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			To Angel:

			Climb on through life, pumpkin!

			To Michelle:

			Because of you, my passion came to life and anything became possible!
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			FOREWORD

			by Christopher McDougall

			IT’S EMBARRASSING, BUT it’s taken me until now to really understand what Eric Orton has been telling me since the day we met. It’s a classic case of missing the forest for the trees, except for me the forest was very strange and there was a naked woman running around in there, so you can understand how it could all get confusing.

			I got to know the woman first. In the summer of 2005, a friend who’d served as a forest ranger invited me to join him and four of his pals on a three-day, fifty-mile trail-running trip through Idaho’s River of No Return Wilderness. Our gear and food would be hauled by a mule packer, so all the six of us had to do was focus on running fifteen miles a day from campsite to campsite.

			It was too sweet an offer to turn down, even though I wasn’t much of a runner. Actually, I was close to being an ex-runner; I’d been laid up by a string of injuries over the previous few years, and three separate doctors had warned me that impact breakdowns were inevitable for six-foot-four 240-pounders like me. Ironically, I was writing for Runner’s World at the time, so it wasn’t as if I were lacking for injury-prevention and training advice. I’d tried every tip you’ll find in a running magazine—stretching, cross-training, replacing my $150 shoes every four months with a fresh pair, heat-molded custom insoles, even icy-cold postrun soaks in a creek—but no matter what, it was only a matter of months before fiery twinges began shooting out from my knees, or heels, or hamstrings, or Achilles tendons.

			Luckily, I was in the middle of a healthy streak when I got the Idaho invitation, so I said, “Sure, I’m in.” On our first morning, I fell into stride behind a former ranger named Jenni Blake. She was as smooth over wind-fallen logs as water, just kissing the tree trunk with a tap of her shoe as she hurdled over and surged on, never breaking pace. Her full-body approach to running was a revelation; she flung her arms wide for balance on downhills, twisted her hips like a salsa dancer on sharp switchbacks, bent her knees deep when she hit a patch of scree and came churning right back out the other side. Her nimbleness and raw strength were so impressive, I was surprised to discover that for half her life, Jenni wasn’t athletic at all.

			“I really didn’t know anything about the woods till I came to Idaho,” Jenni told me when we stopped for a breather. “I was bulimic in college and had a terrible self-image, until I found myself out here.”

			She came as a summer volunteer, and was thrown right into the deep end: She was loaded up with a lumberjack saw, a Pulaski ax, and two weeks of freeze-dried food, and pointed toward the backcountry to go clear trails. She nearly buckled under the weight of the backpack, but she kept her doubts to herself and set off, alone, into the woods.

			After a few days, Jenni was surprised to learn that the body she’d always hated was strong enough to swing an ax and muscle a downed lodgepole pine off the trail. She’d found it hard to hold back a sweaty smile as she stood atop Mosquito Ridge and looked down at the mile-high hill she’d just climbed. And when she wandered into the path of a marauding moose, she made another discovery: She was fast! The big brute burst out of the brush without warning, so before Jenni knew what she was doing, her legs were carrying her down the trail ahead of the lunging antlers. By the time the moose gave up, Jenni felt terrified, exhausted . . . and fantastic.

			After that, she couldn’t wait to roll out of her tent at daybreak. She’d pull on sneakers and nothing else, then set off for long runs through the woods, the rising sun warming her naked body. “I’d be out here for weeks at a time by myself,” Jenni explained. “No one could see me, so I’d just go and go and go. It was the most fantastic feeling you can imagine.” She didn’t need a watch or a route; she judged her speed by the tickle of wind on her skin, and kept racing along the pine-needled trails until her legs and lungs begged her to head back to camp. Jenni paid for her nude morning miles later in the day, when her thighs got wobbly during long hikes, but her runs only got longer; this new romance with her body was too exciting to quit.

			Jenni has been running wild ever since. She and her best pal, Nancy Hatfield, are leaders of an unstoppable all-gal running gang; after a snowstorm, they’ll hit the roads around their hometown of McCall, Idaho, before the plows, and break their own trails through the snowdrifts.

			“Winter running is the best!” chimed in Nancy, who was with us for the trek. Like Jenni, Nancy is a living rebuttal to the notion that twenty years of daily miles are a crippler; at forty-seven, she still runs the way a mermaid swims, with her brown hair cascading down her back, her legs swift yet languid, and even a sea blue belly ring winking in her navel.

			But for me, that running vacation turned out to be a crippler. When I winced my way down the final downhill leg at the end of the third day, I could barely walk. My heels were stinging and both Achilles tendons were inflamed. I hobbled into the creek and sat there, simmering and wondering what was wrong with me. How come two middle-aged women could rip through mile after mile, year after year, on dirt and snow and tarmac, while I couldn’t go more than a few months without coming apart?

