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Praise for Run Like a Girl 365 Days a Year

“We all have a million excuses to skip a daily run, but you only need 365 antidotes to change your life. And here they are, all funny, wise, and warm. Lace up, girls!”

—Kathrine Switzer, founder 261 Fearless, and author of Marathon Woman

“Run Like a Girl 365 Days a Year motivates, inspires, and celebrates what it means to be a female athlete. It reminds and prepares us to be the best version of ourselves.”

—Christie Pearce Rampone, former captain of the US women’s National soccer team and three-time Olympic gold medalist

“Mina Samuels’s Run Like a Girl 365 Days a Year speaks to the inner athlete in all of us. Both inspirational and practical, this book is a great companion on your athletic journey. Offering bite-sized prompts for thought and action, readers will learn, and laugh, and grow.”

—Samantha J. Brennan, co-founder of Fit Is a Feminist Issue and co-author of Fit at Mid-Life: A Feminist Fitness Journey

“As an expressive boy full of joy, my older brother tried to stifle my light. He bullied me by calling me a sissy and saying, ‘you run like a girl.’ In life, hidden in the forces that pull us down is the energy to lift us up. In retaliation, I learned to flip and fly, moving faster than anyone around me. Mina brings new meaning to that phrase with her insightful and masterful book Run Like a Girl 365 Days a Year. Her physical, mental, and spiritual journey align with both truth and humility. If running like a girl means pursuing this marathon called life with the same awareness as Mina, then in her writing she gives to all of us a fresh pair of running shoes.”

—Christopher Harrison, Founder AntiGravity Inc.

“Run Like a Girl 365 Days a Year is a fitness roadmap for women. We are all athletes, there is no judgment, and there are no excuses. We just need to move and not look back. Mina Samuels’s inspirational thoughts help keep us moving and feeling good about it.”

—Nieca Goldberg, MD, Medical Director Joan Tisch Center for Women’s Health

“It often feels like we’re stealing—from our jobs, families, and responsibilities—when we take time to run. For the larceny of tending to our bodies and souls, Run Like a Girl 365 Days of the Year is an essential accomplice, reminding us daily that the ‘stolen’ moments may be the ones that matter most.”

—Amy Roe, author of Becoming Boston Strong

Praise for Mina Samuels

“A chicken soup for the athlete’s soul.”

—SELF Magazine

“There are lots of good sports books, but rarely beautifully written ones. Run Like a Girl is both.”

—Mary Brophy Marcus, USA Today

“A book that is needed and important and life changing—all the things running has been for us!”

—Kathrine Switzer, author of Marathon Woman: Running the Race to Revolutionize Women’s Sports, Running and Walking for Women Over 40, and co-author of 26.2 Marathon Stories
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INTRODUCTION

Running like a girl is an everyday experience. Running like a girl happens on the road and off. Running like a girl invites us to engage with the world. Running like a girl means challenging our bodies and minds to be stronger and happier, and accessing our ageless girl-spirit, where the clean-slate optimism of “let’s go” meets the seasoned wisdom of “I can.”

When I say running, I mean it as a proxy for any active physical engagement you fancy, however you choose to move your body and get your heart pounding! Also when I say running, I mean it as more than a sport. Sports are just one aspect of how we engage with the world as strong women. We have our work, our communities, our families, and our friends; how we are in each of those bits of the world matters.

My first book, Run Like a Girl: How Strong Women Make Happy Lives, was about the transformative impact of sports on a woman’s life. One of the key currents running through that book was the need for women to renew our commitment to our sports on a continuous basis. A second and equally important undercurrent flowing beneath the pages was that our sports are merely one small piece of our lives.

This book delves more deeply into these topics: How our strength fortifies us; how we find balance; how sports nourish our life’s purpose; and how they feed our ability to change how we exist in the world. Our sports are a mirror and microscope. They are where we can test our strength and determination and try out new ways of being.

