May 20, 2010 - Running as Exercise in 1895
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Running is such a common activity that we may think it has always been an exercise practiced as a matter of course.     There are hundreds of marathon races and thousands of shorter races in cities and towns across the United States and all over the world.   Many, many books have been written in the past few decades about the benefits of running including ‘Aerobics,’ by Dr. Ken Cooper and ‘The Complete Book of Running,’ by Jim Fixx.   Magazines such as Runners World, Track and Field News and Running Times appeal to a varied spectrum of runners while websites such as FloTrack, LetsRun and The Running Network are just the beginning of dozens of sources of running information.   But it hasn’t always been like this.  In 1895 there were no modern Olympics.   Athens would host the first modern Olympic Games a year later.   There was no Boston Marathon or marathon of any sort.   The Boston Athletic Association inaugurated the Boston Marathon in 1897.   There was ongoing dialogue about the possible benefits and harm of running that were discussed in ‘Running as an Exercise,’ by Dr. J. William Lloyd which was published in 1895 in the Journal of Hygiene and Herald of Health.    I find it interesting to look at the thought process of 115 years ago with regard to running and what seems true, absurd or amusing today.

The First Great Merit

Dr. Lloyd notes that ‘the first great merit of running is that it applies exercise mainly to those parts and organs used least—toes, feet, legs, lungs and heart.’   We must remember that in the late 1800s most people were engaged in farming or industrial work and used their arms and back while neglecting their lower extremities.   The aerobic activity of running that engages the heart and lungs for lengthy periods of time was lacking in the intense work that most people did in their daily work routines.

Running is better than Walking

I have always liked running and remember as a child running to friend’s homes to play baseball, football, tag or kick the can.   Dr Lloyd gives me a laugh as he says that ‘walking is dull work. There is scant pleasure in the exercise for its own sake. You must always be going somewhere, and if you cannot continually go to some new spot you are bored.’   He goes on to say ‘rapid walking is almost always forced.    Start running and the breath quickens, the pulse leaps and the brain brightens as the freshly oxygenated, purified blood begins to bound through it.’  You may recognize this as having some pep in your step.  In the morning you will really notice this when you head out to run.  We are all lethargic and move slowly after sleeping for many hours, but after ten minutes or so of running our bodies are energetic and ready for movement.

Objections to Running

Amazingly, the objections to running haven’t changed much since the late 1800s.   It was common in the 19th century to hear, ‘Do not run; it is too violent an exercise for your health!’   We still hear this today and some people also add on that the impact hurts our knees and other joints.   Of course they don’t even consider running on soft surfaces to minimize the impact of running.     Dr. Lloyd also correctly notes ‘the heart is muscle, and suitable exercise is the one thing which every muscle must have, or it atrophies.’   Prophetically he further states ‘if adults ran as freely and frequently as children… heart disease would be rare.’ 
Benefits of Perspiration
We have thousands of pores in our skin that drain off toxins and impurities from our bodies.   This relieves organs such as the kidneys and liver some of their filtering duties.   Some citizens of the late 1800s used methods such as saunas or steam baths to stimulate perspiration, but Dr. Lloyd suggested that nothing produces a more thorough sweat than running.   All I can say is that after running thousands of miles in the heat and humidity of Florida summers – he is right!

Decreasing Melancholy and Depression
In present day society it seems that half of the population is drugged with some type of anti-depression pill.   Millions of people take Lexapro, Effexor, Cymbalta, Prozac, Zoloft, Wellbutrin and a host of other medications.   I’m sure that many need to take these drugs, but wonder if regular running would decrease or eliminate the need for anti-depressants for some people.   Dr. Lloyd notes ‘running is pleasant and inspiring. It enlivens the mind and dispels melancholy.’   Go to a park or beach or trail and run and see if the sights, sounds and smells of nature brighten your day.   Birds chirping, butterflies flitting about and waves crashing will pick up your spirits in a way that is unavailable in any pill. 
Barefoot Running

I have always enjoyed running barefoot and feeling the grass beneath my feet.   East African runners who in general excel in international competitions typically start running barefoot.   Lorraine Moller, 1984 Boston Marathon Champion and Bronze medalist in the 1992 Olympic Marathon, told me she loved running barefoot as a child and still scampers about without shoes on short running excursions.  One of the hot topics today is running barefoot or in minimalist shoes.   Dr. Lloyd was way ahead of his time as he says ‘there is wonderful comfort in a bare foot.   Contact with the earth is healthful - and in summer, after a rain, or in the dewy morning, how refreshing a running foot-bath through wet grass!’
The Perfect Exercise

Other sports can make us to go to great lengths.   If we wish to play basketball, football or baseball we must find a group of friends to play the game.   We also need sporting equipment for these sports and tennis, volleyball and soccer.   Additionally, we need to find a field or court upon which to play.   But running doesn’t require much more than a pair of shoes and the desire to propel oneself forward.   And shoes aren’t even necessary.   I have to agree with Dr. Lloyd when he concludes, ‘We have in running, one of the most perfect exercises which a man may take without apparatus or assistance from others.’   He made this statement 115 years ago.   The more things change, the more they stay the same.
