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			To my parents, Russom and Awetash, who sacrificed their own lives to seek better opportunities for their children.

			To Amoy Letemichael and Dr. Luigi Brindicci, who made a lot of the family journey possible. Without your big hearts, none of our successful results would have been possible. Rest in peace, Amoy.

			To my brothers and sisters, who supported and understood my crazy schedule. I missed out on a lot, but now you know why.

			To my wife, Yordanos, and our children, Sara, Fiyori, and Yohana. You are my inspiration.

			To my classmates, teammates, teachers, coaches, and friends, and the people in the medical field who encouraged and challenged me to be my best in every aspect of life. Now these lessons are shared with others.
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			INTRODUCTION

			The first thing I see is the finish line behind me.

			For a moment, I’m confused. Why am I lying on the ground with my head cradled in my hands? Then I remember: I’ve just finished the 2017 New York City Marathon and have collapsed in exhaustion.

			In that moment I’m flooded by thoughts. I think about how I started my marathon career crossing this very finish line fifteen years earlier, and how after that first one I said I’d never run another. I think about changing my mind and trying the marathon again. I think about winning an Olympic silver medal in 2004, about a marathon in 2007 that almost ended my career, about coming back stronger than ever to win New York in 2009, about the bad marathons that almost caused me to quit the sport, about resolving to give it one more shot—and the redemption that came by winning Boston one year after the bombings there. It hits me that I’ve just completed my twenty-sixth marathon—one for each mile of the race, to end my professional running career.

			
			For the first few seconds after finishing, I’m fine. Then I realize I’m shaking and am about to hit the ground hard. My instincts tell me to protect my head. I slump to the road like it’s a bed, with my hands like a pillow. Then I’m unconscious.

			When I come to, my main thought is to get up and let everyone know I’m okay. Before I can, my wife, Yordanos, our oldest daughter, Sara, and my good friend Dr. Andy Rosen come to the rescue. They and others try to lift me. I’ve never felt so heavy in my entire life. Once I’m on my feet I see our other daughters, Yohana and Fiyori, and my parents. People take turns keeping me stable. Pretty soon we find my brother and manager, Hawi, and my longtime coach and mentor, Bob Larsen. As I stagger around, the team that unceasingly supported me throughout my marathon career is now doing so literally. I think about how the marathon really is a metaphor for life. I’ve given my all, today and over the course of twenty-six marathons.

			
				LESSONS LEARNED

				Emil Zatopek, the only runner to win the 5K, 10K, and marathon in the same Olympics, said, “If you want to run, run a mile. If you want to experience a different life, run a marathon.”

				Each of my twenty-six professional marathons was not just a race against the top runners in the world, but a learning experience. I emerged from all of my marathons a smarter runner, a better racer, and a wiser person. Every race had moments, challenges, and triumphs that made for a unique learning experience. My goal in this book is to share the key takeaways from each race and show how to make use of those lessons in your own running and life.

				The book is organized by marathon, one per chapter, presented chronologically. The lessons cover everything that contributed to my success, which is to say pretty much everything imaginable—pacing and race tactics, family and faith, nutrition and training, mental toughness and goal setting. I hope you’ll feel like we’re on a run together as I give an inside look at my marathon career and provide equal doses of inspiration and practical advice.

			

			
				
				RUN TO WIN

				The undercurrent running throughout this book is my “run to win” philosophy.

				“Run to win” doesn’t mean always trying to finish first. Even for elite runners, finishing first is the exception, not the rule. I broke the tape at only three of my twenty-six marathons. Sure, I hoped to and tried to win most of them, but when I placed something other than first, I was content as long as I had “run to win” in the broader sense.

				What do I mean? Simply that “run to win” isn’t about finishing first, but about getting the best out of yourself.

				I started using this philosophy long before I became a marathoner. When I was a high school sophomore in San Diego, my Sunday routine started with church, followed by a trip to the house of Steve and Gail Van Camp. Their daughters, who were runners, were my academic tutors. They would help with my homework, especially English. Then I would mow the Van Camps’ lawn, and I’d join the family for dinner, usually spaghetti. Over dinner Dr. and Mrs. Van Camp would ask me about my schoolwork and upcoming competitions. We would discuss my goals for the races. How fast did I think I could run? What would be a good showing? Did I think I could win? Who are the key contenders? It was homework on top of homework.

