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Introduction
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 TO BE A RUNNER

MY FIRST EXPERIENCE RUNNING—OTHER THAN CHASING THE dog around the house—was when I was about 8 years old and my sister Kathy, the jock in the family, would challenge me to a race in the backyard. The distance couldn’t have been much greater than 25 yards. I always accepted her challenge. I always lost.

Kathy could run and swim and bike, and she could play a mean game of basketball, tennis, and softball. Me? I remember once in fifth grade, the gym instructor stood behind me and helped me swing the bat just so I could hit the ball. How humiliating. I was 11 years old before I learned to ride a bike, and even then it was one with extra-fat tires. High-school P.E. class? You can imagine.

I felt totally inadequate over my physical ineptness. I envied my sister’s multifaceted athleticism. I longed for some small show of athletic prowess, but none was to come for a long time.

I came to running again at age 27—not for the sport of it, but rather as a means to an end. I found that running relieved stress and made me fit. It soon replaced aerobics as my athletic activity of choice. I must admit that first year, I did not experience runner’s high on too many occasions, but I stuck with it anyway for the great fitness gains, and gradually running changed for me. It offered more and more days of physical exhilaration—days when my body seemed to move effortlessly over the ground.

Eventually friends convinced me to enter races—a few 5-Ks, a couple of 10-Ks. Well … my late twenties didn’t prove to be my athletic period either. My times were slow. I shuffled along in ungainly form, and racing just plain hurt. My fast-running friends told me I simply needed to train harder and longer every day. I did … I got slower. Racing hurt even more.

I was on the verge of giving up racing altogether but decided to give it one more shot. I suppose it was that childhood longing still smoldering. I sought training advice from Budd Coates, the head of my company’s fitness center, a 2:13 marathoner and coach. Slowly but surely, I got faster. When I finally broke 50 minutes for a 10-K, I was thrilled. I continued to train diligently—each week, a speed workout, a long run, a hill effort—and I lowered all my race times. In my 13 years as a runner thus far, I’ve completed eight marathons, qualified for and run the Boston Marathon twice, and raced a mile in 5 minutes and 58 seconds. I have become an athlete.

Oh, I’ll never be as fast a runner as many of my friends or certainly the many world-class athletes I met in my 8 years as the managing editor of Runner’s World magazine, but I know the thrill of victory. It doesn’t come simply with running my best races. I feel it when I can keep up with faster runners during a speed workout, when I’m running strong over a hilly course, or simply when I’ve conquered motivation deficit and run an invigorating 5-miler on a rainy day.

Through running, I found athleticism, but I’ve realized that, more important, I found strength. My body is lean, toned, and healthy. I can feel the power in my muscles, heart, and lungs. I have more energy and endurance for all things, and this is true mentally as well. Running penetrates. It drives beneath muscle and bone to our core strength. Running is an act of will. It requires mental as well as physical toughness. The more we do it, the stronger we become, the easier running is. Still, no matter how far or how fast I run on a given day, I know I have accomplished something that is difficult. This strength permeates the rest of my life. I feel good about myself, and I take that to my job and my relationships. I feel more capable, more independent. I take more risks because I believe that I can accomplish things I once thought impossible.

Running isn’t only about performance and improvement and accomplishment, however. This I have learned also. Running is not simply a means to an end. It is an end in itself. When we become too caught in caretaking, which seems to be our wont as wives and mothers and daughters, or when we are too full with the pressures of meeting the demands of our supervisors and the needs of those we supervise, we can find a time and place in running that is our own. Or running can be sharing—a time to talk deeply with a friend, a child, a spouse. My running partners are among my best friends.

Running can be play—on the beach, in the rain (yes, in the rain), in a new snow, among a group of friends on a trail run with a picnic afterward. Running can be contemplation, creativity, a working out of some pestering problem—or a birthing of new ideas for a work project, new lines for a poem, new measures for a song. And through running, we find a connection to nature.

Running has been all of these things for me, depending on my needs and desires. These days, I run most often simply because it feels good. And that is finally what running is all about—it feels good while you’re doing it, and it leaves you with new energy when you’re done.

Running offers us renewal each time we head out the door. It strips us down to our centers. It is sun, sweat, rain, breeze against our skin. It is blood pumping through our arteries, air filling our lungs, and the rhythmic, fluid contracting of muscle as we move our bodies over the earth. Through it, we become whole again.

I don’t know what running will be for me in the future. I don’t know how many more races I will run or marathons I will finish or if I will even compete again, but running will always be there for time alone or time with friends. I will always run simply because it feels good and it opens the passage to my strength.

I hope this book will help you become the runner you want to be, whether you choose to run for fitness, fun, challenge, sport, friendship, personal growth, or all of these. Most of all, may you find the joy in running that I have.

—Claire


PART I
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Why Run?
 [image: Image]



1
Running for the Body




Better to hunt in fields, for health unbought, Than fee the doctor for a nauseous draught.

The wise, for cure, on exercise depend; God never made his work for man to mend.
 [image: Image]

—JOHN DRYDEN, Epistle to John Driden of Chesterton (1700)



WHY TAKE UP RUNNING? BECAUSE IT IS THE simplest, fastest, most accessible way to fitness and good health known to woman. You don’t need a partner; you don’t need equipment, a court, or a gym; and you don’t need much time. A mere 20 minutes three or four times a week is enough to make you fit, although most of us find that 20 minutes isn’t enough to satisfy our desire to run.

Those who say they haven’t time for running are simply making excuses. The morning, before the family wakes or work begins, is free time for most of us. If not, how about during your lunch hour or after you come home from the office? Just 20 minutes. It might seem difficult at first—even the slightest changes in routine can take some getting used to—but before you know it, you’ll be figuring out ways to find 30 minutes, 40 minutes … an hour for running.

Then there are others who say running is just too hard, too painful. They wrinkle up their noses at the mere thought of it. Running is hard, but that’s one of the reasons we love it. We feel special as runners because we can endure. Besides, running gets easier. The reason many people say it’s painful is because they go out for their first run and virtually sprint for as long as they can—which isn’t very long—with their chest heaving, their tongues lolling, their muscles straining until finally they can go no farther. They stop and pant, hands on their hips, wobbly kneed. “I—gasp—hate—gasp—running,” they say.

So would I if I ran like that every day. Running is not an act of will over body—the brain whipping the legs to go as fast as they can as long they can (except when you really are sprinting). When you’re running, your mind and body work in tandem toward an enjoyable continuum of movement over the ground. In the beginning, when your body is not yet capable of blazing speeds, your mind should say, Okay, slow down. Let’s go at a pace that’s comfortable for you.

Now that you don’t have any excuses not to start, here are several reasons to begin running if you haven’t already and to continue running if you have.

Running Is the Quickest and Most Efficient Means of Weight Loss

Let’s compare running to another popular and convenient fitness activity—walking. In 20 minutes of running at a relaxed 10-minute-per-mile pace, a 130-pound woman burns 200 calories. In 20 minutes of walking at 15 minutes per mile (a brisk pace), a 130-pound woman burns only 72 calories. Of the 200 calories burned running, roughly 100 come from fat and 100 from carbohydrates. The 20-minute walk burns 54 fat calories and 18 carbohydrate calories. Furthermore, studies show that running increases your resting metabolic rate (meaning you burn more calories even when you’re not active) and improves your body composition by reducing body fat. The clear result of all of this is a leaner, trimmer figure.



