November 9, 2008 - Racing after a Marathon
You’ve finished the marathon for which you prepared.   You raced hard.   Your muscles are sore.   Your mind is exhausted from concentrating on racing your best as you became progressively more sore and tired as the miles went by.   All you want to do is to relax, take it easy and chill out.   But for some marathon finishers thoughts are already turning to racing after the marathon and racing well.

Thoughts of racing after completing a marathon should vary based on pre-marathon training, your level of soreness, previous marathon experience and your mental state.   For runners whose base training was 50 or more miles per week it is much easier to return to training and racing with a reduced chance of injury and sickness.    If there is little or no soreness after a few days training and racing can resume earlier than if you have trouble walking without pain or experience severe pain.   In the latter situations it will be a month or more before racing should be considered.   If you have raced many marathons you typically will recover better as you have figured out from your past experience what works for you.   Also, your mind knew what to expect and is ready more quickly for normal training and racing.
The week after your marathon is critical to preparing you to resume racing.   Extra sleep, well balanced meals with plenty of complex carbohydrates and adequate protein allow your body to recover and tissues to rebuild.   Running on soft surfaces such as grass, trails or a flat beach will exercise your muscles without the shock that slows recovery.   If you are a novice marathoner and didn’t have a strong mileage base before your marathon a good rule of thumb is not too race for a month.   But experienced marathoners who train consistently may be able to race very well soon after a marathon.

Jim Fortner started running in his mid-forties and has been racing for over two decades.   Jim has his own website, Jim2’s Running Page, where he relates personal stories and gives advice.   He notes that over the years he set 17 personal best times within two to six weeks after racing a marathon.   His racing history is an example of the positive effect that consistent training can have on racing at shorter distances after racing marathons.
During the past six years I have raced 25 marathons while averaging over 50 miles per week of training.   Usually soreness is gone after four or five days, I can do a fartlek run or track session ten days after a marathon and can race very well two weeks later.   On several occasions I have raced a very fast 5k two weeks after a marathon.   In 2003 after racing 2:47:52 at age 45 at the Hops Tampa Marathon, I broke 17 minutes for 5k two weeks later.   The following week I raced 1:17:05 at the Naples Half-Marathon.   Three weeks later I was back in marathon form with a 2:48:12 at the Motorola Austin Marathon.   My consistent year-around training, attention to post-marathon nutrition and mental strength all contributed to avoiding injury and sickness while returning to fast racing.
On two occasions I have raced the weekend immediately following a marathon.   While I don’t recommend this, I still did well both times.   The only reason I was back racing a week after a marathon is because it was part of a Grand Prix race series for my racing team.   In January, 2004 I raced a 17:16 5k six days after racing 2:54:44 at the Walt Disney World Marathon.   Amusingly, I ran almost the entire race with Jenny Barringer who is the current American Recorder holder in the women’s 3,000 meter steeplechase which she set while finishing in ninth place at the 2008 Olympics in Beijing, China.   I still joke with her that it was the highlight of her career to outkick a 46 year-old who had raced a marathon a few days earlier by eight seconds!

Today was the second time I raced the weekend after a marathon though I was concerned as this time I was toeing the line for a 10k.   I thought I was in shape for just over a six-minute pace but was unsure how the marathon would affect me.   Shockingly my first two miles were 5:40 and 5:45 – exactly what I split at a tune up 5k before the marathon.   My calves were already sore and got very sore over the next three miles which averaged about 6:05 pace.   I should have just run in and maintained my pace but Michael Day, who battles with me for age group victories, was about twenty yards in front of me.
A slightly increased pace put me on Michael’s shoulder within a couple minutes.   I didn’t want to kick all out at the end so I surged past him.  “Good race, Gary,” Michael said between labored breaths, and I knew I had broken him.   My calves were screaming at me but I fought to the finish line and held him off by nine seconds with my 36:54 age group win.   However, both calves were so sore that I had to skip the warm down run.   I found that for me I can race the week after a marathon, but I should limit the distance to 5k.

After about two miles of the 2002 Milwaukee Lakefront Marathon I introduced myself to another runner as we had settled into the same pace.   John Jenks was a 54 year-old from Hales Corner, Wisconsin.   Surprisingly, he had raced a 3:01:43 a week earlier at the Fox Cities Marathon in Appleton, Wisconsin.   We ran side by side for over 20 miles before he pulled away to finish 51 seconds ahead of me in 2:55:06.   Even more amazingly he ran 2:57:11 the next week at the Chicago Marathon.   1972 Olympic Marathon Champion Frank Shorter has always stressed that you can’t even think about your next marathon until you forget your last one.   John Jenks must have a very short memory!
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