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To Fiona, Megan and James.

 Thank you for explaining apostrophes. My head hurts. 

I'm going for a run.
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INTRODUCTION 





You never forget your first time do you? Mine was a hot, sweaty affair at the seaside which lasted just over four hours and fourteen minutes that left me dehydrated, exhausted and totally smitten. 

Blackpool Marathon took place in the middle of a heatwave at the height of summer on 19 June 2005, and I spent six months training, thinking about and preparing for the race. I still recall the feelings I had at the time, of excitement, anticipation, self-doubt and ultimately relief once I reached the finish line… oh, and the soreness that meant I could hardly walk for days. As soon as I could, the desire to repeat my brief encounter started leading to regular trips to the postbox with race-entry forms. Despite many subsequent wonderful running experiences, Blackpool will always stay with me as the place that I lost my marathon virginity. 


The act of running has played a pivotal role in the evolution of humanity since the birth of mankind. It has been important to many different civilisations throughout the ages for a wide variety of reasons. Early hunters relied on foot power to support their carnivorous diet; armies deployed long-distance runners to relay messages; the Ancient Olympics was initially a religious festival combining ceremony and athletic endeavour; promoters staged races and charged the public to watch, and running was central to the development of a wide variety of sports such as rugby and football.


Running races of one form or other have been popular for thousands of years, and to this day continue to attract both professional and amateur athletes the world over. The growth of participants in organised races continues to spiral upwards, with today's runner being able to choose from pure athletic races, obstaclebased events or those that involve another sport, such as triathlons. We have the luxury of being able to pick and choose what we enter, where we go and how we get there. The Internet and budget airlines have contributed to the rise in the number of 'running tourists', who think nothing of hopping on a flight to another country just to enter a race, before returning to work the next day with their colleagues none the wiser. Closer to home, the parkrun phenomena has brought fun, free and pressure-less access to 5 k events up and down Britain.

The benefits of being a runner are vast. Not only can it aid weight loss and depression, assist with sleeping problems and extend life expectancy, it can also help us to escape momentarily from the pressures of life. It can lead to friendship, love and an improved sex life. Far from causing problems such as 'runner's knee', it can actually help prevent injury as bone density increases even in older athletes. It can take you to places that you might never have gone, and to see things that you might never have seen. 


For me, that has meant watching the sun rise and fall from the side of mountains, experiencing the beauty of a trail run in every weather condition, discovering the stillness and peace of running throughout the night and early morning, marvelling in the wonder of nature and all its glory and, perhaps most importantly, reawakening a level of enjoyment for the sport that had been locked away for too many years; an enjoyment that can be shared with anyone who laces up a pair of running shoes and simply runs, no matter the distance, speed or terrain. I hope I can share that enjoyment with you.


 

Paul Owen, 2013


CHAPTER 1

 

A BRIEF HISTORY OF RUNNING





Every morning in Africa a gazelle wakes up. It knows it must move faster than the lion or it will not survive. Every morning a lion wakes up and it knows it must move faster than the slowest gazelle or it will starve. It doesn't matter if you are the lion or the gazelle, when the sun comes up, you better be moving.

ANONYMOUS





Runners that time forgot
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Whilst Palaeolithic cave paintings don't depict early Homo erectus wearing the now-famous striped footwear of Mr Adi Dassler or the 'swoosh' design of a certain American sports brand, science can tell that humans developed the ability to run primarily to survive. Before the invention of 24-hour convenience stores, foot power was the main way to catch prey or scavenge carcasses before other predators arrived on the scene. Science can't say for certain why pre-humans became bipedal and if the ability to run was a by-product of being able to walk upright on two limbs, or the central factor in the evolution of the human body as it is now. Nevertheless, once upright, Homo erectus, neanderthalensis and subsequently sapiens all used one of their greatest strengths to maintain a carnivorous protein-rich diet. Whilst never the fastest movers, they were capable in terms of endurance of eventually outrunning any animal on earth over a long distance, which remains the case to this day. 


Depending upon which evolutionary camp your modern, well-cushioned foot is in, arguably humans' ability to run has led to every single advance and development in history. Running has been central to each civilisation that has ever existed, for a wide variety of survival, social and economic reasons. Artefacts from antiquity often depict humans running – for example, kylixes (slightly edgy wine-drinking cups), popular during the Mycenaean era in ancient Greece, had designs including naked warriors running into battle, which the drinker would not see until the content had been consumed.


One of the greatest battles in history took place at Marathon in 490 BC when the Persian King Darius I's army landed seeking to conquer Greece, coming toe to toe with the Athenians as they did so. During this period, Hemerodromes (day runners) were used widely to courier messages very long distances. Before the battle, a professional Greek messenger by the name Pheidippides is said to have run over 150 miles in 48 hours to seek help from Sparta for the Athenians, a feat which would go on to inspire the Spartathlon Ultra Race. 


