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Foreword

THESE DAYS, IN CASE YOU HAVEN’T HEARD, women are running the world. By many measures—shoe company surveys, retail sales, new subscriptions to Runner’s World magazine, even entries in road races—women runners have reached 50 percent of the total running population. And their participation is growing.

Twenty-five years ago, women made up only 5 percent of all runners. This is a revolution, make no mistake about it. And it has happened because running is the perfect sport for women.

I actually figured this out a long time ago. It was a simple call, really. You didn’t need a crystal ball to see it. You just had to think for a moment about women and all the attributes they bring to running.

Many women are disciplined and determined and incredibly well-organized. They have to be to succeed in all the roles society layers on them—job, housework, mother, wife. And more. Running comes easily to these women, because all running takes is discipline, determination, and organization—exactly what women have.

And there’s a bonus: Running doesn’t require any special athletic skills. You don’t have to be able to hit a backhand. You don’t have to know a three-iron from a nine-iron, or a slalom from a mogul. You just have to make up your mind that you’re going to do it.

Women also excel at running because they understand the importance of patience and following directions. Guys? Not always so bright. My wife cooks meals according to recipes, and they always come out delicious. I make things up as I go along, yet I can’t understand why everyone refuses to eat my concoctions.

In running, it turns out, following a plan is the key to success. There’s a beginning plan, an intermediate plan, an advanced plan, a first-time marathon plan, and so on. Follow the plan, and you’ll do just great at running. Women value plans, and they reap the benefits.

Women also understand the emotional side of running better than men. Men sometimes make the mistake of thinking that running is a never-ending race against the stopwatch. We want to go fast. All the time. As a result, we too often get injured, fatigued, and burned out. Worse, we get depressed when we reach an age where we can no longer run as fast as we did in our youth.

Women like to run fast, too. I’m not saying that they don’t train as hard as men, or don’t try to make it to the Olympics. But more women than men accept running for what it is—a simple and immensely satisfying fitness activity. A time for solitary reflection, or for group social banter. An opportunity to drain out all of the stress of daily living and to celebrate the joy of good health.

Over the years, I have been lucky enough to run with some famous women. I ran with Joan Benoit long before she became a Boston Marathon and Olympic champ. I ran with Oprah Winfrey long after she became an international TV and movie star.

And here’s what I’ve learned from Joan and Oprah and hundreds of other women runners: You can make your running into whatever you want it to be. You can go for the gold, or you can simply set out to achieve something you never dreamed possible (even if no one else notices).

It’s entirely up to you. I know you can do it, because tens of millions of other women runners have done it. In the pages that follow, Dagny Scott, a wise and experienced woman runner, has laid out all the plans and recipes and wisdom you’ll need.

The next step is yours.
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Amby Burfoot

Executive Editor

Runner’s World magazine


Introduction

AS I SIT DOWN TO WRITE THIS, I am sweaty, grimy even, from a windy November run that has coated me with dust. Although it’s the weekend, I’ve logged on to the computer in an attempt to capitalize on the fresh mind-set that is the gift of a run—as I so often do.

Today, I saw two friends out on the trail that meanders along the outskirts of town. It is a vast and hushed landscape where the Rocky Mountains give way to the quieter majesty of the endless plains to the east. Beth and Jennifer were with their three dogs, a spectrum of shaggy, golden- and cream-colored beauties. We chatted about the run, the day, yesterday’s workout, the dogs. The two mentioned how they looked forward to this time each week, this Sunday ritual. Time away from husbands and boyfriends, from work and home, from tidier pursuits. This is what it’s all about, they said. Yes, I said. This is what it’s all about. I felt a chill and noticed that I had goose bumps, although the air was not cold yet.

So I watched Beth and Jennifer resume running with their dogs, enjoying their piece of the day. And I tried to figure out why such a simple thing moved me so. Dozens of women were out on the trail today—some in groups, some alone. In fact, there were far more women than men. And then it struck me just how far we’ve come. A generation ago, women had no such model for companionship. Men alone participated in athletics and reaped its ensuing benefits: the bonds of friendship, the revitalization of time away, the healthy glow from movement. Women’s participation in sports—and, in particular, in the hugely popular second running boom—has given us a new paradigm. A refuge in the day that holds only good things. A place in which we develop friendships, love, and trust as solid and uncomplicated as the beat of our feet and the rhythm of our breathing.

When I learned that I would have the honor of writing this book—and it is an honor—I felt a deep sense of responsibility. How could I do service to the depths of feeling that I have for this sport? How could I possibly enumerate all the gifts that running has given me: strength and health; love and friendship; a sense of self, of discipline, of capability and power; and even a profession and a husband?

As I sat down over the course of a year to write this book, my goal was to impart the breadth and depth of what running can mean to women: more than just fitness or friendship or sanity but rather all those things together. I can only hope that this book offers you at least a portion of the strength and inspiration that I have drawn from other women along the way.

I hope to see you out on the roads, the trails, or the track. May your feet and your heart feel light.


CHAPTER 1

Women and Running

THERE’S AN IMPORTANT STORY YOU SHOULD KNOW ABOUT. It’s the story of millions of women finding their legs. Along the way, they found their voices, their hearts, and their dreams. This story can be yours, too. All of running’s benefits are right here for you to grab.

Why a women’s running book? Are women runners different from men? After all, we both put one foot in front of the other, again and again. We both revel as we become fit and strong. We both struggle through days of plodding on leaden legs and celebrate days when our feet feel fitted with wings. In these ways women runners are no different from their male counterparts.

But wait.

Listen to those millions of women runners. Listen to their quiet breaths as they talk in predawn pairs before the rest of the family wakes or with their group of friends on Saturday morning before lattes. Listen to the lessons and the laughter, the questions and the camaraderie they share to the rhythm of steady footsteps: “I feel so much stronger …” “I’m ready to take on a new challenge …” “I never thought I could, but now….”

