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FOREWORD

Over the years many books have been written about middle distance running. But this book is different. How can the father who coached his son to thirteen world records not be able, better than others, to distil sound advice that will illuminate the many problems of health, diet, psychology, fatigue and race tactics for coaches and runners everywhere?

Sebastian Coe’s great career spanned nearly twenty years. He dominated running in the late 1970s and 1980s, and helped to restore to British running the respect of the rest of the world.

This book, with a wealth of practical detail, using reason not dogmatism, explains clearly how athletes may generate in themselves the will to win. It roundly condemns drug abuse and cheating and relies on developing self-knowledge to achieve as nearly as possible the athlete’s full potential. The subject is endlessly fascinating and this excellent book will surely find a happy place on the shelves of athletes and coaches up and down Britain and around the world. I wish it all success.

Sir Roger Bannister
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The basic physiology of the training zones is sound: I have learned from, and owe a lot to, my old friend and colleague Dr David E. Martin. He is Professor of Physiology at Georgia State University, and a consultant to TAC/USA. He runs a human performance laboratory.

Occasionally one or two other coaches were able to make their own special contribution. The first was Gordon Surtees, by two separate and wise observations early in my coaching career. Next came the drive and enthusiasm of the British Milers Club, together with the right races it provided. Before Seb Coe went to Loughborough University I asked George Gandy to set up and supervise a complete circuit and strength training regime with the aim being to improve 400m speed. This he did very well throughout Seb’s years there.

Good long-term planning and a sound structure are essential to any enterprise, as is the availability of adequate funding. As chief national coach Frank Dick had a difficult role to play. Regardless of the outcome or the reasons for it, what he attempted to achieve would have left the coaching side of our sport on a sounder and more advanced base.

In a long time in athletics Sir Arthur Gold has made his indelible mark, for honesty and fair play.

From the beginning, club and school competition, particularly in the early days with tough cross-country running in Sheffield, helped to forge character and the will to win.

Later, and especially in 1983 and during the 1984 pre-Olympic build-up, it was the loyalty and the help in training by the members of Haringey A.C. that contributed greatly to the tremendously successful Olympic outcome. The success of this help was due in no small part to the drive and enthusiasm of John Hovell, a great motivator of the participating athletes. In that Olympics year it was the help and support of coach Joe Newton of York High Shool, Illinois and his family during Seb’s acclimatising spell in the US prior to arriving in Los Angeles that deserves my gratitude.

Then there are the media, among whom I admit I have my favourites and some long-lasting friends, but even when occasionally not exactly sympathetic they acted as a powerful spur and certainly helped to keep the public interested in what we did. My records and race analyses would be very incomplete without the kind general assistance and video help of the BBC and ITV.

Not least are the race promoters. All meetings, great and small, need organizing, none more so than the big permit meetings. These are the great shop windows of our sport and its champions and the big promoters carry heavy burdens. The behind-the-scenes build-up to a big grand prix meeting is an exercise in international logistics. All the meetings depend on an army of true amateurs, that loyal band without whom meetings simply could not take place. They should never be forgotten and what should always be remembered is that they are people like any others, just trying to do their best. Many of them will have been in the sport longer than most of the competitors.

Finally, as I have touched on records and race analyses, I must reserve a special mention for the ‘master chroniclers’ – the statisticians. Authors find them handy as well!


INTRODUCTION

The aim of this book is to provide the basis for producing winners. It is to get coaches and athletes to think, and think big – to go for gold, and to work with enthusiasm and conviction to be the best.

The book is dedicated to Seb Coe, the outstanding runner of his time. He enjoyed the enormous success that came from winning Olympic gold and silver medals and setting many world records, and he bore the attendant pressures of his worldwide fame with civility and dignity.

Throughout the continual increase of these pressures, in no small part created by the exceptional length of his career at the top, he never allowed himself to be diverted from the single-minded pursuit of our unattainable goal of complete perfection.

Despite the cruelty of arbitrary authority and the illnesses to which very highly trained athletes are prone, his belief in his own ability never wavered and it has been carried over into his new professional life off the track. I cannot believe that any coach has been so well rewarded, not only by his athlete’s success but with such faith and trust in his efforts as I have received.

Seb Coe became an all-time great in the history of athletics. The conditioning and training content of this book accurately describe many of the methods I used in his coaching, but presented in a form usable by adequately trained runners. But it is much more than that. This book also stems from his unique, single-minded dedication to the pursuit of his chosen excellence and his willingness to make the many sacrifices necessary for its achievement. Not least, it is a testament to the great synergistic power of a truly trusting relationship between a coach and an athlete.

The examples of the training sessions used are specific to competing successfully at 800m and 1500m but this should not obscure the main thrust of this book, which is about winning. The fundamental principles and attitudes expressed are relevant to all competitive running.

Because world-class times in 800m and 1500m races are such difficult targets, it is vital that coaches and athletes have a thorough grasp of all the constituent elements of these events.

