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It is a mystery to me why both of my professions, running and writing, are seen as solitary pursuits. Among my close friends are few people who I did not meet through one or the other activity. Running and writing are two of my primary connections to the world, and I am thankful for the many deeply satisfying relationships that have sprung from my involvement in them.

Although I must take responsibility for everything in this book, there are many people who helped make it possible. I am grateful to the exercise physiologists who have found the marathon and marathon runners worthy of study, so that we know more about how the marathon affects us and how to optimally prepare for the distance. I am also grateful to marathon race directors all over the world who have worked to make the marathon an event of international stature that can be enjoyed by people of all ages, backgrounds, and fitness levels.

I want to thank all the marathon runners who have taken the time to share with me their experiences in training for and participating in marathons. Thanks for “baring your souls” by sharing your training logs, and for telling me your tales of both triumph and devastation.

A special thanks to those people who have guided and supported me in my marathon training: my coach, Benji Durden; my business partners, Cliff Held and Dave Tanke; my understanding “boss,” Hank Berkowitz; and my training companions, especially Giovanni Colella, Marge DeMarrais, Steve Eik, Pam Fanning, and Candy Strobach. Here’s to many more miles together.

I also want to thank my editor, Kara Leverte, for the skills and insight she brought to this book, especially in her ability to keep me focused on the concerns of the middle-of-the-pack marathon runner. And I thank my agent, Meredith Bernstein, for her patient, enthusiastic involvement.
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Introduction to the Marathon


What is this event known as the marathon? The basic facts—26 miles, 385 yards, or 42.195 kilometers—can only hint at what the marathon means to those who participate in it. The marathon is an intense experience, both physically and emotionally, and it is true at any level of fitness and competition. Most people find themselves changed by the process of training for and completing a marathon—even those who fall short of finishing. The changes occur in a number of ways, many of them unanticipated.

The Marathon Experience

Many people dream of running a marathon. These days, more and more choose to walk all or part of the distance and others complete it in wheel chairs. I had thought of running a marathon for years before I actually ran one. People run (or walk) marathons for many different reasons. Rather than trying to sum up the experience of running a first marathon in my own words, let me first turn to a few of the hundreds of thousands of individuals who have participated in marathons.

The words of these marathon veterans, whether they’ve chosen to run only one or have completed dozens, show the wide range of experiences that await the first-time marathon runner. The descriptions also show that people attempt the marathon for a variety of reasons, and that they wind up taking away from it many different experiences.

The “snapshots” here are of first marathon experiences. Most of these people have gone on to run the marathon again, some many times. The marathon often seems to have that effect on people—it throws them a challenge that doesn’t end when they cross the finish line. Once you participate in one marathon—no matter what the outcome—chances are good that you are now hooked. You feel the pull to have that marathon experience again and again. You are lured by both the formidable challenge of the effort and the almost indescribable feeling of accomplishment that comes from meeting it.

Let those who have known the feeling speak for themselves:

First Marathon Snapshots

“I had been running for about ten years. It was strictly for fitness and stress relief. I’d go 3 or 4 miles a day about three times a week. I loved it.

“But as I approached the age of forty, I was feeling like I needed a challenge—something new and different in my life. I decided to train for a marathon. My wife called the decision a ‘midlife crisis.’ She and I joked that running a marathon was better than buying a sports car because I couldn’t afford it, and better than having an affair because she would find out.

“I picked the Marine Corps Marathon in Washington, D.C., because it was flat and close to home. Also, my fortieth birthday was October 31 and the marathon was the first Sunday in November. What perfect timing!

“I started training over the summer and felt like I was putting in a lot of miles. My longest run was 18 miles, which I did two or three times. I really just wanted to finish the race in one piece—I didn’t care at all about my time.

“The race was very well organized. I felt terrific through the first half. But it was a warm day for running a marathon, and in the second half I started to feel the heat. Around Mile 19 I remember asking myself, ‘Why am I doing this?’ Does everyone have that feeling? But the crowds were very supportive and the course was beautiful—past all the monuments in Washington, and along the river. And I knew my family would be waiting for me at the finish. So I kept going.

“I felt extremely tired and not entirely lucid during the last few miles. I slowed down a lot, but I didn’t have to walk. I noticed that a lot of older people were passing me, and I found that very inspiring. I felt like I should have started doing this years ago, and I hoped that I would still be doing it in twenty years.

“After finishing, I drank a lot of water and ate a banana. I’ve never experienced the restorative power of food and drink in such a dramatic way. Immediately I felt a lot better, and I went on home with my family. After a long soak in a hot bath, I ate a big meal my wife had cooked for me. It was all the wrong things for a marathon runner—filets, a huge bowl of greasy French fries, shrimp with cocktail sauce—but I ate it all and it tasted delicious.

“That night I went to a church social, and when I walked in everyone cheered for me. They announced my time: four hours and six minutes. That was nice. The next day I ran half a mile backwards. Someone had told me to do that, and it actually felt pretty good.”

—KEN MEYERS, forty-two, Baptist minister, Rockville, Maryland

“I’d been running for a few years, but I’d never done any racing. I didn’t even know races for runners off the track existed as a sport, and when a friend mentioned it to me, I thought it sounded like a very esoteric thing to do. This was in 1984. She and I were running together, and she convinced me to enter a 10k [6.2-mile] race in May. She’d been running for years and years, so I just did what she did and we ran the race together. I enjoyed the race a lot, and saw that all kinds of people participated, at all different levels.

“A friend was planning to run the Montreal Marathon in the fall. I started training with her. Our longest run was 16 miles, which she said was plenty even though the race was 26 miles. I took her word for it.

“We started the race together. I felt good. In fact, I was feeling like I could run a lot faster, but I was scared of leaving her, because I had no idea what would happen later in the race. She kept saying, ‘Why don’t you go ahead? You can run faster,’ and I would say, ‘No, I don’t know what I’m doing.’ I had heard about ‘hitting the wall,’ and I kept imagining this huge wall coming down in front of me and preventing me from going any farther.