Women develop a special sorority on the roads. The bond is based on an understanding of the empowerment that comes with running, full realization of the capabilities of mind and body, appreciation of how far they have come, and a knowing wink that says how much is yet to be gained. Running, in short, is growth. Movement. Progress. To run is to feel alive. And so they talk and share—and run. Singly and in groups, swiftly and slowly, they run.

THE WOMEN’S RUNNING BOOM

Running has always had some women enthusiasts. But as millions of women have taken up the sport, they have redefined it even as it has redefined them.

At the onset of the first running boom, which hit its stride in the 1970s, female runners were the exception. The key players were men. Frank Shorter won the gold medal in the 1972 Olympic Marathon in Munich. Famed New Zealand track coach Arthur Lydiard created the idea of long, slow distance running for professionals, and at the same time spread the gospel of jogging as exercise around the globe. In Oregon, a coach named Bowerman and a runner named Knight teamed up to create from scratch the running shoes that would eventually birth the Nike brand. Sure, there were some women here and there, but they were oddities, a sideshow to the main event. Running was a man’s world.

At that time, strenuous sports activities had long been considered unfeminine and even harmful for women. Most women stuck to traditional, polite activities such as golf and tennis. It was an oddity to see a woman running down the street, and those who did were sometimes asked who was chasing them. But around the same time that running was becoming a phenomenon, the women’s movement was challenging and changing assumptions about what women were capable of. By the 1980s, men still dominated the sport, but it was no longer uncommon to see women jogging in city parks, on tracks, and on trails throughout the country and around the world.

All the while, running was gradually evolving as it grew from a fairly obscure sport that a few hard-core athletes took part in to a fitness activity of the masses. Good for the heart and lungs, easy on the budget, and possessing only the shallowest of learning curves, running grew in popularity as more Americans began to recognize the value of aerobic exercise. During the 1990s, as fitness morphed from healthy pursuit to holistic health and wellness lifestyle, the United States experienced a second running boom. More than ever, running filled the bill for more and more people, providing a social circle, stress relief, personal growth, contribution to community, and more.

Now into a new millennium, women are clearly driving both the resurgence and recharacterization of the sport. For one thing, women have been fueling the sport’s growth in terms of numbers. Part of this is due to what Runner’s World magazine editor-in-chief David Willey terms the “Title IX effect.” Willey is referring to a generation of young women who grew up playing organized sports and feeling inclined toward an athletic mindset. Once these young women have left high school or college, along with their team pursuits, running fills a void. “They still think of themselves as athletes and still value being fit and healthy, and running is such an obvious transition to make,” Willey says.

An older generation of women continues to discover the sport for its own reasons. As time has become a commodity in seemingly ever-dwindling supply, women have felt increasingly pressed to balance career and family while attempting to maintain a healthy lifestyle. For growing numbers of women, running has been a saving grace. A workout for the whole body, running requires a minimum of time, instruction, equipment, and planning.

Although many women have entered the sport for its easily accessible physical benefits, its surprise bonuses are what spur their enthusiasm. Running works both socially and in solitude, for relieving stress and solving problems, for relaxing and venting. Running has become a simple route to fitness that fits the complicated lifestyle of today’s woman.

Women’s enthusiasm for running has carried over into organized events, accentuating the sport’s social and community elements. More and more races, fun runs, and walk/run events cater to women. Women-only events and charity fund-raisers regularly draw tens of thousands of women. It’s not unusual for women to make up half the field in a marathon or a 10-K race, activities which were once vastly male. “Back-of-the-packers” are recognized with special awards, as are finishers in their golden years. The cumulative result is a sport that celebrates everyone who participates, not just those who are fleet of foot. Says Willey, “Those changes to the racing culture and the sport are directly effected by women—they are the new ‘back of the pack’.”

They’re also, he points out, redefining the front of the pack. Races now regularly offer equal prize money for women and men, something that was unheard of in the sport even a few years ago and is still not the case in many other sports. The gap between male and female world best times is closing. It’s not that women will ever match men’s times, but the “softness” in women’s records—the way records were easily broken and reset, caused by a lack of serious competition—is all but gone. “More women are racing, there are more role models, so women’s effect is filtering up as well as down,” Willey says.

Women have been able to have such an impact in part because of running’s egalitarian nature. Join a running club for a Sunday outing or the starting line of your local road race, and all are equals: young and old, wealthy and poor, all races, colors, and creeds. And yes, male and female. It’s one of the unique elements of the sport that Willey appreciates. “I’ve found it’s such an amazing equalizer,” he says. “I run with a ton of women and guys, and the whole gender thing goes away, because you’re just runners.”

Friendships that might seem odd in another context are struck up when two strides fall into sync somewhere out on an otherwise lonely road. The speedy and the slow traditionally meet at the end, sharing their tales over bagels and coffee. And on race day, the tortoise shares the starting line with the hare, and the jogger can literally follow in the footsteps of her professional heroes. It’s within the context of such an open social fabric that women have made their mark on all levels of the sport.

BRINGING IT ALL BACK HOME

As more women have become runners, the body of research documenting the sport’s effect on women’s bodies has grown. Now it seems that for every similarity between men and women runners there’s a significant difference. For example, although the training principles of gaining speed and fitness remain the same for men and women, fluctuations in women’s hormone levels can mean that it’s more complicated for them to peak for an event. On the other hand—possibly thanks to those same hormones—women seem better cut out for endurance than men are, due to higher pain thresholds and differences in energy metabolism. And though the principles of biomechanics are the same for both sexes, women are more prone to developing knee and foot problems than men, because they have wider hips. The female metabolism even seems to react differently to exercise, resulting in different nutritional needs. The list goes on.