This book provides an in-depth analysis of the 800m and 1500m races. A carefully detailed breakdown is necessary for understanding what is required to race and win and to appreciate just how heavy are the demands on coach and athlete of middle distance training for gold medal performances. Without such an analysis it is easy to overlook small but important details. A systematic examination of all these details in their right sequence provides a sound guide to the construction of a correct training plan.

I have not given any examples of workouts or training schedules of well-known athletes. Despite similarities athletes are always individuals, so schedules not tailored to individual readers can be very misleading and are unlikely to be sound guides to constructing ideal personal training programmes.

The correct training can only be derived from a careful analysis of the events, coupled with continuous assessment of the athlete. This book emphasises developing this analytical approach just as much to the art as the science of training winners. The training described in this book is not a simple recipe or formula for guaranteed success, it is a statement of the basic principles for building lasting success in these middle distance events.

There is so much to learn about middle distance racing that any one section of this book cannot completely cover it’s subject, but there is enough in each to be a guide to any further reading and study the reader might want to pursue. If in describing this approach to training and racing there seems to be any repetition or over-emphasis it is only because of the importance of the points being made.

I have dwelt much on motivation in training and competition and what it takes to be a consistent winner at the highest level. I have had the privilege and the pleasure of spending many long years as an active partner in the pursuit of athletic excellence. I have never wavered in my belief that winning is the name of the game and the price of the unremitting effort is well worth it. As a coach my only aim is to enable the athlete to achieve superlative and definitive performances.

There are times when it is necessary to take racing risks with an athlete still learning the trade. Inevitably, despite some heroic efforts, it will sometimes result in losing, but the knowledge that can be gained from these defeats is priceless. Defeat is always defeat, but it is also an opportunity to find out what might be going wrong. Our county championships are a wasteland of neglected opportunities to experiment by our would-be high flyers.

Experimenting, and choosing the right moments for it, is essential to progress but I believe that very few athletes are prepared to go beyond what they perceive to be their limits to discover whether the impossible might just be possible – especially when youth is on their side.

Seb and I were still experimenting when he was a hardened and senior athlete. Once, when it was early in the year for us and at a semi-major meeting, defeat was only just averted when it appeared that we had got our sums wrong. All round there was dire and ill-informed comment. It seemed that only a couple of people understood what had been done; they were two long standing observers of the domestic and international scene – Stan Greenberg and Mel Watman.

Over the years nothing has arisen to cause me to change the methods or the principles on which my coaching is based, but there are two important areas to which I came to give even more care and emphasis. One is ensuring that training sessions are hard enough to increase mental toughness. This enhances the will to handle future training and competition, thus building justifiable confidence.

The other is maintaining strength training later into the season to preserve racing strength closer to peaking. Mature athletes who are well into their careers, but can still just handle the very hard sessions necessary for continued success, need progressively more time between the tough sessions to permit proper recovery.

Along the way there are ample opportunities to watch other competitors and observe the difference between winners and losers, between those who simply get lucky once or twice and those who stay at the top for long and successful careers. One or two good seasons is not success; ten years at the top is. Studying the opposition can be very useful – they reveal a lot by what they say and do off the track.

While this book is about training, much of which is very demanding, it would be incomplete without some reference to behaviour and motivation in an effort to present a fuller picture of training and racing to win – after all, the body does have a head.

Unfortunately, for serious runners, especially the elite athlete, much of what is written on sports psychology is concerned with team games, and mainly inapplicable to those in the highly individual sport of competitive running.

For the runner an Olympic stadium packed with tens of thousands of people is a very lonely place indeed. The athlete is without any team support, without team members to provide an excuse for a poor performance, and all the rest of the field are enemies. Only the development of a steely self-reliance and confidence can see one through these moments successfully. It takes years of hard experience to prepare for such intense pressure but where and when possible, and the earlier the better, some good advice from those who have experienced this pressure and who were both thinking and successful can be very helpful. Seb believes that had he made the 1976 Olympics, if only to experience that kind of pressure, it would have ensured him a better performance in the 1980 Moscow 800m.

There are those who, for doctrinaire reasons unconnected with sport, are trying hard to make the facts fit their theories and would deny our youth any competition. At best they grudgingly permit only mild participation. Fortunately, mankind is naturally a very competitive animal and there will always be those who seek success and try to be better than the rest.

In every sphere of human activity people are trying to extend their knowledge and experience of what is possible. Times will improve, records will fall, and like it or not, someone, somewhere in the world, is striving body and soul to be the best at whatever they do. If environment has an important role in human development then try to create one that enhances progress, not hinders it. We all have the power to make some modification to our environment.

I hope that this book will help coaches and athletes who are serious about winning, especially those who desire to be the best. Yes, it is a long, hard road. Anything that is worthwhile does not come easily, but there is a tremendous high in being the best – or as a coach, just having had a part in it.