“Finally, at 18 miles, I took off. I was still afraid of collapsing, but my friend said that if I felt good now, I was probably going to keep feeling fine. I started striding out, and felt really terrific. I kept feeling better and better, running smoothly along, looking around, getting closer to the finish. That is still the best I’ve ever felt in a marathon, and I’ve run eight more since then.

“I reached the finish line in glory. My time was three hours, forty minutes. It was the perfect introduction to the marathon. I couldn’t wait to do another. I started reading everything I could about marathons. I’ve bettered my time to three hours, twenty-six minutes, but I’ve still never had as fantastic an experience as I did in that first race.”

—MARY CAROL CASE, forty-eight, registered nurse, Montreal, Quebec, Canada

“The memory of my first marathon is forever burned in my mind. It was more than twenty years ago—before Frank Shorter won the Munich Olympic marathon. I was fifteen. Not many people were running marathons at the time, and certainly very few fifteen-year-old kids.

“I’d been running high school track and cross-country for a couple of years. My coach said to a teammate and me, ‘Hey, let’s run a marathon!’ I don’t think the coach even ended up doing the race, but he helped my friend and me train. Our training was pretty good for those days—a couple of months of over 200 miles per month. Remember that back then there was very little information on how to train for a marathon. We raced every weekend, including a couple of 20-mile races. I think we were as well trained as a couple of high school kids could be.

“We picked the Burlingame Marathon, in a town just north of Stanford, California. It was a boring five-loop course, totally flat. The nice thing about the loops was that our families and friends could see us a bunch of times along the way. I remember that Don Kardong won the race in two hours, eighteen minutes, and he had run a 2-mile race in eight minutes, forty seconds the night before. People did things like that all the time in those days. He lapped me on the fourth lap.

“I was small for fifteen—not much more than 100 pounds. I didn’t take a single drink during the race. I’d been told not to drink while racing because it would upset my stomach. I felt absolutely awful at the end. I crossed the finish line and fell on the grass. My legs were as tight as iron bars and my face was covered with salt.

“My sister, her friend, and I went to the awards ceremony because I thought I might have won an age-group prize. My time was three hours, seven minutes, good enough for second place in the fifteen-and-under division. My legs were so tight I couldn’t get off the bleachers, so the girls had to carry me down to accept my medal. I never wanted to do another marathon again. Later I learned how to drink in races, so the next one wasn’t as brutal.

“My first marathon made a big impression on me. I remember that the next year I competed in forensics [public speaking], and gave an impassioned expository talk on the experience.”

—RICHARD GENTRY, thirty-five, attorney, El Cerrito, California

“I remember once, back in the early eighties, I was driving to visit my parents on a Sunday, and on the radio they were saying that the Chicago Marathon was in progress. My parents lived 22 miles from my home, and the radio announcer said that the marathon was 26.2 miles. I thought, ‘Holy cow, they’re running farther than I’m driving!’ It just seemed inconceivable to me at the time, something that was beyond human capability.

“A few years later I took up running, and eventually I started thinking about doing a marathon. A group called CARA—Chicago Area Runners Association—put together an eighteen-week training program and published it in their newsletter. They also announced they were having a meeting for people who were interested in following the program together.

“I went to the meeting and felt very intimidated by all these people who were talking about the many marathons they’d run. I thought I’d made a mistake in coming, and was about to leave. But then I realized that many of the people there were first-timers like me.

“I trained to run a four-hour marathon. Some people told me that I shouldn’t have a time goal for my first marathon, that I should just run to complete the distance. But I thought I was capable of four hours if I trained right, following the program.

“The training was wonderful. We’d meet and do our long runs together every Sunday morning, starting with 12 miles and working up to 20 miles over the eighteen-week program. After some of the runs they had clinics on subjects like nutrition, stretching, and pre-race preparation, which were very informative and helpful.

“The race itself was just a wonderful experience. I never hit the wall and I didn’t have to walk. I finished in three hours, fifty-five minutes, so I met my goal. I didn’t experience the wall until I’d done several marathons and was beginning to wonder whether it really existed. My best marathon now is 3:23:10 and I hope to keep improving.”

—BILL FITZGERALD, forty-two, administrator, Water Reclamation District, Chicago

“In 1980 my wife and I trained for the New York City Marathon together and ran the entire race side by side. We just wanted to finish, and we did—in four hours, fifty minutes.

“After that I wanted to try to run a marathon competitively. I’d done well in some shorter races, and thought I could run three and a half hours. I settled on the Prevention Marathon in Bethlehem, Pennsylvania. The course was described in the brochure as ‘gently rolling to mostly flat.’ That sounded good to me.

“I trained hard, following a program that I found described in a running magazine. Basically, I did a lot of miles, with good-quality long runs. I felt strong and ready for anything. The course was two loops. During the first loop I realized that the description really should have read ‘very rolling to mountainous.’ But I still felt pretty good at the halfway point, and I was optimistic that I could meet my time goal.

“By Mile 20, I was out in the ozone layer. Everything hurt and I was having a very hard time concentrating. I think I was dehydrated. The course was through the countryside and there weren’t many spectators or water stops. At 21 miles there was a man standing by the side of the road. I asked him how far to the finish and he said, ‘Just a couple of miles.’”

There were no mile markers, and I had no idea of time or pace at this point. But I began to feel that these must be the two longest miles in the world. I started cursing this guy for lying to me. There were no other runners, no water stops—nothing.

“Finally I came upon another lone spectator, and I asked him, ‘How much farther?’ ‘Just a couple of miles,’ he replied. I just lost it. I screamed, ‘That’s what you told me way back there, you liar.’ Of course he must have thought I was a total lunatic, because he hadn’t told me any such thing—the other guy had! That’s how disoriented I was.

