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INTRODUCTION

Before I begin this book, I should make a disclaimer. One of the participants of the 1996 Frozen Foot 5-K in Elizabethtown, Pennsylvania, was an out-of-shape, out-of-her-league 20-year-old dressed in layers of bulky sweats and a hefty pair of aerobics sneakers who spent more time than she’d care to admit reaching the finish line. Anyone who witnessed the spectacle (my apologies) or has records of the event (the curse of the Internet) may question that person’s ability to put together a book about the sport of road racing. Fair enough. But what that skeptic wouldn’t realize is that although this woman’s first road race wasn’t successful by most people’s standards, it was life changing, quite literally. You see, it made her just the type of person who is qualified to edit such a book.

I was in college when I decided on a whim to run the 5-K. I’m not sure what made me think I could pull off running 3.1 miles without training, especially being someone with no running experience or real athletic background at all. Unlike most of my friends, I didn’t run track or cross-country or play field hockey or soccer in high school. Step-aerobics classes and Buns of Steel videos were more my speed. Maybe my ill-founded confidence came from the fact that I originally thought the race was a 5-miler (Oh, if it’s only 3.1 miles …). Maybe it was the fact that several of the college’s most tenured professors were running it (If those geezers can do it …). Maybe it was the fact that it was held in January, after a Christmas-cookie-indulgent break (Running burns how many calories?). Whatever the reason—however naive, misguided, or silly it was—I was in.

But in for what, exactly?

I don’t remember details about the start, or the scenery along the course, or at what point my starting-gun sprint faded to a jog, then to a shuffle, then to a walk. What I do remember is the finish—specifically, the finish line. When I saw it up ahead, a surge of adrenaline kicked in, giving my weakened legs and wounded psyche a much-needed boost of speed and confidence. And when I reached the end of my journey, a feeling of exhilaration (along with a hefty dose of relief) washed over me, erasing the pain and frustration I had felt minutes earlier. I felt incredible—unbelievable, really. Doubts I had about finishing were gone. More important, doubts I had about myself were gone. It was a very Rocky-like moment, in more ways than one. See, the exercise-induced feel-good chemicals buzzing around in my brain were already negotiating for a sequel. My muscles were too exhausted to put up a fight.

And so, a month later, I ran another 5-K, then another one the month after that. I had started a modest training program and set reasonable goals for myself. I ran/walked the February race, and by March, I was able to run the entire distance. Yay! I felt strong, I felt empowered, and—for the first time in my life—I felt athletic. And that felt good.

I started reading Runner’s World and continued to run in 5-Ks through my college years. I wasn’t fast, but I was committed. Running became part of my life, an important daily ritual that helped me find balance and blow off steam in between school, internships, and a little thing called trying-to-figure-out-what-to-do-with-my-life.

When you’re in journalism school, you’re told to write about what you know or, better yet, what you feel passionate about. And so I decided that one day I should write for Runner’s World. It took me a few years, but I did eventually land my dream job. Runner’s World is an ideal place to work, and not just because running shoes are acceptable office attire and you don’t have to look far for an eager running buddy. I’ll admit those are great perks. But that’s not what really makes Runner’s World so special.

Runner’s World has been a leading authority on the sport since 1966—providing runners of all backgrounds and abilities valuable information on training, nutrition, and racing. The experts who contribute to the magazine are some of the most talented and skilled coaches, athletes, physical therapists, sports medicine physicians, nutritionists, sports psychologists, and gear gurus in the world. Everything you need to know to run and race your best is always an issue—or, in my case, a cubicle—away. Runner’s World is also a nurturing, supportive source of inspiration and encouragement. It shows runners that success comes in many forms—that simply making it to the finish line is a victory worth celebrating.

I’m often asked if racing is a job requirement at Runner’s World. It’s not, of course, and time trials aren’t part of the interview process, by the way. But most Runner’s World staffers drink the water, so to speak, and end up spending much of their free time either participating in road races or preparing for them. I think it’s the same effect of reading the magazine: You get inspired by the stories told. You get excited about the sport. And you get motivated to get out there and toe the line for yourself.

That’s what happened to me. Thanks to my experience with Runner’s World, first as a reader and now as an editor, I’ve enjoyed many races, from 5-Ks to marathons. And I’ve learned a lot of things along the way—including the value of a nonchafing sports bra, lightweight running shoes, and hill training (my new Buns of Steel workout).

