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  TRAIL RUNNING in the San Francisco area is about as diverse as its residents and cuisine. There are the rolling hills in the Marin Headlands offering iconic views of the Golden Gate Bridge, winding singletrack terrain in the North Bay, canopied forests and old-growth redwoods along the coastal areas, and countless wide-open spaces in the East Bay. The variety of terrain throughout the region appeals to a trail runner’s discerning palate with gentle climbs to gnarly descents and everything in between. Runners here enjoy their trails year-round, some on misty mornings, others during a dry and sunny afternoon.




  San Francisco’s trails were the playground for the legendary Walt Stack, founder of the largest running club west of the Mississippi, the Dolphin South End Runners Club (DSE), who was one of the earliest “joggers’ gurus” and known for the quote, “start slow . . . and taper off.” Stack ran so many marathons and ultras as well as all his regular training in the Bay Area from the 1960s through to the early ’90s that he proclaimed, “I’m going to do this ’til I get planted.” Having died in 1995, Stack’s spirit is planted in the trails in this book and runs strong in the generations of runners he inspired.




  We, too, are inspired by the Bay Area and its inviting off-road running that made it a true pleasure to conduct research for this guide. It was also a pleasure to work with our instrumental guides in the trail recon, with locals Richard Bolt, Robert Rhodes, and George Rehmet, who is also the featured runner on the cover.




  We also provide guidance on gear, training, nutrition, and preparedness. Best Trail Runs San Francisco addresses running on wet ground and through water and mud, and the related concerns of exposure, traction, and other safety factors. The guide also discusses gear choices for addressing the various weather conditions you are likely to face on the trails we’ve included. Given our positions with the American Trail Running Association, we’ve also incorporated a discussion of when not to run on muddy trails, and environmental concerns that are unique to San Francisco trail running.




  Difficulty Ratings




  Being that many trail runners are also like Alpine skiers who understand the meaning of easy/green, intermediate (moderate)/blue, and difficult/black for rating the difficulty of a run, we chose to go with that for the trails in this book. We acknowledge the subjective nature of this, noting that one person’s hard is another’s easy, but we did want to guide readers with some sense of relative ease or difficulty so that they may plan accordingly.




  Cell Phone Coverage




  We also deemed it helpful to readers to know if a trail has cell phone coverage. This is merely for safety purposes, and we caution that the signal is often carrier-dependent. We urge trail runners to use proper etiquette and to refrain from using phones, except in cases of emergency or to take pictures of the beautiful scenery through which these trails run.




  Getting Started




  Whereas road running is a more straightforward, linear function, trail running is multidimensional because it blends lateral motion with forward movement. To adapt your training routine to accommodate varying terrain inherent in trails, you will need to focus on strengthening your stabilizing muscles and balance. Similarly, because you will surely encounter hills—both steep and steady climbs—as a trail runner, you should consider the benefits of including training workouts that focus on strength, such as running hill repeats of varying intervals and distance. If you want to become a faster and fitter trail runner, you should consider increasing your speed through repeats, improving your fitness by running intervals and speed drills, and, finally, you may want to hit the weight room and incorporate a stretching regime.




  Although one may experience relatively flat terrain in San Francisco, hills are more common, and Bay Area trail runners become quickly and painfully aware of the importance and benefits of hill training.




  Pacing, or economy of effort, is probably the most important aspect of effective hill running. Much to their regret, novice trail runners are frequently less inclined (no pun intended) to use appropriate pacing on hills. As a result, they face the consequences of sputtering out with burning calves, huffing lungs, and possibly even nausea long before reaching the summit. Those new to hilly trails also tend to use improper form when descending and, accordingly, suffer from aching quadriceps and knee joints.




  Running hills efficiently is a skill acquired through a process of fine-tuning and lots of practice, accounting for differences in body types, strength, weaknesses, agility, fitness, and aversion to risk. Armed with proper technique, a trail runner is prepared to take on hills—or mountains, for that matter—with alacrity instead of dread.




  Whether you should attack with speed or power hike a hill or steep ascent is a complex decision that depends on the length of the climb, the trail surface, your level of fatigue, the altitude, the distance of the run, at what point in the run you encounter the hill, and whether you are training or racing. Efficient power hiking is often faster than running, especially in longer runs, when the footing is difficult, or at high altitude. It can be very rewarding to hike past someone who is trying to run up a hill and know that you are expending far less effort while you move at a faster pace. Conversely, it is quite demoralizing to be passed by a hiker while you struggle to run up a steep incline.




  Two crucial elements of being a strong hill runner are tempo and confidence. Maintaining a smooth tempo on a hill requires focus as well as the ability to adjust stride length and cadence, also known as turnover.




  Observing the fastest and most efficient climbers—both human and animal—it is easy to note their sustained turnover with a shortened stride on the climb. Even speedy mountain types go slower uphill and faster downhill, but the cadence of their legs hardly changes, regardless of the grade, the only difference being stride length. Just as you shift into lower gear when you bicycle up a hill, you need to shift gears as a runner by shortening your stride length.




