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  CHAPTER 1


  Trail Running: Past, Present, and Future


  It’s difficult to say exactly where trail running originated. However, the United Kingdom is probably most deserving of the honor even though the term trail was not used initially to describe the activity. The first known hill race in the British Isles occurred sometime around 1068 in Scotland with the running of the legendary race to the top of Creag Choinnich at Braemar, a town about 75 miles (120 kilometers) north of Edinburgh. Robin Morris, member of the Scottish Hill Running Commission and race director for the 1995 World Mountain Running Trophy Race in Edinburgh, Scotland, summarizes the story as follows:


 
    King Malcolm II was known as Caen More or Big Head because he was full of good ideas. His kingdom was in need of a reliable system that could transfer information from place to place so Malcolm decided to establish a post system. The job interview took the form of a hill race.


  The hill chosen was the 1,764-foot Creag Choinnich, named by Kenneth II, who used it as a heading hill and lookout when his royal deer hunts took place in the valleys. The race began from the plain at 1,000 feet (300 meters) and would be won by the first runner to raise a standard at a point near the top that could be seen from the plain. The winning time was about three minutes, and the champion received a baldric (a richly ornamented belt), a sword, and a purse of gold for his efforts.




  Unfortunately, this first hill race did not survive. In 1842 the course was measured at 1,384 yards (1,265 meters) and was won in four minutes by James Cutts; but on September 12, 1850, the following account was recorded by Queen Victoria:


 
    We lunched early and then went to the Gathering at the Castle of Braemar. . . . There were the usual games of putting the stone, throwing the hammer and caber, and racing up the hill Creag Choinnich which was accomplished in less than six minutes and a half; and we were all much pleased to see our gillie [a male servant or guide] Duncan, who is an active, good-looking man, win. Eighteen or nineteen started; and it looked very pretty to see them run off in their different coloured kilts with their white shirts.” She later added a footnote: “One of our keepers (the victor), like many others, spit blood after running up that steep hill. The running up the hill has consequently been discontinued.




  (The complete story is delightfully told by John Grant in his Legends of the Braes O’Marr.)


  According to Douglas Barry of the Irish Mountain Running Association, trail running has been recorded in Ireland since pre-Christian times. Barry relates a piece of folklore: “When legendary Irish hero Fionn MacCumhaill [Finn McCool] was getting old, the chief of the Fianna [heroes to a man and guardians of the high king of Ireland] decided to settle down and get married. With no dating agencies around, Fionn picked his future wife by staging a women-only race up and down Slievenamon Mountain in County Tipperary, which is Gaelic for “mountain of the women.”


  Deirdre, the very beautiful daughter of the local chief, won the race. Fionn was very pleased with the result. Unfortunately, the story didn’t have a happy ending.


  When Deirdre saw the rather wrinkly Fionn, she didn’t fancy him at all. She ran away with Diarmuid—Fionn’s younger lieutenant in the Fianna. This prompted a monumental chase that is recorded in the annals of ancient Ireland.


  Many other mountain races were staged throughout Irish history, although the first event that made the record books was one held in 1873 on the Sugarloaf in County Wicklow. The race was organized by noted Irish climber and traveler Sir Charles Barrington, who in addition to owning the horse Sir Robert Peel, a winner of the Irish Grand National horse race, was the first man to climb Switzerland’s Eiger in 1858. A man appropriately named Tom Hill was the first to cross the finish line, and he was awarded the coveted victor’s prize, a gold watch donated by the wealthy Barrington.


  Danny Hughes, president of the World Mountain Running Association (WMRA) from 1993 until his death in February 2009, often recited stories about mountain racing in England and its development from the practice of shepherds challenging one another to short races up and down the local fells, to professional mountain guide races in Victorian times. Fell is chiefly regarded as a Scottish term relating to mountain or height. In the British dialect, fell refers to an elevated wild field or a hill moor. Hills and mountains are known as fells in the north of England after the Norwegian word fjell, as a result of the Viking invasions of a thousand years ago.


  These races usually took place in conjunction with the local country shows and were known as Guides Races. The earliest records date back to the 1850s, the most famous of all being the Grasmere Guides Race, which has been run more or less consistently since 1868. The year 1895 saw the first race to the summit of Ben Nevis and back, a distance of 16 kilometers and 1,500 meters of ascent and descent. Ben Nevis is located in the Scottish highlands and is the highest mountain in Great Britain. It wasn’t until as recently as 1995 that the so-called professional Guides Races and the amateur races became open to all comers as antiquated regulations were swept aside.


