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This book is for all runners and all the future ones, including my daughter, Ella, who read parts of this book while it was being written and consequently tried out for the cross-country club at school.
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1

TYING YOUR LACES FOR THE FIRST TIME

WHY RUN?

For me, I run because it’s my freedom, it’s my meditation, it’s a chance to reset, feel refreshed, de-stress and get rid of excess energy. If I’m having a great day, it just adds to my buzz and gives me a boost. If I’m feeling low, or irritable, or anxious, I know that even a short run will change my entire outlook, put everything in perspective and help me see clearly again. Of course, these are all my reasons for running now. When I first started, I had absolutely no idea these benefits existed. My reason for running then was to lose a bit of weight but most of all to feel healthier.

I saw the benefits really quickly.

Exercising changed my lifestyle completely. I was excited to get out for a run in the morning, so instead of staying up watching TV until late, I’d go to bed earlier. I wasn’t dieting, in fact I was probably eating the same – maybe even more, but it was to fuel my run rather than satisfy my cravings. I was glowing and feeling super healthy but I wasn’t restricting or depriving myself, I was just doing something that I was absolutely loving.

Of course, it isn’t always plain sailing. In fact, running can bring up some pretty complex feelings. Some days it will feel like a slog and you’ll curse every step until it’s over. Other days you just won’t even want to be bothered and you’ll have to force yourself to get out there. Even when you’ve started, you’ll have days when runs don’t go to plan. Your laces might be too tight or too loose, you might feel slower, or you’ll suddenly need to pee and it completely distracts you. On days like these – and by the way, I do still have them – it’s important to focus on why you run. This is such a personal thing and it changes over time, sometimes even from week to week, but there is always a reason for running.

When you have one of those bad days, or feel like you can’t be bothered, or you’re on what feels like a rubbish run, think about just one thing you’re getting out of that run and focus on what that means to you. Here’s a few that I have focused on over time:

[image: image] A free commute

[image: image] Time outside to get some fresh air (no matter the weather)

[image: image] Getting a dose of vitamin D on a sunny day

[image: image] Thirty minutes on your own to decompress after work or your studies, or a busy day at home

[image: image] Thirty minutes to plan ahead for your day

[image: image] Thirty minutes to maintain a fitness regime

[image: image] Thirty minutes to feel healthier

[image: image] Thirty minutes to help you sleep later

[image: image] Bragging rights over your partner/friend, who hasn’t been for a run!

It helps to look at the bigger picture too. I asked someone once, ‘Why do you love running?’ and they simply replied: ‘Because I can.’ It reminded me what a privilege it is to be able to run when so many people who want to can’t. Shouldn’t we all have this positive approach? Most importantly, when it gets difficult, remember that this is a journey. We’re all at different points on that journey and we’re all still learning, because with running you only learn by doing it, over and over.

So, keep persevering. Smile, pull on your trainers and take full advantage because it’s a gift. Once you realise how the benefits of running can impact your life for the better, you’ll never look back. I promise you, the only runs you’ll regret are the ones you don’t do.

GETTING STARTED

If you’ve picked up this book, chances are you’ve heard something about how great running is and you’re curious. Maybe a friend has started running and they’ve been telling you all about it, or you keep seeing people jogging past your bus or car on your commute. You might have run in the past, but then life happened and you just haven’t had the time to start again. Maybe glowing, exhilarated runners keep popping up on your Instagram feed, a celebrity you follow has mentioned it as part of their fitness regime, or colleagues at work are taking part in a charity run.

It looks great. It’s free. It seems easy to get into. You know it’s meant to be good for you.

But you’ve just not acted on it.

I know the exact feeling because I’ve been there. When I did my first run, I was living between Glasgow, where I worked, and 200 miles away in Leeds, where I studied Spanish, Italian and Latin at Leeds University. I was loving my first ever TV presenting job, travelling around Scotland doing all kinds of crazy, exciting activities, from wood-chipping and skydiving to rock climbing and racing Reliant Robin cars in a BBC Scotland series called The Big Country. But I’d experienced a complete lifestyle change. I was busy and doing activities at work but I wasn’t being active. I’d gone from being the girl who did all the sports at school, playing hockey and doing Cindy Crawford workout videos at home to being pretty sedentary, driving from shoot location to home and back again, often snacking as I travelled.