This book brings together the voices of many strong women I’ve interviewed and researched, across a range of sports, from running to rugby, from surfing to skating, and dozens in between. But even more, this book is personal. I have been remade by my sports. I have felt the way my strength has supported me on a daily basis and through big changes. At the same time, I struggle with finding the right balance between the supportive potential of my sports and the oversaturation point past which I’m worn out and get injured. I offer this book as a drop of sustenance on this journey we share.

In these pages we will look at serious topics, such as whether this whole business we call life really means anything and how we reach for our dreams, but we will have fun, too. We will revel in the world’s beauty. We will laugh at our foibles. Above all, we will contemplate balance, that constantly shifting process of finding our best path in life as strong women.

So this book is a call to be present for the hard work and sweat, and for the joy and indulgence. Know that transforming yourself is a process that doesn’t end. Just as water can pass from solid to liquid and then escape the bonds of gravity as a gas, only to return to earth as a raindrop, we too are constantly growing and changing, glimpsing new possibility. And while change may happen quickly, more often it happens over time, even imperceptibly; until one day we realize we are skimming along, legs flying, shoes barely touching the ground.


How to read this book

This book is constructed the way our lives are built—day by day, in a series of daily reflections, often unrelated, always accumulating, which slowly knit together to create each of our unique designs.

You can read this book daily, if you want, but that’s not the essential thing. This is a book of days, to be read on the days when you are moved to read it. These pages will contemplate how we might approach the world, so that it is a richer, and fuller, happier place; so that it is a place where we can grow and help others grow. “May you go from strength to strength,” my father used to wish us on our birthdays and other momentous and liminal occasions. This book is my version of that wish for you.

This is a book to read when you need a boost, when you need a reminder of your worth, or when you question why you run. I don’t presume to think that everything I propose in these pages applies to everyone. Take what nourishes you and discard the rest. If something resonates, great. If something annoys you, move on. Or maybe sit with it a second and ask yourself why.

This book is meant to keep you company on this road we are all running. Run strong. Run confident. And run like a girl.
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JANUARY

… ready, set, GO!


January 1

… a word

New beginning. Fresh start.

So much pressure.

Time to distill. What’s the one word we would each choose today to describe the year we are aiming for? A word that aspires to something greater, but doesn’t set us up for disappointment. A personal word that captures both who we are already and how we can become more. A word that will inspire us for the 364 days to come.

Make a list of possibilities: illuminate, grow, steady, run, light, recharge, strong, vitality, engagement, present, discerning, happy, incandescent, yes, flow, curiosity, change, meet, reliability, spontaneity, pleasure, simplicity … These words contain potential.

One year I chose RENEWAL. Another year, I chose ATTENTION.

What’s your word?


January 2

… grit and grace

For this book, I chose two words: GRIT and GRACE. It’s in the space between those words where we run like a girl.


January 3

… practice practicing

This year we will be more … what?

More intense. More relaxed. More focused. More flexible. More ambitious. More patient.

Whatever it is that we want to be more of, we will have to practice.

And practice practicing.

This year we will practice. More.


January 4

… practice opens possibility

I once had a yoga teacher who would say, in moments when she was gently guiding us into a complex origami-shape that required hamstrings five inches longer than mine (i.e., hamstrings that didn’t go out running regularly), “It’s only practice.” A little edgy bit in me sometimes thought, So when’s the actual yoga?

But actuality and practice are one and the same, of course. The practice is practicing. Getting out on the road for a run is both the run and the practice. Most of us can understand intellectually, but we don’t always get it at the cellular level. We want our gold star. We want to be done. Completed. Over. Check that box.

Yet we also know that every time we think we’ve finished something, what we’ve actually done is practice for the next challenge. A marathon didn’t go as well as we’d hoped, so try another one. Or maybe it went better than we could have hoped; where will that trampoline bounce of success take us next?

Practice opens possibility.


January 5

… potentialism

Have you ever tried to stream a movie or TV show and gotten stuck watching the digital circle spinning? Like that circle indicates, there is a good chance (close to 100 percent) that our potential is more than we are currently streaming. Our life takes pauses. The digital circle spins around in the center of our life-screen, trying to catch its tail. That’s the sign we need to find a wider bandwidth to stream our full potential.