THE BEST CALORIE BURNER

If one of your goals is weight management, you can’t find an easier and more efficient way to burn calories than running. The table below shows the calories burned in 30 minutes at several different activities for a 130-pound woman.


 	Activity
	Intensity
	Calories Burned



	Running
	9 minutes per mile
	324



	Basketball
	General game
	236



	Bicycling
	Moderate, 12–14 mph
	236



	Calisthenics
	Vigorous (push-ups, pull-ups, sit-ups)
	236



	Cross-country skiing
	Moderate, 4–5 mph
	236



	Snowshoeing
	Moderate
	236



	Swimming, laps
	Moderate, freestyle
	236



	Tennis
	Singles match
	236



	Volleyball
	Beach game
	236



	Racquetball
	Moderate
	206



	Rowing, stationary
	Moderate
	206



	Skiing, downhill
	Moderate
	206



	Soccer
	General game
	206



	Aerobics
	General
	177



	Stairclimbing
	Moderate
	177



	Weight lifting
	Vigorous (power lifting, bodybuilding)
	177



	Calisthenics
	Moderate home exercise
	133



	Volleyball
	Gym game
	118



	Walking
	Brisk pace(3.5 mph)
	118



	Weight lifting
	Light to moderate
	88



	Sitting
	 
	30 



Calculations made from data in “Compendium of Physical Activities: Classification of Energy Costs of Human Physical Activities,” Medicine and Science in Sports and Exercise (the journal of the American College of Sports Medicine), 1993; 25: 71–80.



Vanity aside, managing your weight is one of the most important things you can do for your health, well-being, and longevity. Obesity is a heavy contributor to heart disease, high blood pressure, stroke, breast cancer, and diabetes.

Running Reduces Your Risk of Cardiovascular Disease, the Number-One Killer of Women

In the Nurses Health Study of 73,029 women aged 40 to 65, conducted by JoAnn E. Manson, M.D., of the Brigham and Women’s Hospital and Harvard Medical School in Boston, the rate of heart attack was found to be 44 percent lower among the most active women compared with those who were sedentary.

Running has several effects that lower your risk of cardiovascular disease:

 	Running strengthens your heart.
 	Running reduces the risks of blood clot formation.
 	Running lowers blood triglycerides (fat).
 	Running lowers total cholesterol levels.
 	Running raises levels of high-density lipoprotein (HDL) cholesterol, also known as “good” cholesterol.
 	Running prevents the stiffening of arteries that comes with age.
 

High mileage seems to have the best effect on raising HDL cholesterol levels, whereas running faster is better for lowering triglycerides, according to a study by Paul T. Williams, M.D., of the Lawrence Berkeley Laboratory in California. Williams’s research looked at 1,837 female runners who were grouped according to weekly mileage: 0 to 9, 10 to 19, 20 to 29, 30 to 39, and 40 or more miles. HDL cholesterol levels rose with mileage—those in the 40-plus mileage group showing the highest levels. Also, as mileage increased, heart rate and body mass index (BMI; a calculation of weight based on height) decreased. Williams concluded that women who run 40 miles or more a week decrease their risk of dying from cardiovascular disease by 45 percent. He pointed out, however, that significant benefits are accrued at lower levels of weekly mileage as well.

Running Lowers Your Heart Rate and Blood Pressure

Williams also noted in his study that running lowered blood pressure and heart rate. Though the women who put in more weekly mileage showed the lowest figures for blood pressure and pulse, Williams found that fast running seemed to have an even greater effect—a good reason to do speed training and take up racing.

Running Reduces Your Risk of Stroke, the Second Leading Killer of Women

Given that running helps lower blood pressure and keeps the cardiovascular system healthy, it’s not surprising that it can also help prevent stroke. A study conducted by researchers at the University of Alabama at Birmingham and reported in the British Medical Journal (July 24, 1993) compared 125 men and women who had just had their first stroke with 198 men and women who had never had a stroke. In looking at the activity levels of these groups, the researchers concluded that vigorous exercise—defined as running, swimming, cycling, and other strenuous activities—“confers substantial protection against stroke. These effects were seen in both sexes and all age groups.” The Nurses Health Study also shows that exercise prevents stroke, finding that active women have a 42 percent lower rate of stroke than do sedentary women.

Running Lowers Your Risk of Breast Cancer

For several years, health experts have suspected that physical activity may lower the risk of breast cancer, and recently a significant study reported in the New England Journal of Medicine supports this theory. Over a 13-year period, researchers in Norway studied 25,624 women aged 20 to 54. They grouped these women according to level of activity: sedentary, moderate exercisers (“those who spent at least four hours a week walking, bicycling or engaging in other types of physical activity”), and regular exercisers (“those who spent at least four hours a week exercising to keep fit and participating in recreational athletics” plus “those who engaged in regular, vigorous training or participated in competitive sports several times a week”). They found that the regular exercisers—the most active group—had a 37 percent lower risk of breast cancer compared with the sedentary group. The moderate exercisers showed a 7 percent lower risk.

When looking only at premenopausal women, the risks of breast cancer were even lower with physical exercise. “Our results support the idea that physical activity protects against breast cancer, particularly among premenopausal and younger postmenopausal women,” the researchers concluded. The theory behind the protective effects of activity is that vigorous exercise, such as running, may suppress the secretion of estrogen and progesterone, which have been linked to breast cancer. Also, the lower levels of triglycerides seen in physically active women reduce the amount of estrogen in the bloodstream.

Running Enhances Your Immune System

Most runners rarely get sick, and the reason is that running boosts the immune system. Researchers have determined this by measuring blood levels of lymphocytes (white blood cells that attack disease-causing antigens) and finding higher concentrations during and after exercise. It seems your body reacts to running as if a foreign invasion were occurring, and it recruits an army of lymphocytes to allay the onslaught. (During extremely long runs, however, especially those of high intensity—such as the marathon—so many lymphocytes are called into action that the reserves become depleted. Your immune system then becomes depressed, and you become more susceptible to illness. This is why runners often come down with a cold after a marathon. You can also wear down your immunity by running too many miles at too high an intensity in your regular training.)

Running also prevents that natural decline of immunity that occurs as we age. In 1993, David Nieman, Ph.D., and colleagues at Appalachian State University in Boone, North Carolina, compared the immune systems of active elderly women (who had been exercising aerobically for more than an hour a day for several years), sedentary elderly women, and sedentary young women aged 19 to 25. They found that the activity of T-cells and natural killer (NK) cells—two types of lymphocytes essential to immune function—was significantly higher among the active elderly women than in the sedentary elderly group and comparable to that seen in the young women. “The T-cells of the elderly active women were functioning like those in women half their age,” says Nieman. Other good news: a 1997 study of women, activity levels, and causes of death showed that those who were most active had a considerably lower risk of death from respiratory diseases than did sedentary women.

Running May Prevent Diabetes and Help Those with This Disease to Manage It More Efficiently

Running burns glucose (blood sugar) for energy, which helps prevent glucose levels from rising too high. This doesn’t mean that diabetics don’t still need insulin, but they may be able to use lower amounts. Running also improves circulation, which commonly deteriorates with diabetes.

Running Helps Keep Your Intestinal Tract in Good Working Order 

Regular running can keep you regular. This, in combination with a diet rich in fiber, lowers your risk of colon cancer.

