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Foreword

BY DAVID WILLEY, EDITOR-IN-CHIEF OF RUNNER’S WORLD

ONE OF THE FIRST things I did when I became the editor-in-chief of Runner’s World in 2003 was to hang a framed photo of Dr. George Sheehan on the wall of my office. George, who began writing a column for the magazine in 1970, was the magazine’s most popular and beloved writer before his death from prostate cancer in 1993. He wrote about running not only as a sport but as a method for living a fuller life. This approach helped land several of his books on the bestseller list, and anytime I look at one of those lists today or browse the “self-help” shelves at a bookstore, I think of him. George was writing self-help books before there was such a category; one can easily imagine his 1983 book, How to Feel Great 24 Hours a Day, being published today and successfully marketed to millions of readers yearning to live healthier, happier, better lives.

But calling George Sheehan a writer is like calling Muhammad Ali a boxer. It’s true but incomplete. He was a popular speaker who filled auditoriums at races, sports-medicine conferences, and corporate retreats. He was called a guru and a philosopher-poet, and he regularly quoted classical writers such as Ortega, Tiberius, and William James, which naturally led some to accuse him of being obsessive and overwrought. But it is inarguable that he was a visionary and a pioneer who deserves credit for helping to launch America’s first running boom. No one has ever done more to explain, simply, eloquently and honestly, the how and the why of living a running life. At his best, George connected running to something larger than putting one foot in front of the other.

I don’t remember exactly where I found that photo, but it was with stack of race posters from decades past, forgotten. In the photo, George is sitting in a wooden rocking chair on the deck of his house in Ocean Grove, New Jersey, overlooking the Sound. He’s dressed in running clothes, and a towel is draped over the back of his chair, but it’s unclear whether he has just returned from a run or is about to set out. What is clear is that George is writing—or, more specifically, hunting and pecking away at what looks to be an old Royal typewriter perched on his deck’s wall, seemingly a few inches from falling into the drink. There isn’t a shred of artifice or self-consciousness to be found anywhere. The photo is still on my wall today (and on this book’s cover), even though we moved into a new building several years ago. Beneath it is my own Royal typewriter. The symbolism isn’t subtle: There are things from the past—even forgotten, old-school things—that still matter today.

As a longtime Runner’s World subscriber and the son of a Runner’s World reader in the 1970s and ’80s, I had read George’s column religiously. I should say columns, plural, because his contributions to the magazine appeared under a range of titles that reflected his growing popularity and the magazine’s broadening readership, which grew to embrace beginning runners as well as the highly dedicated (and mostly male) crew that ran nearly every day and cared immensely about races and PRs. First there was a simple column called “Medical Advice.” George was a medical doctor by training, after all—a cardiologist—with plenty of advice for runners eager to treat and avoid common injuries. That morphed into “Dr. Sheehan on Running” (also the title of one of his books), in which he spread his wings a bit more, followed by the insider-y “From Sheehan” and the slightly more forthcoming “From George Sheehan.” Until his death, he wrote under “George Sheehan’s Viewpoint,” which sounds drier than it was, I assure you. Runners often say that running helped them “find themselves.” For many of them, George held a lantern. In a 1988 profile of George for Runner’s World, John Brant put it perfectly, describing his first encounters with “the proselytizing distance runner” at a newsstand during some luckless post-college years: “During the few minutes it took to read the column you forgot about your confusions and footlessness. When you were finished you put the magazine back on the rack. You rubbed your hands up and down the legs of your jeans. Then you broke out of the store and back to your rented room. You changed as fast as you could and took off running. You were no longer lost. Sheehan had reminded you that your life was pinned to something. He had granted you solace and permission.”

In my first few months as editor-in-chief, I immersed myself in these columns again. Sure enough, they made me want to run and push myself to be better. More important, now that I was a bit older and married and had a family and priorities larger than my own health and fitness, they reminded me to continually try to live a heroic life. George strongly believed that all of us are here to do exactly that. “Our highest human need is to be a hero,” he wrote. “When we cease to be heroic, we no longer truly exist.” That may sound a bit over the top to some, but George saw heroism as being within anyone’s grasp, writing that “through ordinary experiences, the ordinary person can become extraordinary.”

It’s key to understand how George framed heroism: with a lowercase “h,” not focused on public glory or on vanquishing opponents. Our only real rivals, he believed, are our youthful selves, and our most urgent struggles are against inertia and indifference. They need to be met every day, but “it doesn’t matter if no one else is aware of this struggle—the hero needs no recognition. The deed is done, and the audience of one is satisfied.” Can an early-morning run or 25 miles per week really carry such significance? Yes.

