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PREFACE [image: ]


Years ago I found myself sitting on a panel of nine running experts. We were tasked with giving a short talk to a small group on running. I didn’t expect a big crowd, but the event proved to be popular; every seat was quickly taken, and people lined the walls and hung about the doorway.

The format was informal. All of the panelists were seated on a dais, where each of us would talk a few minutes about a running topic of our choice and then answer any questions from the audience. My fellow panelists included exercise physiologists, researchers, and doctors.

I had none of those credentials. I had simply parlayed a love of running marathons into a career as a coach, trainer, and author. I considered myself very knowledgeable about running, but I was not an expert on a level with the people on that stage. Given the firepower of the assembled speakers, I was still trying to figure out what I could possibly add to the conversation when the session began. I was seated on the far end of the panel, so I would speak last, for which I was thankful. At least I would get a bit more time to come up with something.

One by one, my fellow panelists began to speak. They talked about biomechanics and fueling, proper foot-strike, and the root causes of running injuries. They talked about the way the body adapts to the stimulus of running and how that could be managed to improve performance.

It was all fascinating, and the audience listened attentively, peppering them with questions. I was familiar with much of this material, but their collective knowledge clearly exceeded my own. As the discussion moved closer to me, I realized that I had nothing meaningful to add to what each of them had said. As the speaker immediately next to me finished his remarks, I felt the first tremors of flop sweat. Then, suddenly, I knew what I wanted to say.

“All of these speakers are clearly experts on running,” I began. “They’ve given us a lot to think about. They’ve explained much of the science of running, but one thing that hasn’t been discussed yet is why we run. When we’re past mile 22 of the marathon and looking down the barrel of four more miserable miles to the finish line, it’s not the science that keeps us going; it’s something more. Each runner has to think about why he or she runs and how they can push on when every instinct is telling them to stop. More than biomechanics, it’s this willpower that makes us runners.”

The nodding heads told me that I had connected with the audience. After the discussion ended, several people came up to me to share their thoughts about the topic I had raised. I realized that as fascinating as it is to hear about the science of running, the most interesting and perhaps challenging thing is to understand what goes on in our heads while we run.

Over the past three decades, I’ve raced in more than 200 marathons and ultramarathons in every state in the US and all across the globe, from Africa to Antarctica. That’s given me a lot of time to think about what I do and why I do it.

I’ve realized that this topic isn’t linear; the questions don’t organize in a straight line, like a flow chart. Rather, they spill out in all directions, like children on a playground. Then, as we age, the ground shifts, and all the questions demand new answers. Like life itself.

So let’s sit down and discuss this in as straightforward a manner as we can: the mental journey of running. Let’s talk about why we began running, how we keep running and manage to fit it into our lives, why and how we race, how we deal with injuries and setbacks, and finally, how we deal with aging as runners. After all, understanding why we run is the only thing that will get us to where we want to go.






CHAPTER ONE FIRST STEPS [image: ]


No one has to teach us to run. It’s in our DNA, the same way that fish know how to swim and birds know how to fly. Somewhere between 18 and 24 months after being born, after we have mastered walking, we take off at a trot. As Bruce Springsteen sang, “We were born to run.”

But being a runner, that’s a different story. To define ourselves by our running, to identify running not just as something we can do, but as part of who we are, is another thing entirely.

I witnessed firsthand my friend Paula’s transition into thinking of herself as a runner. Paula was the director of a nonprofit organization that provided services and support to cancer patients and survivors. Part of their funding came from their charity running teams, which were made up of people who had committed to solicit donations in support of their racing goal. As a certified running coach, I designed and oversaw the training program.

One year, Paula decided that she needed not just to support the team emotionally, but to actually join as a participant herself. To put her running shoes where her mouth was, so to speak.

Paula was fit, but she had never run a race before—her sport of choice was golf. But she took her commitment seriously. She dutifully showed up for every weekend group run and did all of her assigned weekday workouts. Entering the second half of the program, she was right on track with her training, but she still harbored doubts.

“I’m not a runner,” she insisted during one Sunday workout.

“Paula,” I said to her patiently, “we’re now in the middle of a 14-mile run. You’ve been training for months, and soon you’re going to complete a marathon.” I smiled. “I don’t know how else to tell you this, but I think you’re a runner.”

It would take time—and crossing a marathon finish line—but Paula finally got to the point where she could call herself an honest-to-goodness runner.

That’s not an unusual journey for runners. Part of being human is to spend time—perhaps a lifetime—defining who we are. We start as someone’s child, and perhaps sibling, then become a member of many things—a school, a town, a team, a religion, a political party, a workplace, a family. Each one of these memberships contributes to how we see ourselves: as committed, loyal, dependable, hardworking, independent, or simply present.

This is how we find our place in the world. We are social animals, and we are programmed to identify with a group, using our definitions of self to locate other folks who seem similar. It’s been that way since our distant ancestors looked around the cave and thought, “These are my people.”

So what, then, does it mean to be a runner? What did Paula think it meant?

Clearly, it meant more than just being able to run, or to run occasionally. If it’s a matter of workouts, how many runs a week do you need before you get your runner’s merit badge? Two? Three?

How about racing? Can you be a real runner without racing? What if you run every day but never enter a competition? What if you only train for one race a year, and then don’t run after that until the race comes around again?

For me, it was the shoes. I began running, as so many people do, in an effort to shed some extra pounds that had crept onto me when I wasn’t looking. I started with some jogging around the block. After doing that for a few weeks, I ran down the street and back. Soon, I was developing routes all across town. But still, I didn’t feel like I was truly a runner.

