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  INTRODUCTION

  Why couldn’t Pheidippides have died at 20 miles?

  —FRANK SHORTER, 1972 Olympic marathon gold medalist

  The two-hour marathon barrier will be broken. It should happen soon. There is widespread consensus in the running community, including coaches, exercise researchers, and elite marathoners, that a 1:59 marathon is entirely possible. Where opinions differ, however, is exactly when it will occur. Many claim that it will happen within a decade or perhaps longer. Others maintain that the record won’t take place in our lifetime. I am much more optimistic. I believe that a 1:59 will happen within the next several years, maybe even earlier. That’s primarily because the human body is now capable of making this historical leap forward.

  The current world record stands at 2:03:23. Wilson Kipsang, of Kenya, set it at the 2013 Berlin Marathon. Kipsang is just the latest in a talented group of East African distance runners who have been steadily chipping away at the marathon record in recent years. Another Kenyan, Geoffrey Mutai, won the 2011 Boston Marathon by the narrowest of margins, out-dueling fellow countryman Moses Mosop to win by a scant four seconds. His time, 2:03:02, easily beat the world record of 2:03:59 set three years earlier at the Berlin Marathon by Ethiopia’s Haile Gebrselassie. While Mutai’s time was the fastest ever for the marathon, the international governing body for running disqualified the time as an official world record because the race went point-to-point on an overall downhill course.

  Each time there’s a new world record, the media use the occasion to rekindle speculation about running’s final, most challenging, and tantalizing barrier: the sub-two-hour marathon. Who will become that first runner to go 1:59 and become universally celebrated as marathon’s Roger Bannister? Will it be a Kenyan, Ethiopian, American, or someone from another country?

  Three minutes isn’t very long. It’s about the time it takes to read this page and the next, or soft-boil an egg. Yet elite marathoners seemed to have reached a plateau in running significantly faster. Ever since 26.2 miles was made the official marathon distance over a century ago, world-record times have been steadily dropping. The American runner John Hayes was the marathon’s original world-record holder after clocking 2:55:18 at the 1908 London Olympics. By 1920, over twenty minutes had been shaved off this time. Following the Second World War, elite runners lowered the marathon record to 2:15 by the end of the 1950s. This decrease was attributed to rigorous year-round training.

  As the first major running boon took hold in the 1960s, times descended even further to 2:08. Then the pace of new world-record times slowed. While times have continued to drop—in the past 15 years, eight world records have been set on Berlin’s flat and fast marathon course—it took 25 years for three-and-a-half minutes to be trimmed off the record (Ethiopia’s Belayneh Dinsamo’s clocked 2:06:50 at the 1988 Rotterdam Marathon in the Netherlands.).

  If one looked at the fastest marathon times of recent years, it’s perfectly fair to ask the following: Will it take another quarter of a century to see the world-record mark dip below two hours?

  [image: image]

  Several distinguished running stars of the past agree that yes, a runner will one day go sub-two hours. England’s two-time Olympic gold middle-distance great Sebastian Coe recently told BBC Radio, “Go down to your local running track, run a lap in under 70 seconds, and then continue for 105 laps. You get the scale of what we are talking about. The arithmetic of a sub-two-hour marathon is both instructive and quite sobering. You’ve got to run four minutes, 35 seconds per mile over the course.”

  Bannister, now eighty-four, who was the first person to run a sub-four-minute mile—it happened sixty years ago on a gravel track in Oxford, England—offered this additional perspective: “[The runner] needs a course that is relatively flat, without hills. He needs a freedom from wind because that slows you down and he has to have pacemakers who will enable him to relax.”

  Alberto Salazar, who won the 1981 New York City Marathon in 2:08:13, then a world record, now spends most of his time in Oregon coaching top elite runners for Nike, including Mo Farah, who is the current 10,000 meters Olympic and World champion and 5,000 meters Olympic, World, and European champion. Despite meticulously preparing Farah for the next chapter in the Somali-born British citizen’s storied running career—the marathon (Farah finished eighth at the London 2014 race in 2:08:21)—Salazar does not think that a sub-two hour marathon will happen in the coming years. He told the national radio show Here and Now that he’s skeptical about just how much faster the 26.2-mile race can be run. “I don’t believe [it’s possible] in our lifetime, [with] the human body as it is right now. I don’t see the marathon going under two hours.”

