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“Sarah Lavender Smith has long been one of trail running’s finest and most insightful writers, and her first book, The Trail Runner’s Companion, ties everything together for all trail runners, from newbies to veterans and all abilities in between. She expertly and empathetically describes how one should train, eat, drink, and think while becoming a trail runner. But perhaps most importantly of all, she tells us what it means to be a trail runner—why this journey, in her words, ‘all the way up to the summit and back down,’ is worth the effort. If you already are a trail runner, The Trail Runner’s Companion will make you want to become a better trail runner. If you aren’t yet a trail runner, The Trail Runner’s Companion will make you want to become one.”—John Trent, longtime ultrarunner, race director, Western States 100-Mile Endurance Run board member, and award-winning sportswriter

“Sarah has really nailed it. From gear to nutrition to lingo, it’s everything a budding trail runner needs to get going and thrive on trails.”—Magdalena Boulet, 2015 Western States 100-Mile Endurance Run Champion and 2008 US Olympian

“Sarah Lavender Smith is a prolific runner, writer, and adventurer, and her new book is the definitive work on all things related to running on that majority of Earth’s surface unpaved by the hands of man. Whether you’re an elite athlete looking to tackle a multi-day race through the wilderness, or a first-timer seeking to venture onto less tamed pathways, The Trail Runner’s Companion is an indispensable resource for all your needs and something that belongs on every runner’s bookshelf.”—Dean Karnazes, ultrarunner and New York Times bestselling author

“The Trail Runner’s Companion will guide a newbie trail runner to success while being comprehensive enough that a veteran trail runner can glean many useful tips. Sarah blends her own trail-running savvy with knowledge from well-known experts. Beyond being chock-full of practical advice, the book nicely captures the ethos of trail running and the mindset of the trail-running community. Sarah peppers the advice with personal anecdotes, which keeps the book relatable and entertaining to read.” —Pam Smith, MD, 100K national champion, Angeles Crest 100-mile course record holder, and 2013 Western States 100-Mile Endurance Run champion

“The Trail Runner’s Companion is a must for runners looking to hit the trails! With humor and insight, Sarah provides practical and time-tested tools for success with trail running. Whether you are brand new to trails, or preparing to tackle an ultramarathon, Sarah’s book will be a tremendous resource.” —Cory Reese, author of Nowhere Near First and columnist for UltraRunning magazine

“The Trail Runner’s Companion is an excellent resource for those just entering the wacky world of ultras, as well as for those looking to sharpen their skills, improve times, and reduce injury. Through Sarah’s anecdotes that precede each chapter, we’re able to immediately put into perspective and vision the lesson we’ll be learning and how it relates to real life. Her tips for success—honed over two decades of running and racing—are excellent reminders of what we need to do to be more successful when the gun fires. Great resource.” —Eric Schranz, host and writer at UltraRunnerPodcast.com
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INTRODUCTION



MY JOURNEY FROM ROAD TO TRAIL


In 2005, one month before I turned thirty-six, i lined up for a marathon unlike anything I’d ever experienced, with runners unlike any I’d ever met.

My road-racing experience made me familiar with the crush of bodies standing in starting corrals in big-city races. I had felt the stress and thrill of ticking off 6:20 miles to get under forty minutes at a 10K, and I’d worked on breaking 3:10 at the marathon because I wanted to “BQ like a man”—that is, qualify for the Boston Marathon under the men’s standards for my age group.



[image: I DISCOVERED A PASSION FOR TRAIL RUNNING IN 2005. THIS PHOTO SHOWS ME A YEAR LATER, IN 2006, RUNNING IN THE HILLS ABOVE BERKELEY, CALIFORNIA. CREDIT: COREY RICH]

This marathon, however, featured no starting corrals or pacing groups, no long lines, no purple Team-in-Training singlets, no rock bands, no balloon arches, and no earnest-looking runners doing strides to warm up for a fast start.

Instead, I encountered fewer than 150 people in an oak grove off a dirt road at the base of Mount Diablo, a double-peaked mountain that rises some 3,000 feet from its base and offers escape from suburban sprawl about 30 miles east of San Francisco.

These runners looked relaxed and checked out each other’s gear while asking about friends, family, and recent or upcoming races. Many wore bandanas around their necks—for wiping off sweat and getting wet to cool off—and fabric coverings over their shoe openings for keeping out dirt and pebbles. One bearded guy wore threadbare denim cutoffs and carried two water bottles with handles made from duct tape.

