develop. They seem to think of their injuries not as a direct result of something they did—or failed to do—but as freak accidents, like slipping on a banana peel. I guess that would be called denial.

To progress as a runner and to reduce the risk of injury, you need to get over these roadblocks. You need to become smarter than you are brave, more reasonable than you are stubborn. You need to recognize that, although you love to run, it’s possible to have too much of a good thing. In economics this is called the Law of Diminishing Returns, according to which desirable things usually lose their value in direct proportion to their increased availability. As my college economics professor liked to put it, his first burger was delicious, the third one not so much, and the fifth one was pretty terrible. This is true in running as much as in the marketplace.
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