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Praise for

CHI MARATHON

“Running is meant to be enjoyed, not endured. Thanks to Danny Dreyer you can release your fear of injury so that you can enjoy what is important—the ability to get out into the open air and do what is so natural, pacifying, and nourishing to the mind and body.”

—Catherine McKiernan, former Olympian, world cross-country champion, and winner of the London, Amsterdam, and Berlin marathons

“Learning the easiest way to run a marathon—like finding the easiest way to swim one—isn’t undemanding. It’s exacting, in place of exhausting. It requires critical, not reflexive, thinking. But that sort of difficulty is the sort that leads to Mastery, Happiness, and even a high-functioning brain. Chi Running is on the cutting edge of how people will pursue physical, mental and spiritual fitness in the 21st Century.”

—Terry Laughlin, author of Total Immersion: The Revolutionary Way to Swim Better, Faster and Easier

“The Dreyers don’t believe in “no pain, no gain” for runners. Instead, their holistic approach is a smarter and healthier way for runners to fully develop balanced body mechanics for an injury-free life. The old school, conventional running trends have created too much ill-health and pain for all athletes, but Chi Marathon changes all that. Regardless of your age and experience, you’ll learn how to run efficiently from head to toe. The result is more enjoyable, and you will now finish marathons and other endurance races feeling refreshed rather than wasted.”

—Dr. Philip Maffetone, author of The Big Book of Endurance Training and Racing

“Chi Marathon is the perfect plan for sustainable running for all ages, abilities and for all distances, whether you enter an event or not.”

—Mark Cucuzzella, MD, Professor, West Virginia University School of Medicine
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This book is dedicated to the ever-growing Chi Team, and all of you who support our journey.
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Foreword

BY CATHERINA McKIERNAN
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Catherina McKiernan winning London Marathon, 1998.



I had won three major marathons, Berlin (1997), London, and Amsterdam (both 1998). I had had very fruitful years with four world cross-country silver medals, one European cross-country gold medal, countless national titles, two Olympic games, the Irish records in the 10K, half marathon and marathon, and a smattering of European and world championships achieved.

But I began losing my battle with niggling injury. Irish newspaper headlines regularly led with stories of me pulling out of big events due to injury. Running is meant to be enjoyed, not endured, I thought.

I decided to retire in 2004. But as my professional running career was ending, a new and equally satisfying career was about to begin. I got my hands on a copy of Danny and Katherine Dreyer’s book ChiRunning, and I couldn’t put it down. After enduring years of pain and injury and wondering what was the cause of it all, I found that Danny’s book was providing me with all the answers. All I could do was laugh as I read what I should have known ten or twelve years previously. I would not swap my successes as a professional athlete for anything, and whatever I was doing during those years, it worked, but I will never stop wondering what might have been had I known about ChiRunning from the start.

After reading Danny’s book, I decided that I needed to meet this man. Within months, I was certified as a ChiRunning instructor. And there I was with the perfect transitional job: teaching other people how to run effortlessly and injury-free.

Personally speaking, ChiRunning has given me a lifeline. Despite retiring from competitive athletics, I run every day, naturally, as I did as a child. There is a running boom in Ireland right now, an antidote to our economic crisis, and more and more people want to be able to run and enjoy their running. Luckily, they can come to me to learn about ChiRunning. Of all the thousands of people I have taught, none have come back to say that it has not worked for them. That is job satisfaction.

I was born to run. I loved the outdoors when I was young, and my running successes happened gradually. I had a natural running style and loved the freedom of it. But as training became more intense and training methods kicked in, my free running style changed to suit the demands of professional competition. I lost the natural feel until I came across ChiRunning. It unraveled all of the tenseness and poor style that I had adopted for 24/7 training and competing.

Thanks to ChiRunning, countless numbers of people all over the world have the opportunity to release their fear of injury so that they can enjoy what is so important to them—the ability to get out into the open air and do what is so natural, pacifying, and nourishing to the mind and body. What more could we ask for?

Do I miss competing? It’s a question I often get asked, and my answer is most definitely no. There are other athletes who find it hard to step away from the track, but the transformation has been made simple for me because of ChiRunning. My great fear was that I would not be able to run. My life has been running, and more than anything else, the fear of not being able to get out every day for a few miles played heavily on my mind. Fear is the mother of injury in an athlete. But not anymore. There is no fear with ChiRunning.

—Catherina McKiernan, Dublin, Ireland



Introduction: Love Running Forever

KATHERINE DREYER
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ChiRunning is an amazing practice. It takes us back to the roots of running. The desire to run. The pleasure of it. Running becomes a special state: a place of air, gravity, earth, and the runner.

—JOE MILLER, A CHIRUNNER
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In today’s world, good news seems hard to come by. So it is more important than ever to make sure there are positive influences in your life. One suggestion: go to a marathon and cheer on the runners. Better yet, run a marathon yourself and surround yourself with people willing to take on the half or full marathon distance. Drink in the positive inspiration.

Marathons don’t look the same today as they did even ten years ago. The hard-bodied runners who previously dominated the sport are now just part of a much broader mix of people with a variety of shapes, sizes, and ages.