George’s work also had an effect on me professionally. It thrilled me to discover anew how he expressed the idea that running and writing have something in common. Something approximating soul. Something I wanted to bring into our pages in a new way. I even stumbled upon a column that apparently had never been published, a very short piece called “Why Do I Run?” It was the last essay on running he ever wrote, in June 1993. We published it in the magazine with a bit of fanfare. But in a stroke of irony George would’ve probably enjoyed, it turned out that the piece had, in fact, been published in an obscure anthology we hadn’t been aware of. Yet my hopes of publishing the work of the man Sports Illustrated called “perhaps our most important philosopher of sport” didn’t subside, even if they went dormant for a few years. Eventually, I struck up a conversation with Andy Sheehan, the eighth of George’s twelve children, about how to do it, and those discussions grew to include Andy’s brothers Michael and Tim.

This book—the definitive survey of Dr. George Sheehan’s life work—is a result of those conversations. Andy has collected the very best from a career’s worth of magazine columns (George wrote 140 of them for Runner’s World, as well as many others that were syndicated to newspapers) and books (he published eight of them, most notably Running & Being, all of which were based largely on his Runner’s World work). The essays and excerpts are arranged into thematic chapters, echoing a technique George used in some of his own books, so the reader can dip in and out, quickly finding advice and inspiration about, say, training or racing or the marathon or what may have been George’s favorite theme: play. But the book can also be read and enjoyed from start to finish. The work collected here spans the years 1975 to 1995 (George’s book Going the Distance was published posthumously, two years after his death). Despite working with such varied material, Andy has deftly shaped hundred of puzzle pieces into a narrative arc, which begins with George taking up running at age 45 and moves with energy and purpose toward the final two chapters, entitled “Cancer” and “Final Revelations.” No one could be better suited to the task than Andy. A lifelong runner and an investigative journalist, he has the technical chops the job requires. But more important are the intangibles. In 2001 Andy published a wonderful memoir called Chasing the Hawk, a searingly honest look at his own life struggles and his efforts to get to know his famous but often distant father. This book is informed by everything he learned while writing that one, and The Essential Sheehan would not have been nearly as essential, or as insightful, without his skill and understanding.

Similarly, throughout the book, running luminaries such as Alberto Salazar, Frank Shorter, Jeff Galloway, and Amby Burfoot share how George and his writing influenced them, and guided their running lives and careers. These contributions, along with the introduction written by Michael and Tim Sheehan, and the afterword written by their sister, Ann, make The Essential Sheehan more than just an anthology of a legend’s most memorable writing. It’s also a minibiography of the legend, a self-described loner who later in life turned to those who had been there all along and the community of runners he had helped to form.

We—Runner’s World, the Sheehan family, and Rodale, Runner’s World’s parent company—embarked on this project to introduce Dr. George Sheehan to a new generation of reader-runners. After all, the sport has continued to boom since his death, and many of the runners fueling this growth—young women in particular—are likely unfamiliar with George’s work or its formative importance on the running and fitness culture we now take for granted. We also believe that what George had to say about running—and about living an active, honorable, fulfilling, authentic life—is more timely than ever. In our over-digitized and under-exercised culture, George’s writing may be more urgently needed now than when it was originally published. As a country, we are fatter and less healthy than we’ve ever been, and less connected to each other (I’m not counting Twitter or Facebook) or to the natural world.

But enough from me about why George’s work is worth immersing yourself in, either anew or for the first time. His words always stood on their own:

Running made me free. It rid me of concern for the opinion of others. Dispensed me from rules and regulations imposed from outside. Running let me start from scratch. It stripped off those layers of programmed activity and thinking. Developed new priorities about eating and sleeping and what to do with leisure time. Running changed my attitude about work and play. About whom I really liked and who really liked me. Running let me see my twenty-hour-hour day in a new light and my life style from a different point of view, from the inside instead of out.

Earlier this year, we reissued Running & Being, which spent months on The New York Times bestseller list when it was originally published in 1978 but had been out of print for decades. Both that book—a 35th anniversary edition with a jacket designed by George’s daughter Nora and a new foreword from Kenny Moore, one of George’s equals in running-writing excellence—and this one exist for a simple reason. As Joe Henderson, a longtime editor at Runner’s World who collaborated with George on all of his columns, writes in these pages, “As long as his work is read, a part of George Sheehan lives on.”

Indeed. I hope this book inspires people the way George did when he was alive, hunting and pecking a heroic way forward.


