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Welcome to the Trail
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Welcome to the trail.

If you’ve ever been outside, you know that simply standing on a natural surface can make a person happier. Running on a trail—dirt, grass, sand, and such—enhances the happiness and adds the benefits of becoming healthier, stronger, fitter . . . more joyful, even. It grounds you.

Luckily for us, trails are everywhere.

A “trail” is not defined by how steep it is, how far it climbs up a mountain, how treacherous the footing, or how many miles it spans. Trails can be completely flat, rolling, or downright mountainous. They can be in the wilderness, farmland, your neighborhood, or a city park.

And a “trail runner” has a broad definition, too. Speeding through the hills like a mountain goat makes you a trail runner. So does hopping on a smooth dirt path and moving your feet in some motion faster than a walking or hiking pace for a couple of miles. From newbies with still-pink toenails to wily veterans who depend on pedicures for normalcy, from dedicated road runners with a longing for nature and a more forgiving surface to ultrarunners accustomed to hallucinations and gastrointestinal distress, you are all trail runners, and this book is for you.

By providing a no-nonsense (okay, a little nonsense) visual reference to everything there is to know about trail running—what to do when encountering a bear, or (sometimes) worse, a charging mountain biker or cantankerous hiker; what to wear to embrace the elements; how to relieve yourself on the trail without embarrassing yourself or those around you; or how to get faster or go farther—this book will help you thrive.
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What is a trail?

trail \trāl\ n. (pl. –s) 1. An unpaved path that goes somewhere.







	A TRAIL

	NOT A TRAIL




	Dirt path

	Concrete path




	Rocky path

	Asphalt road




	Mossy path

	Sidewalk




	Rooty path

	Freeway




	Dirt road

	Treadmill




	Gravel path

	Track




	Gravel road

	Bouncy house




	Rail trail converted to dirt path

	Target store (no matter how many aisles you cover)




	Sandy beach

	 




	Grassy field

	 




 

The “unpaved path” refers to any surface not covered in concrete, asphalt, bricks, or tiles. The “goes somewhere” component eliminates a treadmill, grassy sports field, or rubber track. While those venues confer some of the same physical and mental benefits as running on a trail, the “goes somewhere” bit of the definition is what gives you a sense of adventure.


 




ADVENTURE: A SLIDING SCALE

There is a sense of adventure, there is an actual adventure, and then there is an epic adventure. Trail running can sometimes be all three.
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Sense of adventure. A feeling of excitement when you set out on your run, all but guaranteed on even the mellowest of trails. I’m so ready to do this!

 

Actual adventure. A trail run offering a sense of exploration, discovery, and even a bit of apprehension. This is exciting! Can I do this?

 

Epic adventure. A trail run rich with excitement, challenge, endurance, and possibly crazy weather conditions. Epic adventures vary, but they all end with the same thought: That was awesome! I did this!




 



Adventures are out there for the taking. But not every run (or any run) has to be epic to be great. Some days you may want to just get outside and take it mellow and easy on a familiar nearby path. Regardless of where your runs fall on the sliding scale of adventure, if you want to keep your off-road running fun and safe, this book will help you plan runs wisely.

How to use this book

The 12 chapters in this book fall into six categories, each examining trail running from a different angle. Feel free to read every page twice, quote it to your running mates, and get a great kick out of the illustrations. Heck, buy a copy for each of your friends. However, there is no need to read Trailhead in order, from beginning to end. Flip through each chapter as needed. Strict order is as important in this book as it is in trail running, which is to say not very.

[image: image][image: image]     WHY. Wherein we discuss what trail running does for your body and your mind.

[image: image][image: image]     HOW. These chapters answer questions about where to go and what you need to trail run. They also discuss how to handle weather, what to wear, and how to fuel up.

[image: image][image: image]     SAFETY. These chapters spell out what to do if you encounter animals on your run. And they talk about basic first aid.