“The second guy was right, it was only a couple of miles to the finish. I just kept telling myself to hang in there. Somehow I made it, finishing in three hours, twenty-six minutes. After I finished, I was so out of it that when my friends came up to me screaming, ‘You did it! You did it!’ I didn’t know what they were talking about. They meant I had broken three and a half hours, which had been my goal going into the marathon. Later, of course, I was really pleased. The volunteers served all the runners a free meal after the race. I remember watching everyone walking down the stairs backward into the cafeteria because our legs were in such pain.”

—CLIFF HELD, forty-seven, high school history teacher, Brooklyn, New York

“It was 1977, my senior year in high school. My best friend and track teammate, Marie, and I decided to run the Jersey Shore Marathon. We liked the idea that it was a completely flat course along the beach. We thought it would be scenic.

“We did everything wrong—everything. First of all we picked a race in December. Second, we didn’t do long training runs to prepare. I didn’t keep a training log, but I’m sure we never ran more than 8 miles in training. We didn’t check out the course in advance. Finally, we didn’t dress for the weather, which turned out to be a snowstorm.

“My dad and Marie’s mom went with us to watch and cheer. Dad was excited, and Marie’s mom was there to make sure nothing disastrous happened. There was talk about canceling the race because of the weather, which seemed strange to me. I mean, a marathon already seemed like such a crazy thing to do, why was running one in a snowstorm such a big deal? Still, not many people showed up. There weren’t more than two hundred people running.

“We got a big adrenaline rush at the start and felt okay for the first 5 miles. Then reality hit. It was really ugly. They didn’t close the road to traffic, so we had to run along the side in slushy snow and kept getting splashed by passing cars. The footing was terrible. My leather running shoes got completely soaked, and my feet were freezing. My heavy, baggy sweats were drenched, too, and didn’t do much to keep me warm. Every few miles my dad and Marie’s mom would be there with hot tea and soup, so we’d stop and get a little warm. Otherwise, we didn’t see anyone else.

“Marie and I had agreed not to speak to each other the week before the race, so we’d have plenty to talk about while running. It was a good thing, because we were out there for more than five hours. We’d promised to stay together, so whenever either of us felt bad, we’d both walk.

“They were taking down the finish area when we finally arrived. It didn’t feel like a race at all, just a survival. I thought I’d never be able to walk again, and I actually did develop a stress fracture in my foot and was on crutches for four weeks. Still, I’m proud of the accomplishment. At the time I didn’t know anyone who ran marathons, and to just go out and do one took a lot of guts.”

—KATE KANSAS, thirty-three, systems manager, Berkeley, California

My First Marathon

I can’t resist adding my own tale to this collection of first marathon sagas. Unlike many top marathon runners, I did not complete my first marathon as a competitive athlete. Instead, I experienced the marathon in the same way millions of other marathon participants around the world do, as a middle-of-the-pack runner.

In 1983, I graduated college and moved to New York City to start my career in journalism. I had decided not to run competitively in college after learning that the women’s track and cross-country teams ran 100 miles a week. I wanted to enjoy myself in college. My runs through the rolling Virginia countryside were a way to relax, socialize, and keep myself from getting totally out of shape.

I continued running when I moved to New York. My first apartment was on Manhattan’s Upper East Side, not far from Central Park. I ran in the park before work most weekday mornings with my roommate, Amy. Neither of us was interested in competing. We loved running to relieve stress, stay fit, and spend time outdoors each day.

In October, my father and I volunteered to help at the start of the New York City Marathon. We arrived at Fort Wadsworth on Staten Island at six o’clock on a cold, threatening Sunday morning. For three hours I held a bar-code reader and ran it over the race numbers of thousands of runners as they checked in. Then Dad and I hung out until we heard the cannon boom, then jumped in the car to drive into Manhattan.

There we joined the millions of spectators standing in the rain and watched the marathon. We found a spot near the 24-mile mark in Central Park. The leaders, Rod Dixon of New Zealand and Geoff Smith of Great Britain, bolted by locked in head-to-head combat. We knew it would be impossible for us to see the finish, where we later heard that Dixon triumphed over Smith by mere seconds. The intensity of their effort captivated me, as did the relaxed confidence of Grete Waitz, who soon cruised past en route to her fifth win in an incredible total of nine New York Marathon victories.

We stood in the drizzle and kept watching the runners. At first they were few and far between, moving swiftly along the rain-slicked road. As the ranks swelled, the pace slowed. The runners seemed to be moving no faster than the pace at which I trained in the park every morning—and some of them were going a lot slower, even walking.

As the road filled to overflowing with marathoners, I was amazed at the variety of people. I saw runners of every imaginable body size and shape. Many wore T-shirts or singlets proudly announcing their various countries, and they would respond with a smile when I cheered for their homeland. Some of them appeared to be in a state of near collapse, while others breezed along as fresh as if they’d just stepped off the Verrazano Narrows Bridge.

As I stood and watched, two thoughts crossed my mind. The first was, “Hey, if they can do this, I can do this.” The second was, “This looks like fun.” I had always thought of the marathon as a grueling event requiring an almost superhuman effort. But here were thousands of ordinary people about to finish the event and most of them doing so in fine form. It was then that I first entertained the thought of someday running a marathon. Why not?

For Christmas that year my father gave me a membership in the New York Road Runners Club. I entered a few races, but nothing longer than a 10k (6.2 miles). In 1984 I moved to New Jersey and ran along the Hudson River. During one of my runs I met a man named Paul who had run a marathon in just over three hours. We became friends and did a lot of running together. “Why don’t you run the New York City Marathon this year?” he suggested.

That spring Amy mentioned the same thing. Fortified by my marathon-watching memories, I went along with the plan, although the thought of training was a bit intimidating. We applied for the lottery and got accepted in July. The marathon was slated for the last Sunday in October.

Since we knew next to nothing about marathon training, Amy and I promised that we wouldn’t put too much pressure on ourselves to run a certain time or pace. We just wanted to finish and have fun. We had read that while it was important to practice running long distances, we shouldn’t try to do the full 26 miles in training. A few 18- and 20-mile runs would be plenty. On race day, the theory was that the support of the crowds would carry us to the finish line.

