April 25, 2011 – Trail Running like the Deer
When a group of runners get together they run in a closely-knit pack as they traverse the miles on roads, trails and in parks.   They often don’t consider how their close proximity can lead to a precarious situation if one runner stumbles or if there are hazards that only the lead runners can see.   But this is often the case and should give us pause for caution.

Think back to when you took the written driver’s test to get your driving license – for some of us that is a long time ago!   It is recommended that for every 10 miles per hour of speed we keep one car length behind the vehicle in front of us.   At 60 miles per hour we travel 88 feet per second so six car lengths will allow us the amount of distance that we travel in a second.   We need a second to react to whatever unforeseen situation presents itself on the road in front of us.   Similarly, we need time to react when we are running.   If we run on the roads there is rarely a need to keep distance behind those in front of us, but on trails it is essential to avoid getting into trouble.   I don’t know how many times runners have tripped and fallen when I have been running with groups on trails.   I try to lead or run last, but too often runners in the middle of the pack get on someone’s shoulder, don’t see a root or stump and are sent sprawling to the ground.

Recently I was running with a friend on a trail and a deer ran across the path 40 yards in front of us.   It was followed by a second and a third until seven deer had sprinted in single file in some type of follow the leader chase.   We started talking about what we had witnessed and realized that the deer were nearly equidistant about 10 to 15 yards apart.   Coincidently, or perhaps not, each deer was about one second behind the deer it followed.  I thought back to another time when I was running solo on the same trail and counted 11 deer running in a similar single file with the same approximate distance between each.   I t seems that these animals instinctively practice safe trail running habits more than humans!

Every time I introduce someone to trail running I tell them about leaving space behind runners ahead of them and suggest they run a bit to the side and not directly behind those they follow.   Now I also mention about the old rule of thumb from drivers education class and finally instruct them to… run like the deer!