  Dr. Michael Joyner, an anesthesiologist and exercise researcher at the Mayo Clinic in Rochester, Minnesota, who has long been a student of human endurance, is more bullish about the sub-two hour breakthrough. Joyner was the author of the first published scientific paper to address how fast a human body could possibly run 26.2 miles. The study, which appeared in 1991 in the Journal of Applied Physiology, came to the conclusion that it was theoretically possible to clock 1:57:58.

  What then will it take for an elite distance runner to reach 1:59? This accomplishment will require more than raw talent, optimal body size, and the right kind of athletic genes. There are many other important factors to consider: better diet, avoidance of overtraining, living high and training low, improved fat-burning or aerobic efficiency, increased running economy, proper rest and recovery, harnessing the untapped potential of the racing brain, the right kind of shoes (or even going barefoot!), and having marathoners race on a one-mile loop.

  Each of the above topics is covered in detail in this book. For running enthusiasts everywhere, the information will give you an art- and science-based understanding of the true potential of human endurance. And in turn, you can apply the same principles outlined in these pages to your own running, whether it’s seeking a PR in the 10K, half-marathon, marathon, or ultra-marathon.

  This book is also somewhat of a departure from my previous books. Writing it has allowed me to take a look back at the running boom, the downward trend of marathon times, and all the factors that could help a runner go 1:59. While I have continued to write and lecture about endurance sports, kept abreast with the latest research, and occasionally consult, I no longer run a large clinic, where many athletes came for training and treatment. For the past fifteen years, I’ve been away from the day-to-day work with runners, and this has given me a different perspective of the sport. Getting out of the trenches, so to speak, has allowed me to arrive at a more objective view of the likelihood of a 1:59 marathon. This critical detachment, and liberation from any particular bias, has made me even more confident that a sub-two hour marathon will happen soon. That is why I wrote this book.

  —Dr. Philip Maffetone

  Oracle, Arizona


  CHAPTER 1

  TIME

  The marathon is the focal point of all that has gone before and all that will come afterward.

  —DR. GEORGE SHEEHAN

  Runners are obsessed with time. They fixate on their own personal bests, past finishing times dating back years, training and racing splits, and of course, world records. One of the main reasons there is little agreement, if not serious doubt about the likelihood of a sub-two hour marathon happening any time soon, is that the current debate often mistakenly focuses on the notion of time in isolation of other factors that might influence the final outcome.

  The 1:59 marathon may turn out to be 1:59:50, 1:59:59, or some combination of numbers that will seem almost irrelevant, not unlike Bannister’s sub-four-minute mile. Ask most runners about that most famous of sporting records and they will know it was three minutes and fifty-something seconds (it was officially 3:59.4). Even the title of Bannister’s own memoir is The Four-Minute Mile.

  There’s another reason why I refer to “1:59” rather than “2:00.” That’s because if the discussion dwells on “2” and not “1,” the brain is actually affected by a misapplication of mental visualization. As I will show in the chapter on the brain, this organ is the marathoner’s most powerful instrument. The brain needs to know that it can go 1:59. It needs to formulate an indelible picture of 1-5-9, and not 2-0-0. The highly trained and healthy body will follow the brain’s instruction.

  
    MAKING HEADLINES

    The photo of Roger Bannister’s record-setting mile finish shows several track officials peering down at their hand-held stopwatches. Now everything is computerized, and so when a runner does run that sub two-hour marathon, one can assume that the photo that will be viewed everywhere in newspapers, magazines, social-media feeds, and blogs will be that of the marathoner joyfully standing next to a large electronic display showing 1:59 and various seconds.

  

  Unfortunately, many of those in the running world, from coaches to scientists to journalists and even athletes themselves, are gripped by what I call “two-hour-marathonitis.” This affliction is characterized by an over-reliance of number crunching and super-detailed comparisons of past times in an attempt to question whether going under two hours for the marathon is even possible. It’s enough to make one’s head spin in confusion.

  Let’s consider one example of this obsession with stats and numbers. Here’s an excerpt from an article by Runner’s World’s Scott Douglas, “Why a Sub-2:00 Marathon Won’t Happen Soon,” which appeared online within days of Wilson Kipsang’s 2013 world-record time of 2:03:23.