				Thinking about my races that way helped me broaden my definition of success. I realized that it could be just as satisfying to finish fifth instead of first if I could honestly say I’d given my best. Setting personal records took on new meaning, because they were indisputable evidence that I had done better than I ever had at a particular distance. With the Van Camps’ help, I learned how to evaluate my performances in less-objective situations than a timed race on the track, including ones outside running.

				
				This philosophy meshed well with Coach Larsen’s approach once I got to UCLA and started working with him. As a college coach, Bob was overseeing the training and racing of dozens of athletes in different events. There’s a great range of ages and abilities among college athletes; many people who were stars in high school struggle once they find themselves in the middle of the pack. Coach Larsen was great at getting everyone to think about what success would mean for them, regardless of how others performed. Being a UCLA Bruin also meant learning from legendary basketball coach John Wooden. He said, “Success is peace of mind, which is a direct result of self-satisfaction in knowing you made the effort to become the best of which you are capable.”

				I carried that mind-set into every marathon I ran. It was key to the many successes I had in my career, and it helped me through some very rough times. I hope that this book inspires you to “run to win” on your terms, in running and in life.
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				KEY LESSON

				Marathoners always need to be grounded in reality.

			

			“I don’t want to do this ever again.”

			That’s part of the entry from my running log for November 3, 2002, the day I ran my first marathon. The race was an inauspicious start to my marathon career. I knew that a lot of people say “Never again!” after marathons, but I was sincere. Running the last 10K at my easy run pace, despite great preparation and mental fortitude, was just utterly unsatisfying. I felt defeated by the distance.

			Obviously, I didn’t end up in the one-and-done club. Still, at one point in each of my twenty-six marathons as a pro I asked myself, “Why am I doing this?” (Yes, even when I won Boston.) I eventually learned that it’s always going to hurt, but most of the time you can come out of that absolute pit. When you’re conditioned properly and your body and mind are on the same page, it’s a beautiful thing. Eventually I learned that the marathon can be the most satisfying event in running. It can even be fun.

			
			I didn’t have that experience the first time. When I hit the Wall after 20 miles, it was hard to override all of my negative thoughts. I like to say I got my PhD in marathoning that day. The theme of my dissertation: You need to base what you do on race day in reality, not fantasy.

			
				A NEW CHALLENGE

				I have always set ambitious goals. I thrive on accomplishing one difficult task and using it as a stepping-stone to another. That’s how I came to be on the starting line of the New York City Marathon in 2002. I had started with the usual high school distance events of 1600 and 3200 meters (just short of 1 and 2 miles), moved up to the 5K and 10K in college, and started running longer road races after I became a pro in 1998. The marathon was the next logical step.

				I had always been told my future was as a marathoner, even when, as a high school runner, my self-image was that I was a miler. One of my high school advisors, Ron Tabb, was a former elite marathoner who placed second at the 1983 Boston Marathon. He could see that my efficient running form, willingness to put up with a lot in training and racing, mental toughness, and tactical smarts would suit me well over 26.2 miles. After I set the American record for 10,000 meters in 2001, I wanted to see what the marathon was about. Coach Larsen, who had worked with many top marathoners, was excited about my potential.

				Logistically, 2002 was a good time to debut. It was in the middle of an Olympic cycle and there were no track and field world championships, which are held every two years, in the years before and after the Olympics. Running New York would give me experience at the distance against a top international field on a challenging course. Plus, it’s on everyone’s bucket list to visit the Big Apple. That experience would give Coach Larsen and me insight on whether the marathon might be a good event for me to target for the 2004 Olympics. I would be twenty-seven on race day in New York, around the age that the conventional wisdom of the time said that distance runners are at their prime. (I’m proud to be among those who eventually proved that marathoners can thrive long after their late twenties.)