Introduction

BY MICHAEL & TIM SHEEHAN

WHEN GEORGE SHEEHAN ran for Manhattan College’s powerhouse track teams of the late 1930s, his gaze was ever on crosstown rival Leslie MacMitchell, the premier miler of the day. Under the disciplined guidance of legendary coach Pete Waters, the young Sheehan rose through the ranks until there was no one between him and MacMitchell. In his last race for the intercollegiate championship, Sheehan once again took silver to MacMitchell’s gold. He hung up his spikes and moved on to medical school the next year while MacMitchell went on to tie the world record. Sheehan never caught him—but he never lost the desire to be the best.

Twenty-five years later, when middle-age Sheehan faced the prospect of a settled life with no hills to climb, he would direct that drive for excellence toward a road that would take him and thousands of readers to new heights of physical, spiritual, and mental well-being.

Born the oldest of 14 children to a Brooklyn cardiologist and his wife, Sheehan received a Jesuit education and dutifully followed his father’s path into medicine. World War II, marriage, and twins immediately followed. Sent to the Pacific as a doctor on a destroyer, Sheehan and his ship survived kamikaze attacks, and he landed in Nagasaki just days after its nuclear destruction. It was an experience he never discussed. After service, he returned to the most prized catch of the Jersey Shore, Mary Jane Fleming, establishing a successful medical practice in Red Bank, New Jersey, and producing 12 children of his own. Surprisingly for someone with strong introverted, loner tendencies, Sheehan filled his days with responsibility for his patients and for his ever-growing family.

In the early 1960s, after founding Christian Brothers Academy, an all-boys high school in nearby Lincroft, for his oldest sons to attend, he began to feel the urge to return to running and competition. He was now 45 years old, dissatisfied with his generation’s equation for success, and in need of a change of course. Returning to the favored sport of his youth seemed the right choice, but in those days, running along your local streets would have been cause for a visit from police or your parish priest. To avoid the local gossip chain, he agreed to run in the privacy of his backyard, pounding out a dirt loop that he calculated to be 10 laps to a mile. His sweat, spit, guttural groans, curses, and body odor spilled into the house. After about a year, he was given the go-ahead by his wife to take it to the streets. In breaking free from the gate, he would find himself on the cutting edge of what was to become the great running boom of the 1970s.

His lunchtime became hour-long runs along a river road. Sunday mornings became road trips to any race he could find within a 2-hour drive. Running was his escape into a world of play and competition. It was also, more importantly, his road to self-discovery. After a few years of penning a weekly column about his newfound life in our local paper, he joined the staff of Runner’s World magazine and quickly became the voice of the running movement. He was a medical expert, a record-setting masters runner, a student of the great thinkers of life, and, as the sportscaster Bill Mazer called him, a mensch to the world of fitness. He brought a depth and a willingness to write about his experiences that had never been matched. Over the next 25 years, he put out tremendous effort on the roads, in races, and at the typewriter, sharing all he had uncovered. Some might have thought it a bit too much information, but he felt as long as he was writing his truth, he didn’t care what he shared.

His efforts earned him the respect of runners and nonrunners alike. His motivation was not to profit, but rather to open up new ways of thinking about sport and play, health and fitness, and the idea of making the best of who you are meant to be. As a writer, he was determined to teach his readers the various benefits of the athletic lifestyle. As a runner, he was determined to prove himself every time he entered a race.

When someone once charged him with being a legend in his own mind, he agreed—and added that everyone else should be, too. He saw sport as his theater for challenging himself, for challenging the world. When he saw the growing number of women discovering “this whole world the other side of sweat,” he accurately assessed, “When I see women running, I see a new world coming.” And when the only local race was a women’s event, he would crash the party and race along.

In his fitness talks, he often used a quote from Irenaeus—“The glory of God is man fully functioning”—and by this he stressed body, mind, and soul. He would ask his audience, “If today could be a fair sampling of eternity, are you ready to go back to your Creator in your current condition?” He urged people to listen to their bodies. The rules of fitness were simple and the benefits enormous if you had the willingness to apply them. From the ancient Greeks to today, not much has changed in the idea of developing the whole self—not a self as compared to others, but you at your best. Running was his gateway to this greater goal.

Like any ego striving to be the best, he enjoyed the fame that came his way. But while he appreciated the recognition, the other trappings of fame became a burden, and soon it required more effort and stress to produce new material. It was during that time, in 1986, that he learned he had inoperable prostate cancer. He was 67 years old, and this sudden nearness of his mortality shifted his stride to a new focus. He acknowledged that while he helped create new rules of living an athletic life, when it came to completing his whole being some old rules could not be ignored: You can’t do it alone. His goals up until then had been directed inward, focused only on his performance. While he always liked to be around people, he rarely reached out. He viewed a handshake as an aggressive act. He thus began a new approach to life, with a child’s desire to have his friends, his family, and his Creator in his reach at all times. This final change allowed him the chance to achieve the perfect maturity that St. Paul once wrote about.

