December 19, 2008 – Solitary Runner
Distance running isn’t the easiest thing to do alone.   How many runners relish the thought of running ten, fifteen or twenty miles by themselves?   With running clubs who have group training runs and informal regularly scheduled long runs by a few running buddies it would appear that very few of us get “pumped up” by the idea of putting in a bunch of miles without company.   But sometimes those solitary runs can be quite beneficial both mentally and physically.

The sun hadn’t come up this morning when I started out on a planned 16-mile solo run, though the skies in the east were lightening up a bit.   My planned route was one of my favorites – a six mile round trip to Wekiva State Park with a 10-mile trail loop in the middle of the run.   There are accurate mile splits for the first two miles as I left my Rolling Oaks neighborhood and ran through The Palms.   I was still loosening up so times of 8:00 and 7:40 were encouraging.   I left the pavement behind as I hit the third mile in 7:20 and started downhill onto the trail as I’ve done hundreds of times before.
Running solo in the woods is different from being with a group as the sights and sounds are enhanced.   Rather than conversation there is the scurrying of squirrels and chirping of birds.   It’s interesting how many of the birds chirp with a repeating pattern.   I noticed one that made the same sound six times before pausing.   Then once he changed to five times just to confuse me or to test my addition skills.   I wasn’t the only solitary figure in the woods as twice I spooked a deer along the pathway.  A bit later there were two deer munching on some green leaves for breakfast.   I was cruising along well under my planned 8:00 per mile pace but was running comfortably.   Temperatures were in the fifties which was perfect.
About a half hour into the trail loop I heard a commotion ahead of me as one deer and another ran across the trail.   A third, fourth and fifth deer followed and it didn’t end there.   I kept counting as a total of eleven deer ran single file perhaps 30 or 40 yards away!   That is the largest group of deer I’ve ever seen at one time in thousands of miles of running in the park.   In the next mile I saw two more solo deer as I thought of lyrics to the old Neil Diamond song, “I’ll be what I am – solitary man.”   I was in such a good groove as I took the right turn at the halfway point that I was enjoying being a solitary runner.
The next mile and a half follows a dirt road wide enough for one vehicle.   It’s known as Tram Bed Road as decades ago a logging company that owned the land would chop trees and transport them out of the woods via a tram.   Three deer took my thoughts back to the present as I noted mentally that I had seen a total of 20 deer on this run.   The most deer I’ve ever seen on one run was 22 so I was closing in on a personal record.   In a few minutes I saw another deer and with a mile left on the 10-mile trail loop there was one more.  I had tied my personal record and just knew there would be more deer along the trail.   But alas, I was wrong.   I settled for tying my record of sighting 22 deer, though I was very excited about finishing the 10 miles in 1:09:20.
A quick drink of water at the Wekiva State Park Ranger Station and I was headed home.   It ended up that I felt very strong as my final three mile splits on the paved roads were 6:49, 6:33 and 6:28.   The endorphins were flowing in my brain as my mind focused on running smoothly rather than on my tired legs.   Long solo runs like this are great physically as I train for races at the marathon distance.   But the major benefit is the mental toughness that is necessary to race marathons.   A marathon always turns into a solo run during the final third of the race even if there are competitors around me.   Getting used to solitary training runs is great preparation for marathons where I usually feel in the latter stages that I am racing against myself and the voice in my brain that wants me to slow down.   So if you typically do your long runs as part of a group, step out of your comfort zone and reap the benefits of solitary running.