Snippets of conversation floated by that referenced depleting, “epic” runs.

I looked at my 20-ounce handheld water bottle with a tiny pocket that contained only two energy gels. Did I have enough water? Calories?

Accustomed to water stops every 2 to 3 miles in marathons, I didn’t give much thought to carrying water or food. But the day’s temperature was rising, and the first 5 miles up switchbacks looked like a monstrous climb on the course’s elevation profile.

A man with a bullhorn called people over to an open gate, which would serve as the makeshift starting line. He asked the group, “How many of you are doing the marathon?”

About one-third of us raised our hands, which generated polite applause.

“And how many of you are doing the 50-miler?”

A much louder cheer went up. Suddenly, being in the marathon felt like being in the kiddie pool—and I wanted to dive in and swim with the big kids!

Several runners deferentially lined up behind one person in particular—a tall guy with curly hair and a headband who stood a few feet away, smiling and gesturing for others to get up in front with him.

At that point, I realized I was starting a race with the country’s top male ultrarunner, Scott Jurek, the six-time winner and record-holder of the Western States 100-Mile Endurance Run. It turns out it’s typical at races like these for the so-called “elites” to hang out and start with the mid- and back-of-the-pack-ers, given the “we’re all in this together” vibe. Jurek was there to complete the 50-miler as a mere training run. (Two months later, he’d go on to win his seventh consecutive Western States 100.)

The race director briefly explained the course markers that we were supposed to follow, but I failed to pay attention because I was so in awe of being in the presence of Scott Jurek and so disoriented by the unceremonious race start.

Without warning or fanfare, the director counted down from ten to one and said, “Go!”

We all started running comfortably, many around me continuing their conversations. It felt more like a casual group run than a race. Should I go faster? Should I slow down? What was I doing running in plain view of Scott Jurek’s heels?

I had no idea how my first trail marathon would unfold, nor did I realize I was starting to follow a branch of the sport that would become my life’s passion.

I took up running almost by accident as a twenty-four-year-old graduate student, with minimal athletic experience as a teen or young adult. I had married my high school boyfriend, and we moved to Berkeley so I could get a master’s degree at the University of California while he started his career as an attorney.

[image: A COMPARISON OF THE MOUNT DIABLO MARATHON’S ELEVATION PROFILE TO THAT OF THE FAMED BOSTON MARATHON.]

Me, a runner? The girl who hated running the required two laps in PE? The one who, in college, smoked Camels and earned the nickname “burrito queen” because I ate a microwaved burrito from the 7-Eleven every day?

My life changed the first Sunday in March 1994 when I watched two friends finish a marathon. Could I do that? The next day I jogged 3 miles, a mile-and-a-half farther than I’d ever run in my life. I felt flush with pride and determination. Running provided a sense of accomplishment and wellness that I needed to counteract the feelings of inadequacy and anxiety that simmered while I was in graduate school. Pretty soon, I became determined to run a whole dang marathon.

At the 1995 Napa Valley Marathon—my first—I averaged a 9-minute/mile pace to finish just under four hours. I was hooked.

In the decade following that marathon, my chubby thighs gained strength and definition, while my lungs, weak from smoking a pack of cigarettes daily as an undergraduate, felt progressively stronger and turbo-charged.

I gave birth to our daughter in 1998 and son in 2001, worked as a reporter and editor, and all the while learned everything I could about road running. Each year revolved around 10Ks and half-marathons that built up to a goal marathon: Big Sur, Chicago, Portland, Los Angeles, California International, Boston. I thought that running 26.2 miles on pavement, and striving to shave a couple of minutes off my time, was the be-all and end-all of running.

During this period, however, something emerged on the periphery of my consciousness and led to that first trail marathon in 2005, which turned out to be another life-changing run.

That “something” was a group of hard-core runners who went farther than I could fathom, mostly on trail.

First, I met the Ann Trason, the fourteen-time winner of the 100-Mile Western States Endurance Run and an inspiration to legions of female trail runners worldwide. Ann lived and ran around our neighborhood near North Berkeley. I would be running a mundane out-and-back 5-miler along a paved road ringing Berkeley’s Tilden Park, and Ann Trason’s lithe body would pop out of a trail and wave hello to me. Later, I found out she ran 25 miles south through the regional parks, on an extensive network of trails I barely knew about, and then she ran back—all in a day’s training run.
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I tentatively began to explore those trails on weekend runs, and met some legit trail runners—men and women (but mostly men) who didn’t care about marathons or track workouts as much as they did about long runs on trails.