Running Enhances Your Respiratory System

When you run, your muscles require a quick delivery of oxygen. The more you run, the more efficient your respiratory system becomes and the easier breathing is. Though running can stimulate an asthma attack in runners who suffer from exercise-induced asthma, the fitter you become through running the less frequently you should experience such episodes. Some women have reported that running has enabled them to cut back on their use of asthma medications.

Running May Reduce the Symptoms of Premenstrual Syndrome

Scientists have no proof that exercise relieves the pains of premenstrual syndrome (PMS), but many women report that even though they may not feel like running when their period hits and they’re bloated and suffering cramps, once they go for a run, they feel much better. If physical symptoms don’t subside, the moodiness—irritability or depression—that some women experience may dissipate after a good run.

Running Improves Your Health and Well-Being During Pregnancy

We now know that most women can continue running safely during pregnancy (see chapter 10). Those who do gain less unnecessary weight, sleep better, have better appetites, and generally enjoy better moods than do women who are sedentary. Running may also help prevent gestational diabetes and may contribute to shorter or easier deliveries, although not all runners can attest to this.

Running May Reduce the Symptoms of Menopause

When you’ve stepped beyond your childbearing years, you may find that running eases the discomforts of menopause by improving sleep patterns and stabilizing erratic moods that often accompany this period of changing hormones. It also helps control weight gain associated with this time of life.

Running Prevents Muscle and Bone Loss That Occur with Age

Running keeps the muscles of your legs in good shape as you age, but you’ll need to do some regular weight training to maintain strength in your upper body. As for your bones, the forces that running exerts on your skeletal system stimulate bone formation and increase density. The effects are greatest in the legs, hips, and spine, the latter two areas being the most common sites of osteoporosis and fracture later in life. You can use resistance training (weight lifting) to build the bones of your upper body.



GOOD FOR THE BONES

In 1982, the Melpomene Institute for Women’s Health Research in St. Paul, Minnesota, began a study of the effects of long-term physical activity on bone density. They looked at 111 women between the ages of 46 and 80; 54 were classified as physically active and 57 as inactive. Their study revealed that the average bone density of the active women was 25.6 percent higher than that of the inactive women. Melpomene’s research is ongoing and further results are to come.



Running Is Good for Your Joints

Contrary to what most people believe, regular running does not ruin your joints; rather, it improves their flexibility and range of motion. “Running doesn’t cause arthritis; injury does,” says Warren Scott, M.D., chief of sports medicine at Kaiser Permanente Medical Center in Santa Clara, California. “Exercise is good for osteoarthritis. It speeds the rate at which cartilage is replaced by your body, making it stronger.”

Running Helps Prevent a Decline in Reaction Time

Regular exercise has been shown to keep your mind sharp and reaction time quick. As you get older, quick reactions, good muscle tone, and overall flexibility help prevent accidents, such as falls.

Running Leads to a Long and Happy Life

That running can help you live longer and feel happier comes as no surprise, since running helps prevent heart disease, stroke, cancer, diabetes, and osteoporosis and strengthens your immune system. In a study reported in the Journal of the American Medical Association (April 23/30, 1997), Lawrence Kushi, Sc.D., and his colleagues at the University of Minnesota School of Public Health looked at a group of 40,417 postmenopausal women between the ages of 55 and 69. They found that the most active women showed a 30 percent lower risk of death from all causes compared with those who were least active. Add to that the physical strength and emotional well-being that running gives us, and we can look forward to a vibrant and happy, long life.


2
Running for the Mind




Running is my meditation, mind flush, cosmic telephone, mood elevator, and spiritual communion.
 [image: Image]

—LORRAINE MOLLER of New Zealand, winner of the bronze medal in the 1992 Olympic marathon



WE RUN FOR OUR HEARTS AND OUR bones, to melt away body fat and steel up strength, to prevent illness and to extend life. Besides the physical rewards, running also brings us mental benefits.

Running Helps You Feel Good About Yourself

In 1990, the Melpomene Institute for Women’s Health Research in St. Paul, Minnesota, surveyed 600 women about why they exercise. Seventeen percent said that exercise helped them realize a positive self-image. A better body image is part of a positive self-image—not just because of the weight control that running provides but because of the fitness, endurance, and strength you gain. You feel proud of a body that can run for 3 miles, 5 miles, 10, 20—farther than most people can even walk.

How fast and how far you run depend solely on your individual ability and how well you’ve trained. Thus, every improvement in distance or speed is your own. Every improvement is an achievement, and with achievement comes self-respect and a feeling of self-worth. Running is hard. You have only to look at the great number of calories it burns for proof. It is continuous physical effort. There are no stops and starts or time-outs. You run and you keep running until you get to your finish line. You run in the heat, you run in the rain, you run in the snow. You run up mountains, down hills, over trails. To take on the challenge requires courage, and to continue demands a rare mental and physical fortitude. You gain the confidence to take on other of life’s challenges.

Running Gives You Energy

Shortly after a friend of mine began running, she remarked with surprise about how much more energy she had since she started. Previously, she would come home from work and collapse on her couch until dinnertime. Running unleashed reserves of energy she never knew she had that kept her active until bedtime. My friend is not alone. Many women attest to a boost of energy and mental alertness after a run. You expend energy through running only to have it come back to you multiplied.

Running Relieves Stress

A Runner’s World survey of female subscribers found that though most took up running to lose weight, their reasons for continuing had to do with stress reduction. Several studies have shown that exercise lowers stress, and not only does this benefit our psyches but it may also protect us from illness. More and more research is finding a link between mental stress and diseases, including cancer, and scientists suspect that stress may negatively affect a pregnant woman’s fetus.

When you’re anxious, frustrated, or angry, running provides a simple and effective release, one that won’t get you into trouble the way a fight with your supervisor or spouse might. The accumulation of all the pent-up energy of negative emotions gets burned off with a good run—and can provide fuel for a pretty fast pace. Running, in fact, is a natural biological reaction to stress. You may have heard of the “fight or flight” response. When you are under stress, your body releases chemicals called catecholamines, which raise your heart rate and blood pressure. It’s an instinctual reaction to situations that we perceive to be harmful—our bodies are preparing to fight or flee. This can be very helpful when you are faced with real danger, such as someone who intends you physical harm. When the stressful situation is an argument with your significant other or an overload of work at the office, though, neither fighting nor fleeing (at least in the usual meaning of the word) is recommended—but you can “flee” with a run. You’ll use up those catecholamines, calm your beating heart, and temper your raging emotions.

Running Elevates Your Mood

Endorphins get a lot of credit for producing the “runner’s high.” Your body releases endorphins in response to stress—either emotional or physical—and one of the effects is to reduce pain. Levels of this natural painkiller rise measurably with running. The harder and faster you run (in other words, the more “stress”), the more endorphins your body produces.

Researchers have not yet confirmed that endorphins directly affect your sense of well-being, but they do agree that regular exercise can elevate your mood. Some psychiatrists and psychologists even prescribe exercise as treatment for patients with mild to moderate depression, and studies have confirmed a positive effect.

The harder you run, the better. Think about how good you feel after having completed a particularly fast run or long run, a speed session on the track, or a competitive race. It’s not simply because the agony of exertion is over. It’s the joy of accomplishment, the exhilaration of expressing your physical and mental toughness, and maybe, too, some extra endorphins.