I decided that perhaps my basketball shoes weren’t the best footwear for my new hobby. If I was going to continue running, I thought that I should have proper running shoes. So I went to a sporting goods store and gazed up at their wall of specialized footwear. They were all expensive and looked very different from what I was wearing. I tried on a moderately priced pair, found that they felt fine, and bought them. All the way home I wondered if I had just wasted my money.

I needn’t have worried. My shiny new shoes felt so much better than my old shoes while I was running. The cushioning and support made my old shoes feel like they were made of concrete, while these new ones softened my every step and seemed to propel me forward. They made me feel like a runner.

And there it was. That’s when I became a runner. Hundreds of races would follow, and thousands of miles would be covered, but at that moment, heading home with my new running shoes, I had crossed the Rubicon.

For others, it’s when they actually cross a finish line. As a coach, I’ve been lucky enough to work with many gifted athletes. These were people who had already achieved success with their racing, and who came to me for help in reaching their more ambitious goals. It was a joy to train them, but I always felt that my favorite group of runners were the people in my charity groups, like Paula, who had never really run before. The gifted athletes already knew who they were, and working with me would not change that. But when I helped new runners achieve their goals, I knew that I had helped them change their lives.

For many of the new runners, the decisive moment came when they crossed the finish line in their target race. Despite having successfully completed our training program, I could see on their faces that they were still skeptical about being able to finish a marathon. They seemed to think that on race day they would be revealed as frauds, as people masquerading as actual runners. Many of them seemed to believe this through all 26.2 miles of the race.

And then the magical moment happened: They crossed the finish line. The realization of what they had accomplished, of who they now had become, hit them like a thunderbolt. Relief, exhaustion, and elation rolled over them in waves. Many of them sobbed. As a coach, it was my favorite moment, and as I hugged them at the finish line and admired the medals they had just been given, I felt honored to be a part of it.

None of my charity runners ever won a marathon. None of them even came close. But that was never the point. The absolute best part of the sport of running is that there is no minimum standard, no rule, no litmus test that tells you when you are or are not a runner. It is a sport that welcomes you wherever you are and allows you to participate as much or as little as you’d like. Want to walk a bit? Sure. Go off by yourself for a while? Of course. Wear a goofy costume? Knock yourself out. In the House of Running, all are welcome.

You are a runner when you decide that you are a runner.


DO MUDDY RUNS AND GIMMICK RACES COUNT?

You’ve probably seen them. They’re the races that involve more than just running. They’ve got fierce names and require participants to leap or crawl around, over, under, or through various obstacles. Sometimes barbed wire is involved, sometimes fire, and almost always copious amounts of mud. At the finish line, the only thing visible through the dirt, grime, and yes, occasionally blood, are eyes.

Or sometimes they’re just weird. Consider Zombie runs, where volunteers randomly jump out of hiding on a racecourse to chase “regular” participants, and Rainbow runs, where volunteers throw handfuls of colored dust at racers, leaving them a splotchy mess.

It’s all in good fun, but are these really races? Is this really running?

To answer this question for myself, I entered a few of these races. It turns out that yes, they were challenging. And I got very dirty. And I had a lot of fun.

These events were timed, and awards were given to the top finishers. I gave it my all in these races, as I imagine many other competitors did, too, and I was happy to see the finish line.

So I guess yes, I have to admit that these are real races, and they can involve real running.

But since I ran those races, I haven’t felt tempted to go back and run them again. If a marathon is like a Shakespearean tragedy, giving us new insights with each new viewing, these races are like a rom-com. Fun to watch once, maybe, but not worth buying.

For those who were not committed runners beforehand, I doubt that participating in these events will lead to a lifetime of running and fitness. Regular weekday runs don’t involve leaping off docks or scaling walls, and if that’s what it took to get you motivated, then putting on your shoes for a 6 a.m. easy run on dark, quiet streets is unlikely to appeal to you.

My advice? Forget the gimmick runs and discover running on your own. Don’t just run; become a runner.





BECOMING A RUNNER

Let’s break this down. For every lifelong habit, there is a first time. For running, where does the decision to start come from?

For many people, the journey began like it did for me: a realization that they need to do more to take care of their health. But there are many, many options available to improve fitness. Why run? I can offer several reasons.

Low entry cost. Running doesn’t require membership in a gym or an investment in expensive equipment. All we need is a pair of running shoes, and some people would argue that even those are optional. Even the entry fees for races, which have been going up in recent years, are still relatively low compared with the cumulative price of golf greens fees and ski lift passes.

Low skill requirement. I never took tennis lessons and probably never will. Part of me regrets that because my friends who play tennis seem to really enjoy it. But not knowing how to play—even a little bit—keeps me from trying it. If I were to take up tennis, I know that it would require a commitment to starting from scratch with a teacher and spending many long hours practicing before I could rise just to the level of mere competency.

Running, as we’ve said, is nothing like that. There’s a surprisingly large amount to learn to be a good runner—more on that later—but there is very little that needs to be learned right at the start. In fact, there’s no simpler sport in the world: You simply need to run from here to there. If it’s a training run, just do it comfortably. If it’s a race, try to do it as fast as you can. And that’s it; the whole world of running in a nutshell.

Low embarrassment risk. Most of us are nervous when we try something new, often because we worry about looking bad while doing it. We fear that other people will see us, leaving us feeling foolish or perhaps even humiliated.