On runs and at parties, these runners dropped the names of characters like Tropical John, Speedgoat Karl, Karno, and The Rocket.* They bantered about events such as HURT and AR50. I didn’t know who or what they were talking about but, like an anthropologist studying a tribe, I made mental notes of the details that this subset of runners revealed.

Later, at home, I researched the snippets of information gleaned. I started reading UltraRunning and Trail Runner cover to cover. Long before I became an ultrarunner myself, I became a student of the sport.

Meanwhile, Mount Diablo beckoned. I once ran 13 miles up to the summit, on the paved road, and then got a ride back down in a car—a fact that seems ridiculous now that I’m intimately familiar with the trails to the summit. The paved road is meant for cars and bikes. But, back then, I thought the best route up was the smoothest and most direct. I viewed the uphill half-marathon as a killer cardio workout, not a mountain adventure.

Then I signed up for a half-marathon on some trails that skirted Mount Diablo. I had no idea how to pace a race on dirt with an undulating elevation profile that gained over 1,000 feet. I simply went hard from the start and pushed to the upper ranges of my heart rate for all 13 miles—and to my astonishment, I won. Yes, won. There’s a first time for everything, right? My time was slow compared to my half-marathon road times—one hour, thirty-eight minutes—but the pace proved speedy by trail standards.

Cooling down at the finish line and soaking in the blissful feeling of a strong finish, I couldn’t help wonder: Could I do a marathon here, all the way to Mount Diablo’s summit?

And that’s how I found myself chasing Scott Jurek and other 50-milers in the marathon division of the 2005 Pacific Coast Trail Runs Diablo Marathon—a small, regional event that, like my first-ever 3-mile run in 1994, proved to be a milestone in my evolution as a runner.

The dirt fire road, bordered by manzanita and oak-bay woodlands, steadily climbed, and the runners around me downshifted to a hike. I copied them, swinging my arms and trying to match their pace. Instead of feeling guilty about walking, I realized that hiking in a race like this was the smartest, most efficient thing to do—and it felt good! It stretched out my calf muscles and Achilles tendons, and it kept my heart rate in a sustainable zone.

I stopped caring about the fact that my pace averaged only around 14 minutes per mile on the uphill. I felt liberated from my watch while running more by feel than by time, and I savored this powerful lower gear.

Some 5 or 6 miles up the mountain, we came to the first aid station. A folding table covered with sweet and salty snacks, and liters of Coke and ginger ale, greeted us, staffed by a couple of volunteers who helped runners refill their water bottles. Everyone took time to chat, crack jokes, and thank the volunteers. No one rushed through or grabbed a cup and threw it on the ground.

Feeling hungry, thirsty, and hot, I savored the buffet of goodies and let my cravings be my guide of what to eat. My eyes locked on a paper plate of cut-up PayDay candy bars. I never eat junk like that. But the gooey mix of peanuts and caramel seemed to ignite a primal urge. I grabbed a chunk of PayDay, wolfed it down, took some swigs of Coke, refilled my water bottle, and thanked the volunteers.

The PayDay bar lived up to its name, because five minutes later, I felt like a million bucks. Cruising on a ridgetop fire road, I took in the view of windswept grasses that covered rolling hillsides, which spread out toward the cityscapes and, all the way on the horizon, to the blue of San Francisco Bay. The scenery, mixed with the sugar intake and endorphin rush, made me feel literally and figuratively high, as if I were soaring toward the summit like one of the hawks that circled the peaks.

The trail snaked upward past jagged rock outcroppings, so once again I downshifted to hiking. I was unsure of how many miles I had covered, or what my pace measured, or where I was in relation to the other marathoners—but I didn’t care. Instead, I experienced a mix of feelings that I couldn’t recall in any recent road marathon: Joy. Wonderment. Excitement. Discovery!

I spotted the radio towers marking the summit. So close, yet so far! Just getting to the top felt like a victory, even if I was only halfway through the race.

