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  “Sitting down with Run Strong, Stay Hungry is like going for a Sunday long run with multiple generations of running’s wisest and most-experienced. Jonathan Beverly puts you smack in the middle of a wide-ranging discussion on the sport that conveys the passion, mindset, and training methods of lifelong runners. The only disappointment is that the conversation, like a great run, must eventually come to an end.”


—PETE MAGILL, running coach with 19 USA Track & Field National Masters Championships, multiple American and world age-group record holder, and five-time USA Masters Cross Country Runner of the Year


  “In Run Strong, Stay Hungry, Jonathan Beverly interviews dozens of runners who have trained and raced hard through the decades. Their advice is clear, proven, and useful—exactly what all runners are looking for.”


—AMBY BURFOOT, 1968 Boston Marathon winner, Runner’s World editor at large


  “Jonathan Beverly has expertise, knowledge, and love of the sport of distance running. His book, Run Strong, Stay Hungry, is for runners who get that running is not about one race or rival. Running is about you, your path, and your lifetime of running.”


—BILL RODGERS, four-time Boston Marathon champion and Olympian


  “Running is so challenging it makes you wise. Running is such fun it keeps you young. Jonathan Beverly captures the wisdom and the fun in his masterly distillation of the thoughts of 50 lifelong runners—that’s two thousand years’ experience in one fascinating book.”


—ROGER ROBINSON, PhD, author and masters runner


  “Jonathan Beverly mines new material in Run Strong, Stay Hungry. He focuses on the heroes of yesterday to learn their secrets—what contributed to their success and, perhaps equally interesting, how they failed and what they learned. A masterful read.”


—HAL HIGDON, contributing editor, Runner’s World


  “If you need help getting your aging body out the door, buy Run Strong, Stay Hungry.”


—BENJI DURDEN, coach and Olympic marathoner


  “Jonathan Beverly’s book, Run Strong, Stay Hungry, is fantastic for runners who want to continue running—and for runners who have been running for decades. I found myself nodding and saying ‘Yes!’ at each chapter.”


—DAVE DUNHAM, mountain running champion with over 135,000 lifetime miles
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To Tracy, who has taught me all I know about lifetime love, and to Landis, may you always stay hungry




INTRODUCTION


The beauty of the morning and the radiance of noon are good, but it would be a very silly person who drew the curtains and turned on the light in order to shut out the tranquility of the evening.


—W. SOMERSET MAUGHAM, THE SUMMING UP


When you’re 16, you don’t think about whether you will still be running when you’re 60. Let’s face it, you can’t even imagine being 60. If you think about it at all, you assume that were you to live that long, you’d have long since retired to the rocking chair.


A few quick trips around the sun and 60 doesn’t feel so far away. In fact, you wonder how the years went by so fast. Many will have hung up their running shoes somewhere along the line. They’ll look back at the time when they were once a runner.


But some will still be chasing it. On most days, through summer, winter, spring, and fall, they will pull on their running shoes and head outdoors. Weekdays, they’ll run for an hour or so; Saturdays will find them going longer. Tuesdays they might be at the track. All of this continues a pattern they’ve followed for four, five, or more decades.


They’re still working to get fitter and faster, even if their fast is far slower than it was back in the day. And they still compete, taking pleasure in pitting themselves against others and against the clock—both the clock ticking off the seconds of their races and the one counting down their years.


This book is about that singular group—an inspiring collection of lifelong dedicated runners whom I call “lifetime competitors.”


Part of the impetus behind writing this book is certainly personal. As I move into the decades where running increasingly becomes iffy, I marvel at those who never seem to lose the fire. And while I admire those who have come late and are burning with a fresh flame, setting lifetime bests at advanced ages, I revere those whose passion, like a bed of mature coals, sustains heat after years and years of experience, successes and failures, breakthroughs and setbacks. What is the secret to that long-burning passion? Are they genetically lucky? Or are there core habits, mindsets, or practices they employ to keep the fire burning?


To answer these questions, I talked to lifetime runners I knew, then to ones they knew, and expanded to others in ever-widening circles until I’d talked to over 50 who continue to go the distance (and a dozen who had hung it up). Some of these runners were elites who had set world records and won Olympic medals. Others were more mortal and relatable, those who, through persistence and passion, arrived at regional and local racing success. I asked for their stories and listened for patterns and similarities. My goal was to find principles that superseded the particulars of their lives and could provide guidance to help others navigate the years.