During one of our 18-milers, we couldn’t find any water. It was hot and sunny, and Amy started to get spaced-out and irritable. I knew these were signs of dehydration. We made it home safely, but the experience scared us. We realized we’d have to be careful about staying hydrated in our training and during the race. (See Chapters 9 and 12 for more on proper hydration.)

I also did a 21-mile run with Paul along the Palisades north of the George Washington Bridge. This is a beautiful place to run, and I felt really strong at the end. After we finished, Paul ran a couple of laps around the parking lot because he wanted to be absolutely sure he had really done 21 miles. That was my introduction to the compulsions of marathon training.

Paul urged me to try to run a competitive marathon. He said that I had more talent than I realized, and that it was silly of me to run just to finish. But I stuck to my goal. I wanted to have a relaxed attitude and enjoy myself out there. Amy and I also ran one 10k race, which I completed in forty-one minutes, and one half-marathon, which I finished in one hour, thirty-four minutes.

Paul was the first runner to introduce me to certain aspects of marathon training that have since become major fixtures in my life. On our runs we talked about things like pace, heart-rate monitoring, and interval training. At first, I admit, I had little interest in these things. I had a lot going on in my life that year—gaining a toehold in my career, adjusting to life in a big city—the marathon was strictly for fun. Now, looking back, it seems strange that there was a time that I took such a laid-back attitude toward marathon training. But I’m glad I had the experience I did because it allowed me to concentrate on the pure joy and fun of the marathon.

Paul also introduced me to the concept of tapering (cutting back my mileage in the two weeks before the marathon to rest my muscles and allow them to saturate with glycogen), which is something I did not at the time know how to do on my own. As a result of proper tapering, I felt rested and eager as marathon Sunday drew near. (For more on tapering, see Chapter 8.).

The night before the marathon, Amy and I cooked up a pasta dinner and went to bed early so we could get up at 5:30 the next morning to catch the bus to the start. There were hundreds of buses carrying the runners to Fort Wadsworth on Staten Island. I had the feeling I was a part of history.

We met Paul at a pre-arranged spot and hung out, sipping water and stretching. There were people of every description and in every emotional state. Some were dozing or reading the paper, while others were jogging about or doing calisthenics.

“It’s going to be warm,” Paul noted ominously. The temperature was already in the sixties, under a thin haze of clouds. I wore an old sweatshirt to the start, but I tossed it twenty minutes before the cannon was due to sound and waited in a cotton tank top. Paul reported to the men’s start while Amy and I stayed together on the women’s side. I’d heard such horror stories about the crowded start that when we didn’t get trampled and were actually able to start jogging within a minute or so of the cannon’s boom, I was ecstatic.

Amy and I ran together over the bridge, hardly feeling the uphill climb. What a high! I noticed right away the enthusiastic cheering of the spectators along the course in Brooklyn. At first there were just a few. Then gradually more and more filled the ranks. We were well back in the crowd of racers, but people were cheering as if we were right in front. I grinned and waved, causing a few people to yell my number and give me a special hurrah.

Amy reminded me that we still had about 23 miles to go, and we settled into a comfortable rhythm, doing about eight minutes per mile. I noticed the heat and humidity, and took water at every stop, once a mile. While this was a smart idea (and helped me a lot later), it soon caused a problem: I had to urinate. Paul had jokingly advised us to join the hordes of men who relieved themselves off the side of the Verrazano Narrows Bridge. Now I almost wished I had followed his advice! (Fortunately, the marathon organizers had anticipated my situation and set up portable toilets every few miles.)

The men’s and women’s fields merged just before the 8-mile point, which made the course more crowded. At times I pulled a bit ahead of Amy, then drifted back. We had agreed that each of us would run our own race, but attempt to stay together through the halfway point for security and companionship.

At 15 miles, I felt I could pick up the pace. We were approaching the Queensborough Bridge leading into Manhattan. I drifted ahead and kept going.

The silence on the bridge was eerie after miles of cheering crowds. I noticed the hill this time, but once I’d climbed halfway up it, the view of Manhattan was so inspiring that I forgot about the effort. I heard a high buzzing noise that gradually got louder.

It was the crowd on First Avenue. The sidewalks were packed with people screaming, clapping, and cheering for the stream of runners. I couldn’t help but smile, wave, and lift my knees a little higher. People called my number, yelled, “Hey, Red!” “Way to go, lady!” and whatever else popped into their heads. I had to consciously hold myself back, knowing the toughest miles were yet to come.

On into the Bronx I ran. The crowds thinned out, but if anything they were more vocal and supportive. The New York City Marathon really is a tour of the five boroughs. I felt the beauty and power of the place I called home. I snaked through the Bronx and back into Manhattan. Down Madison Avenue and around Marcus Garvey Park, I still felt good. I was at 22 miles, and as far as I could tell, I hadn’t yet hit the wall. My legs were a bit tired and my pace slightly slower than it had been back in Brooklyn, but otherwise I was fine.

The same could not be said for my compatriots. I was passing hundreds of people moving along at a jogging, walking, or shuffling pace. I estimated the temperature to be close to eighty. With high humidity and the sun beating down, runners who had gone out too fast, failed to take enough water, or whose bodies simply were not prepared for the brutal conditions were now crashing and burning. In the end, more than 4,000 people, out of a field of about 18,000, would fail to finish the marathon, the highest New York City Marathon nonfinisher rate on record.

The thought of being among them never occurred to me. I didn’t realize it then, but the mental tenacity that goes into being a marathon runner was helping me at this point. My body was definitely under stress. Despite all the water I had drunk, I was becoming dehydrated. In addition, my shoulders were starting to hunch with the accumulated fatigue. Still, my thoughts were overwhelmingly positive. When I saw others stop, I encouraged them.