As he approached his date with death, he examined this new journey with hope of uncovering some wisdom to share. He and the cancer would battle each other until the end, but he was determined to make the most of his time in order to make his best offering to his God. Through it all he never stopped striving. Whether it was running in a local 5-K or in the 70-and-over 800-meter World Championships, he gave his all, often collapsing at the finish line. For it was through this effort that he found his peace.

His thirst for new experiences and new topics kept his writing fresh up until his final days. He was driven by a sense that he had fallen short of his best, like those second-place finishes he suffered in college. He was humble enough to believe that despite his efforts, he could always give more. But he did in fact give his all, and the arc of his life experiences indeed produced the classic book he had hoped to write. Looking over his body of work, one can only be amazed by its size, its depth, and its quality.

With these selections from his essays, we hope to present to you his classic message of going back to the body in order to enjoy the benefits of health, the joy in play, and the rewards of self-discovery. If you find some of your own thoughts in our father’s words, then you have found a great friend to carry along on your quest to achieve your personal best.


The Essential Sheehan


1

Transformation
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Lightning may strike when you are 21 or not until you are 70. Today may be your day to leave the herd.

THIS RUNNING LIFE, 1980

AT THE AGE OF reason, I was placed on a train, the shades drawn, my life’s course and destination already determined.

At the age of 45, I pulled the emergency cord and ran out into the world. It was a decision that meant no less than a new life, a new course, a new destination. I was born again in my 45th year.

The previous “me” was not me. It was a self-image I had thrust upon myself. It was the person I had accepted myself to be, but I had been playing a role.

“It took me a long time to discover that the key to acting is honesty,” an actor told anthropologist Edmund Carpenter. “Once you know how to fake that, you’ve got it made.”

In time, we fool even ourselves. Sooner or later, however, we come to question the trip planned for us, the goals we are given, our itinerary to death. Sooner or later, the self-image becomes not worth preserving. The person we are presumed to be seems unsatisfactory and inadequate. Sooner or later, it becomes important that we feel important and have the feeling that what we are doing is important.

When I stepped off that train, I had lost my sense of purpose, my faith in what I was doing, my caring for creation and its creatures. And when I stepped from that train, I found I was not alone. Millions of Americans who had been told Sunday after Sunday to be born again were now going through the shattering experience of rebirth. Only the experts don’t call it that. They call it “middle-aged melancholia,” or a “new cultural phenomenon of the fourth and fifth decade,” or more simply “change of life.”

The authorities agree that we come upon this stage of our lives unprepared for the reality of advancing years and receding rewards. White-collar worker, blue-collar worker, housewife and career woman, no one seems immune to the crisis that sets in after the forties get under way. Each of us in his own way comes to this revelation and faces the problem of living according to the person we really are.

This is not only inevitable, it is desirable. “He who does not really feel himself lost,” wrote Ortega, “is lost beyond remission. He never finds himself, never comes up against his own reality.”

Finding one’s reality does not come without plan or effort. Being born again is no easy task. Technique and training and much hard work are needed. And we are always faced with the knowledge that it is an undertaking that will never be completed. Every day will be a fresh start.

Most experts suggest we make a new start in a new career, develop new interests. I say begin at the beginning. Begin with the body. The body mirrors the soul and the mind, and is much more accessible than either. Become proficient at listening to your body and you will eventually hear from your totality—the complex, unique person you are.

I did it that way. I stepped off that train and began to run. And in that hour a day of perfecting my body, I began to find out who I was. I discovered that my body was a marvelous thing, and learned that any ordinary human can move in ways that have excited painters and sculptors since time began. I didn’t need the scientists to tell me that man is a microcosm of the universe, that he contains the 92 elements of the cosmos in his body. In the creative action of running, I became convinced of my own importance, certain that my life had significance.

Fitness may have something to do with this. The physiologists have shown us that those who remain the perpetual athlete are two and even three decades younger physically than their contemporaries. And with this comes an awareness, a physical intelligence, a sensual connection with everything around you that enlarges your existence.

If decreases in the body’s functions are due to non-use and not to aging, is it unreasonable to suggest that our mental and psychological and spiritual capabilities deteriorate the same way?

If so, our rebirth will be a long and difficult task. It will begin with the creative use of the body, in the course of which we must explore pain and exhaustion as closely as pleasure and satisfaction. It will end only when we have stretched our minds and souls just as far.

But there is an alternative. You can always get back on the train.