  As evidenced by these centuries-old tales, the United Kingdom’s long history in hill running is considered a predecessor of trail and mountain running. Over time the sport has become more organized, and in 1970 the Fell Running Association (FRA) was formed to cater to the needs of amateur hill runners. Today the FRA is recognized by UK Athletics as the managing body of individual athletes (over six thousand) as well as their athletic clubs. Wales, Scotland, and North Ireland have similar but smaller organizations responsible for the sport in their regions. The original purpose of the FRA was the distribution of a calendar of events, but later it inaugurated a newsletter and then a glossy four-color magazine, The Fell Runner, (now digital) and a hill racing championship. The annual fell-running calendar of events has grown from forty events in 1970 to more than seven hundred in 2019.


  For a great read on fell running, enjoy the book, It’s a Hill, Get Over It, by Steve Chilton.


  The United Kingdom also has the Trail Running Association (www.tra-uk.org), which promotes and encourages participation in the athletic discipline of trail running throughout the country and provides guidance and facilities for trail race organizers.


  The European (Continental) style of trail running is strongly oriented toward uphill courses rather than the uphill/downhill versions so prevalent in the United Kingdom. Numerous trail and mountain races exist in Europe, many held at popular ski areas. The European events are very well supported in terms of participants, spectators, and the media, and the courses are always challenging, with a variety of running surfaces encountered throughout the racecourses.


  It is difficult to pinpoint the precise time that trail and mountain running developed in the United States. Games established during colonial times certainly included elements of trail running, which provided a forum for competition. American history combined with European and British folklore have, over time, created what is now a growing sport in the United States, with both uphill and uphill/downhill venues being equally represented. Race distances range from 1 mile (1.5 kilometers) to ultradistances beyond a marathon (26.2 miles). Within the past decade, races of 200 or more miles (more than 300 kilometers), stage races, and last person standing events have grown in popularity. Races exist for every type of trail runner—from the recreational athlete to the elite-level competitor, and from the short-distance athlete to the ultradistance enthusiast.


  DEFINING THE SPORT OF TRAIL RUNNING


  The definition of trail can vary widely, from paved nonmotorized pathways that run parallel to city streets or flank city parks, to tracks made by animals passing through a remote wilderness region, to footpaths designed by officials within state, regional, or national parks. Because this book is dedicated to the wilder, more adventurous side of trail running, the unpaved trail will be our focus. This is not to say that paved pathways are void of adventure; they just don’t provide the same sort of experience that one encounters when running unpaved trails.


  Trail running terrain can vary widely within and between regions across the United States and can also change dramatically from season to season.
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    Trails afford challenges underfoot and unlock the beauty of our natural resources. Photo by Nancy Hobbs


  For instance, much of the trail running in California is on fire roads in regional and state parks, although numerous singletrack trails also exist, many of which are interspersed with the fire roads. What can be dry and crackling underfoot in the summer can turn to mud and slop in the wetter months of winter and early spring. On the East Coast, it is common to run on trails laden with tree roots, multicolored leaves, and rocks. In Hawaii, forested areas that receive incredible rainfall often create a muddy surface that is as slick as an oiled pig. Switchbacks occur more frequently on the steeper mountain trails, and footing is usually more difficult on the heavily rock-strewn terrain at higher elevations. Of course, natural obstacles can occur just about anywhere one encounters running water, steep slopes, forest, rocks, or some combination of these features.


  The majority of trails referenced in this book will have at least three of the four following characteristics. They will: (1) be unpaved; (2) have natural obstacles that may include but are not limited to rocks, tree stumps, tree roots, dirt, gravel, mud, moraine, leaves, ice, snow, and creek crossings; (3) have a significant gain or loss of elevation; (4) include scenic vistas. Some mountain races described in this book include a portion or an entire route on pavement; however, these races do provide scenic vistas, significant elevation gain or loss, and often have some natural obstacles such as falling rock, downed trees, or potholes.
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    Allie Ostrander wins gold in the junior women’s division at the 2015 World Mountain Running Championships. Photo by Nancy Hobbs


  Trail running and mountain running are often used interchangeably in discussions and on websites referencing the activity. Sometimes the commingling of the terms is relevant and appropriate. For example, running in the mountains on nonpaved surfaces can be referred to as either mountain or trail running. However, running up Colorado’s Mount Evans on the highway—the highest paved road in North America—can be called mountain running, but it should not be referred to as trail running, because it is on a paved surface open to motor vehicles. Likewise, the Mount Washington Road Race held in Gorham, New Hampshire, is considered a mountain run, even a “hill climb,” since it involves only uphill running. The gravel surface of the route permits vehicular traffic and has an average grade of 11 percent over the 7.6-mile route, providing a significant enough elevation gain to be classified as a mountain run. This event is extremely popular, and with the fiftieth running in 2010, a Mount Washington Road Racing Hall of Fame inducted its first Hall of Fame class. To date, thirty individuals have been inducted.


  To clarify, trail and mountain running have been categorized using several elements that include terrain/surface, elevation (gain or loss), and distance. The following descriptions better define the terms.


