STAPLE TRAINING
This month we look at the staple element of the training of any distance runner. In coaching parlance it is called base training, or long slow distance (LSD) or recovery running or aerobic running. I believe it is also the one area of training in which errors cost us the ability to run at our best during races. This element of training, which for some is the only element of training, needs to be governed by important rules, whatever our goals.

Let us develop a bit of an understanding about the physiological importance and effects of this type of training. Easy running over a short, medium or long distance is the basic training tool by which distance runners learn to endure or to maintain a reasonable pace over an extended distance. What does it do? Two of the most basic results of an extended period of such training are that it develops the skeletal strength in the necessary propelling muscles and bone structure to enable us to endure long races or runs, or faster and harder forms of training in future, and secondly that it develops an improved cardiovascular system. We will briefly discuss the two aspects and their application to effective training in this article. 
The development of the necessary strength for long distance running is a gradual process of adaptation that needs to be respected and allowed to develop at its own pace or we are inviting muscle tears/weaknesses and/or stress fractures of relevant bones in our legs. Rob De Castella, former world marathon record-holder and world champion, and the runner with the best record of consistency over the distance during the 1980’s, said: “Build skeletal strength before cardiovascular fitness to avoid injuries. When fitness exceeds strength, injuries come”. This is an extremely important principle.        
The Golden Rule of Staple Training Runs 
Do your running at a slow enough pace early in your preparations or running career that will develop strength in your muscles and skeletal system before you develop the ability to run faster. Running as fast as possible too early invites injury to underdeveloped strength-providing muscles, bones and joints. Think of it as dumping a Ferrari engine into a Mini body and then setting off at full speed – you may have a good start… What is a slow enough pace? At least a minute per kilometer slower than your 10km racing best, or 50 seconds slower than half marathon best pace per km, or 40 sec slower per km than marathon racing best. Yip, most of us ran too fast too early in our running careers or a season and it’s holding us back when the race finally comes around. I often see runners basically doing all their runs at their best marathon pace! Here’s more reasons to run slowly in early training:

· The volume we are able to run decreases due to faster paces in training, never allowing us to do enough mileage to improve our basic endurance.
· We add too much training/physical stress when running too fast over a long period of time say for six months before Comrades) and will be found wanting in our target races due to being overtrained (a compromised immune system), especially in those long ones (standard marathons, ultras) where the body’s innate immunity is tested.

· Believe it or not, every step of a slower run adds more strength development than a faster run, the reason being the stride momentum that we develop and shorter contact time with the ground in a faster run needing less force than during that slower run.

The second aspect that we mentioned which develops with basic easy training is the cardiovascular fitness. This is an aspect that I came to learn more about recently after a brush with an innate heart defect during the Sardine Run. The cardiovascular system refers to the heart (cardiac) muscle and the network of vessels that carry blood to and from the various parts of the body (this is where the “vascular” part of the word comes from). Of course, for runners, the part of the body that needs a large blood supply is the part of the muscular system that does the running. So the cardiovascular system has the function of providing an adequate supply of oxygen to the muscles used in running, and to meet the increasing demands for oxygen as the runner becomes fit. How well this oxygen delivery system works is dependant on how powerful the pump (heart) is, how much oxygen a unit of blood can carry, how well the blood flows through the vessels, and how efficiently blood is diverted from less crucial areas of the body to the exercising muscles. 
The amount of blood that the heart pumps in a given period of time (ie cardiac output) is determined by heart rate and stroke volume (the volume pumped by each beat). Runners develop this system so effectively by prolonged exposure to easy prolonged running that runner’s hearts take on characteristics that actually differ from the average person – this has been termed the “athlete’s heart” by cardiologists. An experienced runner’s heart namely becomes stronger (remember it is a muscle that is trained by easy prolonged running with sufficient oxygen supply) as follows: the relevant chambers of the heart increase in size, pumping more blood per contraction/beat, ie it becomes and adapted pump able to work more efficiently. A sure sign of this development is that an athlete will develop a slower resting pulse (heart rate) than before starting a running programme. Easy running develops the whole of the cardiovascular system the best with the least risks. In fact, it is interesting to note that sports cardiologists have found that the actual size of your runner’s heart depends to a large extent on the volume of easy running you have done in the preceding six weeks or so. This gives us some clear clues regarding the minimum period of time needed to develop this important aspect of the runner’s basic preparation for racing.    

Unfortunately, significant increases in volume in that time on an already well-developed athlete’s heart also bring risks, as I found out, but that is for another talk. Suffice to say that the increases in your training volumes should be moderate – the popular rule is not more that a 10% increase in total mileage/volume of running per week. I would like to provide you with another very good formula that will assist you to plan the increases in your running volume wisely. Increasing your mileage should only happen every three weeks, and then the increase should not exceed two times the number of sessions you have been doing per week for the previous three weeks, expressed in kilometers. Let me provide a practical example. If you have been running four times per week (on average) for the past three weeks and your volume has been about 30km per week on average, then any planned increase in the fourth week should not exceed 2 X four sessions, ie 8 km, which could be in the form of an additional run or increases to existing runs. This new volume should preferably be maintained for three weeks before any further increases.

See you on the road! 
George Bradley 
For any correspondence regarding this article or coaching, e-mail me at georgecrbradley@gmail.com.   