You don’t have to run hard or fast or long to experience a runner’s high. There is joy simply in the rhythmic motion of the body. Babies are soothed by rocking, and children get great pleasure from play, which generally involves continuous movement. This applies to adults, too. You know the joy that movement brings. In certain runs, it is exquisite. Your arms and legs move in synchronicity with the beating of your heart and lungs in a perfect unwavering rhythm. Running feels effortless. This is the way your body was meant to move, and you are certain it could continue like this forever.



ON RUNNING AND COURAGE

One day while I was running, I decided to take one of the braver steps of my life. I made up my mind to go skydiving. It was ironic that during running, which brings me so constantly and literally in touch with the ground at approximately 180 foot-strikes per minute, I would decide I should take a leap into the air from a plane 11,000 feet above the earth, but I don’t believe the decision would have come any other way.

I had spent the better part of a week interviewing the members of Sebastian 4NB, the best four-way women’s formation skydiving team in the country, for an article in Women’s Sports and Fitness. Each woman had spoken so passionately about skydiving and of course encouraged me to give it a try. “Yeah, sure,” I said, while recalling uneasiness even at ascending the Eiffel Tower.

After one of my final interviews, I headed out for a run, one of the hilliest in my hometown. The air was cool, the sky was blue, my mind was going over the conversation I had just had. I think it must have been the exhilaration of climbing over those hard hills. I felt fit and strong, and I looked up at that blue sky and said to myself, “I’m going to do it. I’m going to try a jump.” As soon as I got home, I called a drop zone and arranged to go that weekend.

The experience was one 1 will never forget, both exhilarating and surprisingly peaceful. Just as my skydiving friends had said, I will never look at the sky in the same way again. I am quite sure that without running, I wouldn’t have made the decision to jump. Had I been a chair-bound journalist, 1 would not have been able to push through my fear. Charging up those hills and then skimming the down sides made me feel invincible that day and helped me find my courage.

—CLAIRE KOWALCHIK



Running Enhances Your Mental Power and Stimulates Creativity

Those same endorphins that possibly contribute to runner’s high may positively affect your mental power. In fact, there’s evidence that upswings in endorphin levels increase the ability to learn and remember. Certainly the energy we get from running and the fact that we sleep better because we run both contribute to mental alertness and make us more productive at home and work. Studies show that people who make a point of fitting an adequate amount of physical activity in their lives not only get more done in less time, but they’re also better at handling stress and tend to be more imaginative when it comes to solving work-related problems.

Why? Perhaps it’s because physical activity stimulates neurotransmitters or increases blood and oxygen flow to the brain. Science is uncertain of the mechanism. Though no one suggests that we can raise our IQs by becoming runners, many experts advocate exercise as a way to enhance mental and creative power. Many great artists and thinkers have been avid exercisers—Einstein, Thoreau, Wordsworth. Writer Brenda Ueland takes walks of 6 miles or more to free her creativity. Novelists Joyce Carol Oates and Mary McCarthy both run. Perhaps what running offers the thinker and the artist is an opportunity for time and solitude away from the distractions and disruptions of everyday life. Running makes us feel strong and gives us the courage to step into the sometimes-scary creative places in our minds. Maybe it is the return to innocence that opens us to free thinking. When we run, we become the blank slate and anything may be written upon us.

Running Brings Renewal

You know those days when you’re just off? Your mind feels cluttered and disorganized, you can’t seem to figure anything out, and it makes you cranky and fatigued? Then you go for a run. Just a 3-miler, because that’s all you have time for, and you finish feeling like you’d spent a day at the spa—clear-minded, energetic, capable of tackling any task. There’s something about a run that blows out the accumulation of mind dust, clears the windows of mental vision, and simply invigorates the workings of your mind. All of the mental benefits of running combine to keep us at our best for accomplishing the daily “to do” list, coping with difficult times, and creating and enjoying the happy, meaningful experiences of life.


3
Sex Differences




—ARTHUR LYDIARD, New Zealand running coach

 Once a woman decides she’s going to do something, she’ll probably stick to it. The only problem with women is if there’s anything wrong with them, they won’t tell you. They’ll get out there and run on one leg. They don’t moan and groan like a lot of men do.
 [image: Image]



SHORTLY AFTER MY BOYFRIEND PORTER AND I started dating, we entered a 10-K together. Though he had been a marathoner and could boast a 2:40 for his best, he hadn’t raced or run in several years. He had, however, kept active with calisthenics and stationary aerobic machines. Porter said he’d run by my side the entire race, but once the run started, his male competitive ego kicked in—he pulled away after the second mile and finished ahead of me.

In the years that followed, I remained dedicated to my running and he to his push-ups and rower. Then in the fall of 1996, friends invited us to the inaugural Old Chatham Hunt Club 5-K in Old Chatham, New York. Porter, curious to test his running prowess, decided at the last minute to enter. This time, there were no promises. May the best runner win.

That runner was me—with time to spare.

Sex doesn’t always determine who will be the fastest. Winning depends on the amount and type of training you do, the specificity of training, and who has the best ability (speed, endurance, and mental toughness) on a particular day. Look at any race and you’ll see that the best women beat most of the men. With the exception of ultra-runs of 50 miles or more, however, women don’t win races outright. On an absolute level, sex does make a difference. Men have certain biological advantages and may have an edge psychologically and sociologically as well.

Body Composition

One of the factors that most influences the difference in men’s and women’s performances is body composition. Men have a higher proportion of muscle to fat than women do. Muscle does all the work of running; fat just goes along for the ride. It slows you down. Imagine the extra effort it would take if you ran wearing a weight vest.

The average college-age man carries 15 percent body fat; the average woman, 27 percent. Some fat is essential to the proper physiological functions of the body, and women require even more padding for pregnancy and childbirth. Though we can reduce our levels of body fat, this should not be the focus of training. Women who become too concerned with body fat are more susceptible to developing eating disorders. Furthermore, dieting can do more to ruin your performance than improve it. Consume too few calories and your body thinks there’s a famine going on—it slows down its metabolism to conserve calories. Also, with dieting, you lose muscle, which is precisely the body tissue you need more of in order to perform better. Nutritionists recommend that to preserve muscle, weight loss should be slow—0.5 to 1 pound a week.

Rather than try to reduce fat, put your efforts toward building muscle by doing strength training regularly—two or three times a week. In the long term, increased muscle mass raises your metabolism and will burn some unnecessary fat. When you focus not on fat but rather on following healthy guidelines for training and nutrition, your body will find its best weight and composition for optimum running performances. Keep this in mind: in a test of the body fat of 30 elite women runners, Joan Benoit Samuelson’s was found to be the highest. Joan holds the American record for the women’s marathon (2:21:21 at Chicago in 1985), which is the third fastest women’s marathon time ever.

Aerobic Capacity

When you run, your muscles use oxygen to burn glucose (blood sugar) for energy. The more efficiently this process occurs, the better your running performance can be. Maximum oxygen consumption, or Vo2 max, is the maximum amount of oxygen that your muscles are able to use per minute. This is affected by how much oxygen is carried in your blood, how quickly it gets to working muscles, and also by the efficiency of the chemical reactions in the muscles that use oxygen to create energy.

Men have some advantages here, too. Their high levels of testosterone significantly increase the amount of hemoglobin in their blood. Hemoglobin is the protein that carries oxygen in red blood cells. On average, women have 10 percent less hemoglobin, which means we transport 10 percent less oxygen from our lungs to our muscles than men do. Furthermore, women have smaller hearts than do men, so we pump less blood with each heartbeat. The more you run, however, the more you’ll increase the strength and function of your heart and the efficiency with which your muscles use oxygen, thus improving your overall aerobic capacity.

