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—Runner’s World, October 2015. Hal Higdon listed as a Guru in the “50 Most Influential People in Running”
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“Clearly written, precisely focused, Masters Running is a typical Hal Higdon work. It will make you the best age-group running that you can be.”

—Amby Burfoot, editor-at-large, Runner’s World magazine and 1968 Boston Marathon champion

Praise for Marathon

“Will get any runner across the finish line of a marathon. I highly recommend it.”

-Frank Shorter, Olympic marathon gold medalist

“There’s plenty of sound training advice here for runners of all levels.”

-Ken Sparks, PhD, who achieved a marathon personal record of 2:28 at age 46

Praise for Hal Higdon’s Half Marathon Training
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INTRODUCTION

“If you want to run fast, you have to run fast.”

While writing the first edition of Run Fast, I talked to Lynn Jennings, who at the time was one of America’s fastest female runners. Jennings won the IAAF World Cross Country Championships three times between 1990 and 1992, and placed third in the 10,000 at the 1992 Olympic Games in Barcelona. When considering the simple, two-word title of my book, Jennings commented: “If you want to run fast, you have to run fast.”

There is a lot of truth to that remark, but if that was all that could be said about running fast, then you would not be holding this copy of a 200-plus page book in your hands. What made the first edition of Run Fast, published in 1992, and the second edition, published in 2000, bestsellers? Why am I able to boast that this third edition will enable you to improve as a runner at every distance from 5K to the marathon? Running fast is about more than heading out the door and simply picking up the pace of your daily workouts. The secret, as Jennings certainly knew, is achieving a balance of various elements that will ultimately teach you how to run fast, when to run fast, and how much “fast” running a structured program should include. What is my training program like if I’m a novice runner? What if I’m an experienced runner? Is there any room in a “fast” running program for “slow” running? Must a person’s running life be dominated by speedwork day after grinding day? The answers to those training questions are at the heart and soul of this completely revised third edition of one of my most successful books.

So much has changed during the quarter century since the publication of the first edition of Run Fast. And yet so much remains the same. Humor me: Let’s look backward to Training Past before we look forward to Training Future. To succeed in running during the final decade of the last century, elite athletes, Jennings’s running peers, needed to run a lot of miles, most often in two-a-day workouts. Some of those miles could be slow (quantity counts), but many of those miles needed to be fast (quality counts even more). Speedwork a quarter century ago included interval training, repeats, sprints, strides, tempo runs, FCRs (fast continuous runs), and fartlek. I’ll address each of those training methods later, but for now it’s enough to know that all these pieces were on the chessboard back in the 1990s. Most experienced runners knew how to train way back when, and they succeeded by applying basic training methods that were disseminated widely, particularly in the pages of Runner’s World magazine.

After reviewing the literature available today, examining the various books written in the last quarter century, but more important, talking to today’s athletes and coaches, I’m not sure anyone has come up with a new form of speedwork. Certainly nothing new enough to hang a bestselling book on. In the first and second editions of Run Fast, I used “The Magic Workout” as the title for the chapter on interval training. As it turns out, it’s still the magic workout today. Other than that, much has changed in the running sport. This third edition of Run Fast will address these changes.

RUNNING WILD

If anything has changed since the 1990s, it is the increase in the sheer number of runners participating in races that range in distance between 5K (3.1 miles) and the marathon (26.2 miles). Huge numbers. Numbers unimaginable when I wrote the first edition of this book. Running has exploded in popularity, as documented by Running USA, the statistical supersource for our sport. In its annual compilation of participant numbers, Running USA tells us that back in 1990, the number of people who finished half marathons was 303,000, and 224,000 finished full marathons. That seemed like a lot of runners back then, but those numbers increased exponentially to 1,986,600 and 509,000 respectively in 2015 (the most recent year for which statistics are available as I write this book).

Those two distances—the half marathon and the full marathon—garner a lot of attention from the statisticians as well as from the media and reporters like me. Visit your local bookstore or go online: Books about running crowd the shelves, in both print and electronic formats. Two of my running books are specific to those two distances, the full and the half marathon. But many more runners participate in 5K races: 8,300,000 in 2014, four times the number of those participating in the popular half marathon. The 5K also claims 44 percent of the finishers in all US running events. (Running USA counts only finishers, not entrants, when compiling numbers.) Another interesting statistic: A majority of those running 5K races are women (58 percent). Indeed, the ladies are driving the current and continuing boom in long-distance running.

