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About this book

The author of this book, whilst certainly a certified Running Wanker of epic proportions, has no background in sports science nor formal accreditation with any sporting organisations. She also has no certification in food and nutrition and her recipes absolutely should not be followed. The advice in this book should be considered to be at best ‘a bit shady’ or at worst ‘fucking lunacy’.

Whilst every care has been taken to index and cross-reference most books, this one has been written whilst simultaneously perusing the SportsShoes sale and entering various running events. The author has no background in journalism, the law or self-help. But she does have an impressive collection of trainers.

All characters in this book are entirely fictional (especially Brenda from parkrun), apart from ‘my mate Dawn’ who is quite a good runner. Any resemblance to actual persons, whether alive or dead, is purely coincidental.

Any sporting publications, regulatory bodies, running clubs, athletes or race organisers that are referred to are done so with reverence and huge admiration.
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About This Running Wanker

In October 2019, I wrote a post on Facebook entitled ‘Are You a Running Wanker?’. The post was a light-hearted quiz to ascertain whether or not people online shared my affliction. The post went viral. Tens of thousands of people commented on and shared the post. I was shocked as the reach for the post went over the 10 million mark and just kept going. An image of a woman running, wearing shorts, fluorescent yellow knee-high compression socks and smiling happily accompanied the post. That woman was me.

To this day, six years after I wrote the post, people still share the quiz and comment on it, tagging their friends and asking them how many they scored. I had messages from novice Running Wankers, yet to bankrupt themselves on Compeed; lapsed runners who couldn’t remember their own phone number but could tell you their 10K PB splits; hardcore Running Wankers who cry when they fail for the twelfth year in a row to get lucky in the London Marathon ballot … and everyone in between. Young and old, fast and slow, Jeffers and sprinters – it seems almost inevitable that anyone who’s ever donned a pair of running shoes and just popped out to do week one of Couch25K will one day become a fully fledged Running Wanker.

The post went around the world as people tagged their friends. It seems that being a Running Wanker is not confined to being a British phenomenon or even a European one.

Because you can’t get good at spotting a Running Wanker without taking a long, hard look at yourself. So, yes, I also identify as a Running Wanker. I run most days. I’ve done parkruns, 5Ks, 10Ks, half marathons, 20 milers, marathons and just one ultra-marathon. I’ve never run the London Marathon but last year I ran the ‘Reverse London Marathon at Midnight’ with hundreds of other Running Wankers who had also failed to get a place in the official TCS London Marathon and even a couple of people who were running from the finish to the start line so that they could run the course twice in 24 hours.

I’m not a particularly talented runner, but, what I lack in talent, I like to think I make up for with enthusiasm.

This year, while I was running a marathon, a big guy ran up alongside me and enquired as to whether I was the person who had written ‘Are You a Running Wanker?’ I told him that I was. He said that it was the funniest thing that he’d ever read about running.

So, I decided to write a book about it.

There are a lot of books about running. Inspirational stories of people pushed to the edge of human endurance whilst taking on extreme environments like deserts or mountain ranges. Books written by athletes who have run across continents or along coastal paths around entire countries fuelled only by what they could forage for. Those people are admirable. Their stories give us all something to strive for but, for most people, reading about this stuff is as close as they’ll get to running across the Sahara.

Running can be a very serious subject matter and there are many authors who have penned books to give advice to their fellow runners. So many books offering marathon training plans, guides to running a sub 2-hour half marathon, physical and psychological strength training. If you’re looking for technical advice on fuelling for vegans, hydration, injury prevention and gait analysis, this isn’t it. This book is not proffering advice, rules or telling you how or why to run.

This is an honest, joyful celebration of all the things that us Running Wankers get up to (and not just the bits people typically share online – finisher’s medals, route plans and inspirational hashtags). No, this book leaves in all the ridiculous, messy, downright disgusting and untalked-about habits other books gloss over; whether that’s going down the stairs on your arse because your legs won’t bend the day after a marathon, shitting in bushes, harbouring dreams of winning best in age at parkrun or lying about how much our trainers cost. Don’t say I didn’t warn you …
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What is a Running Wanker?

It’s a good question: there’s no definition of a Running Wanker (RW) in the Oxford English Dictionary nor the Urban Dictionary. Even a Google search reveals very little information and yet millions of the Lycra-clad specimens known as Running Wankers exist globally.

