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Dedicated to Kelly Starrett; Barry Sears; Nicholas Romanov; and especially my coauthor, Brian MacKenzie, whose steadfast courage in applying clear thought and experimentation to solve old, deep-rooted problems is as inspiring as it is appreciated.

—T.J. Murphy

I dedicate this to every athlete, every coach, and every person who has reminded me that change and an open mind are the only way we advance anything. It is with great conviction that I know this is not the only way to train. My only purpose has been to be a messenger and to tell the truth about what we’ve learned.

Forever a student.

—Brian MacKenzie



FOREWORD


In my home office, I keep a file cabinet and bookshelf that together serve as a central repository for what I consider indispensable information regarding my running and athletic performance. It’s a sacred place where I catalog the various books, reports, and studies meticulously gathered from the world of sports science. As my wife described in a chapter she authored in my book Run!, I can get pretty swept away in detailing the nutrition and gear strategies that go into an obstacle race or a run across the continent. I love it all—it’s what I live for.

This storehouse of information represents my passion for being a student of the vast amount of work that goes into the “before” part of racing and preparing the body—and the mind—for the rigors of endurance competition. How can I fine-tune my diet toward optimal health? How can I use strength training to maximize performance and prevent injury? What can I do to improve my running form and efficiency? What is the best way to train for varying distances and varying conditions? What sort of gear and acclimatization strategy are optimal for the subzero cold of the South Pole or the blazing heat of Death Valley?

The reward comes on days when things flow perfectly, when the miles unfold in sync and all goes smoothly and according to plan.

But perhaps an even more valuable payoff for my obsession with the ancillary topics related to human performance comes on those days when things don’t go according to plan—such as when your body starts rebelling in the first 30 miles of a 3,000-mile Run Across America. That’s when you really learn about what your body needs, whether it’s a particular kind of food, a more targeted hydration and electrolyte replenishment plan, or improved stability and strength. With each problem that arises, I think back to the data I’ve collected, and I try to recall the relevant advice and information that I’ve read. Much of my success in running has been due to my ability to apply this information to get back on track.

My passion for absorbing as much knowledge as possible about the art and science of distance running has, without a doubt, been crucial to an increasingly long, injury-free ultrarunning career. In a sport widely known as a pursuit in which feet, knees, and hips routinely get chewed up, my record is something of an oddity. I’ve been able to keep running mile after mile without issues, and I credit my willingness to sometimes do things differently, to experiment with training, in order to get the absolute best out of myself.

To some people I might seem obsessive, but there are others who share my passion for understanding the act of running and for constantly seeking to improve. Brian MacKenzie is one of these. For a new generation of runners around the world who have taken up CrossFit and CrossFit Endurance, Brian has been a godsend. His hunger for knowledge has been insatiable since he himself started “chasing the dragon,” as he likes to call the beast that is long-course endurance racing. Whether he’s competing in ultramarathons or Ironman® triathlons, Brian has feverishly tinkered with the many variables that go into the craft, from diet to minimalist footwear to the use of strength conditioning as a way both to improve performance and to ward off injury.

Brian’s strategies and coaching methods are employed at CrossFit gyms and other training facilities across the planet. His rigorous process of testing and evaluating new ideas, and interesting combinations of new ideas, has opened doors to coaches and runners, offering proven solutions to a myriad of problems that persistently vex runners of all ages, abilities, and backgrounds.

Thanks to the pioneering work of mavericks like Brian, the running world is increasingly tuning in to the merits of high-intensity strength training and progressively making diet and nutrition central components of an athlete’s overall life. The image of the distance runner as a lone figure who simply logs tons of miles while carboloading truckloads of pasta is fading fast. The world has progressed.

This book represents Brian’s current thinking on how best to become an unbreakable runner. And don’t we all want to be that? It is a valuable tool that is now indispensable on my bookshelf and has helped me immeasurably in my preparation for the next adventure.

May the journey never end!

—DEAN KARNAZES




New York Times best-selling author-athlete Dean Karnazes once ran 50 marathons in all 50 states in 50 consecutive days. Named by Time magazine as one of the “Top 100 Most Influential People on Earth,” Dean lives with his wife and family in the San Francisco Bay Area.



WRITER’S NOTE


The first time Brian MacKenzie and I corresponded, it wasn’t pretty. We wanted to kill each other.

I was editor in chief of Triathlete magazine, and I had a freelance writer working on a story about MacKenzie and the controversial training program he had founded, CrossFit Endurance (CFE). Depending on whom you listened to, it was either the best training innovation since the interval workout or a fatal virus out to destroy all that was pure and good in running.