What I found surprised me. It turned out that psychological perspectives are as important, or perhaps even more important, than training specifics. As nine key principles emerged, I found that these perspectives were not only important to keep running but were also key to navigating life itself: knowing yourself, making peace with your gifts, balancing priorities, avoiding the pitfalls of perfectionism, adapting to change, staying both optimistic and realistic, and accepting declining abilities without giving in or giving up. What had started as a book about running ended up being a book about life.


I consulted experts on aging, motivation, and adaptability in order to add context and theory to the personal on-the-ground stories I heard. That said, the material presented here should not be construed as scientific. It is biased by the small sample of people I interviewed and then filtered through my eyes and sensibilities. These are the eyes of a moderately competitive runner who has been running since 1977 and writing about runners for more than 20 years. For a better understanding of that perspective, read on—or else skip forward to find the principles and hear from the many exceptional men and women who are the heart of this book.


A RUNNING LIFE


Although my running fire never burned bright enough to attract much attention outside of my own, it has been steady and strong for four decades. Talking to others for the purposes of this book sent me back many times to my own story. With the 20/20 vision of hindsight, I can now see where and how I managed to avoid roadblocks and find a path that has allowed me to continue to enjoy running and compete into my 50s.


I’d like to say I was recruited for my exceptional running talent and urged to join the high school cross-country team, but in truth, running was a last refuge. After a sickly youth during which I was always overshadowed athletically by my brother, who is two years my senior, I arrived at high school. Too small for football, too uncoordinated for basketball or baseball, and a year younger than my peers, having skipped a school year in grade school, I was awkward and nerdy. So naturally, I went out for cross-country.


Cross-country is the Statue of Liberty of sport, proclaiming to the world of high school athletes, “Give me your skinny, your weak, your huddled outcasts yearning to be cool.” The sport gives these misfit toys an island where they find that by applying dogged persistence, they can improve and eventually contribute—even succeed.


It was 1977 in a small coastal Maine town. The first running boom was in full flower. Fellow New Englander Bill Rodgers ruled the road-running world and was in the middle of his streak of Boston and New York Marathon victories. Joan Benoit, from just down the road in Cape Elizabeth, would set an American record in Boston in 1979.


My high school coach, Anne Norton, was a passionate convert to the running boom. She imparted a love for the act of running itself, as much or more than for racing and victories. She didn’t overtrain us, set unrealistic expectations, or apply pressure for us to perform beyond our abilities. Instead, she encouraged and nurtured every runner to improve, and she celebrated personal growth at every level. Coach Norton deserves as much credit as anyone for the fact that running has remained a big part of my life ever since.


My success in cross-country and track was moderate at best. I never set a record, rarely placed in the medals, and made state only as one of the last varsity runners on the cross-country team my sophomore through senior years. But I was a contributing part of those teams, accepted and valued, something I never had been before, athletically speaking. And I loved the actual running, which served as an escape, a way to cope with adolescent emotions and crises as well as a way to become an athlete. During the stage where forging an identity is the key task, being a runner became an important part of mine.


A YOUNG MARATHONER


During the summer of my sophomore year, I ran nearly every day, and Mrs. Norton started taking me to road races. A few weeks before cross season, I ran a hilly 16-miler where I cruised comfortably past fading runners in the final stages. Mrs. Norton was impressed with my seven-minute-per-mile average. Her enthusiasm, and the congratulations of other runners, showed me that this ability to keep going was not universal, even if it wasn’t as widely valued as speed.


I enjoyed going long so much that I skipped track the spring of my junior year to train for and run my first marathon—the inaugural Nike Maine Coast Marathon. I ran a 3:23, won the 18 and under age group, and added “marathoner” to my runner identity. The following summer, after graduation, I lowered that to 3:03 at the Paul Bunyan Marathon. With the arrogance of youth, I assumed 20-minute drops would be normal, that I’d run a Boston qualifier next (then 2:50), and that soon I’d be sniffing at an Olympic Trials time. None of that was true, but the marathon nevertheless had seduced me with its compelling and consuming physical and intellectual challenges.


