Training Talk – The Rage: Training After 50

Five years after hosing my back, and I broke 37 minutes in a ten klick. Four months earlier, I took five minutes off my personal best in the marathon (3:01) just after 

I turned 50. So, what gives? What do I attribute to these results? Here’s my take:

1. Adopt a Long Term Mindset. I almost titled this paragraph “Patience.” My second attempt was “Adequate Recovery After Injury.” These are both true. But I believe these are subordinate to a broader fundamental that is often overlooked when putting that next race into it’s proper context, especially when you get older.

Whenever K.C. Taylor and I reflect on our goals for this sport on one of our long run conversations, both of us agreed you can’t even start preparing if you’re laying on the couch with a bag of frozen peas on your hamstring after trying to force a number you weren’t ready for. And you certainly aren’t going to get any closer to that number next time. That’s why you’ll never see me running hurt. My rule of thumb is that if it hurts walking, I’ve got no business running. I’ll take whatever rest I need to start back running pain free after an injury. For example, last summer, I took all of July off to rest

a sore hamstring.

Adopting a long term mindset is probably the single most important thing that has helped me improve my performance. That sets everything else up….my attitude, my work outs, and, most importantly, patience when my body is telling me I need to rest and recover. This keeps me in the game. The back injury spooked me. And I won’t ever forget it.

2. Use your head…and be flexible. Planning your workouts with a purpose, and being flexible when you’re not quite up to it will help you stay healthy. That means pulling the chute early and cutting the workout short when you’re fatigued.

In golf speak, I need to swing within my own capabilities. Nuking driver off every tee isn’t always a good idea. When the caddy sets the bag down in front of the ball, they don’t like the club you picked. Listen to them. Now, there are plenty of players like Lee Trevino and Vijay Singh who beat balls on the range until their hands bleed who might suggest that I am understating the value of hard work. That’s not what I am saying. Look at Jack Nicklaus. He thought there was no sense going through every club in the bag again and again. Once he knew he was producing the shots he needed to on the range, he etched them firmly and confidently in his mind come show time. That’s what worked

for him…and the last time I checked, he’s got a few green jackets, baby.

3. Run with people smarter than you…and leave your ego behind. I felt I needed to say the first to tips before I got to this one…but, this one’s perhaps the most important: I run with some very good runners who are featured in several of the race reports on 10k truth. 

Alan Whalen, a sub-2:45 marathoner, uses a program that employs all essential

elements of hills, track, long runs and tempos that and is willing to share his organization and knowledge with a lot of us.

K.C. Taylor has run for three decades and knows me better than anyone. Thomas Kruzpeintner has the kind of stride that teaches people without saying a word and is willing to share what he knows. And this list goes on and on… These people use the same tested philosophy that Manciata taught me (before dropping me for a bike and a 

25 acre pasture / ranch / driving range of all things), so I trust them all.

A word of caution about running with your buddies: Getting your ass handed to you week after week can be a bit demoralizing if you don’t think you’re as competitive as you should be. First, don’t run with asses. Run only with people you trust that is interested in helping you improve…and visa versa. Also, when you aren’t as fast as the others,

just be keenly aware of what the clock says and what it means to you. Keeping your ego in check and you’ll keep coming back for more. Coming back for more means you’ll get better…and maybe…someday…you’ll be handing them their asses.

4. Hills and more hills. Probably the best adjustment I’ve made over the last year that I think I contributed to my improvement was joining a Al’s group that liked to do long runs at a spirited pace that have several long hill sections where you could choose to step up your effort for extended periods…8-10 minutes for each pull. Fortunately, there are

plenty of hilly roads and trails where I live, and this group knows them all…and kept the variety coming. If you’ve ever tried running up Dillard road, 30th Avenue or pressing Bailey Hill Road after 16 miles or so, you’ll know what I’m talking about.

We’d go out for anywhere from 70 minutes all the way up to about 150 minutes or so depending on the race we were preparing for. This helped to re-establish and maintain a base I felt I lost when my leg atrophied so bad after my back issue…and I hadn’t been diligent enough in the first couple of years post-surgery in re-building my strength.

Also, my old standby of 90 second intervals…anywhere from 6-10 or so, once a week up Skinner Butte in downtown Eugene was a workout I returned to last year…and it made a big difference in my strength, push off and leg drive.

And lest we forget Kong? In the next few weeks, I will be taking my buddies on a tour up Kong…to introduce them to a workout they won’t be forgetting anytime soon. There’s nothing better than about a half hour+ of continuous up, while hitting yourself continuously in the face with a shovel. They’re going to love it.

5. To the track, baby…to the track. Shortly before I ran the fifth fastest 10k in my life at 50, Al, K.C., Ken and I were at the track. We did 7200 meters of intervals (2x600, 2x800, 2x1000, 2x800, 2x600) and I was averaging about 40-42 seconds every two-hundred meters….and I was usually 2-6 seconds behind them as the intervals wore on. But…I

finished. We did this in the middle of the week, to allow sufficient rest and recovery. Some of the guys ran the next day. I took it off. I find I need more rest between intense sessions than when I was younger. Perhaps the most important change to my track workouts as I get older is that I am doing much longer warm ups and cool downs than I have ever done. For the more intense session, I will do a three mile warm up, followed by a 2-3 mile cool down.

Intervals of 600 – 1600 meters are the typical range we work with. Varying the distances (climbing the ladder and back down again) to manage the mental part and I am finding I don’t need to hit the track every week. As I get older and want to keep my speed up, I need to remember just don’t get too far away from it for extended periods of time.

6. Tempo runs are where you measure your progress. Tempo runs are a good barometer of where you are in your training cycle. This is when you get to start cashing all of those checks you wrote on the track and in the hills. And if I’ve done my work in the hills and on the track, tempo runs are where I might finally notice I am not as far back as I used to

be earlier in my training cycle. And the closer I get to my buddies on a long tempo run, the more motivated I am to do some more hills and intervals. A month before I did the track workout listed above, I was running my 5 – 7 mile tempo runs at about a 6:14 – 6:18 pace. Since then, the hills and intervals are starting to pay off. I ran a 10k race at a 5:58 pace and two weeks after the race, I ran a five mile tempo at a very manageable 6:08 average pace, which actually felt easier than the 6:14s. I think it was the track sessions that made the difference…but wouldn’t have if I had focused solely on the track. I haven’t felt this good in years…and I believe it’s all attributed to what I have described above. For me, tempo runs are not so much about how fast I ran…it’s about how I felt holding a sustained pace over the full distance.

If it feels like a Donald Rumsfeld (e.g. long hard slog), then I’ve got more work to do. Tempos have been an important part to my improvement and the quality of my race preparation. To get ready for the marathon, we did a three mile warm up, followed by a 12 mile tempo (averaging a 6:31 pace) and finished with a three mile cool down.

Putting it all together…Following the long run over Dillard and 30th and the 12 mile tempo run, I went into the marathon feeling confident…not so much that I did these work outs…but how I felt…physically and mentally. The tempo run was manageable and I felt like I could have run faster…and the long hilly course was so difficult, I knew the

marathon course would be much more forgiving.

Come game day, I averaged a 6:56 pace for 26.2 miles…nine seconds faster than my fastest previous average pace.

That was in December, 2006. In March, 2007, I was still enjoying the a solid base of training using all of these fundamentals and broke 37 minutes in the 10k for the first time in five years. All of these things have worked for me. Perhaps they will for you, too.