This is not a baseless fear. If you’re lining up at the golf tee and preparing for your drive, it’s hard to ignore that the rest of your foursome has their eyes on you, as does the foursome waiting patiently behind them. It occurs to you that it is very possible that, despite the golf pro’s advice from your last lesson, you’ll pull your head up as you swing, which will result in another topped ball. You can see it as if it already happened: the ball falls off the tee and rolls just a few feet as the seven other golfers look down and sadly shake their heads.

There’s no equivalent to that scene in running. Embarrassing things can and do happen—all runners have at least one, if not many, embarrassing potty stories—but for the most part, there’s not a lot that could go wrong that would leave you feeling embarrassed or humiliated. Anyway, most runners are paying too much attention to their own training and racing to spend energy jeering anyone else.

Strong positive reinforcement. Almost every run provides its own incentive to run again. Even runs that feel difficult in the beginning usually end with the runner glad for having gotten out the door and feeling good about what was achieved.

There are several reasons for this. First, no one—no one—feels great right from the start. The human body is a machine that needs to warm up before it runs well, and that takes time. Joints have to become lubricated, muscles need to get warm and become pliable, and the heart has to start pumping blood faster. It can take anywhere from a few minutes to the better part of a half hour or more for all this to take place. Experienced runners know this. Don’t judge how you feel in the first few minutes; it’s always possible for a seemingly bad run to turn good. Let the old jalopy get rolling before you decide what kind of day it is. Once it gets going, things can get better very quickly.

Second, we must remember that genetically, our bodies have not moved far from the jungle, where the law of the land was eat or be eaten. When running to catch prey or to avoid becoming prey, there was no time to worry about a sore knee or tired legs. Your body evolved to deliver adrenaline to give you a quick burst of energy and to mute discomfort, and that system still works today, even when you’re dodging poodles and parked cars instead of lions.

Third, running is a great antidepressant. Research has shown how helpful running is as a mood elevator, in part because your body will give you plenty of endorphins and other happy chemicals to make running a fun experience. This is true not just for people with diagnosed clinical depression, but for all of us. Whenever I feel my optimism and enthusiasm slipping, I know that a run with help bring me up again.

Years ago, when I was in my first year of law school, a fellow student told me that she had been having trouble dealing with the stress of upcoming exams, and she went to see her doctor. He prescribed antianxiety medication for her. Now, I’m not a doctor, but without a diagnosis of clinical depression, wouldn’t it make sense for her to start with a run or walk outside before taking medications?

Fourth, running provides a great space for meditation and problem solving. Running allows your brain to enter into a meditative space where free-form thinking is possible. When your conscious mind is not being forced to engage deeply, the subconscious mind is free to roam and explore. When the brain is so engaged in the present moment that it loses track of time, a kind of mindfulness results. This has come to be known as the “flow state,” where concentrating on a specific task helps the brain minimize distractions and maximize productivity and performance.1

This is a highly creative space, where brainstorming and problem solving most easily take place. I’ve known runners who carry notepads to jot down thoughts, or who record messages to themselves on their phones. Whether it’s coming up with a solution for a work problem or figuring out how to deal with a delicate family issue, the best ideas all seem to come up while running.

High success rate for races. Running is not a zero-sum game, like tennis or softball. No one has to lose for you to win. Sure, someone has to come in first in a race, and maybe your loud-mouth neighbor will beat you and never let you forget about it, but the perfect race is still one in which every person who starts the race finishes it. I always pose this question to my new runners: Do you know what they call the person who comes in last in a race? A finisher. And keep in mind also that even if you come in last in a race, you are ahead of all the hundreds and thousands of people who didn’t even try. Don’t think that you need to run a long race, either, if you decide to give racing a try. There’s a distance for everyone, from a “fun run” mile, to a 5K, to an ultramarathon, and lots in between. They are all true race experiences.

I recall a 5K race that I once ran with my son, who was a young toddler at the time. I ran with a baby jogger, and he would try running for a little while, then climb into the stroller to take a break while I pushed us along the course. The race route was a figure eight, with the start and end points right in the middle.

After completing the first loop to the right, my son and I passed the finish line on our way to completing the second loop to the left. My son saw the finish line and realized that we were passing it. He drew the only logical conclusion: “This race is never going to end!” he yelled out in alarm.

Just then, my son heard the race announcer remind the runners to grab a banana after crossing the finish line. He grew quiet as he processed this new information. “Everyone gets a banana?” he asked me uncertainly. I nodded. “Bananas for everyone!” he called out triumphantly.

And there you have it: the entire race experience in two sentences. “It feels like it will never end. But it will, and then there’s food.”

The runners around us smiled and laughed because they could appreciate the way in which even a toddler was able to grasp the essence of our sport.


WHAT ABOUT YOUR FRIENDS?

Like any joyous discovery, you will probably want to share your new passion for running. After all, after you explain how wonderful it is, won’t they want to join in the fun?

Not necessarily. This is an area in which you want to tread lightly. People come to running for many different reasons, and they often stay away for just as many varied reasons. Maybe it just doesn’t feel good to them, or maybe they’re intimidated by it. Maybe the runs that you find peaceful and invigorating are just boring to them. Or maybe they take your encouragement to be a criticism of their current lifestyle. Whatever the reason, don’t be surprised if you find that the more you urge someone to run, the more they push back.

A better approach would be to lead by example. Once they see how much running has added to your life—by making you healthier and happier—they might start asking you questions about getting started. They might even ask if they could come with you on a run sometime.