In Central Park, the crowds lined both sides of the roadway. They made me forget how tired I was. I reached the bottom of the park, less than a mile from the finish. Suddenly, I felt like I was laboring harder, and I tried to draw strength from the crowds. I was still passing scores of people who had been reduced to a walk, but it seemed like I was barely moving. Was this the wall at last? All I could do was put my head down and grind onward. I felt a surge of adrenaline as I passed the 26-mile mark. Then I saw the finish. I crossed the line just as the clock turned to three hours, forty minutes, almost forgetting to look up at the clock.

“Keep moving, keep moving,” urged the finish-line volunteers. I was handed water, which I poured on my head. A medal was slipped around my neck and a rose placed in my hand. I was directed toward the reunion area, where I waited for my family, drinking cup after cup of water.

By the time my mother, father, sisters, and two close family friends arrived, I was starting to savor my achievement. I had run a marathon! On a brutally warm day, I had finished. My dad snapped pictures of me until I protested that I looked awful and wouldn’t want to see these shots later. (I was right.) Suddenly someone threw arms around me from behind. It was Amy. She’d finished in three hours, fifty-three minutes. “Never again! That was the hardest thing I’ve ever done,” she said.

There had never been a hotter New York City Marathon. Nobody ran well. Paul, I later learned, ran three hours, twenty-nine minutes. The more I listened, the more satisfied I felt. That was the moment I became hooked on the marathon. I had reached a goal—running 26.2 miles without stopping—that a year earlier I hadn’t thought possible. Clearly greater challenges lay ahead, and I felt ready to meet them.

Where the Marathon Came From

You may wonder where this 26.2-mile event came from and how it evolved into the road-race extravaganza that it is today. The history of the marathon as we know it is 2,500 years old, and knowing a bit about it may give you a greater appreciation of the event.

The origin of the marathon is the stuff of legend, but the actual first one rests on firm historical ground. In 490 B.C., on the Plains of Marathon, northeast of Athens, Greece, the Athenian general Miltiades led the Athenian forces to a crucial victory over the attacking forces of Darius, King of Persia. Once the victory was certain, Miltiades dispatched a messenger whose name has come down to us through history as Pheidippides.

Pheidippides ran approximately 24 miles to Athens, the story goes, to tell the citizens the good news. However, upon his arrival, he was so exhausted that he was only able to gasp out “Victory!” before he collapsed and died. (Lest the outcome of this story sound intimidating to the would-be marathoner, keep in mind that poor Pheidippides would have fared better if he’d had the benefit of modern training methods, carbo-loading, and high-tech footwear.)

The marathon was born. As a competitive sporting event, however, it languished in obscurity for the better part of the next 2,000 years.

In the nineteenth century, long-distance running became popular in both Europe and the United States, and “pedestrian” races were all the rage. These events, usually staged cross-country style through rural or semi-rural areas, would last for days and cover hundreds of miles. The marathon would have been considered a mere warmup for these competitors (virtually all of whom were men).

It would have been rather impractical to include a multiday running race as part of the modern Olympics, which was inaugurated in 1896 in Athens, Greece. Yet the organizers did include a foot race of about 24 miles, run on the supposed course of Pheidippides’s original Marathon-to-Athens trek. The marathon has been part of Olympic competition for men ever since. In the 1912 Olympics, the marathon distance was standardized at its current 26.2 miles. This distance was arrived at somewhat arbitrarily as corresponding to a point that allowed the competitors to finish directly in front of the thrones of the king and queen of Sweden. In 1984, the first Olympic marathon for women was held in Los Angeles. (For more on the history of women and marathon running, see Chapter 13.)

The marathon was not considered an event suitable for large numbers of people until rather late in this century. The popular view was that the marathon was an event that required almost superhuman effort. The group of marathoners was tiny and eccentric, and the thought of training for and participating in one for fun and recreation was beyond most people’s imagination.

This perception began to change in 1972, the year that American Frank Shorter won the gold medal in the marathon at the Munich Games. Already at this time, the first stirrings of a fitness revolution were being heard in the United States. Over the next few years, millions of sedentary people stood up, forced themselves out the door, and started exercising. For many, the activity of choice was running. The marathon proved to be an exciting motivator for a surprisingly large number.

Participation in marathons continued to grow over the following two decades. The experience of millions of people has shown that for the vast majority, running a marathon is healthy, productive, and enjoyable. The event is no longer restricted to an elite few. The level of participation in marathons is still increasing. According to the Road Running Information Center, the average number of finishers in the thirteen largest U.S. marathons in 1992 was about 9,200, an increase from 9,000 in 1991.

Marathons are held all over the world. Competitors range in age from the teen years to people in their nineties. Far from collapsing at the finish line, the vast majority of marathon participants finish the race with a sense of triumph and accomplishment—and they are eager to do another. Clearly, the marathon has become an event for a wide variety of people, and one that is here to stay.



Two
 [image: Image]
26.2 Reasons to Run a Marathon


Whether you are going for the world record or just want to finish the race, participating in a marathon should be fun. Undeniably, the race will be challenging regardless of what your ultimate goal may be. These two main factors of marathon training—fun and challenge—play out differently for each person.

What follows now is a list of twenty-six-plus reasons to run a marathon—that’s one reason for every mile of the race, and another for the last 385 yards (.2 miles). After reading this far you may feel you don’t need any more convincing to give the marathon a try. The fact is, however, that the marathon distance is such a challenge that most people, at whatever their level, can always use an extra dose of inspiration. There have been many times during 22-mile training runs when I have asked myself, “Why am I doing this?” Even during the race itself, it helps to have a stockpile of reasons on hand for putting yourself through all this stress.

Each of the reasons is a way of getting you started on your marathon training—whether it’s your first or your fiftieth—and keeping you happy and motivated throughout your training. In the balance, they should give you plenty to contemplate during those long training miles.

Reason 1. Run a marathon to have fun. There’s no point in reading any further if this isn’t among your main goals. When I decided to run my first marathon, I was motivated by the fact that the race looked like a lot of fun. I approached the training reluctantly, imagining that running all those miles would be painful, arduous, boring, and have no relation to fun. I was wrong. The discovery that both the training and the race itself can be a lot of fun is the main reason I have stuck with the marathon all the years since.