				
				The switch from 10K training to marathon training wasn’t a drastic change for me. I already did 20-mile runs on a regular basis, starting in college. I extended the distance of my long runs before New York, topping out with a 26- and a 27-miler so that I knew I could go the distance. Long runs of the marathon distance or farther became a regular part of my training for subsequent marathons when I was healthy and had the time to build up to them gradually. Doing runs that meant being on my feet for longer than I would be on race day helped me physically and psychologically. Overall, my training for New York was ideal, with a highest-mileage week of 125.

				This was the first time I implemented practices that became standard throughout my marathon career. I monitored my weight. I tracked my heart rate on runs. I did a lot of self-care work and got a lot of professional physical treatment. All of these measures aimed to help me hold up to the stress of marathon training. When focusing on 10Ks, I had a few really hard days each week. Marathon training was more of a day-in-and-day-out grind, of steadily accumulating mileage and hard but not all-out workouts. I wanted to stay on top of my recovery so that I could absorb the training and not get injured.

				Good recovery was especially important during my training in Mammoth Lakes, California, which sits at an altitude of just under 8,000 feet. It’s easier to get run down at high elevations than at sea level, because your body is under extra stress from the limited oxygen. That’s what makes altitude training effective—once you get accustomed physically and mentally to the more difficult conditions, racing at sea level is easier. For the rest of my career, I spent at least part of every year at Mammoth Lakes as a key part of my preparation.

				
				I broke up the training with a fair amount of racing. I won national titles on the road and track and in cross-country that year. As late as September, just two months before New York, I placed fourth in the World Cup 5000-meter final in Madrid, Spain. On a personal level, having the range to compete over many distances and on many surfaces was important to me. Shorter races and the training needed to do well in them are compatible with marathon training, regardless of how fast you run. The different types of workouts make you a more complete runner; being efficient at 5K and 10K race pace makes marathon pace feel easier. But not too easy—after a 15-mile tempo run at marathon pace, I asked my teammate Deena Kastor, “How am I supposed to keep this five-minutes-per-mile pace for another eleven miles?”

			

			
				CAN’T FIGHT THE FEELING

				Despite my training and talking with experienced marathoners, I was surprised by how easy the early miles were. I was used to running 5Ks and 10Ks, where you’re breathing hard and concentrating on keeping up your pace almost from the start. Now I was focusing on the opposite—not running too fast. The excitement of the day and my pre-race taper made the first several miles feel like I was on a training run, not in the lead pack of the world’s largest marathon running faster than 5:00 per mile. It was hard not to feel a little like I was cheating as we passed halfway in 1:03:48. I knew there was a long way to go, but I felt like I could hold this pace forever.

				
				Coach Larsen and I had heard all about miles 17–19 on First Avenue in Manhattan. It’s often a key stretch of the race. You come off the Queensboro Bridge, with its rise and fall and crosswinds, to a wide road with a gentle downhill slope. First Avenue occurs at the point in many marathons where the first big moves of the race are made. The moves tend to be much more aggressive at that point in New York because it’s the fastest part of the course. I was under strict orders from Coach Larsen to keep my cool.

				I was running near Mark Carroll of Ireland, who I knew from racing against in college, when the moves started. That year’s Boston Marathon champion, Rodgers Rop of Kenya, was up front pushing the pace. Mark held back. Me, well, I ignored my coach’s advice and got up with the leaders. Then I took the lead. I ran a 4:40 mile, then a 4:30 mile, more like 10K pace than marathon pace. I felt great!

				One reason I went to the lead: the huge crowds that line First Avenue. I had never experienced their combination of loudness and energy before, even in the 83,000-person stadium at the 2000 Olympics in Sydney, Australia. On First Avenue, the crowds are right there at your level, crammed close to the road, all shouting over each other for three straight miles. I could hear my name being called, I could hear “USA! USA!” I thought, “All right, this is kind of fun. This marathon thing is for me.”

				My move winnowed the lead pack to Rop, me, and two others. I told myself I had a shot at winning and that, at worst, I’d finish fourth. A little before mile 20, I took off my beanie, gloves, and arm warmers and threw them to the side of the road. I tossed a cup of water on my head. It was finally time for the real racing to start.