Strikingly, the once top-ranked 10K (6.2 miles) attracts relatively fewer participants, at least as measured as a percentage of runners. Now the poor stepchild of the running boom, in 2015 the 10K attracted 1,275,660. But don’t feel sorry for the 10K, because several of the highest profile road races are at that distance. Biggest is the Peachtree Road Race, held each Fourth of July in Atlanta. In 2015, 54,752 runners participated in that event. On Running USA’s list of largest races, the New York City Marathon was the second largest with 49,365 that same year. Third and fourth were Bolder Boulder (a 10K in Colorado) with 45,336 runners and the Lilac Bloomsday Run (a 12K in Spokane, Washington) with 42,294. The Chicago Marathon filled out the top five with 37,395. Nobody can deny the popularity of distance running, whether shorter distances (5K and 10K) or longer distances (half and full marathons).

Some of those who participate in shorter distance events run them for fun, to fill time between half and full marathons. But probably a greater number of participants are perfectly content to do a local 5K or 10K now and then, with no desire to run farther or to run faster. I have to confess that after a long and successful career in open and master races, I share that level of contentment. With a smile on my face, I wander onto the course of short distance races well after the elites have taken off and join the walkers and joggers in the last starting grid. How many of those Peachtree runners, like me now, are indifferent to how fast they run? Certainly a few. But improvement does not always hinge on fast times, as recorded by your GPS watch or an app on your smartphone. Improvement comes in many packages, as you will learn in Run Fast. Would this book sell more copies if it were retitled Run Comfortably? No, but that is an important point. To see improvement, you must go beyond your comfort zone, either mentally or physically.

One factor that may hold many runners back when it comes to improving their time is the worry that if they push too hard, if they run too fast and too often, running will turn into a painful experience. They fear that running fast will increase their risk of injury. Certainly many new runners and even experienced runners equate running fast with pain. Running fast can both leave you out of breath and cause your muscles to ache after workouts. That may frighten many new runners, and experienced runners too may not want to get out of their comfort zone, at least not too often. Both groups may worry that by changing their training regimen to include fast running they are courting injury. “Speed kills,” so we are warned.

Yet Run Fast never was intended to inflict pain. Run Fast in its various editions has not been merely about seeking personal records (PRs) at various race distances. Sure, we’d all like to return home from the local road race with a trophy in hand—but that’s not the only reason we run. We like to feel good running. We like to look good running. We like to feel the wind in our hair. And yes, we’d all like to be able to run just a little faster—even if only to cut our 5K PR from 30:01 to 29:59.

HOW TO RUN FAST

Before you move from this introduction into the information-dense chapters, consider the science of Run Fast. Pay attention: It is a physiological fact that if you can run faster at shorter distances such as the 5K, you will be able to improve your performances at longer distances as well. All of your times will improve. “Speed is basic to performance at all levels,” insists David L. Costill, PhD. Check one of the performance charts or race predictors available on the Internet if you don’t believe him. As the founder of the Human Performance Laboratory at Ball State University in Muncie, Indiana, Dr. Costill is a leading expert in exercise physiology. If you can run a mile in 7:30, then—theoretically, at least—you should be able to do about 25:00 for a 5K, 52:00 for a 10K, 1:56 for the half marathon, and 4:00 for the full marathon.

But shave 15 seconds off that mile time and—again, theoretically—your times at longer distances should improve to about 24:30, 51:00, 1:54, and 3:55. Equally important, you’ll feel better running. Your stride will feel smoother. You’ll be able to converse while jogging, rather than gasping for breath with every step. Get in really good shape, and you’ll recover more rapidly, which will allow you to run more often, or run longer distances, or have enough energy after your workout to want to go out dancing that evening. All sorts of good things will happen if you learn how to run fast. Of course, to do so, you’ll need to teach yourself how to train for speed—which is what this book is all about.

While numerous books have shown people how to start jogging and how to finish their first marathon, less attention has been paid to running short races faster. Most runners will run a 5K as their first competitive experience. Others skip straight to the marathon, but eventually turn to 5K and 10K races because running road races is fun. You can’t run marathons every weekend.