Any free time I had was spent getting to know my colleagues or catching up on sleep. Back at uni, I’d be spending time with my friends and flatmates – often in the student union bar, enjoying a pint of Snakebite and Black (cider, beer and blackcurrant for the uninitiated). There was no time at all for exercise. My diet wasn’t great, I wasn’t active and I’d even started to feel a bit out of place in the clothes I loved to wear. I just felt uncomfortable but more than that, my lack of activity meant I felt sluggish, devoid of energy for anything and just not like myself at all.

I hated that feeling and really wanted to get myself back.

Searching for something that fitted into my schedule, I tried swimming, which was OK, but after doing lengths up and down the pool as quickly as I could, just to get it done, I’d come out and think, god, that was boring. Aerobics classes weren’t my thing either. Grape-vining and bouncing up and down on a step just gave me a headache and I’d howl ‘Nooooo!’ internally at the mention of star jumps.

As I tried these things, the idea of running kept popping up. Now, back in 1995, runners weren’t as common a sight on the streets as they are now, but I seemed to notice them all the time. In fact, I’d find myself feeling envious that they were out there doing it. I’d see runners on the TV doing marathons too and be in awe that they were all so fit and athletic, and doing something that was a real challenge. Even the guy I was seeing at the time was a runner, training for all kinds of races. But to me, they were proper runners. I admired them, but I didn’t think I could be like them.

Everything I saw was telling me that running would do what I wanted it to do. It would keep me active without costing the earth, it would challenge me, it would re-energise me and keep me fit and healthy.

But I still couldn’t get started.

THE FIRST RUN IS THE HARDEST

The truth is your first run is always the hardest. For me, it was the sheer effort that was stopping me. First of all, I lived in a third-floor flat in Hyndland in Glasgow. It was autumn and already bitterly cold outside. If I wanted to run, I’d have to get dressed, get down three flights of stairs, lock up and go out into the freezing cold. Who could be bothered with that? Then there were all the practical questions. What should I wear? Where do I go? Should I go in the morning or the afternoon? Where the hell do I put my keys?! But more than anything, I procrastinated because I didn’t know what would happen when I got out there.

I thought my body would wobble when I ran, that I’d be out of breath and that people would be looking at me. The guy I was seeing lived around the corner too and I really didn’t want to bump into him like that, so I just kept putting it off. But running kept coming for me. It was a conversation with my boss that finally convinced me. She’d been running for a few months, so I asked about how she was finding it.

‘I’m thinking about going running,’ I said tentatively one day. ‘I like the idea, but it seems hard.’

‘Oh, it’s great, you should definitely do it,’ she insisted.

Then she proceeded to tell me the most amazing story about how her boyfriend at the time was a marathon runner and always used to brag about it. Secretly, when he left for a run, she’d go out running too and make sure she was back before him.

‘He’d come back and think that while he was out, I was simply at home sitting on the sofa – little did he know,’ she laughed. ‘Then, after a few months, I went out running with him and I beat him. It was the best thing.’

As she talked about running, she was positively beaming. She made it all sound so achievable. After months and months of sitting on the idea, it was suddenly like: OK, I’m listening.

What was the worst that could happen?

I really didn’t have a clue what I was doing, but I picked a day, got up in the morning, grabbed some Nike trainers that I’d bought on holiday and fashioned the rest of my running kit from what I already had in my wardrobe – my normal push-up bra, baggy men’s M&S jogging bottoms with a big drawstring waist, socks, a long-sleeved T-shirt and a woolly hat.

I decided to run a route that I would usually walk to the shops, up to Byres Road and around Glasgow’s Botanic Gardens, as well as past where my grandma had lived before she’d passed away, because I loved going by her house. After all, if I could walk it, running would be faster, wouldn’t it?

I got down the stairs and locked up. Still at a loss as to where to put my keys, I shoved them into one cup of my bra, then stuffed my CD Walkman into the other cup, pressed ‘play’, walked down my path and just started running.