Later in this book, I’ll mention lots of specific things you can do to make marathon training and the race fun—from hooking up with training partners to “playing with speed” on your training runs. The main way to enjoy the marathon is to maintain the right attitude. Think of the race as a game and not as a nearly impossible physical undertaking. Remind yourself in your training that you are out there to make yourself happy. Challenging yourself will be part of the process. But making the difficulty the focus of the endeavor sets you up for either not achieving your ultimate goal, or for finding little enjoyment in it.

Reason 2. Run a marathon to give yourself a challenge. There is no way that even the most robust human being can subject himself or herself to the physical and emotional toll taken by the marathon without putting forth at least a mildly taxing effort. It may surprise you that the challenge of the marathon in large part accounts for its attraction to so many people. “I wanted to do it because it seemed like one of the toughest things I could put my body through, and come out alive” is a refrain I have heard again and again.

If you have never done a marathon, rest assured that the race does indeed live up to its reputation for providing a challenge. Your training and the race itself will tax you physically in many different ways—some anticipated, some not. It’s not always the physical rigors that get to people the most during the marathon. In general, most people who have done a reasonable amount of the proper type of training should not be overwhelmed by the physical challenges of the race. But a surprising number of marathoners are not prepared for psychological and emotional traumas. The difficulty of the marathon, especially in its final grueling miles, can be very hard to take emotionally. Along with physical pain may come feelings of letdown, wounded pride, panic, fear, anger, confusion, and sadness. “It was so tough, that even the crowds didn’t help pull me along after a while,” one friend told me after her first marathon. Learning how to deal with such feelings is a big part of meeting the challenge of the marathon. (See Chapter 14 for more on managing the mental aspects of marathon training and racing.)

Reason 3. Run a marathon to improve your health. Skeptics might think: “I’ve seen what people look like at the finish line of a marathon, and it’s not healthy.” I agree. I know how it feels to be completely out of gas after 26.2 miles. It isn’t a feeling I’d associate with good health. I’ve also willed myself to finish more than one long training run by silencing an insistent voice in my head that kept telling me, “This isn’t good for you.”

The human body, however, is remarkably resilient, and it recovers from the rigors of training for and completing a marathon physically and emotionally strengthened. So, while individual moments of marathon training and racing may not be particularly healthful, the overall process is. By that I mean a marathon—both the training and the actual running—can motivate a person to pursue a lifetime of healthier habits—not just greater physical fitness, but also better eating habits, improved sleeping patterns, reduced stress, and other factors.

Marathon training improves health in several ways. First, it instills discipline. You cannot make it to the finish line if you haven’t “done your homework.” Marathon training gets you in the habit of exercising regularly. Although you train at a level beyond what is needed to preserve basic fitness (as you will discover in Chapters 3 and 4), it’s the regularity that counts, say fitness experts; it sets a pattern that can last a lifetime.

Many people start regular exercise programs, but less than half are still working out six months down the road—and the numbers continue to drop off. If you lose your commitment to marathon training, you forfeit the race—it’s that simple. If, on the other hand, you follow through, you prove that you can stick with exercise for a substantial chunk of time. It therefore stands to reason that you are more likely to keep at it in the future, even when you are no longer marathon training.

Second, marathon training is likely to prompt you to make healthful changes. Its rigors demand that you treat your body with respect. Twenty-mile training runs do not go hand in hand with smoking, drinking to excess, eating junk food, working too hard, and sleeping too little. Once you see the results of these positive health changes, you will probably maintain them.

Training for and completing a marathon can be fantastic for your mental health as well (see below).

Reason 4. Run a marathon to get to know yourself better. Part of many people’s motivation for attempting a marathon is to see what they are capable of. Their capabilities cannot help but come to light as training progresses and on race day. There are few experiences in life in which my physical and psychological abilities are as sharply defined as they are during marathon training and racing. After each effort I’ve been able to say with conviction, “That was absolutely everything that I was capable of giving today.” That is a very satisfying statement, no matter what the result.

Learning my capabilities (and limits) is not the only way in which running a marathon has helped me become better acquainted with myself. The training and racing experiences have also shown me sides of myself that I never knew existed. I’ve found perseverance, an ability to focus, stubbornness, compulsiveness, bravery, organization, a sense of humor, and a capacity for unbridled joy. Not all of these are positive characteristics. I have to work to keep my compulsiveness (manifested in a tendency to overtrain) under control. My ability to concentrate, as helpful and necessary as it is to marathon training and the race itself, has also at times had the effect of blocking other important things out of my life, such as relationships and my nonrunning work.

Marathon training is a journey. Every time I set out on it I know I will learn something unexpected. Sometimes this knowledge will come in areas where I thought I knew it all. A childlike sense of wonder, mystery, and discovery keeps me moving forward. During every marathon you will learn something new about yourself—no matter how many times you have trod those same steps.

Reason 5. Run a marathon to raise your self-esteem. what better way is there to feel good about yourself than by successfully taking on such a challenging task as training for a marathon? When I say “successfully” I don’t mean simply running a good race. Success in marathon training and racing equates with growing in some way through the experience. By that definition, it’s even possible for a marathon that you don’t start (let alone finish) to be “successful.”

For example, perhaps you weren’t able to run because of an injury you suffered as a result of overzealous training. You’ve certainly learned an important lesson about your physical limits. The next time you decide to train for a marathon you can apply this knowledge. As a result, you will most likely be able to run a race that’s more “successful.”

Reason 6. Run a marathon to meet people and make friends. Forget the loneliness of the long-distance runner. Marathoners are social animals! I don’t know a more gregarious group than the runners who attend the Craftsbury Running Camp in Vermont, where I coach every summer. Comprised of runners (and a few non-runners) of all fitness levels, backgrounds, and abilities, many of these people come to camp in order to lay the groundwork for their fall marathon training. However, they also relish the opportunities that camp gives them to make friends and meet other runners. They look forward to it all year as a chance to share their marathon training experiences with like-minded individuals. Marathoners and other runners also meet and become fast friends through classes, clinics, group runs, at races, and even through the “Personals” section of running magazines. I know many couples who met and got to know each other in these ways.