Unfortunately, few of the millions of people who are participating in the current running boom learned to run fast while they were younger. Most skipped high school track and cross-country, where they might have learned the skills necessary for successful running from an experienced coach. They did not run in college, either, except maybe recreationally. They never were coached as part of an athletic team. As a result, they missed the training opportunities at various levels when dedicated workouts with likeminded runners might have been available to help them. They never learned how to warm up properly. They never learned about interval training, fartlek, and bounding drills. “They never learned how to train for speed,” explains Robert Vaughan, PhD, a coach in Dallas, Texas.

While researching the first edition of this book, I spoke with numerous world-class runners and their coaches. Talented and well-trained, these fast athletes often felt that the answers to my questions about improving speed were almost too simple. Having arrived at our sport via the traditional route, through high school and college competition to elite (professional) racing, they instinctively knew the type of training required to reach peak performance. And if they didn’t know, they often had knowledgeable coaches who directed their training on a daily or even twice-daily basis. After years spent as highly competitive runners, they also understood that achieving top speed in a specific race required more than a few fast workouts. They knew it required a base of endurance before beginning those speed workouts. It required planning, organization, and a knowledge of other disciplines, from diet to strength to flexibility to racing tactics. It also required a lot of trial and error, since what works for others in training may not necessarily work for them. They knew it required body knowledge and body sensitivity. And even with all that in place, they knew achieving results still might require the assistance of an experienced coach.

At the time of the first edition of Run Fast, only the most gifted runners had access to first-class coaching: coaches in high school; coaches in college; coaches in clubs. However, over the last quarter century coaching has become increasingly available to runners at all levels. TrainingPeaks, the organization in Boulder, Colorado, that distributes my interactive training programs in daily e-mails to runners all over the world, provides a platform for several thousand coaches who in turn work one-on-one with runners at all levels. Never before has first-class coaching been so accessible to so many people. With this sort of support, athletic improvements are almost guaranteed.

Let’s hear it for our coaches. Hands together, everybody. They make us what we are. During my long running career, I have worked with numerous coaches and have learned something new from each of them. I also have had the opportunity to visit the laboratories of eminent exercise physiologists and physicians. They tested me on treadmills to increase their own knowledge, and in the bargain I usually went home a wiser runner.

As contributing editor for Runner’s World magazine (my first article appeared in that publication’s second issue back in 1966), I have shared information with millions of readers who run. In that position, I have had the opportunity to meet and interview many of the world’s most knowledgeable coaches. Although their philosophies and training techniques often differed, these coaches shared a basic ability and desire to motivate athletes. They also knew how to teach athletes—some of them gifted, some of them less gifted—to reach for and achieve new goals.

Now it’s time for you to reach for a new goal. You can improve as a runner at every distance, from the 5K to the marathon. You can run fast.

—Hal Higdon

Long Beach, Indiana


CHAPTER ONE

SECRETS OF SPEED

A dozen proven methods to make you a faster runner

Regardless of age or ability, almost all runners would like to improve. They would like to run faster. They would like to be able to run farther. They would like to maximize their talents. And, equally as important, they would like to make running easier and more fun regardless of time spent and distance covered.

Improvement: It’s what we all desire.

Unfortunately, there is no magic formula, no kiss from a Prince Charming, that will turn a slow runner into a fast runner. Improvement does not come in a bottle. Wish-granting genies exist only in folktales and Disney movies. Becoming a faster runner takes hard work. It takes determination. It takes time; it takes not merely a few weeks or months to achieve a basic level of fitness, but a number of years. Perhaps most important, improvement needs a plan. Nevertheless, if you master the dozen or so secrets of speed I am about to offer in this chapter and the chapters that follow, you can improve as a runner. You can run fast.

While gathering information for this book, I did a survey online, asking runners who followed me on Facebook and Twitter to say what training methods worked best for them when it came to improvement. If they chopped a few seconds off their 5K time, if they sliced a few minutes off of their marathon time, what allowed that to happen? While I respect coaches and scientists and often use them as sources in my books and articles, lately I have begun to turn more and more to runners as my experts, because interpreting the results of laboratory experiments is not always easy. Connecting the dots, following the links from scientists through coaches and finally to runners, can be difficult at times. Also, not all runners have access to academic journals. Not all runners attend meetings of the American College of Sports Medicine. Not all runners even bother to read Runner’s World, the bible of our sport. And even with the mass of information about long-distance running available in print and online, how do you apply it to you, the runner? What is the “you” factor when it comes to running fast?

Let me offer my approach: If you want to learn what works in this sport of ours, ask a runner.