[image: image][image: image]     ETIQUETTE. This chapter discusses good behaviors for multiuse trails, including who has the right of way. It also teaches about the socially and environmentally acceptable ways to relieve yourself during a run. And ways to preserve our beloved trails.

[image: image][image: image]     COMPANY: This chapter weighs the pros and cons of running by yourself; with friends; with dogs, horses, or burros (for real).

[image: image][image: image]     HOW, PART II: These chapters delve into training for trail running, including strengthening exercises, workouts, and tips on technique to make you stronger and faster. They also offer some guidance on trail racing.
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CHAPTER 1

Why: Your Body

Running on trails does a body good. Thanks to varied terrain and softer natural surfaces underfoot, running on trails can both improve your overall fitness and be more forgiving to your body than road running.

Nice bod

A fit physique may not be your main reason to head out for a run on trails, but it’s not a bad side effect. Running on variable surfaces, such as trails riddled with rocks or roots—or even on smooth, twisty singletrack—forces your body to use stabilizing muscles (hello, core) and strengthen connective tissues (ligaments and tendons) that don’t normally get recruited on road runs. And running hilly terrain on trails builds leg strength—working quads, calves, and gluteal muscles more than running on flats.
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Plus, research shows that trail running can burn up to 10 percent more calories than running on a road or track for the same time or distance.

[image: image]

Better balance

The varied terrain of trails engages small, intrinsic muscles situated deep within our bodies for balance, improving coordination by teaching us proprioception.

proprioception \’prō-prē-uh-’sep-shun\ n. 1. Awareness of the position of one’s body, helpful to runners and all other living creatures.

[image: image]

Running trails has multiple benefits. Science says so!

   •    Studies show that walking on uneven terrain requires more energy than walking on smooth ground, engaging more muscle activity and metabolic expenditure. If this applies to walking, just think how it applies to running.

   •    Running trails—unstable ground, uphill/downhill, altitude—often strengthens balancing muscles, such as core muscles and small stabilizing muscles, normally not engaged in road running.

   •    Trail surfaces are softer than pavement and thus create lower overall impact and reduced pain while running.

   •    Running trails improves bone density that may help combat osteoporosis.
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“Mechanically, trail running challenges athletes in all three planes of motion: sagittal (front/back), frontal (side/side), and transverse (rotational). This means there’s a high degree of muscle control and strength, plus coordination and proprioception, required to trail run.”






       CHARLIE MERRILL, licensed physical therapist and competitive trail runner

Soft landing

Trails compress, or dampen, to varying degrees with every step. That means that each time your foot hits the ground on trail, the impact is less harsh than on pavement or concrete. This minimizes wear and tear on your body—the same kind of wear and tear caused by the repetitive motion of running on a hard surface, which can lead to a multitude of overuse injuries.

And the softer the surface, the more energy your body expends to rebound during your stride—a good thing. Running on very soft surfaces (such as deep sand) increases muscular strength and overall stamina.
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“In the same way you go to the gym to get strong, running on changing terrain makes muscles, tendons and ligaments stronger. Compliant surfaces are great for muscles and joints because they store and return your energy. Running in the sand, which has a lot of dampening, works foot and calf muscles and burns a lot of energy. And running on uneven terrain makes your heart rate and overall energy cost go up.”






       DANIEL FERRIS, PHD, professor, School of Kinesiology, University of Michigan

Easy does it

Doing too much too soon can shock your body and cause injuries.

With any training program, easing into things is important. With trail running, gradually building up to more technical terrain will give your muscles, joints, ligaments, and tendons time to adjust and prepare them to become stronger than ever.
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CHAPTER 2

Why: Your Mind
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Trail running goes beyond strengthening just your body. Runners know—and research supports—that it’s also ridiculously good for your heart, mind, and soul.

Peace of mind

A run is powerful medicine. It can turn a bad mood into a good one, give you a new perspective on an old problem, and leave you feeling calm and in more control than before you started your run.