Anaerobic Capacity

Not all the energy you use during running comes from the metabolic process of burning blood sugar in the presence of oxygen. Your body has a faster way of creating energy. Your muscles contain stored carbohydrate called glycogen, which can be burned for energy by certain enzymes in your muscles. No oxygen is required. This is called anaerobic metabolism, and it’s a process that becomes especially important when you are running fast and need energy ASAP. Here again, men appear to have an advantage because of larger muscle fibers and better muscle enzyme activity, but you can improve your anaerobic capacity through speed training. Because fast running requires your body to use anaerobic metabolism to create energy, weekly speed workouts will help your body become more efficient at producing energy this way. Practice makes perfect.

Running Economy

Running economy is defined by the amount of energy you use to run at a certain pace. The less energy required, the higher your economy. This is one of the most important factors affecting performance in distance runners and is one area where men and women are equal.

The more training you do, especially fast-paced training, the more efficient you will become in all ways. You will develop better form. The interactions of nerves and muscles will become more efficient, and your body will improve in its ability to use oxygen and create energy to keep your muscles moving.

Muscle Strength

On average, men are bigger and stronger than women, exceeding us in upper body strength by a margin of 40 percent to 50 percent. We come closer in lower-body strength, however, where the difference is only 20 percent to 35 percent. The reason for these differences has to do primarily with greater muscle mass in men and their higher ratio of muscle to body fat. If you were to isolate a woman’s muscle tissue and a man’s, they would be equivalent in strength.

More muscle doesn’t translate into faster running times for distance runners, however. The petite bodies of many of the world’s best marathoners—men and women—prove that to be true. Because men have a better ratio of “working” muscle to “do-nothing” body fat than do women, however, they are stronger and faster overall.

Skeletal Structure

Women’s wider pelvises, built so for childbearing, result in a greater Q-angle, or quadriceps angle, formed by the position of the outside of the hip relative to the knee. This can result in overpronation (excessive inward rolling of the foot during footstrike), which can lead to injuries, including knee problems, shinsplints, and stress fractures. Neither Q-angle nor overpronation detract from running performance, unless, of course, you become injured. Fortunately, most cases of overpronation can be corrected with proper shoes.

Joint Laxity

Women tend to have looser joints than men do, and our joints become even looser during pregnancy, when our bodies produce the hormone relaxin to “relax” the pelvis in preparation for childbirth. Researchers suspect this may make women more vulnerable to injuries, especially of the knees. There are no studies that confirm this, however.

Fuel for Energy

Chalk one up for women. During endurance activities like running, we burn more fat than carbohydrates or proteins for energy, compared with men. This means our glycogen stores (our premium carbohydrate fuel) will last longer. Then again, maybe this simply evens the playing field: it appears that men can store more glycogen in the first place. Researchers have found that during carbo-loading (increasing consumption of carbohydrates in order to pack muscles with glycogen for use as fuel during a long-distance event), women store the same amount of glycogen whether they eat a diet containing 60 percent or 75 percent carbohydrates. Men, however, will store more glycogen on the higher-carbohydrate diet, giving them greater reserves of fuel for the long run.



ENDURANCE EXPERTS

Ann Trason is one of the best ultra-distance runners in the world—female or male. Her greatest achievement came in 1997 when she won the Comrades Marathon in South Africa, a 54-mile race, for the second year in a row and then just a few weeks later finished first among women in the Western States 100-Mile Endurance Run for the ninth consecutive time. Ann places in the top 10 (men and women combined) in almost every competition she enters, has twice finished second overall at Western States, and has won first place outright in some 50-mile trail races. She is not the only woman to win overall in an endurance event; a few others have as well.

Does this mean women may, in fact, equal or perhaps even exceed men in endurance? Many have speculated just that. Perhaps our extra body fat may finally give us a performance edge in long distances, providing a constant supply of fuel, and there’s the fact that we tend to burn fat for fuel more than men do, thus stretching our reserves of glycogen (which is the only fuel our brains can use). Plus, women are often regarded as having extraordinary inherent mental endurance, as evidenced every time a woman gives birth. Whether all of this adds up to make us better endurance athletes than men hasn’t been proven. As with all questions we have about sports and performance, researchers will continue to look for an answer.



Competitive Qualities

It is often assumed that men are more competitive than women, but as a society in which men’s participation in sports has dominated for so many years and continues to be the focus, we tend to define competitiveness by the way men compete—aggressively. Just think of the language we use: a competitor is one who has the necessary “killer instinct” to “go for the jugular” and “crush his opponent” to “take” the victory. There are women who exhibit these qualities, too, but in general, competitiveness in women may simply have a different expression—less aggression toward the opponent and more assertiveness of personal athleticism. We don’t take victory; we earn it.

Diane L. Gill, a professor in the Department of Exercise and Sport Science at the University of North Carolina at Greensboro who has done considerable research in the social psychology aspects of sport, has found that competitiveness differentiates athletes and nonathletes, not men and women. Both men and women are competitive, but styles and motivation may differ. Gill developed a sport orientation questionnaire to help her evaluate men’s and women’s orientation toward achievement in three areas: (1) competitiveness, “an achievement orientation to enter and strive for success in competitive sport”; (2) win orientation, “a desire to win and avoid losing in competitive sport”; and (3) goal orientation, “an emphasis on achieving personal goals in competitive sports.” She found that men scored higher than women on competitiveness and win orientation and women scored higher than men on goal orientation. Other researchers have seen similar patterns.

Experts believe these differences grow from patterns of socialization developed in childhood. In a group of boys, order and hierarchy become established rather quickly. Among girls, the emphasis is on forming relationships and on cooperation. Boys risk offending others to prove themselves the stronger ones of the group. Girls prefer not to risk the bonds of friendship; relationships take priority over overt superiority.

This doesn’t mean that deep down inside, we’re not competitive. I belong to a women’s running group, Making Strides, which once a week brings together women of all abilities in their early twenties to early sixties for speed workouts. It’s been interesting to observe that when we are asked to line up in order of fastest to slowest for the purpose of dividing into different groups, there’s much shuffling around at the front because no one wants to be first. It feels as though it would be somehow too prideful or too arrogant. Later, when we line up to start a fast interval, there’s more hesitancy about approaching the start and who will lead. Once we begin running, however, that demureness burns off, our competitiveness kicks in, and we’re all pushing and striving to run our very best and, yes, to beat others of our ability.

I also find a great deal of support and cooperation among these women. Each of us wants to be the best runner, but we all also support and encourage others to achieve their best. I believe we are all thinking, I want to run better than you, but I also want you to run well and do your very best. When someone else does run better, we offer congratulations, and the disappointment isn’t that we didn’t “win” but that we didn’t perform better ourselves.

Although the demureness many women express in sport may be due in part to socialization and the importance we place on relationships, it may also be influenced by a lack of confidence ingrained in us through years of living in a culture that believes boys and men are better at sports than are girls and women. Not only can this social attitude dampen our confidence and inhibit our competitiveness, it may affect our performances, too, as Diane Gill states in Women and Sport (Champaign, Illinois: Human Kinetics, 1994): “More girls than boys expect to do poorly at sports and competition, and more women than men believe they cannot develop sport skills or maintain an exercise program. Indeed, this gender influence on expectations and confidence is one of the most important considerations for achievement, particularly in the realm of physical activity.” Gill goes on to point out that in areas where there is no sexist bias, women display as much confidence as men. “If the task is not male-linked, females are just as likely as males to exhibit achievement-oriented cognitions,” she states.