In doing just that, I identified a dozen ways by which runners can improve, not only in competition, but in their ability to glide comfortably down the road during workouts. Few of us are athletically gifted enough to compete in an Olympic arena, but we all want to enjoy our sport and avoid the pitfalls of poor training, which often result in overuse injuries that keep us from running on a daily basis.



THE SECRETS OF SUCCESS

Very briefly, here is the list I came up with after I asked runners what worked for them when seeking to improve.

1.Running more miles

2.Training at a faster pace

3.Adding speedwork

4.Cross-training

5.Strength training

6.Stretching appropriately

7.Avoiding injuries

8.Following a good training program

9.Locating training partners

10.Joining a running club

11.Enlisting a coach

12.Training consistently, if not spectacularly




THE SECRETS OF SUCCESS

Sounds simple, doesn’t it? Any one of you can apply any one of these suggestions and improve as a runner. Employ all of them, and you can improve even more. Let’s quickly analyze each of these 12 elements to determine why they are the secrets to success.

1.Running more miles. This almost seems too obvious. Add a few miles to your daily and weekly running, and improvement will follow. All of my training programs embrace this philosophy and ask runners to gradually add miles as they progress from week to week. Jason Vallimont, 35, a science teacher from Grand Blanc, Michigan, agrees: “I improved by adding more miles, while at the same time avoiding injury by training at a slower pace.”

2.Training at a faster pace. This seems to contradict the first piece of advice above, but even while adding miles you can still run some of those miles faster. Every workout should not be done at the same pace. On at least one day a week, run at race pace (race pace is the pace you plan to run in the race for which you are training). Doing so will help you to nail that same pace in competition.

3.Adding speedwork. Say “speedwork” and it scares many new runners. They fear the pain that supposedly accompanies grinding sessions on a track. Well, sometimes speedwork is painful. But speedwork does not need to be hard according to Nigel Grier from Dromore, Northern Ireland: “Put in most of your miles at an easy pace, which allows you to focus your attention on speedwork. This way you will improve without blasting every workout.”

4.Cross-training. Adding or substituting other sports can help you maintain if not improve your aerobic fitness. Tim Lewis, 26, a sorter from Vinton, Virginia, did speed drills on a treadmill until it led to shin splints. “I shifted to the elliptical trainer, and it actually helped improve my speed.”

5.Strength training. Strength equals speed. You need strength to succeed, particularly when the finish line is in sight and all systems used to propel you forward are about to break down. Ailéin Ó Clúmháin, 53, a teacher from Derry, Northern Ireland, says, “I felt like it gave me an extra gear, an added bonus over people whom I knew had not done any strength training.”

6.Stretching appropriately. Scientists have a hard time proving that stretching can either prevent injuries or provide a means of rapid recovery. Nevertheless, most runners believe both be true. Hazel Wightman, 48, an exercise physiologist from Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, states: “I have learned from personal experience that the most effective preventive for me is very gentle but regular stretching.”

7.Avoiding injuries. Easier said than done, but injuries can be minimized, if not entirely avoided, if you pay attention to these other 11 tips. Is there one best way to avoid injuries? Listen to Megan Leahy, DPM, a Chicago podiatrist: “Investing the time into a gait analysis and running shoe fitting on the front end can hopefully keep you out of the podiatrist’s office. Many of the injuries I see can be traced back to worn-out shoes or the wrong shoe for your foot type.”

8.Following a good training program. Let me confess a certain bias when I offer advice on which program to use; after all, I promote training programs both on my Web site and through TrainingPeaks. Nevertheless, intelligent training rules every time. Nicolas Garcia, 40, a civil servant from London, England, agrees: “Learning how to put it all together and self-coach is the key.”

9.Locating training partners. I now train mostly on my own for convenience, but for most of my career I partnered with runners near my ability for tough workouts on the track or long runs on the roads and in the woods. Tim Guimond, 62, an economic consultant from Evanston, Illinois, says, “I lowered my marathon time by 14 minutes and qualified for Boston after running with slightly faster runners.”

10.Joining a running club. The best way to find running partners is by joining a club. The Road Runners Club of America contains 1,100 member clubs, with 250,000 individual members. Clubs range in size from the Anniston (Alabama) Runners club with 350 members to the New York Road Runners with 40,000 members. “I ran my first road race hosted by Anniston when I was 10 years old,” Jean Knaack, executive director of the RRCA, remembers fondly.