As I started to sense how polarizing MacKenzie and the program were, I took a few steps back. In the magazine world, more complicated stories sometimes get pushed to a later issue, or they sometimes get killed completely and never run. We decided to push this story to a later issue so we could take our time with it. Wires got crossed, and although I had only delayed the story, it was MacKenzie’s understanding that I’d killed it.

MacKenzie went ballistic. He sent out a social media call to arms, recruiting the growing community of runners and triathletes who swore by his training principles with religious intensity. On his blog, MacKenzie posted his grievance along with my e-mail address and asked readers to let me know what they thought about my killing the story. E-mails tumbled into my in-box as if I’d just won at slots. Some were diplomatic, asking me to reconsider the decision not to publish a story on CFE. Others were borderline violent.

I contacted MacKenzie and asked with undisguised incredulity, “What is your problem?”

It took a while to sort out what had happened. But for the better part of a day, we wanted to kill each other.

To be fair, MacKenzie’s defensiveness wasn’t difficult to understand. CrossFit Endurance—and he along with it—had been vilified in popular running and triathlon online forums. Some of the discussions were vitriolic. In one instance, he was dubbed “the Antichrist.”

It’s not hard to understand the critics’ side, either. Then, as now, MacKenzie’s training methods and his program openly challenged some of the very foundations of distance running theory. Within the competitive distance running culture, honest, hard work is the metric by which a runner is often judged, and to some, at first glance, CFE can appear to be a cheap shortcut to success. To others, it seems dead wrong and even dangerous. After all, CFE is at odds with just about every sacred cow in running, including notions about how much to run, what to eat, whether or not a runner should lift weights, what kind of shoes to wear, ideas about stretching, and the use of periodization.

For example, in his lecture videos, MacKenzie discusses the negative consequences of too much mileage. In one, he talks about how too much running volume can increase the speed of aging through the production of free radicals and the subsequent effects of oxidation. The result is an endurance athlete wrinkled beyond his or her years. In the lecture, he says that he, too, has suffered such effects from his early days of running big miles.

When I first saw these videos, I was as offended as any traditionalist. Who was this guy with tattoos on his arms and knuckles, associated with some flavor-of-the-month fitness cult, to cast arrows at the methods followed by our modern heroes of endurance athletics? Outraged, but admittedly a little intrigued by his audacity, I wanted to know the whole story. So I first assigned the story to a freelancer with knowledge of the CrossFit world, something I didn’t possess.

However, after the electronic ambush from MacKenzie’s posse and my own confrontation with MacKenzie, I decided to write the story myself. Truly sweeping and new ideas in endurance training don’t come along that often. Just about every training philosophy I was aware of was a variation on the same old plan: Build a big aerobic base, then add in the strength and speed work, and then race. To write about an approach that turned that model inside out would be invigorating. And if it really was just a get-rich-quick scheme, I wanted to be the one to debunk it.

But what happened to me next was unexpected. I continued watching MacKenzie’s CFE lecture videos as he ticked through the long-held tenets of distance running, such as doing high mileage, focusing on long runs, and incorporating periodization. He systematically rejected them all, supplanting them with priorities such as skill work, strength and conditioning, and replacing cardiovascular endurance with muscular stamina. I flinched with each swap, but I kept listening, and in each case, I found I had a hard time refuting his argument.

In one lecture, MacKenzie spoke about how members of the traditional endurance community who had once vowed to never set foot in his gym “come in, their heads lowered, ready to try it.” MacKenzie explains this is because “they’re tired of being beat to shit.”

Cue my temper. No one shall insult the high-mileage ethic while on my watch. But then I took a few minutes to think about it. Unfortunately, I myself was a shining example of why MacKenzie might have a point. Here I was, a limping mess of a former runner who had recently been unable even to complete one of the vaunted high-mileage programs I so fiercely advocated. A thick ring of calcium had grown around the connective tissue attached to my left heel bone. My right thigh had atrophied, likely because the cartilage in my right knee resembled Swiss cheese and provided little support to the surrounding muscle. My left hamstring contained a marble-sized knot of scar tissue, and my lower back had been prone to complete blowouts. I was a broken runner.

But it hadn’t started out that way. I had found early success with traditional high-mileage training schedules. My progress quickly peaked, however, then receded. Between 1994 and 2011, I spent more and more of my time unable to run a step. Instead, I was icing, sitting atop a Lifecycle or aqua jogging, and calculating how many Advil I could safely take in a day. I no longer thought of running as being enjoyable, and I went through several long spells where I could no longer honestly consider myself a runner at all.