Not every day is a great run. Not every day will make us feel strong and happy. Even on the not-the-best days of swirl and search, if we can see the practice in a slog-of-a-run-through-waist-deep-muck, then we will also see the potential it unleashes.

Let’s call that potentialism. But it’s not a word, you say? Nope, it’s not. It’s a neologism, a newly invented word to go with our fresh eyes on a new year.

Potentialism is where we find our widest bandwidth, our deepest connection. More than simple optimism, potentialism is the waking dream, the unconscious made manifest. It’s the moment before that circle stops spinning on our screen and we see the full picture.

Open to the future. What do you want?


January 6

… our life-in-waiting

Potentialism opens our hearts to the future. The actual realization of what we want will not be immediate. We will have a sensation of in-between-ness, of being done with what was, and yet not immersed in what’s to come. Our thoughts may feel sluggish and unconnected or rabbit-y and hard to catch.

Our sports give us a structure inside that unsettled state of being. Our bodies give us a way out of our minds. Even as our sports may elevate our spirits, our bodies bring us down to earth, into the raw here-and-now of our flesh, our muscles, our sweat.

If all else feels unripe, unready, in-waiting—our run is ready for us.


January 7

… we are 100 percent right now

Amidst all these words of intention, practices, and potentialism, we might get the idea that we are somehow incomplete, an outline waiting to be filled in. Not so.

How many times have you heard someone say, “When I feel like myself again …” As in, I’ll do such-and-such a thing when I feel like myself again. How can that be? Who are you, if not yourself?

Consider this: What if I will never feel like myself again, because that self I’m waiting to feel like doesn’t exist?

I already am myself, and then myself, and myself again. And you are yourself and then yourself, and yourself again.

Every day is different. But we are 100 percent every day. We are enough every day.


January 8

… the symphony is playing

As athletes we often feel like our body is a symphony tuning up. That the concert hasn’t started yet, that our body is not quite the body it’s supposed to be. We are waiting for that magic moment when everything is tuned, and in sync; when all the various aches and pains and injuries and ailments (often a result of our sports) are healed.

I think of myself as a healthy person, but at any given time there is some number of boo-boos I’m monitoring: A skitchy hamstring or a tender hip flexor; an incipient blister on the arch of my foot from an orthotic, plus a hangnail or two; or a persistent crick in my neck.

I’ve been talking about our bodies, but I could just as easily be talking about anything else in our lives. We are 100 percent and we all have things we are hoping to change or improve. We wonder when the symphony is going to start, when every instrument will play together as it should.

The symphony is already playing. The piece has started and the music is our life as it is right now.


January 9

… why compare?

Your 100 percent is going to look different from someone else’s. Guaranteed.

Comparing yourself to others is lose-lose. One road leads to artificial ego inflation and the other to an equally artificial ego deflation. Neither way leads to the truth of you. No one else brings your circumstances to her run. Your best day may be someone else’s worst day.

If you must compare, keep your focus on you vs. you.

Practice not comparing. That’s easy to write and so very hard for me to achieve. Let’s try together.


January 10

… the seventeenth century peacock

A particular passion of mine is translating Jean de La Fontaine’s seventeenth century fables from their original French and writing about their contemporary relevance.


Here’s a fable about comparing:

The Peacock Complaining to Juno

The Peacock was complaining to Juno,

“Goddess,” the peacock said, “it’s not without reason that I’m complaining, that I’m muttering. The song you gave me displeases all in nature. Compared to the nightingale, that scrawny weakling, whose sounds are as sweet as they are resonant; to him alone falls the honor of spring herald.”

Juno responded in anger,

“Jealous bird, who ought to hold his tongue, is it your place to envy the nightingale’s voice? You who wear around your neck a rainbow made of a hundred kinds of silk that glorify you; who deploys a tail so rich that to our eyes it looks like a jeweler’s boutique? Is there any other bird under the sun more pleasing than you? No animal has all assets. We have given each of you diverse qualities: Some have grandeur and strength to spare. The falcon is light, the eagle courageous. The raven predicts the future. The crow warns of bad news coming. All are happy with their lot.