After the battle, he supposedly ran a further 26 miles to carry news of the victory to Athens, uttering on arrival, 'Joy to you, we've won', before promptly keeling over and dying from exhaustion. His exploits and death were recorded and passed down through the ages in various literary forms including a poem by Robert Browning which is believed to be the inspiration for Baron Pierre de Coubertin and fellow founders of the modern Olympic Games, to invent a race celebrating the achievements of the 40-year-old messenger, which they called the Marathon. By choosing that distance, the Baron and his chums also inadvertently and simultaneously created 'the wall' which, every marathoner will know, can happen around the 18 to 20-mile point as the body's energy sources start to run out of fuel. 'Why couldn't Pheidippides have died here?' an athlete named Frank Shorter is attributed to have said to a fellow runner Kenny Moore at the 16-mile point of one of his earliest marathons.


 

It's a question of sport
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There is little historical evidence identifying when running for sport purposes first occurred. Races certainly took place in ancient Egypt even before the great pyramids were built and monuments to the pharaohs circa 2000 BC show various sports were up and running, including athletics. Pottery from ancient Greece also shows that running was used for both political and social reasons, depicting warriors sprinting into battle or shieldless men running for pleasure. 

Certainly by the time of the birth of the Ancient Olympic Games in Olympia in 776 BC, the use of running as a spectacle had been established. The first Olympics was linked to religious festivals in honour of Zeus, King of the Gods, although races were not part of a particular ceremony. Initially there was one short sprint race of unclear length, with a second longer event introduced in 724 BC. Four race distances were eventually added to the schedule. The final one, called a Hoplitodromos, required competitors to carry a shield and armour. 


King Tahaka instituted a 100 k race for his Egyptian soldiers between 690 and 665 BC, which has been recreated in the 


100 k Pharaonic Race. Hieroglyphics from the time suggest the king himself took part.

As race clocks and timing systems hadn't been invented, the precise times of the first Olympians are not known, although the results are. Léonidas of Rhodes was the Usain Bolt of his day, winning three races in the 164 BC games and repeating the feat in the three games that followed. Both Léonidas and Bolt have been declared the greatest sprinters of all time and reaped the rewards. Léonidas picked up an olive branch and the adulation of the country. Bolt picked up £13 million in 2012, made 63rd place on Forbes' The World's HighestPaid Athletes list and has the adulation of pretty much every athletics fan on the planet.


In Britain, a hill race took place in Braemar, Scotland, circa 1040 and similar events appear sporadically in the years that followed. In Italy, the Palio del Drappo Verde foot race, of approximately 10 km in length, reportedly dates back to 1208 and continues to this day. The Red Hose Run 3 k was first held in Carnwath, Scotland, in 1509 under a royal charter from King James IV. The race has been run 491 times since and is still going strong.


 

I'll have a guinea on my man

 

By the sixteenth century, cross-country running was a part of English public school life, with its emphasis on outdoor activity being good for the mind and the body. Events such as Paper Chase (or Hare and Hounds) involved a lead runner known as the 'hare' laying a trail of paper for the 'hounds' to follow and would eventually lead to the formation of gentlemen's running clubs incorporating 'hare and hounds', or 'harriers', in their names. These schools could only be accessed by the wealthy, and the instilling of athletics into impressionable young minds partly explains the popularity of the rich placing large wagers on their man servants in specifically designed events of huge distances. Excessive gambling occurred in a wide variety of sports and athletics did not go untouched, despite the attempts of the authorities through laws such as the Gaming Act 1664. Over the course of the next few centuries, professional runners would become commonplace.


 

Professional runners
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John Bryant in The London Marathon recounts the case of Captain Robert Barclay Allardice who, for a 1,000-guinea wager in 1809, covered 1,000 miles in 1,000 consecutive hours at no more than one mile per hour. A runner named Moorex 'the Italian giant', repeated the feat in 1862 from Warren House, Lindley Moor in West Yorkshire. Bryant and London Marathon director Dave Bedford thought it would be fun to recreate the attempt over seven weeks before the 2002 race. Five of the six starters finished, with the winner netting a hefty cheque. 


By the 1870s, six-day races on indoor tracks with substantial prize money on offer were quite commonplace. In 1878, a series of five international six-day events was created. In 1882 in Madison Square Garden, George Hazael became the first man to run 600 miles in six days. 