Reaching the parking lot at the summit, my water bottle empty again, I hungrily greeted a couple of guys manning the aid station and thrust my grubby fist toward another pile of PayDay bars. I felt like a grizzly bear that emerges from hibernation with pent-up energy and a voracious appetite.

“Hey,” said one of the guys, “first woman up!”

I stopped my double-fisted food shoveling and Coke swigging to sputter, “No way! Are you joking?”

“Yeah. A couple of the guys in the marathon and 50 went through, but you’re the first woman we’ve seen.”

Gulp. I felt a twinge of competitive pressure, as if I should drop everything and run to keep the lead. I had felt free from such pressure on the climb to the summit, when it was just me versus the mountain, and I wanted to keep having fun. So I deliberately lingered a little longer to talk with those dudes and admire the summit’s views. Thanking the guys, I ran off with a handful of trail mix to top off my tank.

The trail’s footing turned to loose rock, which my shoes slipped and scuttled over. In some places, the trail became so narrow and overgrown with scratchy brush that I couldn’t see my feet. I just had to plow through the clawing branches and take extra care not to catch a toe and trip.

I imagined what my seven-year-old daughter and four-year-old son would say if they could see my dirty, scratched-up legs and sweat-streaked face, and I laughed out loud. They’ve said it before: “Mom, you’re cray-cray!”

Exhaustion mixed with elation, along with being solo on this relentless trail, made me feel increasingly loopy. With no one around to hear, I burst out singing the commercial jingle from childhood that got stuck on repeat in my head when I ate the candy bar at the aid station: “Sometimes you feel like a nut, sometimes you don’t! Almond Joy’s got nuts, Mounds don’t …”

As the downhill became progressively steep and challenging, I put a lid on the silly song and single-mindedly focused on not falling. Never had I tried to run down something so rugged. I leaned back and eased down rocky chutes that seemed as steep and slippery as a playground slide, grabbing branches to steady myself.

Suddenly something flew into the corners of both eyes and landed on my tongue. Rapidly blinking and gagging, I saw a small cloud of tiny black dots in front of my face, then felt those black dots all over my eyes, ears, arms, and legs. Gnats!

The disgusting swarm of miniature flies blindsided me. I stopped and ridiculously waved my arms, spat, rubbed my eyes, and stripped off my shirt. Shot full of adrenaline, I took off running with fearlessness on the downhill and heard myself singing again, “Sometimes you feel like a nut …”

The midday sun beat down, and I drained my bottle. My watch showed that I had been going for over four hours. Four hours?! That’s longer than my slowest-ever marathon, and I doubted I was even near Mile 20.

A sound in the bushes on the hillside above made me look up. I half expected to see a deer bounding, but instead glimpsed long, brown hair flowing and outstretched arms windmilling through the air. A woman gracefully galloped down the mountain, running over the rocks as smoothly as water flows downstream. Her numbered bib indicated she, too, was in the marathon.

I moved to the side to let her pass. “Good job!” I said with genuine admiration.

“Thanks!” she said, beaming.

I had just relinquished the first-place position, but watching this younger, more skilled woman’s grace and gutsiness made me more inspired than disappointed. I resolved to try to follow and copy her style, as if she were a guide more than the competition. I wanted to emulate her intrepidness and smoothness.

An hour later, we reached flatter terrain on foothills. I lost sight of the lead woman. I lost track of time. All I could muster was a slow jog in granny gear as my skin crisped in the sun and my mouth became parched.

Five hours had passed—much longer, in terms of time, than I had ever run before. Not knowing where the finish line would be, I made myself pick a point in the distance and commit to run to that point without stopping or walking.

“Just make it to that tree … just make it to that course ribbon … you have to finish … you will finish.”

I fantasized about lying down and guzzling cold drinks at the finish line. I was struggling to survive the most challenging marathon of my life. To finish would be to win, regardless of my place.

Finally, I spotted the curve in the canyon and the grove of oaks where we started the race that morning, which seemed like eons ago. The prospect of the finish breathed life into my legs.

Speeding up, another feeling kindled in my chest: that of pride. I had gone all the way up to the summit and back down, for the first time ever, and as hard and as fast as I could! No mere marathon, this had been a test of mental and physical fortitude far more challenging, dramatic, and adventurous than anticipated.