These dreams, unrealistic as perhaps they were, led to a smooth passage over the first major hurdle runners face in keeping going for a lifetime: transitioning out of the school context of team and coach and into running on your own. I wasn’t fast enough to be considered for scholarships by colleges, so I walked on to the team at a small school in Arkansas. The coach welcomed me, but within a week I determined that the commitment was more than I could handle and still maintain the grades I needed to keep my scholarships while working to cover the rest of the bills.


I quit the team but kept running, training for a spring marathon back in Maine. Running continued to be a solace, this time from the emotional hotbed of dorm life. It also provided continuity, smoothing the wildly changing patterns of my life as I tried new roles, relationships, activities, and beliefs. (Spoiler: Running would continue to provide this service during even bigger crises in years to come.)


With my focus on a Boston qualifier, I ran the first 18 miles of the Maine Coast Marathon that spring at a 2:50 pace but dropped out, fatigued from a fever I’d had a few days before. Not deterred, I immediately signed up for the Paul Bunyan two months later, but distracted by a girl, I trained inadequately, hit the wall hard, and struggled home at well over three hours.


Only 18, I decided the marathon wasn’t my event and took a sabbatical from running for a few years. I ran a little and raced a little, but my focus was on college, grad school, and launching a career.


My first full-time job, directing youth programs in the Panama Canal Zone, gave me a context to run a bit more, with the kids, and to keep myself fit and sane enough to deal with them. Throughout this time, although my competitiveness waxed and waned, I still held on to the identity that I was a runner and a marathoner.


NEEDING A GOAL


That job ended abruptly a few years later, and I returned to the United States disillusioned and adrift. But what was bad for me professionally and emotionally was good for my running. The first thing I wanted to do was to train for and run a marathon. I craved an area of life I could control and a goal that could be defined and measured, difficult but achievable. The marathon was the perfect solution: simple in its lack of ambiguity and grand in its scope and challenge.


I plunged into training so thoroughly that within a few months I had broken my foot, pushing straight through a stress fracture to a full-blown crack that occurred in the middle of a 5-mile lead-up race. However, this didn’t slow me any longer than the six weeks I needed to recover. I took a twisted pride in the injury and saw it as a fault of my shoes, not a personal and pervasive weakness. Within six more months, I was running a marathon, this time finishing in 3:00:34.


Throughout the next few years, during which my wife and I completed more schooling and lived in five cities and one foreign country, I continued to run and race with mixed success. After a victory in an 11-mile trail race outside of Denver, my wife remarked, “The world has yet to see what you could do if you really focused on it.”


TOP OF MY GAME


A move to New York City gave me the opportunity to test that. I fell in with Coach Bob Glover’s running classes at the New York Road Runners club, and for the first time in my life, I started running at a speed and volume my high school self never could have dreamed of. Within nine months, I had smashed my PRs up to the half-marathon, stunning myself with a 1:17 at the Philadelphia Distance Run. Within a year, I was coaching with Bob, often leading the Advanced Competitive group’s Tuesday-night workouts.


I was still in my 30s, so perhaps it isn’t amazing that I was running so well. But many runners miss these key running years, distracted by life-building. As far as running was concerned, I was fortunate that my career was in an eddy. I worked a low-stress administrative job at NYU to pay for a PhD while dabbling in writing, and running was what I thought about from the time I woke each morning and headed to Central Park to when I put my tired, cramping legs to bed.


Even as my career took off as director of international programs at NYU’s Stern School of Business and my articles were appearing regularly in running magazines across the country, I continued focusing on my training, finally cracking 3:00 for the marathon, and eventually posting a 2:46.


In 1998, another international move ensured that running would continue to dominate my thoughts. When my wife had a chance to relocate to Belgium for work, I quit my day job, moved with her, and focused on my writing. While she traveled the globe, I wrote, ran, and raced. I was in my mid-30s, setting PRs, and in the best shape of my life.


I was training to run a 2:40 in London in April 2000 when fate stepped in with another move and another opportunity. I was hired as editor of Running Times magazine back in the United States.


MAKING MY PASSION MY JOB


You would think being editor of a national running magazine would ensure that you are active and committed to running, but one of the dirty secrets of our sport is that the closer you get to the center professionally, the harder it is to maintain your own running. This started on the first weekend. Instead of running the London Marathon as I had planned to do, the publisher got me a bib for Boston, which was one day later.


