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INTRODUCTION

What I hope to do in this book is the same thing my early running mentors did for me: help you gain a lifelong passion for running. I am not a coach. I have no fancy scientific training methodologies to offer. But I do think I’m a good role model for other women runners and potential women runners. In what way? I have mastered the art of being in love with running. Always have been. Always will be.

In these pages I hope to mentor you in this art by way of personal stories and advice. At the beginning of each chapter, I briefly describe a particular aspect of my life in running. I talk about what has worked for me and what hasn’t, my setbacks (I’ve had lots) and my accomplishments. I share experiences I’ve had with training, racing, building a support network, and dealing with difficult episodes of emotional eating. Finally, I share my hopes for the future, which go way beyond my current status as a professional distance runner. I hope you find these life dispatches inspiring and informative.

Each chapter then segues into what this book is really all about, which is running advice aimed directly at you, to help you become a better, happier, healthier, more fulfilled runner. I know how busy you are. If you’re like me, you rarely have much time for actual reading anymore, which is why I wanted to make it easy for you to get something substantive from this book every time you pick it up—even if it’s just for a minute or two. Thus the reliance on short, quickly “digested” tips, strategies, and pearls of running wisdom. Hundreds of them, in fact. Each one is another potential reason to fall in love with running as I have done.

Best of luck. I hope I’ll see you on the roads.


KARA GOUCHER’S
RUNNING
FOR WOMEN



CHAPTER 1
GETTING STARTED

I love to run. I am crazy, madly, head-over-heels in love with running.

My love affair started when I was a little girl growing up in Minnesota in a house full of women, always competing for bathroom time with my older sister, Kelly, born two years before me; my younger sister, Kendall, who came along four years after me; and our strong, compassionate, competitive mom. We moved to Duluth from New York City when I was four, not long after my father was killed on the road by a drunk driver. My mom’s parents lived there and she wanted their help in raising my sisters and me, which they were glad to offer.

Papa, as we called our mom’s dad, was a runner. When I was six, he took me to a local 1-mile fun run. I remember standing at the starting line with Papa and hearing the starting horn sound. I guess I was too slow to react because I was immediately run over from behind. I got up with a bloody knee. Papa expected me to freak out.

“Let’s go get that cleaned up,” he said.

I did freak out, but not for the reason Papa thought I would.

“We’re getting left behind!” I shouted, pointing at the other runners scampering away from us. “Let’s go! Let’s go!”

So we ran. Only after we finished did I get a Band-Aid for my knee. Papa was proud of me. He wanted his granddaughters to become strong women like his wife and daughter. He didn’t see any reason why resilience shouldn’t be encouraged in girls as it was in boys.

For a long time after that first race, running was just one of many activities I enjoyed. Mom believed in giving my sisters and me a variety of experiences, and I went with the flow. I took lessons in dancing, French horn, painting, sculpture, and more, and I played soccer, baseball, tennis, and softball, among other sports. I practically lived in the family minivan going from one activity to another.

In the fourth grade I ran another 1-mile kids’ run that was connected to a big Mother’s Day 5K race in Duluth, which still exists. I was the first girl to finish, and only four boys beat me. The next year I ran it again and lost to another girl. That really irritated me. I brooded for days.

It was pretty obvious that I had inherited my mother’s competitiveness. She has a steely will to win that is usually hidden behind a big, soft heart that she wears on her sleeve. Because Mom isn’t an athlete or a high-powered business executive, it comes out in funny ways. When Mom and my sisters and I made Christmas cookies together, she took pride in making the best-decorated cookies, and she insisted that they be placed at the bottom of the Tupperware container, to be eaten last.

Sharing my mom’s distaste for losing, I was determined to avenge my loss in the Mother’s Day 5K kids’ fun run, and the following May I did. Sort of. I was now too old to do the kids’ run, so I ran the full 5K and won my age group. By this time, running had begun to separate itself from the many other hobbies in my life. It gave me a special satisfaction, maybe because it came to me more naturally than anything else I had ever tried. So in the seventh grade I joined my junior high cross-country team. I improved with every race and won the city championship. My performance there made an impression on our high school track coach, Mr. Skogg, who invited me to try out for the track team in the spring, two years early (which is allowed in my home state).

I’ve been a runner ever since, and Coach Skogg is one big reason. He was not what you might expect a great high school track coach to be. He had never been a runner and was built like a shot-putter. An aroma of coffee and cigars followed him everywhere. He did not know much about exercise physiology, and most of what he knew about training for distance running came from his Runner’s World subscription. Coach Skogg never talked about times and paces. In fact, he did not seem to really care how fast we ran or if we improved. I ran all my best times as a ninth grader and never got any faster in my last three years of high school, which bothered me a little, but it did not bother Coach Skogg.
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BEAR ESSENTIALS: As my first coach, Coach Skogg didn’t know much about exercise physiology and got most of his training information from Runner’s World magazine, but he was well known—and much beloved—for the bear hugs he gave all his runners at the finish line. Here I am with Coach Skogg and my teammate Amy Hill, now Amy Oldenberg.