			

			
				
				TWENTY MILES IS HALFWAY

				I ran my first marathon in the racing shoes I used for shorter road races. The lighter the better, I figured. And that was true for much of the race—but as we left the excitement of First Avenue and still had 10K to go, I started to realize otherwise. The lack of cushioning became a hindrance, not a help. I was now feeling the ground much more with every step. I felt like I was stomping into the road rather than getting a nice quick pop with each step, as I had been just a couple of miles earlier. After the race my father told me he’d thought I needed more-cushioned shoes to go 26.2 miles, but he didn’t want to tell me beforehand so as to not put negative thoughts in my head.

				Unfortunately, I was quite capable of having negative thoughts all by myself. By mile 22 I lost contact with the lead pack. I realized I wasn’t going to win. I focused on holding on to fourth place. But I was slowing drastically. It felt like people were passing me right and left, even though “only” five did by the finish.

				Mark Carroll caught up to me right after we entered Central Park, with a little more than 2 miles to go. He said, “Come on, Meb.” I said, “Mark, go ahead. I’m finished. I’m done.”

				It was a surreal experience. I’d never struggled at the end of a race while being able to speak in complete sentences. To be not out of breath but unable to pick up the pace was just something completely foreign to me, with my background in shorter races on the track. My mind said “go” and my body said “oh no.” Later I likened it to having someone come to buy your car, only for the car to not start for the first time in months. Things were working fine just a little while ago; now nothing was happening.

				
				The mental strain was also novel to me. In a 5K or 10K I had lots of experience of talking myself through tough situations, such as “Get through this lap and then you have only two more to go.” On the streets of New York I was able to do that for a mile or so. But that got me only to the 23-mile mark. I still had more than 5K, and all of the Central Park section, to go. The negative thoughts fed on each other and made my physical duress that much worse.

				I wound up running the final 10K in a little under 37 minutes, or just under 6:00 per mile, close to my normal training pace. I finished in 2:12:35. That’s a solid debut if your only concern is time, but I’ve always been about competing for place. That part of the experience stung. Rop won in 2:08:17, and Mark was sixth in 2:10:54. In other words, Rop covered the last 10K more than four minutes faster than me, and Mark had put more than a minute and a half on me in just the last 2 miles. My time was also 35 seconds short of the Olympic “A” standard in the marathon. So if I did want to consider the event for the 2004 Games, I would need to run another one and finish under 2:12.

			

			
				MISTAKES WERE MADE

				Not that I had any interest in the 2004 Olympic Marathon, or any other marathon, after finishing. I was cold, stiff, exhausted, and mentally drained. My parents were present, and they felt sorry for me. My father tried to defrost me by massaging my legs. My mother simply said, “You don’t need to do marathons.” I couldn’t argue with that.

				That evening I did my usual post-race analysis. My choice of shoes was one mistake. Getting rid of my gloves, hat, and arm warmers was another. It certainly didn’t help that I threw water on my head in 38-degree weather. That move and the lack of clothing really came back to bite me after I hit the Wall. Over the last 10K I was running about a minute per mile slower than earlier in the race, so I wasn’t producing as much heat. As I got colder I tightened up that much more.

				
				My biggest mistake, however, was ignoring all the advice I’d received about holding back before mile 20 no matter how good I felt. It was unrealistic of me, in my first marathon, to be the aggressor on First Avenue and not think there would be negative consequences. Certainly, if you ignore reality in a 5K, you’ll pay for it. If you make the common mistake of running the first half mile much faster than you can sustain for 3.1 miles, you’ll pay back that time gain, and then some, in the last mile. But that final mile won’t be one of the most miserable experiences of your life, and you won’t be sore and exhausted, and possibly injured, in the following days.

				In New York, I learned that expending your energy too early in the marathon has a far greater cost. I wrote in my log, “Be ready for a move at mile 24, not 16.” Now I tell people that if you can pick it up the last mile of a marathon you’ve done a good job of rationing your resources. Being able to do that means you won’t be dragging the several previous miles, you’ll finish passing people, and you’ll end on a high note that will whet your appetite for more.