With no one around to watch, I sprinted past trees and bushes in the final stretch and felt more heroic than when I ran past throngs in the final mile of the Boston Marathon. I burst over the finish line with a grand total of about a dozen people watching—the handful of guys who’d finished the marathon, the woman who beat me, the race director, and some volunteers. They applauded and greeted me as if I were a star. The race director hugged me. I high-fived the first-place woman and told her I thought she was amazing.
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A communal picnic ensued. A cooler full of beer beckoned. I could get used to this, I thought, feeling profoundly satisfied from the hard effort and camaraderie. But doing the 50-miler? That’s truly insane!

When I crossed the finish line, the clock read 5:23. Two hours slower than my typical marathon. But in many ways, it was my best marathon time to date.

In the decade following that first trail marathon, I ran a handful of other trail marathons and then graduated to the 50K. The 50Ks became 50-milers, then 100Ks, and then a couple of multiday, self-supported, 170-mile races. Eventually I took the plunge into 100-milers.

I didn’t let go of road racing completely. I returned to the Napa Valley Marathon in 2009 and ran a personal record (PR) in 3:05, and I still run on the roads around our neighborhood throughout the week.

But my heart and legs feel more at home on the trails. I found that trail running feels more peaceful and less pressured. More interesting and less tedious. More humbling, awe-inspiring, and adventurous, and less prone to injury.

I also discovered that trail running seems to nurture the very traits that psychologists and child development experts say lead to success and fulfillment in life—characteristics that, as the mother of two teens, I try to model and instill in my kids. These traits include risk-taking, flexibility, humility, respect, patience, mindfulness, empathy, resiliency, and grit.

Simply put, running long distances on trails made me a better runner—and a better, happier person.

That’s why I wrote this book: To guide others toward this discovery of better running—and better living—through trail running.

Who This Book Is For

In the decade-plus since I took up trail running, the sport has experienced significant growth. The Sports & Fitness Industry Association counted over 8.1 million trail-running participants in 2015, an 8 percent increase over the prior year. Since 2010, the sport has had an annual average growth of 10.4 percent.1

In spite of this growth, most trails are not crowded. You can find trails where you can run for miles and not see another soul. Although some popular trail races fill up quickly or employ a lottery for entry, the sport is open for anybody—and by that I mean any body, of almost any size or age.

I wrote this book for people new to the sport, as well as for experienced runners who seek to improve their skills or try new adventures on the trail. The chapters are organized progressively, from what you need on day one to become a trail runner, to what you need to build your base and develop trail-specific skills, to what you need to stay safe and healthy, and finally, to what you need to successfully race shorter and ultra-distance trail races. A specific goal anchors each chapter.

Thank you for reading The Trail Runner’s Companion. I hope the following pages fill you with energy and desire to find a trail and break into a run, and I hope they empower you with the know-how to successfully complete virtually any trail-running challenge.

Chances are, each trail run will affect you and, over time, subtly change you for the better.
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Footnote

* Tropical John is John Medinger, who holds many influential positions in the sport, including longtime publisher of UltraRunning magazine and president of the Western States Endurance Run board. Speedgoat Karl is Karl Meltzer, winner of the most 100-milers ever and a well-known race director. Karno is Dean Karnazes, a standout in ultrarunning whose 2005 bestseller Ultramarathon Man attracted countless newcomers to running in general and to trail/ultra running in particular. The Rocket is Errol Jones, a well-respected ultrarunner from Oakland who has been racing, pacing, and race directing for several decades.



TRAIN ON TRAILS

CHAPTER 1



BECOME A TRAIL RUNNER

Goal: Adopt a trail runner’s mindset


Running down a shopping district’s sidewalk in Oakland, California, a couple of miles from my home, I weave between people while the sounds of the city—a hiss of brakes from a bus, a beeping of a delivery truck in reverse, a thumping bass line from a radio—fill my ears. Cafe-goers and businesspeople look startled as I breeze by, and I mumble, “Excuse me, sorry,” as my elbows accidentally brush theirs.



[image: I LOVE TO RUN INTO THE FOREST OF REDWOOD REGIONAL PARK IN OAKLAND, CALIFORNIA. THIS IS ONE TRAILHEAD WHERE I FREQUENTLY START A RUN. CREDIT: JENNIFER FOX]

I have to navigate this stretch to reach the relative calm of Lake Merritt, where a pleasant 3-mile paved lakeside loop attracts runners and walkers.

I am a trail runner who trains for ultra-distance races, yet I go on relatively short runs on pavement in an urban setting several times a week when I lack the time to get to a trail in the hills.