What made him a great coach was not the results he produced in his runners; it was the fun we had running for him. I used to look forward to practice all day at school. Coach created a relaxed environment that was all about camaraderie, laughter, and the joy of running. He was like another grandfather to most of us. At the end of each race, he would give us bear hugs as we came through the finish chute one by one. It didn’t matter how well or poorly we had run—we always got the same hug.

When I graduated from Duluth East High School in 1996, I couldn’t have imagined all the experiences running would bring me in the coming years: among them, winning college national championships, signing a professional contract with Nike, being coached by the legendary Alberto Salazar, winning a World Championship medal, qualifying for and competing in two events in one Olympics, and not least of all, finding the other great love of my life, my husband, Adam, who happens to be one of the best American runners of our generation.

It hasn’t all been smooth sailing. There have been many times when I have struggled in my running. I have dealt with injuries. I have wilted under the pressure to perform. And more than once I have let my competitiveness get out of hand. But through it all, my love of running has never left me. At the very least, running has always been a relief and a sanctuary—something that makes me feel good, both physically and mentally. This pure enjoyment is really more important to me than winning races and even more important than the great blessing of being able to make a living as a runner. I would love running just as much if I had never won anything, and I will continue to enjoy running long after I can no longer make a living at it.

I am not sure I would love running if I had not gotten started the way I had, though. I was very lucky to have mentors who taught me that running was supposed to be fun and fulfilling. Papa showed me how running can create a bond with other people and how satisfying it is to push your body and see what it can do, whether you’re fast or slow. Coach Skogg showed me that running can be the highlight of your day, every day, and that running for pure pleasure is the surest way to run well.

When you love something as much as I love running, it is natural to want to share it. The older I get, the more strongly I feel the desire to help other people—especially other women—fall in love with running. For me it’s not so much about the health benefits. Those are great, but I believe that the best thing about running is the joy it brings to life. In any case, only if you love running will you keep doing it long enough to maximize those health benefits. If you put your enjoyment of running first, the rest takes care of itself, whether you’re trying to lose weight, strengthen your bones, or win an Olympic gold medal. I really believe that.

Ready to get started? Great. I’m here to help.



SIMPLE TIPS FOR GETTING YOU OFF ON THE RIGHT FOOT

No matter your age, your exercise background, or your current fitness level, you can become a runner. Before the fitness revolution of the 1970s and 1980s, pretty much everyone who ran was young and fast. That’s not the case anymore. Today you see all shapes and sizes out on the roads, and no one thinks a thing of it.

Some people are in it to get fast (I guess I’m one of them!), but these days people run for all sorts of reasons—all of them good reasons. You want to feel better? You want more energy? You need to lose a few pounds? Reduce your stress level? Running helps with all those things and so much more.

One of the best things is that you don’t need much to get started, apart from desire. And a little bit of guidance. The following tips and strategies should do the trick.

GET THE OKAY FROM YOUR DOCTOR: Just to be on the safe side, it’s important to get a checkup before starting a running program. You don’t want to be surprised by a condition that might be dangerous or that could hamper your running effort.

ENTER WITH NO WORRIES WHATSOEVER: Some sports and activities take pride in their “apartness.” They’re like clubs—with passwords and secret handshakes—and only the select few are allowed inside. Running is not like that. Runners are not like that. We tend to be an open-minded, whatever-you’re-in-it-for-is-fine-with-me group. It’s all about what motivates you, whether that’s competition, health, weight control, meeting guys at races, or darn near anything else. Running is open to people of all shapes, sizes, ages, and abilities.

I LOVE THIS QUOTE

Have a dream, make a plan, go for it. You’ll get there, I promise.

—Zoe Koplowitz, Achilles Track Club member with
multiple sclerosis who required 24 hours on crutches
but finished the 1993 New York City Marathon

I love this quote because I do believe that anything is possible. Dream big, have faith, and believe.

DON’T BE SCARED: Okay, admittedly, running can be a little intimidating, especially if you have never been an athlete and are worried if you have what it takes. Well, I’m here to say you do. I once had as many doubts about running as you did, until I realized I was just as capable as anyone else. That’s how I want you to feel.

AIM FOR 150: For optimal health, the federal government recommends 30 minutes of aerobic exercise five or more times a week—for example, a 3-mile run at a 10-minute-per-mile pace five days a week. A great goal to shoot for! (But take your time working up to it.)

MAKE RUNNING A PRIORITY AND YOU’LL FIND THE TIME: I know plenty of people who are living proof that you can find time to run even with a job and a family. One of them is my brother-in-law Bret. He has a wife, a daughter, and a demanding job that requires him to travel a lot. But he finds time to run. Sure, he has to get creative to squeeze in workouts—for example, by running to work sometimes. But he is willing to do what it takes to keep running because he loves it, so it’s a priority for him. That’s the key. You’ll always find time for something you love.