I was looking forward to running Boston, but as you might expect, the editor of a running magazine doesn’t have the luxury of sitting around with his feet up in the days before a major marathon. After working at the expo all day and attending corporate parties every evening, I arrived at the start line with tired, sore legs and shuffled to the finish in 2:55, 15 minutes slower than I’d hoped. I didn’t know it then, but that would be the last time I would finish in under three hours.


In the ensuing months, I was commuting an hour to work each way and working longer and harder than I ever had. Runs became short mind-clearing bouts snuck in on early mornings. My son was born a year later, which put a stop to most of those runs, too. The few times I did race, it was painful and embarrassing, my ability far below where my mind thought my body was. I limped through two half-marathons, finishing as trashed and slow as if I had run a full marathon without adequate preparation.


DRIFTING ALONG


Had my lifestyle continued in that pattern, I would certainly have gained weight, lost fitness, and perhaps stopped running altogether. But another move, this one to the country, saved my running. In the fall of 2001, we picked up stakes in Manhattan and headed to western Nebraska. Without the commute, and having reduced my salary and role, I spent many happy miles pushing my son around the dirt roads of the High Plains.


The first year in the country, at age 38, with my son young enough to enjoy long runs with me in the stroller, I focused on the New York City Marathon, still thinking I would be able to PR or come close with a “respectable” time. A few weeks before New York, I ran Chicago as a tune-up, finishing in a comfortable 3:26. That would be my only marathon time that year, as I developed severe blisters in the first mile of NYC and dropped out, unable mentally to deal with surviving the distance.


Training became even more haphazard as my son grew. But between my day job at Running Times and volunteering at the high school, where I trained with the cross-country and track kids, I remained in constant contact with the sport. I was still running, and even racing pretty well in local races. I noted that I was slower but attributed it to lack of volume and focus, not my years.


NO ALLOWANCE FOR BEING A MASTER


The year I turned 40, unfazed by my age, I set an ambitious goal. In a letter I wrote to Elaine Doll-Dunn, the wife of the race director of the Deadwood Mickelson Trail Marathon, I said: “Turning 40 has given me the motivation (and my son turning 3 has given me the time) to train near the level I did in the mid-1990s, when I ran sub-2:50s. Seeing the course record at 2:52 inspired me to set that as my ideal goal, although I will be thrilled to run under 3 hours again—something I haven’t done since Boston 2000, the week before I took over as editor of Running Times.”


Training for Deadwood, I started putting in steady miles. I had hoped to build to 70-plus per week during the winter, but I found that I couldn’t do that and keep up with work, coaching, teaching a community college running class, and maintaining the level of involvement with my family that I wished. So I made peace with 40 to 60 miles a week. I ran the Houston Marathon during my buildup to Deadwood, and I was pleasantly surprised to finish in 3:08 with an easy effort.


A few days after turning 40, I placed third among the masters in the competitive River Run 10K in Wichita, Kansas. My time, though two minutes off my all-time best, felt respectable, a time most 20-year-olds wouldn’t be ashamed of running. And, I told myself, I was still 19th overall among 1,500 runners. Like many others, I was still drawing my esteem from how I compared to others and to my younger, fastest self.


As I immersed in Deadwood training, I enjoyed obsessing over details, calculating paces and equivalents from tune-up races, and worrying over pace adjustments for the slope of the course, what shoes to wear, what to eat the morning of the race, practicing fast downhill running on fatigued legs, checking weather reports.


I concluded my letter to Doll-Dunn: “I’m really looking forward to the run in June. Yes, it will be a race—a test of fitness and endurance. But more, it will be a celebration of six months, make that two years, of discipline, growing strength, strong, joyful runs, and youthful strength, even at 40.”


The training turned out better than the race. Freakishly hot weather, peaking at over 90 degrees—the highest temps recorded for June in the Black Hills since 1952 according to race director Jerry Dunn—caused me to limp home, cramping, in 3:16. Still, I placed fifth overall.


That “still”—placing relatively well in races despite slowing times—kept me going for a long time. And what I wrote to Doll-Dunn remained true even with the disappointing results; I enjoyed the process of getting fit and using that fitness on challenging runs. I would come to learn that racing is worthwhile, if only to spur me into this process of growth.