Clearly, the goal for the future of women’s sports is to work toward erasing societal expectations about participation and performance, which will allow women equal opportunity in athletics. We can begin by encouraging our daughters as equally as our sons to play outside, climb trees, ride bikes, hit baseballs, kick footballs, risk cuts and bruises and broken bones. We can learn to love the tears and grass stains on our daughters’ jeans, knowing that this is part of a world changing toward equal acceptance of men’s and women’s athleticism.

Participation and Achievement

History has certainly seen differences in men’s and women’s participation in sports and also in what we’ve been able to achieve. Sports psychologists believe that societal encouragement of boys’ and men’s sports participation may influence everything from the way women compete and approach sports to how well we perform to even our injury rates. Some say men who have been physically active since boyhood may be better conditioned and less prone to injury when they reach their adolescent and adult years, as compared with women, who might not have been encouraged toward sports during girlhood.

Certainly the centuries of men’s sports participation has enabled the sex as a whole to advance their achievements. Women have come later to the game, but we’re catching up rapidly. Improvements in women’s race performances have led many to speculate that we might someday be as fast as men. Most likely, the gap has narrowed because we are now running in increasing numbers and with increasing intensity and focus on competition and athletic achievement. Because of our physiologies, we probably won’t run as fast as men over most distances, but we can train just as hard and with the same passion for excellence.

Man or woman, each of us has only our own mental and physical limitations to contend with. As we move toward our athletic dreams, gender differences and sexism need to be stored in our histories—not to be forgotten, because their lessons can help us change the future for our daughters, but to be moved out of the way of our footsteps. To push our individual boundaries farther, we must be in the present. We must take these bodies and minds that we have, train them according to the knowledge available to us and the instinct within us, and drive them with our passion toward our individual goals. In that process, we find equality with all others who strive toward their dreams and we achieve the excellence of realizing our very best.



Saying Is Being
 [image: Image] 

BY DAWSON WINCH

THE ROAD STRETCHES BEFORE ME, ENDLESS, ROLLING THROUGH farmland. Cornfields rush by on both sides. My breath comes steady and strong, cloudlike in the cool air. My legs and arms move together smoothly and rhythmically. The world, my mind, my body are in sync.

Unfortunately, this picture exists in my mind more than in reality. I experience such “flow” during some runs, but others are downright painful. When I run in winter, my asthma kicks in, and hills—in any season—zap my strength. I imagine long, enjoyable strengthening runs, but I am having difficulty reaching the point where a 10-or even an 8-mile run feels comfortable. Sometimes I feel as though I have one speed and one speed only, like my old red Schwinn bicycle.

But my stubbornness keeps me from quitting. I keep trying—striving to lengthen my runs, doing speed work to quicken my pace, lifting weights to build strength, visualizing myself running smoothly and strongly down the road.

Someone once asked me if I was a runner. It took me a minute. My answer, surprisingly, was no.

I run, but am I a runner? At what point does an activity become an integral part of your personality, your identity? I do see myself as a hiker, a biker, a backpacker—even an athlete—so why not a runner? Is it my expectations of the qualities runners possess? I think of runners as ultra-athletes, competitors who race regularly and run marathons.

Is it an issue of body type? When I look in the mirror, I don’t see a runner—a tall, thin, muscular individual. I see a woman with hips (thanks to genetics), and despite a healthy diet and daily exercise, a woman who can well afford to lose a couple pounds, a woman who has difficulty finding running shorts that fit well and who experiences chafing in hot, sticky summer months. If I were in a lineup and someone were asked to pick out the runner, I sincerely doubt I’d be picked.

Still, I try.

I see the women I consider runners on the treadmills at the gym. They clock miles and miles at speeds that would leave me flying off the back end. I don’t know if or when I’ll ever reach that level, but I’m definitely making strides, because I’m still there. I no longer mind running next to someone who’s taking one stride for my two and whom I know could do twice the distance in half the time. I’m there doing my best, and I’m proud of that.

I even joined a Tuesday-night running group for women last year to try to improve my speed. I was so nervous the first night, hoping I wouldn’t fall too far behind. I didn’t. There were others who were faster than I and those who were slower. I stuck to it throughout the summer. Although I didn’t feel like 1 was getting any faster or that running was getting any easier, I ran a 5-K that fall (the same one I had run the year before and that was my first race ever) and improved my time by 2 minutes.

It made me realize that I am more of a runner than I’ve given myself credit for being. Perhaps I’ve been going about this backward. If I say I’m a runner, then I’ll be one, rather than the other way around. You are what you believe you are. It’s taken me a while to see this, but you can be sure that the next time someone asks if I’m a runner, I’ll answer quickly with an affirming and resounding yes!

Dawson Winch is marketing manager for Backpacker magazine. She’s also a backpacker, a cyclist, and a runner.


PART II
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 Becoming a Runner
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4
The Mindset




 A runner is real when she takes the first step.
 [image: Image]

—CLARISSA PINKOLA ESTÉS, PH.D., author of Women Who Run with the Wolves



KATHY DOUKAS HAS BEEN RUNNING FOR several years, primarily for fitness. Her current goal is simply to run 4½ miles 4 or 5 days a week consistently. “I’ve never been very fast,” she says. “I can only run a 10-minute mile, but I don’t care about that. I like to run first thing in the morning because it makes me feel really good and gives me more energy for the rest of the day. Some people say, ‘Oh, you’re doing only 10-minute miles; you’re just a jogger,’ but it feels like running to me,” says Kathy. “If you say to yourself you’re a runner, you feel more confident, more powerful.”

And Kathy is a runner. As is the high-school girl who competes on her cross-country team or the 42-year-old executive who runs to relieve stress or the 25-year-old who runs for fitness or the 65-year-old grandmother who wins her age group in the marathon or the 37-year-old mother of three who runs to control her weight.

What does it mean to be a runner? Simply that you run.

“To move the legs quickly,” says the Oxford English Dictionary, “(the one foot being lifted before the other is set down) so as to go at a faster pace than walking; to cover the ground, make one’s way, rapidly in this manner.” Now, consider what the dictionary says about jogging: “To move up and down or to and fro with a heavy unsteady motion; to move on at a heavy or labored pace, to trudge.” Is that the kind of activity you see yourself doing? No. You don’t jog—you run. It doesn’t matter how fast, how far, or how often you run, if you’re moving faster than you would if you were walking, you are a runner. Not all women believe this about themselves, however.

Amy Jones has been running for over a year. She trains 16 miles a week and has completed a 5-K in 31 minutes. Still, she doesn’t consider herself a runner. “I do feel like a runner among people who don’t run—like my family—but not around my friends who run. Part of it—and I’m embarrassed to admit this—is that I don’t think I look like a runner. The ones you see in magazines or TV ads and my friends who run are all so thin. I don’t have that body type, and I probably never will.”

The Power of Positive Thinking

Why is it important to see yourself as a runner? As Kathy points out, you’ll feel more confident and more powerful, and these feelings fuel your excitement for running. When you believe you are a runner, you naturally assume the responsibility of fulfilling that role. You’ll be more motivated to run and thus more consistent in running. You’ll be eager to take on the challenges necessary for improvement, such as increasing your mileage, picking up your pace every now and then, or running with friends who are a little faster than you. You might even decide to run a race.