So, stop your complaining, or … to punish you I’ll take away your plumage.”




January 11

… appreciate what you will miss

Appreciate what you are and what you have. Everything will be taken away sooner or later, if not by Juno, then by time. That’s not just a Buddhist-style thought, that’s a fact. And you will miss it, even if you thought that whatever it was wasn’t good enough in comparison to others at the time.

Revel in today’s run.


January 12

… strive for excellence, not perfection

You’re not perfect and nobody else is either. Don’t waste time comparing. As Carl Jung famously said (and you’ve probably heard a thousand times, but it bears repeating), “Perfection belongs to the gods; the most we can hope for is excellence.”

Excellence is within reach. Excellence is personal. Excellence is an intention, a commitment to manifest your potential. Excellence is putting in our best effort and holding our own selves to our highest standard. Not every action we take is excellent (that’s why we practice), but when it’s called for, don’t hold back the reserves—leave everything on the road (or the field, or in the pool, or …) and give it your all. That’s it.

What you do won’t be perfect. It will be better.


January 13

… the voice in our head

There’s a little, but persistent, voice in our heads. She’s not us, but she is. She can be pretty judgmental, first and foremost of us, but of others, too.

That voice might tell us that our best intentions are stupid, that our potential is limited and possibilities—? More like impossibilities. Our voice might throw out an offhand remark about being fat or ugly or aging. She might try to convince us that we’re not up to the task; that we are weak; really, that we’re just plain not good enough. Never mind all the oughts and shoulds she slings around.

She’s like the ballerina in our personal music box, and every time we flip the top open (we rarely mean to, yet somehow our finger edges under the lid) there she is spinning around in her tutu, trash-talking us. You’re running so slowly today, what’s wrong with you?

She’s a spin-doctor of the worst kind, mounting smear campaigns and posting attack ads at every opportunity. Even when we think good things about ourselves, she is likely to chastise us for getting cocky, and menace us with the threat that those good qualities will be taken away.

What if we open up her music box, and just let her spin around until she winds herself down? Then we can feel like what we are: strong, warrior rock stars in the hottest girl-band going.


January 14

… not a real athlete

Excerpt of a letter to my parents from McGill University on January 14, 1985: Rowing has handed out a new training program. I stuck so well to the last one. Anyways they require forty-five minutes of jogging a day plus weights and doing the ergometer machine. Wrong! Actually I went swimming today, not being a real athlete I can’t jog in this cold weather and I despise weight rooms.

The little music box ballerina was spinning dozens of pirouettes the day I wrote that letter.


January 15

… an adult-onset athlete

It took nine more years before the voice in my head stopped telling me I wasn’t a real athlete. I’ve realized now that I am an adult-onset athlete. That is, I found a new aspect of myself when I was twenty-eight. Sure, it had always been there. Still, it surprised me.

When we are playing our own original tunes in our warrior girl-band, we have the audacity to try new things. Think new thoughts. Move our bodies in new ways.

So surprise yourself. Try a new sport. No skin in the game. Do it just for the fun of it.

An example: I cross-country ski. Every winter for the past few years I’ve been telling myself that I’ll take a biathlon clinic. Sure, it’s an Olympic sport that no one does recreationally, but it looks like just the kind of high-intensity fun I enjoy. Here and now, on this page, I undertake to participate in that biathlon clinic in the winter coming!


January 16

… all fun, no work

I once happened upon an exhibit at the Glasgow Gallery of Modern Art called Blueprint for a Bogey. In Glasgow, a bogey refers to a homemade go-cart, built from whatever is around, and then driven with reckless abandon by their child-creators. The exhibit was about the idea of play—the way in which we interfere with or restrict children’s instinctive desire to play, how we seem to lose our innate ability to play as adults, and how we might reclaim that prerogative.