LET THE IMPORTANT PEOPLE IN YOUR LIFE KNOW YOUR PLAN TO BECOME A RUNNER: Some people like to start running on the sly, real low-key like. And that’s fine—no need to make a major trumpets-blaring production out of it. But “going public” with your intentions is going to help you stick with it. It keeps you “on the hook.” Call it creating positive peer pressure.

WRITE DOWN YOUR GOAL, BUT DON’T HESITATE TO REVISE IT: Similarly to letting others know of your plan to start running, it’s important to write your running goal(s) down. This may seem silly, but it’s not. Writing it down is a signal that you mean business, that it’s not a passing fancy.

RUN FOR TIME, NOT SPEED OR DISTANCE: Those latter two have their place, but maybe not yet. In the beginning, it’s simplest to just get out there for a set period of time. And don’t even worry about running the whole time—just be out there. “I’m just going out for 20 minutes” is the way you might think about it. As you become fitter (see on page 36 to help you do this), you’ll be able to do more and more running when you’re out there, and less and less walking.

TALK YOUR WAY THROUGH IT: New runners sometimes make the mistake of thinking it’s not “real” running unless it’s painful and you’re gasping for breath. Not true. Use the talk test—the ability to hold a normal conversation with yourself!—to let you know if you’re running easily enough. If you can’t talk, slow down.

REMEMBER, YOU ARE A RUNNER NO MATTER WHAT ANYONE SAYS: Or a person who runs—take your pick! Point being, there’s no litmus test for being a runner and no arbiter. You are a runner when you say (and believe) you are a runner. Period.

I LOVE THIS QUOTE

God has given me the ability. The rest is up to me. Believe. Believe. Believe . . .

—Billy Mills, an entry in his training diary prior to his upset
Olympic gold medal 10,000-meter win in the Tokyo Olympics

I love this quote because I love that Billy put faith in himself. This is what I strive to be like as an athlete.

RUN SLOWER THAN YOU EVER HAVE IN YOUR LIFE: Some women are intimidated by running because they think they’ll start breathing too hard, in part because they remember that’s how running was back in gym class. Unfortunately, old-fashioned gym teachers—many of whom used running as a punishment for bad behavior—turned a lot of people off to running. But you’re not in gym anymore and things have changed. You control when, where, and how fast you run. So if you start breathing hard, just slow down or take a walk break.

KEEP YOUR TOENAILS TRIMMED: Okay, maybe a little gross, but toes can take a beating when you run. If your toenails are too long, they’ll jam up against your running shoes with each step. Not good.

BUY NICE SOCKS: Running socks sometimes get lost in all the hype surrounding running shoes. Socks are important, too! They’re next to your skin; your shoes aren’t. Make sure they’re running socks, not tennis or soccer socks, because running socks are normally synthetic (one exception is SmartWool socks—very comfy) for better moisture management. Consider those with extra padding on the bottom. Or, if you’re prone to blisters, try thinner socks. They’ll cause less friction inside your shoes.

WEAR SYNTHETIC SPORT OR RUNNING SOCKS: This will ensure proper fit, moisture wicking, and support. Casual cotton socks won’t cut it, especially on wet days, when cotton or wool will definitely increase your blister risk.

RUN FOR FUN, OR TO RACE: Some people see running as a sport, with competition as its raison d’être. Others see running as an activity, with things like health, stress relief, and weight control as the point of the activity. Actually, running is all those things—and many more besides. Take your pick.

OVERCOME SELF-CONSCIOUSNESS: One thing that stops a lot of people from becoming runners—or staying in the sport—is that they don’t want to be seen running in their own neighborhood! They think they look slow, or fat, or old, or sweaty, or whatever. Don’t let any of that stop you! Among runners, you are golden. Running deserves respect, and every runner knows it and shows it toward his or her fellow runner.

WEAR A RUNNING SKIRT: You’ve probably seen runners wearing these. They’re very flattering. They’ve been around about five years and are getting more and more popular. The underpants part of the skirt cinches you in a bit, and the skirt part is kind of wrap-like and doesn’t cling like shorts can. They’re comfortable, too. Another option is tights, which cover your legs a bit if you’re self-conscious at all. You can get half tights, too, which come down to your knees and are a bit cooler than full-length tights.

ICE WITH A FROZEN GEL PACK OR A BAG OF FROZEN PEAS: As a runner, you will occasionally experience a little pain and swelling, perhaps from a twisted ankle or sore shins. It comes with the territory. Icing for 15 to 20 minutes (no more) can help a lot, but forget the ice cubes in a towel routine. Gel packs that you keep in the freezer conform better, and they usually come with strips or a “sleeve” for better compression against the sore area. You can get them at any sports or running store. Or the next time you’re at the grocery store, get a bag of frozen corn or peas. Perfect for icing sore body parts—and reusable, of course.

GET RID OF THAT STITCH: A side stitch is a cramp, usually on your right side. Stitches are common among new runners but rare among veteran runners. Several possible causes include muscle spasming, lack of oxygen to the GI muscles, internal organs pulling down on the diaphragm muscle, and so on. More to the point, it hurts and it’s hard to run through it. Two methods for combating stitches are (1) exhale forcefully while bending over at the waist (admittedly not pretty) and (2) press your fingers into the painful area. A third method probably works best of all: stop and walk until the stitch goes away. Many new runners find if they avoid eating any solid food just before a run, they get stitches less frequently.