My goal for this book is to share the wisdom and support that I’ve been so lucky to receive. I went straight to the source—Runner’s World—and compiled the best information the magazine has to offer on preparing for a road race. The training plans, nutritional advice, and injury-prevention strategies laid out here will help you run your best race whatever the distance (5-K, 10-K, half-marathon, marathon) or whatever your goal (to run a personal record or simply to finish). The information here is designed to suit runners of all experience levels—beginners starting from scratch, those who’ve been running for years but are new to the race scene, and people who have racing experience but want to take on a new challenge.

I assure you, you’re in good hands. Every tip, every instruction, every recommendation included in this book has been Runner’s World tested and approved. How’s that for a head start?

Katie McDonald Neitz
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GETTING STARTED



People become runners for all sorts of reasons. You might have taken up the sport because you wanted to lose weight, lower your blood pressure, or reduce stress. Smart move. Scores of research studies have shown that a regular program not only improves your physical health by reducing your risk of heart disease, diabetes, and cancer, but it also enhances your mental well-being, boosting mood, lowering anxiety and depression, and even preventing dementia and Alzheimer’s disease. These health benefits are wonderful, and we runners are certainly appreciative of them, especially as we get older. But when you’re struggling to wake up for a morning run, reducing your cholesterol a few points may not be motivation enough to get you out of bed. A more immediate goal or reward—a 5-K a few weeks away, for example—may be the incentive you need to fight the urge to sleep in. And because more racing means more running, participating in races increases the odds that you’ll fulfill all the goals that got you running in the first place.

REASONS TO RACE

REASON #1: TO MOTIVATE YOURSELF

You might be satisfied with your regular running routine. You get in a 3-miler (or even a 4-, 5-, or 6-miler) a few times a week—until the weather turns icky or work gets busy. And then your running becomes anything but regular or routine. Having a race goal—be it a 5-K in 6 weeks or a marathon in 16 weeks—will motivate you to lace up and get out the door, even on those days when the weather isn’t runner-friendly and you’re up against a deadline.

Signing up for a race gives you more incentive to run—and not only if you have a competitive streak. Sure, striving to race a particular time or be the fastest in your age group is a great way to give your running momentum. But you don’t need to take a performance-oriented approach to racing to reap its benefits. Wanting to finish feeling strong and capable is a commendable goal that will motivate you to stick to your training. A 3-mile run might be easy to skip on its own. But when you think of it as a building block that will lead you to your ultimate race-day goal, that 3-miler has greater value. And that makes hitting the roads, not the snooze button, more likely.

Runners tend to approach running differently after signing up for a race; a shift in mind-set makes running more of a priority. Maybe it’s the nonrefundable registration fee or the peer pressure from signing up with a group of friends. But it seems that for many runners, it’s simply the decision to set a goal and put in the time and effort to achieve it that serves as the most powerful motivation. Committing to a race means your runs aren’t left up to chance. Running isn’t determined by whether you can squeeze it in or if you are in the mood. You’ve signed up for a race, you’re on a training program, and you’re going to see it through.

For those who rely on to-do lists and BlackBerrys to get through the day, the structure of a training plan can be especially valuable. Following a program—one that tells you when to run and when not to (yes, rest is part of training, too!)—makes it easy to find the time to train. Running becomes a scheduled part of your day, as important as your 10:00 a.m. conference call or 3:00 p.m. carpool shift.

REASON #2: TO CHALLENGE YOURSELF

When you first started running, simply making it around the block may have been a struggle. But your leg strength, cardiovascular endurance, and lung power grew, and one day you were able to cover that ground with little effort. Did you stop there? Probably not. The next time you headed out the door, you might have extended your run a little farther. Or maybe you stuck with the same route but tried to run it faster. This desire to see just how far or fast our bodies can go is what makes us runners. After all, if we weren’t willing to push ourselves out of our comfort zones, we’d stick with walking, right?

It’s important to remember those early days of your running “career” and how accomplished you felt when you met milestones—the first time you ran up that killer hill without taking a walk break; the first time you ran 30 minutes without stopping. When running is fresh and new, your motivation is high because almost every run is a challenge—making it around the block, making it up a hill, making it to 30 minutes—waiting to be conquered. But as with any other kind of exercise program, over time, the routine can become too routine—in other words, bor-ing! To keep the spark alive, it’s important to set a goal for yourself, whether it’s going farther or going faster.