The true extent of the rise of the phenomenon can be witnessed on pretty much any urban, suburban or rural road or street on a Saturday or Sunday morning. You can barely get down a pavement these days without spotting someone loping towards you with a water bottle any civilian might mistake for a doctor’s specimen receptacle. And it’s not just a solo pursuit. Events specifically for gathering Running Wankers together like the Great North Run, Boston Marathon or Stretford parkrun can be seen as multicoloured rivers of neon sportswear from outer space.

In essence, a Running Wanker is any person that has become excessively interested in propelling themselves forward at a pace quicker than walking. That might be along roads, around running tracks, moving through parks, scaling muddy obstacle courses or through open countryside. The running may even be interspersed with some walking (you might be forgiven for thinking that the art of Jeffing – a run / walk hybrid invented by Jeff Galloway – doesn’t count as running and therefore the Jeffing wouldn’t count as being wankerish, but you’d be wrong). You’d also be incorrect if you were to assume that all competitive athletes in the field of running would naturally be considered Running Wankers. Ability or talent combined with a passion for running does not make one a Running Wanker.

There are – though you may find it hard to believe – some people who can just go for a run, and then:


	•not think about when they can go for another one

	•not keep a note of their time, route or distance

	•not buy any special kit

	•not tell anyone

	•not take a selfie whilst on the run and post it on social media



These people, these mysterious types, may well be runners. But they are categorically not Running Wankers, and as a card-carrying RW, I should know.

There’s so much more to being a Running Wanker than just forward motion. The Running Wanker community has its own language and rituals. An easy-wicking uniform exists and Running Wankers meet up at events and tracks the world over to indulge their sweaty, all-consuming passion.

The Running Wanker exists in all cultures, and across all continents. A cursory glance on Google will tell you that it’s estimated that globally 621.16 million people run (or say they do) semi-regularly. Some countries really love it, with Portugal having 11% of adults as regular runners (twice the UK figure). Who would have guessed that the Portuguese are such Running Wankers? There are countries where fewer RWs exist or are more elusive but even still they are represented. I can tell you from experience, after I ran the Sofia Marathon, that the Bulgarians are less inclined to be Running Wankers, whilst, according to Strava, New York City has the most runners per capita, and I’m fairly sure that number has a high percentage of wankers in it.

But though Running Wankers know no borders, they do know the unspoken rules of being a RW. The Running Wanker is lost in the rituals, the language, the goals and often the camaraderie of the sport of running. Spending an inordinate amount of time and money on what can and should be described as an addiction.

And what an addiction it is. Running Wankers find their fix in all sorts of ways. They can stride out alone for a run up a mountain or go for a bimble with friends followed by a trip to Costa. A 60-mile ultra or the last runner being cajoled along by the tail walker at parkrun. Being a Running Wanker isn’t about how fast you are or how many races you’ve won. It’s a way of life.

Put simply, a Running Wanker is a running junkie. The Running Wanker would sell their dead granny’s wedding ring for a ‘good for age’ place in the London Marathon and fuck knows what they’d do for an entry to the Boston Marathon or a sub 20-minute parkrun.

And I know because I am one.
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Are You a Running Wanker?

Acknowledging that you might be a Running Wanker isn’t easy but it’s the first step towards acceptance. Shame, fear of rejection by friends and family, and societal exclusion mean that many keep their suspected affliction hidden from even those nearest to them. Hiding the true cost of their habit along with their gigantic collection of Lycra and medals.

Many people think that they can keep their running under control only for it to spiral. Indeed, many Running Wankers are in denial about the effect that running has on their lives – hiding the true extent of their lifestyle, for fear of being judged. Maybe they remember that time on the bus someone asked about their trainers, then had to make an excuse to escape after missing their stop. Or the time they fought back the tears when their parkrun barcode didn’t scan …

But being a Running Wanker isn’t in any way shameful. Running Wankers can’t help the joy that they feel from getting a PB and shouldn’t be shunned or feel rejected by society for having manky trotters with blackened toenails. Society is becoming more tolerant and forward-thinking in relation to runners and their need for weird little snacks to go in weird little pockets. But how do you know when you’ve crossed the line from runner, to Running Wanker?

It’s time to ask yourself the hard questions:


	•Is running taking (or has it already taken) over your life?

	•Do you find yourself acting shady when people ask you to go to the pub on a Saturday night because Sunday morning is when you do your long run?

	•Have you cancelled plans with friends or family because of a run?

	•Are you spending more on trainers than an average family weekly shop?

	•Do you love telling people about the marathon that you did, or do you find yourself searching out online content about achieving PBs?