But first, I would almost give it up.


ABOUT TO LET GO


I ran another marathon close on the heels of Deadwood and finished in 3:40, a personal worst. After that, I decided I was finished with my obsession with marathons.


I didn’t quit all racing, though, and I ran a few half-marathons and 10Ks in the next year, with enough success to earn a masters trophy at the Lincoln Half-Marathon. My time there, however, was seven minutes slower than my best, and given the effort it took to run it, this came as a shock and a disappointment.


When my hip went out of whack on a run the next spring, I didn’t go to the doctor—I just stopped running. When it didn’t get better, I figured I was done as a runner. Two months later, my wife convinced me that I needed to run again for mental health if nothing else. So I finally sought out a physical therapist, who fixed the hip with a quick adjustment. I was back to normal, if out of shape.


I was ready to walk away from competition at this point, when age made PRs improbable and race times felt embarrassing. Injury seemed always close at hand, with old pains often present. Still looking at the world through youthful eyes, I thought masters who took their racing seriously were in denial, refusing to accept that they couldn’t compete anymore, that time had moved on and they should too.


I was still deeply connected to running, however. I was editor of Running Times, coaching high school, and still running regularly for sanity and health. And I was fit enough that when I jumped into a half-marathon on a winter trip to Orlando, I placed fourth overall. Yes, my time was two minutes slower than it had been two years earlier, and I didn’t even want to compare it with my PR, but I had felt fast, competitive, and as smooth over the distance as I remembered from my prime.


STILL CHASING IT


In 2007, I ran in the USATF Masters Cross Country Championships and the track 10,000 m. In a Running Times article that came out the next year about masters competition, I wrote:


           While I claim that daily runs for fitness and mental sanity are really the reason I run, I simply don’t run as much when I don’t have a race to prepare for, and looming competition gets me out of bed and onto the track on a 90-degree summer morning. I like myself better when I get to the track. What is more, the older I get, the less I worry about performing poorly, and the more I enjoy the actual experience of competing, measuring myself against others, having a reason to push—win or lose, good day or bad day.


At age 43, I was starting to let go of the absolute numbers and measure success by effort. Of course, absolute results were still satisfying, like when I’d place in the top 5 every year in a small, local 5K, my 40-something and now 50-something age nestled among teenagers and 20-somethings on the results board.


My running had certainly changed since its peak in the ’90s. But so too had my attitude. After training hard for a marathon in 2009, the results were far below my expectations. Thinking I could run close to 3:00, I was again stymied by heat—what was I thinking running in Florida?—and a harder course than expected. My time was an embarrassing 3:43. That said, I still placed third overall and first in my age group. Not bad for a man my age was beginning to be my mantra.


Three years later, after putting in solid training with the junior high track team, I popped a 65-minute 10-miler in Denver, good for second in my age group and 36th overall in a large field. I took inordinate pride and solace in those results. Despite saying I didn’t compare anymore, clearly I still cared.


Later that spring I broke a bone in my foot. This time, however, I had no intention of slowing down or backing off. I biked aggressively while wearing my boot, and a few weeks after I got it off, again won a small 10-miler. The minimalist movement that Running Times was covering regularly caused me to reconsider my stride, learn more about how the body works, and take seriously the supplemental work necessary to counteract the forces of my mostly sedentary lifestyle. This approach has helped me clear up old injuries, and I find I am running smoother and more pain-free than I have for decades.


I’ve also discovered the comfort of age grading, which I look at after every race, even after some workouts. Those numbers say I’m as good as I’ve ever been, staying very close to my PRs and occasionally beating them. I don’t really believe that, as I know my training is considerably less, but it is still a motivating goal to pursue. The fact that I race mostly against small-town competition no doubt also keeps me going, inflating what feels like success.


I passed another disturbing threshold in fall 2016: I can no longer keep up with the top runners on the cross-country team I coach, even in training, except on easy and long runs. I could take it as yet another reminder of how old and slow I am. But instead, my point of view is this: I’m healthy, running more miles, and still have no desire to watch from the sidelines. I’ve yet to find anything in life that provides the same satisfaction and joy as heading out for a run and feeling like a wild horse galloping across the prairie: powerful, smooth, tireless, and fully alive and present.