This book and program will get you started on your own love affair with running. Making a goal to run a half marathon or marathon is one of the best ways to make running a positive part of your life—if you do it well, and that is a major caveat. The high rate of injury for those who run long distances mars the sport and the joy of running. We want you to experience the kind of running that will make you love running forever; with a profound sense of self-confidence, freedom in your movement, and joy in feeling truly alive. If you follow this program, you too might just love running for the rest of your life.

You might find yourself running longer and longer distances, until you have reached a half marathon, or maybe even a full marathon. Like Forrest Gump, you might not want to stop.

Chi Marathon is the result of the need for a new approach to marathon training. The old paradigm is not working for most people. As injury rates rise, what could be a fabulous way to cultivate a lifelong habit of keeping fit becomes a graveyard for once-enthusiastic runners.

Since the ChiRunning book came out in 2004, Danny and I have received the most beautiful letters, thousands upon thousands of them, from readers, runners, and workshop attendees all over the world (the book is currently translated into ten languages, and we have more than 200 Certified Instructors and Instructor Candidates in twenty-one countries), thanking us for ChiRunning with heartfelt gratitude—often with the line “It has changed my life.” Okay, so people really appreciate ChiRunning. But why, we ask ourselves, is it changing lives? What is it that impacts people so deeply?

Here is one letter that reflects what so many have written. You’ll find similar stories throughout the book, from both clients and Certified Instructors.

Wow, I feel so amazing after my run this morning! I used to hate running. I only put up with it because I love biking and swimming, and I tolerated running to do triathlons.

Well, I did two triathlons this summer and finished second in my age group in one and third in my age group in the other! What a thrill to hear my name called out and go up and get my trophy. Thanks to ChiRunning!

After watching the DVD about a hundred times I was finally able to put into practice what I had been watching. This morning my legs felt so light and I ran effortlessly thanks to focusing on my hip rotation and just relaxing enough to let my legs follow along for the ride! I felt like a rock star! My cadence was up where it should be and it was just effortless!

Hills used to kill me, and I mean kill me! Now I barely notice the hills. What’s even more exciting is that I have no pain, and I get up every day looking forward to learning something new from my ChiRunning. I have had so many breakthroughs with my running this year, it is really life-transforming for me.

I am forever indebted to ChiRunning.

—Dean Carpenter, age fifty

The Ideal Training Triad: Form, Conditioning, and Mastery

In the book ChiRunning, we teach the fundamental principles of painless, injury-free running. The primary focus in that book is on the ChiRunning technique. We will review that information in Chapter 3. In the rest of this book we talk about how to take those techniques and movement principles and apply them to the half and full marathon distances. The focus is on training your mind and your body to work together as a team (Chapter 4) for long distances. Whether you focus on the half marathon or want to complete the full marathon distance of 26.2 miles, it is an endeavor of endurance and conditioning. But let’s be clear: forced physical endurance does not get you to the finish line. Deep, healthy conditioning of the body does. This comes from the endurance built by training mindfully for months in advance. If you’d like to run several marathons in a year, it is the endurance that accompanies training regularly and with great awareness. For everyone, it is the endurance that stems from keeping your mind alert and being in tune with your body. This kind of endurance is born of patience, of faith in your body, which is both vulnerable in its mortality and immeasurably strong and miraculous in its potential.

We have all seen countless people of a wide range of ages, body types, running abilities, and running forms crossing the finish line, some with a happy smile, some with a look of pain and suffering in their eyes, and some with the clear confidence of the naturally gifted runner. The question is, did running that marathon add to their lives in a positive way? Or did it cause them pain or injury, or deplete them to their detriment?

You are invited to run a marathon, or a half marathon, with new purpose and intent: not just to cross the finish line, but to do so with the sense of joy and accomplishment that accompanies our long-term approach. It is about discovering the grace and ease with which you can move mindfully through any significant undertaking or challenge in your life. It is about running marathons in a way that substantially benefits your body, mind, and spirit. This is what we call Mastery.

Chapter 5, “The Mastery Phase,” is not just for the elite or fast runner; it is for novice marathoners too. In the Mastery Phase of the Chi Marathon training, you will focus on race-specific training by practicing everything that will be in your actual event: the start, pacing, fueling—right down to running in the clothes you’ll wear on race day so that when you actually run your marathon, it is, as Danny often says, like whistling pop tunes—easy and completely enjoyable. Okay, maybe not that easy—running a marathon is a significant event for most people. It should be approached with respect. However, with this program, you can run any distance with great confidence and come away with a deep sense of well-being.

T’ai Chi and Running

The Chi in ChiRunning can be as off-putting to some people as it is compelling to others. We understood this from the beginning. In the end, however, we decided that because the philosophies of T’ai Chi and Taoism are so much a part of how we approach running, we need to be true to the source of our inspiration. You’ll read more about the Chi in Chi Marathon in Chapter 1.

Some clients have confessed that they came to ChiRunning out of desperation—they loved to run but were in so much pain that they were willing to try anything. We firmly believe in the age-old (but not heeded often enough) adage that an ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure. The fact is, more and more people are using the ChiRunning technique for the joy, the speed, and the efficiency of running well. Training for and running a marathon has a daunting but accurate reputation for causing a lot of injuries. But it is not because of the running itself; rather, it is because the longer you run with biomechanically imbalanced technique, the more likely you are to get hurt.

