April 12, 2010 – Boston Marathon Hill Training
The Boston Marathon is known as ‘The Granddaddy of all Marathons.’   Its first running was in 1897, the year after the Modern Olympics began in Greece.   This is one reason why it draws runners each Patriots’ Day in April.   Another motivation is the stature as a runner must meet qualifying standards.  A final explanation is the infamous series of hills through Newton between 17 miles and 21 miles culminating in Heartbreak Hill.   Right when our bodies are tired and running low on fuel we encounter four hills that can make or break our race.   In order to race well over these hills, we should build some hill training into our marathon preparation regimen.
For those who live in areas with hilly terrain, ensuring that some of your training runs are on hilly courses will help immensely.  Runners in the Boston area and some elite runners who make a special trip to Boston ahead of time find that training over the Newton Hills is the best preparation for race day.   In central Florida we have to search for the best simulation of the Newton Hill stretch.   There is a ridge running just west of Orlando northward toward Ocala and Gainesville that has the perfect stretch to get ready for Boston’s hills.   West of Clermont is Buck Hill Road - about a five mile out and back stretch that we incorporate into a distance run.   It includes four hills going northward and five hills when returning south.   I know – you do the math.

My brother, Doug, and I went to Buck Hill Road twice in preparation for the Boston Marathon and noticed we were much better off the second time around.   We also did hill repeats on a soft trail at a nearby park.   The combination of road running over a series of nine hills and running hill repeats gave us a big mental and physical boost.   And since every up hill is followed by a down hill, we take care to concentrate on our form and leg turnover whether we are climbing or descending.   Renowned author and runner, Hal Higdon, recommends doing repeat intervals of 200 to 800 meters and alternating up and down hill.  I have incorporated this concept into my training plan in the past and it helped noticeably.
Coach Bill Squires calls the series of Newton hills the ‘Killer Chain,’ not so much for their severity but where they come in the race.   In fact the total elevation gain through Newton is less than 200 feet.   Usually what causes runners to struggle through the hills is a combination of lack of preparation, too fast of an early pace and dehydration.   Pacing and hydration are elements of racing that need to be optimized to increase the likelihood of a successful racing experience.   Training for the hills will further ensure the chances of racing strong through Newton.
One final factor that cannot be underestimated is prior experience at the Boston Marathon.   As I prepare for my twelfth Boston Marathon I know what to expect.   For those who lack specific hill training or experience on the Boston Marathon course, please respect the course, start out slower than you think you can race and hydrate well.   And the next time you prepare for the Boston Marathon, incorporate a race simulation over a series of hills and hill repeats into your training plan.   The Newton hills do not have to be tough on race day if you have a plan and execute it properly.   In 1995 I recall asking a policeman, ‘How far to Heartbreak Hill?’   When he answered, ‘You’re already past it,’ I knew it was a good day.   Train smart and have a good racing day in Boston.