11.Enlisting a coach. Yes, coaches cost money, but it could be money well spent if it allows you to improve as a runner. Coach Roy Benson of Amelia Island, Florida, recommends: “Hire a coach with lots of experience who can practice the art as well as science of coaching. Experienced coaches have learned how to dig deeply into your background and current situation in order to develop a completely individualized training plan with workouts based on your history, current level of fitness, general ability, and both short- and long-term goals.”

12.Training consistently, if not spectacularly. This might be the most important secret of all. Train at a comfortable level for a long time and tweak your training program from time to time, and you can continue to run fast. Cyndi Keough Springford, 43, a personal trainer from Plaistow, New Hampshire, says, “I firmly believe that consistency breeds competency and competency breeds confidence. You have to put the time in. You have to show up. Repetition is the mother of all skills.”

Thank you to all the runners and experts who have helped me come up with these 12 secrets of success. But we’re just getting started. These 12 secrets only hint at the depth of material available in the pages of Run Fast. Keep reading!


CHAPTER TWO

FLYING WITHOUT WINGS

The thrill of running fast

The feel of the wind in your hair. That’s the best way I can describe running fast. Doing it provides almost a sensual pleasure. Simply stated, running fast feels good. It doesn’t happen in every workout, or in every race, but on those special occasions when you’re rested and eager and ready to run and you’ve found a perfect course featuring breathtaking scenery or you have a pleasant running partner, nothing could be better. Our urge to run fast is what pushes a lot of us out the door and down the road or onto a winding forest path each day. We like running, and we especially like running fast.

Some people equate this to achieving a “runner’s high.” Scientists suggest that at certain stress levels the body releases endorphins that find their way to our brains. Wheee! Feels good. A natural high. Who needs drugs, when you can go for a 40-minute tempo run down the road and suddenly feel like you’re up in the air? Some claim they achieve this runner’s high at least occasionally. Others say they never have experienced a runner’s high, although maybe they just failed to recognize it. Regardless, running fast provides its own pleasure.

Julie Isphording, an Olympic marathoner and director of the Thanksgiving Race in Cincinnati sums it up. She says, “When you’re running fast, it’s pure joy. It’s the exhilarating moment—the moment when you are breezing by the world. It’s hot-blooded ecstasy, soaring intensity, when you can’t feel the pavement, you can’t hear your heart pounding, and you’re flying without wings.”

If you never have run before, it may be too early to suggest that someday you might be able to go airborne. Even if you are an experienced runner who has logged dozens of 5K and 10K races, it may take a while before you are willing to believe the message that you can improve as a runner. Can anybody be taught to run fast? I think they can.

Fast, of course, is a relative term. Fast for one runner is slow for another—and vice versa. On several occasions, I have competed in the Vulcan Run, a 10K in Birmingham, Alabama. On my first visit, when I was still in my 50s (a relative youngster), I ran the distance in about 35 minutes. On my second trip 15 years later, I competed in an accompanying 5K, running slower than 25 minutes. Speaking at the postrace dinner, I joked to the audience, “As I age, my times for the 5K have begun to approach my former times for the 10K.”

But it didn’t really matter. I felt fast on both occasions. You should have seen me coming down the final straightaway of the 5K: I was flying! Toward the end of his racing career, Jack Foster, the New Zealand Olympian, commented, “I feel like I’m running as fast as always—as long as I don’t look at my watch.” You might not be able to run 30 minutes for a 5K, or 60 minutes for a 10K, but no matter the distance you can still feel fast doing so.

Running fast does not take special talent. You don’t need expensive equipment. You don’t need to hire a coach or train on a track—although good coaching certainly can help, and tracks are where a lot of fast runners do hang out. Some skills are required, but the average runner can learn those skills. You don’t need to participate in 5K and 10K races every weekend, although many runners enjoy a full racing schedule. Running fast requires mainly a change of attitude and a willingness to experiment with different workouts and training methods.

If you’re a beginner, running fast means merely getting started. Any pace at all, no matter how slow, still beats sitting on the couch, drinking beer, and watching TV. If you’ve never exercised before, your first walk or run earns you a PR. If you’ve never run before, except when you were a child (when running was perceived as fun and not as hard work), your first few jogging steps will allow you to experience your youth again. Jogging for a few hundred meters is to move faster than if you were to walk that same distance. Improvement comes rapidly—if not always easily—when you begin from a base of zero fitness.