This is the moment for you to be an ambassador for our sport. Take them for an easy run and answer all the questions—the ones they’ve asked and the ones they should have asked. But don’t get out too far in front with your encouragement; you may turn around and find that they’ve stopped following you. But if you limit yourself to being available and supportive when they bring up running, they will come to it at their own pace.

Or they might not. In fact, they might look at you as someone who has joined a cult, and a potentially dangerous one at that. This is especially true if they find that you will no longer join them for some of the old activities that you used to enjoy together—like going out drinking and eating late into the night—because you have a long run scheduled the next day. They may tell you that you’ve changed, and that you’re no fun anymore.

Are they right? To some degree, they probably are. You have changed; that’s the point. But be sure that you haven’t picked up some bad habits along with your good ones. Be an ambassador, but don’t be an evangelist or preacher. Make sure that you still give your close friends—including your non-running friends—time and attention. Friendships, like plants, wither in darkness. Don’t let that happen.

Continue to give your friends time and attention, and in all likelihood, they’ll come around. They might never fully understand the role that running plays in your life, but they will probably come to accept it. They may even cheer you on at races, and take you out to brunch afterward. After all, they are your friends, and once they see that running makes you happy, they’ll accept the new you.

You might find, however, that for a small number of friends, accepting your new love for running is a bridge too far, and there might not be anything you can do to change that. You might have an argument over this at some point, or you may just drift apart.

It might sound unfeeling to say this, but not every person you meet can be a forever friend. But cheer up! Through running you will meet a world of new people who share your passion and understand your priorities.

When I was new to running and had just been bitten by the marathon bug, a friend of mine predicted that if I kept up with my long distance running habit, my bones would eventually turn to dust. That was many years ago, and from all indications, I’m no worse for the wear and tear of decades of running and racing. I’ve had my share of injuries, but all of these problems eventually resolved, leaving me free to continue to run, usually pain-free. Running is still a part of my life. Unfortunately, that friend isn’t.



Membership in the tribe. To be a runner is to belong to a group. There are no membership cards or secret handshakes, but when runners pass each other on the roads and trails, they usually nod to each other or raise a hand slightly in greeting. They might never have met before, but nevertheless they feel that they know each other.

That’s because running itself generally indicates a certain set of values—a belief in the value of hard work and of persevering though discomfort, maybe even pain. All runners have learned patience and how to appreciate the natural world in which we are just a small part. Perhaps most important, they know that anyone can have a good day or a bad day, that the distance between the two is shorter than you might think, and that everyone does better with a bit of encouragement.

This is the creed of the running tribe. The tribe doesn’t care what your body size or shape is, how fast you are, or how many races you’ve run or plan to run. You can talk with other people in the tribe, make plans to run with them, become lifelong friends with them, or only give that little nod in passing. The tribe doesn’t care. The only requirement to be a member of this tribe is that you run. For many people, this makes it the best group in the world.

These are the logical reasons for running. But for many of us, there’s something deeper, something that’s harder to express, something almost spiritual about our connection to running. We experience the world through running in a way that no other activity allows, in a way that leaves us transformed.

With no effort at all, I can conjure up a dozen incredible memories that I’ve experienced as a runner. Being the first one out on a snowy morning and turning around to see my solo footprints trailing behind as far as the eye could see. Hearing the cracking of the river ice as winter loosened its grip during a February training run. Crossing a bridge during a driving rainstorm, feeling more like I was swimming than running, but also feeling more alive than I ever had before. Running in a pack in the Comrades Marathon in South Africa when the runners around me spontaneously began to sing the beautiful work song “Shosholoza,” a song of hope that had become the country’s unofficial national anthem. Seeing dozens of heartbreakingly beautiful sunrises and tiny purple flowers by a wood trail’s edge. All to the steady rhythm of my footsteps.

I come back from every run feeling like I am a better person than when I stepped out of my house. I feel more at peace and more determined to be a better husband, father, and friend.

What could possibly top that?

But none of this happened without taking that first step out the door. Deciding to get out and run is different from actually doing it, and sports psychologists have recognized that there are several distinct steps involved in moving from planning a lifestyle change, to actually making it happen.

The first step is contemplation, where you consider the change, like imagining what it would be like to get out and run.

The next step is planning, where you identify the specific steps you would need to take to get running, like buying running clothes.

Next comes preparation, where you take specific steps to begin running, like marking your calendar, setting your alarm, and laying out your clothes.

Finally comes execution, where you get out and run.




MAKING IT STICK

It all looks quite straightforward, but sometimes it isn’t. Someone might take the first two steps toward becoming a runner, and then get distracted or discouraged and need to start over. Or they take all the steps, and then get sidetracked, only to realize some time later that they had unintentionally quit.

The most successful people recognize that berating yourself for past failures is never productive, and that no matter how many false starts there are, the next one could be the one that sticks. There is no deadline or three-strikes rule in running, so take as many turns as you need to get onboard. The trick is to figure out what kept the plan from working in the past, and to make the necessary changes to find success the next time. Here are some typical deal-breakers many beginning runners face and some suggestions for overcoming them.


NOT ENOUGH HOURS IN THE DAY

This is the big one. Running takes time, and for many people, free time is something they just don’t have, and that’s not going to change. But that’s OK. You can still be a runner. With some planning, you can make it work.

If you don’t have much time, don’t waste time. Lay out your running outfit the night before so that you don’t have to look for things in the morning. You can even wear those clothes to bed and save that step in the morning.