The runners I’ve talked to who have hung up their shoes certainly all seem rational. Their argument that it had become time to focus on something else makes sense. But I can’t seem to shake the obsession. I love the running too much to want to do it less, and if I’m running this much, why not take my fitness out for a spin once in a while and see what it’s got?


EMBRACING TIME


As I talked with other passionate runners in the course of writing this book, my perspective evolved. I’ve seen more clearly that my youthful perspective on masters competitors was 180 degrees wrong. We aren’t denying our age. How can we? We are reminded, every time we race, nearly every time we run, that we’re slower and that it isn’t a matter of being out of shape; we’re not going to get back to those fast times ever again. The black-and-white certainty of time and distance forces us to face the facts with clear-eyed honesty.


Drawing the curtain and turning on the lights to block out the fading sunset would be denial. Hanging up our flats so that we can keep believing we are the same as we were a decade ago, or that we could run as fast as we used to in a fictional reality—if we had time to train more, if we weren’t injured, if conditions were better—that would be denial.


I’ve joined those wise souls I met during this project who reject those fantasies. We know clearly that the should’ves, could’ves, and would’ves are make-believe. The “perfect” day when we are at the top of our form and all the stars align never has come in the past, and we don’t have time to wait for it anymore. Today is the one day we’ve got, and we’ll seize it with more passion than a teenager.


As I slip further into these years where I can no longer delude myself that I’m still as fast as today’s youth, where I need to curtail my training to avoid injury, and where times get slower every year, I need the wisdom of those who have gone before more than ever. And so I’ve approached each interview with as much personal curiosity as professional interest.


I know that the thread that weaves the years of a runner’s life can break easily and sometimes unexpectedly. Even as I say I want to be doing this at 90, it is mind-boggling to think that I could be running for as many years in the future as I have in the past. That road is foggy and uncertain to me, as uncertain as the path ahead was for the 13-year-old who went out for cross-country in the fall of 1977. I’ve started to learn the lessons of this book. I hope they will serve me as well as they have served the amazing runners I’ve gotten to know by writing it.
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WHY THEY STOP


Every success story is a tale of constant adaption, revision, and change.


—SIR RICHARD BRANSON


An important part of understanding what compels people to continue running for life, it seemed to me, was to first examine why many runners fall away from the sport.


I didn’t have to look far to do my research. The list of runners who once ran often and well but do so no more is far longer than the list of those who have kept going. And although each person has a different story of how the fates conspired to remove running from their routines and identities, I quickly noticed a common theme.


People stop running when they fail to adapt, either to changing life conditions or to the demands of age. They reach a point where the effort exceeds the outcome and no longer produces the desired or expected results.


That’s the big-picture reason for why they stop. But why do the wheels begin to fall off in the first place? While I found some made a decision to stop, others slowly drifted away from running as if it were a friend they’d lost contact with.


To be a competitive runner at any level requires a daily commitment. Inertia works against you; the default is not to run. When you’re rolling, it feels easy and normal to lace up and get out every day. Running is an important part of your life—what you schedule first, look forward to, and spend much of your time thinking about.


But as soon as this consistency stops, forces begin to conspire to make it harder to restart. Schedules fill up, you put on weight, residual injuries seem to worsen with inactivity, and you lose the fitness that made running easier. Running is not necessary or convenient in today’s world. You have to choose it and find the time and effort to do it.


Although reasons for stepping away are seldom simple, I found several hurdles a lifelong runner needs to negotiate in order to continue as a runner, and several reasons that convince people it is time to hang up their racing flats.


FAILURE TO LAUNCH


Moving from the structure and team context of high school or college sports to running on your own is the number one obstacle stopping runners. Close to 500,000 students run high school cross-country each year according to the National Federation of State High School Associations. More than double that participate in track.


Many of these runners, however, drop running once their four years are up. As with most high school sports, even avid participants end up moving on after school and don’t adopt it as part of their adult identity or lifestyle.


Tom Luhrs of Chase County, Nebraska, was on the cross-country team for three years in the late ’70s but quit running after high school. He admits he ran mostly to get in condition for basketball. He continued to run a bit for fitness after gaining weight in college and to be in shape for golf, which has been his passion since high school. Running never became part of his identity or routine, however, and he feels no sense of loss.