	•Do you know all the names of the volunteers at your local parkrun?

	•Do you find yourself thinking ‘I could run that’ when you see any distance mentioned?

	•Do you feel jealous whenever you drive past a fellow runner?

	•Have your friends or family ever had a glazed look in their eyes listening to you tell them about hill sprints?

	•Have you swapped tips on how to avoid chafed nipples?





If you answered ‘yes’ to any of these questions, or if you’ve already updated and now pay for Strava, then it may already be too late for you.

You might not know it yet or you could be hiding from the truth. You too could be a Running Wanker. It’s time to take the test.
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But Really, Are You a Running Wanker?

(You know you are)

Let’s be honest here … you’ve probably already got your suspicions. Now it’s time to face facts.

It’s startling, but you could be a Running Wanker without even knowing it. You could be boring the tits off your non- Running Wanker friends and family whilst not even being aware of it. Mentioning this week’s time from parkrun to people who quite frankly aren’t even sure what parkrun is or insisting that the postman watch you unbox and try on the new Salomon trainers that he’s delivered to your door before he leaves – these aren’t gaffes, they’re warning signs.

And remember it’s (probably) not even your fault if you are a Running Wanker because there are so many ways in which big business is encouraging you in your pursuit of becoming a better runner. It’s insidious. It makes me a bit happier to tell myself I’m a victim of the running shoe industry rather than a cult member.

Running is a multi-billion-pound industry that feeds off people just like you (and me). Turning the casual weekend runner (‘I can stop at any time, maybe I’ll take up yoga instead’) into something entirely different (like entering three marathons and an ultra in a year). But beware where that leads. We all know somebody who’s on day 1,067 of a running streak and who even ran the day that they gave birth, right? All those trainer and sporting apparel companies and marathon organisers making money out of your descent into Running Wankerdom make it seem like it’s just some healthy and wholesome hobby. But you don’t see chess players limbering up in public with elaborate stretches, do you?

And before you say it, I know. It all starts so innocently. The ‘jogging’ started off with such pure and noble intentions. One day, you’re doing week one of Couch25K, then, before you know it, you’ve bought a head torch for running in the dark and are wondering how hard it would be to complete a 57-mile ultra-marathon along the south coast.

Nike and Asics have got a fucking lot to answer for.

And then there’s the London Marathon. All those tens of thousands of (lucky bastard) runners eagerly putting one foot in front of the other for hour after hour after hour as the crowds cheer them on. The wearing of fluorescent shorts or, worse still, a dinosaur or Womble costume seem to be mandatory at this spectacular show of sporting endeavour, which with all its fundraising and fridge-carrying, fancy-dressed runners has converted possibly hundreds of thousands of TV viewers into future Running Wankers.

I can only begin to imagine how unbearably smug I’d be to my friends and family if I managed to secure a place in the ballot for London. Watch this space.


The Simple Test

If you answer ‘yes’ to any of the following questions, then it’s probably already too late for you. Your non-running friends are probably planning to stage an intervention where they lock you in a room for your own protection: deleting the Strava app from your phone and ripping your lovely shiny Garmin from your wrist.






	•Have you had your gait analysed at a wanky running shop and paid an extortionate amount of money for some running shoes that you can only run 300 to 400 miles in before having to buy another pair of extortionately priced running shoes?

	•Have you browsed or, worse still, bought some carbon plate running shoes to race in?

	•Have you lied to your other half about how many races you’ve entered? Forgotten that you’ve entered races because you enter so many? Have you run in two races in one day or run with somebody else’s number so that people shout ‘GO ON BRIAN!’ as you race past?

	•Do you own a fancy running watch with enough tech to launch a space shuttle? Do you actually know how to use all of its many functions? Have you fallen for Big Tech’s excellent marketing strategies, which aims watches at beginner, intermediate or seasoned runners? The very clever marketing which lures you to buy ever more advanced and therefore expensive watches with which to track your runs as you become more experienced / addicted.

	•Have you installed Strava or other mapping apps and considered going for the upgraded, subscription service? Have you tried to run a route to draw a picture of an elephant or penis? (It’s harder than you’d think.)

	•Have you bought a foam roller? (Not the kind you do your hair with.) Do you know how to use it? Ever used a golf ball to get into those hard-to-reach places (no, not those places)? Is your sports physio on speed dial? Have you tried cryotherapy for an injury? Are your legs covered in multicoloured Kinesio tape?