Do a little personal time management assessment so that you can see where you waste time. You might find that you get sucked into chat-rooms, online videos, and social media. To paraphrase the counterculture mavens of the 1960s: turn off and tune out.

If you can’t do the run you want, want the run you have. You may not have an hour to run, but do you have thirty minutes? With exercise, it is vastly better to do even a little bit than none at all. Do what you can, and you’ll be better for it.

Or do you have twenty minutes now and twenty minutes later? The positive physiological effects of running are cumulative, so a couple of short runs add up. And psychologically, even a short run can leave you feeling productive and energized.





SAFETY CONCERNS

I wish that this were an irrational fear, but there have been too many reports of runners being attacked to ignore the threat. It’s a relatively rare event, but there are ways to make it even less likely.

Run with friends. The old saying is true for runners: there’s safety in numbers. Coordinate with a friend, join a local running club, or see if your neighborhood running store hosts group workouts.

Run only on busy well-lit streets at night. Street crime often happens in the shadows, so try to avoid them. If you can’t find any nearby roads that are safe to run on, consider driving to a safer road, or even taking your workout indoors to a treadmill.

Take a self-defense class and carry a loud whistle. This won’t guarantee your safety, but it might give you enough of an edge to come out on top if something should happen that you couldn’t avoid. At the very least, this will increase your sense of control and raise your self-confidence.

Run with a dog. A dog will love you unconditionally and protect you to the death. How many people in your life can you say that about? Still, I understand that this isn’t an option for everyone. Perhaps your landlord has a rule against having pets, or maybe you job involves working late hours and traveling. Not a problem. If your neighbor has a dog, offer to take it for a little run. Both the dog and your neighbor will be thrilled with your offer.





FEELING SELF-CONSCIOUS WHILE RUNNING

This is another problem that could be solved by running with a dog. People will assume that you’re just trying to give the dog some exercise, and not the other way around. If you don’t have a dog, offer to take your neighbor’s dog for a run.




BOREDOM

People often assume that because running is such a big part of my life, I must love every minute of it. That’s just not true. Running is by its very nature repetitive. The joy comes from the moments—and these don’t happen all the time—when you feel strong and fast and almost immortal. The rest of the time it’s a matter of just putting one foot in front of the other. But there are some strategies that you can deploy to inject a little fun back in your workouts.

Change your route. Running down a different street, or on a different trail, or even just running in the opposite direction on your usual loop route can make a tired routine seem fresh.

Catch up with a friend. Instead of getting coffee or lunch with an old pal, see if they’d be willing to connect for a workout and chat. Obviously, this is dependent on your friend being a runner also, but as you make friends in the running community, this should become a more feasible option.

Problem-solve. The best time to try to figure out solutions for your work, homelife, and other personal issues is while running. That’s because, as we talked about earlier, running can create an almost meditative state, which is ideal for creative thinking and brainstorming. Answers to sticky questions, which had eluded you earlier, may suddenly flash brilliantly in your mind during a run. Before you realize it, you will have finished your run.

Be patient and have faith. Boredom often comes when you focus on how difficult running feels, and when you keep wishing for the ordeal to be over. As you get more fit, running won’t feel so difficult, so your mind can wander instead of reminding you how miserable you are.

This switch can even happen during the course of a single run. As you warm up during the beginning of your run, a lot of changes are taking place, as we discussed earlier. Your joints get lubricated with synovial fluid, your muscles get warm and pliable, and your heart rate increases to deliver more oxygen and nutrients to your muscles. All this will make you feel better, so don’t judge your run by how you feel in the first few minutes—or even the first half hour. That could change.

I’m reminded now of a marathon I once ran in Jamaica. It was a double out-and-back course, which meant that we had to run out in one direction, turn around and run back, and then run past the start line in the other direction, and run back to the finish, where we had originally started.

I felt miserable during the entire first out-and-back of the race. I was sluggish and tired and distracted and not enjoying any of it. This went on for nearly two hours. I even considered dropping out as I went past the starting line.

But then something changed. I suddenly started to feel better. It was like I had just woken up. My breathing settled down, my stride began to quicken, and I began to pass people. Running suddenly became fun.

What had seemed earlier like a terrible mistake had become one of my best races. If I had quit earlier, I never would have discovered that wonderful new place that my body was about to glide into.

The lesson that I learned is that endurance running is a sport of redemption. There is always time to turn a bad run around, and a sublime moment might be just minutes away. Have a little faith.

Get distracted. This is not always the best strategy—and we’ll talk more about that later—but sometimes it’s the one we need. If you’re running on a treadmill, which, as all runners know, is where fun goes to die, set up a screen to watch your favorite mindless action movie or comedy. Don’t pick anything too serious or complicated; it’s often hard to focus intently on anything while running.

If you’re running outside, listen to music or an interesting podcast. But don’t forget the need to be safe. Stay aware of your surroundings, and don’t keep the volume so loud that you can’t hear what’s going on around you. The new bone transducer headphones allow you to listen to your device without blocking the ear canal, so you can have your cake and eat it too while running, so to speak.


YOU KNOW YOU’RE A RUNNER

Are you still unsure about whether you’re a runner? There’s no single set definition for a runner, but there are many, many indicators. If you find yourself agreeing with at least 10 of the definitions listed below, you can consider yourself a runner.


	
You own more running shoes than dress shoes, and the running shoes are more expensive.

	You plan vacations around races.

	Your knowledge of the metric system is limited to 5K and 10K.

	You know where to find working fountains and available public bathrooms anywhere in your city.

