Oct 27, 2011 – Cross Country 5k Tempo Run
Many runners include tempo runs in their training schedule.   A tempo run is simply a certain distance that is performed at ‘race pace.’   If you are training to race a marathon at a certain pace, you may run anywhere from five to fifteen miles during a tempo run.   I have a tempo run I like to do that is sort of in between a true tempo run and an all-out time trial.  To make it even more different, I do it on a tough, local cross country course through the woods.   I’m going to take you through today’s 5k cross country tempo run so you can see and feel my experience this morning.

It was before dawn and mosquitos were attacking me as I used my foam roller to loosen up my leg muscles at 7:00 a.m. in the parking lot of Wekiva Springs State Park.   I started out running the approximate two miles to the start of the cross country 5k course on the road as it wasn’t light enough to use the trail.  After about a mile I could see enough to run on the trail.  A few minutes later I did a few 10-15 second stride outs, trying to shake off the effects of a tough track session completed only 36 hours before.  I didn’t feel fast, but did seem strong.   I stopped at the park’s Youth Camp, near the starting line, drank water from a faucet and did some running drills.   I was ready to go.

I jogged to the starting line, hit my watch and was on my way.   It was sort of weird to be running fast by myself out in the woods with no one around, but it was also kind of neat.   Just after a minute on the jeep path I took a left turn past a beautiful patch of yellow autumn flowers.   Another left turn put me on the main hiking trail where I passed park employee, Alice Bard, whom I used to coach.   We exchanged quick pleasantries as I sped past her and then up a slight hill where I was careful to watch for the roots that can trip one up.   After crossing a road a slight downhill led to a right turn onto another jeep road.   Old timers told me long ago it is called, ‘Rosemary Lane,’ though maps don’t indicate it as such.

Rosemary Lane has much soft sand, winding bends and a slight downhill in the early stages so I aimed to run tangents and to try to run on the areas with the best footing which was easier said than done.   As I approached a jeep crossroad there were three young deer munching on grass or leaves.  They trotted a bit to one side, but seemed not to perceive me as a threat.   I was approaching the mile marker where I had passed in 6:37 when I did a similar tempo run about six weeks ago.   That day I had started a bit too fast, so when I clicked my watch today and it registered a 6:45 first mile I thought I was on the proper pace.  I was breathing in for two strides and out for two strides and feeling under control.

A slight downhill after the mile point felt good and I kept quick leg turnover as I turned onto the yellow blaze trail.   In 30 seconds I was running through a technically difficult stretch with a 90 degree right turn, abundant roots on the trail, a 90 degree left turn over a small foot bridge that can be slippery, a 90 degree right turn and an uphill 150 yards with some big roots on the trail.   A runner must maintain great focus to stay upright and maintain pace.  I was breathing harder up that hill, but my breathing returned to normal as I ran along the East-West cross trail.  I got into a groove and was enjoying the sound of palm fronds hitting my legs as I wound toward the two-mile marker.   It is hard to see as it is just after a narrow point on the single track trail, but I had done the second mile in 6:47 for a total time of 11:32.   Last time I had run the second mile in 6:45 for a time of 11:22, so I was 10 seconds behind – but today I was much more comfortable and ready for the final part of the course which is the toughest by far.

Thirty seconds after the two-mile point I turned left onto the main trail and descended into a dry creek bed.  It is treacherous as it is steep and really hard to climb out of while maintaining your pace.   I did my best and concentrated on quick cadence as the next quarter mile was uphill.   I saw a deer on my left, but didn’t have time to look for others as I was breathing hard and running hard.   I reached the top of the hill strongly and knew I would be able to take advantage of the next half mile which was downhill and flat.   I kept my leg turnover going quickly and sped through bends as I approached the final hill with less than two minutes to go.
I often do repeats on part of the hill and can do eight of them in 42 to 45 seconds with a jog back down the hill in between.   I timed myself in 52 seconds which was quite good after nearly three miles.   I took a right onto Rosemary Lane and headed south – the opposite direction from when I was at this same turn in the run’s first mile.   The three mile marker was just ahead and I recalled fading to a 7:00 mile six weeks earlier.   Today it was a totally different outcome as I ran the tough third mile in 6:40 – I couldn’t believe it!   From that point to the finish took only 34 seconds which was four seconds faster than during my previous effort.
I finished the tempo run in 20:46 – 14 seconds faster than my 21:00 last time.  I went from 10 seconds behind to 14 seconds ahead in the last 1.1 miles and for the first time ever ran my fastest mile on the last mile of the course.   My pulse rate was 168 when I finished and recovered to 108 a minute afterward which indicated I did run with a hard effort, but not quite all out.  As I jogged the two miles back to the trail head I had a nice sense of accomplishment.   Light came through the trees and shined on early morning humidity in a pattern that looked like God was descending – very inspirational!  I took a dip in the 72 degree spring water and smiled about this start to my day.   The cross country 5k tempo run isn’t easy, but it is a satisfying and worthy test to include in your training program.