  Proper form and confidence on hills increases one’s enjoyment of inclines and declines and, at the same time, decreases the chances of injury. With more confidence, you will be able to relax and run with a lighter, more flowing form that is more efficient and less painful. Knowing how to confront hills will keep you coming back for more, and because training on hills, whether on long, sustained ascents or shorter hill repeats, presentsa superb opportunity for running-specific strength training, you will become a stronger and more confident runner overall.




  TRAIL TRAINING




  Compared with road running, trail running requires a more balanced and comprehensive approach, incorporating the whole body. Trail runners must be prepared to handle varying terrain, conditions, steep inclines and declines, and other challenges not found on the road. Fortunately, one thing trail runners don’t need to train for is dealing with motorized vehicles.




  Although many of the following training techniques apply to road running, it is also necessary to perform them on trails if your goal is to become a better, more accomplished trail runner. Yes, you may become a faster road runner by doing speed work on the track; but that speed does not always transfer to trails, where you will be forced to use a different stride, constantly adjust your tempo for frequent gear changes, and maintain control while altering your body position to stay upright.




  DISTANCE TRAINING




  If your goal is to run or race a certain distance, then training for that distance will be a mandatory building block in your trail training regimen. Incorporating long runs into weekly training will help your body adjust physiologically to the increased impact-loading stress by generating more bone calcium deposits and building more and stronger leg muscles and connective tissue. Building up weekly mileage improves your aerobic capacity to build up a base, upon which you can mix speed and strength training runs into your schedule.




  Long training runs enable your body to cope with high mileage by breaking down fats for fuel and becoming more biomechanically efficient. Psychologically, long runs teach you to cope with fatigue. During lengthy training runs one experiences what can become an emotional roller coaster. It is useful to become familiar with how you respond under such circumstances, especially if you are training for a longer trail race. Long runs also help build confidence as a measure of progress and can become adventures into uncharted territory, allowing you to explore new stretches of trails and see new sights.




  Some simple advice for those converting from roads to trails—especially for those who keep a log to record time, distance, and pace—is to forget about training distance or, if you know the distance of a trail, leave your watch behind when you go for a training run. Since trail running is invariably slower than road running, you will only get frustrated if you make the common mistake of comparing your trail pace with your road or track pace.




  A prime reason for running trails is to escape tedious calculations, so free yourself from either distance or time constraints and just run and enjoy, particularly during your initial exposure to trail running. Tap into the wonderful feeling of breezing by brush and trees as you flow up and down hills and maneuver sharp corners with skill and agility. You can always fret about your pace as you develop your trail skills and speed.




  If you base your trail-running training on the premise that long runs are primarily a function of time rather than ground covered, you should keep training runs close to the amount of time you think it will take to run your target distance. If, however, you are training for a trail marathon, you probably want to keep your distance training to less than the time it will take you to complete the race distance. To get there, you may want to set aside between one day every two weeks to two days a week for long runs, depending on your goal, experience, fitness background, and resistance to injury.




  Trail runners usually dedicate one day of the week for a considerably longer training run, although some prefer to run two back-to-back relatively long days, especially on weekends when their schedules are more accommodating. This latter training method, known as a “brick workout,” is common among ultramarathoners, who must condition their bodies to perform while tired and stressed. Newer runners should not try brick workouts until they are comfortable with trails and confident that their bodies will be able to withstand two days of long runs without breaking down or suffering an injury.




  Because of the forgiving surface of trails, which may allow a person to run relatively injury free, newer trail runners are often lulled into building up their distance base with long runs too rapidly. Whether performed on road or trail, distance running takes its toll on the body; too quick an increase in distance often leads to injury, burnout, or leaving one’s body prone to illness due to a compromised immune system. Depending on your age, experience with endurance athletics in general, and running history, it is better to increase your mileage or hours per week by no more than 5 to 10 percent per week.




  Even if you increase your mileage base gradually, do not forfeit quality for quantity. Many runners succumb to the unhealthy game of comparing weekly mileage with either their previous weeks or those of other runners. Junk miles are just that. Depending on your objectives, it is usually better to run fewer miles with fresher legs and at a more intense pace than to slog through miles merely to rack them up in your logbook.




  One way to check the quality of your miles is to wear a heart rate monitor and couple the distance of your runs with the goal of staying within your training zone at a steady pace. If you find your heart rate consistently rising above or falling below that target rate as you tack on the miles, that is a sign you are overtraining; and it is unlikely you will derive much benefit from those miles unless you are training for ultradistance.




  SPEED TRAINING




  For some trail runners, just being out on the trails and communing with nature is enough. They don’t care about their pace. Building up one’s distance base should help to increase running speed; but it only helps to a certain extent. To really pick up your pace and break through the barrier of your training pace, you should run fast. Running at a faster pace helps to improve both cardiovascular fitness and biomechanical efficiency. This discussion, however, is aimed at those who find it more exhilarating to push their limits, who enjoy the feeling of rushing along a wooded path, and who appreciate the fitness improvements that result from challenging themselves.