Luckily, runners have lots of opportunities to do this—thanks to organized road races. Races give you options. You can focus on distance and take your running to the next level by advancing from a 5-K (3.1 miles) to a 10-K (6.2 miles) or from a half-marathon (13.1 miles) to a marathon (26.2 miles). Or you can focus on speed by concentrating on a specific race distance and working to improve how fast you can run that event.

People who make running part of their lifestyle know the importance of keeping their running exciting and interesting and often have unique ways of challenging themselves through racing. For example, members of the 50 States Marathon Club make it a goal to run a marathon or half-marathon in every state. Others use the alphabet and strive to run races whose names start with each of the 26 letters—from A (like the Apple Harvest Road Race) to Z (the Zoo Zoom, for example).

REASON #3: TO GET FASTER

One of the questions Runner’s World editors are asked most frequently is: How do I get faster? Lucky for us, it’s one of the easiest to answer: To get faster, you’ve got to run faster. To improve your overall pace, you need to train your body to adapt to the stress of running faster so that eventually that speed feels relaxed and comfortable and you can do it regularly. Some runners accomplish this with formal speedwork sessions (intervals on a track, hill sprints, or “fartleks”—bursts of speed sprinkled into a run). But races offer another way to achieve this; they’re actually speedwork in disguise. The spike in adrenaline, the pull of the pack, the support of the spectators, and the lure of a finish line are all things that will quicken your pace, probably without you even realizing it. By racing regularly, your body will learn what it feels like to move faster and will adjust and adapt. Your arm drive, leg turnover, and overall stamina will improve. These enhancements in your running form and physical conditioning will make you a more efficient runner, which will allow you to sustain a faster pace with less effort. Racing also helps you learn to handle the physical and mental discomforts of pushing your body outside its comfort zone. If your muscles sting or you feel tired on an ordinary run, you can flash back to your last successful race—evidence that you’re strong and capable of pushing through to the finish.

REASON #4: TO FEEL GOOD ABOUT YOURSELF

As kids, we had gold stars, talent shows, and achievement awards. But as we get older, there aren’t many opportunities to feel honored or celebrated—that is, unless you’re a runner. Running a road race makes you feel like a king or queen for a day. Police officers divert traffic out of your way. Volunteers offer you bananas and Gatorade and, depending on the race, sometimes even candy and beer. Fellow racers alert you of a pothole up ahead, point out if your shoelace has come undone, and share support and encouragement. All the while, spectators cheer you on, telling you how good and strong you look. (Even if you look neither good nor strong, they’re kind enough to tell you what you need to hear.) Some races even feature marching bands, rock groups, gospel choirs, and cheerleaders along the course—all of which distract you from the miles and make you feel like you’re in the middle of a party or parade.

Then there’s the finish. It might be the highlight of the entire racing experience, making all those weeks of training worth the effort. After you cross the finish line, you feel like you’ve gained celebrity-like notoriety. Suddenly, you have an entourage of volunteers handing you post-race refreshments, medical personnel ready to tend to your blisters, and spectators—friends, family members, and even strangers—congratulating you on your accomplishment. More important is how you feel. Any doubts you had about finishing are gone. Any discomfort you felt during the final stretch has faded. The endorphins and other feel-good chemicals buzzing in your brain are a powerful drug, making you feel exhilarated and proud. You feel like you’ve climbed Mount Everest. You feel like you’ve won the lottery. The medal around your neck might as well be Olympic gold, because you feel that good. This is something you could get used to, huh? That’s the idea. Chances are you’ll be back for more.

REASON #5: TO SUPPORT A CAUSE

There’s another way that racing can make you feel good: You can participate in an event that benefits a charitable cause or organization. You don’t have to look hard for one; almost every community has a 5-K organized for this purpose. When you enter these races, a portion of your registration fee goes to a worthy cause, such as a domestic violence program, an animal shelter, or a memorial scholarship fund. And so, when you cross the finish line, you get much more than a sense of personal accomplishment—you get satisfaction from knowing you’ve made a positive impact on your community. At some races, your contribution extends much further. The first Susan G. Komen Race for the Cure was a 5-K held in 1983 to honor the memory of a woman who lost her life to breast cancer. The race became much more than 3.1 miles. It served as a way for survivors to celebrate and connect with others whose lives had been affected by breast cancer. Soon, Komen races sprang up around the country and eventually the world. Now Komen for the Cure is a global movement; it’s the world’s largest source of nonprofit funds dedicated to the fight against breast cancer.