Add the benefits of being outside on a trail—with fresh air; the smell of trees and grass; and the sights, sounds, and sensation of nature underfoot—and you just may find yourself launched into a state of Zen. Or close.

[image: image]

Scientists have measured the benefits of exercise outdoors on our mental well-being. Here are some of the conclusive findings:

   •    Exercising in natural environments increases energy and creates greater feelings of revitalization and positive engagement.

   •    Exercising in natural environments decreases tension, confusion, anger, and depression.

   •    A high dose of negative ions combats depression. Negative ions come out of trees . . . for free!

   •    Bright light is effective for treatment of chronic depression and for mood improvement. Guess what? There’s a natural bright light available while running: the sun.

[image: image]

   •    Participants in one study reported greater enjoyment and satisfaction with outdoor activity than with indoor exercise and declared a greater intent to repeat the activity. Stick-to-it fitness bonus!

[image: image]

Path to Enlightenment

Trail running and meditation have been linked for centuries.

For over 400 years, the Tendai Buddhists of Japan’s Mount Hiei have run 18 to 32 miles either 100 or 200 days straight for 7 years, figuratively circling the globe on foot on a path to enlightenment.

Don’t sweat it: To reap the benefits of melding mindfulness with movement, circling your local park may be all you need.
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“Trail running can be a mini-vacation for the mind. For people who have a hard time being in the moment, are worried about the future or lamenting the past, trail running is a mental break.”






       DEAN HEBERT, mental game coach and author of Coach, I Didn’t Run Because . . .

Running reinvigorated!

If you’re a road runner, know that hitting the dirt can breathe new life into your weekly training. Occasional trail runs make you both a physically and a mentally stronger road runner. Those hills in your 10K won’t seem so hard. And that storm that rolls in during your marathon? Your trail runner self laughs in the face of weather adversity.

Even if you are a dedicated road runner who thrives on a disciplined running regimen with measured times and distances, mixing things up by going off-road can break you out of a rut and bring you back refreshed.

Consider doing some of your long, slow distance training or your recovery days on a trail. You can also do speed work or other workouts on trails (see “Training: Mix It Up”). Running on a different surface, with a change of scenery and less structure, can actually make you look forward to your next road run or track session.
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CHAPTER 3

How: Where to Go
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You don’t have to live in a mountain town to be a trail runner. Trails exist in urban areas, suburban areas, rural farmlands, and coastal communities. In fact, there are over 60,000 miles of trails in the United States. You just need to know how to find them.

What’s outside your door?

Suburban trails

Many suburban areas have dirt, wood-chipped, or gravel paths within town limits. These areas are popular for dog walkers, fitness walkers, bicyclists, and nature lovers and offer soft surfaces away from traffic. Some suburban areas also have dirt alleys and paths linking paved streets. Ask around, or go out and explore to find them.

Rural trails

Rural areas often offer plenty of open spaces and opportunities for exploring dirt and grass paths, some likely carved out by animals. Running on a dirt road or over hill and dale in quiet farmland provides a soft surface and pleasant bucolic views. Note: On dirt roads, run on the side of the road against traffic, and always stay aware of your surroundings. Car, truck, and tractor drivers may not be used to seeing runners on the sides of rural roads.

Horse trails

Horse trails can be found in rural areas, but they sometimes also twist through communities where residents who own horses like to ride. Some areas have extensive wood-chipped and dirt trails running throughout. Note: Some towns specify that their equestrian trails are for residents and riders only. Always be courteous to horses and their riders. For details on proper trail etiquette, see “Etiquette.”

Urban trails

Even in major urban centers, you can find trails. San Francisco has great ribbons of smooth singletrack running through Golden Gate Park and the Presidio. New York City has trails winding through Central Park and Van Cortlandt Park. Most cities have trails within city limits and even more within a short drive.

[image: image]

Beaches

Sandy beaches count as trails. Hard-packed sand is much easier to run on than soft sand. Check local tide charts for low tide; when the tide is the lowest, you’ll have the largest area of hard-packed sand on which to run. On the other hand, soft, deep sand provides a fun, challenging workout and makes any runner stronger.