  Kipsang lowered the record by 15 seconds, or approximately .57 seconds per mile. If someone were to lower the mile world record from its current 3:43.14 by .57 seconds to 3:42.57, no one would think, “Gosh, a 3:34.79 mile is just around the corner!”

  But that’s the equivalent of what’s happening with the sub-2:00 marathon talk. The record being lowered by .57 seconds per mile is taken to suggest that reducing it down by another 7.78 seconds per mile (204 seconds divided by 26.2 miles) will happen soon.

  To further put into perspective what taking 7.78 seconds per mile off a record means, consider that doing so would lower the 5000-meter world record from 12:37 to 12:13, the 10,000-meter mark from 26:17 to 25:29, and the half marathon record from 58:23 to 56:41. Those times might come someday, but nobody knowledgeable about distance running talks as if they’re near-future certainties.

  I am sure Mr. Douglas means well, but he, like many others, totally misses looking at the larger picture. Differentiating between marathon times and those times achieved in shorter events is critical; otherwise, one undervalues the overall relationship between pace and energy. So making comparisons between shorter distances and 26.2 miles is not even physiologically appropriate. It’s also the reason that younger elites tend to excel in shorter events, while maturity later allows them to become more accomplished marathoners. Pacing is an acquired skilled, honed by years of racing experience.

  There is a powerful component of aerobic fitness involved in the marathon. For 26.2 miles, the body obtains 99 percent of its energy from the aerobic system. The mix of important fuels—from both glucose and body fat—is different than that used during running shorter races, when more anaerobic power is required. In the mile, aerobic and anaerobic contributions are 60 and 40 percent, respectively. Aerobic energy contributions, with reduced anaerobic need, rise quickly to about 88 percent for the 5K and 90 percent for 10K.

  Training to run a faster marathon is made possible because you can influence the aerobic system much more than you can anaerobic power, where genetics have a greater role. In other words, the shorter, anaerobic-based, speedier events employ more genetic features of the runner—much less so in a marathon. It’s like the old saying, sprinters are born and endurance athletes are made.

  In later chapters, I discuss how the body can better harness its own plentiful supply of aerobic endurance, in combination, to a lesser degree, with its limited reserves of anaerobic power. This is all related to one’s running economy, and is important to know whether you’re a first-time marathoner or a sub-2:10 runner.

  
    TRAINING TIME

    One of the reasons why some physiologists, coaches, and athletes don’t rely on the traditional VO2max test—the maximal oxygen uptake—is time. During a VO2max treadmill evaluation, the runner is neither told how long to run nor miles necessary, only that he or she will continue running to exhaustion, or some maximum level. Without this critical information, the brain does not know how to optimally proceed in making the body run; consequently, the test results are less valid.

    Our running culture traditionally trains by miles or kilometers. Hardly anyone goes out for a workout without knowing beforehand, and with a fair degree of accuracy, how long a distance the run will be. Specific mileage programs appear in magazines, are prescribed by coaches, and prepared by athletes as if running a certain number of miles means something very precise. It does not.

    Our current race culture essentially does the same thing. Almost all events are promoted by a specific distance—5K, 10K, half-marathon, a marathon. Nervously standing or crouching, and maybe shuffling in place at the front of the starting line, elite runners intently focus on time. Many have their index fingers gently resting on their watches’ start button, waiting for the gun to go off. Mid-packers do the same, as much focused on a precisely calculated and anticipated finishing time as anything else during the course of the race (Stand near the finish line of a marathon, and you’d be surprised by just how many runners look first at their watches as they cross the finish.).

    But independent of the timepiece and occurring deep inside the brain, all the miles are being mentally processed. It’s natural for us to do that. The brain needs to know how much time it has to accomplish the task at hand. That’s because time is transcendent. It defines who and what we are.

    As a coach, I always used time, and not miles, when writing up programs for my athletes. I found that many runners initially had difficulty adapting to my approach. Even when they were weaned off the notion of miles, they still wanted to refer to, say, a one-hour run as going a certain number of miles. Often they kept these secrets to themselves, but in their diaries, which I often looked at, they were jotted down in minutes and hours.