Running a 5-K race that donates its proceeds to a nonprofit organization is just one type of charity running. Several national charities offer marathon, half-marathon, and triathlon programs and cover the travel expenses of fund-raising participants. The Leukemia & Lymphoma Society’s Team in Training is the world’s largest and most famous of these; others include the Arthritis Foundation, Lance Armstrong Foundation (benefiting cancer research), and Team Fox (for Parkinson’s research). These programs have been given credit for introducing a whole new generation of runners to the sport of road racing, making it more accessible to people who thought endurance events were out of their reach. And they’ve made it more appealing to those with a connection to a cause who want to show their support in a dramatic or unique way.


THE EXCUSE (AND HOW TO BEAT IT)

I’M NOT A COMPETITIVE PERSON.

Most runners in most races could use this excuse. In reality, only a handful of participants are actually vying for trophies. The rest are out there for all kinds of reasons, many of which have little to do with seriously competing against others. The most compelling reason to sign up for a race is the boost in motivation you’ll receive the minute you pay your registration fee. Having the race date marked on your calendar will motivate you to run on days when you may not otherwise get out the door. And successfully training for and completing a race—regardless of your finishing time—provides an enormous sense of accomplishment and satisfaction. If none of the above reasons entices you to sign up for a race, remember this: Runners are upbeat, energetic people. You’re bound to feel better after spending an hour with them at your local 5-K.

I DON’T HAVE TIME TO TRAIN.

For most people, it’s a matter of learning how to organize your day to include a run. And once you do that, you’ll find you get more done the rest of the day—thanks to the energy boost you get from running.

1. Use “dead” times. Set your alarm 30 minutes early. That’s enough time to get a run in before the rest of your day begins, but it won’t seriously cut into your sleep time. Or run while waiting for the kids at soccer practice or before they get off the school bus. Or sneak in a 20-minute run over your lunch hour. Who needs 60 minutes to eat?

2. Schedule runs in your appointment book. Once you have your run “booked,” you can relax, knowing you won’t have to scramble to find the time later.

3. Run to or from work. This takes a bit more coordination of clothing and transportation. But it can help you gear up for your workday or unwind before you get home.

4. Beat the rush. Shorten your commute by driving to work before rush hour, then use that time savings to run near the office. Or run at a park or trail on the way home while traffic dies down.

TRAINING TAKES TIME AWAY FROM MY FAMILY.

Family time and running time need not be mutually exclusive. By including family members in your active pursuits, everyone wins—you get more time together and they get healthy, too.

1. Join a family-friendly health club with a range of exercise options that meet everyone’s needs. Runners need treadmills or a track. Kids love a pool.

2. Designate family exercise time once or twice a week. Head out to a park, track, or playground, and encourage everyone to shoot hoops, whack around a tennis ball, or climb on the jungle gym. One parent can run while the other plays with the kids.

3. Get a running stroller (load capacities vary, but a child must be at least 6 months old). This gives busy parents a chance to run—and talk—with little ones.

4. Take older kids to their sports practices, and run around the field as they play.

5. Select a 5-K race connected with a fun local festival or one known for its quirky prizes that you and your spouse and teenagers can get excited about. Schedule it far enough in advance that everyone can train properly. This could become a new family tradition.

I RUN ONLY IN THE SUMMER BECAUSE ALL THE LOCAL RACES MOTIVATE ME.

The busy summer racing season certainly provides lots of opportunities to test your fitness, which is a great incentive to train hard. But as 5-Ks become sparse with the turn of the season, you can stay motivated by choosing a challenging endurance goal that necessitates training through the winter. If you usually run 5-Ks and 10-Ks during the summer, pick a 10-miler, half-marathon, or marathon in late winter or early spring and write it on your calendar. Once you’ve zeroed in on your new goal, pencil in all the weekend long runs and speed sessions you’ll need to prepare for the race. Also, fill in your calendar with the “maintenance” runs needed between quality workouts. Having a training plan sketched out from the beginning will keep you on track. It’s also helpful if you can get a friend to join you. As you talk about your goal race, you’ll keep each other motivated to do the weekly training.

I’M NOT BUILT FOR RACING.