Tyler Talbot, in contrast, was thoroughly committed to running. He discovered a talent for distance running in junior high and led the Chase County cross-country team in high school. During his sophomore year in 2008, the team placed second in their class at state and he was the team’s top finisher, coming in 14th.


“It was all I thought about for four years,” Talbot said. Despite this passion, however, he stopped racing when he got to college. He had considered going to a small school where he could have run on the cross-country and track teams. But Talbot preferred the music program at the University of Nebraska in Lincoln, and he wasn’t a strong enough runner to compete on their Division 1 team.


“I assumed I would have it in me to run consistently even after high school competition,” Talbot said. “I thought, I’m going to put more of my eggs in this music basket, but I’ll still run, because I always have. I didn’t think it would be difficult at all.”


Now 24, Talbot said he hasn’t run at all for over a year and has not competed since high school. When he first arrived at college, he found a running buddy and they trained together fairly frequently, he recalls. But then his music got more demanding, and the band he was in started playing gigs out of town. He would often tell his running partner, “I can’t make it tomorrow morning because I’m not going to get back until 3:00 a.m.”


Talbot, now a professional musician, doesn’t blame his career. “I’d love to blame it on my job, but there is time,” he said. “As much as I love it, there was time, and I should have made it happen. But I didn’t.”


It seems that atrophy was to blame. After missing one day, then another, it didn’t seem worth it to run the next. “It just snowballed,” Talbot said. “It is sort of all or nothing, and I went to nothing.”


As Talbot’s high school coach, I can today see clues for why it became hard for him to continue. While on the cross-country team, he would do whatever was asked of him, but he was never one to train on his own. He did run with the team in the summers but struggled with the early mornings. For him, running was integrally tied to the group and friends, with little to no experience of running outside of that. That he transferred his competitive discipline to music when his team context disappeared isn’t surprising. He never adopted new goals or created new habits.


Runners like Talbot don’t choose to quit, nor do they encounter restrictions that keep them from running. Rather, it is the lack of choice that is to blame. Talbot recognizes this. “That’s all it is, a decision,” he said. “But for some reason there is this block; I don’t make the decision to do it.”


Still, running hasn’t lost its appeal for him. “When I run, it still feels good, feels right,” he said. “When I do get out, I feel like, Why don’t I do this every day? I love it.” He seemed wistful as we talked and sounded like he is likely to return to the sport. He knows he has time. “I’m still young enough to have very minimal pushback from my body.”


Lots of people stop running in the context of different schedules, challenging schoolwork, a budding career, or the obligations of a young family, only to return to it later—when life settles down or they realize they crave the sport. Often the return is spurred on as a way to regain lost fitness, and only after that do they rediscover the joy of competing as well. Some get to a point where they yearn for a challenging, unambiguous goal that they can conquer to feel good about themselves. Some realize they have uncompleted dreams.


LOSING THE HABIT


Peter Gambaccini was a high school standout in track in the late ’60s. He made the Connecticut state track championships twice and set the school record in the 2 mile. “It was important to me,” he recalled.


But when he arrived at Dartmouth, he lost the habit. “Dartmouth didn’t recruit athletes, but the fact that you were an athlete was one of the reasons you might have gotten in there,” he said. “But there was no real obligation, and it was amazing how many people gave up their sports as soon as they got there.”


Gambaccini tried running, but he was quickly injured and was also intimidated by the Dartmouth cross-country course. He gained the “Freshman 25,” and although he lost half of it later on, he said, “I never really got in shape again and pretty much stopped running.”


The running boom was beginning outside of the school context, but Gambaccini wouldn’t take part in it until he was 26. “I faded into the counterculture for six or seven years,” he recalled.


DELAYED DECISION


Those who do participate on a college team delay the process of making running a part of their lives as a hobby, not a requirement. But post-college, they too have a decision to make. And although they have usually run for 8 to 10 years at that point, with running becoming a large part of their identity, many stop competing or find other outlets for their competitive drives and desire to stay fit.


Brett Gooden, another talented high school runner I coached, no longer runs competitively. Gooden made state on his own several times and set the school record in the 800 m. He successfully walked on to the University of Nebraska track team.


After college, however, Gooden backed off running. “I was burnt out,” he said. “I promised myself to not go for a run for an entire month after my career had ended just to (1) see if I could do it and (2) give myself time to figure out what I wanted to devote my time and energy towards.”