I’ve met many close friends through running, especially long-run training for a marathon—there’s nothing like it to establish and solidify a friendship. Running forms a link that can be the basis of strong, lifelong bonds to other people.

Reason 7. Run a marathon to be an inspiration to others. The most important reason to run a marathon is for yourself. You should not start training to please your significant other, to impress your boss, or to prove to your friends or family that you are not a wimp. But there is no denying that your marathon training and race will have an effect on others. You will be noticed by family, friends, co-workers, and neighbors. This gives you the chance to set a positive, healthful example. Most people look upon the marathon as a superhuman feat. Your efforts can bring the race into their realm of thinking. People will think, “If he or she can do it, then maybe I can, too.”

As you train, many questions will be directed your way: What are you doing? Why are you doing it? How does it feel? What do you hope to gain? By responding in a way that emphasizes fun, improving your health, and meeting a goal, you can inspire others to follow your lead. Remember that your marathon is first and foremost yours. As other people take more of an interest in what you are doing, some may become proprietary. Ignore this interference. It is usually the result of people trying to use you to gain something they only dream of. You are the best judge of your desires and capabilities.

Reason 8. Run a marathon to see the world. Marathons are run all over the globe, from Iceland to Tanzania. There are the big, famous races in metropolitan centers—New York, London, Moscow, Tokyo—as well as thousands of smaller races in midsize cities, towns, villages, and in the middle of nowhere. (See Appendix C for resources that can provide you with information on marathons all over the world.)

I have run marathons all over the United States and in Italy and Japan. Before I’m through, I’d like to run at least one marathon on every continent. It’s a wonderful way to see a city and get to know its people. Thousands discover this each year when they run the New York City Marathon, a race that reserves about half of its entry spots for foreigners.

Thanks to historical events, particular marathons in certain years can be an incredibly moving experience. Such was the case at the 1990 Berlin Marathon, which took place just short of a year after the fall of the Berlin Wall. It marked the first time the race was run through both East and West Berlin. With its start at the Brandenburg Gate and passage down a broad avenue into the heart of former East Berlin, the event moved many participants and spectators alike to tears of joy, including the women’s winner, former East German Uta Pippig. Jane Welzel, an American elite runner who traveled to Berlin with her German-born father to run the marathon, recalled that she “didn’t even feel like I was running a race, it was so emotional.” Another moving experience for many was the first International Ho Chi Minh City Marathon in 1992. Vietnam’s first marathon attracted scores of American Vietnam War veterans, and had a wheelchair division. That marathon was, in many ways, no ordinary race. Aside from temperatures in the nineties, high humidity, and a route along streets so narrow and clogged with human and animal traffic that the runners sometimes had to slow to a walk, the Ho Chi Minh City Marathon provided a unique feeling of connection and closure for those who had served in the war.

Rather than travel to distant lands, you may want to run your first marathon close to home. Whatever you decide, you will have no shortage of marathons from which to choose.

Reason 9. Run a marathon to make business contacts. You can expand your professional circle through marathon training, and perhaps even during the race itself. I have received writing assignments during training runs. One of my partners in Personal Best, my coaching company, first broached the idea to me during a run, and we worked out many of the details of the operation on subsequent training efforts. Believe it or not, I even met the editor of this book through a New York Road Runners Club marathon training class! You may have noticed that people who run marathons tend to be energetic, interesting, well organized, creative, and full of ideas. They are the type of people you want to have among your professional contacts—they don’t just sit there talking but go out and do things. Whether your business is flower arranging or planning Arctic expeditions, you’ll probably find like-minded people eager to make connections and create new projects among marathoners.

Reason 10. Run a marathon so you can eat more. I urge runners to eat to run rather than run to eat. It’s not physically or psychologically healthy to look upon marathon training as an excuse to eat whatever you please. Marathon training—or any regular aerobic exercise—does however give you more leeway to indulge your passion for food without the consequences of out-of-control girth. I’ve enjoyed many bowls of ice cream knowing “I’ll burn it off running.”

However, overeating should not be the defining reason for marathon training. When someone says, “I run marathons so I can eat whatever I want,” I try to educate that person to the fact that there is a lot more to proper sports nutrition than just keeping one’s weight low. Nutrition is discussed in detail in Chapter 12, where you will learn how to eat for endurance training and for the marathon itself. While you can (and indeed, must) eat more when you are training for a marathon, you still need to choose healthy foods and to keep your weight within reasonable bounds.

Reason 11. Run a marathon to get back to nature. In cities throughout the country, people can go for months on end with limited contact with nature. They wake up, go to work, spend all day indoors, and go home to their apartments in the evening. Exercise is usually done indoors at a health club or gym, and they travel there by car, taxi, bus, or subway.

Someone training for a marathon, on the other hand, is all but forced to have some contact with the great outdoors on a regular basis. I suppose it is possible to do all one’s training indoors on a treadmill or indoor track, but I don’t know anyone who has done it. When I’m marathon training, my days are defined by my interactions with the world of Central Park. I experience changing seasons—blossoming flowers and budding trees in the spring, the full leafing of high summer, the changing foliage and sharp clarity of autumn, the deepening cold and snow of winter. I’m out there in the sun, wind, fog, rain, snow, and whatever else nature decides to throw at me. When I leave New York City, the marathon training experiences can get even better. I enjoy training near my parents’ home in Princeton, New Jersey. Craftsbury Running and Fitness Camp is a natural paradise of mountains, lakes, rushing streams, and wooded trails in Vermont’s “Northeast Kingdom” close to the Canadian border. I loved running the trails through woods and fields in the foothills of the Blue Ridge Mountains when I was a student at the University of Virginia. Exploring nature through running is one of the most satisfying experiences I know, and marathon training, with its emphasis on long relaxed runs, is the best route to this type of discovery.