To rid yourself of the notion that runners must look as thin as greyhounds, go to the finish line of any major marathon. You’ll be inspired by the thousands of runners of all shapes and sizes. Thanks to our hardy ancestors, humans have inherited the ability to cover long distances. Bigger runners who were once athletes tend to be most prone to injury because it’s easy for them to run faster and farther than they should when starting to run again. So it’s important to ease in. You can find the right program for you in the next chapter.

I DON’T NEED TO LOSE WEIGHT.

Lucky you. Even so, there’s a big difference between being fit and being thin. Running can help you be both. But perhaps the greatest benefits of running are the less mundane ones. Focus on the ways that running energizes the body, mind, and spirit.

1. Running regularly improves your physical and mental vitality.

2. After a run, your attitude improves. You can turn a bad day into a good one.

3. The creative side of the brain (the right side) is stimulated more by running than by most other activities. Your best thoughts can come to you on a run.

4. Even an everyday run confers a sense of accomplishment. Frequent runners receive a boost in self-confidence every time they finish a workout.



RACE SELECTION

With thousands of road races occurring every weekend across the United States, runners aren’t at a loss for options. But with so many to choose from, the selection process can be overwhelming, especially if you are new to the sport. Here’s help simplifying the process.

CHOOSE YOUR DISTANCE

5-K (3.1 MILES): If you are brand new to the racing world, this is the perfect place to start. 5-Ks are the easiest races to find—in 2006, there were 7,500 registered 5-Ks in the country—especially during the spring and summer months. They also tend to pop up around holidays with fun, festive themes; chances are there’s a Turkey Trot or Jingle Bell Run in a town near you. This distance is a good introduction to road racing because the training isn’t too demanding or complicated, the time you spend racing is relatively short, and bouncing back from a 5-K is easy. (The rule of thumb is that your body needs 1 day of recovery for every mile raced, which means you’ll recover from a 5-K within 3 days.) Runners interested in signing up for a 5-K should have about 1 month of running three or four times a week under their belts. To prepare to race this distance, you should be willing to train for about 6 weeks, during which time you’ll complete at least one 3-mile run a week or two before the event.

5-MILER, 10-K (6.2 MILES), 10-MILER: Once you’ve completed a few 5-Ks, you might start thinking about a greater challenge. These race distances aren’t as abundant as 5-Ks, so part of the challenge may be finding one close to home. (In 2006, there were 324 5-milers; 1,518 10-Ks, and 369 10-milers in the United States.) But they are good stepping-stones between a 5-K and the very popular half-marathon. Before taking on a 5-miler, 10-K, or 10-miler, you should have a running base of 2 to 3 months of running every other day. These races also require more time to train than a 5-K does. A 10-K program, for instance, involves about 6 weeks of regular training, with a 5- to 7-mile run about 10 to 14 days before race day. Since these distances put a greater strain on your body, they’ll take a little longer to recover from, so you’ll need to rest or run gently for about a week to 10 days following the race.

HALF-MARATHON (13.1 MILES): The half-marathon is the fastest-growing race distance in the country—there were 553 events in 2006; 97 of those were new. Half-marathons are especially popular among aspiring marathoners. You might have enough of a fitness foundation to go out this weekend and run a 5-K or a 10-K without any special training, but running a half-marathon usually requires more planning, preparation, and dedication. Before starting a half-marathon training program, you should have a running base of about 4 months of running every other day. You should be willing to devote about 12 weeks to a training plan, which will involve doing “long runs” on weekends, building up to between 10 and 14 miles, depending on your race goal and experience level. Some beginners benefit from a walk/run program, walking for 1 minute every 10 minutes. Because a half-marathon puts a greater strain on your body, your recovery time will be longer.

MARATHON (26.2 MILES): In 2006, there were 521 marathons in the United States, each one offering a life-changing experience. Runners who are ready for the challenge will find new strength during the 26.2-mile race and enjoy a tremendous sense of achievement. But those who try to do one too early in their running career may end up injured, burned out, and sour on the sport in general. Most runners become successful marathoners only after gradually increasing their racing goals—first completing a 5-K, then a 10-K, then a half-marathon. This buildup ensures a gradual adjustment to the training changes and challenges inherent in marathon training. With each shorter race, you add to your running and racing know-how. How do you know when you’re ready? Runners who meet the following criteria can probably start planning for a marathon. (1) You’ve been running for more than 6 months. (2) You run at least three times a week, every week. (3) You can run longer than 60 minutes fairly easily. (4) You are willing to slow down (maybe even take walk breaks) on long runs to help you increase your distances. (5) You are highly motivated and willing to make training a priority. After all, marathon training requires dedication—at least 16 weeks of regular training, with long runs eventually building up to 20 to 22 miles.