—DR. SHEEHAN ON RUNNING, 1978
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I AM A RUNNER. Years ago that statement would have meant little more to me than an accidental choice of sport. A leisure-time activity selected for reasons as superficial as the activity itself. Now I know better. The runner does not run because he is too slight for football or hasn’t the ability to put a ball through a hoop or can’t hit a curve-ball. He runs because he has to. Because in being a runner, in moving through pain and fatigue and suffering, in imposing stress upon stress, in eliminating all but the necessities of life, he is fulfilling himself and becoming the person he is. I have given up many things in this becoming process. None was a sacrifice. When something clearly became nonessential, there was no problem in doing without. And when something clearly became essential, there was no problem accepting it and whatever went with it.

From the outside, this runner’s world looks unnatural. The body punished, the appetites denied, the satisfactions delayed, the motivations that drive most men ignored. The truth is that the runner is not made for the things and people and institutions that surround him. To use Aldous Huxley’s expression, his small guts and feeble muscles do not permit him to eat or fight his way through the ordinary rough-and-tumble. That he is not made for the workaday world, that his essential nature and the law of his being are different from the ordinary and usual is difficult for everyone, including the runner, to comprehend.

But once it is understood, the runner can surrender to his self, this law. And become, in the Puritan sense, the “free man,” the man who is attached only to the good. In this surrender, the runner does not deny his body. He accepts it. He does not subdue it, or subjugate it, or mortify it. He perfects it, maximizes it, magnifies it. He does not suppress his instincts; he heeds them. And goes beyond this animal in him toward what Ortega called his veracity, his own truth.

The finished product is therefore a lifetime work. This giving up, this letting go, the detachment from attachments, is an uneven process. You should give up only what no longer has any attraction to you, or interferes with something greatly desired. That was Gandhi’s rule. He advised people to keep doing whatever gave them inner help and comfort. I have learned that also. Whatever I give up, whatever innocent indulgences, ordinary pleasures or extraordinary vices, I do so from inner compulsion, not in a mood of self-sacrifice or from a sense of duty. I am simply doing what comes naturally. For the runner, less is better. The life that is his work of art is understated. His needs and wants are few, he can be captured in a few strokes. One friend, a few clothes, a meal now and then, some change in his pockets, and, for enjoyment, his thoughts and the elements. And though he’s on the run, he’s in no hurry. Concerned at times with tenths of a second, he actually responds to the season, moving through cycle and cycle, toward less and less until body and mind and soul fuse, and all is one.

I see this simplicity as my perfection. In the eyes of observers, however, it appears completely different. My success in removing myself from things and people, from ordinary ambition and desires, is seen as lack of caring, proof of uninvolvement, and failure to contribute. So be it. A larger view of the world might include the possibility that such people are necessary. That the runner who is burning with a tiny flame on some lonely road does somehow contribute. And while a world composed solely of runners would be unworkable, a world without them would be unlivable.

—RUNNING & BEING, 1978
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EACH OF US IS born with a 70-year warranty, but few of us read the instructions. We blindly go through life without consulting a manual for the operation of the human machine. The maintenance and preservation of our bodies doesn’t concern us. We believe that longevity and freedom from malfunction have been built in by the Creator.

And they have. But we can live long and stay healthy only if we take care of our bodies as we would our automobiles. We have to follow certain rules to get maximum performance and maximum longevity out of what we were born with. We have to apply the biological wisdom gained over the centuries to our day-to-day living.

Make no mistake about it: Nature does not allow for error, and she is not reluctant to inflict capital punishment. Deviations from the correct regimen can certainly diminish one’s daily well-being and eventually one’s life span. True, aging is inexorable. And death is inevitable. But neither should occur before its appointed time.

Individual behavior determines individual health. It is up to us to avoid unnecessary illness and premature death. It is our own decision to be active or sedentary. To age fast or age slowly. To die at our time or before it.

But even if we are committed to following the rules, we may have to search to find them. Our disregard for the past puts us in the position of relearning truths that have been known for centuries. We should not ignore the conclusions of previous civilizations and cultures that have gone through the process of establishing rules for the optimum function of the human body.

What we need to know was already known by generations that have gone before us: Cro-Magnon men, the Greeks, the Romans, the Victorians, and, in contemporary life, people in Alameda County, California—a group researchers have found to be extraordinarily long lived, happy, and productive. Back in 1972, the average American thought all you had to do to assure health was eat a balanced diet, get a good night’s sleep, and visit the doctor regularly—clearly an incomplete program for getting the most out of our bodies. But that year, we learned from these Californians rules that we can profit from following.

These rules, which have come to be known as the Alameda Seven, are as follows:

1.Exercise regularly.

2.Eat a good breakfast.

3.Don’t eat between meals.

4.Maintain weight.

5.Don’t smoke.

6.Drink moderately.