Mountain trails

Mountain towns usually have trails in every direction, which means a lot of choices, depending on your mood. Trails can head straight up a mountain for a leg- and lung-burning workout. Some cut across mountains, offering rolling terrain instead of major climbs. And some run along valley floors, providing a flat option with views of soaring peaks. In winter months, snowy trails packed down by snowmobiles and touring skis offer the ability to step into a pair of snowshoes and run wherever there’s snow coverage. (See “Snowshoe Running: It’s Easier Than You Think.”)
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Finding a trail

Trail running is all about exploring, but you have to know where to start. Luckily, finding an unpaved surface to run on is as easy as asking a buddy or typing a few words into an Internet search.

   •    Ask a friend. Where do your trail running friends like to go? If they don’t know your running level, be specific about the type of trail or experience you’re looking for. You don’t want to end up on a steep, rocky mountain trail if you’re better equipped for a flat, wide dirt path.

   •    Inquire at a running or outdoor store. People who work in running stores or outdoor stores are often passionate participants in the sports requiring the gear they sell. They are excellent resources for learning about trails in your area. Be specific about the type of trail you’re looking for, and don’t be afraid to ask a lot of questions about the trails they recommend.

   •    Join a running club. Your local running shop may host weekly runs. Or do an Internet search for “trail running club in [your town here].” Don’t be intimidated by group runs. They are usually open to runners of all speeds and levels. Group runs are a great way to learn your way around the local trails, and there’s a good chance you’ll meet new friends who share your interest in exploring new trails. See “Joining a Running Group.”

   •    Search trail resources. Check out a trail or hiking guidebook for your area, inquire at public land use agency offices, or search the Internet for “running trails (or “hiking trails”) in [your town here].” Read trail descriptions closely for information about difficulty level and other details.

   •    Reconnoiter. Exploring your neighborhood on foot can unveil things heretofore unnoticed, including trails. You might be surprised to find dirt alleys, wood-chip walking paths, or short trails that lead to a whole network of longer trails.

Staying found

As you’re exploring new trails, you don’t want to get lost. Here’s how to stay found:

   •    Go with someone. Running with someone who knows the trails is a surefire way to stay found. Unless, of course, your friend has a bad sense of direction . . . For added insurance, follow the tips below.

   •    Read a map. Ideally, you’ll bring along a map of the trails on which you plan to run. Realistically, you may not. Study a map before heading out to give you an idea of the lay of the land—how long the trail is, where to turn around, etc.

   •    Keep your bearings. As you’re running, pay attention to your surroundings. If you recall that you crossed a stream and took a hard left up a hill, you’ll be better able to find your way back.

   •    Carry your phone or other GPS device. GPS-tracking devices, when they can detect a signal, can provide invaluable information to help you find your way back home if you do become lost.

   •    Sign in. Trail registries can be found at the trailheads of many remote trails. Signing in with your name, the date and time, your planned route, and when you expect to be back gives rangers valuable information should you get lost or injured.

[image: image]

Suit your mood

One of the greatest things about trails is the sheer variety available. What kind of run do you feel like doing? There’s a trail for that. Some days you just want to go easy and turn your legs over along a smooth dirt path. Other days you may be in the mood for the rockiest, rootiest, hilliest trail around.


 




[image: image][image: image] Some people lose themselves in thought better on mellow trails that don’t require them to think about footing. Others get a mental break on trails that force them to focus on each step rather than on, say, the crazy situation at their job.




 



Here’s how to find a trail that suits your experience level, training goal, or mood on any given day.

I want . . .

   •    a flat and easy trail. Seek out rail trails; paths where people walk their dogs or casually ride bikes; or nature trails in city, state, and national parks.

   •    a hilly trail. Seek out hiking or mountain trails. State, local, and federal public lands web sites often list trailheads.