These converts are in some ways the most rewarding for us: they start out with great skepticism, then become convinced in the best way possible, through their own personal experience. What is the best way to find out if this Chi stuff really works? Try it!

  •  •  •  

As soon as ChiRunning was released we started getting requests for a book about ChiWalking. People who were benefiting from ChiRunning wanted to share their discovery with the walkers in their lives.

T’ai Chi, a fast and powerful martial art, is the source of the foundational principles and philosophies upon which ChiRunning and ChiWalking are based. However, during practice sessions, T’ai Chi is done at very slow speeds in order to engender greater accuracy, and because of this slowness, every incremental adjustment in balance must be deeply felt and diligently maintained. Similarly, since ChiWalking is practiced at a slower pace than ChiRunning, the Form Focuses (specific directions for your movement) require a deeper precision than while running. When you run, that deep, slow work becomes a strong foundation for sound movement. (We’ll talk about the Chi Walk-Run program in Chapter 2.) We suggest that you practice many of the key Form Focuses, especially your posture, throughout the day, and whenever you walk.

We now teach ChiWalking in every ChiRunning workshop, and every Certified ChiRunning Instructor is also certified in ChiWalking.

Throughout this book, when we refer to a marathon we include half marathons, marathons, and even ultra marathons, if that is your goal, although we will not address ultra marathon running to any significant degree. The focus here is the half and full marathon.

Running: An Innate Part of Who We Are

We believe ChiRunning has the effect it has because it helps people discover something that is both an innate need and an innate ability: to move gracefully and to run freely, without force, without pain, and with a deep realization that this is exactly what they are meant be doing. When we wrote the first ChiRunning we did not realize what a primal, elemental need it would satisfy. ChiRunning has helped people discover that running can act as a gateway to deeper internal sensitivity. In turn, this new awareness can be transferred and applied to everyday life.


INSTRUCTOR STORY

It was a paradigm shift in mind, body, and spirit for me. BC—before ChiRunning—I was all about ego, focusing exclusively on time, distance, and speed. I saw no reason to run unless I was going to train for a race, and I saw no reason to train unless I was going to set a personal record every time. In hindsight I now call that “the dark side.” Now I get a much more profound, deeper sense of joy and fulfillment from my daily runs, as well as training for “focused and relaxed events” (aka races), than I ever did beating my body up in order to get a specific number on a stopwatch. It is the ultimate gift that keeps on giving. And, oh yeah—did I mention I haven’t been injured in years?

—Christopher Griffin



Humans are meant to run. In fact, according to a 2004 article in the journal Nature coauthored by paleoanthropologist Daniel Lieberman of Harvard University and biologist Dennis Bramble of the University of Utah, we are “born to run.” The two studied fossil records and surmised that early Homo sapiens was higher up the evolutionary ladder than its ancestors because of the structure of the legs and pelvis. This difference in skeletal structure allowed these early humans more mobility to either forage greater distances and feed off the kills of faster animals or to do “persistence hunting”—basically, running down slower prey. Chris McDougall subsequently used the phrase “born to run” as the title to his successful book about the Tarahumara Indians and barefoot running.

The concept that we are born to run is revolutionary because for decades we have been fed the notion that running causes injury. Doctors, with their patients’ best interests in mind, have said, “Running hurts your body!” We’ve been told: “You’re injured—stop running.” “You’re over forty—find another way to keep fit.” “Your knees hurt—give up what you love.” “You’re out of shape—running is too hard for you.” “You’re older—there is no way you should run.”

The language around running a marathon is even worse. “You want to run a marathon? Expect pain, and a lot of it.” The language in some marathon books glorifies pain and prepares you for the worst: “The next day, you’ll feel like you’ve been hit by a truck” . . . “terror” . . . “racked with aches and pains” . . . “26 miles of running hell” . . . “like an auto accident” . . . “your worst nightmare” . . . “the 26-mile monster.”

When Lieberman’s groundbreaking first study came out in 2006, it was big news: with headlines in major newspapers including the New York Times and the Los Angeles Times. Humans are meant to, and built to, run. We finally felt supported by science in what we had been doing since 1999: teaching people that running is a natural, safe, and effective way to get fit, take control of your health, clear your mind, and feel great.

In 2002, when we signed our first book contract, the old paradigm was still in full force. This was before Lieberman’s study had come out, and the ChiRunning concepts of running with a slight lean, landing with a midfoot strike, and running in minimal shoes were considered “out there,” as one running magazine wrote. Minimal shoes (discussed in Chapter 2) are now considered common sense, and shoe companies have all jumped on the bandwagon. The ideas that running could be pain- and injury-free and that relaxation and less effort could give you greater speed flew in the face of the hard-core coaches who promoted grit, muscle, and gutting it out. Back then, there was great doubt that running form could or should be taught; now, however, science is showing up on our side, and the idea that you can improve your running form is becoming common sense. Almost.