			The answer was right in front of my eyes, of course. Right there in the forest. I just didn’t know what I was looking for.

			A few weeks after my Idaho debacle, I was given an assignment by Men’s Journal magazine to interview an adventure-sport coach based in Jackson Hole, Wyoming. My editor was intrigued, because Eric’s specialty was tearing endurance sports down to their integral movements and finding transferable skills. Eric would study rock climbing to find shoulder techniques for kayakers, and apply Nordic skiing’s smooth propulsion to mountain biking.

			What Eric is really looking for, I discovered after I met up with him in Denver, are basic engineering principles; he’s convinced that the next great advance in fitness will come not from training or technology, but technique: The athlete who avoids injury will be the one who leaves the competition behind. Curiously, no fitness activity offered more room for improvement than running. As the world’s oldest and most popular sport, you’d think we’d have perfected it by now, but running has become a high-risk enterprise. More than 50 percent of all runners are injured every year, and always have been since running injury data was first collected in the 1970s—meaning I was the rule, not the exception. If someone could eliminate that risk factor, tremendous leaps forward were possible not just in performance, but in participation. Imagine the millions of people who wanted to run but were prevented by injuries, and the millions of others who’d heard the stories of ruined knees and were afraid to even try, all of them now free from pain and fear.

			But for Eric, the only mystery was why it was so mysterious: Change what your body does, and you’ll change what happens to your body. If you’re getting injured from running, he believes, the next step is logical: You have to change the way you run.

			“Everyone thinks they know how to run, but it’s really as nuanced as any other activity,” Eric told me. “Ask most people and they’ll say, ‘People just run the way they run.’ That’s ridiculous. Does everyone just swim the way they swim?” For every other sport, lessons are fundamental; you don’t go out and start slashing away with a golf club or sliding down a mountain on skis until someone takes you through the steps and teaches you proper form. If not, inefficiency is guaranteed and injury is inevitable.

			“Running is the same way,” Eric explained. “Learn it wrong, and you’ll never know how good it can feel.”

			Wait; why had I never heard this before? Once he spelled it out, it seemed painfully obvious. Of course there had to be a right and a wrong way to run. There’s a better and worse way to perform every biomechanical motion on earth, from throwing a ball to eating with chopsticks. Why would running be the only activity on the planet that was free from the laws of physics? But I’d never heard this line of thought before. All I ever read about in running magazines was what to buy—motion-controlling shoes, orthotics, compression socks—not what to do.

			And then Eric added something that, to my big man’s ears, was strange, beautiful music.

			“Everyone is built for running.”

			For years, I’d been told just the opposite: Doctors and physical therapists kept telling me that running is bad for the body, especially bodies built on the same specs as Shrek’s. And I believed it, because I felt the proof in my aching Achilles. Eric then offered to back up his bravado: He volunteered to coach me by e-mail and transform me from an ailing ex-runner into not just a marathoner, but an ultramarathoner. In nine months, he promised, I’d be able to handle a fifty-mile race through the Copper Canyon of Mexico with the legendary Tarahumara Indians.

			Naturally, I was enticed, but I’d also been enticed by the Idaho trip, and I’d seen how that turned out. I’d spent three days covering fifty miles, and I finished it plopped in a creek and vowing I’d never do anything that stupid again. Now Eric was not only proposing I run fifty miles in a single day, but also ramp up my mileage way faster than the 10-percent-per-week rule that the running magazines always preach. There was no way I’d get to the race, I thought; the workouts would finish me off first.

			“Every time I up my miles,” I replied, “I break down.”

			“You won’t this time.”

			“Should I get the orthotics?”

			“Forget the orthotics.”

			I was still dubious, but Eric’s absolute confidence was winning me over. “I should probably cut weight first to make it easier on my legs.”

			“Your diet will change all by itself. Wait and see.”

			“How about yoga? That’ll help, yeah?”

			“Forget yoga and stretching. Muscle tightness is not solved by stretching.”

			I was already liking the sound of this. No diet, no yoga, no orthotics. I was wavering.

			“You really think I can do this?”

			“Here’s the truth,” Eric said. “You’ve got zero margin of error. But you can do it.”

			Lost as I was in my own concerns about the challenge, I never really considered the challenge that was facing Eric. Not only did he have to rehabilitate a guy who’d been judged defective by at least three medical professionals, but he also had to hammer his way through a rock-hard wall of behavioral resistance. Like everyone else, there are things I like to do and things I say I’ll do but probably won’t. There was no point in giving me a training plan that I was going to half ignore, so Eric had to determine what kind of exercise I liked. He had no idea what he was in for.

			“Do you belong to a gym?”

			“Nope.”

			“What kind of workout equipment do you have at home?”