  Mountain Running: The major component in mountain running is elevation gain or loss and may include steep ascents or descents. Surface, distance, and terrain further define mountain running. For example, a mountain run can be on paved surfaces, so long as significant elevation change (ascending) is present.


  Since 1985, the World Mountain Running Championships (designated as World Trophy until 2009) has been recognized as the annual international event for this discipline. Starting in 2004 and continuing through 2019, the World Mountain Running Association (WMRA) also staged the World Long Distance Challenge for individual and team competition, which was held in conjunction with a major mountain race, one that annually attracted a competitive international field. In 2021, both events, along with a Vertical Mountain Championship and a long-distance trail running championship, were scheduled to debut as the combined World Mountain and Trail Running Championships. The event was postponed to 2022 and will be held every other year, starting in 2023. There are additionally two events, one geared to youth, the other to aging athletes. The World Masters Mountain Running Championships, for athletes ages thirty-five to seventy-nine, has been held annually since 1998, and for youth, the U18 International Mountain Running Cup has been held since 2006.


  Each year (except 2020 due to Covid-19 pandemic) since 2003, USA Track & Field (USATF) has staged a mountain running championship event and also offers a vertical mountain championship in its portfolio. A regional mountain running team championship contested by the North American Central American Caribbean (NACAC) member federations debuted in 2004. Similarly, regional competitions are held in Europe, South America, Africa, and the Balkan nations.


  Trail Running: The major component in trail running is the nonpaved surface. Terrain can vary widely and include grass, mud, rock, sand, gravel, scree, and snow, possibly with natural obstacles such as tree roots and water crossings. Trails can be any length or distance. Internationally recognized trail running championship events were instituted by the International Association of Ultrarunners (IAU) in 2005 with the now-defunct Sunmart 50-Mile Trail Race as the host in 2006 and 2007. There was no host in 2008 but in 2009 the IAU Trail Championships were held in Serre Chevalier, France, and six more times since, with hosts in Ireland, Wales, Portugal, Italy, and Spain. The International Trail Running Association (ITRA), officially formed in 2013, has worked in partnership with the IAU to stage the trail championships since 2015. For the aforementioned combined World Trail and Mountain Running Championships, the IAU, ITRA and WMRA have worked closely with World Athletics (WA) to develop the program. USATF has hosted national trail running championships at 10 kilometers, marathon, 15 kilometers, 30 kilometers, 50 kilometers, 50 miles, 100 kilometers, and 100 miles. The events are coordinated by the Mountain Ultra Trail (MUT) Council under the direction of the long-distance running division within USATF. Information about bidding for a national championship is available at www.usatf.org.


 Fell Running: A fell race is one run on fell, hill, or mountain terrain. The FRA provides categories for races determined by vertical climb per mile, percentage on road, and length. Race length divides fell running into three categories: long (more than 12 miles/20 kilometers), medium (6 to 8 miles/10 to 15 kilometers), and short (less than 6 miles/10 kilometers). Each constituent country in the United Kingdom held its own national championship—England, Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland—until 2009 when the United Kingdom was represented by one team at the 25th World Mountain Running Championships in Italy.


  Additional Types of Running


 Cross Country: The major distinction between cross country and trail running is terrain, further defined by distance (events typically range from 3 to 12 kilometers) and course width (at least 20 feet or 6 meters wide), with the focus on team-oriented competitions. Cross country races are similar to trail races because both occur on nonpaved surfaces. However, cross country, unlike trail running, which is more of a free-form sport, has specific rules and guidelines set forth by USATF regarding the design of racecourses, race distances, and competition criteria. Stipulations include the avoidance of very high obstacles, deep ditches, dangerous ascents or descents, thick overgrowth, and any obstacle that would constitute a difficulty beyond the aim of competition. One international event, the World Cross Country Championships, was held annually 1973 through 2011 and biennially since then, is supported by WA. In the United States, cross country is a sport council within the long-distance running division of USATF.


 Skyrunning: Founded in 1992 by Marino Giacometti, Skyrunning’s major component is altitude. Skyrunning events occur at elevations at or above 6,000 feet or 2,000 meters and include SkyMarathon (covering the full marathon distance reaching 14,000 feet or about 4,200 meters) and SkyRace (which can be longer or shorter than the marathon and must reach at least 9,800 feet or 3,000 meters). The Vertical Kilometer, as its name suggests, has a vertical climb of 1,000 meters (3,048 feet) at various altitudes, with variable distance according to the terrain (approximately 3 to 5 kilometers long). Terrain, elevation changes, and distance further define Skyrunning.


 Ultrarunning: Ultrarunning’s major component is a distance beyond the marathon (26.2 miles, or 42 kilometers). Ultraruns are further defined by terrain such as trails in the mountains or paved surfaces. There are three international championships in addition to the Trail World Championships at the ultradistance. The World 100K and World 50K, which are both held on paved roads and the IAU 24 Hour World Championships.