SHOO AWAY SHIN SPLINTS: Shin splits are more common for beginners than stitches and unfortunately they take longer to get rid of. You’ll sometimes feel shin splint pain in the inside or the outside edge of the shin. That’s because shin splints are caused by the muscles on the front of the leg essentially pulling away from the shin, resulting in pain and inflammation. Sometimes tight calves are a contributing cause, but it’s normally just a case of the shin muscles not being used to the stress of running; thus shin splints are a little like growing pains in children. The good news is that they normally respond quickly to rest and twice-a-day icing. Don’t try to run through them, though, as they can really hang on unless you deal with them. A good home exercise for preventing and recovering from shin splints is to sit in a chair and write out the entire alphabet on the floor with your pointed foot. Switch legs and do the same with the other foot. This simple exercise does wonders for the muscles around your shins. Recovering from a bad bout of shin splints? Do the letters in capitals first, then again in lowercase!

DON’T OVERTHINK IT: As with any other activity, there’s plenty of running minutiae to obsess about if that’s your thing. And the terms can be awfully impressive: lactate threshold training, overpronation, running economy, interval training, tempo running, and one of my personal favorites—VO2 max. But in the end, you’ll do just fine as a runner with a few basic training principles. There’s a lot to be said for keeping things simple.

TRY TO HAVE A SIMPLE GAME PLAN FOR EVERY RUN: Nothing elaborate here, but it’s really good to know what you plan to accomplish before you head out the door. A simple statement of intent works best, and you might even say it out loud.

• “I just need to get out for some fresh air for 30 minutes.”

• “I want to fit in 8 to 10 pickups to work on my speed a little.”

• “I will do 4 miles easy. That’s it.”

• “I just need to stretch out my legs after my race yesterday.”

• “I want to burn some extra calories after last night’s pig-out session.”

CHANGE YOUR RUNNING GOAL IF THE PURSUIT OF IT BECOMES STRESSFUL: There’s positive stress and there’s negative stress. Positive stress is the occasional anxiety and excitement you might feel in training for your first 5K race or your first marathon. As long as you don’t become a basketcase, this goal is fine. You’ll feel all that much better about accomplishing it knowing it wasn’t always easy along the way. But running your first 5K or marathon could end up being the wrong goal at the wrong time if it causes too much stress. No one but you will be able to make this call. So try to be open to the possibility that it could go either way, and know that either way will be the right way.

I LOVE THIS QUOTE

Mental will is a muscle that needs exercise, just like the muscles of the body.

—Lynn Jennings, three-time World Cross Country Champion

I love this quote because Lynn hits the nail on the head. You have to work on your mental toughness. It is just like everything else you do in training; you must work on it to perfect it.

DON’T WORRY ABOUT FOOD AND DRINK: Sure, there are lots of ways that smart eating and drinking can enhance your running, and we’ll get into all that in Chapter 6. But really, for beginners at least, running nutrition is pretty much the same as walking nutrition. And you don’t obsess about what to eat or drink before going out for a walk, do you?

BYPASS THE MARATHON IF YOU WANT: Something strange has occurred with the marathon. It has recently become much more accessible thanks to open-to-all beginner marathon training programs, walk/run marathon programs, walker-friendly marathon races that have no finishing time limits, and so on. This is all fine, but what’s happened in some social circles is the marathon has become so accessible that, you know, you’re a loser if you haven’t done one. Totally not true. The marathon isn’t for everyone, so don’t feel like you have to do one to prove your worth as a runner.


DEAR KARA

Do you think it’s okay to wear only a jog bra on hot days or do I need a top over it?

I think it’s great to wear a sports bra without a top on hot days. It shows that you have a good healthy body image. I must warn you, however: I have worn a sports bra only for years. I have a permanent sports bra tan line!



HEAD OUT IN THE RAIN: These can be the best runs of all. Just wear a brimmed hat to keep the rain out of your eyes and tight-fitting synthetic clothing that won’t hang on you and get heavy.

DRESS LIKE IT’S 10 DEGREES WARMER THAN THE THERMOMETER SAYS: You may feel a little cold at first, but a mile into your run you’ll be glad you dressed lightly.

KEEP IT LAYERED IN COLD WEATHER: You’ll soon learn you don’t need to wear much to stay warm on a run, except on the bitterest days (20 degrees and below). It’s best to have a thin synthetic wicking layer next to your skin, then—if the temperature is below 50 or so—a tight-weave shell-like layer on top. On wet days, this outer layer should be water resistant if not waterproof. Otherwise, a long-sleeve running T-shirt will be adequate, along with the under layer. On cold days, you’ll probably need tights or noncotton sweats on the bottom and perhaps a third middle layer on top for insulation. Use hats, headbands, gloves, or mittens as needed to protect your extremities.