7.Get a good night’s sleep.

These observances have stood the test of subsequent scientific investigation. They work. People who follow six of those rules live significantly longer than those who follow one or two. And not only do they live longer, they’re less likely to be hospitalized, and they’re more energetic and productive as well.

After all, our aim is not only a long life but one free of incapacitating disease. We want to get sick as little as possible, and if we do, we want to recover quickly. We would like to live a fully functioning life until the last possible moment. And the Alameda Seven will apparently ensure that as well. A study done in 1984 showed that those observing the rules had aged successfully—that is, they remained independent and healthy, free of debilitating disease.

How best to live long and live well? Following the Alameda Seven is a good start—and has good precedent. For past generations, lifestyle was their pharmacopoeia. They had no antibiotics, no cures for infectious disease. So the caveman had to be fit to survive.

Now we have grown soft, freed for the most part of the scourges of pneumonia and tuberculosis and other life-shortening diseases. Our longevity may be increasing, but so are the diseases having to do with the way we live. We die of the affluence and the sedentary life that prosperity has given to us. If we are indeed to prosper, we must look to the rules of the generations that preceded us and that had to struggle for existence—the people who read the warranty and followed it.

—RUNNING TO WIN, 1992
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WHEN I BEGAN RUNNING in 1963, the fitness experts and the sports medicine specialists had yet to arrive on the scene. Dr. Kenneth Cooper’s book on aerobics was still five years off. Becoming fit, therefore, was something I had to do on my own—my body became my instructor. It gave me the answers to those initial questions: How far? How fast? And how often? In a very short time, I learned the first and greatest commandment in fitness: Listen to your body.

Although I didn’t know it at the time, I was rediscovering an ancient law, a tradition that went back to the Greeks. The Greeks explored their physical limits much the same as we do now. Their Olympic Games were based on the same philosophy as ours. Their attempts to go higher and faster and farther foreshadowed present-day competition. And they did all this using the body simultaneously as teacher and pupil.

In those days, people were expected to read their body like a book, learning what enabled them to perform well and what would interfere with performance. According to Tiberius, by the age of 20, an individual should take responsibility for his own health, knowing what was harmful or beneficial, and be able to take care of himself without medical aid.

Socrates was of the same mind. He felt that an intelligent man who was careful about his diet, exercise, and drinking habits should know better than a doctor what was good or bad for him. Centuries later, psychologist Abraham Maslow expressed the same idea, calling such people “self-actualizers.” These people, wrote Maslow, become finely tuned to how best their bodies work and to those actions that harm them.

By the time we reach adulthood, we should be able to read the messages our body sends us. Technology is not only unnecessary; it is inadequate. The body has information that is technologically inaccessible. We are the sole recipients of this otherwise unavailable data. Why, then, should I need more than my own body to guide my program and record my improvement?

Back in 1963, that question was irrelevant. I had nothing to resort to other than my body. It had to give me all my answers. I didn’t check with a physician before I began running. I didn’t take a stress test. And I never checked my pulse. I simply went out and ran.

I quickly made my first and greatest discovery. Running is play. It is being a child again. I would go out on the roads and get lost in a child’s world. I ran short and fast, I ran long and slow. I was having fun because my body was having fun. I was enjoying running because my body was enjoying running. And while this was happening, my body became better and better at running. Without consulting a book or an expert, I became fit. Even better, I became an athlete.

My experience has convinced me most of the testing and monitoring of fitness programs is unnecessary. We need little if any pretesting before getting into an activity. Nor do we need to check our pulse or do all those annoying and occasionally alarming computations involving heart rate. The only things that should prompt us to see a doctor are things that would ordinarily send us to a doctor for treatment—things such as excess cholesterol, overweight, diabetes, or high blood pressure.

My body, over the years, has given me the correct answers to all my questions on running. I have had no need for other experts. But even if there were other avenues of information, there is one question only the body can answer. And it is the question that holds the answer to every successful lifelong fitness program: “Are you having fun?”

—RUNNING TO WIN, 1992
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I WAS ON A radio show discussing exercise with a woman who did not exercise. “The spirit is willing,” she told me, “but the flesh is weak.”

I had, of course, heard the excuse many times before. But for the first time, it occurred to me that the opposite was true. The flesh is willing; it is the spirit that is most often weak. Our bodies are capable of the most astounding feats. But the horizons of our spirits do not reach beyond the TV, the stereo, and the car in the garage.

The flesh is not only willing; it is eager for action. The flesh is filled with everything our spirit lacks: strength and energy, endurance and stamina. We come from a breed that crossed continents on foot and trekked from pole to pole. Even now, we see housewives running marathons, stockbrokers in Outward Bound, retired executives climbing Everest.