 Hashing: Although hashes, as the races are called, can be held on paved surfaces, the preferred terrain is trail or “shiggy.” Hash runners include “hares” and “hounds.” The hare(s) set out first, laying a flour-marked trail either as a dead hare (pre-laid) or a live hare (laid day of event) trail. The hounds follow the markings from a designated start point to the eventual finish line. The object of the hash is for the hounds to snare the hare before reaching the finish line, usually a one- to two-hour journey over a 3- to 5-mile course.


  The sport officially began in Kuala Lumpur in 1938 and has grown to more than 1,500 chapters worldwide, with the majority of clubs open to men and women of all ages and abilities. Though there is no official governing body, there are a few hash “traditions” that are loosely followed throughout the world. Hash traditions exist so a club can establish a starting point from where individual hash traditions evolve.


  Other off-road running categories require distinctive equipment. These include snowshoe running, the major component being a snow-covered surface further defined by terrain, elevation, and distance, and burro racing, which requires a competitor to lead a burro fitted with a pack saddle and traditional mining equipment from start to finish. Burro racing is further defined by distance, terrain, and elevation changes. Ride & Ties include a pair of competitors who alternate riding a horse and running from start to finish (one competitor runs while the other competitor rides) and are further defined by terrain and distance. The object is to cover the course (ranging from 20 to 50 miles [32 to 80 kilometers]) in as short a time as possible by running or riding the entire distance. The distance between ties is solely determined by the team members.


 Orienteering and rogaining (Rugged Outdoor Group Activity Involving Navigation and Endurance) utilize a detailed map and compass to locate points on the landscape.


  Orienteering competition is always conducted with individual participation, awarding both age group and overall prizes for finishing with the fastest time over a predesignated course. Competitors normally start at two-minute intervals to reduce the potential for following another’s route. Distances are usually between 4 and 12 kilometers with winning times ranging from thirty minutes to two hours, roughly six to eight minutes per kilometer. There are no markings to show the way, but rather control points along the course that must be visited in sequence. At these points the competitors must record their presence by either punching a card or scanning a chip they carry with them. “Orienteering is a sport where you must enjoy at least two of the following—being in the woods, running, or reading maps. To excel, you must enjoy and be good at all three,” said multi–age group champion Tony Federer, who has competed for the past forty-four years in this sport. “Fortunately I am really good at reading maps, and I started spending more time running on the trails to further improve my results, and of course I love being out in the woods.”


  Rogaining competitions are held on courses that are not predetermined; rather, the participants choose their own route to maximize the number of points they can accumulate throughout a time period of six, twelve, or twenty-four hours. Each control point carries a different “score,” with the farthest points and the more difficult to navigate garnering the highest point values. There are time penalties assessed for not reaching the finish line in the designated time period. Rogaining requires pre-planning, which is included in your cumulative finish time. Two-person teams compete for awards. Divisions may include female, male, or mixed, further designated by age groups.


  Adventure races created yet another niche. Many adventure races include a mountain or trail running leg, as do popular mountain bike “off-road” duathlons and triathlons. Similarly, obstacle course racing and off-road triathlons have gained a lot of popularity and attracted trail runners. Leading race brands like the Spartan and Xterra have introduced many to the sport of trail running and also put on their own single-discipline, trail race series.


  GOVERNANCE


  The disciplines outlined above each have an organizing body that oversees the conduct of their sport.


  USA Track & Field


  Cross country running, mountain running, trail running, and ultrarunning are all organized sports within the long-distance division of USA Track & Field (USATF).


  Cross country running was united under the long-distance running division of USATF as a sport council in 2000. Prior to that time, men’s cross country was included in long-distance running and women’s cross country was under the purview of track and field.


  The Mountain Ultra Trail (MUT) Council formed in 1998 (as a subcommittee earning council status in 2000) to address the needs of elite-level competitors on the international level as well as to develop grassroots running programs throughout the United States. The MUT Council is comprised of representatives from women’s, men’s, and master’s long-distance running, as well as representatives from each USATF member association. Additionally, there is a MUT executive committee that conducts business throughout the year to assign staffs for international events, select teams for world championships, award national championships, approve records in the ultradistance on the road and track, and review rules and law and legislation relevant to the MUT disciplines.


  American Trail Running Association


  The nonprofit Colorado-based American Trail Running Association (ATRA) was formed in 1996 to represent and promote mountain running, trail running, and ultra trail running. ATRA is a national, membership-based organization that holds quarterly board meetings to discuss current trends and issues in the sport. The group has an online events calendar with more than eight thousand searchable events providing a historical account of trail racing over time.