The real revolution in running is still in its early stages. Much of the current focus in running is on the shoe, which is important, but it’s hardly the whole picture. Part of the reason the focus remains here is that shoes are where the money is. We’ll talk about shoes in Chapter 2. Barefoot running, minimal shoes, and the midfoot strike are just the tip of the iceberg when it comes to the impact that running form can have on this wonderful but often maligned sport. The emphasis on how the foot strikes the ground is important, but it’s just one aspect of the real evolution that is happening in running. There are now more classes about running technique as well, though many are designed with the purpose of selling shoes. Beware of shortcuts that trick you into running well for a few minutes but don’t expand your self-knowledge and understanding.

What is important to remember is that everyone’s running form has been greatly influenced by years of movement habits. And, just like any habit, movement habits can and should be changed if they are detrimental to your overall health. Our T’ai Chi master, George Xu, told us that all of us are meant to lose the beautiful running form we had as children, as then we may consciously relearn how to move. Only with conscious awareness can we master our bodies—how we move while running, and how we move through life. If you are tricked into running without real knowledge and awareness, you will quickly fall back into bad habits.

The fact is that most adults in modern cultures have lost the connection with the body they once had as kids. Subsequently, they lost their innate ability to run with natural, healthy biomechanics. There are two primary reasons for this. First, for the past century we humans have not needed manual labor to survive. Historically, working to clothe and feed ourselves—to get water, grow crops, and hunt animals—kept our bodies strong and supple. Second, running shoes, initially designed to help prevent running injuries, only exacerbated the problem: adding more cushioning to the sole of a running shoe made the foot less sensitive to ground contact and proprioception.

For most of us, the desire, ability, and primal need to run is still there, thanks to the conscious (and even cellular) memory of running as a child. It is one of our earliest and dearest memories of freedom.

Good lifestyle choices such as a healthful diet help, but what is most important is that you follow a pretty basic rule: start with good running form and never run longer or faster than your form and conditioning allow. Just don’t do it.

Don’t run if running is causing you injury or long-term damage of any kind. It is not necessary or smart. If you are in pain, find out what in your running technique is causing the pain and change your technique. Run lower mileage until your form and conditioning can support greater distances or speeds. You will find more on facing challenges throughout this book and specifically in Chapter 4, in the section “Conserving Your Energy.”

Too many people who run marathons not only get injured but stop running because of their injuries. This derails the fundamental reason for running a marathon in the first place: the deep sense of personal accomplishment from stepping beyond your current state of being. If you run a marathon and are in pain, injured, or so wiped out that you can’t enjoy life, you won’t feel the kind of satisfaction you deserve after taking on such a wonderful challenge.

That is the beauty of the Chi Marathon training program. It allows you to experience an internal process that will leave you with the mental and emotional skills to achieve any long-term endeavor, whether it’s running a marathon, writing a book, getting a degree, raising a child, or maintaining your health and vitality for a lifetime.

Here’s a letter we appreciated:

I have been ChiRunning since November last year and have found it has had a hugely positive impact on my running form, injuries, and my well-being in general. ChiRunning helped me through a very difficult time in my life when the company I work for announced that it was to close at the end of May. The economic climate is such that jobs are hard to come by, and I was at risk of losing everything that I had built up for my family. ChiRunning and ChiLiving helped me to stay focused and fit through dark days, and gave me clear perspective on my situation. I used ChiRunning skills to plan my job campaign, and even used Chi focuses and relaxation techniques in the job interviews; the result is that I acquired a great new job that I have long aspired for.

—Dave

Finding Yourself in This Book

In Chapter 2 we’ll talk more about what stage you’re at in terms of running marathons, but as an overview, this book is for anyone who wants to run a half or full marathon, multiple marathons in a year, and even ultra marathon distances. Running events longer than six hours requires a new set of skills that are not directly addressed in this book, but most of the basic principles of distance training still apply: you still have to know what phase of training you are in, rehearse and prepare for the unknown, and most important, make sure your running form and conditioning can handle the distance.

For novice runners who want to run a half marathon or marathon distance, we highly recommend focusing on form for as long as you need to before committing to a specific half or full marathon event. For an absolute beginning runner to run a half marathon, give yourself at least six months; for a marathon, make it a minimum of one year. Consider yourself ready to move up to the half or full marathon training when you can comfortably run a 10-kilometer race (a 10K) with good form. We have excellent 5-kilometer (5K) and 10K training programs available on our website (www.chirunning.com) that will support you in learning the ChiRunning method, as will the book ChiRunning: A Revolutionary Approach to Effortless, Injury-Free Running and the ChiRunning DVD.

To get started on this program, take a look at the training programs for the half and full marathons in Appendixes A and B. If you are new to ChiRunning, they will probably bring up more questions than answers. In this book you will learn the why and the how of these techniques, which are so key to creating a positive marathon experience.

Chapter 9 covers advanced ChiRunning techniques. It is for when you feel comfortable with the ChiRunning technique and are ready for new skills to improve your technique, speed, and efficiency. Like T’ai Chi, ChiRunning is a practice that can help you refine your body-mind connection until the two become one; thought and movement always acting in unison. Speed is a result not of more power but of removing the impediments to fluid movement and creating the conditions for speed to happen. Energy-efficient speed happens when you do less, not more.