I hop off the curb, into the street, and dodge a cyclist who scowls at me. My jaw feels tight, and I’m probably scowling unintentionally, too. Stopping at a red light where cars speed down a freeway off-ramp, I impatiently run in place, jabbing the crosswalk button as if that will make the light turn green sooner. Finally, I make it through the intersection and run along the lake’s flat path, which feels satisfying yet predictable, similar to innumerable other runs here over the years. The smooth, even path feels like a treadmill.

By contrast, my typical run in Oakland’s Redwood Regional Park, in the hills overlooking the city and bay, is marked by quiet solitude and varied terrain. A half-mile from Skyline Gate, the main trailhead, I hang a left off the dirt fire road and plunge down a steep singletrack chute of dirt, rocks, and fallen tree limbs called the French Trail. Running begins to feel like hopscotch, as I lift my feet and hop laterally, and as nimbly as possible, to avoid tripping. An earthy scent from the oak-bay woodlands fills my nostrils. A couple of hikers make their way up the trail, and I make eye contact and say hi, but otherwise the trail is mostly deserted. This solitude makes me feel strong and peaceful, not scared or lonely.

Towering redwood trees, tinged with green from moss and ferny undergrowth, line the trail near the canyon’s bottom. The trail juts upward, as steep as a staircase, and I downshift to hiking. Each swing of my arms melts away tension in my shoulders. When the switchbacks level out, I start running again and speed up because the footing—a spongy mix of dirt and decaying leaves—feels delightfully springy.

The trail’s ups and downs, rocks and roots, and other natural deviations make me run a slow average pace, around 11 or 12 minutes per mile, and my pace varies wildly, from around 7 minutes per mile on the descents to 17 minutes per mile while hiking uphill. Therefore, these 5 miles through the woods will take nearly an hour. If I were running a flat regular road, I could easily run 5 miles in under 40 minutes, or a sub-8-minute pace, and my pace would not vary outside a range of about 7:30 to 8:30 per mile.

But I don’t mind spending an hour to go 5 miles here in this redwood forest. In fact, I want to go much longer than an hour, and I often do. Those feelings of patience and stamina are among the reasons I love trail running.

Why Bother Running on Trails?

You know that running is good for you. But, if both road and trail running improve your health, and you generally run faster on the roads, then why go to the trouble of running on a trail amid nature, especially if it involves a drive to a trailhead?

While both road running and trail running enhance fitness and relieve stress, I believe the trail run offers mental and physical advantages. I credit trail running with making me stronger and less prone to injury, able to go farther, and most important, happier. I’d argue that running on dirt in a natural environment can make you a better person in many aspects of life, insofar as it cultivates character traits linked to happiness and success, such as patience, flexibility, risk-taking, facing one’s fears, resiliency, and grit.

Many runners, when asked their preference of road versus trail, say trail running simply feels better, mentally as well as physically. In 1901, John Muir articulated the peace, energy, and stress relief that the great outdoors can offer: “Climb the mountains and get their good tidings. Nature’s peace will flow into you as sunshine flows into trees. The winds will blow their own freshness into you, and the storms their energy, while cares will drop off like autumn leaves.”

[image: RUNNING IN A NATURAL ENVIRONMENT WILL LIFT YOUR MOOD AND BOOST YOUR VITALITY. CREDIT: HOWIE STERN]

Research supports a link between spending time in a natural environment and enhanced mood. In 2015, Stanford University researchers studied two groups of walkers—one that walked in a woodsy and grassy rural area, another that walked near a heavy traffic corridor in a city—and found the walking group in the natural area had decreased brain activity in a part of the brain associated with a key factor in depression. This suggests that walking through nature can provide a buffer against depression, unlike the same physical activity in an urban environment. These researchers also drew a connection between the rise in urbanization, and the disconnection from nature, with increased rates of depression and anxiety, noting that more than half the world’s population now lives in urban settings.1

“


It’s not just the running or socializing you might do on the trail that makes you feel good. It’s actually getting out in nature that provides the boost to vitality.



An earlier report, published in 2010 in the Journal of Environmental Psychology, concluded: “Studies collectively point to the positive impact of being outdoors and around natural elements on subjective vitality, above and beyond the effects of physical activities or social interactions that can take place in natural settings.”2 In other words, it’s not just the running or socializing you might do on the trail that makes you feel good. It’s actually getting out in nature that provides the boost to vitality.