MacKenzie talked about runners who, like me, were broken but went through his program and were restored. Digging deeper for that Triathlete magazine piece, I interviewed a triathlete who had been hit by a car, sustaining injuries for which his doctor predicted a long, slow road to recovery. He started a CFE program and within a single summer was achieving new personal best running times.

I interviewed another triathlete who had left behind conventional high-volume Ironman training for CFE. She told me that during a routine visit to her physical therapist, the PT was shocked at how much her alignment, balance, and mobility had improved. “Whatever it is you’re doing, keep doing it,” the therapist told her.

In contrast, with my limp, trick back, and increasing body fat percentage, I would have made a vivid exhibit for MacKenzie and his coaches to cart along to their lectures to show what can eventually happen to mileage addicts. I was a little like the guy with a tracheotomy whom you would bring to an antismoking talk for kids: “See, gang, you can get away with some of these fundamental errors you’ve been making in your training, but one day you’ll end up like this guy.”

I decided to give CFE a try. What did I have to lose? If it meant risking an injury, it didn’t seem like much of a risk, given what I was already dealing with.

Around that time, MacKenzie happened to be holding a CFE seminar in San Diego, where I lived and worked. I drove up to visit. I parked at the side of the building, gingerly pried myself out of my car, as usual, and took 50 yards to loosen up so I could hide my limp as much as possible.

I found MacKenzie in a room with a group of students, reviewing a videotape of their running. His passion was palpable. As he reviewed the video, he was animated, articulate, and impassioned in his analysis and prescriptions. He was a coach on a mission.

At a break in the seminar, MacKenzie and I talked in person for the first time. Since that day, I’ve written about CFE and Brian MacKenzie many times. I’ve called him with questions about some of the most specific nuances of running and triathlon, and he’s never failed to give me an answer that was both rich and illuminating. This led to a major personal overhaul of my training and racing that I detailed in my first book, Inside the Box.

It’s not an exaggeration to say that the journey I began with MacKenzie has changed my running life. It has also created within me the same kind of passion that MacKenzie has for sharing this powerful method with other runners.

It’s my hope that the information contained in this book will help you reach all of your running goals, whatever they may be, and keep you running for life.

—T.J. MURPHY



INTRODUCTION


A NEW WAY UP TO THE MOUNTAINTOP

Nearly every coaching plan available in the running world today is an iteration of a model developed by famed New Zealand coach Arthur Lydiard (1917–2004).

Lydiard’s runners spent at least 8 weeks—often more—building an aerobic base. The essential tool for building this base was the standard training run. Although many training plans refer to this workout by the acronym “LSD” (for long, slow distance), Lydiard did not intend these to be easy jogs; he intended them to be up-tempo strength runs. But whether you were an 800-meter runner or a long-distance athlete, you ran at least 100 miles per week during this 8-week period, punctuated by a weekly long run of 20 miles or more.

Following this base-building phase came a month of hill work during which runners used a form Lydiard called “springing.” This was a kind of bounding that prepared runners for the speed phases of the program. After 4 weeks of hill training, Lydiard’s runners moved on to traditional speed work, running intervals on a track, followed by a peaking period that was intended to bring them to their best possible performance.

Lydiard’s method won his runners six gold medals in the 1960 Olympics and ignited what would become the Lydiard era. He spent the following decades establishing his philosophy in countries such as Finland, Japan, and Mexico, each of which had its day as a world-beater. Where Lydiard went, gold medals followed.

So in 1989, at age 26, when I decided to try a marathon, I naturally decided to train the Lydiard way.

I used a derivative plan that included a base-building phase, a hill phase, and a speed phase. The plan prescribed a long run every other week, which slowly increased to more than 20 miles. The speed phase included a session of mile repeats, peaking with a total of more than 10 × 1 mile for a single workout.

The program was, I had to admit, pretty boring, especially the track work. I spent a lot of time going around in circles. But the method worked for me. I ran my first marathon in 3:24, my second in 2:52, my third in 2:49, and my fourth in 2:38.

This success cemented my belief in the Lydiard model of training. Unfortunately, though, that success was not long-lived. After my fourth marathon, I started to find myself dealing with injuries between occasional bouts of successful running. Still, I remained a staunch disciple and defender of Lydiard and the high-mileage work ethic, for which author John L. Parker coined the phrase “the Trial of Miles.”