HAVE A BACKUP FOR REALLY CRAPPY WEATHER: If you just can’t face it outside, have an indoor option to fall back on. The treadmill in the basement; a quick trip to the gym; running in place, alternating with jumping rope, alternating with home stair-climbing (that’s right, real stair-climbing!). Just keep moving for a minimum of 15 to 20 minutes and you’ll feel a lot better, and you won’t have missed a day.

FIND A LOCAL HIGH SCHOOL TRACK AND MAKE IT YOUR FALL-BACK FRIEND: In terms of always knowing what you’re getting and having a controlled running environment, a track is like a treadmill—but better. Better because it’s not quite so controlled, plus you’re outside. A track is perfect for beginners for several reasons:

• The surface is even and generally softer than cement.

• You usually have other runners to keep you company.

• It’s easy to keep track of your distance.

• It’s fun to throw in half-lap pickups or sprints on the straightaways.

• You can really zone out without getting lost.

BETTER YET, TRY TO RUN ON THREE SURFACES EACH WEEK—ROAD, TRAIL, AND TRACK: The first is easy: the streets in your neighborhood. The second you’ll find in most nearby parks, or if you’re lucky you have state or national parks close by. And the third is found at most high schools. Running on these three surfaces ensures your running scenery will vary, and your feet and legs will get a better workout on the different terrain.

SUBSCRIBE TO A RUNNING MAGAZINE: The best of the best is Runner’s World, which has been informing and inspiring runners of all abilities since 1966. What—you thought it was only for fast runners? Absolutely not, despite what those beautiful people on the cover might imply.

TRY TO RECOGNIZE WHEN A ROUTINE BECOMES A RUT: Getting in a same old, same old rut is certainly not just a beginner thing, but it’s more common because newbie runners tend to find things that work and hold on tight. That’s fine and totally understandable, but at any stage of your running career, keep this in mind: A routine is enjoyable; a rut is not. So you want to be doing the former. A routine is a framework that evolves over time, but at any given point, it is serving its purpose in a positive, functional manner. A rut doesn’t evolve, and as opposed to being a framework, it’s more like a prison. If you’re feeling trapped these days, switch things up. Here are a few suggestions:
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TRAIL WAYS: I do frequent off-road running to give my legs a break and get some fresh air.

• Change the time of day of one of your runs each week.

• Take a short drive or bike ride to a nearby park and run there.

• Do your normal training run, but run it in the opposite direction.

• Add some light speedwork each week in the middle of a regular run.

• visit the local running shop and see when they do group runs from the store—then go.

• Buy a new running outfit and promise to take on a different run every time you wear it.

GO EASY MOST OF THE TIME: There are two main categories of runs: hard runs and easy runs. Hard runs are things like tempo running (I’ll explain later in this chapter), hills, interval running on the track (ditto, more on this later), that sort of thing. Easy runs are . . . easy runs! Happily, even if you start training for races and get serious about competition, they’re also the type of runs you need to do most often. As long as you keep the pace comfortable and avoid running farther than you are ready to go, these runs will give your body a solid foundation. Actually, as a new runner, all your runs should be easy runs until you have created your foundation, then you can move on to more challenging runs. Or not. Some runners only do easy running for their entire lives, and that’s fine, too!

GO EASY MOST OF THE TIME, PART II: Even advanced runners do more easy runs than any other type of run. For example, in a typical week, I run thirteen times, and nine of those runs are easy. But when you reach a certain level, easy runs don’t really build fitness anymore; they maintain the fitness you’ve already built. At this point, it’s your harder runs that will take your fitness higher. Easy runs should be fun. For me, they are a chance to chat with running partners or listen to music and zone out. Training would not be nearly as fun if I didn’t have these runs to balance out my tough workouts.

INCLUDE LONG RUNS OCCASIONALLY: I’ll mention long runs several times in this book because they’re so important. Once you get to the level where your body can handle them, long runs will do wonders for your endurance. Of course, “long” means different things to different runners. As a general rule, your long runs should account for about 20 percent of your weekly mileage. So if you build up to running 15 miles a week, your long run would be about 3 miles. If you run 30 miles a week, it would be 6 miles. As for pace, it should be about the same as your easy runs, if not slightly slower. I typically do one long run a week, but many runners do them only once every two or three weeks.

REWARD YOURSELF AT THE END OF EACH WEEK: Whatever resonates for you as an incentive, do it. A second glass of wine? Sleeping in an extra hour on Saturday morning? A Friday night bath? A massage from your spouse? Whatever it is, have it lined up by Wednesday so that you know what’s coming.

SET THE RIGHT TEMPO: Many exercise physiologists believe that so-called tempo runs are the best way to improve your running. Tempo runs are sustained runs at a challenging but controlled pace, which in essence is about midway between your easy jogging pace and your sprinting pace. Sometimes tempo pace is described as “comfortably hard,” which I think is a great way to think of it. Their purpose is to train your body to run relatively fast for long periods of time. It’s important to remember that you should not finish a tempo run feeling exhausted. If this happens, you’ve either gone too fast or too far. After a tempo workout, you should feel like you could’ve done more. I include tempo running in some of the training schedules in Chapter 7.

