Half Marathons – Half the Distance, Twice the Fun!
So often when I am introduced to someone who discovers I am a marathon runner they say, “Oh, I’ve always thought about running a marathon.”   Just as common is chatting with runners who have done several races at 5k and 10k distances who see completing a marathon as the “Holy Grail” of running.   They have finishing a marathon on their “To Do” list.   While 26.2 miles is a worthy goal, there is a more reasonable challenge that is still a great accomplishment – racing a half marathon.

Preparation
The most notable difference involved in racing a half marathon versus a marathon is that it isn’t a major step up from 5k and 10k training.   Top runners can race at the half marathon distance with long runs of 10 miles while less experienced runners can get by with long runs of seven or eight miles.   Marathon preparation involves long runs of twice the distance.   Weekly mileage also does not have to drastically increase as is required in a typical marathon training program.
Speed and Endurance

What most runners find is that a half marathon combines a nice balance of speed and endurance.   They don’t necessitate an all out fast effort as in racing a 5k, but they also don’t require the tremendous mental and physical stamina of an attempt at the full marathon distance.
Racing versus Surviving
Marathons often turn into a race of survival for many participants.   Somewhere between 15 and 22 miles most competitors cease racing as the miles, fatigue and soreness take their toll and they began the “survival shuffle” to the finish.   Thoughts of specific times are cast aside as just crossing the finish line and stopping dominates the mind.   In a half marathon this rarely occurs as long as there is appropriate preparation.
Break the Race into Segments
I advise runners to break races into segments.   A marathon breaks down into two 10-mile segments followed by a 10k.   A half marathon is segmented into two five-milers followed by a 5k.   It’s so much easier to run these shorter segments – both mentally and physically.
Marathon Tempo Runs

An added benefit of racing half marathons is that they can be used as tempo runs for an upcoming marathon.   If you do have a marathon on your race calendar, racing a half marathon once a month in the three or four months leading up to the marathon will give you great tempo runs and there will be plenty of fluids along the way.
Recovery

There is a major difference in recovery when racing a full marathon compared to half of the distance.   The marathon distance takes us past what our muscles and joints can reasonable handle.   We deplete our glycogen stores and dig into inefficient reserves of fat to fuel us for the final miles.   Our quadriceps, hamstrings and calves are usually all sore along with numerous other muscles.   It can take many days or weeks to recover.   After a half marathon most runners are back to normal after a few days.   As important as physical recovery is mental recovery – a half marathon doesn’t take anywhere near the mental toll as a marathon.
Accomplishment

The marathon tends to be on the “Bucket List” of many people just because it is such a well known event and everyone has heard of major races at the distance in Boston, New York, Chicago, Disney World and the Olympics.   There is a sense of pride and accomplishment in being able to say, “I completed a marathon.”   Almost as much pleasure should be realized from completing a half marathon.   Most people can’t even walk a few miles so running 13.1 miles is a great accomplishment indeed.
Bling

In the 1980s and 1990s the practice of rewarding all marathon finishers with a medal to mark their accomplishment became widespread.   It didn’t take long for this idea to expand to the half marathon.   Now you can finish most half marathons and get all of the “bling” of a marathon finisher’s medal without as much training time, effort, soreness or suffering.   Maybe half marathon runners are smarter than marathoners!
The Goldilocks Effect

Over the years I have competed in hundreds of races with the vast majority being at 5k and 10k distances.   I have also completed nearly fifty marathons and a similar number of half marathons.   When I think of how I feel about racing at various distances it could be summed up best by Goldilocks from the children’s’ story “Goldilocks and the Three Bears.”   If I asked Goldilocks about racing at various distances she would echo my thoughts – “The 5k races are too fast.   Marathons are way too long.   Half marathons are just right!”