			“None. I can’t stand lifting. I can’t stand anything that has to be counted or repeated. Waaay too monotonous.”

			I don’t know why Eric didn’t back out right then, but he soldiered on.

			“Okay,” he persevered. “What do you like?”

			I paused for a sec, debating whether the truth would sound too weird or just plain useless. “You know those big old lumberjack saws?” I said. “The kind they used in the eighteen hundreds for taking down redwoods?”

			“Yeah . . . ?”

			“I have kind of an obsession with those. We heat our house with firewood, and a few years ago I stopped using the chain saw and started cutting all our wood with a crosscut. I should hate it—they call them ‘misery whips’—but I could monkey around cutting wood all day. I’ve got, like, six saws.”

			“Okay,” Eric replied. “We can work with that. . . .”

			What Eric did next was simple brilliance—so brilliant, in fact, that it has taken me until now to figure it out. I was so excited by the trees—by Eric’s training plan, his life-changing running technique, and his notion that runners have to be athletes first—that I missed the magnificence of the forest. Besides, like I said, there was that nude woman in there. I’m sure he tried to spell it out, but even if I’d listened, it was too radical a thought for me to have grasped at the time. Now that it’s had a few years to sink in and I’ve also gotten used to the astounding change that Eric’s approach has had on me, I’m finally able to appreciate what he’s been trying to tell me, and what Jenni Blake discovered for herself out there in the Idaho wilderness.

			And it’s simply this: Humans love to move. Movement is in our genes; it’s what has made us the most successful and widely traveled species on the planet (and beyond). To modern humans, though, that’s a suspicious concept. We’ve been taught since birth to be suspicious of anything we enjoy, of anything that feels too much like fun, so we take what used to be joyful and playful and turn it into another form of work. No one says they’re going to the gym to play, right? They’re going to “work out.”

			But Eric knows that athleticism and achievement aren’t about willpower. He’s smart and honest enough to understand that anything you force yourself to do, at some point you’ll stop doing. The self-discipline, no-pain-no-gain model just doesn’t work, so instead, he’s figured out a way to substitute pleasure for pain. He’s helped bring a sense of artistry back to exercise, and for me, it’s changed everything. Today, I’ll walk out the door, look around, and pick a direction that seems appealing. Then I’ll start to run, and I’ll keep going as long and as far as I feel like—just the way I did when I was a kid. I won’t worry about injuries, and I know my free time and water will give out before my energy. When I finish, I’ll be eager to go again tomorrow.

			And if you’d told me that five years ago, I’d have said it was impossible.
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			ME AND THE COOL IMPOSSIBLE

			
			LET ME TELL you a story. . . .

			In March 2006, I stood at the starting line of a fifty-mile race, living my Cool Impossible. Save for my dry-wick shirt and shorts, my hydration backpack, and the energy bars in my pockets, this was no ordinary race. Far, far from it. First, I was in the tiny remote village of Urique, tucked between steep cliffs and a river, in the Copper Canyon of northwestern Mexico. There was no grand race gate, no timer microchip on my shoes, no firing of a gun, and no massed swell of athletes tripping over one another to get ahead. There were only a couple dozen runners, a simple mark on the pavement in the center of town to indicate a starting point, and a tall, sun-bleached blond American nicknamed Caballo Blanco to shout, “Go!”

			The runners that day were not my usual competitors either, and that was the point, really. This was a race to bring together two cultures, one old, one new, both with a devout love of running—and running at the extreme—over very long distances. In today’s race, we faced fifty miles in the stark, hilly landscape of Copper Canyon.

			Those of the new culture were among America’s best ultramarathoners, including the dynamos Scott Jurek and Jenn Shelton. Two more experienced, iron-willed, and talented runners you’d be hard-pressed to find. They have the medals and championships to prove it.

			Those of the older culture were the Tarahumara Indians. Dark and tawny skinned, their legs rippling with muscle, they wore loincloths and brightly colored long-sleeved shirts that billowed when they ran. Their shoes, or more appropriately huaraches, were simply a flattened, foot-shaped cutout of tire tread lashed to their feet with leather straps. The Tarahumara, whose true name is the Rarámuri (or “running people”), came from a collection of isolated, secret tribes who lived in Copper Canyon, surviving not much differently than they had for hundreds of years. They were known most of all for their amazing feats of endurance running, able to seemingly journey forever over parched and rocky trails across some of the most forbidding landscape on earth. I had known of their legendary feats for more than a decade, but to be with them in the flesh, as I had been for several days now, remained a wonder.

			Then there were me and Christopher McDougall. Now, I had my share of ultraraces under my belt, but it was not like Scott eyed me with fear. Further, I had spent the months prior to the race changing diapers and rocking my new baby girl to sleep. My longest training run in advance of coming to Mexico clocked in at a paltry three hours, a third or less of the length of the run ahead of me that day. Finally, I was not just there as a competitor, but as a coach to Chris.