Try this. Say to yourself, “I’m just a jogger.” How does that make you feel? Maybe a little wimpish? Certainly it doesn’t make you feel special in any way. Now say, “I am a runner.” Say it again with conviction. Do you notice a boost in your attitude? Doesn’t it make you feel proud to say you are a runner?

Within running is a self-fulfilling progression: when you feel confident, you train a little harder, you become a better runner, you become more confident. Even if your goal is to maintain a certain weekly mileage for fitness reasons, when you feel good about yourself and your running, you will be more excited by even the thought of it, and then running regularly will be easy. As Tim Gallwey states in his book The Inner Game of Tennis (New York: Random House, 1997), “I know of no single factor that more greatly affects our ability to perform than the image we have of ourselves.”

Changing Your Image

Jerry Lynch, Ph.D., sports psychologist and author of Thinking Body, Dancing Mind (New York: Bantam, 1992), quotes the American philosopher William James as having said, “Human beings, by changing the inner beliefs of their minds, can change the outer aspects of their lives.” Two techniques sports psychologists use very successfully to help individuals change their inner beliefs are affirmation and visualization. If your self-image could use a little boost—and whose doesn’t every now and then—give them a try.

An affirmation is a positive statement that you repeat over and over. Print the words I am a runner (I am an athlete is another good one) in big letters on several index cards and tape them around the house in places where you’ll see them often: the bathroom mirror, the refrigerator door, the television, the computer monitor. Say it out loud: “I am a runner. I am a runner. I am a runner.” Eventually, you will come to believe it. (All right, it sounds corny, but it works!)

Visualization draws on your imagination to create positive images of you as a runner. “What you see in your mind’s eye can strongly influence your beliefs and achievements,” says Lynch. “Our central nervous system does not distinguish between real and imagined events: it sees and accepts all images as if they were real.” To illustrate this, Lynch suggests a little experiment: close your eyes and imagine a lemon. See yourself cutting a wedge of it and biting into it. Taste the sour juice in your mouth. Are you salivating? Is your mouth puckering? Picture yourself as a strong runner, and your body and mind will respond as though you are one.

Here’s how to practice visualization:

 	Find a quiet place where you won’t be disturbed.
 	Close your eyes and take five deep abdominal breaths. You should be able to feel your abdomen rise with each breath.
 	Relax and clear your mind of distractions.
 	Now, imagine yourself running—down your street or on the path in your local park. Be specific. See yourself moving with good posture, arms close to your sides, swinging forward and back in relaxed good form. Your feet lightly touch the ground as your legs lengthen into a smooth stride. Your breathing is relaxed and comfortable. You are strong and swift and you feel as though you could run forever. 
 

That is the runner you see in your mind; that is the runner you will become.

Practice visualization often—every day, if you can. You’ll be pleased with the feelings of confidence and the improved performance that result.

Building on Your Image

Some of us, even though we have come to see ourselves as runners, may still, at times, disparage our level of ability. Do you ever find yourself saying, “Oh, I’m too slow to run with my friends”? Or if you do get up the courage to go out with a group that’s a little faster than you, do you automatically put yourself at the back of the pack, saying, “I’m pretty slow. You can go on ahead whenever you feel like it. You don’t have to wait for me”?

You’ve heard of the self-fulfilling prophecy? Speak something, and it’ll probably come true. “The words you use to express yourself are the seeds of your future experiences,” says Lynch. “The mind constantly searches for ways to confirm negative self-talk and sabotage the chances for successful athletic performance.” If your friends invite you along on a run, don’t disparage your running. Talk to them about your usual running pace and distance, and together you can plan a run at a pace that will be appropriate for everyone. The day before, visualize yourself running among your friends, running strong and staying with them to the end. Remember, they invited you. Draw confidence from the fact that they believe you are capable.

Nervous about your first race or going for a personal best in a 5-K? Use affirmations and visualization to give you confidence. In the week before the important event, say to yourself over and over again, “I am prepared. I will run well.” Picture yourself running the race. (If you can, drive over the course ahead of time.) Imagine all the details: starting relaxed and controlled, running strong up the hills, gliding the downhills, picking up your pace just a bit with every mile, and sprinting the last 200 yards for a strong finish. Then go do it.

Use challenges to build confidence. Rather than shy away from something you think you can’t do, try something you think you can do … but that you’re not certain you’ll succeed at. It might be running 5 miles instead of your usual 3, or running 4 miles at a 9½-minute pace instead of 10 minutes per mile. Enter a race and make it your goal just to finish, running the whole way. The exhilaration of achieving something you weren’t certain you could do is a runner’s high unlike any other, and your feelings of confidence will soar.

The key is to pick a goal that’s doable. Don’t try to run a distance or a pace that’s considerably farther and faster than what you’re used to, because then you might fail, and failure will only make you feel bad about yourself. Choose little challenges. Succeed at them, and they will be like stepping-stones to a stronger self-image, more enjoyable running, and better performances.

Reaffirming Ourselves

A positive self-image is important throughout our lives as runners. Chances are, your running will take you in a variety of directions over the years and your running identity will change. You might have taken up running to lose weight but later find that running has become important to you for many other fitness reasons as well. You might try a 5-K and discover the excitement of racing. You may wander off onto some trails one day and find yourself seduced by the sport of ultrarunning. You may decide to enter an all-comers track meet and discover there’s been a 400-meter runner hiding inside you. Then in your later years, you may return to running simply for fitness and pleasure.

Our lives change. We may switch jobs. We may find new homes. We may have children. And our bodies change. Eventually, we slow down and aren’t able to achieve the running goals of our youth. Reexamine your running periodically. Redefine your identity as a runner and focus on that identity. Avoid comparing yourself with other runners or the runner you once were. Live and run in the moment and according to your needs and desires. And remember always: you are a runner.


5
The Elements of Running




 Running is the greatest metaphor for life because you get out of it what you put into it.
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—OPRAH WINFREY



RUNNING IS SIMPLE. THAT’S ONE reason we love it.

It doesn’t require lots of technical equipment like cycling and backpacking do or the layers of expensive clothing that downhill skiing demands. In fact, in most seasons, very little clothing is required at all. You don’t need a gym, a court, a pool, or snow, but you could run in any of them if you had to. You don’t need a class, a team, or even a partner, but it’s easy enough to find someone to run with if you want company. There’s no scheduling a game or tee time, or signing up for a 3-nights-a-week 12-week class. You don’t even need much time.

When the desire strikes, simply put on a pair of shorts and a T-shirt, lace up your running shoes (see chapter 14), and head down the road, up a trail or through an open field. I know runners who always have a bag packed with running clothes in their car so that if they drive by a scenic spot, they can hop out and go for a run.

And running doesn’t require very much instruction. Still, there are some basic principles you should know—tips on form, pace, the best surfaces to run on—that will help keep running healthy and fun.

Running Form

For the most part, running form is a given. No two bodies are identical, and yours will move according to its inherent physics. Fortunately, you don’t need ideal form to run well. No one would ever describe Joan Benoit Samuelson as a graceful runner, but she won the first women’s Olympic marathon in 1984 and continues to hold the third-fastest time in the world for that distance. Still, some attention to form will help you run more comfortably, will help you run faster if that is a goal, and may prevent injury. All of us can make a few adjustments.