I took the side streets to Byres Road and it was early, so there weren’t too many people around to witness my attempt. Almost immediately, my throat started burning and I was quickly out of breath, but I set my mind on a goal.

I’ll just have to get round the Botanic Gardens, that’s all, I told myself.

By the time I got to the Botanic Gardens, a few minutes away, the burning in my throat had intensified and spread to my lungs; sucking the cold air in stung as I fought to catch my breath. I wasn’t moving fast at all; I could hear the slow slap of my soles on the pavement over a soundtrack of ‘Creep’ and ‘High and Dry’ by Radiohead – in stark contrast to my racing heartbeat, which I could feel pulsing in every single part of my anatomy; my throat, my chest, my hands – even my shins were throbbing.

It was hard, it was slow. I was very aware that – bright red in the face and gasping for air – I probably looked like I was in a lot of pain to passers-by. But the strange thing was, I was enjoying it. Really enjoying it.

I was outdoors, gulping in fresh, cold air. I was moving, I was active. I felt great!

I know now that this was the endorphins, my feelgood hormones, kicking into action. Despite the discomfort, feeling tired and breathless, that buzz drove me to keep on going.

I’m going to do this, I told myself.

My run became a jog, then a stagger, and I stopped to catch my breath more times than I could count. But, eventually, I did it: I had made it all the way round the Botanic Gardens.

I can’t remember how long it took me. All I can remember is the sensation I was left with when I got home. Tired, hot and sweaty, I looked anything but attractive, but I didn’t care. I was beaming, inside and out. It was like I’d really achieved something, even though I’d run … well, not very far at all. It was a feeling I’d not experienced after swimming or any other fitness class. A sense of pure, brilliant and inexplicable joy – my first ever ‘runner’s high’. I couldn’t wait to get out there again and I couldn’t believe I’d put it off for so long.

If there’s one thing that I wish I’d known before that first run, it’s this: You answer all of your questions by getting out there and doing it. Take my paranoias, for example.

Will I be out of breath? (I was); will my body wobble? (I didn’t notice); will I have to stop? (I did); will people look at me? (No); have I got the right kit? (I didn’t, my trainers were fashion shoes and eventually gave me shin splints).

The truth is, you learn how to run by doing it and eliminating all the wrong answers. As you do so, it opens up a world of amazing benefits: physical fitness, mental wellbeing, seeing where you live in a fresh light, exploring brand new places, challenging yourself, making new friends … the list is endless. But I don’t want you to wait as long as I did for that world to open up so here, I want to share some tips and advice that I wish I’d known so you can get started sooner.

HAVE I GOT THE RIGHT KIT?

The beauty of running is that it’s free, you can do it anywhere and you don’t need any specialist equipment – so the answer to that question is probably yes. Further down the line, you might find there are things that will make your running experience better or more enjoyable, like clothes made from certain materials, fitness trackers and all the other latest gadgetry, but these are not essentials. There really are just a handful of things that you need and most likely, you already have them at home.

Shoes

The only really essential bit of ‘kit’ for running is a comfortable, well-fitting, well-cushioned and supportive pair of sports trainers. It might seem daft to spell it out as it’s kind of a no-brainer, but you’d be surprised how many people go running in Converse or, as I did, in the kind of fashion trainers that look good with jeans or in the pub on a Saturday night but are truly not right for running.

If you have sports trainers and they’re comfy, you’re on to a good start, but you need to make sure they fit properly. If they are too small or too big, they could rub, which may in turn cause blisters. In fact ill-fitting trainers can lead to a whole load of issues from shin splints to heel pain and even stress fractures. I have experienced some of these and they are no fun at all. Shin splints in particular are pretty common, and is when the muscles, tendons and bone tissue around your shinbone (tibia) become inflamed, making them very painful indeed – not something you ever want and most certainly not when you’re just starting out.

Be careful with old or worn-out trainers, no matter how much you love them, and regardless of how many adventures you’ve had together, you need to know when to say goodbye. If they are worn out and have covered a lot of miles – it’s time to retire them. You can usually tell just by looking at them. By this stage, the chances are all the support, cushioning and the rest of the trainer tech benefits you invested in when you bought them will have worn off so get yourself a new pair – for your feet and legs’ sake!

