October 28, 2008 - Running the Tangents
Have you ever heard that you can run less distance in a race and end up with a faster time by “running the tangents?”   Did you ever pass a couple of runners chatting after a race and hear one of them say that he didn’t do a good job of running the tangents because he was stuck in a pack of runners most of the way?   Are you wondering what exactly a tangent is and how you are supposed to run them?   Guess what!   I have the answers for you.
Think back to Geometry class somewhere around your freshman year of high school.   Amidst formulae for areas of triangles and volumes of cylinders there are lines that intersect circles such as chords, secants and – there it is – tangents.  A tangent is a straight line that just touches a circle or curve at one point.   So, if that is what a tangent is, then how does it relate to your running?
Many race courses have lots of turns along the way.   A marathon may have a couple dozen turns or more.   When race course management measures the running route it is done along the shortest possible path.   Where there are turns this is done along a straight line from one turn to the next.   In effect the route is measured from the tangent line from one turn to the next.   In order to run the straightest and shortest possibly distance we must attempt to run on this tangent line whenever possible.
Sometimes when there are tremendous crowds it is impossible early in a race to run the tangent line from turn to turn or curve to curve.   However, when the throngs of runners get spaced out a bit it is wise to implement tangent running.   I make a habit when I am exiting one curve to look ahead for the next curve or turn and to run directly toward it.   One running buddy, Steve Gallagher, years ago referred to me as “Tangent Man” as he said no one ran the tangents as well as I did.   When we raced and were in about the same shape for 5k races, he would just follow me as he knew he would be running the tangents without having to think about it.

Another illustration of what can happen if you don’t run tangents is in the post-race chatter after a marathon.    I have heard runners swearing the course was long as their distance measuring devices registered 26.4 or 26.8 miles.   One time I even heard a runner say he’d run 27.2 miles – a full extra mile!   You probably won’t experience anything this drastic, but a few yards saved here and there can add up to seconds in a shorter race and a minute or more in a marathon.   I feel almost like a professor when relating this information – almost, but not quite.   Don’t feel you need to remember the definition of a tangent as that may be best left for the next generation of Geometry students.   But when you are racing, run the tangents!