Additionally, the inherent variability of trail running is beneficial physically, and might help prevent injury. It’s not necessarily the softer surface of a trail that feels better physically; some packed-dirt trails are pretty darn hard, and some studies have concluded that surface hardness doesn’t relate to the incidence of running injury. However, the variety and variability of the surfaces we run on matter.3 Many running injuries are caused not by “overuse” per se, but by the repetitive motion of running with flawed biomechanics; that is, running with an improper or unbalanced form. You’re more likely to do this on a monotonous, smooth road than on a trail, where the natural terrain—with its rocky, rutted surface and greater likelihood of hills—prompts the runner to adjust pace and move subtly in myriad directions, as opposed to treadmill-like repetition of steady pace and unchanging movement.

As the chair of USA Track and Field’s Sports Medicine and Science Committee, Dr. Bob Adams, concluded in an article, it’s best to run on a variety of running surfaces to avoid repetitive use issues that can lead to injury. “The ideal would be to run some on the pavement, some on the trail, and some on the track,”4 he said.

You may be wondering, “But isn’t trail running in the wilderness more risky? Won’t I trip and fall on a tree root or some big rock?” Yes, you might trip and fall on the trail—but you might trip and fall on a sidewalk crack, too, or get hit by a car during a road run. Chapter 6 covers safety essentials, but suffice to say here that I don’t believe trail running is inherently more dangerous than road running. Running solo in a remote area—which we’re more likely to do while trail running—is indeed risky, but those risks can be mitigated.

Road or Trail? The Answer: Do Some of Both!

It’s not my intention to convert road runners exclusively to trails, because all runners do some running and racing on paved roads or track, and this variety is a good and healthy thing. Several notable champion trail/ultrarunners also are elite-level road marathoners, showing that it’s not only possible but arguably advantageous to do both.

Rather, my hope and intent is to show you how to incorporate trail running into your running and fitness routine, and become better at it, so that you discover the joy and adventure of trail running and, in the process, become a better and more satisfied runner.

”


My hope and intent is to show you how to incorporate trail running into your running and fitness routine, and become better at it, so that you discover the joy and adventure of trail running and, in the process, become a better and more satisfied runner.



So, let’s get ready to get on the trail—and let’s start with your head, not your feet.

The First Step: Think and Act Like a Trail Runner

The first thing to realize is this: Trail running is about more than the physical surface you’re running on and the environment surrounding you. It’s a mindset, an attitude, even a culture.

This mindset, and the culture around the sport of trail running, tends to be:

● more flexible than prescribed about pace, elevation change, and terrain

● more adventurous than cautious

● more inclined to run by feel than by data output

● more unplugged than attached to and distracted by devices

● more interested in going long and steady than short and fast

● more friendly than standoffish

● more humble than arrogant

6 Ways to Adopt a Trail Runner’s Mindset

David Laney, of Ashland, Oregon, was named UltraRunning magazine’s 2015 “Ultrarunner of the Year” because of his accomplishments at prestigious, ultradistance trail races. But he also is a 2:17 road marathoner, so it’s safe to say he knows a thing or two about crossing over from road racing to long-distance trail running.

When asked during an interview with UltraRunnerPodcast.com if he had any advice for runners who are just starting to get into trail running, his answer nicely captured the trail runner’s mindset:

“The biggest thing is to just kind of chill,” he said. “The trails are really, really different. The intensity is different, the way it beats you up is different; it’s really fun, but you have to take it slow at first.”5

Beyond “chill,” how can you act and think more like a trail runner? Try these:

1. Be exploratory and even playful during your regular road runs. If you always run the same sidewalk on the same loop around your neighborhood, deviate from the route to explore a side street. Hop off the sidewalk, over the curb, and weave in and out of the street (avoiding traffic, of course) so your sidewalk run incorporates subtle shifts and movements in different directions, as in trail running. If you spot a grassy area, run across it just for fun. If you run past a parking structure, run up the stairwell and down the ramps. Even on a familiar road route, challenge yourself to try new things or go new places while running.

2. Make at least one of your weekly runs a trail run in a mostly natural environment. Over the weekend, plan your schedule of runs and workouts for the coming week; find a time and place to fit in a trail run. Research trails and choose a new one to explore. Make a commitment and look forward to this special run.