    Finally, in order to make each timed workout much more meaningful, one’s heart rate should also be included in a training log. Simply writing down “ran seven miles” merely indicates how far the run was, and little more.

  

  Smarter, more efficient training may be just one of the reasons that we are now witnessing breakthrough marathon times. These appear as personal bests by individual runners, with numbers that get lost in the dense fog of statistics. In 2011, Kenyan Patrick Makau ran a record time of 2:03:38 in Berlin. While many focus on the record being broken by “only” twenty-one seconds, it was a PR for Makau by a minute and ten seconds. American Ryan Hall, who had a relatively poor showing in the 2014 Boston Marathon, had run a personal best three years earlier on the same course by a minute and nineteen seconds (2:04:58). Just ahead of him was Ethiopian Gebre Gebremariam, who ran his all-time best by just over three minutes. We rarely see such significant breakthroughs in times during shorter events on this elite level, even those that are percentage-based, wind-aided, or on fast road courses.

  Despite the statistician’s meta-analysis, whereby the trickle-down effect is used to show that marathon records are broken by some predictable pattern and usually not by very large differences, this is not always the case. Certainly there are several instances of marathon records being set in which a runner knocks down a huge chunk of time—thirty or forty-five seconds—from the previous world best. In 1967, Australian Derek Clayton’s 2:09:36 was almost two-and-a-half minutes faster than the previous world best run by Japan’s Morio Shigematsu at 2:12:00 (1965). Looking back further, the UK’s Jim Peters ran 2:18:40 in 1953 to break his one-year-old marathon record of 2:20:42. The previous record was 2:25:39, run by Korea’s Suh Yun-bok in 1947—making Peters’ world-best margin seven minutes and change, or about five percent.

  A more accurate gauge of the progression of world-record times is by looking at percentage improvements. To run 1:59, a runner would have to break the current world record by 3.2 percent, and even less using Geoffrey Mutai’s unofficial Boston marathon record (If 1:59 is someday recorded at Boston, so be it.).

  Those of us who run in marathons usually think of time as a factor that continuously works against us, and it certainly can have that psychological effect. But as history has clearly shown, there is no running event in which the times don’t go faster. Whether it’s 100 meters or 26.2 miles, records will continue to be broken. This reflects an inevitability that’s deeply rooted inside human nature. We thrive on competition and the ceaseless need to outshine the past. We want to stand apart from our rivals by being the best at something. Once a runner finally makes it to 1:59, expect to see other runners immediately rise to the challenge and attempt to go even faster.

  
    THE MILE

    The marathon is comprised of 26.2 miles, but it’s the sole running event in the Olympics that is non-metric. Moreover, metric distances continue to dominate the international racing scene. The stand-alone mile long ago lost its luster as one of the gold standards for distance running. Since 1976, the mile is the only non-metric distance recognized by the International Association of Athletics Federations (IAAF) for record purposes.

    Yet training and racing for a marathon is learning how to smartly and efficiently string together twenty-six individual one-mile blocks (and the final 385 yards). That is why the mile continues to hold such a strong emotional and physical attachment with almost all runners. The distance acts as our training and racing baseline, whether we log miles on the track, treadmill, or road. To reach 1:59 flat, a runner will need to click off a mind-staggering succession of 4:33-mile splits.

    Mile is derived from the Latin or Roman word mille, or 1,000, because a mile was the distance a Roman legion could typically march in 1,000 paces (or 2,000 steps, with the pace being the distance between successive falls of the same foot). Roman soldiers were quite fast marchers. They typically covered twenty-five miles in five hours while carrying a seventy-pound backpack and wearing their body armor.

    For centuries following the fall of the Roman Empire, miles of varying lengths were used throughout Western Europe. In 1592, the British Parliament finally settled the question by defining the statute mile to be 8 furlongs, 80 chains, 320 rods, 1,760 yards or 5,280 feet.

    The mile then began to be used in different ways, not just to calculate distances between towns, but in sporting events known as pedestrianism. In the middle and late 1800s, race walking on oval tracks was a popular spectator sport in England and the US. The very best walkers could cover 100 miles within 24 hours. Sometimes, these races lasted for six days. Gambling helped fuel their growth as a sport, but pedestrianism died out when it was discovered that many of the competitions were fixed.