In addition to such biological nuts and bolts, many women find that their questions and concerns about running veer in different directions than men’s. Yes, the story of women’s running is a story of how to become fit, and, should you desire it, even how to get fast. But it’s also a story of how to set and reach goals, make time for yourself, make peace with yourself, and more. It is a story of relishing the moment and working toward the future, of appreciating the little things in life and never losing sight of the larger picture. These are the benefits women find when they become runners—benefits every bit as noticeable as trimmer thighs and faster times.


TRAINING LOG

So who am I and why did I write this book? After all, you haven’t seen my name in the annals of Olympic-gold history. I’m not a hero or a household name, like Joan Benoit Samuelson or Grete Waitz.

No, when it comes to running, I’m probably far more like you. I’ve had my dreams of athletic glory since I was a little girl. I’ve come tantalizingly close to some of those dreams over the years—close enough to taste them at times, mostly salty and bittersweet in my mouth. But in the end, I did not become a professional runner. I became a journalist, focusing my pen and thoughts on female athletes and on runners in particular.

Writing and running have woven together to define my life and my career. The two passions have built upon each other, becoming virtually indistinguishable. The lessons I’ve learned while pursuing my goals of excellence on the track and on the road are the foundation upon which I’ve built a career as a journalist. The women who have crossed my reporter’s path have been an unending source of inspiration.

Throughout these chapters, I share some of my personal running experiences in these “Training Log” sections. It’s fair to say that these experiences range from the sublime to the ridiculous—with the ridiculous winning out most often. In running, after all, we learn as we go, bumps and bruises along with the triumphs. At most, I hope you can glean some enlightenment from my journey—at least that you can come away from it with a good laugh.

In the end, I’ve learned that this journey is what counts. It is a lesson that comes sooner or later to every woman who runs. More than any medals earned or pounds lost or races run, the journey is always the thing. That’s why we run. It’s what we share. And that’s why I wrote this book.




CHAPTER 2

Tools of the Trade

RUNNING IS SUCH A SIMPLE ENDEAVOR. To get ready, you just lace up your shoes and head out the door.

It’s so simple that plenty of women think that they can lace up any old shoes. They’ll scrounge in the closet for some worn antique of a sneaker and head off happily on collapsed heels and flapping soles. Well, that won’t do. Running doesn’t require a great investment in gear, but it does require a special pair of running shoes. Not those shoes you used to wear in aerobics class or those five-and-dime canvas cuties but real running shoes, built for running—and ideally used only for running.

Why? Wearing only good shoes can keep a runner training year after year on uncomplaining knees, but the wrong shoes can lead to cranky, debilitated joints, muscle soreness, and even injury. Shoes can mean the difference between an enjoyable experience and one miserable enough to quit the sport. So don’t even think of trying to save a few bucks on sneakers. A visit to the podiatrist will cost a lot more than a pair of running shoes.

Just as you shouldn’t run in any old shoe, you also shouldn’t run in any old bra. For fairly obvious reasons, the right sports bra also can make the difference between misery and enjoyment out on the trail. A few extra dollars spent here won’t be a mistake.

And that’s really all the must-haves. Of course, the longer you run the more accessories you’ll start to consider your must-haves. Beyond shoes and bras, you may opt for performance clothing that keeps you cool and dry in the summer and warm in the winter. Or you may notice the watches, sunglasses, hydration systems, and other gadgets marketed to runners. Some are helpful, some less so. Some work wonders but cost a small fortune. Should you buy them?

Ultimately, the amount of gear you end up with is a matter of personal preference. Some runners wear enough of these gizmos to get them through an ultramarathon even when they’re out for a 30-minute jaunt. Other runners are ascetics, sticking to simple shorts and a T-shirt and replacing even those items only when they wear thin. Much of the fancy clothing and gear is suited more to the competitive runner who logs many miles than to the three-times-a-week jogger. On the other hand, many recreational runners find that purchasing a treat such as a new jacket or a pair of sunglasses can be just the thing to jump-start flagging motivation.

The bottom line is that before you start running, or if you’re an old pro who hasn’t paid proper attention to her body, it’s time to hit the store. Pick out some shoes and a bra. Beyond that, it’s your choice: Knock yourself out on the extras or exit the store with your budget intact. Read on to learn what to look for when choosing any of these items.

SHOES

Running shoes are high-tech insulation between your feet and the ground. “When you run, your feet might strike the ground between 70 and 100 times per minute, each time with a force two to three times the weight of your body,” says Tim Hilden, an exercise physiologist and biomechanics specialist. “Each time you contact the ground, that force is transmitted up into the body. The right pair of shoes can help to attenuate that force.”

Today’s running shoes are small scientific wonders, backed by multimillion-dollar research and development labs. Hundreds of different models exist to accommodate different foot and body variations. The shoes are designed to complement your natural structure of bones, ligaments, and tendons—commonly referred to as the body’s biomechanics—and therefore minimize damage from incessant pounding. The right shoe for you will depend on several factors, including the way your foot strikes the ground, your gait, your weight, and your running program.

Some of the most impressive advances in shoes in the past few years are in the technology that has essentially replaced the conventional foam midsole cushioning. Mark Plaatjes, one-time world champion marathoner and part-owner of Boulder Running Company, explains that new engineering of the midsole infrastructure that relies on air or other technology means shoe durability has been greatly extended.

For shoes with more traditional materials, the midsole is often the first element to break down, often with no visible clues. It’s a good rule of thumb to replace these shoes after 300 to 400 miles. (Mark a calendar when you purchase a new pair to help you remember when to replace them.) The newer generation of shoes, Plaatjes says, might last another 200 miles.