What’s more, the soles of old trainers can lose their grip over time, which means you could slip if it’s wet underfoot or you run over some grass – falling won’t be the ideal start to your new hobby. If you don’t own a pair of proper running shoes, or you just need some new trainers, you don’t have to invest in expensive or fancy branded clobber, they just need to be a decent pair of all-round sports shoes. Often going for old models in discontinued colours online, will mean the shoe is a little cheaper too. Ultimately, think of it as an investment – even if running isn’t something you do forever, your new shoes can be worn for other sports too.

Clothes

Now, once you get the running bug you might find that you show more of an interest in running kit and before you know it, you’ll have more clothes for running than anything else (or is that just me?). But for starting out, there are really no rules on what your ‘running kit’ should look like and it certainly doesn’t need to be from a specific running brand.

For years I wore my hair pulled back, a cap (so people couldn’t see me), a long-sleeved T-shirt and baggy joggers. I didn’t wear leggings or even consider anything remotely form-fitting until I did my first marathon in 2009, almost fifteen years after I’d started running. Looking back, why did I want to conceal everything so much? There was absolutely no reason to do so, but at the time, that was how I felt comfortable and comfort is so important when you’re getting started. Leggings, shorts, joggers, T-shirts, vests, hoodies … they all work, as long as they don’t rub in the wrong places. Rubbing leads to chafing, which leads to pain, and you’ll want to avoid that as much as possible!

Another exception to the ‘no specialist kit’ rule is a sports bra. Girls, please don’t bounce in your regular T-shirt bra or lacy push-up. See every step as a bounce. If you run 10,000 steps, that’s 10,000 bounces – think of the damage to your breast tissue without support, not to mention how painful it can be. Again, sports bras don’t have to be super expensive. There are lots of lower-priced high street stores with decent sales, so it’s easy to pick one up for a bargain – and it can be worn for all sports, so see it as an investment rather than a splurge.

Consider your socks for running too, so that when your feet sweat, they don’t rub or get wet. You want a pair that stays up (when you run, you’ll soon learn that many, many socks slide down). Decent socks are not costly but will make a huge difference to your comfort levels. I find that double-layer running socks are particularly helpful in preventing blisters.

You should also think about where you plan to put the essentials that you need to carry. Keys and other valuables can fall out of big, open pockets. My bra solution was certainly not a long-term one. After a few runs I ended up with cuts all over my breasts from where my keys dug in. I was also lucky we didn’t have mobile phones back then because I definitely wouldn’t have had any cup space left!

If you are comfortable in leggings, there are lots of great styles nowadays that have zip pockets for keys and your bank card or some change, plus deep, stretchy pockets for your phone that make it much easier to keep your things with you. There are also armbands and waistbands with pockets for popping your essentials in. Whichever you choose, the most important thing is that what you are carrying is secure and not moving around. Imagine the noise when running 10km with keys jingling about in your pocket, or loose change clinking as it bounces around in your jacket. My personal recommendation is to use a tight pocket or a fitted pouch that doesn’t bounce, is secure and is comfortable to run with.

Water

On my early runs, I didn’t take water with me as I was only going a short distance and I didn’t like carrying a water bottle as I had nowhere to put it. As my runs became longer, I used public water fountains or even popped into the McDonald’s or a café on my route and asked for a glass of water so my hands weren’t full.

There are plenty of other things you can do, though. You could take a route where there’s a shop to buy a bottle of water on the way, or there are wrist bottles that have a grip for your hand, so it’s easy to hold while running. You could even get a small, light rucksack and pop your water and other bits in there, or squirrel a bottle of water behind a tree or wall somewhere on your route – it’s entirely down to preference.

Other essentials

Personally, I always take my phone and headphones with me so I can listen to music or a podcast, check Google Maps or make phone calls while I’m out. It helps take my mind off the running too, which can be handy on any hills! I also take some change or my bank card just in case I need to use a public loo, or hop on a bus or tube if I have to end my run early. Lip balm or lip gloss are always good for avoiding dry, chapped lips and if you have long hair, you might want to take a hair tie or band with you too.