In reality, there is much more in this book than you can practice or learn in one marathon. So it’s important to choose what is most important for you and work on those few things that will have the greatest positive effect. As you learn the ChiRunning Form Focuses, we always suggest you start with one Form Focus at a time, eventually practicing two at a time. The same goes for marathon training—focus on some of the suggestions and save others for future events. We hope you’ll discover a lifetime of learning within these pages.

We know that, like life, training for a marathon involves both joy and struggle. From first-timers to old-timers, from champions to back-of-the-packers, running the marathon distance exemplifies the strength and courage of human nature and its desire to reach for and go beyond the boundaries we often abide by.

We hope to offer you the tools to make this journey all that you dreamed, and much, much more.





Part One






CHAPTER ONE


The Many Faces of the Marathon

Mildness in action joined to strength of decision brings good fortune.

—I CHING
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Like an art museum or a symphony, a marathon is a great place to go when you want to feel good about the potential of the human race. Whether you cheer a friend on from the sidelines, volunteer at an aid station, or run the event yourself, you get to witness and experience a side of humankind that is both elemental and exalted. I love being at marathon events because of the singular connection of spirit that bonds everyone. It’s manifested as the innate drive to evolve, to better oneself—to be that bridge between heaven and earth, between the invisible and visible worlds, between mind and body.

You don’t need to have expensive or special equipment. Heck, the more low-tech the shoe, the better, these days. The best runners in the world are those who’ve run barefoot most of their lives. You don’t need to be part of an elite club—and yet there are plenty of clubs and groups you can join to enjoy the camaraderie. Going out for a run is one of the quickest and least complicated ways of getting fit.

Along with the elemental beauty of running is the individual story of each runner; every one as inspiring as the next. For some, it is their first marathon. Perhaps they had been significantly overweight or never felt particularly good about their physical abilities; but they decided they too could run and reclaim their health. They have trained for months and are putting themselves at that start line to join in with the thousands of others who also at some point were in their first marathon. Some find that running helps them manage their depression or addictions and celebrate their internal victory by joining the unifying spirit of the marathon. You might find someone running his tenth marathon in as many months and this one being the one hundredth in his life. Story after story is filled with the wonder of the potential of the human spirit to overcome difficulty and sometimes conquer impossible odds. Marathon events are brimming with the excitement of athletes of every level and concern, collectively reaching beyond themselves.

In the lead pack, you’ll see human beings who have spent a good deal of their lives dedicated to perfecting their sport, putting everything they have into that event. No matter where you are—cheering from the sidelines, watching from a television screen thousands of miles away, or running in the back of the pack—you can feel the energy of their effort lifting us all up and sparking our imaginations. What can’t the human body do? Better yet, what can this body do?

In 2009 almost half a million U.S. runners ran a marathon, and more than 600,000 ran a half marathon. The number of female finishers now outpaces the number of men who finish. Not only are the participation numbers in marathons increasing each year, but so is the number of marathons. In 2009 more than twenty-five new marathons were introduced in the United States alone—and this during a downturn in the economy.

There is no comparison to the palpable energy of a marathon event. Where else do thousands of people come together in such a large mass and challenge themselves physically and mentally to such a degree? How often do elite athletes and everyday people get to participate in the same event? Theses events have made long-distance running accessible to anyone willing to stretch herself beyond her perceived limits.

Considering the many health benefits of running, the annual increase in half and full marathon events means that more and more people are getting fit, improving their cardiovascular and aerobic health, releasing excess weight, and feeling mentally more clear and focused. Distance running offers all of those benefits and so many more. Inside every endurance athlete is the desire not only to do something that is beyond the normal but also to step beyond what he has accomplished before, whether it’s his first half marathon or his sixtieth marathon by age sixty. Humans live to evolve, and we run with the desire to expand ourselves, to see what’s possible and to feel ourselves stretching our limits.

The Dilemma

There is, however, a downside to our dreams of grandeur. Our minds can be too altruistic and tend to dream without enough consideration of what our bodies are currently capable of. Notice the emphasis on currently. The human body has a great capacity for learning and for growth. And it is our dreams that motivate and inspire positive change in our lives. Our bodies, however, don’t change as fast as our minds (thank heaven). They need time to catch up and collaborate with the ideas in our minds. You wouldn’t expect a six-month-old to walk, and it wouldn’t be fair to expect your body to run a marathon without being prepared. If you’re going to run that far, why not enjoy the entire process from conception to reality? This book is about manifesting your dreams into a healthy, positive physical reality, pain- and injury-free, by following a sensible and sustainable path of learning and growth, one that thrives on the teamwork of the mind and body.

When we push our bodies to longer and longer distances without proper preparation, our chances of getting injured increase astronomically. Running is a high-injury sport when done without proper training. The injury rate among runners generally hovers between 50 and 65 percent, depending on which studies you read. Among marathoners, that number falls between 65 and 90 percent, which is worth taking seriously.

It does not have to be that way, and there is no reason why you should find yourself among these statistics.

