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This book is intended for general informational purposes. It is not a substitute for professional instruction, formal first aid training, medical advice, the advice of your own doctor, or the guidance of land management agencies and the National Weather Service. It does not provide medication advice or doses. Talk with a doctor before you start running or step up your training, especially if you have a health condition. Always check current forecasts, conditions, and regulations, follow the rules of the land you visit, and use your own judgment.




Dedication


For the runners who walk the hills, and the friends who wait at the top.






Introduction: The Watch and the Root

The first time I ran on a trail, I’d been jogging on neighborhood roads for a few months and had hiked that particular trail more times than I could count. I knew every bend in it. I figured running it would be like my road runs, only prettier.

So I started the way I started every road run. I checked my watch, settled into my usual pace, and tried to hold it. The trail began climbing within the first half mile. Ten minutes later my legs were burning, my lungs were burning, and my pace on the watch looked like someone else’s. I kept pushing anyway, because slowing down felt like losing. By the top of the first climb I was walking, beaten, and annoyed with myself.

On the way down I decided to make up the lost time. I ran fast, with long strides, glancing at my watch every minute or so to see if the numbers were coming back. They weren’t, and while I was looking at my wrist, my toe caught a root. I went down on my hands and one knee. Nothing broke. I picked the grit out of my palms, sat on a rock for a minute, and walked most of the last mile back to the car, stinging and a little embarrassed.

That small, ordinary mistake taught me most of what I needed to know about running on dirt. Pace means much less on a trail than on a road. Effort matters more. Walking the hills is normal. And your eyes belong on the ground a few steps ahead of you, not on your wrist. I’ve never been a fast runner, and I never will be. But I’ve been a much happier one since I stopped trying to run a trail like a road.


Who This Book Is For

This book is for people who already run or walk briskly on pavement, sidewalks, paths, or a treadmill and want to try running on trails. You might be a road runner looking for something softer and quieter. You might be a hiker who wants to cover more ground in less time. You might have a walking habit and wonder if you could jog the flat parts of your favorite trail.

You don’t need to be fast, and you don’t need to be young. You do need a base of regular activity, which Chapter 1 explains, and a doctor’s okay if you have any health concerns.

If you’re new to trails in general, read Book 1 in this series, Hiking for Beginners, alongside this one. That book covers the foundations this one builds on: footwear fit, layers, the Ten Essentials, choosing trails, planning, basic navigation, and trail manners. Much of what makes a safe hike also makes a safe run. The difference is that you’re moving faster and carrying less, and both of those change the math.

I’m not a coach, a doctor, or an elite runner, and this book doesn’t offer medical advice. It offers plain guidance built on mainstream sources such as the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, the American College of Sports Medicine, the American Academy of Orthopaedic Surgeons, land agencies, and the National Weather Service.



What You’ll Learn

You’ll learn what changes when you move from pavement to dirt, how to run by effort instead of pace, and how to tell if you’re ready. You’ll learn what makes a trail shoe different from a road shoe and when you don’t need one. You’ll learn what to wear and what to carry, from a short run near town to a longer run in remote country, and why a phone alone isn’t enough.

You’ll learn the technique that keeps you upright on rough ground, and how to fall with less damage. You’ll learn how to build up without getting hurt, estimate how long a trail run will take, and plan water and food. You’ll learn how to handle heat, cold, altitude, lightning, and darkness, run safely in wildlife country, stay found when you’re moving fast, and share the trail politely.

Chapter 11 covers what to do when things go wrong. Chapter 12 is a six-step plan that takes you from about 30 minutes of running or run-walking on pavement to your first longer trail run, with distances, climbing, time estimates, and water worked out.



A Word About Gear

Trail running has a reputation for being simple. You need shoes and a trail. That’s mostly true, and it’s also where people get into trouble.