GETTING STARTED

Consider, for a moment, beginners who have not yet run their first 5K, much less begun to worry about running that distance even faster. If you are an experienced runner who bought this book to help you set a PR or qualify for the Boston Marathon, you may want to skip over to the next chapter. On the other hand, why not hang close? You never know when you might pick up a tip or two that will aid you as a runner.

The best advice anyone can offer a beginner is: Just do it! Begin easily. Take a few fast steps forward. Walk and jog without worrying whether there is anybody looking over your shoulder. Don’t be shy. Don’t be embarrassed. Stride forth with purpose. Anybody looking at you—specifically non-runners—probably do so in envy. Not everybody has the courage to begin. John Bingham, a Runner’s World columnist and author of Running for Mortals (among his many books), frequently told audiences: “The miracle isn’t that I finished. The miracle is that I had the courage to start.”

In the words of Olympian Priscilla Welch, “If you want to become the best runner you can be, start now. Don’t spend the rest of your life wondering if you can do it.” Of course, Welch also knows it’s never too late to start. A former heavy smoker, she did not even begin competitive running until she was in her mid-thirties—but she went on to make the British Olympic team and win the New York City Marathon.

Beginners occupy a unique—and fortunate—position in the running world because their every move is upward. “One of the joys of being a beginning runner is that you continue to get better,” says Mary Reed of the Atlanta Track Club. “Everything is improvement until you reach that first plateau. It’s an innocent time of joy in any runner’s life that a lot of us would like to go back to.”

How do you begin? The answer to that question is both simple and complicated. Let’s start by talking about motivation.

One winter night some years ago, I was changing in the locker room of the local racket club near where I live in Northwest Indiana when a tennis enthusiast inquired about the group of people nearby who were buzzing around me. “What are you doing?” he asked.

I explained about the beginning running class I was then teaching with my wife, Rose. At that time, we met with the group once a week to run together around the racket club’s indoor track.

The tennis player seemed surprised: “I didn’t know you could teach running.”

He was right, of course. You don’t need to teach running—or shouldn’t need to. Children learn to run almost as soon as they learn to walk. Visit any elementary school playground, and you’ll see kids running all over the place. An athlete who goes out for any sport in high school—football, basketball, tennis—runs as part of the conditioning program for that sport, or should! It is only as adults that people forget to run and sometimes have to “relearn” the motion. (One of my favorite T-shirt mottos, seen often at cross-country meets, is, “My sport is your sport’s punishment.”)

Running is basically a simple movement. Olympian Don Kardong, director of the Lilac Bloomsday Run, breaks the running movement into its simplest level: “You start out with either your left or right foot, and alternate.” It’s that simple.

When Rose and I taught people to run, we tried to get them to start slowly. Some beginners (particularly if they’re overweight) need to walk first, beginning with a half hour, 3 or 4 days a week. We suggested that they jog a short distance until they got slightly out of breath, walk to recover, then jog some more. Jog, walk. Jog, walk. While Kardong’s comment about putting your left or right foot forward is always good for a laugh when told at seminars, the truth is he precisely nails how beginners start to run.

Jog, walk. Jog, walk. It doesn’t get much simpler than that. I don’t need to write you a program. Cover whatever distance you comfortably can cover. After a few weeks, as you gradually begin to get in shape, you will find that you are able to jog for longer periods of time with shorter walking breaks in between. Eventually you should be able to run nonstop without walking breaks, although I’m not sure that end goal serves as a necessity anymore. Case in point is the success my fellow coach and running guru Jeff Galloway has had in teaching people to run marathons. He advises that individuals run with the intent to take regular walking breaks, sometimes spaced only a minute apart. (“Gallowalks,” they sometimes are called.) Jeff estimates that, directly and indirectly and over a period of several decades, he has taught this method to as many as 400,000 runners/walkers. Beginners might do 5 to 10 seconds of easy jogging, walking the rest of the minute, for 10 to 12 minutes. More experienced runners might alternate between 4 minutes running and 30 seconds walking, moving at an 8:00 mile pace.

Interestingly, the jog-walk-jog-walk approach used by beginners mimics interval training, a very sophisticated method for improving racing performance. I’ll cover interval training in detail in Chapter 13.

PREACHING MODERATION

When we taught beginners, we preached moderation, following the motto coined by New Zealand coach Arthur Lydiard: “Train, don’t strain.” We also talked about efficient running form, diet, equipment, safety, and avoiding injuries. Every now and then we showed a film featuring a running guru, such as Ken Cooper, MD, or the late George Sheehan, MD.