As with any sport, your ease, enjoyment, and performance will improve when you train with good technique. At some point in our lives we have all had some kind of instruction in a sport or fitness activity, such as swimming, tennis, golf, or yoga. With almost every sport instruction how best to move is considered the norm. But when it comes to running, we think we can—and most coaches say—“just go out and do it.” Unfortunately, for many “it” means getting injured.

Paradoxically, we have an innate ability to run long distances. It is part of our evolutionary makeup, as the studies of Dr. Dan Lieberman and other researchers have shown. It is exemplified in the grace of the East African runners who continue to be so successful in distance running events.

If we are meant to run long distances, then, what is the problem?

Between lack of enough physical movement as we sit in front of computers and TVs to social norms for what looks good, including poor postural habits, our bodies are no longer in good running readiness. Our lifestyle habits have functionally changed how we move. But it is well within us to make the change back to good movement and postural habits. We all just need to choose to do so. It is essential if you want to run a half or full marathon pain-free. You might be able to complete the distance without having good running technique, but don’t be surprised if your marathon transforms from an event to an ordeal over the course of those 26.2 miles.

The fact is, there really does not have to be any bad news. Running itself is not the reason for the high rate of injury. It is how you run that is the primary culprit, sometimes fueled by a mind-set that pushes your body beyond sensible limits. Training for a marathon should build your body’s strength, conditioning, and long-term health and well-being. There is no reason in the world for running, or training for a marathon, to break down your body or cause it long-term damage.

The vast majority of people running a marathon today are following training programs that will train you to increase your weekly long-run distance to build the stamina to make it to the end of a marathon. The problem with this approach is that it doesn’t take into consideration the fact that you might be running all those miles in a way that is harmful to your body, given your current biomechanics or weak areas. There is a need to overhaul a faulty, inefficient, and potentially harmful system of training for marathons and replace it with a more holistic approach that considers the needs, abilities, and dreams of every athlete.

I can’t count the number of people who have told me they ran a marathon and had a very difficult experience. Many wouldn’t think of doing it again. Some folks have even given up running altogether. I’m always disappointed to hear this because I know that if they’d been shown how to do it well, they’d still be out there enjoying themselves at what I know to be a safe and very enjoyable sport. Struggle is an option. You can choose to run a marathon on sheer will by gutting it out, or you can learn to take the path of least resistance with a focused body and a relaxed mind. One way feels lousy; the other way is fun. One way feels narrow and limited; the other way can help you grow, move, and understand yourself in ways you never thought possible.

Pain-Free

In the title of this book is the promise and challenge of running a pain-free marathon. By pain, we mean pain that is in any way detrimental to your long-term health and well-being. If you are a first-time marathoner, you may experience some “productive discomfort” as your body gains the conditioning it needs to run the half or full marathon distance. Many clients will let us know that they feel a slight soreness in their abdominals, and we respond very positively, “Great, that means you’re on the right track.” Productive discomfort is not the pain we’re talking about when we say pain-free. We want every runner to be free of the pain that leads to injury or that hampers your running or your lifestyle in a significant way. Nonproductive discomfort can be the precursor to pain, and you do have to listen to your body and make those judgment calls for yourself. Sharp or throbbing pain or discomfort that lasts more than two to three days is most likely a warning.

In most cases, running with improper technique is what causes pain and injury. What you learn in the Chi Marathon program is to minimize the potential for pain and injury by using good technique and a mindful awareness of your body’s needs. However, if you are running incorrectly or inefficiently, run farther than your body is conditioned to handle, or continue to run without finding the cause of the issue and correcting it, pain could degrade into injury.

It all boils down to the myth that pain and suffering is a necessary part of the marathon equation. It’s that tired old “no pain, no gain” philosophy. As Howard Hanger, a local minister here in Asheville, said, “No pain, no gain? There’s enough pain in life—who needs more?”

The Chi Marathon Vision and Challenge

The marathon boom shows one thing: people are willing to work, and work hard, to accomplish their goals. If you’re reading this book, at the very least you’re in the “I think I can” stage of preparing for a marathon. You also might be in the “I thought I could” stage and hoping for some support to make the training pain-free and enjoyable again. In either case, you’re willing to train to run 13.1 or 26.2 miles, and that says a lot about you.

The opportunity and the challenge of Chi Marathon is to train in a way that changes your running, for the better, for the rest of your life. As you change your running, you’ll change how you relate to your body, and you’ll see your movement patterns and your thought patterns change for the better. The beauty of training for a full or half marathon distance is that you have plenty of time to practice. So you might as well make the most of those hours on the road. The ChiRunning Form Focuses and the seven training phases of the Chi Marathon program will take you through a process of discovery that makes running long distances easier, more efficient, and more enjoyable. The process is engaging and inspiring as you tap into your innate ability to run.

I have had knee problems ever since a football injury when I was seventeen. While I ran as a young adult and into my fifties, I did okay, but always had knee pain and swelling. I routinely went to orthopedic surgeons and physical therapists to get advice, but I was still limited in how far I could run. Running hills was out of the question. I picked up your book in 2005 and read it but never really applied it like I should. Last year, when I was fifty-seven, I bought the DVD and half marathon training program and really studied them. I’m an engineer, and the descriptions of the physical concept of ChiRunning made a lot of sense to me. The results have been miraculous.

