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FOREWORD

When you first meet him, in his crisp button-down shirts and pressed khaki pants, with his tea drinker’s manners and opera devotee’s charm, Bill Pierce comes across as the college professor and university administrator he is.

What you may not immediately apprehend is that this man is fierce. His trim waistline hasn’t inched up since his days of basketball stardom on high school courts in West Virginia and on three Southern Conference teams at Davidson College. Beneath that Bruce Wayne exterior is a 60-something superhero—an athlete committed to performing puke-inducing workouts, a butt-kicking competitor. Just being with Bill makes you want to stand up straighter, swear off Cheez-Its, and get your lazy self to the track. It’s never anything he says. Always polite and courteous, Bill doesn’t offer unsolicited advice. But when you ask for his help, he gives.

When Bill invited me to come to Furman University to talk to his first-year students who had read my book on running, I said yes. During my visit, when he proposed to measure my body fat, hector me to reach my lactate threshold, and stand beside the treadmill as I maxed out my VO2, I said no freaking way. I was, I thought, beyond caring about my marathon times. My PRs were long behind me.

But spend enough time with him and you will fall under Bill’s spell. You begin to wonder if maybe you could get faster. You resolve to push yourself harder. You want, most of all, not to disappoint him.

Like many humans, I regularly lie to myself about lots of things, including my level of fitness. If I compare myself to most people, I’m doing okay. But I’ve never wanted “most people” to be my control group; I prefer to keep company with those who are excellent. For much of my running life, I’ve done my long runs with younger men. These days, when I tell myself it’s fine that I can’t keep up—they’re younger! they’re men!—I’m lying. It doesn’t feel fine. It sucks.

So after I’d met with the Furman students, I submitted and let Bill’s team perform a battery of expensive tests on me. I whined the whole time and then quailed at the results. The data showed I was not as fit as I wanted to believe. Data, scientists like to remind us, don’t lie. And data don’t give a hoot about our feelings.

Hoots were, however, given by Bill. As he consoled me, he talked about the inevitable downward slither we can expect as we age and reminded me that if you want to run fast, you have to run fast. Bill invited me to come back for one of his FIRST retreats. This time, I said yes, please.

At the retreat, I met a group of people as culturally diverse as they were serious about running. We sat in classrooms listening to engaging lectures and lay relaxed on the bed of the DEXA machine—until we discovered that while we may have looked trim and fit, many of us were padded with pace-slowing fat. We ran on treadmills wearing Darth Vader masks, stopping every few minutes to let otherwise pleasant people stick needles in our fingers. As often happens when folks suffer together, we bonded.

Since I’d spent years writing for magazines about running, I knew much of what we were taught. However, I’d managed to ignore almost everything and implement none of it into my training, which had, by then, deteriorated to the ignoble level of a recreational jogger.

The FIRST retreat made me determined to get faster. Following orders has never been my strong suit, but when Bill agreed to coach me, I found myself thrilled never to have to think about my running. I just did whatever Bill told me to do. The tables in Runner’s World Run Less, Run Faster gave me exact workouts at precise paces. While I occasionally went on unsanctioned dog runs (I had a puppy) and couldn’t resist entering beloved races that were not in my best (training) interest, the satisfaction of completing each tempo run or track workout, and then being able to report to Bill and bask in his approval, made the experience a joy.

And at the age of 50, I ran my fastest marathon in 7 years.

If you believe that you are immune to the ravages of age, well, good luck to you. I hope Santa or the Easter Bunny brings you eternal youth. But if you want to keep running into your dotage and you’re open to receiving help and advice to be able to keep doing what you love, this book is for you.

Here, Bill Pierce and his equally hardcore coauthor, Scott Murr—father to two teenagers and six-time finisher of the Ironman Triathlon World Championships in Kona, Hawaii—tell you what you need to know. Ignore their wisdom at your peril.

Rachel Toor

Professor of Creative Writing

Eastern Washington University
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PREFACE

In 1983, I accepted a position as assistant professor of health and physical education at Furman University in Greenville, South Carolina. As a distance runner, I welcomed the move from beautiful but cold and snowy Idaho to the sunny South. Even with its hot, humid summers, Greenville, located in the Upstate of South Carolina near the foothills of the Blue Ridge Mountains, offers a climate conducive to year-round training and an active running community. I was attracted to Furman because of its emphasis on a required fitness-concepts course for all students. As the department chair since 1984, I have led the institution’s commitment to promote wellness among the students, faculty, and staff. I am gratified by the many members of the campus community who have come to enjoy running, cycling, swimming, and a broad array of fitness activities.

