
► PLIABILITY:  A GLOBAL CHALLENGE

Addis Ababa, Ethiopia. The air hit the senses before I even got out of the airport, a combination of smells hinting at everything from the tropics to the desert, from farmland to street food. It is the first of many unique experiences one has when visiting the beautiful, vibrant, and resilient country of Ethiopia. Even though this was not my first visit here, this trip became more unique than any other.

I exited the gate and with just a few twists and turns that is the Bole International Airport, I found myself curbside at the passenger pick-up area. Here I waited, hoping my contact Renato Canova, a legendary figure in the world of running, was able to arrange a driver to take me to Sululta, a small village an hour or so outside Addis. I had met Renato during my last trip to East Africa and we had recently agreed to work together for a couple weeks at a High Altitude Training Camp (HATC). As usual, Renato had everything perfectly organized. Immediately, a local Ethiopian man approached me waving with a big smile of familiarity.

“Joe, sir! Welcome back!”

With the bright sun I could not immediately make out who it is, but hearing my name was quite a surprise. Maybe it’s a taxi driver, I think; one who just calls all Americans “Joe.”

It turned out to be Mersha Asrat: an Addis-based running coach who had attended one of the clinics I had held here two years prior. I was pretty excited to see a familiar face. It seemed like pure luck, and a bit surreal, to enter such a foreign area and have someone recognize me—particularly since it was not planned, and I am not famous.

“Joe, sir,” Mersha continues, “I have been learning and practicing everything you taught us from last time!”

He actually had a printout in his hand from the clinic, which reminded me how dedicated he was to coaching and learning.

Mersha and I left the airport and caught up on each other’s lives over the past couple of years while driving through the city. After an hour or so of weaving through the organized chaos that is Addis rush-hour, Mersha pulls onto the long, dirt road that weaves up into the hills just northwest of Addis, towards Sululta. We soon pass by Haile Gebressalasie’s Yaya Village (another HATC), which I look onto fondly, as that was where I had held one of the clinics during my last visit. The landscape is still immaculate, the building in great condition, and the little outdoor dining area, amidst meadows, running trails, and forests, is just as it was—a serene place for great conversations amongst diehard (aka crazy) runner people like myself. We cruise on past though, as we are headed to a place I had never seen and only heard about in recent news—the newly completed training camp built by Kenenisa Bekele.

For those who do not follow the competitive and elite faction of running, which I recognize is most of the world, Kenenisa is the undisputed GOAT. He held the World Record for the 5k and 10k for 16 years (until carbon-fiber plated shoes took over in 2019) and is currently just two seconds shy of the marathon World Record with a 2:01:41 (How heart-wrenching is that!? Two hours of hard running only to miss the world record by two seconds!). He is one of the most famous people in Ethiopia and has a confident but humble personality that draws fans from around the world.

We pulled through the small gate to Kenenisa’s HATC, which looks more like a golf resort you might find in Arizona, and stopped just at the entrance to the main building. Mersha got out and walked inside to get logistics organized and I stepped out of the car. I walked onto the immaculate grass lawn, took a deep breath of the crisp, fresh air (much different from the airport), and just about tripped over a runner stretching on the grass.

“Hello,” said the man.

I looked down and it was Kenenisa Bekele—right there, right in front of me.

“How’s it going?” I casually replied, trying to keep it cool. Renato had mentioned to me that Kenenisa might be around, but I was not expecting to meet him, much less right away. Internally, I was not cool. Thoughts, heartrate, everything was 100 miles an hour.

We engaged in a conversation, with me answering Kenenisa’s to-the-point questions like ‘Who are you? What are you doing here?’ etc. Kenenisa kept saying things like ‘’uh ha’ and ‘I see’ to my responses. He has better things on his mind, I thought.

After a few minutes, Mersha returned. He and Kenenisa spoke Amharic to each other, while I stood there feeling a bit awkward, and then Mersha turned and informed me, “You will work with Kenenisa tomorrow.”

Say that again?! I thought to myself, now at 150 mph.

Renato and I had already worked out a schedule for me to work with a specific group of athletes he was coaching at the time, including the entire Chinese Olympic distance team. I could tell, however, that this was not a question from Mersha to me; it was just a statement of fact in terms of what will be occurring. This was confirmed when I looked back to Kenenisa who simply said “See you tomorrow.”

First, some backstory: unfortunately, Kenenisa at this point had been suffering perpetual injuries for over five years. The most recent, in his Achilles, was quite severe and had kept him from competition for nearly a year straight. Upon hearing what I focus on, which is basically helping runners create an injury-resistant body, he simply wanted to know more about what it is that I do.

The next day, after meeting with and coordinating logistics with Renato (who was 100 percent behind this change of plans), I was taken back to the city to Kenenisa’s hotel and into the hotel gym—which was empty save for Kenenisa and Mersha. I then proceeded to work with Kenenisa on pretty much everything that is discussed in this book.

I first had him stand in front of a mirror and I immediately notice some pretty clear distortions in his standing posture. He is excitingly frustrated, “I have noticed that too but nobody else sees it or mentions it to me.”

I found other critical imbalances in his bio-mechanics when running on the treadmill. I took a video and show him. Finally, I had him do a series of stretches and after doing a simple knee-to-chest stretch he said he feels pain in the left hip. I took 1–2 minutes to show him the Targeted Self-Massage idea described in this book, a basic self-massage approach to help relax a muscle and increase circulation. He then repeated the stretch.

“Any difference? Is that better?” I asked.

“Yes, that is better.”

He continued, though, to hold the stretch for a bit longer. He seemed to be thinking (feeling?) to himself, fully concentrating on the feedback his body is giving him—a type of ‘communication’ that elite athletes tend to perfect.