As adults we are good at burdening ourselves with responsibilities, obligations, and expectations, so that sometimes we feel shackled to our lives. Playing is the opposite. It is free, light, spacious, and unbounded. Play is a creative engagement with the world, without end or purpose.

Yet, as adults, we too often find it challenging to play. Everything we do has to have an agenda; even things that look, at first blush, like play, are, on closer examination, really pursuits in which we are aiming toward a goal—to achieve a certain skill level, to do a race or event, to get fit or lose weight, to win.

We have to pause from time to time and ask ourselves, “Where do I play?”

We need to have play dates with our sports, not just training dates.


January 17

… be aimless

I was out playing on my slackline (a tightrope-like piece of webbing, easily secured around two nicely spaced trees) with my partner. A dog-walking woman asked, “Are you training for something?” Her question gave me pause. My only objective was to have fun, to relax, to enjoy hanging out in the park, to lean up against the fat tree and feel the rough ridges of bark digging into my back when it wasn’t my turn on the line. Was I being too aimless? Did I need to get more serious?

I am certainly guilty of not playing enough in my sports. I get caught up in wanting to achieve something—to be fitter, faster, more technically skilled. We like to have an answer to the question why when we are doing something. We feel uncomfortable if there’s no good reason to pursue a particular activity. Add to that that we feel uncomfortable if we aren’t good at something. We reach a certain age and think we ought to be accomplished at everything we pursue. We fear looking foolish. How limiting that is.

Playing unfetters us. And what a relief it is to live, even if for only short interludes, in the wide-open expanse of playtime. Play brings more creativity and energy to the rest of our lives.


January 18

… why should my kids have all the fun?

Leslie is an adult-onset athlete and artist. When her kids started playing soccer, she thought, Why should they have all the fun? She started playing in an adult soccer league and stuck with it for fifteen years. She’d grown up playing neighborhood sports, swam a bit in college, and practiced some sporadic yoga. Soccer was her first big sports commitment.

She finally had to give it up because she was just getting injured too much. Nowadays she hikes and backpacks and cross-country skis and does yoga and gets to the gym on a regular basis for high-intensity interval training.

The deeper she’s gotten into her fifties, the more comfortable she is thinking of herself as an athlete.


January 19

… fit to be a nomad

Leslie has to be an athlete. She’s a visual artist whose focus is climate change. She has to be strong and fit to get to the wilderness she photographs—like the Eclipse Icefield, far north in Canada’s Kluane National Park.

Her latest project is going back to school. As of 2018, she’s enrolled in the University of Hartford’s interdisciplinary Nomad 9 MFA; a low-residency program that weaves together curriculum elements around art, ecology, systems thinking, activism, urbanism, and technology. “I wasn’t planning on going back to school,” Leslie told me. “But it was as if they had designed a program with me in mind, so I had to go back.” Surprise.

Leslie isn’t just making pretty pictures when she creates art (photographs and encaustic paintings, as well as other media). Her goal is make people more aware with visually and emotionally compelling images. Her athleticism supports her purpose.
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Leslie in Kluane National Park. Credit: Leslie Sobel


January 20

… our lives have meaning

Some mornings I wake up and wonder if my life has meaning, like after I’ve talked to someone as passionately engaged as Leslie. Before I’ve even finished breakfast, I’m wondering why I’m here. Then I’m likely to procrastinate heartily on my to-do list for the day. As if it’s better to do nothing at all than to do something meaningless.

But we can all make the world a better place, be good people, and contribute. Our athletics are preparation and practice for that greater work.
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Kaskawulsh Terminus Reliquary. Credit: Leslie Sobel


January 21

… squander your existence

We are here. Our lives have meaning. But let’s not get too heavy about it. In A Preparation for Death, Greg Baxter wrote, “I spent many years trying to interpret existence, when I ought to have been squandering it.”

Practice squandering. Do at least some of your workouts just for fun. Squander kindness and love on people you don’t know, or from whom you expect nothing in return. To squander is to live in abundance.


January 22

… un-examine

The unexamined life is not worth living.