				I had the opposite experience that first time. Finishing New York was the hardest thing I’d ever done in running. I was prepared physically, and enjoyed that part of the process. I made a huge mental error that led to more suffering than seemed necessary. Overall, putting all that effort into a race that could go so wrong so quickly just didn’t seem worth it.

				The next day I felt the same. (Mentally, that is; physically, I felt even worse.) I thought, “Why?! Why would I want to do that again? It’s not fun, it’s not satisfying, it’s not healthy.” Being a student of the sport, I knew that “never again” was a common pledge after a marathon and that it was often broken. Coach Larsen said, “I’ve heard that one before.” But I meant it.

				
				As the days went by I remained disenchanted with the marathon. Then I took a trip that changed my perspective on the race, and as a result changed my life.
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				KEY LESSON

				You don’t have to swing for the fences in everything you do. Cruise control can be an effective, low-stress way not only to run your fastest but to reach your full potential in many areas of life.

			

			Two weeks after my first marathon, I traveled to Eritrea with my mom. It was the first time I’d been back to the land of my birth since we left when I was ten years old. That reconnection with my past wound up playing a huge role in my future.

			I saw how hard daily life is for most people in Eritrea, especially in the rural areas like the one where I grew up. People get water from wells that might be miles away. They’re constantly looking for wood to build fires for cooking and heat. They drive teams of donkeys loaded up with hay through mountains, sometimes doing so by moonlight.

			
			It’s not that I’d forgotten these things from my childhood. But seeing them so soon after running my first marathon in one of the world’s greatest cities was striking. People in Eritrea live like this, day in and day out, just to survive, I told myself. I thought about what I’d experienced in my marathon. That was temporary discomfort, I realized, not permanent pain. Also, I told myself, I had a choice—nobody put a gun to my head and said, “You have to run a marathon or finish it.” The people I saw in Eritrea had no choice in how they spent their days. So yes, I’d been miserable for maybe forty minutes in my debut marathon, but I had no room to complain. My experiences in Eritrea helped me realize I could go through temporary pain again for another chance to see if I could succeed in the marathon. I realized I should give the distance another shot.

			Why the marathon? Why didn’t I see how hard life in Eritrea is and rededicate myself to being the best 10K runner I could be? For one thing, I wanted to be the Haile Gebrselassie of the United States. Like Haile, from Ethiopia, who set world records at distances from 2000 meters indoors to the marathon, I wanted to be a versatile runner. I wanted to be the best American on the track, in cross-country, and on the roads. Being a complete runner like Haile meant running the marathon. I think rededicating to the marathon was also influenced by the experience of running so well for the first 21 miles in NYC. There was a lot of potential; it just needed to be polished. And if you can succeed in the marathon, it’s more financially lucrative and much more popular than the track.

			My time in Eritrea also helped me see the marathon as more than just another race. More than any other event, the marathon is about tenacity, durability, and trying daily to get the best out of yourself. Those are qualities that people around the world can relate to, whether you’re an Eritrean struggling to feed your family or an American trying to be a good parent and get ahead at work. As with life, the marathon can involve pain and agony, but it can also bring rewards of exhilaration and achievement for persevering. I wanted to return to the marathon not only to challenge myself but also, I hoped, to accomplish things that would inspire others to try their best in running and life.

			
				
				SEEKING THE STANDARD

				I came home from six weeks in Eritrea fired up. The Boston Marathon was three months away, and I told Coach Larsen I wanted to do it. “What got into you?” he asked in response. I told him about my realization in Eritrea. I was young, I was fit, I was eager to do what I’d told myself I should be doing. Plus, even then, the Boston Marathon was always in my heart. In 2002 I almost purchased a house in Claremont, California, a mile from San Diego’s Mission Bay Park, because I thought the hills in the area would prepare me for the Boston course. I even offered $7,500 over the asking price because I was convinced this was where I could train properly for Boston. (Never mind that I hadn’t even seen the Boston course at that time.)