	You wake up earlier for your weekend run than you do for work.

	You know what a PR and a BQ are.

	You have no problem discussing poop and pee with your friends.

	The first thing you do when visiting a new place is to scope out running routes.

	You know what a fartlek is, what pronation is, and what VO2 max is.

	When someone says “Thanksgiving,” you think “Turkey Trot.”

	Your partner insists that you leave your running shoes outside the door.

	You have more old race numbers than family photos.

	You’ve been accused of treating food as fuel.

	You think a shower should be earned.

	You think cool and cloudy is perfect weather.

	
You consider running to be a viable commuting option.










WHAT TO THINK ABOUT WHEN YOU RUN

This is a big topic, and the subject of one of my most frequently asked questions. Distance running doesn’t require the intense focus that other sports require. If you are a cyclist and you lose your concentration while you’re in a race, you can crash and cause serious injury to yourself and those around you. But if you lose your focus on a run, you’re just someone walking down the street or in a park. So without the threat of bodily harm to worry about, what should you think about to keep your brain busy?

We briefly touched on this when we talked about combatting boredom, but there’s more to be said here. As you develop as a runner, you’ll find that you need to train your mind as much as your body. In time, and with practice, you will be able to quiet your thoughts and settle into a calm state that you can sustain not just for minutes, but for hours.

This won’t happen overnight. In the beginning, it will occur to you during a long run that you still have miles—and maybe hours—to go before you’re done, and your mind might scream with anxiety and frustration. Treat it just like you would a screaming child, with soothing words and distracting messages. Try to focus on something else, anything else, instead of what you are doing.

Over time, you will find that not only can you get through these long runs, but that you treasure them. This is your private time, when you can be attentive to your own needs and no one else’s. If most of your professional and private day is spent, like mine, in conversation with other people, running can be a time to take a well-earned break from talking and listening; it can become a time for rejuvenation.

But that’s not the end of the story. To become better runners, we need to take a deeper dive into the question of what to do with our brain while running; we need to explore the difference between dissociative and associative thinking.


DISSOCIATIVE THINKING

Dissociative thinking occurs when you try to distance yourself from what you’re experiencing by introducing distractions. This is what you’re doing when you listen to music or a podcast while running. Consciously or not, you’re trying to think about anything other than how hard it is to run so that the minutes will fly by and you’ll be done before you know it.

Dissociative running can also be the necessary choice if there’s something on your mind that requires your attention. Maybe you’ll need to make a difficult phone call later that day or you need to process something that happened that’s upset you. Thinking this through while running may be the best way to handle your problem.

Dissociative running can also be the right approach on days where you’re feeling less motivated and you just want to get through your run. My tagline for such runs is “It may not be pretty, but I’ll get it done.” Being distracted is often the only way that I can make that happen.





ASSOCIATIVE THINKING

Associative thinking, on the other hand, occurs when you keep focused on your running instead of trying to ignore it. This kind of focused thinking can be further divided into being internally or externally associative.

Internally associative thinking focuses on how you’re feeling. Imagine that you have a checklist of questions that you run through every time you run: Are you too cold or too hot? Are you hungry or thirsty? Tired? Is anything hurting? You can also use this as an opportunity to check on your form. Are you hunched over or slapping your feet? Are you remembering to swing your arms instead of rotating your body? These are all examples of internally focused thinking.

Externally associative thinking focuses on what’s around you. Perhaps there’s a broken sidewalk up ahead or a hill looming in front of you. Or maybe you see storm clouds rolling in. These are all conditions that will require your externally focused attention.

If you are interested in improving your running performance, as well as running safely and reducing your risk of injury, associative thinking is the necessary approach. Internally associative thinking gives you an opportunity to address any bodily issues that you may be having, to the extent that you can. If you are thirsty or hungry, it might be time to take a nutrition break. If you need a restroom, now would be the time to make a beeline to a nearby café or store. If you are tired, you can slow down or cut the workout short. If something hurts, perhaps you need to stop running and check in with your doctor. If your form is falling apart simply because you’re tired, you can refocus on correcting it. In all these events, paying attention to what you’re feeling will help you make the run productive and keep you from making a possible problem worse.

Externally associative thinking helps you respond to your environment and adjust your mindset or form to deal with any imminent challenges or problems. Trail runners are especially adept at this, since every step requires a quick assessment of the risk of tripping over roots and rocks. Similarly, if you live in a northern clime, you have to always be on the alert for black ice and other slippery conditions during the winter. If you see bad weather developing during your run, or have any other concerns about your safety, you may even need to abandon your run altogether and seek shelter or help. Externally associative running will also warn you about any potential threats that you might encounter on your run.

Which of these approaches you choose depends on what your goals are for that run and the conditions that you find yourself in. If you are training for a race and hoping to do well—and more on this in a later chapter—then you’ll need to be associative. Most competitive runners train and race this way. But if you are running primarily to stay in shape and take a break from life, dissociative running can be the way to go. This is especially true if you are running on a treadmill, where you won’t have to worry about road conditions, bad weather, or (usually) safety.

Keep in mind that this is not an either/or situation. You can shift from one mode of thinking during the course of a season, a training cycle, or even a workout. Go with what feels right in the moment.







GEARING UP

As I described to you earlier, the process of buying my first pair of running shoes is what transformed me into feeling like an actual runner. This can be true not just for shoes, but also for all running clothing and gear. When you buy running clothes and shoes, you are making a commitment. Sure, there are many people who buy running shoes not because they plan to run, but just because they are comfortable, but that’s not the case for you; you’re buying them for a specific purpose, and this is no small investment. When you spend the money, you are giving yourself a big incentive to use your new gear as you intended. After all, no one likes to waste money.