			Alone among those at the starting line, Chris had never run an ultramarathon, and when we had first met a year before, he was a self-admitted “splintery wreck” who could not run a short distance without a long list of troubles. His original interest in the Tarahumara was as a journalist in the hunt for a good story. That had evolved since, and now he hoped to prove he could finish this very special ultramarathon race—for himself, for the idea of who he could be.

			Beside me at the starting line, Chris was nervous and quiet and, typical of him, deflecting any attention paid by others to the rookie nature of his run. At six-foot-four, he’s a big man, but was leaner by forty pounds since we began training together. “What’d you do to this guy?” Caballo had asked me on seeing the difference in Chris since their first meeting. Nonetheless, he was facing a fifty-mile run over treacherous, steep terrain in dry, scorching desert heat. I knew he could do it physically. The question was, Could he do it mentally? I’m sure he questioned both.

			Moments before the race began, I told Chris, “Do your own thing; race your own race. Do what you know you can do, but if it feels like you’re working, you’re working too hard.”

			Soon after, Caballo shouted his “Go!” and we were off running. The Tarahumara exploded ahead at a blisteringly fast six-minute-mile pace, maybe faster. I was amazed and a bit flummoxed; could they possibly maintain that throughout the race? They were something to watch, smiles on their faces, their feet sprinting over the ground like they barely needed to touch it. They were out of earshot of the mariachi band, and out of Urique’s town center, within seconds.

			At a seven-minute pace, I followed, Chris still slower behind me. There was a long way to go, and as I told him, you have to run your own race. The first few miles were down a dirt road that stretched beside the Barranca River. I felt good, at ease for now, doing my own thing. We crossed a wood-and-rope suspension bridge, the whole contraption shaking and swinging as we traversed it single file. Soon after we started up our first big hill, a real leg burner, forty-five minutes in ascent, experiencing that special kind of excruciating joy that runners know better than most.

			I could tell you that I came out of the womb shod with little baby running shoes, set to hit the trail. Or maybe that even in preschool I had a whistle around my neck, clipboard in hand, and was eager to coach. But both would be, well, fiction—and this story is true.

			Like most of our journeys, mine zigzags, comes back on itself, and takes a few diversions. I actually arrived struggling for breath, my lungs attacked by asthma. My first Christmas was celebrated inside an oxygen tent. As a kid, I spent overnight birthday parties fighting for breath while my friends, full of cake and ice cream, slept easily. At an early age, I was very aware of my body, what it could do and not do. But my parents, my doctors, they never put barriers in front of me, forbidding this sport or that exercise. To this day I thank them, because the more I pushed myself, the more my body adapted and grew stronger.

			In my small New York town in the hills of the Allegheny Mountains, I became a bit of a football star. Big fish, little pond. Classic. I was a running back who loved a crushing hit as much as a touchdown. Senior year of high school I ran track, chiefly to better my gridiron speed. To my surprise, I discovered the same joy I experienced on the football field, an awareness of my body’s movement as an expression of who I was. Cue the chuckling, but I felt like an artist.

			Two years of college football, graduation, and the cold-water splash of the real world came next. I had to build a life, put food on the table, find a home. The American West called, Denver specifically, and there at the edge of the Rockies, I ran, biked, swam, climbed, and kayaked in the fresh mountain air. I road-cycle raced, and competed in marathons, triathlons, adventure races, and ultraruns. I became a faster, stronger, better athlete than I ever imagined possible. But it was still a hobby. During the week, I clocked in at an environmental consulting firm. I was fine: interesting job, money in my pocket, a great view out my door, and adventure on the weekends. I had everything that I’d always wanted . . . and it wasn’t what I wanted.

			Through those years in Denver, above everything else, I lived and breathed running. And all without even really being sure where it was taking me. In time, though, I came to realize that I was never going to be the best runner. Still, I was a very good runner, and I had a lifetime’s worth of athleticism woven deep into my bones. I started to think, How could I use the talents I was given—and that I had worked very hard to develop? I realized that I wanted to build my life around athletics—and that I wanted to help other people realize their own potential.

			I quit my job, perks and all, and took a part-time one working the front desk at the University of Colorado Health Sciences Center fitness facility. I made a grand seven bucks an hour. Some people told me to “grow up,” that I was following the wrong path. Forget them, I thought. I took classes in physiology, anatomy, biomechanics, and nutrition. I traveled to the U.S. Olympic Training Center in Colorado Springs and earned my credentials as one of the first USA Triathlon coaches. While still working at the fitness center, I began coaching one athlete, then another. Soon I
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