Expect to pay a minimum of $80 for your running shoes. Anything less than that and they’re not really performance-oriented shoes designed to keep you free from injury. They may look good, but chances are they won’t be offering you the support and cushioning you need.

Beginning runners often ask which brand of shoe they should buy. The answer is whichever one suits your needs and feels best. This is one case when asking your girlfriend what she runs in won’t help: A model that fits one woman like a dream will be an invitation to an injury on another.

All the major running shoe manufacturers produce a variety of shoes for runners’ varying needs. Since each manufacturer tends to have a “signature” shape and feel—such as wider in the heel or narrow through the middle—you should try several brands to find the one that fits your feet best. While a few companies were pioneers in creating true women’s shoes—which were more than sized-down men’s shoes in a feminine color palate—these days the major shoe manufacturers all offer a wide range of true women’s shoes, built for a woman’s particular needs and on a female last.

The easiest and most reliable way to choose a shoe is to shop at a running specialty store. The salespeople at such locations typically are experienced and well trained in runners’ needs. They will likely ask about your training schedule and injury history and may even watch you run. Then they’ll be able to recommend several pairs of shoes that are best suited to your needs for you to try on. Many running stores have treadmills set up so that the salesperson can analyze your gait and your needs, and so that you can actually run in the shoes you’re considering.

While you might get lucky and find such service at a large sporting goods store, they are less likely to have salespeople trained to this degree of specificity. In addition, their selection of running shoes isn’t typically as large as that of a running specialty store.

If you don’t have a running store nearby and must choose shoes without the help of a knowledgeable salesperson, your next best bet is to seek the assistance of a good website. Many offer shoe-buying guides that can help you with the process. (See “Why a Woman’s Shoe?” on page 11.)

In any case, it’s a good idea to do a little research on your own feet. The most important distinction to learn is whether you overpronate, supinate, or are neutral. That’s not as complicated as it sounds. Some pronation is a natural part of the shock-absorbing action that takes place as your foot hits the ground and proceeds to roll forward. Ideally, when you run, your foot hits first on the outside portion of your heel, and then your weight shifts toward the inside and front of your foot, until finally you push off on the ball of your foot and your toes.

If you overpronate, your arch doesn’t offer adequate support, and your foot collapses inward too much upon landing. This lack of arch support without proper shoes to control the excessive motion can result in pain and numerous types of injuries.

On the other end of the spectrum, feet that are rigid and don’t roll inward enough are also problematic because they don’t provide adequate shock absorption for your legs. This condition—less common than overpronation, and even less common among women than among men—is called supination.

Runners whose feet pronate normally do neither of the above and are generally called neutral.

Knowing which category you fit into is perhaps the most important element in finding the right shoe. You’ll want to start by looking at the proper shoe category based on the way your feet move when you run. Then you can look at models from several different brands in order to find your best shoe.

Here are two simple ways to help you determine which category you fit into:

Look at an old pair of shoes. The pattern of wear tells a story. The soles and midsoles of an overpronator’s shoes tend to wear down and compress toward the inside of the heel and the inside of the big toe. A supinator’s shoes tend to wear down and compress all along the outside. Women with neutral feet will generally have evenly worn shoes.

Observe your arches. Stand with your feet shoulder width apart, and then bend your knees so that you’re in a semi-squatting position. See if your arches naturally collapse inward or stay rather high. Now twist your trunk slightly from side to side, and look again: Do your arches collapse and your ankles roll inward, or do they maintain their position? The more your arches flatten and your ankles roll in the greater your degree of pronation.

Now that you know which category your feet fit into, you know what kind of running shoe you need. Running shoes generally fall into three categories to parallel the categories outlined above.

[image: image] Motion Control. For the most excessive pronators and heavier runners. These shoes will be the most rigid in your hand, literally difficult to twist when you grab the shoe at the heel and the toe and attempt to torque in opposite directions. They will feature firm technical elements in the arch or heel area to discourage the foot from rolling in. Also, these shoes tend to be built on a fairly straight last; if you turn them upside down and look at the bottom, you can see a straight line from heel to toe.

[image: image] Stability. For moderate overpronators or those who are lighter weight and therefore do not need excessive control. These shoes offer elements of both cushioning and support, but the arch control isn’t nearly as intense as those in a motion-control shoe.

[image: image] Neutral. Cushioned shoes for neutral runners or those who supinate. These shoes offer minimal support, allowing maximum flexibility for those with an already rigid arch. They are long on cushioning and are typically built with a more curved shape (turn the shoe over to see a curved line from heel to toe).

Once you’ve figured out which category of shoe you need, follow these tips to zero in on the perfect pair.

Try on a number of styles from different manufacturers. Each will have a slightly different shape, and one will mold to your foot better than the others.

Run in the shoes. Walking in a pair of shoes won’t tell you how they’ll feel when you’re running. Try a few strides down an aisle or a hallway. Better yet, if the store allows, take them for a spin outside or on a treadmill. Pay particular attention to pinching, slippage, tight spots, and rubbing. Running shoes should fit perfectly when you try them on. There’s no such thing as breaking in a running shoe. If any part of your foot feels confined, pinched or squeezed, you can bet your feet will hurt after a few miles of running.

Wear socks of the same thickness as the ones you’ll be running in. If necessary, ask to borrow a pair from the store.

Get measured, and have a salesperson check the shoes for proper sizing. A whopping 90 percent of women wear shoes that are too small, according to the American Orthopaedic Foot and Ankle Society. For some women, improper sizing is a vanity issue. Others simply don’t realize that their foot size increases with age, especially after pregnancy. Make sure you allow a finger’s width of space between the end of your toes and the shoe; otherwise you’ll suffer from jammed toes and black toenails. Also make sure the shoe is wide enough. If the front of your foot feels confined against the edges of the shoe, look for a brand such as New Balance that comes in different widths.