HAVE FUN (AND GET FIT) LIKE THE SWEDES DO: There’s a great running term that never fails to get a chuckle from new runners: fartlek. It’s actually a Swedish word for “speedplay,” and it’s a very effective way to train for runners of all abilities, including beginners. In its most basic form, it’s about changing speeds during a run, but never to the point of exhaustion. Rather, it’s almost like what little kids do on a playground where they’re constantly moving—jogging and fast walking mostly, but with occasional free-spirited sprinting. Thus, “speedplay.”

HEED THE SWEDES, PART II: To be a little more specific about fartlek, the idea is to throw short bursts of speed into an otherwise easy run. You can pick it up for either a designated period of time—30 seconds, 1 minute, whatever—or pick landmarks to race toward. It’s a great way to add variety and a wonderful, child-like sense of speed to your running. All the while, you’ll be boosting your fitness more than if you simply did steady-state easy running. What’s not to love?

GO WATCH A LOCAL ROAD RACE: I guarantee this will get you psyched about running. Seriously, it can be so moving. Near the finish is the best viewing spot for witnessing pure emotion, but midrace can be excellent, too, as well as the top of big hills. Remember to cheer like crazy. And remember to bring some Kleenex.

SPEND THE MONEY ON A GOOD SPORTS BRA (OR TWO OR THREE): After your running shoes, a sports bra is probably your most important piece of running equipment. And just like your running shoes, if your sports bra fits right, you won’t notice it. It’s only when it fits poorly that you notice. Here are five buying tips to ensure you get the right sports bra for your body type:

1. TRY ON AT LEAST THREE. Before you head to the dressing room, grab three sizes to try on—the cup size you normally wear, one that’s smaller, and one that’s larger. Different brands come in slightly different sizes.

2. CHECK THE STRAPS. They shouldn’t dig into the skin or move around. Rather, somewhere in the middle.

3. CHECK THE BASE. The bra’s base band should feel snug (but not too snug) and lie flat all the way around your torso. If the band rides up in the back, you may need to adjust the straps or get a larger size.

4. TAKE AN OVERALL VIEW. Have a look at the front, back, and sides. If there’s any bunching or wrinkling of the material, you may need a smaller size. If skin is bulging out anywhere, try one size larger.

5. JOG IN PLACE. Do this for 10 seconds to see if you feel supported. Check to see that the bra stays in place.


ON THE CONTRARY

Don’t feel like you have to be forced to use only running gear. I’ve personally never been a huge fan of the running short and find yoga-type shorts much more comfortable.

A Lot of people like to wear their running shoes all of the time, but this actually breaks them down faster. I never wear the current pair I’m training in for just walking around.



MEET THE PENGUIN: If you’ve never read any of John “The Penguin” Bingham’s columns or heard him give a prerace talk, check him out at JohnBingham.com. Once an overweight smoker and heavy drinker, Bingham started running when he was forty-three and it completely transformed his life. He’s been writing about it ever since. He’s a funny, insightful, motivating spokesperson for all runners, but especially for those not gifted with great speed. Or any speed. His most famous running aphorism: “The miracle isn’t that I finished. The miracle is that I had the courage to start.”

FAST FORWARD YOUR FITNESS WITH INTERVALS: Training runs called intervals have been around for decades, and you might even consider them shortcuts to getting faster. But it’s a pretty intense ride along the way! That said, don’t shy away from them (at least eventually, when you’re ready for them), because (1) the pain doesn’t last long; (2) they’re great to do with training partners, because everyone—ahem—suffers together; (3) you’ll feel exhilarated afterward; and (4) they’ll get you in shape (physically and mentally) better and faster than any other training method. They consist of a series of relatively short, fast intervals or repeats, with brief rest periods between them for recovery. They’re traditionally done on a track, but you can do them anywhere that there’s a flat, even, measured surface (well-groomed trails are perfect). If you’re a beginner, it’s best to get used to running and build up your endurance for at least two to three months before adding intervals to your program.

HEAD FOR THE HILLS: Hill running makes you strong—period. Hills give you the strength to hold your form together when you’re tired, like at the end of a tough run or a race. For example, it’s one thing to be fast, but it’s another thing to be fast in the last 100 yards of a marathon. I know this all too well! In the 2009 Boston Marathon, I rounded the last corner tied for first place with two other women. I finished third.

. . . AND CONSIDER THIS WHEN YOU GET THERE: Hill training can simply be done over hilly terrain so that you get the benefit “organically,” or you can do hills more like interval workouts, with more repetitive structure. With the latter, you warm up, run hard uphill for a certain distance, jog slowly back down the hill to recover, and repeat as many times as the workout calls for. Then you do an easy jog for a cooldown. You can do shorter, steeper hills, which emphasize muscular strength, or longer, more gradual hills, which do wonders for your endurance. I like to do a “ladder” session that includes both types. It goes like this: 200 meters, 300m, 400m, 600m, 400m, 300m, 200m, and I jog back down to the start after each of those repeats. That’s a butt-kicker!