	•Have you got different coloured Kinesio tape to go with your different running outfits? (I always liked the green but it’s hard to choose when there’s hot pink.)

	•During the summer months, do you have white marks that aren’t tanned where your smartwatch was, along with sock marks and a racer back? (More commonly known as the Running Wanker tan.)

	•Do you own more running clothes than normal ones? Waterproof and windproof jackets, 17 pairs of shorts (all with pockets), running tights, capris, full-length leggings, items that claim that they’re for specific types of running like trails or fells, fluorescent apparel for running at night, compression socks?

	•Have you invested in a multicoloured skort or different shorts for running on different terrains?

	•Are you the proud owner of a head or chest torch to enable running at night without falling over? (I’ve got three chest torches.)

	•Have you invested in more than one pair of gloves for running? I know for a fact that I’ve got at least five pairs including some waterproof ones that cost 60 quid and a fluorescent pair so that my hands may be seen in the dark, and could probably also be used for helping aeroplanes land.

	•Have you enjoyed an article in Runner’s World so much you’ve ripped it out to save it? No fucking way, you saddo! (Okay, we’ve all been there: ‘16-week marathon strength training plan’ was a jolly good read and don’t get me started on the very informative ‘How to run a sub 2-hour half marathon’ that I referred back to for four fucking years until I’d finally achieved one.)

	•Do you have running friends? Friends with whom you run? Friends who understand you? SPECIAL FRIENDS that you can talk about trainers and negative splits with. Non-judgemental friends who don’t mind that you have to occasionally poo in a bush during a Sunday morning long run and will go out with you for a pootle at 5.30 a.m. most days of the week?

	•Do you attend parkrun on a Saturday morning? EVERY Saturday morning? Even when you’re on holiday or at Christmas (defo when the in-laws are staying). Have you got your parkrun barcode laminated? You may have selflessly volunteered at parkrun to give something back. Done a bit of the old parkrun tourism? Have you visited so many that you now have a favourite parkrun for each season? Been a parkrun tail walker? I bet that you’ve even harboured desires of being ‘race director’ haven’t you? (We all have, it’s the clipboard and the thought of getting your hands on a megaphone.)

	•You haven’t started referring to eating and drinking as ‘fuelling’ and ‘hydrating’, have you?

	•And have you ‘fuelled’ during a race with special gels invented for runners that have the taste and consistency of something I definitely won’t mention by name until at least page XX?

	•Have you bought some arm warmers that make you look like Mo Farah, and / or invested in a hydration pack with bladder for marathon training? (Such a vibe, babe.)

	•Do you admit to having lost any toenails due to running? Have you had to invest time in painting your toenail beds a fetching shade of pink for your summer holiday as you ran a marathon in April and the world doesn’t need to see what lies beneath?

	•Do you feel bad on days that you don’t run? Don’t we all …

	•Can you list at least eight things that you can do with a buff? (No, not in the buff.)

	•Have you tried an ice bath post run for recovery?

	•Have you got a favourite type of protein bar?

	•Do you know where your IT band is? Because I’d never heard of the fucker until it started hurting during training for my first marathon.

	•Have you sworn that you’ll never run again during a marathon, then promptly booked and paid for another as soon as you’ve crossed the finish line?

	•Have you experimented with Tailwind? Do you add it to your running bladder that you keep in your special running backpack that you paid 80 quid for? Babe, we’ve all been there.



I’m afraid to tell you that if you’ve answered ‘yes’ to any / most / all of these, you are going to have to accept that you are a bona fide Running Wanker.

Don’t worry.

There’s a lot of us about.
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Where it all Begins

A Running Wanker was once just a normal person who decided to get fit but then just couldn’t stop. A bit like Forrest Gump but wearing more expensive accessories, a buff and a pair of 180 quid Hokas.

Perhaps this once very normal and unassuming person may have toyed with other sporting endeavours in the past or maybe, if they were more like me, they’d never really got around to exercising because they were too busy smoking fags and drinking large glasses of Sauvignon Blanc in the pub.

The path to Running Wankerdom starts for many people as a simple and well-intentioned idea to get a bit fitter or start a new healthy hobby. These unsuspecting novices have little idea of how their life will unfold and how their family will be impacted as they look up where the nearest parkrun is or head to a sporting retailer to pick up a ‘cheap’ pair of trainers.

There is typically a natural progression from the novice runner to Running Wanker. I certainly didn’t know donning trainers would, for me, be like joining a cult.