				Coach Larsen reminded me of the big picture. The 2004 Olympic Marathon Trials would be held in February 2004 in Birmingham, Alabama, with the top three finishers representing the United States at that summer’s Olympics in Athens, Greece. But there was a caveat: The United States could send three men in the event only if all three had run under the Olympic “A” standard of 2:12:00. That seems straightforward, but in 2000, when the same rules were in effect, the United States had sent only one man (and, it turned out, one woman) to the Sydney Olympics. Both of the Trials races that year were hot and won in slow times. USA Track & Field, the sport’s governing body, had a policy that the winners of the Trials would go to Sydney even if they didn’t have the “A” standard. Going into the Trials, neither of the races’ eventual winners, Rod DeHaven and Christine Clark, had the “A” standard, and they didn’t achieve it in the Trials.

				
				What this meant four years later was that it was crucial to have the “A” standard before the Trials. You didn’t want to count on the Trials race being fast enough to attain it there, especially because Trials marathons are always about place, not time. So now that I was going to give the marathon another try, the main goal in my next one was to run faster than that “A” standard of 2:12:00. I’d fallen 35 seconds short in my debut. Coach Larsen told me that Boston was a tough course, and the weather was often detrimental to running fast. He convinced me to temper my newfound enthusiasm and wait until the fall to run the Chicago Marathon, a race known for its flat course and fast times.

			

			
				RUNNING ON CRUISE CONTROL

				Meeting my goal in Chicago meant running differently than I had in almost every race of my life. No matter what distance, I had always run to win or compete with the leaders as well as I could. That was even my approach when I ran my debut marathon in New York. Although I struggled mightily at the end of that race, I didn’t regret going in with a “run to win” mind-set. I just went about trying to win the wrong way, by pushing too soon.

				In Chicago, my approach would be different: I was there solely to run faster than 2:12. With the leaders aiming for a time more like 2:05, I would let them go from the start and run my own race. My second marathon wound up being my most unusual for this reason. It was the only one of twenty-six where even before the start I knew I’d make no effort to run with the leaders.

				
				The race organizers arranged a pacer to help me meet my time goal. Godfrey Kiprotich of Kenya was an accomplished road racer at shorter distances who was finishing out his career as a pacer, or rabbit, in marathons. The plan was for Godfrey to run with me for the first 16 miles or so at slightly faster than 2:12 marathon pace. After that he would step off the course and it would be up to me to stay on pace for the last 10 miles.

				The early miles went as planned. It was odd—and, I admit, a little difficult—to watch the lead group separate themselves from Godfrey and me almost immediately. I reminded myself why I was there, to get that Olympic “A” standard, and that I’d have plenty of other chances to race like I usually did.

				After about 8 miles, Godfrey said his hamstring felt tight and that he was going to end his rabbiting early. He said he was supposed to be a pacer at the New York City Marathon a few weeks later and didn’t want to risk getting a big injury before. So now I would be running the last 18 miles, not the last 10, by myself.

				I didn’t really mind doing so, to be honest. I had my watch set to show each mile split rather than the total time. If you run 5:00 per mile for a marathon, you finish in just over 2:11. Running that pace on the flat streets of Chicago, at sea level, felt very easy after having done long tempo runs at that pace at altitude in hilly Mammoth Lakes. After Godfrey stopped running with me, the biggest challenge was not going too fast. Sometimes I would run a 4:50 mile and think, “Too fast, slow down.” Then I might run a 5:10 and think, “Oops, too slow, pick it up a little.” Occasionally I struggled to get in the right 5:00-per-mile rhythm.

				But mostly I enjoyed myself, running what felt more like a tempo run than a race. I kept holding back, holding back, mindful of my New York City experience of hitting the Wall from pushing the pace too soon. I was thinking only about the finish line and the clock, not whose moves I should cover, whether to surge to try to break up the pack, all those things that I usually think about when competing. Although I moved up from fourteenth at halfway to eventually finish seventh, even those late-race passes were different—they just sort of happened while I went about chasing my time goal, rather than me fighting to overtake someone after spotting him up ahead of me.

