March 1, 2011 – Sharpening the Ax
When I was running this morning with Ron Nation we talked at one point about the need for rest and recovery in our training in order to run strong on our intense training days.   It reminded Ron of a story about President Abraham Lincoln as a young man.  A strongly built man challenged Abe to see who could split the most wood in a period of several hours.   The man took an early lead, but after every 45 minutes of chopping Abe took a 15 minute break.   The burly man’s lead shrunk until Abe ended up splitting more wood.   When asked how he was able to catch up and win while taking breaks, Abe replied, ‘I used those 15 minutes to sharpen my ax.’   Maybe we need to take a step back and look at our training this way.

Most runners don’t have a training plan that is specifically tailored to their needs including race goals, time available to train, strengths and weaknesses, current fitness level and conflicts with family and job responsibilities.   They may use advice from an experienced runner, run with training groups or find a basic online training program that is a ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach.   While these are good starting points, they don’t lead to optimum performance.

Another pitfall many runners fall into is focusing on the outcome rather than the process of their training.   They set a race goal and ‘back into’ the training program even though they aren’t ready for the specified volume or intensity.   The work is harder and results in inconsistent training and racing.   What is necessary is to do what Abe Lincoln did when he sharpened his ax – sharpen those skills necessary to race stronger.   Concentrate on the things necessary to be healthy as you train  – nutrition, hydration, sleep and reduced stress.   Include elements of training to increase your fitness such as using a foam roller, easy warming up on each run, active running drills, strength training and flexibility exercises.   Then slowly incorporate more miles, longer single runs, stamina sessions and speed work into your regimen.

A critically important training tool is rest and recovery.   Just as a dull ax doesn’t cut efficiently, a tired runner can’t perform intense training sessions with high effort and results.   However, when you are rested a tough training session can go by quickly and actually be fun as you are running fast with relative ease.
You may wonder why runners don’t take a step back and sharpen their skills before moving forward in their training.  It is for the same reason that the strong man was gung-ho when he split wood with Abe Lincoln.   People have a tendency to plow straight toward their goal without thought of how fast they are plowing.   A plow overheats, an ax gets dull and our bodies break down with illness and injury.   By sharpening our skills we lessen the chance of our bodies telling us we have to take an unplanned break from training which is frustrating as it extends the time we need to reach our goals and may cause us to give up altogether.
I challenge you to write down your goals – but without putting down specific time frames.   Gather the information you need as far as what elements of fitness such as aerobic endurance, stamina, speed, running efficiency and rest and recovery will be important.   Determine if you can design, monitor and adjust your training plan while also providing the necessary accountability or if you need a coach to guide you.   Nearly every World Class runner or athlete in any sport has a coach, so if your finances allow for you to have one, the answer should be apparent.   If you are progressing toward a goal, sit down and assess your plan and see if you have everything you need.  Evaluate your nutrition, sleep, stress reduction, strength, flexibility, endurance, stamina, speed, rest and recovery and coaching.   If you are missing something, go out and get it.   Sharpen your ax!