Reason 12. Run a marathon to spend more time with your dog. You can train your dog to run with you. Mimi Noonan, a veterinarian and runner, says that running with a canine is safe as long as you train the animal carefully and gradually—just as you would train yourself—keep it hydrated, exercise caution over rough surface areas, and don’t run with the dog in races. “I’ve known people whose dogs went with them on all their marathon training runs,” Noonan says. She herself runs daily with her rottweiler, Keffer.

As with people, you should never force a dog to run if the animal doesn’t take to the activity. If yours does, the result is a healthier and happier pet. You may also feel more protected, as well as having a companion on long runs—especially someone who doesn’t complain.

Reason 13. Run a marathon to sleep better. Although the exact amount, type, frequency, and scheduling of exercise for optimum sleep patterns has not been established, it’s clear that people who exercise regularly sleep better than those who are sedentary or exercise sporadically. According to Colin Shapiro, M.D., Ph.D., a professor of psychiatry at the University of Toronto, “People need a reasonable amount of exercise for optimum sleep.” Just what that “reasonable amount” is, he says, varies among individuals. But people who have gone from an inactive life to one that includes regular physical activity almost invariably tell me they are sleeping better.

Dr. Shapiro says that the main reason for this improvement is probably that exercise raises body temperature, which in turn causes body temperature to fall more at bedtime (when it drops naturally as part of our circadian rhythms). This helps people fall asleep more easily and to sleep more soundly. Shapiro’s studies have shown that people have deeper, more restorative sleep when they increase fitness levels. Does this make marathon training the ultimate sleep-improving technique? People training for marathons say that these periods are the times of most restful, slumber. I can sleep ten hours a night, solidly, during the weeks of heavy marathon training.

There are, however, two ways in which marathon training can be detrimental to sleep. If your workouts are late at night, or if you plan to sleep shortly afterward, you will sabotage your efforts. Exercise raises body temperature, but sleep comes most readily when body temperature is at a low ebb. Your best bet is an afternoon or early-evening workout, when temperatures are naturally high. Then you have plenty of time for temperatures to come down before bedtime.

The other problem can come from overtraining, which is treated more fully in Chapter 14. Overtraining overstresses the body, which can make sleep difficult. I know when I’m overtraining, or getting close to it, when, despite feeling dogtired, I can’t get to sleep at night or when I wake up before dawn feeling as if I’ve been tossing and turning all night. If you’re experiencing such symptoms, check your training diary—you may be overtraining.

Reason 14. Run a marathon to get over a disappointment. Whether it is a broken heart, the loss of a job, the death of a loved one, or something else, the last thing you want to do when you’ve had a bad experience is to spend time sitting around and moping about it. Much better therapy is to get out and do something positive, something that includes a lot of activity, has a goal, makes you feel better, and gives you opportunities to meet new people and have new experiences. Marathon training fits the bill perfectly.

If this is among your reasons for training for a marathon, take some advice: Don’t use the marathon as an escape. Your feelings of grief, loss, anger, and frustration may lead you to throw yourself into your marathon training with fanatical zeal. Instead of bringing you peace of mind there’s a good chance you’ll injure yourself, and then you’ll be even more despondent than you were before you started.

Take the calm, sensible approach. Inevitably you will work hard, challenge yourself, and have fun. You don’t need to force anything. Enjoy the process of building your body’s fitness and your mind’s ability to handle a 26.2-mile race. Don’t feel that you have to prove anything to yourself or anyone else, including an ex-spouse, your friends, or family. You should never view the marathon as a way of trying to avoid any negative feelings and situations in your life. (For more on handling stress in the period leading up to the marathon, see Chapter 8.)

Reason 15. Run a marathon to get to know your city or town. while you may participate in a marathon as a way to see another part of the world, chances are good that you’ll do most of your training close to home. This gives you the marvelous opportunity to get to know your neighborhood and the surrounding areas. You can explore new neighborhoods, or simply see the old ones in a completely new way—on foot, not from a car, bus, or train. You may even get to know more of your neighbors and discover things you never would have found before. Running through an area puts you much more in touch with its sights, sounds, smells, and feelings than you’d ever get from within a metal enclosure.

Using an odometer, map out your routes in your car or on a bicycle so you’ll know how far you are running. Or, you can keep track of the amount of time you run and then, knowing your pace, estimate the mileage. (For more on training by distance versus training by time, see Chapter 5.) Either way, you will become more of a part of where you live.

Reason 16. Run a marathon to expand your wardrobe. As you will learn in chapter 11 (on equipment), the days are long gone when a runner’s wardrobe consisted of just sneakers, gym shorts, T-shirts, and gray sweatpants. Today, entire industries are devoted to outfitting runners.

If you have been running for any length of time, you’ve doubtless noticed the explosive growth of the running apparel industry. Walk into any sporting-goods or running-apparel store and you will see racks of tights of every color and pattern; shorts of all lengths, cuts, colors, and fabrics; briefs; all manner of singlets, T-shirts, and sweatshirts; and protective outerwear to keep you warm and dry in all conditions—all in a variety of styles and colors. This selection does not even include the shoes, nor does it encompass the vast array of accessories: hats, mittens, gloves, wrist bands, head bands, belts, and so on.

Chapter 11 offers a guide to selecting marathon training and racing equipment. There you will learn what to wear under every possible condition. But you should also be aware that there is more to marathon apparel than just protecting yourself from the elements. Get ready to add to your wardrobe in ways you’ve probably never dreamed about.

Reason 17. Run a marathon to control your weight healthily. I firmly believe that you shouldn’t approach marathon training primarily as a way to drop excess pounds. However, you may well become thinner as a result of your marathon training. This occurs because of the large number of calories burned by endurance training. People report losses often, twenty, thirty pounds or more without dieting when they train for a marathon. People who lose large amounts of weight probably have a lot to lose. If you are happy with your weight, or are among the few who want to gain a few pounds, adjust your eating during your training to make sure your weight stays up. (Strategies for doing that are outlined in Chapter 12, on nutrition.)
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