They say every journey starts with a single step. And for many people, that first step to Wankerdom starts with the Couch25K app. But not me – I did not use an app or join a club to begin my Running Wanker journey. No, my journey started before apps were invented and I was too shy to go to the local running group.

After all, in the eighties and nineties, when I was growing up, hardly anybody called themselves a runner (they were too busy sniffing glue and smoking or watching Hart to Hart). Of course, there were athletic legends on the telly, but when it comes to normal people who ran, they called it jogging and wore grey marl co-ords with sweat patches like Rocky Balboa or they hung out at proper running tracks so that nobody really saw them. Compare that to these days, where you can barely move on a canal towpath for Running Wankers. They are fucking everywhere. Parks, beaches, promenades, at the side of country lanes, halfway up mountains, running across moorland with a dog or through farmers’ fields.

But my journey to Running Wankerdom began before the Apple phone came out. I had read an article (probably in Grazia or Heat magazine as I certainly wasn’t buying Runner’s World at that point). It was an article that outlined the principles that the Couch25K follows. Previously, over many years, I’d tried about once a year to become a runner but always given up. Falling at the first hurdle, thwarted by the first run. On my annual pursuit of a slimmer waist and pert bottom, I’d decide that I was going to try running again having forgotten the pain and humiliation of my numerous previous attempts.

In these many previous attempts, I’d wait until it was getting dark and slink out under the cover of darkness to attempt the start of my running career. I’d be wearing a pair of knackered old Converse and there’d be no sports bra because I didn’t own one or know that I needed one. I’d set off as fast as I could – Converse slapping the pavement, tits flapping in the wind, poorly contained by my M&S underwired bra – and run until I nearly vomited. I’d maybe cover the length of my road before getting a stitch and manage perhaps a mile before finally collapsing. Eventually, I’d get back to my feet but have to bend double to get oxygen into my lungs for 10 minutes before lighting a cigarette. In the days after these occasional, ill-thought-out 1-mile sprints, I’d not be able to walk downstairs or even bend my legs because they were so stiff. My boobs would be sore where my bra had cut into me and I’d wonder how people ever got to the point where it seemed easier and they could breathe. It never occurred to me to slow things down and not ‘run before I could walk’.

And so, for years, I just couldn’t work out how anybody enjoyed running or managed to get beyond the initial pain and embarrassment of this ridiculous pastime. And yet the idea, the romance of the idea of my being able to run never left me …

I wanted to be a runner.

Every time I saw somebody running, I’d get a little stab of jealousy.

The truth is that I was out of shape, I smoked, was rotund (a more polite way of saying a bit chubby) and drank too much booze. The only exercise that I’d previously been getting was running to the bar for last orders. I knew I wanted to get out of the rut that I had been stuck in. But I also knew that getting out of my rut and becoming fit and healthy absolutely couldn’t involve:


	•Going to a gym.



I have a God-given talent for breaking gym equipment or falling off it. Gyms are just too embarrassing on so many levels. Using the equipment when you don’t know what you’re doing is mortifying, the changing rooms and showers are beyond fucking terrifying. You need to shave your legs to attend the gym and I never liked the mirrors everywhere that you could see yourself sweating in – plus I once bumped into my ex after I’d been on a rowing machine for 40 minutes so could never go back to any gym.


	•Doing any sort of class that involved kettle bells or weights.



Years ago, I went to a kettle bell class at a sports hall a couple of times with a friend who promised me that I’d enjoy this particular class, claiming it was ‘great fun’. She was correct. The class was ace. I thoroughly enjoyed the atmosphere, and everybody was lovely but the instructor of the class clearly didn’t enjoy my participation. He was really helpful and kind, trying to encourage me but the poor man was obviously flustered by my lack of coordination. He was left questioning his choice of career after he spent all the hour-long classes that I attended stood with me at the front of the room trying desperately to stop me from causing harm to my fellow classmates. To say that I have no natural aptitude for thrusting backwards and forwards wielding a large weight is an understatement. Making sure that I didn’t launch the kettle bell into the mirrored wall or accidentally release my grip and see the weight hurtle towards anybody’s head became the instructor’s main task instead of actually instructing the rest of the class. He was no longer an instructor but a man intent on damage limitation. He stood with me to the detriment of the 20 or so other more able participants of his class trying to ensure he didn’t need to claim on his insurance for blunt force trauma caused by a kettle bell to the head.