   •    a trail that’s good for my dog, too. Great trails for dogs include those that cross over or travel next to streams or lakes and are shaded. Hilly trails are great for dogs because their owners tend to slow the pace. Check local dog leash and tag laws before you go. (For more on running with dogs and other animals, see “Running with Human or Animal Friends.”)

   •    a sheltered trail. To avoid wind, rain, snow, or harsh sun, check out singletrack trails in dense woods. The tree cover often shields the trail from the elements and provides shade on blistering summer days.

   •    a challenging trail. Seek out trails that hiking web sites rate “difficult” or mountain bike trails that web sites rate “difficult” or that are labeled with a black diamond. These may be steep, or they may be riddled with challenges such as rocks or other obstacles. Or run up the tallest natural feature in your town.

   •    an epic trail. Consider a run vacation and head to the mountains, the desert, the forest . . . somewhere remote or on your bucket list of must-do runs.


 




[image: image][image: image] A mellow trail can be transformed into a challenging trail just by running it in foul weather or other difficult conditions—which can be both fun and rewarding.







CHAPTER 4

How: Gear
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Part of the beauty of trail running is its simplicity: You don’t need a closet full of special gear to hit the trails. Have some shorts? A T-shirt? You’re good to go. That said, wearing goods specifically designed for trail running will make you more comfortable on everything from mellow dirt paths to gnarly mountain scrambles.

Shoes

Gather up a group of trail runners, and soon enough the talk will turn to shoes. Minimal shoes. Maximal shoes. No shoes. Choices for footwear run the gamut from stiff and burly to super-cushed-out to thin-soled and form-fitting. The key is finding the shoe that works for you and your personal needs.

You can run on a trail in road running shoes. However, shoes specifically made for trail running are generally more stable, protective, sure-footed, and durable than road running shoes.
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[ 1 ]    Upper:
The parts and materials that wrap around the top and sides of your foot.

[ 2 ]    Closed mesh:
Tighter-woven mesh than you’d find on a road running shoe, intended to keep out trail gunk.

[ 3 ]    Overlays:
Materials sewn or welded to the otherwise soft and flexible upper, meant to provide structure and stability. Trail shoes often have more overlays than do road running shoes.

[ 4 ]    Sidewall:
The side of the shoe surrounding your arch and the side of your foot. Trail shoes generally offer more sidewall protection than do road shoes.

[ 5 ]    Tongue:
The part of the upper that lies under the laces. The tongue of some trail running shoes is connected to the upper to help keep out debris.

[ 6 ]    Laces:
Stringy things that tie up your shoes. Some laces tighten and secure with one pull, eliminating the need to tie. (See “Tie One On” below.)


 




TIE ONE ON

Shoe tying runs the gamut from how you lace your shoes to what is used to tie them. Some laces stay tied better than others. Always double- or triple-knot your laces. If you have shoes with one-pull laces, be sure to tuck away the lace loop. Leaving it flopping can cause a nasty fall—tree branches snag loops, and excess laces cause tripping.

If you have lace-up shoes, you can use the eyelets to adjust a shoe’s fit. The higher up the shoe you lace, the more secure the fit around the collar. You can also lessen pressure on various parts of your foot by lacing creatively.






[ 7 ]    Eyelets:
The holes that the laces pass through.

[ 8 ]    Collar:
The opening in the upper where your foot enters the shoe. Usually padded for comfort, the amount of padding varies from shoe to shoe.

[ 9 ]    Heel counter:
A firm, plastic, cup-shaped piece often sandwiched between soft materials around the back of your heel, intended to provide stability and help your foot track straight with each step. Not found on all shoes.

[ 10 ]  Toe bumper:
Rubber or plastic on the front of the shoe meant to protect toes from getting stubbed on rocks and roots. Made of varying degrees of burliness, from soft rubber to hard plastic. Not found on all shoes.