But mostly, we did not teach running; rather, we peddled motivation. Every coach of a beginning running class does the same. A lot of us who have been running more than a few years forget, but Bingham was right: It does take courage to don a pair of running shoes and step out on a sidewalk for the first time, in front of friends and neighbors. Quite honestly, a lot of beginning runners never get beyond the fear of looking foolish. They lack self-confidence. They fear failure.

One advantage of a class situation, of course, is the group support you get from others of similar ability. This certainly was true with the marathon class I helped supervise for many years in Chicago to prepare runners for that city’s marathon. In the class, which was organized by the Chicago Area Runners Association (CARA), we usually had several thousand runners each summer. Certainly, everyone in the CARA class ran to the Kardongian right-foot-left-foot mantra.

But motivation is not only necessary for beginners. Motivation is the staple component at every level, from novice to expert. One reason why the East Africans have been able to dominate the world distance running ranks is that they train together and push each other every day in practice. Top runners gather in cities such as Eugene, Oregon, or Boulder, Colorado, for mutual support. Group dynamics can be very important in achieving success. If you have the opportunity to join a class or hire a coach or train with other runners, do so. You’ll greatly increase your chances to run better—and faster!


CHAPTER THREE

BEGINNER’S LUCK

You can’t run fast unless you first start to run

When cold winds blow, when leaves drop from the trees, when frost covers the lawns, I know the time has come for my wife and me to follow the migrating birds southward to our second home in Florida. Rose and I winter in Ponte Vedra Beach, on the Atlantic Ocean just outside Jacksonville. At low tide, the beach offers a surf-battered surface: flat, smooth, springy—ideal for aging legs. The beach wills me to run fast.

One of our best Florida friends is Mary Ellen Reed. She lives only a few doors away in our condo complex, and we see her often. Each weekday Rose and Mary Ellen participate in a morning water aerobics class at a nearby fitness center. Recently, we began to notice that Mary Ellen often went for afternoon walks through the neighborhood or on the beach, probably a mile or two judging from the time it took her.

The number-one race in Jacksonville is the Gate River Run, a looping 15K (9.3 miles) that crosses two bridges over the St. Johns River near downtown. In addition to the 15K, there is also a 5K, untimed and with no awards other than the obligatory race T-shirt. Race director Doug Alred provides this satellite race more for joggers and walkers than hard-core runners. Sometimes I run the 15K, sometimes the 5K.

Rose asked Mary Ellen if she would like to do the 5K. Mary Ellen’s immediate reaction was that she would never do a “race.” Rose countered by telling Mary Ellen that she covered nearly that distance during her regular walks. Long story short, the three of us went to the Gate River Run. While I, heroically, did the 15K along with nearly 20,000 other runners, the two of them, also heroically, did the 5K. That course followed an easy out-and-back route through downtown Jacksonville. Because Mary Ellen had once lived in that area, she spent most of the “race” pointing out this church and that church among various other landmarks. Afterward, she proudly told us, “Now I can wear a race T-shirt.”

It is often that simple. Big and small 5K races are everywhere: 16,100 of them in 2015, according to Running USA. Most reasonably fit people can walk, if not run, that distance without much training. At the same time, they can achieve greater success (run or walk faster) if they participate in a running class or use a training program.

FIRST-TIME RUNNING

I love hearing runners tell me about their first time running. Traci Dutko Strungis, 46, a registered nurse from Mountaintop, Pennsylvania, had parents who were runners. She ran cross-country in high school, though not seriously, she admits. But she knew the value of staying fit. “When I was in my late 20s I moved to Philadelphia. After mastering a step aerobics class, I felt I needed something more challenging, so I decided to try running again.”

For her first run, Strungis chose the bike path on Kelly Drive, near the Philadelphia Museum of Art, whose 72 steps became famous after Sylvester Stallone ran up them in the film Rocky. Strungis’s first run was 5 minutes out, then 5 minutes back. A guy on rollerblades had been watching and shouted, “Is that as far as you’re going?”

She shouted back, “It’s my first time running!”

Touché, rollerblader! Strungis, 6 months later, ran her first 5K. She would go on to run 22 marathons, including Boston, and serve on the board of directors of her local running club, the Wyoming Valley Striders.