  ATRA manages a website (www.trailrunner.com) and social media channels (@atratrailrunner), produces monthly e-newsletters, a quarterly newsletter (Trail Times), and publishes a variety of content in the Trail News section of their web-site. Additionally ATRA coordinates a fund-raising arm for national trail and mountain running teams and is a member organization of USA Track & Field (USATF). Since 2017, the ATRA board has announced an annual theme to reflect current trends and to create a strategy for content and programming in the year ahead. The most recent theme (Trail Running Is for Every Body) provided an opportunity for ATRA to lead by example and work to welcome people of all shapes and sizes, genders, colors, and abilities into the sport of trail running.


  International Association of Ultrarunners


  The IAU operates under the patronage of WA and is dedicated to developing ultradistance running (events longer than the marathon distance of 42.2 kilometers) internationally within the WA rules and regulations.


  American Ultrarunning Association


  The American Ultrarunning Association (AUA), based in Morristown, New Jersey, was formed in 1990 to develop and promote ultrarunning (racing beyond the 26.2-mile distance) in the United States. Over the years AUA has been an advocacy group for American ultrarunners, with emphasis on disseminating information and networking among ultrarunners, race directors, and corporate sponsors; developing opportunities for athletes; and promoting ultradistance events. Presently the organization’s sole focus is to maintain the AUA Hall of Fame.


  International Skyrunning Federation


  Marino Giacometti founded the Federation for Sport at Altitude in 1995 and in 2008, the International Skyrunning Federation (ISF) took over the governance of the sport. ISF promotes, governs, and administers the sport of Skyrunning and similar multisports activities. Under this umbrella, events are held on the international stage as Skyrunning World Championships. As of 2022, those include Skysnow World Championships, Skyrunning World Championships, and Youth Skyrunning World Championships.


  International Trail Running Association


  The ITRA is a nonprofit organization and was founded in 2013. ITRA’s aim is to give a voice to parties involved in trail running to promote its values, diversity, safety of races, and health of runners, as well as to further the development of trail running and ensure a constructive dialogue between the national and international bodies with an interest in the sport.


  Athlete World Ranking Platforms and FKTs


  Athlete ranking systems are used to analyze, compare, and categorize athlete performances. Over the past few years, several platforms have evolved for trail, mountain, and ultra trail running including the World Mountain Running Association (WMRA) World Ranking, the ITRA World Ranking, and the UltraSignUp. The WMRA and ITRA primarily focus on elite athlete ranking, but process race results that include recreational athletes. UltraSignUp has a large database of race results and athletes can review and compare their results over time. Not regarded as much as a ranking system is the Fastest Known Time (FKT) database (https://fast-estknowntime.com), which keeps track of the fastest known times on specified routes nationally and internationally, including what they are, who did them, and how quickly.


  Even though these organizations address the needs associated with the sport of trail running, many individuals choose to run trails on their own time and in their own space, preferring to remain anonymous, independent, and unorganized.





  CHAPTER 2


  Getting Started


  Trail runners share common traits regardless of the number of miles/kilometers or amount of time they’ve put into their off-road experiences. These include a desire for adventure and challenge, love of the outdoors, an interest in communing with nature, and above all else . . . a desire for fun. Most who give the sport a try are hooked the first time out.


  Tom Sobal has been running trails for years in and around his home in Salida, Colorado. “Trail running is an activity that can be done on virtually any trail, whereas certain other modes of transportation such as horseback riding or bicycling are not feasible on some trails due to severe obstacles such as large rocks, very steep terrain, steps, etc. Trail runners can easily modify their pace, foot plants, and movements to overcome an obstacle and quickly return to a more normal running motion without interrupting the flow of a run. Other modes of transport tend to restrict themselves to certain trails. Overcoming certain obstacles requires a dismount for other forms of transport, and too many of these interrupt those activities enough so that those users avoid certain trails.”


  Trail runners come in all shapes and sizes and may never have run a step before venturing onto trails. Although an athletic background is more common, it is far from a prerequisite.


  Chris Swedenborg moved to Loveland, Colorado, in 2009. “Just like many others in the trail world, I am a recovering alcoholic. I was sent to Loveland for rehab and for their sober living community. Once out of rehab and in a sober living house, all I had to my name was an old Subaru and an expensive mountain bike. That was my clutch as I left one addiction for another. Well, one day after work I swung in to get my bike and put it on front porch of the house. It was stolen in two minutes. I was heartbroken, and BROKE. So, I started running. Three miles turned into 5, then 10, and so on. Soon I stumbled onto trail running and fell in love. The simplicity of running really caught me off guard. It was so easy to go run. No loading stuff up, nothing. Just grab the shoes and go! I was hooked. I’ve since competed in and completed many ultras up to 100 miles and had many, many adventures in between.”