I’m now running faster and longer (even on extreme hills) than I have since I was seventeen. The best news is that I’m having no lingering pain. My forty years of knee pain is gone. I’m swimming, biking, and backpacking without knee pain. My other pains—to shins, Achilles tendon, toes, etc.—are gone.

Thank you so much for your instructions. It really has changed my life.

—Karl Gebhardt

Natural Running, Barefoot-like Running, Minimalist Running

In 1999, when I first started teaching ChiRunning, Ken Saxton was running marathons barefoot. A quiet man, he did not get quite the press and attention that some barefoot runners get today. Ken ran barefoot because he knew, as I did, that the runners with the best running form, exemplified beautifully in the East African runners who were (and still are) winning most distance events, had run barefoot most of their lives. Their feet and their bodies had been “educated” from childhood by the contact with the ground with each step they ever took.

Dan Lieberman did a follow-up to his “born to run” study and published an article of his findings in the journal Nature in January 2010. He wanted to find out if barefoot runners experienced less impact with the ground than runners wearing shoes. So he compared groups of habitually barefoot runners (Kenyans) with groups of runners who habitually wore shoes (Harvard runners) and found that the barefoot runners did indeed experience lower collision forces with the ground. Many people in the running community and the press took this to mean that big, bulky running shoes weren’t doing what they were touted to do, which is provide a softer landing and prevent injury. He never said that in his study, but he did suggest that further studies needed to be done in order to find out whether these lower collision forces actually lead to lower injury rates in barefoot runners compared to shod runners.

Between Lieberman’s study, Chris McDougall’s book, and the growing success of ChiRunning, the running community began to seriously question the need for thick-soled running shoes, and the minimalist shoe industry was born. In 2009, the only minimal shoes available were racing flats. Today all of the shoe companies are building low-profile running shoes—and in my opinion, it’s to everyone’s advantage. Hence the newly coined term “minimalist running.”

Personally, I prefer a more minimal shoe (more on shoes in Chapter 2), but I also feel that switching from wearing overbuilt shoes to running barefoot or running in a minimal shoe is not necessarily the safest or best way to learn to run naturally. It can help to strengthen the supportive muscles in the lower leg, which is a good thing. But if you’ve been running for many years in big, bulky shoes, sitting at a desk, driving a car, not doing regular manual labor, and running with incorrect biomechanics, there’s no guarantee that you will automatically run correctly simply because you take off your shoes. It takes time for your body to return to its original state, as when you were a child and ran around barefoot or in low-profile sneakers.

ChiRunning is a whole-body technique that teaches you to run as you would have if you never wore shoes. It is a barefoot-like running style that allows you to run naturally and involves much more than just the contact your foot has with the ground. It is about running from your deep core muscles and letting the rest of your body relax. It is about moving the way you were designed to run, from head to toe. And as we work toward getting back into our natural way to run, it is good to know that modern science agrees with our goal. Our Medical Advisory Board (visit our website) includes MDs, physical therapists, and other healthcare practitioners who understand that a more natural running gait is possible, and necessary, if your goal is to run pain-free.

Intelligent Movement

In the Chi Marathon program, rather than training harder, you’ll be training smarter. We call it “intelligent movement,” and we have seen, in the countless runners we’ve trained, that the knowledge in your mind can save your body from a lot of unnecessary and unhealthy stress and pain. You’ll educate your mind to think in new ways about what training for a marathon really means, and you’ll train yourself to work mindfully with your body to be more efficient. You’ll learn to manage your energy to the point where you can build energy rather than burn through it like a teenager at the mall with $50.

Intelligent movement can be summed up with these three tenets:

• Energy management and economy of effort

• Having a creative mind and a responsive body

• Seeing challenges in a positive light

Intelligent movement is both a vision and a challenge. The vision is that any average runner can relearn and remember that kidlike, innate running ability that allows them to run joyfully and naturally. The real challenge is to approach distance running in a new way and with a new mind-set. Instead of testing how long your body can last, you’ll train to improve how your mind and body can work together.

Here are some of the concepts behind Chi Marathon training compared to the old paradigm:



	CHI MARATHON

	OLD PARADIGM




	Finesse

	Force




	Intelligent movement

	Physical exertion




	Manage energy

	Spend energy




	Build energy

	Burn energy




	Relax to go faster

	Push harder to go faster




	Core strength

	Leg strength




	Train smart

	Train hard




	Discover, explore

	Command, force, dictate, coerce




	Mind and body

	Mind over body




	Learn from your body

	Test your body




	Listen to your body

	Force your body




	Gradual progress

	Right now, at any cost





The Key to Effortless Movement

One of the most important keys to effortless movement is good postural alignment. This allows deep relaxation during the support phase of your stride, which is when most injuries occur and where most runners waste the most energy by using too much muscle for support and propulsion.