Why a Woman’s Shoe?

Years ago, when manufacturers first began producing women’s running shoes, the models were little more than scaled-down men’s models offered in powder blue. Today women’s shoes truly are built to work with women’s bodies and feet. Some of the differences typical to women include:

[image: image] Lighter overall weight, with respect to foot length, as well as less muscle mass.

[image: image] Feet with a lower overall profile—not as high—than men’s, therefore requiring less overall volume in a shoe.

[image: image] A tendency toward bunions, often exacerbated by the wearing of pointed shoes and high heels.

[image: image] A greater tendency to pronate, partly due to wider hips and the ensuing angle of the leg meeting the ground.




When Just a Shoe Isn’t Enough

Athletic shoe inserts are designed to take the place of your shoe’s removable insole or to work in conjunction with it. Made in a variety of materials, inserts range from arch supports to heel cups, from half-length to full-length, and more.

For many women, the insoles that come with their running shoes perform perfectly fine. But if your arches deviate from “normal”—meaning they’re either very high or very flat—you may benefit from special insoles, says Thomas Shonka, D.P.M., a former president of the American Academy of Podiatric Sports Medicine. The more you deviate from a perfect arch, the more likely you’ll benefit from an orthotic device added to the shoe. Another tip-off is the onset of running-related injuries after increasing mileage. “If you develop an injury every time you go over a certain number of miles per week, that can be an indication of an overuse injury that is biomechanically related. Shoe inserts can alleviate that kind of injury,” Dr. Shonka says.

First try running in shoes that are well suited for you without additional accessories. If pain develops in your feet, knees, hips, or back, inserts might be a simple solution. (You can try them without the expense of consulting a physician—a specialist at a running shoe store should be able to help you choose an appropriate model.) If you don’t get relief from an over-the-counter model within a few weeks, more aggressive customized orthotics can be crafted from a personalized mold. See a sports physician; podiatrists who specialize in running or sports medicine are best qualified to make running shoe inserts. Expect to pay between $200 and $400.

Here’s a rundown of the most common inserts and their functions.

Arch supports. Designed for different arch types, these insoles are molded for varying degrees of support. Primarily for overpronators, whose feet collapse inward too much upon landing, they stabilize the foot and ankle. To find a pair that feels comfortable, try them with your running shoes in the store before you buy them. If these don’t provide relief, custom-made orthotics might be in order.

Cushioned insoles. Although these inserts are used mainly for additional cushioning and comfort, some runners also place them over custom-made orthotics when the orthotics don’t provide their own cushioning. Each insert is a flat, thin layer of foam that is either full-length or half-length. When used only in the back of your shoe, the insert can raise your heel to alleviate stress on tight calf muscles. The inserts are also easily trimmed into any shape: You can glue trimmed pieces to specific areas of your shoe’s insole to build up cushioning where you need it. Play around to find a formula that works for you, or go to a podiatrist for guidance.

Heel cups. These look like what the name implies, with the cup cradling and cushioning the heel. Heel cups are typically used to provide relief from the pain of plantar fasciitis (inflammation of the band of tissue on the bottom of the foot), which is felt just under the heel. Heel cups may alleviate the pain but they don’t solve the problem, which is usually related to overpronation. Sturdier shoes or arch supports might be more appropriate.

Metatarsal cushions. You insert a metatarsal cushion in the front of your shoe under the ball of your foot. It can help alleviate the pounding on the bones that are just behind your toes—and the ensuing pain—by providing both support and cushioning.

Replacement insoles. These are beefed-up versions of the insoles that come in shoes. Replacement insoles can provide better, more durable cushioning than regular shoe insoles. They essentially upgrade your shoe without changing its characteristics.



SPORTS BRAS

Just like your old tennis shoes, your old everyday bra wasn’t meant for running. Sports bras are designed to minimize the bouncing associated with impact sports. The good ones also wick sweat away from your body to reduce chafing and keep you at a comfortable temperature.

Athletics are more forgiving for small-breasted women because control is less of an issue; they can get away with simpler styles of bras. Women with larger breasts need more supportive bras, of course—these tend to be engineered to a greater degree. That might sound obvious, but it doesn’t take too many trips to the jogging path to see that many large-breasted women either don’t know about the importance of a specialty running bra or don’t realize that styles exist that actually do offer them adequate support.

Be aware that as sports have become more of an everyday influence on fashion, athletic styles of bras are quite commonplace. But there’s a distinction between a garment that simply appears sporty and one intended for exercise. As a runner, you’ll want to choose a bra clearly intended for impact-sports performance. You’re most likely to find these from reputable name brands of sporting goods manufacturers.

When choosing a bra, try on a few and pay attention to the following:

[image: image] The band around your rib cage should be snug but not stifling. You should be able to breathe freely. Try raising your arms above your head, bending them, and swinging them around. The band should not move. If it does, the fabric will rub and irritate your skin.

[image: image] The fabric over your breasts should likewise be snug but not stifling. Jump up and down a bit. Your breasts should feel comfortable, and the bounce should be minimal. Remember that any movement you feel now will only be multiplied on a run.

[image: image] Look for well-crafted seams. This is where most chafing occurs. Seams should be sewn flat and free of extraneous material—or better yet, they should be on the outside of the bra.

[image: image] Make sure the fabric is meant to handle activity and sweat. Look on the label to see which fabrics the bra is made from. Steer clear of cotton in the liner; it will keep sweat clinging to your body. Instead, look for a label that touts the fabric’s wicking properties. This is one case where seeing the word polyester on the label is not a bad thing. Most bras intended for sports performance will have hang tags indicating properties such as wicking.