As soon as I got the hang of one set of exercises, he’d move on and I’d struggle with the next reps. I don’t even remember being particularly embarrassed because I thought that everybody had probably been just as bad as me when they first started. When it became clear I was wrong about that, my time at the class was short-lived. I wasn’t asked to not come back, but it was made clear to me that nobody else in the classes that the instructor taught had ever accidentally launched a 10-kilogram kettle bell where I’d done it three times in one class and twice in another. Luckily nobody sustained any injuries. Apart from my dignity.


	•Any type of sport in which hand-eye coordination is required.



I recently twatted myself in the face with a cricket bat in a game of beach cricket, breaking my glasses in half. I rest my case.


	•Step aerobics.



I’m fine when just doing the feet part but have the tendency to fall over when I attempt to use my arms too. Maybe I should have tried Irish dancing.


	•Dancing.



Although when pissed, I believe myself to be an amazing, sexy and lithe dancer, I’m about as supple and bendy as the cricket bat that I twatted myself with on the beach.


	•Netball.



I can’t throw or catch (but I do rock a netball skirt).


	•Rounders.



See above. I can’t throw or catch, and I certainly can’t bat. I was always the last person to be picked for rounders at secondary school. The captain of the team unlucky enough to have me would send me as far away from the action as possible when we were fielding. I’d be packed off to some obscure deep field position about half a mile away from the bases where I could cause no harm with my lack of sporting prowess and butter fingers. I’d stand for much of the time straining to see what was going on as I was so far away. Sometimes, I’d just sit down on the grass.

Unfortunately, there was a girl called Emma Bell who was so good at batting and had such amazing eyesight that she could consistently pick out where I was stood and then hit the ball straight towards me. Even if the ball was sailing straight towards my hands, somehow, I’d miss it. After I’d failed to catch her out, my humiliation wouldn’t be over even then. I’d then have to throw the ball back towards my teammates. My throwing is so bad that I’d launch the ball up into the air in the general direction of the game, but the ball would land about 15 feet in front of me. I’d then have to run to where I’d thrown the ball, pick it up again and throw it again. I sometimes had to throw the ball three or four times before the ball arrived back to where it needed to be. Occasionally, I’d just walk back with the ball as this was less embarrassing than my throwing. Meanwhile, Emma would have scored her rounder after gently ambling around all four bases and be sat having a conversation with the PE teacher about playing netball for the county.


	•Basketball.



As established, I can’t throw, catch, shoot or bounce a ball. Also: I’m vertically challenged.

However, it’s worth pointing out that as a child, I once entered and won a bowling tournament, much to the dismay and anger of the regular bowlers who all had their own bowls in leather bowling bags with their initials on. I had never played bowls before and seemed to have a natural talent for the game. But after much consideration, I decided that Crown green bowling probably wouldn’t help with weight loss or give me perky tits.

So, back to running. I bought myself a pair of cheap trainers from Sports Direct. They were pretty hideous but the only running shoe available in my size and with my 30-quid budget. Pale pink and white monstrosities that I now know no proper, self-respecting Running Wanker would ever wear, and in these crimes against fashion (and this time with the words of the article in my mind) I commenced running.

When I say ‘running’ …

Running is possibly an exaggeration of what I started out doing.

I ran when it was dark and I ran wearing all dark clothing like a ninja – save for the terrible baby pink trainers. If it hadn’t been for my trainers, I’d probably have been run over. I took care to properly extinguish my cigarette just before I set off and had a packet of Silk Cut safely stashed in my pocket for after I’d finished. I had a special route. For the first three or four weeks I ran from my house to the corner, took the first left that I came to, down the next road to the mini roundabout where I’d turn left again and one last left. My circuit was possibly a third of a mile long and went past large houses that were set back from the road. Nobody could see me from the houses, and I averted my eyes from any passing cars.

I started by going once around my circuit, which took about 4 minutes, and I progressed in the following weeks to two and then three times around the block. If I needed to, I walked for a bit. My homemade Couch25K had me running every other day but slowly and interspersed with some walking.

What I never did was run until I puked. I’d read in my magazine article the revelation that running really fast until you felt like you were going to throw up wasn’t a good way to start running.

I never told anybody what I was up to. I never said ‘I’m teaching myself to run’ or ‘I have taken to running around the block every second night’. There was no big announcement that I had started ‘running’ because I had tried and failed on so many occasions before to become a runner. I’d just pop out for a walk but then secretly run a bit.