So said Socrates, by all accounts. And yes, I agree with him, as you can probably guess by now. It would be pretty bold to disagree with a sage of old, wouldn’t it?

Except, as in everything, there’s a balance to be struck. We may examine our lives so closely that we fall into our own navel. When we over-examine, we are observing when we could be living.

Un-examine sometimes. Stop chasing meaning.

Our sports help us do just this. Even if we are following a strict training regimen, recording all our stats, and keeping logs, our body is going to respond in ways we don’t expect sometimes. Because our body—no matter how much we intellectualize, rationalize, explain, or justify—has its own state of being, which, ultimately, we cannot deny. Some days we need to go with the flow we feel inside, literally and physically.

Finding balance is a flow.


January 23

… dance

I first heard Zoë Keating’s cello piece “Sun Will Set” as I was waiting for a yoga class to start. I was minding my own business, sitting quietly on a foam block with my legs crossed, when I realized that my head and shoulders were dancing. I couldn’t stop myself from moving. I hadn’t even really noticed the music, until I became aware of its physical effect on me. I tried to hold still, but the pull of the music was too strong. I looked around the room at everyone else—chatting, setting up their props, doing their pre-yoga yoga, napping on their mats—and I couldn’t believe they weren’t moving to the music. How could they not be drawn into its rhythm? One woman smiled cautiously at me, in the way you smile at people who seem a bit off and from whom you want to keep a distance. Did she even hear the music?

I went home and played the song alone, so that I could dance.

I’ve started listening to music when I cross-country ski. I discovered that I also love to dance on my skis. Correction: I have no choice but to dance on my skis. Those ear buds cause an involuntary electrical impulse of dance-joy to pass through my nervous system and out through my body. How could my workout not feel better? How could I not feel better?

Dance. More. Whenever. Wherever.


January 24

… vegetables and sequins

Liberace once said that too much of a good thing is wonderful. Thomas Paine (the English-American political activist, whose pamphlet Common Sense is credited with inspiring the American Revolution) said that common sense is a good thing.

While common sense is a good thing, to be sure, too much common sense is not wonderful. Some days we just don’t want to eat our vegetables or get the exercise we need. Of course, Liberace was likely not thinking about common sense, the food pyramid, or target heart rates when he coined that particular phrase. He probably had sex and sequined pantsuits in mind.

So eat your veggies and do your workouts most of the time, but be sure to wear way too many sequins at others.


January 25

… expand

Thinking about common sense and sequins reminds us that balance, that Middle Way that Buddhism counsels us to find, is not only about moderation. It is also about expansion. How can we expand into life?

Each year, Edge.org asks a diverse group of cultural, scientific, artistic, and philosophical thinkers to share their so-called last question. One year, Michael I. Norton, a Harvard professor, asked, “Why do humans behave as though what can be known is finite?” Why indeed? Finiteness bounds our awe. Infinity feeds our wonder.

More often than not, the answer to the Big Questions we ask ourselves should be: I don’t know. For many of those questions, we can find answers, but even those answers may be mutable, leading to further questions.

In our sports, as it is in life, we must provoke ourselves to expand by asking, asking, asking and trying, trying, trying.


January 26

… doing the dishes

Expanding into the Middle Way can sound pretty ethereal. Here’s a Buddhist saying to bring us back from the beyond—after enlightenment, the dishes.

Also our run.


January 27

… micro-progress

Most of us are striving for some earthly version of enlightenment. Searching for the condition in which we have the just-right, Goldilocks amount of what we need to feel fulfilled, but we are not so sated that we won’t get hungry again.

But really? After enlightenment the dishes (and our run)?? How exhausting. Sometimes just carrying on, one foot in front of the other, is the challenge we need to rise to on a given day.

Here’s a productivity hack for just getting started: Set micro-goals. Dopamine-friendly-sized boosts that will keep you going.

Don’t think to yourself: I need to reach a place of perfect balance, of total equanimity, of complete financial security and 100 percent good health. Think to yourself, I need to do these dishes. I need to go for this run. And then I’ll see what might be next on my list.
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