QUIZ: WHAT’S THE BEST DISTANCE FOR YOUR PERSONALITY?

Most runners take a Goldilocks approach to choosing races: 5-K? Too short. Marathon? Too long. Half-marathon? Just right. How you come to these decisions isn’t based only on how you physically feel. Your brain has just as much say, if not more, over which distance fits you best. If you get bored easily or like to focus on short-term projects, you may struggle through a 16-week marathon-training plan. Switching to a race that better matches your mind-set, such as a 5-K (instant gratification) or triathlon (variety), could improve your outlook on running. “Picking a race based on what suits your personality can lead to more personal satisfaction and joyfulness with your running,” says Kay Porter, PhD, a sports psychologist in Eugene, Oregon. So whether you’re new to the racing scene or a seasoned runner wondering if your current regimen is right for you, here’s a quiz to help you find your perfect distance.

1. When it comes to work and goal setting, I:

a) Start a lot of projects without finishing them.

b) Gravitate toward goals I can accomplish with moderate focus.

c) Seek out long-term projects that can become all-consuming.

d) Multitask so I don’t get bored with one project.

2. I consider my attention span to be:

a) Short but intense; I like instant gratification.

b) Steady, but I still get restless sometimes.

c) Constant; it’s easy for me to stay focused for long periods of time.

d) Sporadic; I get bored easily.

3. My favorite part about running is:

a) It’s efficient: I can get a great workout in quickly.

b) It’s adaptable: I can train a lot or a little, depending on my schedule.

c) It’s “me time”: Long runs help me clear my mind.

d) It’s social: I love being part of a team and/or trying new things.

4. Regarding distance, I usually:

a) Keep my runs short but enjoy speedwork.

b) Maintain a steady base but like occasional distance runs.

c) Enjoy weekly long runs and can handle some 40-plus-mile weeks.

d) Like to do a lot of cross-training in addition to running.

Tally It Up

Mostly As: You like quick results, so 5-Ks and 10-Ks might be best for you. These distances are ideal for energetic “project starter” types, says running coach Greg McMillan, who operates mcmillanrunning.com. “Shorter races are ideal for people who have a lot of motivation but have trouble maintaining their focus for a long time.”

Mostly Bs: You strive to attain balance in your life, so half-marathons would suit you well. “The half is the perfect distance for most runners,” McMillan says. “It requires a training program, which provides structure most runners like, without the commitment of a marathon.”

Mostly Cs: You tend to organize your life around long-term goals, so you’d likely do well as a marathoner. “Distance runners are stick-to-it people who can focus well on future goals,” McMillan says. If you’ve done marathons and are craving more, consider an ultramarathon, a race that goes beyond 26.2 miles.

Mostly Ds: You’re a multitasker, and events like triathlons, duathlons, and relay races can provide the diversity you need. “Triathlons are perfect for variety seekers,” McMillan says. Plus, events like relays tend to have more of a social, team-oriented component—ideal for runners who seek camaraderie and fun.


HOW THE PROS PICK THEIR RACES

THE SPEEDSTER: SHAYNE CULPEPPER (2004 OLYMPIC TRIALS 5-K CHAMPION)

“I’m impatient by nature,” Culpepper says. “I would prefer to be done with a race in 2 minutes versus 15. Moving up to the 5-K [from 800 meters] was more of a mental challenge than a physical one for me.”

THE IRONWOMAN: HEATHER FUHR (FIVE-TIME IRONMAN LAKE PLACID CHAMPION)

“I started doing triathlons because the training is so varied,” Fuhr says. “With three sports, there is always something different to do and think about, so there isn’t much chance of getting bored.”

THE EXTREMIST: SCOTT JUREK (SEVEN-TIME WINNER OF THE WESTERN STATES 100-MILE ENDURANCE RUN)

Jurek, who takes a holistic approach to life and training, says he was drawn to the meditative aspect of long solo runs and craved a thrill beyond 26.2 miles. Being in tune with his body has helped him find success: “To go the extra distance, you have to respect your body.”

THE JACK OF ALL TRADES: ROD DIXON (1972 OLYMPIC BRONZE MEDALIST IN THE 1500 METERS; WINNER OF THE 1983 NEW YORK CITY MARATHON)

Dixon is proof that not every runner fits a specific niche. Early on, Dixon focused on the mile, then excelled in the 3-K, 5-K, half-marathon, and marathon. “I needed to keep switching gears,” he says. “I’ve always been drawn to new challenges.”