[image: image] Expect to pay between $30 and $40 for a quality sports bra, and more for styles intended for large-breasted women.

[image: image] If you wear a C cup or larger, you might find greater comfort and support with a bra that encapsulates each breast separately instead of compressing the entire chest. Many manufacturers now produce special offerings for women with larger breasts. It really shouldn’t be necessary for women to layer two bras on top of each other—once a poor but common solution for well-endowed women.

To maintain the life of your sports bras, wash them on a gentle cycle and let them air-dry. This will maintain the elastic for a longer period of time. And clean out your drawer annually. Replace your bras when they no longer provide adequate support.

SHORTS AND TOPS

Today’s fabrics can help wick away sweat so that it evaporates, keeping you dry and free from chafing. This feature can be especially helpful in shorts. Look for a liner made of CoolMax or a similar synthetic fabric. Shorts are available in a variety of cuts and lengths to accommodate different tastes. Be aware that what you gain in modesty with longer shorts, you’ll give up in range of motion. That’s not a problem unless you’re running at fast speeds and need full leg lift. Expect to pay at least $30 for running shorts. Although that might seem steep, you’ll appreciate the comfort from the first step.

Cotton T-shirts will get you through most runs just fine. But if you live in an especially humid climate or run for more than 30 minutes at a stretch, you might want to invest in a tank top or singlet made from one of those great synthetic wicking fabrics. Cotton, which tends to hold moisture, can get pretty heavy and cause some nasty chafing when it’s hanging on to an hour’s worth of your sweat.

APPAREL FOR RAIN AND COLD

The old elements just aren’t what they used to be. Today, a runner can be out in the rain or cold for hours and remain comfortable. High-tech fabrics have been developed specifically for exertion in the rain and snow. These materials repel water from the outside while allowing perspiration to evaporate from the inside.

When buying running jackets and pants, read the label to ensure that they’re constructed of a material designed for this one-way moisture transport. A heavy lining will provide more warmth, but if you’re going to purchase only one running suit, a more versatile option is to choose items with very light linings (or no lining at all) that can be worn year-round. On rainy days, wear the pants and jacket over a light underlayer of shorts and a wicking top. In colder weather, start with a base layer of tights and a wicking top. If necessary, add a middle layer of insulating fleece. (Cotton should never be used as a layer in cold and damp conditions. It absorbs water and quickly grows heavy and cold.) When choosing a running suit, look for these features.

[image: image] The jacket’s zipper and/or collar should not scratch your chin when fully zipped.

[image: image] The collar should fit fairly snugly around your neck to keep cold air out.

[image: image] Sleeves with Velcro or elastic allow easy access to your watch.

[image: image] Vents in the jacket’s sides, back, or underarms provide breathability.

[image: image] A jacket panel can cover your rear end during very cold weather.

[image: image] Zippers at the pants’ ankles should enable easy ins and outs with your shoes still on.

SOCKS

Running socks are available in every weight, length, and material. The main ones to avoid are those made of 100 percent cotton. Cotton tends to keep your feet clammy and cold in the winter and cause blisters and chafing in the summer. Instead, look for synthetic blends made from polyester, acrylic, CoolMax, and even Teflon. Wool blends such as SmartWool are good for winter. Wool or synthetic-blend socks will provide superior wicking and lessen the chance of blisters. Double-layer socks are also effective at reducing the risk of blisters.

The thicker the sock the more cushioning it will provide. Many women prefer thicker socks for easy runs because of their superior comfort and cushioning. For faster runs or races, look for a thinner sock. The reduction in cushioning allows for greater “road feel” and responsiveness.

It’s important to try on socks with the shoes in which you will be running. Some thicker socks can require a shoe up to a half-size larger.

ELECTRONIC DEVICES

Chronographs

Sports watches today are really miniature computers. They can do everything from sounding an alarm at regular intervals to storing your workouts so you can download them onto your home computer. Of course, if you’re running only 30 minutes a day, you can do without the bells and whistles—and the added expense.

No matter how simple or complex a model you decide upon, look for large, easy-to-press buttons and large, easy-to-see digits. These models are easier to use while running. An easily audible beep accompanying each press of the buttons is helpful, too.

Many experienced women runners prefer to avoid so-called women’s models. Their petite size means smaller, harder-to-press buttons, not to mention fewer memory features. For most women, the men’s models fit just fine and are superior products. Stick to plastic or fabric straps, which are durable and comfortable. When it’s time to change the battery, take the watch to a jeweler to have a new one installed. If you try to do it yourself, your watch might become disposable before its time.

Heart-Rate Monitors

Until the 1990s, the heart-rate monitor was an obscure gadget used mostly by professional athletes. Today it has gained widespread acceptance as a useful tool for runners of all levels. Heart-rate monitors can be used to target specific zones of effort on harder runs and to ensure that a run doesn’t get too difficult on easy days. Most monitors consist of two parts: the pulse-reading monitor band, which straps around your rib cage just under your bust, and the display unit, which looks and works much like a watch.

Monitors come with a wide range of functions and settings. As with any electronic device, that can sometimes be more overwhelming than helpful. When buying a heart-rate monitor, look for one that’s simple enough that you will actually use it. Most runners prefer a stopwatch feature and an alarm that sounds when you exceed or fall short of your target pace. Expect to pay at least $100 for a monitor with these functions.


Should You Use a Heart-Rate Monitor?

Plenty of runners and coaches love to use heart-rate monitors, but are they right for you? Heart-rate monitors provide an easy, high-tech method of taking your pulse. By displaying your heart rate, they give you instant feedback on a run, essentially telling you how hard you’re working. You can then adjust your effort by running faster or slower to reach the rate you desire.