I have found my coaching and the philosophy on which it is based to be consistently true during the long haul to the top and because, for a long time, I have successfully practised what I preach, this book is more than just an opinion. It is what I know and what has worked to produce Olympic gold medals and world records. The desire to be the best is my strongest message. You must thoroughly understand what it is you are trying to achieve, think first, but think big and then go for gold.


1

HEALTH

In the pursuit of physical excellence there is no greater asset than good health. It is the foundation for the consistency needed for successful training. The Collins English Dictionary defines health as ‘the state of being bodily and mentally vigorous and free from disease.’ This is a good definition with no need to include freedom from injury, when the intention is to stay vigorous. However, it is much more difficult for an ambitious runner in hard training to meet this ideal state whereas it is far easier to maintain for the ordinary sportsman or woman.

This is so because success at the top demands a very high level of specific fitness. The very hard training and the great stress applied to produce the necessary adaptation are so intense that they render athletes more prone to infections and overuse injuries than less ambitious runners. The body cells of highly trained athletes seem to be more permeable to invaders than those of runners training at lower intensities.

Because the demands at the top level are so severe it is vital that every training session is well thought out, specific and does not involve any unnecessary work. There is neither time and energy to waste nor any safe margin of health; the top men and women are always working close to the limit of staying healthy.

The care to avoid excessive stress even precludes the use of many other sports for fun and relaxation. While a little table tennis or refreshing swimming is fine, a tough session of hard court tennis is risky, while indulging in rugby or soccer, supposing there is energy left over from training, is sheer folly even in the strongly recommended end of season lay-off. A professional soccer player can take a fairly hard knock and with a little treatment can return to his sport after a few days. But the constant repetitive work required in distance training can soon turn even the slightest injury into a serious impediment to an athlete’s training.

Effective training is the means whereby one becomes able, or more able, to perform a task. It requires good planning by coach and athlete. Taking short cuts involves departing from the plan and this seriously reduces the value of the work. By adhering to the plan the athlete becomes fitter and more disciplined. As the body and mind are improved simultaneously an important lesson is learned: long-term goals can be achieved only by dedication and hard work, which, with appropriate recoveries, produce that very important element of training – consistency. Without it there is no lasting progress.

Fitness is measured as the level of adaptation to your lifestyle. This includes all other activities besides athletic training. Adopting a healthier lifestyle is a major improvement in itself and the athlete then has a greater resistance to all the other stresses of life; being ill and unfit to train is a loss of consistency. To look back on a long period of consistent work gives an athlete a high level of confidence in training, which is essential for successful competition.

BASIC GUIDE TO DIET

A few words on diet are fitting, because deficiencies in the diet can affect health, more so that of athletes in hard training. There are plenty of reference books giving excellent advice on diet, so these few simple guidelines should suffice.

Eat a balanced diet based on the following proportions: protein 15 per cent, fat 20 to 25 per cent, carbohydrates 60 to 65 per cent. If the diet contains enough red meat (or other sources of easily assimilated iron), pasta, a variety of fresh or lightly cooked vegetables and some fresh fruit – the whole yielding enough calories to maintain your best competition weight –it is unlikely that you will have to spend money on expensive supplements. If you do, buy a multi-vitamin type because the drug companies and manufacturers have spent a lot of time and effort getting the correct balance.

Note that multivitamin supplements are not the same as megavitamin supplements, which are a waste of money. The daily needs for all vitamins and trace elements are met with very small amounts. Any excess water-soluble vitamins will only make expensive urine, and excess fat-soluble compounds will be stored, possibly with serious side-effects as is true of heavy doses of an iron supplement.

It is unlikely that a sensible diet will fail to provide an adequate supply of vitamins and essential trace elements. The following are found in several different breakfast cereals, each supplying between 25 and 50 per cent of the recommended daily allowance in a 30g serving: niacin, iron, vitamins Bl, B2, B6 and B12, folic acid, vitamin D, calcium, magnesium and zinc.

Careful blood monitoring will indicate any iron deficiency (not just anaemia). The full blood profiling of an athlete training at a high level requires an extensive printout as there are many markers to be checked that might reveal a variety of impending problems. Should there be any concern about iron levels any good sports dietitian or a book on diet will list the foods that inhibit iron absorption – but be safe and take good medical advice.

Do not worry obsessively over every mouthful; diet deficiencies do not develop overnight. Common sense should preclude continually stuffing away fried and fatty convenience foods. In being fit, simply take pleasure in what you eat, do not eat just for pleasure. Finally, alas, alcohol has no good role in the diet.

PRE-COMPETITION MEALS

There is not any need to eat food close to a race, in fact it should be avoided. During the warm-up and with the effect of pre-race tension there is a pronounced shift of blood away from the digestive system. Any significant quantity of food still in the stomach can cause distress. To ensure that this does not happen avoid the intake of any fatty food during the last pre-race meal. Fat is much less easily digested than carbohydrates.

Other than the individual’s own taste there is no need for liquid intake for short
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