I find it quite pleasing to allocate certain items of my clothing to ‘running’. There are some things that, as soon as I pull them on, I just feel ready to run. If you start to run more frequently, having some gear kept for the sole purpose of running helps to get you right into the running mindset.

The seasons and time of day you choose to run might also mean you need a few other bits to make your run a safe and enjoyable one. In autumn and winter (or spring and sometimes summer in the UK), you may need a jacket for rainy days. There are plenty of lightweight ones out there, just check whether it’s actually waterproof or just showerproof – there is a difference and you will soon know about it in a downpour! Also, in winter I’m never seen running without my gloves – I have Raynaud’s syndrome, which means that the blood stops circulating in my fingers and they go white and become extremely painful, so forgetting my gloves isn’t an option. I even have long sleeves on my jumpers that I can fold round my hands for extra warmth. Then, of course, there’s summer. When the sun is shining, don’t forget your sunglasses and SPF – especially a balm containing SPF for your lips, which can burn rather easily when sweat dries them out. Finally, if you’re running outside of daylight hours at any time of the year, then some reflective clothing is important, even a head torch might be helpful. Alternatively, I have some reflective armbands which are really handy – just pop them on top of your regular kit. When it is dark, you can even switch them on to flashing mode. You can find more on staying safe while running later, on here.

BASIC KIT CHECKLIST

As with everything, there are specialist items that can enhance and improve your running experience. There are running specific brands for trainers, clothing and more, which of course come with a heftier price tag. We’ll come to this in here when we talk about ramping up your running – because you will get there – but for now, here’s the kit list that will get you started …

Essential

[image: image] Well-fitting sports trainers

[image: image] Sports bra

[image: image] Sports socks (double-layer)

[image: image] Top – vest, long- or short-sleeved T-shirt, hoodie

[image: image] Bottoms – leggings, Capri pants or shorts

[image: image] Lip balm – for cold weather when lips get dried out easily, and with SPF for when it’s sunny

[image: image] Phone and headphones so you can listen to music or a podcast

[image: image] If your phone isn’t set up to pay for things, then take a bank card or some change in case of an emergency.

Additional extras

[image: image] Cap or running beanie hat for cold days

[image: image] Hair tie/band

[image: image] Reflective clothing and head torch

[image: image] Waterproof or showerproof jacket

[image: image] Sunglasses

[image: image] Sun cream

[image: image] Gloves

[image: image] Water bottle

WHAT IF I FIND OUT I’M NOT A RUNNER?

Getting your kit ready for your first run is a bit like getting all your new books, diary, erasers and highlighter pens ready for the start of a new job or new school term: everything perfect and pristine. Runners are the same – we all love to get new kit, it’s the fun and exciting part … But don’t let it become a way to procrastinate.

Once you’ve got your kit sorted, it’s time to run. Now, I know this can be a big hurdle. In the back of your mind, you’re probably still thinking, ‘I’m not a runner’, ‘It’s not my thing’, ‘I’m too self-conscious’ or simply ‘I can’t run’. Believe it or not, I’ve felt that way too. In fact, I have a confession to make: I haven’t always liked running. It wasn’t quite love at first stride.

Why? Two words: Cross Country.

Few of us will have been spared the horror of this dreaded school sports lesson and I’m no exception. I remember vividly leaving the grounds of my school in the west end of Glasgow at the age of ten with my horrible Aertex shirt tucked into my big gym pants, facing what felt like miles of running around the streets of Jordanhill.

It was a mainly residential area next to Anniesland in Glasgow, full of beautiful houses, some fancy delis and gorgeous sandstone tenement buildings, many of which were on big hills with what felt like significant inclines (well, I was ten at the time and they all felt like mountains!).

I hated it. There was no feelgood sensation, no ‘high’, just a burning in my throat, frozen fingers and ears stinging with pain. As soon as the ordeal was over, I’d already be dreading the next time. It couldn’t have been further from the experience I had later in life. In fact, I hated cross-country running so much that I even wrote to a TV programme that arranged surprises and asked if they could come and pick my group up just past the school gates, then – after an appropriate amount of time – deliver us where the route ended, so we’d look really fast and wouldn’t actually have to do the running.