Two members of the Furman community significantly influenced my personal life and professional career. Scott Murr was a senior health and physical education major when I arrived at Furman. He was an outstanding student and a fitness enthusiast. We soon began running and racing together. For 31⁄2 decades we have shared those activities and mutual interests. Three years after I began my teaching at Furman, I hired exercise physiologist Ray Moss. Ray had been teaching at a medical school in Texas and brought a wealth of knowledge and skill to Furman. Almost immediately after arriving at Furman, Ray designed, built, and developed a first-class human-performance laboratory with the fitness-assessment capabilities needed for testing runners’ physiological parameters.

Scott, who joined our faculty after he earned a doctorate in exercise science, Ray, and I spent thousands of hours discussing fitness and training methods over the next 15 years before the three of us founded the Furman Institute of Running and Scientific Training (FIRST).

We established FIRST with an aim of assisting local runners with their training and racing. We launched FIRST by offering four lectures per month free to the public on various aspects of running. Then followed a commitment to volunteer our time as a public service to promote smart training based on our personal experiences and our expertise as exercise scientists. The well-attended lectures brought requests for training programs.

We began sharing our own training schedules with the runners. As the lecture presentations and training schedules for various race distances piled up, I started trying to organize them into a coherent training manual.

It was about that time that Amby Burfoot, then the executive editor of Runner’s World, saw our Web site and contacted me to find out what we were doing. After I described the research studies that we were conducting and our effort to promote running in the community, he said that he would like to visit our campus and learn more about FIRST.

Amby’s visit was a joy. We talked running nonstop for 4 days along with doing workouts together. Any time spent with Amby Burfoot results in a running education. No one in the past 50 years has observed more running competitions, interacted with more world-class runners, interviewed more experts on running, and written more about every aspect of running than Amby Burfoot. He was intrigued with what we were attempting to do because we were not engaging in a for-profit venture. We still aren’t. That is what has made it fun, interesting, and enjoyable for us.

Scott, Ray, and I were confident that our training program based on three weekly run workouts coupled with two aerobic cross-training workouts was effective. However, we decided that before we could tout that program to the public, we needed to test it with a wide range of runners. We spent 3 years conducting three 16-week training programs with female and male runners with ages ranging from twenties to sixties. They were all tested in the human-performance laboratory before and after the training programs. The positive improvement experienced by the runners after following our prescribed regimens gave us proof that even veteran runners could improve by adhering to our program’s specific workouts tailored to their fitness level.

Amby Burfoot interviewed the runners from these research studies. What happened next changed FIRST and our lives like no other event in our professional careers. Amby wrote a six-page feature article in the August 2005 issue of Runner’s World. Never doubt the power of the press. From the day that issue hit the newsstands, we have been contacted continuously by runners from around the world. That is because the article appeared in the European, southern Africa, and Australia/New Zealand editions of Runner’s World, as well as its being posted on the Runner’s World’s Web site. Some folks e-mail us, some call, and others come to Greenville to visit us.

Amby also encouraged us to write a book. I explained that I thought a training manual that I was developing would be adequate, but he insisted it should be a book.

Not long after Amby’s insistence on a book, I was interviewed by Tara Parker-Pope, who was then writing for the Wall Street Journal, for an article about half-marathons. Hours after the article was published, I was contacted by a New York book agent, Barrett Neville, asking if I was interested in writing a book. After conversations with him over the next 2 weeks, we began preparing a proposal. We accepted an offer from Rodale, publisher of Runner’s World, and a year later Runner’s World Run Less, Run Faster was published. Five years later, we updated the book with a second edition. Because the book and the concept have been embraced by so many, we continue to enjoy a widespread relationship with runners.

The book gave us the opportunity to interact with runners from around the world. Whether it is elderly women in India racing in colorful saris or runners equipped with high-tech GPS watches, iPods, compression socks and sleeves, and the latest trendy shoes, runners come in all shapes, sizes, and ages around the globe. I keep trying to understand the reasons behind this soaring popularity.

I have been running for more than 50 years, going back to junior high school track. It has always been fun for me. Whether it was running to see how fast I could get to my grandmother’s house across town, trying to keep up with my big brother racing through the hills of our southern West Virginia home, competing on my college’s cinder track, or racing on the roads for the past 40 years, I have always sought and enjoyed the opportunity to run.

The majority of my more than 50,000 miles of training runs has been with Scott, my brother, Don, or both of them. The three of us have enjoyed miles and miles together. Don is 3 years older and Scott is 12 years younger than I am. When the three of us were in our twenties, thirties, and forties, we were highly competitive with one another, never knowing who might win a race or even one of our training runs. As I said, we were very competitive. Training runs were fun because you never knew when someone would break away and the chase would begin.

We have continued to train together—but not necessarily side by side, as we used to do. Don and I can no longer keep up with Scott. We run on the track at the same time but stick to our own pace. We often add a time handicap to our tempo runs. Scott gives Don and me a few minutes’ head start so that we will all finish at nearly the same time. That keeps a competitive element in our playful running. For our long runs, we impose a distance handicap on the younger Scott. Don and I may run 15 miles while Scott runs 17 miles, which will have us finish the last mile or so together.