Proponents appreciate this objective measure of a workout. After all, numbers never lie. So why doesn’t everybody take advantage of the feedback that a monitor can offer?

Some runners love the sport because it puts them closely in tune with their bodies. For these athletes, it’s a challenge—and a joy—to learn to read their physical responses during training. Mechanical input can be seen as an intrusion on what should be a natural and flowing effort.

Others argue that numbers can in fact lie, that perhaps if you do nothing but follow the beep on a machine, you lose the benefit of feeling that you might possibly be able to push harder, monitor be darned.

There is no right or wrong when it comes to heart-rate monitors. Runners of all levels benefit from their feedback; likewise, runners of all levels succeed in training without them. Should you try one? It all boils down to your personality.



GPS Devices

If you thrill at the idea of knowing precisely how fast your last mile was, exactly how far you went on each run, and even mapping out your route on your computer when you get home, then GPS (global position) devices were made for you. If the thought of wearing a computer on your arm that tells you all this and more sounds a little, well, beside the point, then you can save the money you would have spent on one of these to help with race-entry fees.

One nice thing is that you needn’t be a technophile in order to figure out how to use the latest models. “These devices have gotten so much better,” says running-store owner Mark Plaatjes. “They’re simple now—to the point where you can simply hit ‘start’ and ‘stop’ and get your distance and pace.” Indeed, that’s how most runners use them. You can easily program in your desired pace, and an alert will tell you if you’re falling behind or running too hard. But there’s more, Plaatjes points out. “Then if you want, if you’re really techy, you can go to the website and map the route you just ran, it will give you your elevation change, you can store all your workouts, everything.”

A drawback is that the technology is dependent on a clear satellite line. Running in areas with lots of trees or tall buildings or even running on a cloudy day can throw off the results. Still, most GPS devices promise roughly 95 percent accuracy.

An entry-level GPS will likely run about $160 (the Garmin Forerunner is a popular model). Spending upwards of $250 should get you a heart-rate monitor in the mix, as well as superior satellite technology.

No doubt, these little buggers are addictive—start wearing one and you’ll wonder how you ever functioned without it. And yet … must we really know our distance each day to the tenth of the mile? Isn’t learning your pacing part of the natural progression of learning your body? OK, call me a Luddite. And a hypocrite. Let’s put it this way: I haven’t bought one. I don’t like the idea of tracking my runs to this degree. Running is just about the only thing in my life that’s possible without any thought, quantification, or technology. But I admit it: I really enjoy when one of my training partners has one of these gadgets.

Tracking Devices

The newest technology allows you to track your runs based not on GPS but rather on your stride and cadence. Nike coupled with Apple to pioneer a version of the technology that works through an iPod to create a computerized record of your run. A chip embedded in the running shoe measures stride length based on the frequency of stride and the amount of time the runner’s foot remains on the ground. Tests have proven the technology to be highly accurate, especially after you’ve personally calibrated your device. When the run is finished, information from the workout can be downloaded into your computer and tracked online. Nike’s website allows runners to have plenty of fun beyond this, encouraging community and camaraderie by comparing yourself to others, training virtually with others, and offering support along the way. The chip itself costs less than $30, but you’ll also need the correct iPod version. Nike sells shoes enabled for the devices, but it’s not essential that you purchase these to use the chip.

Adidas has coupled with Polar to create a computerized tracking device that works in conjunction with a heart-rate monitor. It offers feedback on pace, distance, stride efficiency, heart rate, and even elevation. It doesn’t come cheap—you’ll need to purchase the device for about $450, as well as special shoes and apparel to house the required sensors—but for the runner who wants to track virtually every aspect of her training, it’s the ultimate in information.


Smart Tips

A running store is your best bet for finding the right gear, especially proper shoes and a sports bra. If you don’t have a running store nearby, try one of these specialty online or catalog retailers.

[image: image] Road Runner Sports sells a wide variety of shoes, bras, running apparel, and any other accessory you could possibly want. The website offers a shoe selection guide, and the knowledgeable staff can even help you select a pair of shoes over the phone: (800) 743-3206. roadrunnersports.com

[image: image] Title Nine was a pioneer in offering women’s athletic clothing. They feature a super selection of bras and are a must for larger-breasted women who require a quality bra with excellent support. All styles are tested and approved by the athletic staff. The catalog also sells performance-oriented women’s sports apparel. titlenine.com

[image: image] https://www.thenorthface.com/lucy-transition.html and https://athleta.gap.com/ both offer an attractive array of comfortable and stylish workout wear, sunglasses, and watches.



SUNGLASSES

Sunglasses for running are designed to provide protection from sun, wind, glare, and flying objects such as bugs. Some runners won’t leave home without them; others never wear them. If you do purchase a pair, look for shatterproof lenses that offer broad-spectrum protection, filtering out both UVA and UVB rays. Although prices on name brands with superior styling easily top $100, you actually can find models for $30 that have polarized lenses and good UV protection. (They might not be as durable or protected by as good a warranty as the fancier models.)

The glasses should fit snugly, so that they don’t bounce when you’re running, but they shouldn’t fit so tightly that they give you a headache. When trying them on, prop them up to see if they’ll stay on top of your head: Since weather can change while you’re out running, it’s an added convenience if they stay put in that position.

HYDRATION SYSTEMS

In most climates and locations, you needn’t worry about carrying water unless you’re running upwards of an hour. In especially humid and hot weather, and on remote trail runs, carrying your own liquid is always a good precaution, even on shorter runs.

Even the simple concept of a portable water container has evolved over the past several years. New belt models feature several holsters and disperse the weight of the fluid over several smaller bottles. These are far more comfortable than a belt that holds a single bottle in the middle of your back. The drawback is that they typically can’t carry as much liquid. For many runners, they’re sufficient on all but the longest runs.