In those early days, I felt such an acute sense of embarrassment about my running. I didn’t know what I was doing. I didn’t know how to run. I imagined that I looked silly and so I’d look out of the window to make sure that none of my neighbours were about before venturing out. In the first few weeks, I’d cross the road if I saw anybody coming along the pavement towards me. I was absolutely certain that people would point and laugh, that cars would honk their horns and white van drivers would shout abuse from their vans at my bright red sweaty face and lumbering gait. The funny thing is that nobody ever did. I mean, they’d have had a job on since I was all ninjaed up, but nobody pointed and laughed. Nobody paid any attention to me and my shit running at all.

Which is kind of good because I don’t think that I would have carried on running around the block if anybody had laughed at me. And it’s what makes me especially furious / boils my piss when I hear about other runners it’s happened to.

What happened was that slowly, over the weeks and months, I got a bit better. I was still shit but I could run. I hadn’t realised that nobody pays any attention to runners. I put one foot in front of the other, and soon I started to venture beyond my third of a mile circuit.

After I stopped running circuits around the block (because it really was boring after about six weeks), I progressed to running around the local beauty spot, Lymm Dam. At least Lymm Dam was pretty. Soon, I was so unbelievably confident that I progressed to running along the Trans Pennine Trail and I even went out running when people were around.

There were setbacks. All my fears about something embarrassing happening came home to roost on the day when I went out running in the torrential rain and I fell over in front of six or seven cars waiting at some traffic lights. I quickly got up and ran on pretending that everything was fine before getting around the corner and having a little weep whilst wiping the blood off my hands and inspecting the holes in my black leggings.

But, amazingly, I didn’t let it stop me. If the story of my Running Wanker journey were ever to be turned into a musical, they’d be singing ‘By Jove, I think she’s got it’ at this point.

And I had but then I got pregnant (and it would turn out, not once, not twice but three times in four years). Somehow, all those laps of the local streets, the striding out to Lymm Dam and the muddy miles of Pennine Trail had done something amazing. They’d built a habit. And so somehow, I’d gone from non-runner to runner that even runs in torrential rain and whilst pregnant. And perhaps, almost more miraculously, I promptly started running again as soon as I’d popped the little fuckers out.


Couch25K - a Gateway

Being a Running Wanker used to be ‘niche’. Now, however, if the rise in numbers of runners carries on, they’ll soon be holding a ballot to do parkrun. But this nylon-clad army didn’t rise overnight. They were lured in … and not just with a crumpled article they’ve ripped from a magazine, but a bright, user-friendly, dopamine-delivery app on your phone.

The Couch25K app is one of the many reasons that so many people are taking up and keeping running, thinking it to be a commendable, healthy pastime that stops you from getting Type 2 diabetes or having a heart attack. So far, so good. A free downloadable app paid for by the NHS that gently encourages people to get out in the fresh air and take up a new hobby that will stop them dying from preventable diseases – everyone’s a winner, right? All that’s needed is trainers, earphones and a phone. What could be more wholesome than comedian Sarah Millican, radio DJ Jo Whiley, comedian Sanjeev Kohli, athlete Denise Lewis OBE, or presenter Yasmin Evans gently guiding you via your earphones as you pound the pavements wearing your new Nike headband? From being sat comfortable and rotund on the sofa (holding a fuck-off massive glass of wine) seven nights a week to being a pert-bottomed, swishy pony-tailed jogger in just nine weeks. The Couch25K app gives structure and a plan to novices and enables them to begin their journey. And hundreds of thousands of people have done just that.

Much like the article that started me on my journey, the app claims to ‘gently guide new recruits through a nine-week programme by encouraging them to run three times a week.’ Helping people to increase the distance they run little by little so that by the time they arrive at week nine they are encouraged to run for half an hour, which for most newbies is approximately 5 kilometres or 3.1 miles.

The idea of the Couch25K app is so commendable. What a brilliant free tool to get people moving. Even my darling husband has done Couch25K with the NHS app. He’s actually followed the plan not once, not twice but three times. I’ve often asked him who’s instructing him but he won’t tell me who he gets to whisper ‘faster, faster’ through his AirPods. I suspect that it’s probably Jo Whiley. He has a definite thing for blondes.

You’re probably asking, amid all the feel-good benefits of C25K, could there really be a pathway to Running Wankerdom? What are the dangers in popping your headphones in and getting moving? It’s surely a solo pursuit – how could that lead to an epidemic of Running Wankers?



Running Clubs That Offer Couch25K Courses

As if an app wasn’t bad enough …

A plethora of guided runs that follow the same principles as the app have sprung up all over the country. Beginners daunted by heading out by themselves with their headphones on can join a nine- or 10-week course where they are encouraged and cajoled with other beginners to start their journey under the tutelage of experienced coaches.