PICK YOUR RACE

LOCATION: You need to decide if you want to run a race that’s close to home or if you want to travel to a different town, state, or even country. There are certain advantages to staying local. Travel time is minimal: You don’t have to wake up hours early to drive to the event or stay overnight in a hotel. Course support is optimal: Your friends and family are more likely to come out to cheer you on, and it’ll be easier to recruit training buddies to run the race with you. Preparation is better: You can find out the race route and incorporate it into your training so you’re prepared for hills or any other challenging spots.

Running races outside your hometown, on the other hand, can create a memorable experience. For instance, if you have a Fourth of July vacation planned, you could find out if the town you’re visiting has a Firecracker 5-K. Not only is racing while traveling a way to keep up your running and burn off some of those ice-cream cones and Boardwalk Fries, but it gives you a unique way to explore the area and interact with some friendly, lively locals. Some runners see races as opportunities for adventure, seeking out destination races that double as a vacation. Marathons in such alluring locations as Honolulu, Las Vegas, Alaska, Quebec, Paris, London, China, Australia, and even Antarctica give runners with a travel bug a chance to fulfill their passion.

REPUTATION: You can feel pretty confident entering a race that’s celebrating its 25th anniversary. With such a long history and a loyal following of participants, it’s likely to be extremely well organized and executed. That’s not to say that you should avoid first-annual events, especially those that are put on by experienced race directors or running clubs that have a solid track record of event planning. Experience and reputation are especially important when selecting a half-marathon or marathon. At these races, a poorly marked course, lack of volunteers, or insufficient water stops can seriously impact your race experience. When in doubt about a race, it’s a good idea to do a little research. Ask your running buddies, the members of a running club, or the salespeople at your local running specialty store if they know anyone who has done the race in the past and what the experience was like. Search online to see if Runner’s World has recommended it, or ask the Runner’s World online community about it by posting a note in runnersworld.com’s forums.

ATMOSPHERE: Some runners love the fanfare and excitement that comes with big-city races. Others would rather have the more peaceful, meditative experience that smaller events in remote locations offer. Some runners strive for personal records and want a course that’s known to be flat and fast, even if it leads them through boring industrial parks. Others are less concerned about their finish time and don’t mind climbing a few hills that lead them to gorgeous views. Take all this into consideration when selecting an event. What do you want to get from the race? What’s important to you? Are you out for a fast time or a good time? Luckily, with so many to choose from, there is a race to fit every kind of racer.

WEATHER: One of the best things about road racing is that it’s a year-round sport that enables runners to experience and celebrate the seasons. At the Midnight Run, a 4-miler in New York City on New Year’s Eve, runners bundle up and turn an otherwise chilly evening into a partylike parade through Central Park. Runners usher in spring at the Cherry Blossom 10-miler in April, which showcases signature pink blooms in Washington, DC. At Atlanta’s Peachtree Road Race 10-K, held annually on July 4, the heat can feel like it’s going to melt the rubber on the soles of your shoes, but runners don’t seem to mind. With more than 55,000 participants, it’s the largest 10-K and the third-largest race of any distance in the country. Fall is marathon season, with dozens of 26.2-milers to choose from, and for good reason. Distance runners tend to perform best in cool, crisp temperatures. Plus, views of beautiful fall foliage help the miles pass more quickly.

While running in extremes of either heat or cold can earn you bragging rights, it rarely offers a fast finish time—which is fine, of course. Not every event is designed for or should be about setting a record pace. You can run in challenging conditions, so long as you are willing to adjust your pace accordingly (i.e., slow down). Some race officials even declare their events “fun runs” on days when conditions are too intense for a serious competition. However, if you want to race for time or you want a relaxed, comfortable experience, consider a race where conditions will enhance, not hurt, your performance. Or travel to a location that offers the weather you’d prefer: The Walt Disney World and Las Vegas Marathons are held in January, giving runners who’d rather not race dressed like Eskimos warmer-weather options.

MAKE IT OFFICIAL

Your local running store and running club probably have information and recommendations on upcoming races in your area. You can also search online running calendars for listings and information on how to enter. Large events usually have their own Web sites, complete with online registration. Smaller events may require you to print out an entry form to complete and mail in or
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