CHECK OUT THE TREADMILL: Some runners think running on the treadmill isn’t real running. I disagree. I don’t happen to like treadmill running very much (understatement of the year), but it is most definitely running. And there are several ways you can make it more fun, including:

[image: image]

INSIDE ADDITION: I use treadmill running as an excellent option on bad-weather days, and when I’m looking for a tightly controlled workout.

• Change Speeds. This may be the best of all. In my experience, what really makes treadmill time slow down is when you do steady-state running. You feel like 5 minutes have passed and look at your watch, and it’s been 90 seconds. So mix it up with 2 minutes easy, 2 minutes fast, until you’ve completed 10 minutes. Same thing with changing the incline. It mixes things up and the time passes more quickly.

• Run with a buddy on the machine next to you. This way you can kill time in conversation. Alternatively, take turns changing speed or incline, whereby the other person has to match it. A classic follow-the-leader workout.

• Watch TV. A no-brainer—literally—but if it passes the time, so be it.

• Listen to music. The treadmill may well be the best place of all to listen to music, as it’s safe, the surface is even, there’s no traffic to worry about, and it helps with boredom.

STAY ON THE LEFT: If you have to run on the road (trails and paths are better and safer), stay as far over on the shoulder as possible, and run facing traffic so that you can see what’s coming at you.

MAKE YOURSELF VISIBLE: Most running shoes and a lot of running clothing come with reflectivity, but that’s not enough. A vest is probably best, as it offers reflectivity on a large surface area. You can easily find one that fits well and looks nice, and that you can put on quickly (no tying or snapping). If you plan to do a lot of night running, especially on roads, also buy a small flashing light that clips on your shorts or that is already attached to a running hat (running stores carry these).


DEAR KARA

There’s a great city park trail near my house that I love to run on, especially in the early morning. My husband thinks I should never run there alone. I think it’s fine. Who is right?

This is a good question. I used to go to a nature park near my house that has miles and miles of single-track trails. I would go alone and wear my headphones. This bothered my husband to no end. He would be so worried that someone would hurt me or that I would hurt myself and not be able to get help. I think there is a good balance of doing what you love but also being smart. I no longer run on that trail alone. I love running there, but my husband made a lot of good points, and now I only run there when I’m with someone else. If the park you are running in is fairly busy and you see other runners while you are out and about, I don’t see any reason to not continue with your routine. But if it is early dusk and you are all alone, you might want to start recruiting a running buddy. It’s always better to be safe than sorry.



GO FOR 10 MINUTES IF THAT’S ALL YOU HAVE! Running is not an all-or-nothing commitment each day. If you have 30 minutes of running on the schedule but can’t fit it in or feel too tired to do it, run for 10 minutes instead. Too many women (men, too, of course) think if they can’t do their intended workout, then they won’t do anything at all. Doesn’t have to be like that.

BEWARE OF UNEVEN STRESSES ON YOUR LEGS: If you vary the places and surfaces where you run, you’ll be fine, but sometimes new runners frequent the same road or the same track every time they run, which can cause problems. For example, if you always run on the left side of the road but your favorite road happens to be highly cambered (on a slant), then your left foot will drop slightly lower than your right with each step. This can eventually lead to pain or even injury. Same goes for running on a track if you’re always going in the same direction. The answer is to mix up where you run so that you spread the physical stresses around evenly.

CONSIDER KEEPING A TRAINING LOG: You can get these in booklet form or keep your training data online. Logs are useful tools for keeping track of your progress—or lack thereof. It’s happened countless times that runners can’t figure out what went wrong in a race, or how they got injured, until they review their logs and the secret is revealed.

KEEP IT FUN: I used to get bored with my runs when I was growing up in Duluth, Minnesota. My family lived in a neighborhood with a 1-mile running loop right out the front door. I ran that loop over and over until I never wanted to see it again. Like a lot of new runners, I was not comfortable exploring new routes, so I just put up with it until I got smarter and found ways to mix it up. First I did the loop in the opposite direction (obvious, I know!). Then I started playing with my pace, inserting 1-minute speed bursts into some runs and fast finishes into others. Actually, I still use these boredom-busting methods today.

WAVE TO RUNNERS THAT YOU PASS: This is an old custom among us. Let’s keep it going.

WAVE TO ONCOMING CARS AS WELL—OR GIVE A HALE AND HEARTY THUMBS-UP: In a way, this is more important than waving to fellow runners for two important reasons:

1. It acknowledges that you know you are sharing the road. Some drivers don’t like to share the road. Or they’re just worried that they’re so close to you, and it freaks them out. Basically your wave or thumbs-up is a way of saying, “Hey, thanks for being okay with me being here.”

2. It gets the driver’s attention. Always a good thing, especially if he or she has been driving along like a space cadet and doesn’t register “runner on shoulder” until you break into their consciousness. This happens a lot. You can tell because you think they’ve seen you, yet when they get close they lurch the wheel to the left as if you had suddenly beamed down from the Starship Enterprise.