That’s how desperate I was not to have to do it.

Now, I’m sharing this story for a good reason. I know that if this was my first experience of running, I’ll bet it was yours too, or something similar at least. These early experiences can shape how we feel about running and exercise generally as adults and they only add to that fear of getting started. It can be difficult to shake off those negative experiences and all the things that we tell ourselves as I’ve mentioned before, like ‘I’m not a runner’, ‘It’s not my thing’ or simply ‘I can’t run’. The first thing you have to do is eliminate those thoughts for these are all misconceptions and – I want you to trust me here – running on your own terms is a million miles apart from what you remember about PE at school. And I promise you, you can run. It might not come easily or naturally at first, but the first step is understanding that running is a challenge. It may well be a big step outside of your comfort zone and you might have to push past some long-held beliefs about the sport, but it is possible.

PLANNING YOUR FIRST RUN

Overcoming that hurdle of getting out on your first run is all in the planning. First, take some time to think about where you might go. Don’t worry about how far you’re running, just pick a route that you’re comfortable with – round the block, around your local park, to a friend’s house for a cuppa, or even just up and down your street.

Once you know where you’re going, plan when you’re going. Telling yourself that you’ll go for a run ‘this week’ won’t work. Believe me, there will always be something that pushes it back again if you haven’t set specific times. Instead, look at the week in your diary and plan maybe two or three occasions when you will run. Let’s allow thirty minutes for the run – that’s like an episode of your favourite sitcom, no time at all. This means you could squeeze it in before work or after, or just at some point in your day when you have half an hour free. I always like running on a Monday as it’s great to start the week strong, especially if you get out early – you’ll feel proud all day and will certainly have earned bragging rights!

When you’ve picked your days, mark them in your calendar or diary, set an alarm, do whatever you do for important appointments that you have to keep. Make sure you have everything prepared the day or night before. Get all your kit washed and laid out wherever you get ready so you don’t have to spend time rooting around for clean pants or searching for an errant trainer – you can just get dressed and go. And by the way, you don’t have to run every day. In fact, allowing yourself a rest day in-between gives the body time to recover and a day for you to mentally get excited about improving on your last run!


ACTIVITY: PLAN YOUR FIRST RUN

Write down your first running plan and stick it to the fridge, mirror or somewhere you can see it and get excited about it. Remember:


[image: image] Set a specific day and time for your run

[image: image] Work out how much time you have for your run

[image: image] Plan your route – where will you go, based on the time you have available?

[image: image] Put it in your diary or calendar with the time you need to set off

[image: image] Lay your kit out ready the day or night before

[image: image] Set your alarm, with snoozes if you need them!

Here’s an example:

Monday

Get up and run. An easy run would be 7–7.30 a.m. Run to the park and back.

Tuesday

Day off. Organise your kit for Wednesday’s run.

Wednesday

Get up and run before work or whatever you have planned for the day (6.30–7.15 a.m.). Run to the hill; do hill repeats (repeat runs) x five (run up, walk down), run home again.

Thursday

Day off. Message friends (if you have running buddies) to confirm Saturday morning’s run.

Friday

Day off. In the evening, get your kit out for the parkrun tomorrow. Parkrun is a free, community event where you can walk, jog, run, volunteer or spectate. Check online for details of this 5K run that takes place every Saturday morning (and see also here).

Saturday

Early-morning 5K parkrun.

Sunday

Day off, but remember to put your kit out that night for your Monday run!

On the next page, you will find a grid that you can photocopy to fill out your own plan. You could even file copies of your plans to keep a record of your progress.



GETTING IT DONE: YOUR FIRST RUN

You’ve got your kit, planned your route and you know when you’re going to run. All that’s left is getting it done.

It’s the most important thing, but it’s also the most difficult thing.

The thing is you don’t actually have






A NOTE ON WARMING UP, COOLING DOWN AND STRETCHING




BREAKING IT DOWN




WILL EVERYONE BE LOOKING AT ME?







WHAT IF I CAN’T STICK TO IT?



RUTH’S STORY






ACTIVITY: SET A RUNNING CHALLENGE







TAKE THE RUNPOD 5K CHALLENGE
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