    In 1886, Englishman Walter George clocked 4:12 as the first official mile record. It is also the same time that Svetlana Masterkova, of Russia, established as the women’s mile-world record 110 years later in 1996.

    Throughout the 1930s and 1940s (except during the Second World War), the mile remained one of the marquee events in track and field. In 1945, the mile record stood at 4:01.4, and was set by the Swedish runner Gunder Haag. And for nine years, the record went untouched. Many track experts believed that humans simply couldn’t run any faster, and that it was absurd to think that someone could run a mile under four minutes.

    But British medical student Roger Bannister thought otherwise. He had additional motivation following a disappointing 1952 Stockholm Olympics in which he failed to medal. For nearly two years, he trained exclusively for the mile. When he laced up his kangaroo-leather track shoes with extra-long spikes on May 6, 1954, he believed that he was ready to make history on that cinder-ash track in Oxford, England. All he needed to do was whittle away 4/10ths of a second for each lap, or 1.5 seconds overall.

    Bannister ran that celebrated mile even faster, in 3 minutes and 59.4 seconds. His two pacesetters had positioned him well for a 59-second final lap. By his own estimation, Bannister said afterwards that he had run 20,000 miles in eight years of ceaseless preparation for the day of reckoning.

    Seven weeks later, Australian John Landy broke Bannister’s record by going 3:58. Earlier, Landy had said the following after running a 4:02 mile: “Frankly, I think the four-minute mile is beyond my capabilities. Two seconds may not sound much, but to me it’s like trying to break through a brick wall.”

    The times for the mile have continued to drop since 1954. Runners have set world records from a variety of countries—Ireland, New Zealand, United States, England, France, Algeria, Morocco, Sweden, and Tanzania. But oddly, no Kenyans or Ethiopians appear on this list. Hicham El Guerrouj, of Morocco, currently holds the world record in 3:43.13. The fastest mile ever run by an American belongs to Alan Webb, in 3:46.91.

    Bannister, arguably the most famous miler in history, is also the one who held the world record for the shortest period of time.

    Surprisingly, it took years after Bannister ran that mile before anyone seriously challenged the notion that it was physiologically possible to run two sub-4 minute miles back-to-back. Yet, in 1997, Kenya’s Daniel Komen ran two miles in less than eight minutes (7:58.61), setting a world record. No one has since equaled Komen’s feat.

  


  CHAPTER 2

  K-FACTOR

  It’s the road signs, “Beware of lions.”

  —BERNARD LAGAT, bronze medalist in 1,500 meters at the 2004 Sydney Olympics, explaining why his country of Kenya produces so many great runners

  Will our 1:59 marathoner be a Kenyan? Based on today’s fastest marathon times, there’s a strong probability that a runner from that country will be the barrier-breaker. The four fastest marathoners in 2013 were all Kenyans, with a range of 2:03:23–2:04:05. The Kenyans consistently win the big marathons. They do it in fluid, red-black-green lockstep style. The first five finishers at the 2013 Berlin Marathon, were all Kenyans. At the 2013 Chicago Marathon, the top four runners were also Kenyans. They now regularly win at New York City and Tokyo. While a Kenyan did not win the 2014 Boston Marathon (that honor went to Meb Keflezighi, who was born in Eritrea and immigrated to the United States as a child), this nation of distance runners had won 19 of the last 23 races. The only other country that regularly breaks Kenya’s 26.2-mile chokehold is its neighbor to the north, Ethiopia. It just so happens that the next five fastest marathon times of 2013 belong to Ethiopian runners.

  East Africa is home to a majority of the world’s fastest marathoners. But as I will later show in this chapter, its domination in distance running won’t continue indefinitely. In fact, runners from other countries might soon replace the Wilsons, Emmanuels, Dennises, Sammys, Eliuds, and Tsegayes, who come from Kenya and Ethiopia.

  Both nations have a rich, proud, and historical tradition when it comes to distance running. Their long-distance runners now make up more than 90 percent of the all-time world records. As countries without the distraction of major professional sports like basketball, baseball, or football, their national pastime is running. Top runners are treated as wealthy celebrities, heroes to children and adults.