For years I kept trying to regain the ability to carry out the Trial of Miles. I added core training, chiropractic and physical therapy, stretching, icing, and anti-inflammatories to my program but gained only minimal relief from injuries. Yet somehow I didn’t see a problem with what I was doing; injury was just a necessary hardship to be accepted along with the success.

After meeting Brian MacKenzie and listening to what he had to say, I started to rethink my loyalty to the Trial of Miles. The more I listened, the more I found that MacKenzie was not some ill-informed guru with eccentric beliefs about training that had no relevance for or connection with the “real” running world. Rather, he was thinking hard about and discussing the running community’s core topics, from volume to health, running form, diet, and stretching. As a journalist, I quickly saw how this information—the monumental paradigm shifts taking place in the ideas behind run training—could be valuable to many readers, and a book project began to take shape in my mind.

MacKenzie, meanwhile, was frustrated by the tremendous gap between what he was teaching and what he was perceived to be teaching by much of the outside world. Part of the problem seemed to stem from the failure of many critics to differentiate between CrossFit, a general fitness program, and CrossFit Endurance (CFE), MacKenzie’s sport-specific program that has CrossFit-style workouts as one of its pillars but is also much more.

For some critics, the mere presence of CrossFit strength workouts within a run-training program raises concerns. But MacKenzie is not the first coach to encourage runners to add elements such as lifting weights and performing high-intensity circuit work to their training. Nor is he the first coach to advocate gymnastics training for runners or to emphasize speed endurance over high mileage. In the 1950s and 1960s, Percy Cerutty—coach of Olympic gold medalist Herb Elliott—embedded gymnastics and weight training in his training program. In the 1980s, Peter Coe—coach of Olympic gold medalist Sebastian Coe—rejected high-mileage theory in favor of heretical principles bound to speed endurance and circuit training.

Other critics complain that MacKenzie’s program hasn’t achieved Olympic success in the way that Lydiard’s method has. The criticism is not inaccurate; however, it is also not a fair way to judge the program because MacKenzie’s focus has been not on elite runners but rather on the mass of runners of average ability. These are athletes who run for the love of it, perhaps wanting to pursue better health or enjoy racing but with time restrictions that come with having a job or a family. MacKenzie tried to figure out how these runners could boost performance and still enjoy a lifelong, injury-free running career.

The final frustration for MacKenzie came when a 2012 Outside magazine story on him included a basic CrossFit Endurance training schedule. It was misunderstood by some readers to be a marathon training plan. This confusion reinvigorated CFE naysayers, launching a fresh Twitter attack.

Before long, MacKenzie and I decided to combine our complementary projects into one book. I would examine the foundational mechanics of MacKenzie’s program from the point of view of a traditional runner who has spent time studying and using it. MacKenzie would produce training plans for the essential racing distances, illustrating how an athlete puts CFE theory into practice to prepare for an event.

What Is CrossFit Endurance?

As mentioned, MacKenzie works hard to overcome assumptions that some people make about CrossFit Endurance—such as that it is a bodybuilding routine, or that it is dangerous. Sometimes they simply aren’t sure what difference exists between CrossFit and CFE. So for starters, what exactly is CrossFit Endurance?

CrossFit is a strength and conditioning program created by Greg Glassman. As defined by Glassman in the CrossFit Journal, CrossFit consists of “constantly varied functional movements executed at high intensity across broad time and modal domains.” Consider the person who goes to a gym three times a week and performs the same 25-minute circuit of machines that isolate specific muscle groups, completing 2 sets of 10 reps for each exercise. Rest breaks occur between each exercise and set, rendering the workout low in terms of intensity. He or she does this every week, year after year, using the same machines, like the quad extension machine and the biceps curl machine, and always in the same order.

CrossFit is the polar opposite. Rather than using machines that isolate a muscle, CrossFit uses compound functional1 exercises, such as burpees, that recruit a swath of muscle groups. Workouts constantly vary: What you do this Tuesday will be vastly different than what you did the previous Tuesday. Workout lengths range from a couple of minutes to 7 to 20 minutes; only rarely do they last 20 minutes or longer. There are no rest breaks. If it’s a 10-minute workout consisting of push-ups, running intervals, and power cleans, then you move from set to set as quickly as possible. This mixture of compound movements with little or no rest ratchets up the intensity.

Along with an emphasis on healthy eating, that is the basic CrossFit program. The most important thing to know about CrossFit is that it is intended to develop high levels of fitness and health and an all-around athleticism. It’s not sport-specific.
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