In T’ai Chi this felt sense of your body being in a perpetual state of “relaxed support” is called song. In ChiRunning we call it your Column. In the world of physics it is called tensegrity, a word coined by the famous architect and philosopher Buckminster Fuller, inventor of the geodesic dome. I first came across this term in Rick Barrett’s book Taijiquan: Through the Western Gate, where he explains, in Western terminology, how relaxed support of the body happens.

Barrett refers to “moving the body in a state of wholeness while relaxing into the intrinsic support of your connective tissue.” Running in this way allows your muscles to remain relaxed, especially any muscles that could present any restriction (through held tension) to the natural movement of active muscles. Using muscle power to run is a very inefficient way to move your body compared to that of relying on alignment and relaxation.

Here’s how the principle of tensegrity works in your body. Tom Myers, author of Anatomy Trains, does a beautiful job of describing how the myofascial system in the body acts much like the stays on the mast of a sailboat. The mast itself can support the weight of the sail, but it would never be able to remain upright if it didn’t have guy wires holding it vertically.

In your body your skeletal alignment acts like the mast, while the ligaments and tendons (connective tissue) act like the guy wires that hold your structure upright during the support phase of your stride. Once your bones are lined up (as with the posture focuses in Chapter 3), it’s your connective tissue, not your muscle, that allows those bones to remain aligned.

The Chi in Chi Marathon

Tai chi is often described as “meditation in motion,” but it might well be called “medication in motion.” There is growing evidence that this mind-body practice, which originated in China as a martial art, has value in treating or preventing many health problems.

—FROM HARVARD WOMEN’S HEALTH WATCH, MAY 2009

ChiRunning and ChiWalking, as well as what we describe here in Chi Marathon, are all based on principles of T’ai Chi, the ancient martial art that is showing up in schools, retirement communities, local gyms, and Harvard health publications as a method to improve movement, increase mental cognition, calm the mind, and strengthen the core. In China you can see people of all ages practicing T’ai Chi and Chi Gong in city parks. When we lived in San Francisco we were always inspired by people practicing their movements while waiting for the bus and in groups sprinkled throughout Golden Gate Park.

Chi (pronounced “chee” and also spelled qi) is life-force energy—the life-giving, vital energy that unites body, mind, and spirit. The concept has its origins in early Chinese philosophy and has been likened to the yogic concept of prana. For thousands of years the Chinese have based their movement principles and medicine on the movement and cultivation of chi.

In 2007, Katherine and I experienced the amazing feats of T’ai Chi grandmasters firsthand. We spent two weeks in China studying T’ai Chi with our teacher, Grandmaster George Xu, and twelve other grandmasters along with a hundred T’ai Chi teachers from all over the world.

Every day in our classes we watched these grandmasters make everyone else look like paper airplanes being tossed about. One day, one of the grandmasters, a small, frail-looking, gray-haired, eighty-six-year-old man, called up from our group a very strong 200-pound man who was a respected T’ai Chi teacher in his own country. Over and over this little old master sent the larger man flying across the room as if he were a toy soldier being flung about. It was clear that the tall, well-built man was doing his best to hold his ground and try to fight back, but to no avail. It was both comedic and truly amazing. During our stay we witnessed many demonstrations of great power and energy that had, from what we could see, very little to do with strength.

T’ai Chi has at its core the concept that your mind directs your chi (energy) and your chi moves your body. The practice cultivates the chi in your body so that it is of the highest quality, like high-octane fuel. The better you get at using your chi to move your body, the less you need to use muscles and all the energy they require. In ChiRunning, basic principles of T’ai Chi are employed to optimize the flow of energy in your body to reduce the use of force for moving forward, and thereby reduce the risk of injury. You don’t need to know anything about T’ai Chi to benefit from the Chi Marathon program. But you can benefit from using the basic principles as we apply them specifically to running long distances.

The Application of T’ai Chi Principles to Your Running: Creating the Conditions for Energy to Flow

There are many principles found in T’ai Chi that can be transferred into almost any sport or physical activity. Creating the conditions for energy to flow is the overarching theme. In T’ai Chi and in life, you don’t want energy to stagnate. In acupuncture, a foundational principle is that where there is pain, the flow of energy has been impeded, and precisely placed needles are used to get it flowing again. In the Chi Marathon program you want to keep your energy flowing in order to be able to run 13.1 or 26.2 miles.

Here is a brief overview of three principles of T’ai Chi that are used extensively in this program. (We’ll expand on their explanation and application in Chapters 3 and 4.) Holding these principles in the back of your mind during your training will allow you to always have a sense of why you’re doing any given focus or exercise.

A fundamental principle of T’ai Chi utilized in ChiRunning is Needle in Cotton, which describes the feeling a T’ai Chi student should have when practicing this ancient martial art. The central, vertical axis of your body is the needle. It is your base of support and, when you’re running, represents the support provided by your structure during that brief moment between strides when you’re on the ground. During the flight phase all of your moving parts—arms, legs, and hips—are relaxed, flexible, and soft as cotton, holding no tension. This allows your energy to flow freely and your body to have maximum freedom of movement.

The ChiRunning terms for needle and cotton are alignment and relaxation. They demonstrate the balanced and complementary relationship between yin and yang, where yin represents gathering or cohering energy and yang represents expansive energy.
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