  Beyond velocity, speed training—whether through intervals, repeats, tempo runs, fartleks, or other means—has positive physiological effects. Pushing the pace forces muscles and energy systems to adapt to the more strenuous effort of speed training. The body does this by improving the flow of blood to muscles, increasing the number of capillaries in muscle fiber, stimulating your muscles to increase their myoglobin and mitochondria content, and raising aerobic enzyme activity to allow muscles to produce more energy aerobically.




  Running fast also provides a mental edge, because psychologically—if you are familiar with the stress and burning sensation known to many as “pain and suffering” that accompany running at a faster-than-normal pace during training—you will be able to draw from that experience and dig deeper into your reserves when needed during a race. Speed training on trails also forces you to push your comfort level with respect to the risk of falling or otherwise losing control on difficult terrain. Pushing the envelope helps establish a sense of confidence that is crucial to running difficult sections, especially descents, at speed.




  Breaking away from the daily training pace and pushing oneself shakes up the routine and rejuvenates muscular, energy, and cardiovascular systems so that one may reprogram for a faster pace with more-rapid leg speed and foot turnover. Running at a quicker pace than normal helps to realign running form and teaches respect for different speeds.




  However, because speed training is an advanced form of training, it should not be introduced into one’s routine before establishing a consistent training base. Beginning trail runners should start by becoming comfortable with running on trails before they endeavor to run those trails fast. Speed training stresses the body, so it may be wise to do your faster workouts on tamer trails with dependable footing, dirt roads, or even a track or road.




  INTERVALS




  Although interval training improves leg speed, its primary goal is cardiovascular—to optimize lactate threshold. As an anaerobic training tool, intervals are designed to increase one’s ability to maintain a fast pace for a longer period of time. Without an improvement in lactate threshold, the runner will be unable to run or race a substantial distance at a faster pace than the rate at which the body can comfortably use oxygen, thereby causing lactate to form in the bloodstream. Intervals help to raise the level at which the body begins the lactate production process so that one is able to run faster and longer without feeling muscles burn or cramp. Upon developing a substantial training base of endurance, speed intervals allow acceleration of pace and an increase in overall running fitness.




  Intervals are usually measured in terms of time rather than distance, especially if run on hilly or rugged trails. During the “on” or hard-effort segments of interval training, trail runners should work hard enough to go anaerobic (i.e., faster than one’s lactate or anaerobic threshold so that the body goes into oxygen debt). During the “off” or recovery segments, you are allowed to repay some of the oxygen debt, but not all of it. The rest period should be sufficiently short so that you are “on” again before full recovery.




  An interval workout may be a series of equal on-and-off intervals and recovery periods, or a mix of different-length intervals and recoveries. For example, a trail runner might run six intervals of 4 minutes, each interspersed with 3-minute recoveries. Alternatively, the interval session might mix it up with 5-, 4-, 3-, 2-, 3-, 4-, and 5-minute intervals, each separated by a 3-minute recovery.




  Intervals may be as long as 6 minutes and as short as 30 seconds. Run intervals at a pace that is a bit faster than lactate threshold, which is usually equivalent to the pace run when racing a distance from 2 miles to 5 kilometers in length. The interval pace should be uncomfortable, but not excruciating; although not a sprint, you should feel you are running fast.




  Run longer intervals if training for longer distances and shorter intervals if speed is the goal. The off, or recovery, period between intervals is an active rest that ranges between jogging and moderate running. Recovery time should be a little shorter than the time of the interval preceding it. In addition to recoveries between the intervals, any interval workout should integrate a substantial warm-up before and cooldown after running at or above lactate threshold pace.




  HILL REPEATS AND REPETITION WORKOUTS




  “Repeats” resemble intervals, except that leg speed and strength are emphasized more than lactate threshold (although repetition workouts have some beneficial lactate threshold effects). Put another way, repeat workouts are designed for biomechanical and physiological improvement more than for cardiovascular benefits. Hill repeats are intended to hone your climbing skills, and generally make for a stronger runner by taxing the muscular system with anaerobic intervals.




  Repeats are run at or faster than lactate threshold pace, and each interval is shorter in length than a standard interval workout. Typically, repeats last 2 minutes or less; and because repeats are more intense than intervals, the recovery period is longer. Since the focus is muscle strength improvement rather than fitness, the active rest between repeats should be long enough to recharge and prepare for the next repeat at or above lactate threshold. In short, if you run a 2-minute repeat and need 3 minutes to recover, take the full 3 minutes. You want to recover enough to make each repeat interval sufficiently intense to realize the full benefits of the exercise.




  Run each interval at a pace that you can maintain through the entire repeat workout. Don’t push so hard during early repeats that you leave yourself unable to finish the rest of the workout. Hill repeats provide a great strength and lactate threshold workout with minimal stress to the body, because you push hard to go anaerobic while climbing but then rest as you slowly jog or walk to the bottom of the hill. Because of the reduced stress, you can throw hill repeats into your training schedule on a weekly basis without jeopardizing the health of your connective tissue.
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