The fact is, all three of us have had long running careers and wish to continue our regular training and occasional racing. At the time of publication, I am 67, Don is 70, and Scott is 55. Even sprightly Scott has begun to experience the effects of age on his training and racing. Our conversations today often include thoughts about what we must do to be able to enjoy running into our old age. We want to use our experience, observations, and knowledge to craft a plan that will reduce the likelihood of our having to stop running as so many of our peers have had to do. We remind one another to be smart about our training.

I have run 42 marathons over the past 38 years. Don and I have seen our consistent sub-2:50 times creep gradually to 3:10 to 3:30 to 3:45 until we exceeded 4 hours in the fall of 2015 at the ages of 65 and 68. We have discovered that we are no longer racing the marathon, we are enduring it. Our 20-mile-long training runs were nearly 3 hours in our most recent marathon preparation versus the slightly more than 2 hours of yesteryear. These are significant changes in our training and racing dynamics.

The changes that we have experienced, along with our observations and discussions with many aging runners, led us to rethink smart training. We wish to share with runners age 40 and over how to be smart about their training and to avoid the unhealthy behaviors that many runners adopt as a way to deal with the effects of aging.

One of my favorite aspects of Runner’s World Run Less, Run Faster is that I could guarantee runners that following the program in most cases would improve their fitness and lead to faster times. We realize that we cannot offer you a guarantee that you can run forever by following the plan featured in this book. However, we believe the plan increases the likelihood of your enjoying running for a lifetime.

Just as I did in Runner’s World Run Less, Run Faster, I will represent my coauthor, Scott Murr, as the voice of the book.

Bill Pierce

April 2017


INTRODUCTION

Each Tuesday at noon, my heart rate soars to its peak, currently 174—30 beats per minute fewer than in 1972—while I try to stand straight, catch my breath, and manipulate the function keys of my running watch to check the time of my last track repeat. This familiar weekly ritual has endured the passage of 4 decades. What has changed? Not much, really. Yes, the numbers on the watch face have grown considerably, but the feeling generated from the effort is the same. If I did not have that watch, maybe I would not know the difference. But the younger, faster runners who are a lap ahead provide a dose of reality. As we all cool down together, however, our mutual feelings of satisfaction are all the same. Faster times have no ownership of enhanced moods and emotions. That is why running, unlike most other sports, can be enjoyed into old age, but only if you are smart about it.

My colleague, Scott Murr, and I set three goals for this book: (1) to provide information on running and aging, (2) to give training advice, and (3) most importantly, to set out a detailed plan that will enable runners in their forties and older to continue running for—well, forever.

We, like most runners, have made mistakes misguided by our exuberance with each improvement in our impatience to become faster. As runners who have experienced and observed the effects of aging, we hope to help you avoid some of those mistakes that can have demoralizing effects on your running or inability to run.

Some information, recommendations, and advice that we offer may be scoffed at by those who have escaped incapacitating interruptions of their running careers. I am reminded of Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn’s question in his book about a Stalinist concentration camp, One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich: “How can you expect a man who is warm to understand a man who is cold?” I suppose that may be true of this book for the uninjured runners who have not begun to slow or experience other irksome aging effects. However, I would advise all runners to hang on to the book, because aging is universal and inevitable.

Since the founding of FIRST (Furman Institute of Running and Scientific Training) in 2003, we have received and responded to more than 10,000 messages from runners. In his popular book Outliers, Malcolm Gladwell posited that anyone can master a skill with 10,000 hours of practice. Even if you do not master a skill, there is much that can be learned from doing anything 10,000 times, including reading and replying to messages. Although sometimes we are pressed to do so, we have replied to all the messages.

The questions, statements, and reported performances shared by runners in those messages have influenced our ideas about training and, in particular, how runners can be healthy and fit while pursuing faster race times. Whether we are responding to runners in North America, South America, Europe, Asia, or Australia and New Zealand, the challenges and problems runners report are quite similar. The issues reported by runners have shaped the structure of this book.

The sources for the feedback received from runners are not limited to electronic messages. We have spoken at many events and clinics over the past decade. There is always time after these events to talk with the audience and answer personal questions. Each of these interactions enables us to gain more insight into runners and their issues.

In particular, we have benefited from our relationships with the runners who attended one of our Furman Institute of Running and Scientific Training’s Adult Learning and Running Retreats. After spending about 14 hours per day for 4 days with runners, we get to know them quite well. In Chapter 1, we describe what we have learned about runners from these retreats.

We know that not all runners are in a position or inclined to attend a FIRST retreat or one of the other specialized running clinics. We trust that this book will enable us to share a great deal of what you would learn at the retreat. Much of what we know about runners has come from the personalized interactions with the retreat participants.