Other hydration systems come in backpack or fanny-pack form, with a bladder connected to a tube for sipping. These are best suited to runners who plan to be out for several hours. For shorter workouts, their extra weight isn’t worthwhile.

In all cases, look for a model with a small pocket in which you can carry a key, a few dollars, and a gel packet. And yes, these do come in sizes, so be sure to choose the model that suits your running needs and body size.


TRAINING LOG

At the risk of sounding like everybody’s grandmother, here’s an “I remember when” story. I was 8 years old when I started running. That was back around 1970—the Stone Age of the sport. No women’s running shoes existed; no children’s running shoes existed. Men’s running shoes were a relatively new concept, and even those were hard to find. (In those days, tennis shoes and high-tops pretty much covered the sporting gamut.) My parents bought shoes for me from a guy named Dick Pond, who traveled around to cross-country meets selling running shoes from the back of his van. We’d get the smallest size he had, and I would stuff them with paper towels to fill out the toes.

And so it’s with great fondness that I remember my first pair of true women’s running shoes. They were baby blue and they were called the Tigress. They fit. They were fast. They looked cool. (For about a week, that is. A rainy day turned their cheery blue into a mildewed green that never quite cleaned up.) Having them made me feel like a certified member of this sweaty, grueling sport, despite the fact that I was “just a girl.”

Of course, I didn’t know it then, but many early versions of women’s shoes were just downsized men’s models in pastel shades. Plenty of them were cheaper quality as well, because, the thinking went, a woman didn’t need “serious” shoes.

Well, women’s shoes have come a long way. Virtually all of today’s women’s shoes made by reputable manufacturers are truly built for women’s feet and are offered in the same range of quality as men’s models. Indeed, manufacturers consider the female market a hot segment: They realize that all those women runners mean dollar signs. Their economic opportunism is good news for you: Now when women go to the running store, they have the luxury of choosing from a large number of shoes that truly offer an excellent range of options. Shoes come in every price, shape, style, and size imaginable. May your choice bring you as much joy and inspiration as my first baby blues brought me.




CHAPTER 3

A Beginner’s Guide to Frequently Asked Questions

YOU WALK OUT THE DOOR, you start to jog, and you feel … awkward. Silly. Clumsy. Fat. Slow. Any number of things. Any number of things except like a runner.

Stop right there. Before you take another step, remember: Everybody started somewhere. The best of runners began with the same slow steps that you are about to take. Your first run can feel anything but normal. You’re full of uncertainties: Can I really do this? What if it hurts?

To start you off, here are answers to novice runners’ most commonly asked questions. This quick primer will alleviate your fears and speed you on your way out the door with confidence.

Q: Can’t I just walk?

A: Well, sure. Walking is better than the alternative, if the alternative is watching a season’s worth of sitcoms on the couch or spending your lunch hour surfing the Internet aimlessly—walking is healthy compared to those and plenty of other options. And for some women, walking is as much exercise as they can imagine and muster—and that’s just fine. But as long as you’re not suffering from any debility that eliminates the possibility of adding some oomph to your fitness routine, running does make sense from a health-benefit perspective. Running burns more calories than walking, utilizes your muscles to a more intense degree, and gives your heart and lungs a better workout than walking. The more researchers learn, the more it’s believed that all these things are connected with our long-term mental and emotional health, too, so the intensity of your workout just might matter. This doesn’t mean you have to run fast; even jogging at a very slow pace will up the ante from walking.

Q: Do I really need to get a health check from my doctor?

A: It’s the first admonishment you hear when you begin any exercise program: Get a health check. So what exactly is everybody getting checked for?

The primary concern for anyone starting a workout program—particularly an aerobic one, such as running—is heart disease. Every adult woman has some buildup of plaque in her arteries, explains Amy Roberts, Ph.D., exercise science coordinator at the Boulder Center for Sports Medicine in Colorado. That’s dangerous only if you have advanced buildup—whether from diet, lack of exercise, or genetics—and suddenly begin exercising heavily. Women under the age of 50 aren’t at particularly high risk, Dr. Roberts says, unless they are overweight or have family histories of high blood pressure, high cholesterol, or heart disease. If any of these are the case, no matter what your age, you absolutely must have that health check.

Ultimately, it’s not a bad idea to be examined even if you don’t have any of the red flags for heart disease. Depending on your age, your physician may check for other conditions as well. Rosemary Agostini, M.D., of the Virginia Mason Medical Center Sports Medicine Clinic in Seattle, explains that minor health conditions can sometimes grow worse with the additional physical requirements of a workout program. Your doctor may investigate your overall nutrition and check for anemia and osteoporosis. If nothing else, finding out your cholesterol level, blood pressure, resting heart rate, and body fat percentage at the beginning of your program can inspire you down the road when those numbers improve. So go ahead and make an appointment for a physical.

Q: Should I eat something before running?

A: You should be neither famished nor stuffed when you head out for a run. A good rule of thumb for beginners is to drink a cup of water and eat a light high-carbohydrate meal or snack half an hour to an hour before running. Rich and high-fiber foods often cause stomach distress, especially for beginners, so stay away from any significant intake of fats, protein, salad, and fruit. (Bananas are an exception—they’re easy on the stomach for most people.)

Morning is less problematic, since you’ll wake with an empty stomach. Grab some toast, a bagel, or a banana—and coffee if you like—and give yourself a little bit of time before running. If you’re fitting a run into a busy day, be sure to wait two to three hours after you’ve eaten a large lunch or one that contains rich or fibrous items, or you might wind up with uncomfortable bloating. By the way, many runners will attest to the fact that
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