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    INTRODUCTION: WHY RUN A MARATHON?




    Running and jogging are among the most popular recreational sports in the world. And thousands of competitors from around the globe sign up for marathons every year. So why do so many people from diverse backgrounds choose to run? Of course, each individual has unique motivations, but there are several goals shared by many runners, from a desire to lose weight to a need to lower blood pressure and strengthen the heart. From there, they develop a passion for running that takes them to the streets, whether a local competition or one of the big events, such as the London, Boston, Paris, or New York marathons.




    Running is also a versatile way to get fit—you can run just about anytime and anywhere, and it is a relatively inexpensive sport. It doesn’t require pricey health club memberships or personal training fees, and even the major marathons are still relatively affordable. With little more than the right pair of shoes, anyone of just about any age and fitness level can start a training program, and eventually run marathons.




    Yet, as with any physical activity, there is a right way and a wrong way to run—don’t expect to just lace up your running shoes and hit the pavement. You should also prepare for and augment your runs with stretches and exercises geared to warming you up before a run and cooling you down after it, and perform strengthening and stability exercises that target the key muscles used in running. Take the time to learn how to run right, using the guidelines found in the following pages, and you’ll soon be entering that 26K.


  




  RUNNING BASICS




  MOST OF US ARE AWARE that running is a great way to lose weight and to get leaner and stronger, but its benefits are so much more than skin deep. Running is not just about improving your appearance. In fact, running is more about improving your overall health and allowing your body to perform at its highest levels. These are some of the most common reasons for running and the benefits you’ll receive:
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  Burns calories




  Running burns about 100 calories per hour (the more you weigh, the more calories you’ll burn), so weight loss is a prime incentive for many beginner runners, and weight maintenance for those who run regularly.




  Increases lean body mass




  Your lean body mass is made up of everything in your body besides fat, including your organs, blood, skin, bones, and muscles. In general, a lower fat-to-muscle ratio is healthier. A regular running regimen reduces fat and thereby lowers your fat-to-muscle ratio.




  Increases VO2 max




  Your VO2 max, or maximal oxygen consumption, is generally the amount of oxygen your body can transport and use during exercise that increases in intensity over time. Peak oxygen uptake equals peak physical condition—increasing your VO2 max allows you to perform at your best.




  Regulates cholesterol levels




  Regular running can help you regulate cholesterol levels, lowering the “bad” LDL cholesterol levels, while increasing the “good” HDL levels.




  Increases bone density




  Since running is a weight-bearing exercise, it increases bone density—the measurement of the mineral content inside your bones. This helps protect you from osteoporosis-related fractures.




  Improves your psychological health and self-esteem




  The psychological benefits of running are many. With its endorphin-boosting power, running decreases stress and increases confidence. Running allows you to easily set—and meet—tangible goals, such as increasing your distances in less time during marathon training, which makes you feel good about yourself. It also improves your self-image; the physical changes you see in the mirror will give your self-esteem a boost and provide you with the incentive to stick to your training.




  How to get started




  Ease into a running routine. You want to incrementally build your strength and endurance; as your muscles and cardiovascular system adapt, you can slowly begin to build on your increased capacity. Taking it slow will help you prevent injury and avoid frustration.




  Before beginning any exercise regimen, check with your general practitioner to make sure that you are healthy enough to run and see whether you need to allow for any special considerations in your running routine.
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  Warming up and cooling down




  To get the most from your run, take the time to warm up before you set out and cool down when you stop.




  Proper stretching can lead to better performance, and you should make it a key component of both your pre-run warm-up routine and your post-run cool-down. Never stretch cold muscles, which are more prone to injury. To warm up before a pre-run stretch, take just 5 minutes to run in place, skip, or do a few push-ups—any activity that gets the heart pumping and blood flowing into muscles. After your run, again take a few minutes to perform some stretching exercises.




  BORN TO RUN




  

    Running may be one of the most natural forms of exercise you can choose. Scientific evidence suggests that the human body evolved quite literally to run—and to run over long distances. Our flexible leg and foot ligaments and tendons act like springs, and our narrow midsections allow us to swing our arms and keep us from weaving off a trail. A highly developed sense of balance keeps us stable while on the move. Even our toes are made for running—they are relatively short compared to our ape relatives’, and our big toes are straight, which allows for a solid push-off from the ground. And the largest muscle in our bodies—the gluteus maximus—really only engages while we run. Numerous sweat glands and little body hair also make for a very efficient cooling system. So although we are no match for four-legged animals in a quick sprint, when it comes to covering long distances over many hours, few could keep up.


  




  Take it slowly




  If you are new to running, start by walking 20 minutes three times a week. Do not walk on consecutive days—allow your body to recover between walking sessions.




  During the second week, if you feel fine physically, combine walking and running for 20 minutes on three nonconsecutive days. Don’t worry if you get tired—alternate running and walking at a pace that feels right for your body.




  During the third week, jog or run for 20 minutes, again three times on nonconsecutive days. If you need to pause, take a walking break, but don’t stop. Keep yourself moving, and start running when you feel good again.