  Annette Bednosky started trail running the summer after she graduated from college. “I worked in Yosemite National Park as a Valley tour guide. During my days off I’d take off into the backcountry for long day hikes, usually solo because none of my friends wanted to go far. I wore running shoes, as I did not own hiking boots (or a headlamp). Several times I wound up running the last few miles in the dusk just to get back to the trailhead before dark. By the end of the summer I was running the trails of Yosemite on purpose in order to cover more beautiful miles. My new habit stuck!”


  A similar story comes from Tim Dallas, who was a park ranger in Yosemite from 1978 to 1984. He sometimes had to move quickly over long distances during search and rescue operations. When he later moved to the San Francisco Bay Area, he started running and racing regularly to stay in shape, but soon decided being out in wilder terrain was more enjoyable, and running was more about being out on the trails and more than just exercise.
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    Author Nancy Hobbs navigates obstacles along the trail near Chamonix, France. Photo by Ellen Miller


  Sometimes the lure of trail running is imminent based on where one lives. “Surrounded by woods, and with well-maintained trails just a mile from my house, the move from running roads to trails was inevitable,” relates Nancy Eckerson who started running seriously in her late thirties. “At this point I’m running on roads mostly just to get to and from trails! I’ll run with friends but also find the solitude and quiet in itself a draw. Typical of New Hampshire woods, the trails require navigating roots and rocks and swaths of glacier-etched granite along with the occasional stonewall built by farmers to enclose pastureland that has long since overgrown. The trails wind and climb and dip through forests of pine and hemlock dotted with ponds. My presence is occasionally enough to disturb one of the many territorial beavers who will tail slap in my direction. Throughout the seasons, in every temperature and whatever weather the day brings, I’m out there, enjoying that I temporarily become part of the wild.”


  Laura Clark began running trails in 1976 while living in Heidelberg, Germany. “I discovered Volksmarching, or ‘people’s walk,’ a popular weekend activity. Every town would host several per year and it was an excellent way to see the countryside. I hooked up with some German guys who liked to run these and received my first introduction to trail running.”


  Chris Reed reminisces that as a youngster growing up in Hellertown, Pennsylvania, high school cross country courses had trail elements, which definitely piqued his interest. However, it wasn’t until he was thirty-one that he “officially” started trail running. “My first step into the world of trail running was The Half Wit Half in Reading, Pennsylvania, organized by the great race director Ron Horn. I was immediately hooked. Four years later I did my first 100-mile trail ultra. When I was in the thick of ultrarunning, I enjoyed racing most in Virginia under the races directed by David Horton. Horn and Horton are both devils and angels. I mostly enjoy training by myself but made some pretty awesome friendships during the ups and downs of a long trail race.”


  Goshen, New Hampshire, resident Michelle Roy recalls her foray into trail running. “My first trail race was one of the oldest ones in New England called the Nipmuck Marathon. I had never run a trail race. In fact, I wasn’t a runner at all. I was thirty-six and had just lost my co-teacher, Mary Troy, to melanoma. She went home sick in March and was dead by May. We kept it from our students, so when she passed it was a difficult time for us. The other two team teachers said we should do something to honor Mary and get the kids focused on something positive, so they told me they wanted me to run a marathon and raise money. I was like ‘why me?’ They said I was the only one without kids so I could train for it. Long story short, I wrote an email to Nipmuck Dave asking permission to run the race with no experience for a good cause and he gave me permission. I ran with a school backpack that held candy and two bottles of Gatorade and it took me seven and a half hours to finish. The kids raised over $5,000 getting people to sponsor the miles I completed. Mary Troy gave me an amazing gift . . . that day I fell in love with trail running. Two years later I finished Nipmuck in under four hours.”


  Many road runners migrate to the softer surfaces of the trails because they hope to avoid impact injuries common to running on hard surfaces such as mac-adam or concrete. Once on the trail, road-shock trauma often subsides. Mike Teger, an aerospace engineer in Colorado Springs, enjoys most outdoor sports and tried running a few times on paved roads many years ago. “It was hard on my knees and about as interesting as watching grass grow.” Teger then tried trail running and found that not only are trails kinder to his knees, but they’re also a lot more interesting. “Replace asphalt and concrete with dirt and rocks, monotonous homes and storefronts with lush alpine fields and towering pine trees, and barking dogs with marmots and pikas—what a world of difference!”


  Athletes with varied sports backgrounds have also become trail runners. Phil Hadley, a former ski racer, became a trail runner while living in Boulder, Colorado. A friend took him out to Dakota Ridge where Hadley discovered he was in good enough shape (from road running) to run hilly trails. For Hadley, trail running combines his love of mountains and hiking with a competitive spirit that remains from his ski-racing days.