We are of a flesh that asks for more and more challenges, that seeks one frontier after another. What is missing is not physical energy. The fuel is there, waiting to be ignited. We need some spark to light the fires, something to get us into action.

From the moment we wake up in the morning, we cop the plea that the spirit is willing but the flesh is weak. We lie abed as the alarm clock, the radio, and the family take turns trying to get us up. Still we remain immobile until the last possible minute. Yet how many calories does it take to overcome inertia and get out of bed? Whose bodies are so exhausted that they can’t get their feet on the floor? I can plead that I’m in a semi-coma, not yet ready for coordinated action, but similar scenarios recur throughout the day. The body is ready, willing, and able, but the spirit is becalmed. Where there is no emotion, there is no motion either.

What is missing is the spiritual energy called enthusiasm. It is from lack of enthusiasm that the failures of the spirit multiply during the day. When we are enthusiastic, we develop a determination to equal the endurance of our muscles, a fortitude to match the courage of our hearts, and a passion to join with the animal strengths of our bodies.

To succeed at anything, you need passion. You have to be a bit of a fanatic. If you would move anyone to action, you must first be moved yourself. To instigate, said Emerson, you must first be instigated. I am aware of this every time I lecture. For an hour before the talk, I can be seen walking alone, muttering to myself, gradually building myself to a fever pitch so I will find it completely natural to end a talk standing on a table with nothing on but my Levi’s—and with the pants legs rolled to my knees.

But the spirit has more to offer than just this excitement. It gives us the motivation when the excitement is missing. The spirit is what gets us through when everything else fails. As Oxford professor Ralph Johnson points out in his paper “Factors in Human Endurance,” a person’s ability to survive often depends on the qualities of his personality.

The mind-body relationship is particularly striking in the historical accounts of explorers and mountain climbers, people in extreme situations and stretched to their limits and beyond. The explorer Captain Scott, writing of one of his men, commented, “Browers came through the best. Never was there such a sturdy, active, undefeated man.” Of Scott himself, one of his companions wrote, “Scott was the strongest combination of strong man in a strong body that I have ever known—and this because he was weak. He conquered his weaker self and became the strong leader we went to follow and came to love.”

Behind the enthusiasm, behind the inspiration, behind the passion, there must be the will. We can choose. We can decide. We can will to do it our own way. When we do, nothing can prevail against us.

Otherwise, we are merely wishing, idle dreamers in the world of the flaccid spirit. We must want something and want it badly—want it with the zeal and passion and enthusiasm of a Don Quixote or a missionary. Then, we will suddenly find ourselves in motion, with a clear focus on our goal. Once moved, the spirit and the flesh are like a matched team of horses, each asking more of the other. Fused by the will for that brief and wonderful moment, the flesh and the spirit become one.

I am—just as you are—a unique, never-to-be-repeated event in this universe. Therefore, I have—just as you have—a unique, never-to-be repeated role in this world. Mine is a personal drama for which I am at once author, actor, and director.

Unfortunately, this perception comes late in life. It was something I knew as a child—not clearly, of course, but nevertheless with certainty. My life as a child was my own. It was filled with the play and invention, the energy and intensity, the humor and intelligence that becoming the person you are demands.

But all too soon, we become members of the herd. We learn herd rules, herd regulations, herd morality, herd ethics. We become part of society. Society must be preserved, so we accept the obligations it imposes.

Others have raised questions about this necessity. “Are we sent here,” asked Thoreau, “to do chores and hold horses?” The answer, says society, is yes. Work has to be done. And if work is not available, then make-work has to be devised. We must be kept busy. The idle mind begins to think, the idle body begins to play, and that is dangerous for the herd.

In such moments, those childlike moments, we may see ourselves as we are and recognize the life we should live. Some happy few have these revelations early. But most of us submit to the herd, with little resistance. We behave docilely until we have fulfilled our obligation to procreate, until we have used our productive years in support of the institutions that keep society on an even keel.

But then what? The forties have arrived. The herd no longer needs us, nature no longer protects us, the race no longer cares. We are on our own. We have served our purpose.

What then are the prospects? Wonderful! Perhaps even better than wonderful. We can now return to the play and invention, the energy and intensity, the humor and intelligence we knew as children. The pressures that made us supportive of the herd are dying out. Each of us is feeling the urges that make us different rather than the same. Each of us is sensing the infinite varieties of body and mind, of values and temperament that make us unique.

And with that comes the knowledge that the chores are over. There are no more horses to be held. We know now about the herd. We need no longer be bound by those rules, need no longer act out those roles. Somehow, we will find the strength and the courage and the insight to make our own rules, to act out our own drama.