  Kenya and Ethiopia share many similarities—high-altitude, a predominantly rural culture built around hard manual labor, children going barefoot and running to school almost every day, the presence of local running clubs and cross-country races, an emphasis on rigorous training accompanied by easy recovery runs, and the widespread recognition that running offers one of the only means to escape poverty. For example, the average annual wage in Kenya is $1,700, but a professional runner can bank well over $100,000 by winning a race like the Chicago Marathon, and even a lot more with performance bonuses, appearance fees, and a lucrative shoe deal.

  Understandably, exercise researchers and running journalists are fascinated by Kenya. Their focus centers on the small town of Iten, which is about 210 miles northwest of the capital, Nairobi. Perched at 8,000 feet in the Upper Rift Valley, this town of 4,000 attracts not just professional Kenyan runners, but also distinguished distance runners from all over the world. In Iten, one finds international teams, marathon winners, Olympic medalists (including Stephen Kiprotich, an Ugandan who won marathon gold in the 2012 London Games in 2:08:01 under hot, sunny, and humid conditions), and hundreds more who eke out a decent living by doing well in low-profile races.

  On a typical early morning in Iten, you might see numerous packs of runners, often fending off the chill in brightly colored running suits, getting in their first workout of the day, moving along in a dazzling blur on the surrounding dirt roads and hilly trails. Iten also supports ancillary businesses—training camps, sports tourism, coaches, agents, cooks, and physical trainers. It is a one-industry town, and that industry just happens to be running. It is not uncommon to find up to 100 runners temporarily living at the popular High Altitude Training Centre.

  The village of Bekoji in Ethiopia’s highlands also attracts outside runners from the West as well as ongoing media interest, because it has produced an amazing number of champion long-distance runners who have won 16 Olympic medals in the past two decades.

  In 2011, Reid Coolsaet, whose marathon PR of 2:10:55 is the third fastest ever run by a Canadian, spent one month in Iten, hoping to learn firsthand from the Kenyans. Writing in Toronto’s Globe and Mail newspaper, Coolsaet discussed what it was like to live and train in this cradle of distance running:

  Kenyans are no exception when it comes to logging many kilometers day in, day out. Most of the runners I met run at least twice a day but some run up to three times. After bouts of hard training it is vital that the body has time to repair and recover for the next training session. Kenyan runners incorporate naps into their days and get to bed early. Plus, they don’t run hard all the time; most people would be surprised on how slow they run their recovery runs.

  When I was in Iten, all of my running was on trails and dirt roads (of course, this is easy to do when there is only one paved road in the area). Seeing a Kenyan run alone is the exception to the norm. Kenyans run in groups during speed sessions as well as their easy runs. Many times while I was running with Kenyans I was surprised how slowly they would start off.

  If you are an elite Kenyan runner, in which running is pretty much all you do and have known your entire life, then training with your equally talented peers offers a uniquely competitive advantage. Geoffrey Mutai, who ran 2:03:02 at the 2011 Boston Marathon, has two regular training partners: world marathon-record holder, Wilson Kipsang, and Dennis Kimetto, who won the Chicago Marathon in a course-record time of 2:03:45.

  In a 2013 interview with a Kenyan radio station, Mutai chocked up his success to the following: “It is all about training harder and harder in these hills and valleys that are in places like here or Iten, staying focused and when you make it, avoiding the kind of lifestyle that will finish your strength.”

  Besides all that focused training in Iten, what else has contributed to Kenya’s dominance in distance running? Many seek an explanation for the country’s success by looking at human biology. One of the most tossed-about questions by the media is this: Are Kenyans genetically superior to distance runners from other non-East African countries?

  Personally, I don’t think the answer can be found in their DNA, because after a decade of advanced genetic research, scientists have still been unable to locate any specific genetic markers indicating endurance superiority in Kenyan runners.

  Instead, I’d like to argue that endurance ability is determined by personal and environmental factors—how one trains, where one lives, amount of rest and recovery, nutrition, and mental outlook. Sure, most elite Kenyan runners are small-stature, lean, and have whippet-thin legs, so they aren’t carrying extra weight, but equally important is living at high altitude, spending most of one’s early years active and barefoot, and coming from a place where running is a national sport.