 




PROTECTION

Unlike roads, trails have rocks, sticks, brush, and pebbles that can poke and prod your feet. As a result, most trail shoes are built to be durable, with beefier uppers than road shoes. The tightly woven mesh of the upper keeps dirt from getting into your socks and irritating your feet. Sturdier overlays add structure to the upper for stability while also increasing a shoe’s durability. Heartier sidewalls protect the sides of your feet from sticks and unexpected pokes. Toe bumpers save you from stubbing your toes. Rock plates keep pokey parts of the trail from jabbing the undersides of your feet. The burlier outsoles of trail shoes also provide protection underfoot.






[ 11 ]  Midsole:
Containing the shoe’s cushioning, the midsole lies between your foot and the shoe’s outsole. It is made of foam for softness and cushioning, and sometimes stability, and provides underfoot protection.

[ 12 ]  Insole:
A thin, usually removable, piece of foam inserted inside the shoe. Insoles vary in thickness and amount of arch support, and some have special antistink treatments.
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E A BETTER YOU continued

If you do
CrossFit. ..

You have: Muscular strength (mostly on two legs,
not one at a time), core strength, short-intensity
cardiovascular strength, agility

You'll gain: Cardiovascular stamina, increased muscular

strength (on one leg at a time), increased bone density
from the impact of running, enjoyment of being
outdoors

If you play
ball sports. ..

/

You have: Some cardiovascular strength, muscular

strength, core strength

You'll gain: Increased and sustained cardiovascular
staming, increased muscular strength, mental break
from team competition

Ifyou'rea
swimmer. ..

So
>

==

You have: Cardiovascular stamina, core strength, upper-

body strength

You'll gain: Improved cardiovascular stamina, leg
strength, increased core strength, increased bone
density from the impact of running, balance, agility,
a change of scenery from the bottom of the poal

If you're
on the couch

p—

You have: A need to get off the couch

You'’ll gain: Everything except weight
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[RAILHEAD

“When it comes to trail running,
Lisa knows her stuff!”

~SCOTT JUREK, 7-time Western
States winner and author of
Eat and Run
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=BE A BETTER YOU

YOUR BODY HAS A LOT TO GAIN FROM TRAIL RUNNING.

If you'rea You have: Cardiovascular stamina, leg strength, good
road runner. .. | bone density

C,'S/—.’ o I ——

& \o . . g '

f? { You'’ll gain: Core strength, intrinsic muscle strength,

SN balance, agility

Ifyou'rea You have: Some cardiovascular stamina, some core
hiker. ..

3

strength, leg strength

You'll gain: Increased cardiovascular staming, increased
core strength, increased leg strength, increased bone
density from the impact of running, balance, agility

If you're a rock

You have: Core strength, some cardiovascular stamina,

cIimber). . leg strength, upper body strength
4/<< You'’ll gain: Increased cardiovascular stamina, increased
X\ leg strength, increased bone density from the impact of
\\Q? running, balance, agility, faster access to climb sites
If you do You have: Isometric leg strength (from holding poses),
yoga... balance, flexibility
You'll gain: Cardiovascular stamina, dynamic leg strength,
G improved bone density from the impact of running,
j ( counterstrengthening to your flexibility (shortening of
J:& muscles for power), agility, enjoyment of being outdoors
If youdo You have: Core strength, muscular strength
Pilates ...

S

You’'ll gain: Cardiovascular stamina, increased muscular
strength, increased bone density from the impact

of running, a great way to apply your core strength,
balance, agility, enjoyment of being outdoors
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Your Brain Aftfer a Trail Run

It will work
out. I'll get ; .
it done. I'm going to ride

my bike to work.
My kid will learn

from this and
maybe grow.

I'm present.

She’s not
so bad.
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What You
Must Wear
to Trail Run

What You
Could Wear
to Trail Run

What Totally
Enhances
a Trail Run
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Bright white light

improves mood.
\'s Y

Sense of increased -~
energy and vitality after
exercising outdoors.

Negative ions
combat depression.