  Paul Bateson was racing cyclo-cross in the seventies, and trail running fit into his training. Brandy Erholtz, USA Track & Field (USATF) Mountain Runner of the Year 2008, first started running trails in college, heading out on easy days to cut down on some of the pounding. Aspen, Colorado, resident Rickey Gates started running cross country in high school, and his coach, Mark Barbour, would take the team to one of the many trails in the area every Wednesday during the season. “Those were my fondest memories from high school—running East Maroon Trail in September when the aspen leaves were golden and I was with most of my closest friends.”


  Paul Charteris started trail running in 2006 primarily to train for triathlons because “I was an awful runner.” Before he started running, Charteris hiked the same trails for two months. Every weekend he would do a long hike, which helped build up his legs and cardio output so when he started running he was more prepared for the transition.


  For Oregonian Carl Sniffen, trail running was a way to cross train for road and track racing. “I trail ran to develop foot and ankle strength and get stronger on the hills.”


  Beverley Anderson-Abs started running trails to train for adventure racing after watching the Eco-Challenge. When her team earned a spot in Eco-Challenge Borneo, they hit the trails much more. As Anderson-Abs got stronger and faster in trail running and ultramarathons, she gradually shifted her focus to ultras.


  New Yorker David Wise started running trails in the mideighties. “As my kids were coming along, I had less time for team sports. I became more serious about running, which up to that point had been solely recreational. Fortunately there are lots of trails near my home and I began to frequent them to get away from motorists. Trail running has become my favorite form of running.”


  Those who live in areas boasting trails find the sport a natural fit. Jim Tabb got hooked on trail running while living in Bishop, California—the amazing “east side” of the Sierra Nevada. Tabb says, “Slam dancing with Mother Nature on the east side is nothing short of magic. My back door has led me to encounters with mountain lions, thunderstorms, fresh air, and the most dramatic views in the world. How could I not get snagged?”


  Trail runners are year-round participants who can enter the sport at any time. Matthew Lewallen, a civil engineer from Denver, became obsessed with trail running during a run in the rugged mountains of Wyoming. “I was at an elevation of about 7,500 feet and the wind was blasting through the trees so hard I couldn’t hear my own breathing. About five inches of virgin snow was on the ground and for a moment it seemed surreal. I took pride that I could conquer the elements with only my legs, some running shoes, and my own will to achieve.”


  Boulder couple Ryan and Lori Cooper enjoy their trail runs together and find they can usually cover distances comparable to two-day backpacking trips in one long run, enabling them to see the wilderness more quickly and easily without the added weight of a heavy pack. According to the pair, “This is not to infer that we don’t take in the beauty; we just do it in an accelerated mode.”


  Pam Pedlow started running trails when she was in her early twenties, “around 1975 . . . you do the math,” says Pedlow. “Thanks to the influence of Jim Fixx, I started running, but was too self-conscious to run on the roads, so I chose to run along the trails of the canyon. The solitude and the peace of my surroundings helped me review study notes and/or de-stress from work. By the time I came home I felt relaxed and refreshed.”


  Terry Chiplin and his wife, Jacqui, traveled 4,000 miles from England to follow their dreams—to establish a residential retreat, training, and active vacation center in Estes Park, Colorado. “We both loved running—in fact we met and fell in love at a running club in Bristol, England; our first ‘date’ was a 10-mile run! The clean air, the climate, and the majestic scenery in Colorado had drawn us like an irresistible magnet from afar—we hadn’t reckoned on the trails though. I had been a road runner back in England. Soon after moving to Estes Park, I became a trail runner. Trails were taking us to places we had never been before and connecting us to the environment and our spirituality in a way that road running had never been able to. We started ‘dancing’ on the trails. Running became an opportunity to dance along the trails, skipping from rock to rock, or side to side, playing excitedly with the terrain like a long-lost lover.”


  

  Hatchet Job


  

  By Don Kardong


  It had been a hard winter in Spokane, with a record snowfall of nearly 100 inches. Those conditions meant my favorite trail was inaccessible for months, and it wasn’t until the end of March that I finally ventured back. Even then there were large patches of slush to maneuver through, but at least I was back doing what I love best—trail running.


  The trail showed clear signs of winter battle fatigue. Dozens of branches had snapped off and fallen across the path, which was to be expected. But I was stunned at one point to find an ancient Douglas fir, nearly 3 feet (1 meter) in diameter, which had been uprooted by its burden of snow and had collapsed across the trail. I gingerly scuttled up and over. That, I surmised, was going to be an obstacle to trail users like myself for years to come.


  I missed the following week’s run, but the week after that, as I approached the fallen tree again, I noticed something odd. Someone had begun hacking into the beast with a hatchet. Wood chips were strewn on the ground, and the hatchet was stuck in the tree near the cut, with a lightweight chain attached to the handle. The other end of the chain was imbedded in the tree.