Let’s get this out of the way now—do not feel guilty for what you are about to spend on running gear. You are making an investment in yourself, and you deserve it. Even with this expense, running is a cheaper sport than many others. If you doubt me, talk to your skiing or golfing friends. I love cycling, and I love my road bike, but for what I spent on that bike I could have bought twenty pairs of expensive running shoes.

Also, you are now a runner, and runners wear technical clothes for a reason: they work. Cheap cotton is a bad choice for running shirts and shorts because when they get wet, they stay wet, which makes you colder when it’s cold out, and hotter when it’s hot. Technical non-cotton clothing wicks sweat away from your body and dries quickly, which keeps you more comfortable. This is true even down to your feet: cotton socks cause friction between layers of skin in your feet, which leads to painful blisters. Avoid cotton to avoid problems.

Good running shoes in particular are worth it. They can help correct certain flaws you may have in your feet and in your form, and they will give you a stable platform for all that follows. You deserve to share in these benefits, so don’t skimp.

Running gear also tends to be long lasting. Your shoes will probably need to be replaced before your clothing does, but even so, they should be good for 300 to 500 miles or more, depending on your form and usage. So if you suffer a case of sticker shock when buying shoes, take a deep breath and figure out the expected cost per mile. You’ll find it easier to reach for your credit card.

We need good running gear. But buying and using running-specific clothing isn’t just about their engineered performance-improving qualities; it’s about creating the psychological environment for success in running. When I change into my running clothes, I am removing myself from my sedentary lifestyle and transforming into something else, something faster and stronger. It’s almost a heroic act, like a knight putting on armor, or like Superman slipping into his costume. I am preparing myself for battle.

To be most effective, in my experience, you must believe that your clothing looks fast. I once had a pair of bright, neon-peach running shoes. They demanded so much attention that even I noticed them while running, as they flashed in and out of my peripheral vision. Once, when I showed up for a workout wearing them, a friend of mine said, “Anyone wearing shoes like that had better be fast.” Looking down at my shoes, I felt certain that I would be fast. Like Dorothy’s ruby red slippers, I felt that my running shoes had power of their own, and that by wearing them, I could tap into that power.

This is an example of the placebo effect. In the classic example, a person is given a dose of medicine and is told that they should soon feel an improvement in their condition. And then they do, even though the “medication” they were given hasn’t been shown to have any therapeutic value.

The reason these fake pills work is because the person expects them to work. When they are told that the pills will help, this becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy. The body responds to the belief that the medicine is real and will work, and the person reports that their pain is reduced. Or in the case of wearing fast-looking running shoes, the person performs with greater effort in training or racing. Another term for this phenomenon is confirmation bias, which is where the brain believes something is true because we were told that it’s true. So we expected it to be true, and our bodies responded to it like it was true.

The fascinating thing about the placebo effect is that studies are now starting to show that this occurs even when the patient knows that the treatment is fake. Something about merely thinking about the medicine—real or not—creates an involuntary positive response in the body.

What this means for us is that, if you believe that a red shirt or new shoes will instantly make you a faster runner, it’s possible that they will, even if you know in your heart that this is an irrational belief. So buy the best-looking clothing and shoes that you can, in the color option that you feel best about.


WHAT GEAR YOU’LL NEED AND WHERE TO GET IT

Below is a short list of running essentials. Whenever you see the word “Technical,” simply think “non-cotton.”


	Technical lightweight T-shirt or sports top

	Technical running shorts

	Tights

	Gloves

	Knitted hat

	Cap

	Socks

	Technical long-sleeve top

	Lightweight running jacket

	Running shoes



The best place to buy these items is a neighborhood running store. Not only will you be supporting the establishment that probably contributes so much to your local running community through sponsoring races and holding free weekend group runs, but it’s also a place that will offer you expert advice on what gear and products might fit your specific needs. They might even have a treadmill set up so you can check your form and they can match you with the corresponding shoes that will work best for you. These shops also stand behind their products, and are often willing to exchange shoes or other items after miles of use if it turns out that they are not working out for you.

Beyond your local store, there are many quality online sites that offer good prices. But in order to shop these sites, you really need to know what you’re looking for because there will not be an expert available to walk you through it.

Further down the list is your local discount clothing chain. These stores offer the lowest level of service, but the best prices. Running clothing is usually mixed into their athletic wear or active wear departments. If you have the time and inclination to pick through the racks, you can sometimes find great name-brand running clothing at a fraction of the retail price.

Also, most big-time races have expos associated with their packet pick-up. This is a good place to check out the latest and greatest new products, as well as pick up older products at bargain prices.






WHAT IF RUNNING REALLY ISN’T WORKING OUT FOR ME?

A runner should like to run. Not all the time, but often, and most of their runs should feel good.

If this isn’t true, despite the wonderful clothing you’re wearing, the great route you’ve chosen, the friends you’re running with, or the music you’re listening to, perhaps it’s time for you to reconsider your relationship to running. Ask yourself what, if anything, you enjoy about running. If you are always trying to ignore what you’re doing when you run, if running never seems to bring you any joy, maybe you should be trying something else that you actually like.

I’ve known people who hate to run but run anyway because they know that it’s a good way to stay fit. That seems very sad to me. Life is too short to spend time doing things you don’t like, especially when there are other options. Try riding a bicycle, swimming, or hiking. And do so without guilt.