  As the weeks pass, slowly increase the intensity, duration, and frequency of your running sessions, paying close attention to your body’s response. If you overdo it, running too hard or too long or too often—ease back on your running schedule until you feel yourself getting stronger.




  Remember—everyone’s body is unique, so don’t get frustrated if you are not getting immediate results. Find your own pace.
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  Dressing to run




  No special clothing is required for running—just be sure to wear weather-appropriate attire (and avoid running at all during extreme weather, whether hot or freezing).




  In warm weather, light-colored, loose-fitting clothing will help your body breathe and cool itself naturally. Synthetic fabrics, which wick away moisture, are also better than natural cotton, which holds sweat. Sunglasses and a visor are also recommended to protect your eyes from any of the sun’s harmful rays.




  In cold weather, go for layers. Next to your skin wear synthetic or silk undergarments, such as long johns. Over that, add an insulating layer, such as fleece, and, over it all, add wind- and weatherproof outer garments. A neck warmer, bandanna, or balaclava can also protect your neck and face from the elements. And don’t forget your hat—you lose much of your body heat through your head.
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  Running shoes




  Running requires a proper pair of running shoes that support your feet and help to protect your body from injury. Choosing an appropriate pair starts with knowing your feet. You may think you know your size, but if possible have each foot measured at a reputable store that specializes in sports footwear. Determine your arch shape, which affects how you move or run. Are yours normal or high, or are you flat-footed? Going to a specialist running shop will help you determine if you over- or underpronate the foot.




  TOO MUCH OF A GOOD THING?




  

    Running makes you feel great, and turning it into a habit can do wonders for you physically and mentally. Marathoners must be committed runners, but some runners turn that habit into an addiction, pushing themselves to run ever farther, faster, and more frequently. Not only is this bad for them psychologically—they let family, friends, work, and community take second place to the need for additional running hours or run no matter how ill or fatigued—it also places them at risk for debilitating injury. Remember: even good things taken to the extreme can be bad for you.


  




  All of these factors will help you choose the right kind of shoe for your unique way of running, whether ones that stabilize, cushion, or control motion. Once you’ve found the perfect shoes, don’t just lace them on and go. Take the time to break them in gradually. And don’t keep running in an old pair of shoes—most last between 300 to 400 miles.




  Sports bras




  For women, a comfortable bra is essential. The right running bra will work a delicate balance between adequate support and comfort. You want to find one that minimizes movement but doesn’t constrict or bind. Look for one made of a moisture-wicking fabric that is relatively seam free to prevent chafing.
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  WHERE TO RUN




  YOU CAN RUN just about anywhere, on just about any surface, from soft sand to hard concrete, but be aware that your body will react to the impact in different ways. Changing your running routine now and then is a smart plan—by switching between a variety of surfaces you can better strengthen muscles, ligaments, and tendons, and lower the risk of repetitive-strain injuries and muscle imbalances.




  Grass




  Close-cropped grass is one of the best surfaces upon which to run. It is a soft, low-impact surface that works your muscles hard, which will build strength, and flat grass is an excellent option for speed work. Grass does have its cons, though—it is often uneven and can pose danger for runners with weak ankles. Longer grass may also hide hazards such as animal holes or rocks. Grass also turns slippery when wet, so if your regular routine takes you through grassland, plan an alternate route on rainy or damp days.
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  Woodland trails




  Many parks and forests have woodland trails that seem designed for runners, with changing scenery that makes for an interesting run. Well-maintained, level trails of soft, well-drained peat or wood chips are easy on the legs, leading to well-rounded development of your muscles, ligaments, tendons, and joints. Not all trails are equal, though—without maintenance, these surfaces can deteriorate. In forests, tree roots or other debris may present tripping hazards, and in wet weather, trails can turn muddy and slippery.




  Off road/dirt trails




  This category covers quite a lot of ground, from rural roads to urban parks. Depending on where you live, the composition of dirt can range from dry, sandy soil to moist, clay earth. Most dry dirt surfaces will be medium to soft, which decreases your risk of injury from excessive training. It also reduces the impact of downhill running. Wet weather, unfortunately, turns a dirt trail into slippery mud. It is hard to run in mud, placing added stress on vulnerable areas such as calves and Achilles tendons and increasing your risk of injury.




  Synthetic track




  Outdoor tracks are ideal for speed work and interval training, with flat, forgiving surfaces and easy-to-measure distances. Yet many runners may find tracks less than exciting—it can get very boring very quickly to simply run in a circle. Running on a track may also increase your risk of injury. Those two long curves on every lap means you tend to land harder on the inside leg or pronate the foot, which can place extra stress on your ankles, knees, and hips.




  Tarmac/asphalt




  One of the most common road surfaces, tarmac (or asphalt) is also one of the fastest surfaces on which to run. At its best it is a predictable, even surface that places no added stress on your Achilles tendon; at its worst, it presents traffic, potholes, and a hard, unforgiving surface. Many tarmac roads are cambered or banked on the sides, which may cause you to run with an imbalanced stride that could lead to a foot, ankle, knee, hip, or muscle injury.
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