That is the paradox. In what others consider the twilight years, we will be more than we ever were before. At a time when we are supposed to take to the easy chair and be content with serenity and a large book, we are transformed with energy. We have a vigor and a toughness youth cannot match, and for the first time since our childhood we know how to play.

Why must this all wait until we are 40? It need not, I suppose. It just happened that way in my case, but I am a slow learner and a creature of habit. For you, it might be different. Lightning may strike when you are 21 or not until you are 70. Today may be your day to leave the herd.

—THIS RUNNING LIFE, 1980
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I WAS BORN A coward, and by any normal standards still am one.

Function follows structure, says the rule of biology, and I don’t have the structure to fulfill the function of the red-blooded American male. We all know what that function is: to face up to bullies, look your enemies in the eye, and never retreat. Americans are supposed to work 30 hours a day, 8 days a week; know what teamwork means; and rise from office boy to president. The United States of America expects you to be a hero, to stand up and be counted, to show the stuff you are made of.

I know the stuff I am made of: pipe-stem bones, an overbite, and a long, tender nose. I have poor teeth and one slightly crossed eye, am tone deaf, and have a pain threshold at the level of a firm handshake. I am constructed 180 degrees out of phase with the pioneer spirit, the derring-do, the raw courage, and the adventurousness that made America great.

Since man is a totality, a physical psychological whole, I have other drawbacks. I jump at loud noises, and when younger perspired if a girl entered the room, and was known to vomit if sent to the principal’s office. I found early on that standing up to bullies meant either a blow to the nose, sending me into a black pit of indescribable pain, or a shot to the mouth, leaving my upper lip full of teeth.

We are built, wrote physiologist Walter Cannon, for fight or flight. I was built for flight, and nature never intended me to do anything else. I fulfill the function of my particular structure by taking to my heels when trouble brews.

But what American boy would accept that, or what American parent? Is it possible that someone can find contact sports painful to the point of nausea, get faint at the prospect of tackling a runner in the open field and still be all any American can be—a hero to himself? The answer is yes.

Take my operation, for instance. A gallbladder operation is an elective, clean, soft-tissue operation involving only minor trauma. Mr. Average American with his high pain threshold usually can breeze through the hospitalization part of gallbladder surgery—the part I don’t want to talk about or even remember. The pain of those few days was beyond my imagination. I never knew such agonies existed. While others were grumbling about being kept in the hospital, I was still struggling to get out of bed.

Where I finally triumphed was during my post-operative recovery.

That’s where being thin and bony came to mean something. That’s where I outdistanced those muscular heroes who were packing their bags 3 days after leaving the operating room. That’s where I found that physical cowards can handle pain—as long as it is self-inflicted. We can suffer and endure as long as the enemy is ourselves.

Ten days after my surgery, I started jogging. Less than 3 weeks after the surgery, I ran 35:01 in a 5-mile race over very tough hills at Van Cortlandt Park [in New York City]. Within another month, I had brought that 7-minute-a-mile average down to 6:30 in a 9-mile face on the same course, my best time in 3 years.

Each race was as painful as any I can remember. The hills were almost unbearable. There were miles and miles of groans and gasps, interspersed with appeals to the Almighty. But that is something that happens almost every weekend in a runner’s life. It is the kind of pain he can handle—and others can’t.

Some muscular surgeons called my post-operative recovery “fantastic,” but it was no odd or wonderful thing. It was just an ordinary accomplishment for thousands of distance runners who are constructed like I am. We would rather run 26 miles into a near-coma than be hit on the nose or even have someone threaten to hit us on the nose.

For runners, as for others, the first rule is to know that you are normal. To find this normal, you can use some rules suggested 30 years ago by anthropologist Earnest Hooten.

“The body,” wrote Hooten, “will guide us most rapidly and unerringly to the mind and personality. Body structure affords the safest and most accessible takeoff for the exploration of individual personality.”

Translated, this means that if you have a weak little body fit for running from fights and altercations, you should do so. Your body tells you who and what you are. If you listen well, you can be a success, perhaps a hero, even though no one else may be aware of it.

Just remember, function follows structure—and so does fulfillment.

—THIS RUNNING LIFE, 1980
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“KNOW YOURSELF.”

What was written on the temple of Apollo, we must now write in even larger letters where we can see it every day. Know yourself, so you may live that life peculiar to you, the one and only life you were born to live. Know yourself, that you may perfect your body and find your play. Know yourself, that you are not only the patient but also the therapist. Know yourself, that you may accept that knowledge.

For the Greeks, the time for this discovery was leisure—a time that also included activities like health, self-expression, character formation, personality, and self-adjustment. Included, of course, were play
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