3. On both your road runs and trail runs, don’t be distracted by your phone. Turn off its notifications, and pack it away in a pocket or hydration pack rather than carrying it in your hand, so you’re not tempted to look at it and check messages or social media. Also, try running without music. You might find this boring at first. That’s the point: to develop patience and tune into your present surroundings, which can trigger some of your best thinking. Save your music and podcasts for extra-long, multihour runs when it’s OK to tune out for an hour or so (see the sidebar in Chapter 6 for more on how to run with earbuds safely).

4. Pay attention. Cultivate mindfulness—an awareness of your present surroundings. Open your ears and eyes to what’s around you. This is for your own safety, because on trail runs, paying attention is key to avoiding hazards. A keen awareness of your surroundings will help prevent you from bonking your head on a low tree limb or tripping over a root.

5. Minimize the amount you check your GPS during your run. Many runners become addicted to the pace and mileage data on their high-tech watches. On trail terrain, measurements of average pace and cumulative distance are more likely to be inaccurate or lag behind real time. The signals that track your location and speed can be imprecise when you’re in a remote, woodsy environment with steep switchbacks, for example. You may find yourself frustrated if the pace and distance showing on your watch is noticeably different from what you feel to be accurate. Just chill out and ignore what your watch or smart phone GPS app says! Listen to your body instead. But keep your GPS running so that you have a general sense of how far you have gone, and at the end of your run, you’ll have a somewhat precise, but not perfect, tally of your miles and average pace. Don’t worry that you’re going “too slow” if your watch says your pace is a minute or more slower than you anticipated. Aim for less quantifiable, more intuitive efficiency and steadiness on the trail.

6. Smile. Seriously, smiling will help you feel better and run better! When you smile at others or just smile for the sake of smiling, even if you inwardly feel grumpy or fatigued and don’t genuinely want to smile, you are doing at least three beneficial things: spreading your joy and making other people more inclined to be friendly; improving your running form by relaxing your facial muscles and the tension in your upper body; and, increasing your odds of feeling and performing better for the remainder of your run. Think “fake it ‘til you make it”; by smiling and acting positive, even if it’s somewhat faked or forced, you are increasing the likelihood that you actually will feel better. Trail runners “grin and bear it”—that is, they suffer discomfort during their runs with stoicism and humor—and by doing so, they work through those low points.

[image: RELAXING AND SMILING WILL HELP YOU RUN BETTER AND LONGER. CREDIT: JAMES RICHARD KAO]

What Are We Talking about When We Talk about “Trail Running”?

Before you go further on this journey toward better trail running—and, potentially, graduate to ultrarunning—you may wonder what we mean when we talk about “trail running.” Broadly defined, could it mean running down a bike path in a local park?

Not really, and especially not if that bike path is paved. I believe “trail running” is characterized by three main features:

1. An unpaved, natural, off-road surface, such as dirt, sand, or grass

2. Variable, uneven terrain with natural features that can be affected seasonally (for example, a trail might feature mud and stream crossings part of the year)

3. Some elevation gain and loss, sometimes so steep that running cannot be sustained and the runner must hike

Furthermore, running on dirt access roads, such as fire roads, is part of the trail-running experience, because many trails connect through such roads. But true trail running involves running on trails more narrow than a road. Many trail runners favor “singletrack,” a trail wide enough for only a single runner.

You might hear trail runners talk about subcategories of trail running such as “skyrunning,” “fell running,” “mountain running,” and, of course, “ultrarunning.” These all have technical definitions. In a nutshell, this is what they mean:

● mountain running = trail running that takes place in the mountains (as opposed to, say, in a desert or coastal region)

● fell running = similar to mountain running, but growing out of a British tradition of “fell” racing, which places more emphasis on navigation skills and often involves long stretches of cross-country (off trail






















[image: IN 2006, WHEN I STARTED VENTURING OFF ROAD AND ONTO TRAILS MORE FREQUENTLY, I USED OUR REGIONAL PARK’S WEBSITE TO LEARN ABOUT ITS NETWORK OF TRAILS. CREDIT: COREY RICH]

[image: IN THE 2012 MOUNT DIABLO HALF MARATHON TRAIL RACE, I “CHICKED” A LOT OF GUYS, AND IT FELT GOOD! CREDIT: AUTHOR]
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