But before you turn your back on running, give it a fair shot. I’ve known people who quit running because they never believed that they really could do it. That’s not a fair basis for quitting because I know for a fact that almost everyone can run. Some people will inevitably run faster or farther than others, but everyone runs.

If, on the other hand, you can do it but you don’t want to, then that’s fine with me. You simply don’t like running. After all, there are many things that I know I could do, but that I won’t ever want to do. Bungee jumping, for one. That sport has zero appeal for me. You might think it’s the closest you’ll ever come to touching the face of God, but I still don’t want anything to do with it.

Here’s a thought experiment: What are the activities in your life in which you lose track of time? What are you doing when you look up at the clock and suddenly notice that a few hours have flown by? These are the activities that you love. If any of them involve regular, steady movement, that’s the exercise for you, and that’s what you should be doing more often.

It comes down to this: an important axiom in personal training is that the best exercise is the one that you’ll do. I’m lucky in that I enjoy running. I love it on a physical, emotional, and intellectual level. I have been lucky enough to be in a position to share that love with other people, many of whom find that running leaves them feeling the same way. But after giving it an honest effort, if you find that running isn’t for you, then go and find the thing that is.




CONGRATULATIONS—YOU’RE A RUNNER!

If you’ve gotten this far, you have made the leap to a big change in your lifestyle. You have redefined who you are—no small feat!—and you now probably look at the world, and your place in it, in a different way than you did before. You are a runner, and you are now connected to a worldwide community.

If you doubt the truth of that last statement, let me tell you a story. I once was helping a friend organize a charity race in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, to benefit an orphanage for children of AIDS victims. The driving force behind the race was a former Ethiopian businessman who had moved to the United States many years before, but who still maintained very close ties with his homeland. He hoped to put on a race not only to raise money for the orphanage but also to raise awareness of its important work. Through mutual contacts, he was put in touch with me to help him turn his vision into a reality.

I had some experience in race management and working with nonprofits. I was moved by what he told me of his mission, and I took on this project as a volunteer. Some months later, after a lot of groundwork, I found myself in Addis Ababa, doing preparatory on-site work for the upcoming race.

Addis is the largest city in Ethiopia. It is the capital of the country and also a political center of Africa since it’s home to the African Union and many embassies. Still, Addis seemed far different from my home in Washington, DC.

I wanted to get in some running while I was there, but I wasn’t sure where I could go. I was told that there was a nearby outdoor amphitheater that locals used for their workouts, so early one morning, I set out at an easy jog to find it.

As I made my way to the training ground, I came across another runner heading in the same direction. We silently fell into step together, aware that we apparently had the same destination in mind. When we arrived, I saw dozens of runners sprinting up and down the concrete steps of the outdoor arena. My companion and I looked at each other and began doing the same.

We worked hard, in complete silence, and at the end of our workout, we turned to each other and smiled again. I was wearing a pair of running sunglasses—nice, and of moderate value, but just one of several similar pairs I had back at home. Seeing that my companion had none, I took off my sunglasses and held them out to him. He accepted my gift graciously. We smiled at each other once last time, more warmly now, it seemed to me, and then we left the arena and went our separate ways.

My training partner and I had not uttered a single word to each other, but we were runners, so we didn’t need to. We knew all that we needed to know about each other at that moment, and we were able to share a meaningful experience through our mutual love of running.

Running will do that for you if you are open to it. It will bring the world to you and connect you to people everywhere through your shared passion. But only if you want it to, and if you take the time and trouble to seek it out.

Being a runner also means that you have to figure out how to settle into this new lifestyle and make it fit into all the other parts of your life. It’s like moving into a new house and seeing all the unopened boxes and plastic-wrapped furniture stacked in your new living room: you know it will all work out, but you’re still going to have to work hard to figure out where everything goes.

In the next chapter we will take a look at this process, figuring out how to manage your running for the long haul.


CH-CH-CH-CHANGES

After you’ve been running regularly for a few months, you will no doubt become aware of how much better you feel. You don’t get winded anymore when climbing steps, you sleep better, and you feel like you’ve got more energy. None of this comes as a surprise to you; you had read about the changes that come from running, and you were expecting them. But do you really know what’s going on under the hood? The details are just as fascinating as the results. Here’s a look at what’s going on in your body:


	
Increased mitochondrial density. You may remember from biology class that mitochondria are the powerhouses of the cell. They are the structures in the cell where energy is produced. An increase in the energy demands of the body, as induced by running, leads the body to make more mitochondria, which increases your available energy level.

	
Increased fuel storage. As you demand more endurance from your body, your body responds by increasing the amount of glycogen it stores within its muscle cells. This fuel is readily accessible and will enable you to run farther and faster.

	
Increased utilization of stored fat. Fat is not your body’s favorite fuel source, but it is calorically denser than carbs, so it is more efficiently stored than glycogen. Even the thinnest marathoner has enough stored fat to help fuel a strong race. As you push your body to endure longer and longer runs, your body begins to access these fat stores more readily, delaying the point at which you run out of fuel.

	
Stronger muscles, tendons, and bones. The body reacts to the stress of exertion and impact by improving its ability to handle these loads. It does so by resculpting itself—making the muscles stronger, the bones denser, and the tendons tougher.

	
Improved capillary network. Through a process called neovascularization, the body responds to exercise by broadening its capillary network, which increases its ability to deliver oxygen and fuel to working muscles and to remove waste products.
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