 

Amateur Athletic Association (AAA)

 

In response to the growing number of professional races, the AAA was inaugurated in the Randolph Hotel, Oxford, in 1880 to protect the amateur principles of clubs including the university's athletic club, Thames Hare & Hounds (formed in 1868) and clubs that followed such as Ranelagh Harriers (formed in 1881). The AAA promoted the purity of running for the act itself rather than for any form of financial gain. This ethos brought it into direct opposition with promoters who created large-scale events with prize money, aimed at the public's desire for a flutter. The conflict between professional runners and their gentleman counterparts remained well after the formation of the AAA.


The wealthier amateurs may not have needed the prize money to buy the Xbox equivalent of the day, but runners such as builder Len Hurst did. He won the first professionally staged 40 k marathon in 1896 between Paris and Conflans in 2:31:30. Just two months after the first time the race had been run in the modern Olympics, Len beat Spyridon Louis' record of 2:58:50. It's not known if his speed was developed as a result of a long history of escaping disgruntled clients. 


The professionals ran for prize money and tended to train harder than amateurs, for whom it was important to be seen to be winning without trying. This attitude is perfectly captured in the fact-based film, Chariots of Fire. Harold Abrahams was an amateur who tried to break the mould. He used a professional coach, Sam Mussabini, to help him win the 1924 Olympic 100 m – a tactic that for amateurs was years ahead of its time. It is now standard amongst professional athletes on all continents and yet, back then, it flew in the face of the amateur ethos, which arguably held the sport back for much of the first half of the twentieth century. Fortunately, for modern runners, Abrahams' views prevailed and through lifelong commitment to the sport, he changed the face of British athletics and its laws forever, eventually ascending to the giddy heights of chair of the AAA. 


 

Play not only keeps us young but also maintains our perspective about the relative seriousness of things. Running is play, for even if we try hard to do well at it, it is a relief from everyday cares. 


JIM FIXX, THE COMPLETE BOOK OF RUNNING

 

Across the pond, the first Trans-American Footrace started on the 4 March 1928, with 199 people trying to run 3,422 miles between the Ascot Speedway, Los Angeles, and Madison Square Garden, New York, for a prize of $25,000 – more than 16 times the average income at the time. Fifty-five would finish, with the winner Andy Payne crossing the line after 573 hours, 4 minutes and 34 seconds. Phew. 


In 1970, the Big Apple staged its first marathon with 127 runners paying a $1 entry fee. Fifty-five of the intrepid gathering finished, spearheading a people's running revolution, which spread to almost every corner of the globe. When Fred Lebow organised that first race, it's doubtful he would have foreseen the millions worldwide who would subsequently take up the call to legs with such gusto. 


The boom led to exercise disciples such as Jim Fixx. His book, The Complete Book of Running, was published in 1977, stayed at the top of the bestsellers list for two years and sold over a million copies, making him the go-to running guru of the decade. His status was cemented with Jim Fixx's Second Book of Running. Unfortunately for Jim, he died of a heart attack aged just 52 whilst out running. The anti-running crowd had a field day at the irony of his death, through what was actually a degenerative heart condition that could just have easily hit on a Saturday night in front of Kojak. His books are still on sale to this day – a popular tool amongst runners the world over – answering the detective's infamous line, 'Who loves ya, baby?'


 

The current state of affairs
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By the time of Fixx's premature passing, running as a recreational pastime was firmly established. Throughout the 1980s, many half and full marathons were created all over the world. It became de rigueur for any big city of note to have a major road race, dipping into the seemingly bottomless pockets of the new wave of runners in search of adventure and travel. 


In 1986, the Bay to Breakers 12.01 k/7.46mile race was accredited by the Guinness World Records as the largest foot race ever, with over 110,000 starters, until it was surpassed by the 10.10.10 Run for the Pasig River in the Philippines with 116,086 finishers. The former remains the site for the World Centipede Running Championships. The New York City Marathon had 47,340 finishers in 2011, also a world record, and both records are likely to be extended in years to come. Whilst average race times are down on those of the flared-trousers era, participation in races is significantly higher with many races sold out within hours of their opening. 


The spread of the non-professional running phenomena shows no signs of abating. A cursory glance at Runner's World reveals some form of race every single weekend in the UK and these continue to evolve to meet the differing needs of the thousands of runners who take part in them. Whatever form of running experience you are looking for, it is out there – along with some you probably wouldn't even have thought about. There has never been a more exciting time for non-professional runners than right now. 









On 28 April 2013, around 5,000 runners entered the Marathon of the North, which combined half and full-marathon distances. Only one runner finished either race. The second and third-placed runners lost sight of the leader Mark Hood, went the wrong way and took the entire field of runners with them, who were all subsequently disqualified.
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