He then looked over to Mersha and says quietly, “Actually, there is no pain at all, it is like . . . a miracle.”

I was immediately apprehensive of that word. I was glad Kenenisa was getting clear feedback from a simple self-care modality, but I quickly mentioned that just because the sensation of pain is gone does not mean the muscle is back to full health. With daily work, however, many of these ‘miracle’ moments can add up in order to return his body to healthy running. He understood and was excited about the path forward: improve your symmetry of pliability to improve your standing posture to then improve your running bio-mechanics to reduce the asymmetrical load on your legs that has been contributing to the injuries.

After this session, Kenenisa ‘claimed’ me for the duration of my stay. I discussed this with Renato and he was supportive of the collaboration. It turned out Renato had just started to coach Kenenisa for the marathon but was not making much headway given the injuries. I proceeded to work with Kenenisa for 3–4 hours each day over the next couple weeks. The hours and days flew by. Not only did we get a lot of work done to build his body back to health, but we also got along really well. I met his wife and kids and we had several meals together, at home and out. His celebrity status was visible every time we were in public, with all heads turning and constant requests for autographs and pictures. After a productive and engaging two weeks I wrote out a ‘path forward’ program for Kenenisa and sat down with him and Mersha, who at the time was just starting to take on the role as Kenenisa’s personal running coach. They were very appreciative, with Kenenisa saying, “I wish we had met 5 years ago.” I did too.

Soon after my time there, Kenenisa’s support team was taken over, first by the Sub2hour initiative started by Dr. Yannis Pitziladis, and then eventually by his agent Jos Hermens and his Global Sports Communication outfit. I was no longer in the thick of the day to day and could only hope my message and approach had stuck with Kenenisa.

Over the next year Kenenisa was able to resume competing. From the video coverage of his races I started to notice subtle improvements in his mechanics. Then, during the 2019 Berlin Marathon, I was happy to notice his form was nearly flawless—level shoulders, no asymmetrical hip rotations, no body lean to the right—and the result . . . 2:01:41. This comes out to 4:39 mile for 26.2 miles—which is just crazy fast!

While Kenenisa is the elite of elite, his predicament was very similar to what I had seen many times before, across all levels of runners, from all corners of the world. It is an injury cycle most runners can identify with. It is also an injury cycle that in most cases can easily be prevented or stopped, on your own, with only 10 minutes per day of your focused attention. The secret?

Pliability.


► THE CHECKLIST: 10 MINUTES PER DAY

The Checklist has 22 tests, each comparing right to left, so essentially 44 tests. To cover 44 tests in 10 minutes would take 12.5 seconds per test. Sound unrealistic? If you are making regular improvement, it is absolutely possible! Let’s take a closer look at how to approach The Checklist.

First, note the ROM self-tests only need to be done twice per week, assuming that all tests are feeling symmetrical. This assumption stems from the hope that you have already worked daily, and perhaps for many weeks, on the ROM self-test pages to correct your imbalances. If this is the case, the self-tests on The Checklist now serve as a quick ‘check-in’ to ensure your previously attained gains are holding. If this is the case each test should be very quick, 3–10 seconds each, as you notice everything feels equal and there is nothing to work on.

If something does come up, say after a high intensity run, and now you feel one side is tighter than the other with one of the self-tests, it is time to veer off from The Checklist and address the issue fully. Performing this ‘failed’ test, and applying TSM to correct the test, now become your daily task until resolved. When resolved, you then continue with The Checklist, picking up where you had left off.

A similar approach can be taken with the Strength self-tests that are on The Checklist. Note these can be done just one day per week, assuming there is symmetry of fatigue and you are able to reach the end-goal limits indicated. If either is not true, move the asymmetrical or weak test(s) to a more frequent habit, now foregoing The Checklist. Through TSM and weak-led training you then work to get the test back to symmetry and to full strength. At this point you can return back to The Checklist and the rhythm of working through these self-tests once per week.

Here is an example:

THE CHECKLIST: SAMPLE WEEK
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The next couple pages show a ‘notebook’ form of The Checklist, but feel free to make your own!

THE CHECKLIST: RANGE OF MOTION (ROM) 
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THE CHECKLIST: RANGE OF MOTION (ROM) 
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THE CHECKLIST: STRENGTH SELF-TESTS 

[image: ]


[image: img07c071557ea4]

10-WEEK
PROGRAMS
FOR RETURNING
TO RUNNING
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DAY SELF-TESTS PERFORMED TIME

Monday ROM self-tests (During the ‘knee to chest’ test, 10 min
observed that right hip is tighter than the left)

Tuesday ‘Knee to chest’ self-test and TSM work 5 min
Wednesday | ‘Knee to chest’ self-test and TSM work 5 min
Thursday ‘Knee to chest’ work and first four exercises of 15 min

Strength self-tests

Friday ‘Knee to chest’ self-test and TSM work 5 min

Saturday ROM self-tests (‘knee to chest'is okay!) 10 min

Sunday Last five exercises of Strength self-tests 15 min
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EXERCISE GOA| NOTES

Single Leg 2 sets of 100
Hops hops/leg

Single Leg 2 sets of 15 reps/leg
Squats with 4-2-2 tempo

2 sets of 10 reps
Hot Salsa per leg with 20 lbs.
dumbbell

1 set of 60 sec

AMPL:M & P hold/leg

Hip Drives 1 set of 35 reps/leg

Symmetry of strength
Tucked Push with maximum
pressure

Symmetry of strength
HAM with strong manual
force

2 sets of 12-15 reps/
Clams leg with medium-
heavy band

2 sets of 12-15 reps/
Reverse Clams | leg with medium-
heavy band
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