I mean, as if it’s not hard enough to get a marathon place without all these extra new Running Wankers …



Lockdown Running

If you weren’t already a Running Wanker before the COVID pandemic then, chances were, you sure as fuck were going to have a go at becoming one during that God-awful time. Everybody learned how to bake banana bread, bought a dog, painted the garden fence and took up running to get away from their partner and / or kids. With no gyms or pools open, those looking to exercise either took up cycling, went a bit gaga for Joe Wicks and his PE, or took up running with the Couch25K app.

It was a funny time to be out running. My friend Ginny made me a T-shirt that had a picture of Professor Chris Whitty (Chief Medical Adviser) on it and a slogan that proclaimed ‘Chris Whitty says I can’ after I mentioned to her that loads of people were vilifying runners. I live in a busy suburb of Manchester. The world and his wife would be taking their precious allotted 1-hour exercise on the canal towpath or across the golf course as I ran my usual routes. They’d be strolling along wearing their PPE masks with the rest of their bubble, carrying a bottle of disinfectant and a new puppy and they’d become enraged at having to share their air with a runner. I remember running past people on the canal as they jumped out of the way as though I’d got a knife. People would shake their fists as you dared to pass them or shout after you that you shouldn’t be out running. I suppose we all lost our heads a bit in those dark times. People were scared. And not just because of the amount of tight-fitting Lycra folk had dug out of the back of their wardrobe.



Post Couch25K

But what happens afterwards? What happens when you’ve completed Couch25K? What happens after you’ve finally scratched that itch and taught yourself to run? Once you’ve proved to yourself that you can do it?

For some people, getting up to the 5-kilometre mark and maybe running once or twice a week / month / year is enough. They might be the lucky ones who can run occasionally and not feel the urge to talk incessantly to anybody who’ll listen about running. They might never investigate the running section in Sports Direct, let alone pop in twice a week (whilst letting the kids run amok with some golf clubs). Having completed Couch25K, some might even decide that running isn’t for them. These people might never feel the urge to book a half marathon. They are able to walk past the magazine section in Sainsbury’s without glancing at the running magazines. Their friends, work colleagues and family might not even have been aware of their dalliance with running – but for others …

For others, it doesn’t stop there. It certainly didn’t for me and I’ll tell you why.

I was so proud of myself. Pleased that I’d somehow managed to get my arse into gear and finally done something that I’d decided I’d probably never achieve. I’d tried so many times over so many years to take up running and failed, that finally being able to run had given me a newfound confidence. If I could do this then anything was possible …

Well, not anything, but still.

I’d achieved something that I’d wanted to do for years. To this day, I am still proud that I’m able to run. I didn’t want to give up or just run a couple of miles twice a week. I wanted to join a club or enter a race. I wanted to get better at my new hobby. I wanted to talk to people about this new and wonderful thing in my life. It was kind of like being in love. You know, the heady days of love before the magic is gone. The time before you feel comfortable enough to wee with the door open and he wouldn’t dream of cutting his toenails and throwing them behind the sofa.

It didn’t matter to me that I wasn’t amazing at running. It mattered that I could run and that I did run. The running gave me a sense of self-worth that I’d been missing since Emma Bell twatted a rounders ball towards me on a field 20 years before.

And that’s why so many others who complete the Couch25K (or their own version of it) go on to much longer distances. Distances that they’d hitherto only thought it possible to drive in a car. Distances that their other half pulls quizzical faces at and says things like, ‘But why?’ Distances that seem dumb as fuck to the Running Wanker’s non-running family, friends and work colleagues.

Soon a 5-kilometre plod listening to Jo Whiley offering gentle encouragement through earphones just isn’t enough …

Because, once you can run 5 kilometres without Sarah Millican whispering sweet nothings into your ear through some fake AirPods that you borrowed from one of your kids, a whole new world opens up. A world in which shiny medals and finisher’s race T-shirts are more than just a possibility. A world in which you are now on the way to becoming a fully fledged Running Wanker.

And what happened whilst you were busying yourself with the Couch25K? You started taking an interest in things that you’d never really noticed before. Whilst taking the kids to buy new football boots at Decathlon, you found yourself perusing the running paraphernalia aisle looking at the water bottles, pondering the merits of phone holders, wondering if it would be wise to buy yourself a reflective running jacket so that you don’t
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