The gear aisle will try to sell you a great deal: special shoes for every surface, watches that measure everything, vests with a dozen pockets, and gadgets that promise to make you faster. You need very little of it to start. For your first trail runs on easy, nearby trails, the shoes you already run in may be fine, as Chapter 2 explains. Add a way to carry water, a light layer, and a few small safety items, and you’re ready.

What you shouldn’t skip is the safety gear. Runners like to go light, and going light is part of the fun. But Book 18 in this series, Ultralight Backpacking, made a point that applies here: every item you leave home shrinks your margin for the things you didn’t plan on. A runner who twists an ankle three miles from the car becomes a slow walker in running clothes, and the evening gets cold fast. Chapter 3 sorts out what you need on a short run near town and what you need when you go longer or farther out.

Spend your money on shoes that fit and a way to carry water. Spend your attention on judgment.



How to Use This Book

Read Chapter 1 first, since it explains what changes on the trail and how to tell if you’re ready to start. Chapters 2 and 3 cover shoes, clothing, and what to carry. Chapter 4 covers technique on rough ground. Chapter 5 covers building up without injury, and Chapter 6 shows how to estimate your time on a trail run. Chapter 7 covers water and fuel. Chapters 8 through 10 cover weather and darkness, wildlife and navigation, and trail manners. Chapter 11 covers problems, and Chapter 12 is a plan you can follow step by step.

The numbers in this book are rough guides. Bodies, trails, and weather vary a great deal. Start below what you think you can do, pay attention to how your body responds, and when in doubt about anything medical, ask your doctor.





Chapter 1: What Changes on the Trail

Running on a trail uses the same legs and lungs as running on a road, but almost everything else changes. The ground moves under you, the grade changes every few minutes, and the numbers you trust on pavement stop meaning what they used to.

The most common mistake new trail runners make is trying to hold their road pace on dirt. It’s the mistake I made on my first trail run, and it leads to most of the others: going out too hard, burning out on the first climb, rushing the descents, and falling.


The Ground

A road is smooth, firm, and predictable. Every stride lands on the same surface at the same angle. A trail is none of those things. Roots, rocks, loose gravel, mud, sand, leaves, and water all show up, sometimes in the same mile. Each step lands a little differently, so your feet, ankles, and hips work harder to keep you balanced.

That variety is part of the appeal, and some runners find the softer ground kinder to their legs. It also adds new risks. Mayo Clinic lists running on uneven ground, such as hills, among the risk factors for shin splints, and lists walking or exercising on an uneven surface among the causes of ankle sprains. Chapter 4 covers technique, and Chapter 5 covers how to build up so your legs can adapt.



The Climbing

Trails climb and drop constantly, often in short, steep pitches. Climbing costs far more effort than flat running, and on a steep enough grade, a brisk walk is about as fast as a slow run. That’s why experienced trail runners walk the steep hills.



Pace Means Less

On a road, your pace per mile tells you a great deal. On a trail, it tells you much less. A mile with a long climb, a rocky descent, and a creek crossing may take twice as long as a flat mile on a path, at the same effort.

So stop watching your pace. Run by time and by effort instead. If you usually run 30 minutes on the road, run about 30 minutes on the trail, at an effort that feels the same, and accept that you’ll cover less ground. Over time, as Chapter 5 explains, you’ll build from there.



Run by Effort

The simplest effort gauge is the talk test, the same one Book 1 suggested for hiking. The CDC explains that during moderate-intensity activity you can talk but not sing, and during vigorous-intensity activity you can’t say more than a few words without pausing for a breath. The CDC lists jogging and running among vigorous activities.

For easy trail runs, aim for an effort where you could speak in short sentences. If you can only gasp out a word or two, slow down or walk. On climbs, your effort will rise even as your speed drops. That’s normal. Keep the effort in check by shortening your stride, slowing down, or walking.



Walking the Hills Is Normal

New trail runners often feel that walking is cheating. Walking the steep sections is how almost everyone runs trails





Are You Ready?








Choosing Your First Trails





Before You Head Out