STAY CALM IF SOMEONE YELLS AT YOU FROM A PASSING CAR: Or worse, throws something at you. Granted, it’s dangerous and very, very annoying, but you are in no position to challenge this kind of idiotic behavior. Get a license plate number if you can, but otherwise ignore it. And take smug satisfaction in the fact that you’re running. They’re just getting fatter.


DEAR KARA

I’m pretty slow and this embarrasses me when I’m running in my neighborhood. Should I run somewhere else (my preference) or just learn to deal with it?

You need to do what makes you comfortable. You should not feel embarrassed about running slowly; you should be proud that you are out there running! But if that embarrassment is taking the joy out of running, then go somewhere else. Running is a gift in your life and you should enjoy it. If that means going to run somewhere else, then so be it.



KEEP AWAY FROM PAINKILLERS BEFORE YOU RUN: If you’ve been feeling a little banged up or have a niggling pain that’s been there for a couple days, it’s tempting to take something for it so that you can get through your run okay. But this is dangerous, as it could mask the pain you actually should be feeling because of a developing injury. Painkillers such as aspirin, acetaminophen, and ibuprofen occasionally have their uses after a run, but never before. You don’t want to go down that road.

PAY ATTENTION TO YOUR FORM: Don’t worry too much about how you run. By far the more important thing is that you’re doing it in the first place. But there are key things to keep in mind that will help you run smoother and easier:

• Stay upright. To ensure you’re running tall and not slumped forward (a common mistake), visualize yourself as a puppet dangling beneath a string that is attached to the top of your head. Your head, torso, and legs should all align directly below that string as you run.

• Face forward. Keep your head level, eyes looking forward, and keep your face and jaw relaxed, with mouth slightly open. (You still sometimes hear that breathing through the nose is the best way. Not true! Simply breathe as you normally do.)

• Keep shoulders down, with arms relaxed. Don’t let your shoulders “bunch up” around your ears. Keep arms bent at the elbows at around 90 degrees, and allow your hands and wrists to stay supple and slightly floppy. Allow your forearms to come across your stomach when they come forward, as opposed to straight forward and straight back.

• Lean slightly. It’s best for your pelvis and butt to feel “tucked in” and forward, to guard against swayback. Keep your torso upright, with just a slight forward lean to help propel you forward.

• Land gently, leave quickly. Visualize yourself being light on your feet (hot coals, ouch!) and lifting each foot quickly after each step. After a while, you won’t need to think about it. Too much time on the ground with each foot will slow you down and make you a sluggish runner.

• Think short, efficient steps. Sprinting is all about taking long, powerful steps. With distance running, short and efficient is best, as it allows you to conserve energy. This also helps you land on the balls of your feet with each step, which is generally more efficient than landing too far back on your heels or too far forward on your toes.

RUN MIDDAY IF POSSIBLE: Businesses are way better than they used to be about providing workout facilities for employees to use at lunchtime. Take advantage of this! It provides an energizing break in the day (you’ll be amazed how productive you are after lunch), it’s light outside, and you’ll develop the natural urge to eat a more healthful lunch after your run.


DEAR KARA

I’ve noticed that a lot of older women runners have really wrinkly faces. Does running cause this and should I be worried about it?

Running does not cause wrinkly faces. But too much unprotected sun exposure does. Make sure that you are protected with sunscreen, even when it’s cloudy. You can always wear a running hat to protect your face as well. Protection is the key here.



JUST DO IT: If you are a new runner, you will have lots of questions, and there are a million answers to those questions, some of them contradictory! But here’s my little secret: running is very forgiving of cluelessness. You will still get a lot out of it even though you have no idea what you’re doing—and none of us has any idea what we’re doing when we start. In the end, just remember: one foot in front of the other, and repeat.

ENJOY THOSE RUNNING GADGETS, BUT KEEP THEM IN THEIR PLACE: This tip is similar in spirit to the previous one. Yes, there are all sorts of great technologies for runners these days, and many are simple and fun to use. Heart rate monitors, GPS watches, music devices, and crazier stuff such as cooling vests, antigravity treadmills, and hypoxic tents. But none of these things is essential to either your enjoyment of or your improvement in the sport. Some help me a little bit, and as a pro I’m looking for every safe and ethical advantage I can get. But it’s training that accounts for 99 percent of my success and enjoyment of the sport.

WALK, STRETCH, RUN: With apologies to Elizabeth Gilbert, author of Eat, Pray, Love, what I mean here is it’s best to be warmed up a little before you stretch, to ensure your muscles and tendons are ready for it. In fact, some runners wait and do their stretching after the run altogether. This is fine as long as you start running very gently, maybe with 5 minutes of walking.

GET PLENTY OF FLUIDS: But no need to overdo it. As long as you’re drinking regularly during the day, there’s no need to go crazy with water before or during running. (Drinking too much water can actually be dangerous.) Experts normally recommend the “8 × 8 rule” for the general population: eight 8-ounce glasses of fluid a day. That’s fine for runners, with maybe a few extra celebratory gulps when you finish your run.
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