Running is about moving directly forward as efficiently as possible. You don’t want to waste energy and motion bouncing up and down or twisting sideways. Too much side-to-side motion is more common among women than men—a result of our proportionately wider hips. To correct this, simply monitor your arm movements. Keep your arms relaxed but close to your body, and as they swing in front of you, don’t let them cross over the vertical center line of your torso. Pay attention to this and a few other points (see The Elements of Form on page 35) and you’ll be moving down the road in fine form.



THE ELEMENTS OF FORM

Every now and then during a run, focus on your form from head to toe, especially toward the end of a long run when fatigue frazzles good form. Check for the following points and make adjustments accordingly:

 	Good posture is the most important element of good running form. Imagine a big helium balloon attached to your head by a string and pulling your body straight up. 
 	Look ahead as you run, not down at the ground. This also helps you maintain good posture.
 	Your arms should be bent at about a 90-degree angle As you swing them, keep them relaxed but close to your body. On the backswing, your hands should pass your body at hip level. As your arms swing forward and up, they should cross your torso to about the midline of your chest (drawn vertically). 
 	Your hands should be relaxed, not clenched in a fist, palms facing your body and thumbs upward. Imagine you are holding an egg in each hand as you run.

 
 

The main thing to keep in mind about running form is not to struggle with it. If you try to force your body into the stride and posture of your most-admired Olympian, you may end up running in a way that doesn’t work for your particular body type and cause an injury. Relax. Occasionally check to see that you are following good general form and then get back to enjoying your run.

Form Enhancers

A strong upper body is important to good posture and hence good form, and though running uses the legs primarily, some of your power comes from your arm swing. Consider doing some strength training for your arms, shoulders, and back. Two or three times a week will do, and throw in some abdominal (ab) work, too; strong stomach muscles also contribute to good posture while running. (See chapter 18 for a complete strength-training program.)

Another way to develop better form is with faster running. When you pick up your pace, your form automatically changes to help you move more quickly. With regular speed training, your body will gradually adopt an improved, more efficient style for all paces. This doesn’t mean you have to take up a regimen of intense and measured speed sessions, as you would if you were training to race. Just run a little faster than usual once or twice a week or do a run in which you alternate a few minutes at a fast pace with a few minutes of slow running.



GO GENTLY INTO THE MORNING

If you’re like most women, you run first thing. A 1996 Runner’s World survey showed that many of us are up and running even before the crack of dawn in order to fit running into our busy lives. If that includes you, remember that muscles are stiff in the morning and thus more susceptible to strains and pulls.

Take a little extra time to warm up. Walk and/or jog slowly at the start of your run and gradually ease into your usual pace. You can also add some light stretching to your warmup, but do so after a few minutes of slow running when your muscles have loosened up some; stretching muscles that are too tight can cause injury.



With a little strength training and some speed and regular running, your form will gradually improve on its own. I remember after I had been running for a few years, my friend Jane Serues, who is quite an accomplished runner, passed me on the road one afternoon. Later that day, she came up to me and said, “You looked good out there. You actually look like a runner now.” Geez, what must I have looked like those first couple of years? Fortunately, we can’t see ourselves running. What I found most interesting was that I hadn’t specifically worked to change my form at all. It came naturally as I became a better runner.

Stride

The one element of running form that we all secretly wish for is a longer stride. Don’t you sometimes find yourself, on a run, drifting into a mental reverie, imagining that you are bounding gracefully over the earth? (I know I do.) That’s a nice image, but leave it to your imagination. Stride length is something you don’t want to mess with. Many runners think they’ll be not only more graceful but faster if they take long leaping strides. Leave it to Mother Nature. As with trying to dramatically alter any other element of form, changing your stride length can lead to injury if it’s not appropriate to your biomechanics or your level of ability.

What you should focus on is your stride rate. Jack Daniels, Ph.D., sports scientist and head track and cross help country coach at the State University of New York at Cortland, studied the stride rate of runners at the 1984 Olympics. He found that almost every runner there took about 180 steps a minute. Daniels, who also works with beginning runners, notes that they take only 150 to 160 steps a minute, which costs more energy. “A slow stride rate means you spend more time in the air and thus land harder,” he points out. “With a quicker turnover, you will land lightly, which lessens your risk of injury.”



RAISING YOUR RATE

Do some downhill running to help increase your stride rate. Gravity promotes quicker leg turnover, and good form on downhills requires a slightly shorter stride and quick, light steps.



Next time you go for a run, count your stride rate for 1 minute, which means count every footstrike: right, left, right, left—1, 2, 3, 4. If it’s less than 180 steps per minute, practice taking quicker steps. This does not mean running faster, it means picking your foot up more quickly after it hits the ground, which will require you to shorten your stride. Aim for between 180 and 190 steps per minute, no faster. As for bounding like a gazelle, your stride will naturally lengthen as you become a stronger and faster runner.

Running Pace

Women who say they hate to run or that it’s just too hard probably run too fast. The effort of running should feel comfortable no matter what your fitness level. If you can’t have a conversation while you’re running, then you should slow down.

Don’t let yourself get caught up in timing every run and calculating your daily minute-per-mile pace either. We’ve all seen those runners who set their sports watches at the beginning of a run and immediately check them at the end. Even the most serious runners don’t need to do this except on the days they are focusing on speed work, and that should be only 1 or 2 days a week.

It is good to time yourself every now and then. Knowing your pace gives you a benchmark as to where you are in your personal range of running fitness. If you measure your speed every day, however, you can quickly become too focused on it. It’s easy to get caught up in trying to run your regular route just a little faster each time and fret when the going’s a little slow.

The best advice I ever received was to leave my watch at home. I enjoyed running more, and I didn’t burn out worrying about keeping a certain pace every day. I believe that not measuring my every run was one of the keys to my becoming a better runner. By ignoring your watch, you’ll run as your body feels—faster on days when you’re feeling perky and slower on days when you’re tired and should run slower. Becoming a slave to pace only sets you up to become overtrained and ultimately injured, and it turns running into a task. You’ll enjoy running so much more when you run with your body, not against it.

Of course, if you plan to race or if you simply want to become a faster runner, you will need to do some running at speeds that will barely allow you to mutter a word, and you’ll want to learn your paces so that you can improve on them. (You’ll find details on training to race in part VII.) Even when you are training to be faster, though, 90 percent of your running should be at conversation pace.

Breathing

One way to judge your pace and effort is through rhythmic breathing. This involves coordinating your breathing with your stride cadence such that you inhale and exhale over an odd number of foot strikes. During a relaxed run, you want to inhale for three steps and exhale for two steps (a 3:2 ratio). Why inhale for more steps than you exhale? Because inhalation should be as relaxed and fluid as possible, whereas exhalation is naturally a bit shorter and more forceful. Breathing in this way helps prevent “stitches,” those short, painful cramps in your diaphragm that sometimes occur during running. Here’s how it works.


 	Footstrike
	Breathing Pattern



	Left
	Inhale



	Right
	Inhale



	Left
	Inhale



	Right
	Exhale



	Left
	Exhale



	Right
	Inhale



	Left
	Inhale



	Right
	Inhale



	Left
	Exhale



	Right
	Exhale 



At first, learning to breathe using the 3:2 pattern may be difficult (unless this is your natural rhythm). If you focus on maintaining this breathing pattern each time you run, however, it will become second nature within a week.
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