During that month, he fell in with friends who were avid soccer players. His running speed and endurance gave him an edge, and he enjoyed the sport. “Over time, I replaced going for a run with playing pickup soccer at the pitch with my friends,” Gooden said.


That fall, Gooden moved to Taiwan and became a teacher. There, he joined a community soccer league that quickly took the place running had held for him. “I was training [for] soccer at least twice a week, along with a game or tournament every weekend,” he said. A few years later, he moved to Germany to pursue a master’s degree and quickly found a new football club there as well.


The social, team aspect of soccer is part of the appeal, but Gooden thinks the decision is also related to the type of runner he was. “I was a middle-distance specialist,” he said. “It’s not often you’re going to find an 800 meter road race after college. With football, I can use my speed rather than trying to keep up with guys that are five times slower than me on a track but would kill me over 10,000 meters.”


Still, Gooden doesn’t rule out a return to running. “I can definitely see myself coming back to running after I lose a bit of my leg speed and get older, because I’m pretty positive I will still want to remain active.”


WOMEN STILL AREN’T SUPPOSED TO SWEAT (TOO MUCH)


Lifetime competitor Ann Ringlein, who coached for many years at Nebraska Wesleyan University, said that she has found that female runners are even less likely than males to continue when they leave the scholastic halls. Women often have a feeling they need to move on, Ringlein said.


She has noted in her female runners what she calls “a guilty responsibility” to use the time spent running to do something more important. She points out that societal pressures sometimes make female runners doubt themselves. They get asked questions such as, “Where are your kids?” “You get a babysitter to go do a 20-miler?”


While many female lifetime competitors shared stories about what they had to overcome to be runners in their early years, before Title IX, I had assumed this type of experience was a thing of the past, not something faced by younger runners today. Ringlein’s observations, however, point to the continued different expectations for women, which she said leads some women to decide that they’re not going anywhere with running and so it isn’t worth their time and effort.


THINGS FALL APART


Those who hurdle the challenges of leaving scholastic running behind to become independent runners face yet another common hurdle that leads to quitting: injury.


Bob Clement had a successful high school career in Bucksport, Maine, in the early 1980s. He wasn’t a star, but he improved every year until he was number two on the cross-country team and a state-qualifying middle-distance man in spring. He continued to run through college and his 20s, enough to keep fit and jump in a race a few times per year.


In his 30s, he started to run competitively again. He began running 5 to 6 miles four or five days a week and enjoyed racing for his company team, often placing in his age group.


Returning to consistent running and racing awakened a forgotten goal—to run the Boston Marathon. At age 39, Clement began training in earnest to qualify, building up gradually until he was running 13 miles a day.


One month away from his qualifier, his knee started to hurt. His local doctor called it runner’s knee and prescribed rest and anti-inflammatories. But the pain didn’t ease, and soon both knees were hurting. He had to give up his goal of qualifying and pull back on his running. Two years later, even walking was painful. Finally, a doctor diagnosed a meniscus tear and Clement had surgery.


“I lost over half of my meniscus in one knee and a shave from the other,” he said. “After that, my left leg has never fully healed. I can manage to trot and dream of running like I did—but never more than that.”


The loss of a running career from injury is common. The stories I heard mounted up quickly. But, while not discrediting those experiences, I’ve also heard from lifetime competitors who suffered a serious injury and found a way to continue.


We all have a different threshold for what we are willing to do and the cost and effort we will endure in order to continue running. The choices are not easy, nor are the answers always satisfying. Walking is Clement’s solution, and to date he hasn’t pursued any further interventions. Though he said he still misses running, he seems at peace with the decision.


OVER THE RED LINE


Others rage against the loss. Adrienne Wald is one. Wald trained six days a week and raced competitively for over 30 years. She qualified for Boston six times during her 40s and was going strong into her 50s. Then she had a ski accident in 2012 that fractured her sacrum and compressed some vertebrae.


Two years later, still unable to run, Wald had surgery, hoping it would let her run again. Unfortunately, that has not been the case. “I was running (barely) for a bit afterwards,” she said. “But the fusion was not good, and I may need more surgery to stabilize my spine.” She’s still unable to run but said she’s not giving up and that she will be back on the roads one day.
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