				
				Like I said, I was looking only at my mile splits, not the total time. So it wasn’t until the final stretch, when I saw the finish line clock, that I realized how close I was to breaking 2:10. I finished in 2:10:03, more than two and a half minutes faster than a year earlier in New York City. I was ecstatic. I’d easily met my time goal, and by a large margin while feeling comfortable the whole way. The run felt so much more like a tempo run than a race that I did a ten-minute cool-down jog. I thought, “Hey, I guess the marathon can be fun!”

			

			
				LEARNING FROM HOLDING BACK

				Although I never ran another marathon this way, my run in Chicago taught me a lot. I greatly improved my best time despite not going all out. (In fact, my time was the fastest by an American for the year.) This result drove home that patience is a virtue in marathoning and in life. I realized it’s possible to achieve great things by staying controlled instead of always swinging for the fences. Sprinters talk about relaxing and letting the speed come out. They mean that they can only reach their potential by not straining, both mentally and physically.

				That’s true in so many parts of life. Doing your best means being dedicated to putting in the work, dedicated to meeting your goals. Often the most effective way to do that is to quietly but consistently go about your business at a sustainable level. Our society tends to celebrate those who take that one bold chance, who risk everything at one do-or-die moment. Sure, that can lead to amazing results. But we usually don’t hear about the people who act that way and fail. In much of life, the better approach is that of a patient investor, steadily building assets over time, as opposed to going for extraordinary returns and risk crashing.

				
				I really internalized this lesson in training. Chicago built my confidence that if I stayed relaxed and did solid work week after week after week, great things would be possible. I’ve trained with people who ran amazing workouts but were seldom able to run races at the same level of quality. After Chicago, I was never again someone who tried to get a gold medal for workouts. Always pushing as hard as you can is more likely to lead to injury or being overtrained than to peak performance. The repeated right efforts are what bring results and confidence. When I’m asked the secret to my success, I often say there is no secret, but the key is consistency. If I regularly got in my key workouts of long runs, tempo runs, and intervals at a good-but-not-amazing level, I felt like I could compete with anybody in the world. And that was exactly what I intended to do at the following year’s Olympics in Athens.

				But I’m getting ahead of myself. First I had to make the Olympic team at the Trials race in February. Having achieved the “A” standard in Chicago, I could return to my usual approach, competing against others, at the Trials. After a short break from running after Chicago, I began my buildup for the Trials in Birmingham. I was feeling fit and confident.

				That feeling didn’t last.

			

		

	
		
		
			
			
				
					[image: Marathon # 3 2004 Olympic Marathon Trials (Birmingham, Alabama) February 7, 2004 place  2nd time  2:11:47]
				

			

			
				KEY LESSON

				Underpromise and overdeliver.

			

			Before big races you’ll often hear elite runners publicly state ambitious goals. They’ll say they’re going to win, or run a really fast time, or beat a certain person. You might do this in your own running or in other parts of your life, telling anyone who will listen that you’re going to run a personal best in your next half marathon, or get your dream job, or lose 20 pounds. The idea is that sharing “reach” goals with many people makes the goal more real to you and makes you more accountable to others. You’ll be a lot more likely to stick with your diet, the thinking goes, if you know a lot of people will be seeing whether you look slimmer.

			That’s never been my approach. Of course I set really big goals—I started almost every race of my life thinking that I had a shot to win. But I never talked like that in pre-race interviews. Before I won the 2014 Boston Marathon, I told a handful of close associates soon before the race that I would be running for the victory. But I didn’t even tell my brother Hawi, who is also my manager!

			
			Another high-profile instance of applying this idea to running is when I set the American record for 10,000 meters in May 2001. The period before the race was my first extended training stint at altitude. There, because there’s less oxygen in the

			
			
			
			
				A PERSONAL RECORD, THEN PANIC

				
				
				
				
				
				
				
			

			
				
				RACING INTO THE UNKNOWN

				
				
				
				
				
				
				
			

			
				
				RACING INSTINCTS KICK IN

				
				
				
				
			

			
				
				DO IT, THEN SAY IT
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