  Who, I wondered, had left the hatchet there, and why? Were they planning to return periodically to use it? Did someone really expect to cut through the trunk of the massive conifer one chop at a time? Who would even own a hatchet with a chain attached?


  Weird. I wondered about this during the rest of my run.


  A week later, approaching the tree again, I stopped. The hatchet was still there. This time, though, the cut in the tree was twice as deep. I paused. Okay, I thought, count me in. I pulled the hatchet loose and gave the cut a hundred whacks. It didn’t make much of a dent, but progress often comes one chip at a time. If I did this every time I came through here—if everyone who came through whacked the trunk a few times—eventually, months later, we might actually cut our way through.


  So that’s what I did, each week. One hundred whacks on the way out. One hundred whacks on the way back. I never saw anyone else chopping, but I knew they’d been there. In an incredibly short period of time—unbidden by anyone and anonymous to each other—we trail users made it halfway through.


  About then I developed an Achilles pain that required a break from running. When I returned to the trail three weeks later, I was eager to find out how much progress my anonymous trail mates had made. Had they finally chopped through?


  Imagine my disappointment then, when I approached the tree and saw that someone had sliced through the trunk with a chainsaw. The hatchet was gone. Yes, the trail was now clear, and if this had been done in the beginning, who could have objected? Instead, the clean cut had ruined the fun for an unspecified number of unidentified trail users, all of whom had shared the same unspoken goal.


  So who scuttled our hard work and determination? Like so much else in this episode—like so much that happens out on the trail—I suspect the answer to that will remain a mystery. But each time I pass that spot on the trail, I can’t help but taste the sour bile of disappointment.

  

  


  A SPORT FOR EVERYONE


  While trail running is a sport for people of all ages, it has historically appealed more to an older population, especially when looking at race results. (This may be due in part to a mandatory age of eighteen for some events.) Typically more men enter races than women, although the gender disparity has diminished from more than 80 percent men twenty years ago to a current average 65 percent men. Some races reflect an even split between male and female competitors, and some even have more females, but this is rare. One roadblock to race participation by women has been the simple fact that childcare is not affordable or available. Some races begun offering on-site childcare. Another positive step some race directors have adopted over the past few years is the addition of more gender categories to create a more inclusive and welcoming feel for individuals who identify as gender neutral or gender fluid.


  Even with the welcome mat rolled out by race directors, many individuals opt not to compete in races at all, either due to the rising cost of entries or simply because they run purely for the joy they find in the sport or they find solace in nature on their own terms.


  No matter what one’s running or athletic background may be, the best introduction to trail running is to pick a nice day, find a beautiful gently rolling trail that offers dependable footing, and set off on a relaxed run. Take walking breaks as often as necessary and allow yourself to be carried away by the sounds of the natural environment and the peaceful surroundings. As you move along at a steady and easy pace, absorb the views and breathe the clean air. From your initial experience gradually build your running fitness and develop your trail running technique and skills. This chapter will introduce you to these skills.


  FINDING THE TRAILS


  Living in the mountains is not a prerequisite for an aspiring trail runner. In fact, many urban areas boast trail systems that delight and satisfy trail runners of all levels. Finding trails requires little effort beyond a few phone calls or a visit to the Internet. There are also many trail running apps to choose from, including AllTrails, Trail Run Project, and Strava.


  Local and National Park Systems


  Many cities and counties have local parks departments that are useful resources and can be located through an online search. Additionally, the USDA Forest Service provides a complete listing of public areas with trail access, as does the National Park Service. Be sure to check the availability of maps for purchase or simply download them on your phone for portability and to save the paper. Running friends who have already incorporated trail running into their lifestyle can also be a resource. Finding trails through exploration can be


  Clubs, Running Stores, and Social Networking


  

  Commute to the Trail


  

  ASSESSING YOUR FITNESS


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  


	Tuesdays and Thursdays should be used for rest or light exercise.


	For those already in a cardiovascular fitness program, add more workouts each week and increase the exercise times based on the workload you are comfortable with but not more than 10 percent per week. Weekend runs can be significantly longer than those listed above.
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  HOW TO HANDLE THE HILLS


  

  

  Steep Grade/Stable Footing


  

  Gradual Grade/Unsteady Footing


  

  

  

  SHOES


  

  

  

  

  APPAREL AND EQUIPMENT


  

  

  

  

  

  BASIC TIPS BEFORE HEADING OUT


 
	Schedule a run with a friend or let someone know your planned route and the time you expect to return.


  	Carry a map when running in unfamiliar areas—take a photo to have the map available on your charged smart phone, and supplement with a hard copy map that is placed in a plastic baggie and carried on your person in a hydration pack or pocket.


  	Drink plenty of water and take along food or energy drinks for runs lasting more than one hour.


  	Dress for changing weather conditions: what the conditions are when you start and what they may become.


  	Always be alert and aware of your surroundings.
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