  The problem with wanting to attribute Kenya’s success to a single variable—“the endurance gene”—is not only bad science but that it totally ignores much more relevant training and lifestyle considerations. Those who make the claim that Kenya’s supremacy in distance running has to do with genes are often speaking from relative ignorance about the highly complex field of genetics. At the same time, if a scientist’s published research suggests the presence of a strong, empirical connection between race and natural athletic ability, the critical reaction is usually hostile. Even writing about race and athletics in the media, or bringing up the sensitive topic if you are a sports broadcaster, is apparently taboo.

  IS THE DOOR CLOSING ON KENYA’S SUPREMACY?

  Runners from other nations and cultures have dominated distance running since the early 1900s. The United States’ first wave of great runners were American Indians, and the swiftest came from the Hopi Tribe, who had a deeply spiritual reverence for running as a means to connect to their ancestors and gods. The most famous Hopi runner, Lewis Tewanima, twice represented the US in the Olympics and picked up the silver in the 10,000 meters at the 1912 Stockholm Games. Fifty-two years passed before another American medaled in the 10,000 meters, when Billy Mills, who was of Sioux descent, took gold.

  Finland ruled the middle- and long-distance international scene for several decades, beginning with the 1912 Olympics. Its runners were known as “The Flying Finns.” Years later, at the 1972 Munich Olympics and 1976 Montreal Games, the last of the great Flying Finns, Lasse Viren, won a total of four golds in the 5,000 meters and 10,000 meters.

  After the Second World War, England was a powerhouse in middle-distance running (the mile, not the marathon, was the crowd-drawing attraction). Then along came other English-speaking nations—New Zealand, Australia, and Ireland—which produced a number of world-record milers and middle-distance champions. The US wasn’t far behind, led by world-class miler Jim Ryun, who became the first high-school runner to break four minutes for the mile, going 3:59.0 as a junior. This period lasted for little more than a decade right up until the late 1970s. Frank Shorter’s marathon victory in the 1972 Munich Olympics is widely viewed as the catalyst for running’s first boom in America. Ever since, it’s been the Africans who have established themselves as the world’s best—from the North (primarily the Moroccans and Algerians) and the East (Kenyans, Ethiopians, and to a lesser degree, Eritreans). In recent years, Kenya has pulled away from the pack of its fellow East African contenders.

  How long will Kenya remain on top? Is the door closing on Kenya’s supremacy? And if so, why? Will we someday see another nation, besides Ethiopia, become home to the fastest distance runners? And if so, which nation or nations?

  There are at least two important factors that lead me to believe that Kenya will one day see its dominance begin to falter. It probably won’t happen overnight, and might take a generation or two of runners for this change to become most apparent. The first factor has to do with genetics; the other is environmental. Both have been touted as the reasons for success in the endurance world. They are also deeply intertwined, and affect each other in profound ways. This relationship can be distilled as nature/nurture.

  -   Nature is our natural-born biology, with genes that provide the blueprint of being human. We pass on this genetic material from one generation to the next in the form of DNA, which contains codes that dictate specific features that the newborn will possess. As examples, these include hair and eye color, body height, basic body build, and skin color. It has taken millions of years of natural selection for our genes to become what they are today.

  -   Nurture is the environment’s effect on our body. This includes diet, stress, lifestyle and one’s upbringing. In particular, the development of physical activity in early childhood can significantly influence one’s ability to run faster or slower later in life.

  The web of nature and nurture interactions is intricate and detailed. Diet and physical activity can turn on—or off—specific genes. So if genes dictate a person will have an adult height of five feet six inches, poor nutrition may diminish that—the most common example is a child who is protein-malnourished and does not attain normal height.

  While some genes clearly contribute to running ability, including those affecting enzymes that are associated with aerobic metabolism, there is no guarantee that they will be naturally turned on. Nor are these genes so powerful or unique to any one population of humans, or even a particular geographical area.

  The genes can’t magically transform the human body into an accomplished marathoner. If a marathon gene did in fact exist, such as one that determines eye color, there would be many more magnificent Kenyan and Ethiopian runners. But instead, for every elite East African marathoner already running in the 2:03–2:08 range, there are hundreds of others who might have tried just as hard but somehow didn’t make the superior grade and become star runners.
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