David Allen, 48, a geologist from Houston, Texas, began running with his older brother after graduating from high school. They were on vacation in northern Wisconsin. “We went for a run on a quiet country road through the woods. I remember how good it felt to explore nature on foot, watching it pass with each new step. I also enjoyed the feeling of breathing hard, yet we ran slowly enough so I didn’t get exhausted. We ran 2 miles, which at the time seemed like a major feat to me.”

Yet two decades would pass before he ran his first half marathon and full marathon. “Even now when I run,” Allen says, “I still enjoy that initial feeling of watching the world pass by with each step.”

Hazel Wightman, 48, an exercise physiologist from Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, started at an age much younger than most runners. She was 4 years old when her family moved to a new house in Pittsburgh. The house was halfway up a big hill. “I asked my father if I could run to the top of the hill. He said no.”

Stubbornly, the little 4-year-old asked again, “Do you mean I am not allowed to run to the top of the hill, or I am not able?”

Her father indicated the latter.

The next day, she tried—and failed. She tried again—and failed again. “I tried over and over,” she says. “I did that day after day until I was able to run all the way to the top of the hill and show my dad that I could do it.” Decades later, Wightman remains a runner.

Marc Wolfson, 65, retired and living in Olney, Maryland, was working at the United States Coast Guard headquarters in Washington, DC, when he quit smoking. Good choice, except it caused Wolfson to gain weight. He started working out at his office’s exercise facility, which had a banked track on the roof, 17 laps to the mile. “They gave you a clicker to keep track of laps,” recalls Wolfson. “I started with a mile and worked myself up to 3 miles on that little track, wearing a pair of blue-tipped Converse tennis shoes.

“Every time I ran, I could feel my lungs working. I traded a negative addiction for a positive addiction.” Forty-two years later, Wolfson is still running.

LOOKING GOOD

For beginners, such as our friend Mary Ellen and the other first-timers, the most important thing a coach can tell them is not how to hold their arms or how far to jog without stopping or which one of Hal Higdon’s training programs to follow. A coach simply needs to say, “You’re looking good. You’re doing great. Keep it up.” Basic motivation is all these new runners need. Natural running instincts, developed in childhood, simply take over.

Regardless of whether your goal is a 5K or a marathon, finding a good running class is an important first step. Or a good coach. Jean Knaack, executive director of the Road Runners Club of America, tells me that the RRCA has certified more than 4,000 distance running coaches. They are located throughout the United States. “Our coaches work with runners in their running clubs and coach privately in small groups at one-on-one settings.”

Many major road races provide classes for beginners, as well as for those planning to run their race. Simply check the race Web site to see if a class is offered. To find classes in your area, contact local running stores or fitness centers. Hospitals often offer “wellness programs.” Or, try surfing the Internet. Also, community colleges often host classes in fitness, walking, jogging, and even marathon running. Running clubs usually welcome beginning joggers. Some, such as the Chicago Area Runners Association (CARA), Atlanta Track Club, and New York Road Runners Club (NYRR), offer personalized coaching. In addition to regular running classes, runners clubs such as NYRR offer treadmill classes, deep water classes, and yoga for runners. The NYRR’s Bob Glover, author of The Runner’s Handbook, estimates that along with his wife, Shelly, he has coached 100,000 runners, from first-time 5K runners to Olympic Marathon Trials qualifiers. “Our focus always has been on improving performance, no matter what level the runner’s talent or experience.”

Atlanta offers classes at all levels—beginners to marathon runners—with nearly 2,000 participants a year, according to coach Amy Begley, who ran the 10,000 meters race at the 2008 Olympic Games. In Chicago, CARA each year enrolls more than 2,000 participants in its marathon training programs (using my training plans), and also offers an “Intro to Running” class, focusing on the basics. In serving runners, CARA utilizes as many as 10 coaches and 400 volunteers.

To locate a running club in your area (or out-of-town clubs when traveling), check the RRCA’s Web site (rrca.org). This is one easy way to plug into a network of runners; you’ll be surprised how eager other runners and running clubs are to assist novice runners who are seeking advice and help.


TRAINING TERMS

The terms used in the training programs in this book are somewhat obvious, but clear-cut definitions never hurt.

■Rest: Rest days are as important as training days. They give your muscles time to recover so you can run again. Actually, your muscles will build in strength as you rest. Without recovery days, you will not improve.

■Run: Put one foot in front of the other and run. It sounds pretty simple, and it is. Don’t worry about how fast you run or whether you have perfect running form; just cover the
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