Many who have attended one of these retreats over the past 10 years have maintained a long-term relationship with us through correspondence or return visits to the Furman campus. We have profiled a number of these runners in this book as examples of the challenges runners encounter.

If you want to develop habits and a training regimen that will allow you to continue running when your peers are shuffling along or spending their days parked in front of a TV, you need to understand how the aging process affects running. In Chapter 2, we present research that describes the aging process. Understanding the physiology of aging can help us develop mental and physical coping strategies to modify our training and expectations.

In Chapter 3, we offer reasons for the soaring popularity of the marathon. We understand why runners are attracted to what is a challenging and satisfying goal; the marathon mystique is a fascinating social phenomenon that is spanning the globe. We don’t think that running a marathon is ill-advised. However, we also don’t think that it is the healthiest race distance for most runners, especially those of us who are into their sixth or seventh decade. We see many runners base all of their training and racing solely on the marathon. That often leads to injuries, disappointments, poor running form, and chronic fatigue.

Should you be concerned about whether years of dedicated endurance training can have ill effects on your cardiovascular health? Numerous large studies have shown that the benefits of aerobic exercise outweigh the risks of cardiovascular disease as a result of long-term endurance training. However, for any one individual that may not be the case. There are runners who have had cardiac arrhythmias, high calcification scores for coronary arteries, and other unexpected cardiovascular problems. Of course, we do not have proof of cause and effect for these cases, but we think runners and endurance athletes should consult with their physicians and be serious consumers of forthcoming research on this topic.

Recent studies have challenged the long-held belief that endurance training provides protection against cardiovascular disease. We present results from these studies in Chapter 4. We are grateful to Michael S. Emery, MD, for providing his thoughts on these recent studies that have created concern among runners about the effects of long-term endurance training on heart health.

Runners get injured. That may be the singular drawback to the almost perfect physical activity. In Chapter 5, we are fortunate to share the advice and knowledge of D. S. Blaise Williams III, PhD. Dr. Williams is a recognized expert on running injuries and gait analysis. His advice on how to avoid injuries is an important element in our effort to provide you with a plan for lifelong running.

Not being able to run can have serious health consequences. Once you become inactive, the beneficial aspects associated with aerobic physical activity are lost. Weight and waist size increase. Cholesterol and triglycerides increase. You lose stamina and muscle mass. We are attempting to provide a handbook for being a lifelong runner so you can maintain those healthy benefits associated with running and longevity.

We constantly read about new training programs and strategies. It can be confusing to figure out what might work for you. We lay out questions to ask for evaluating any training plan that you are considering. We emphasize in Chapter 6 that no one training plan is best. We are all unique individuals who respond differently to different types of training. There is a lot of trial and error that goes into finding what works best for you, and what works best at one time in your life may not be right at a later age.

In Chapter 7, we discuss the benefits of having a coach or training partner to provide an outside perspective on your training. The close relationships we have built through coaching are another valuable source of understanding how every runner is a unique subset of one.

No variable is more important to your training and racing than pacing. In Chapter 8, we offer advice on how to ensure that your training is effective and how smart pacing can optimize your race performance.

Nutrition is one of the most vexing health topics. Nutritional research studies are difficult to conduct. For health purposes, we are primarily interested in the long-term effects of dietary habits. Those studies rely to a great extent on recall. There are serious limitations to one’s ability to give an accurate account of food consumption over many years.

Similarly, determining the ideal nutritional plan for performance is quite difficult, if not impossible. Many variables affect performance. It is not easy to isolate the effect of nutrition. In Chapter 9, we discuss how the scientific community’s nutritional recommendations have changed over the past 40 years. Even though nutrition is complicated, for good health, eating a healthy diet is simple.

“Diet is by far the most powerful intervention to delay aging and age-related diseases,” according to Valter Longo, PhD, director of the University of Southern California’s Longevity Institute. We make our general recommendations for putting together a healthy eating plan at the end of the chapter.

In Chapter 10, we offer advice on how to keep running in proper perspective. We want your running to be a joyful activity and not become drudgery. We offer our perspective on how to make your running fun and playful while pursuing your performance goals.

We aim to provide a sensible program to help you be healthy, fit, and fast for a lifetime. The 7-Hour Workout Week lays out the program in Chapter 11. This plan includes run workouts, cross-training workouts, strength (resistance) exercises, and stretches. However, we urge you to read the chapters that precede the plan itself to understand the principles that underlie the program.

In Chapter 12, even though we know that many runners resist this idea, we will try to convince you that strength training is an essential element in your quest to become a lifelong runner. It is also valuable for your current athletic performance. We chose exercises that will enhance your running and long-term health and show how to do them in detail.

In Chapter 13, we argue that stretching is an equally essential element in your quest to become a lifelong runner. We have chosen exercises that will enhance your running and increase the
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