Preparing for the Marathon

Ok, so what do I know about the Marathon.  Well, I’ve been there and done it.  But there’s more to it than that.  First, some background.

I ran my first Marathon in 1979 – the Milton Keynes International Marathon.  Perhaps I should have paid more attention to the ‘International’ part of the title.  Anyway, I came last, dead last, in 4:01:29.  They drove behind me in a Land Rover taking up the course.

So I know how not to prepare for a Marathon.  However, in March 1981, around 18 months later, I ran the first London Marathon in 2:55:17, my first time under 3 hours in my fifth marathon.  Since then I’ve done 35 marathons in all, 25 under 3 hours, plus the London to Brighton 53.5 and the Woodford to Southend 40.  

So I also know how to prepare properly for a Marathon.

There are a few golden rules when aiming to maximise your potential in the Marathon

1) Consistency

2) Specificity

3) Relevance
4) Focus

5) Commitment

1) Consistency

a. The most important factor.  It’s no good training hard for a week, getting injured, and taking a week off.  It’s also important to work to a hard/easy programme.  Any hard day needs to be followed by a day of easy running.  Recovery is vital.

2) Specificity.

a. It’s no good just going for a run.  Each run has to be part of the overall plan.  Look at it like a jigsaw; if there is a piece missing you don’t get the whole picture.  It is important that the sessions are specific to running the Marathon.  Therefore you need a mix of

i. Endurance Running

ii. Threshold Training

iii. Marathon Race Pace Training

I’ll come back to this later.

3) Relevance

a. If you are training for a marathon like London or Berlin you need to do a large proportion of your training on flat courses.  Difficult to do in Epsom.  Therefore I would recommend you join together to run the Thames towpath for the long Sunday run.  A group goes out in the weeks before London and runs the towpath from Hampton Court towards Kew – distance between 14 and 23 miles out and back, depending on whether it is a hard week or an easy week.

4) Focus

a. If you really want to maximise your potential then the target marathon has to be the only race that matters in the build up period.  There are a number of reasons for this:-

i. Too many races on a Sunday take away from the number of long runs you can do.  In the Marathon the long run is the most important factor.

ii. Racing off road is risky, so after the National Cross Country in February it is advisable not to race on the country/multi terrain until after the Marathon.

iii. Too many races are mentally taxing.  You need to focus all of your energies on one day, Marathon Day.

b. Therefore I would suggest doing only one or two build up races in the 3 months before London, including a half marathon/10 mile a month or so before and a 10k two weeks before.

5) Commitment

a. As mentioned in Focus above, Marathon Day is what matters.  This means sacrificing some other areas of your life in the build up period.  Obviously most of you have families, so you need to come to some compromise between your family commitments and the race.  Bear in mind that it’s only for a few weeks in the year. 

Going back to Specificity, as mentioned there are three main areas:-

i. Endurance

a. As many miles as is possible, without breaking down or getting stale.  Do two hard weeks followed by an easy week at 2/3rds of the hard weeks.  There should be two long runs, one on Sunday and another at 2/3rds of the Sunday run on a Wednesday.  The Wednesday run should be very easy (1.5 – 2 minutes a mile slower than marathon race pace) – see below re the Sunday run.

ii. Threshold Training

a. The anaerobic threshold is the point at which your muscles start to accumulate lactic acid.  This means that the oxygen production system (breathing) cannot keep up with the oxygen requirements of the body.  It’s roughly between 10 mile and ½ marathon race pace. The importance of threshold training is that, if you can push the level up, you will be running at a lower percentage of your maximum when running the Marathon.  As a result you will have to work less hard and will use less fuel.

b. The basic Threshold session, is a two mile warm up, 20 – 30 minutes at threshold pace, then a mile warm down.  It’s important to do this on as flat a road as possible, so a good option would be Chessington, Hook, and Longmead Roads.

iii. Marathon Race Pace Training

a. You need to teach the body what Marathon Race Pace (MRP) feels like.  The best way to do this is to do a two mile warm up, 30 – 40 minutes at MRP, then a 1 mile warm down.  Best done on a Saturday on flat roads.

b. You also need to bring some MRP into your Sunday Long Run.  Every second long run, run the first 25% at 1.5 minutes slower than MRP, second 25% at 1 minute slower than MRP, third 25% at 30 seconds slower than MRP and the final 25% at MRP. It is important to teach the body to run at MRP when tired, as you will have to do in the race.  I would add however, that I’ve never been able to match MRP at the end of a long run so don’t be too put out if you can’t either.  As long as there is a progressive increase in pace you will get most of the benefit.

c. Do an easy run on the Saturday if you are adding MRP to your long run on Sunday

d. Obviously it helps to have a Speed and Distance Monitor to do this.  I use a Garmin 405, expensive but worth it.

You will have noticed that there is no mention above of speedwork.  I am assuming that you will be attending Dave Huck’s sessions on a Tuesday and no doubt during the 3 months before the London he sets marathon specific sessions.  

A specimen schedule is below – two weeks of this followed by a week at 2/3 of everything – starting 12 weeks before London.

	Sunday
	Monday
	Tuesday
	Wednesday 
	Thursday
	Friday
	Saturday

	Long Run with MRP every second one
	Easy run or day off
	Speed session with the club
	Medium Long Run
	Threshold Session
	Easy Run
	MRP Session or easy if MRP on Sunday


Obviously this is hard, but it’s only for a few weeks, i.e.

	Weeks

 to go
	Training

	12
	Hard Week 

	11
	Hard Week

	10
	Easy Week

	9
	Hard Week

	8
	Hard Week

	7
	Easy Week

	6
	Hard Week

	5
	Hard Week

	4
	Easy Week

	3
	Hard first part, easy second Part

	2
	Taper

	1
	Taper


The above should bring you into the race in peak shape.  It’s important to do quite a long taper, but keep up some MRP sessions and make sure that you do one MRP session in the final week – 4 * 1 mile at MRP with 45 seconds recovery, with a mile warm up and down should be sufficient.

Good Luck

Bob Harrison.

