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Part 1:
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1

The Run Free Feeling
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Ever since Born to Run came out, I’ve gotten messages from all over the world, many saying the same thing:

‘Thank you! You changed my life.’

To which I reply:

‘I know exactly what you mean.’

Because I was in their shoes. I’m still in their shoes – even when I’m not wearing any. Born to Run may come across as a rock’m-sock’m adventure story, because let’s face it; that’s what you get when a mysterious loner called Caballo Blanco, the White Horse, holds a fifty-mile footrace against a legendary tribe right under the nose of two murderous drug cartels.

But at its heart, Born to Run is something very different. It’s a story of transformation, of the climb from defeat, to hope, and finally, to power. Real, life-changing power. The power to step outside and explore the world on your own two feet, running wherever you want, for as long as you want, whenever you feel like it.

To really appreciate what a superpower that is, you have to either try it once, or lose it forever. Those are the people I hear from most: ex-runners who are overjoyed to discover they have another chance, and beginners who finally received the inspiration they need to get started.

In its own rollicking way, Born to Run showed that no matter what age you are, no matter the shape you’re in or the kind of injuries and discouragement you’ve suffered in the past, your best days of running are still ahead. ‘You don’t stop running because you get old,’ as Jack Kirk, the 94-year-old trail runner known as the ‘Dipsea Demon’, liked to say. ‘You get old because you stop running.’

But no one becomes a Demon overnight. Running is a dance, and it takes a while to learn the steps. That’s why many of the thank-yous I receive end with this plea:

I can’t wait to begin. Where do I start?

To that, I had no answer.

For years, I couldn’t say for sure what to do next, because I was in the middle of finding out for myself. I felt like I’d won the lottery, but I couldn’t believe the money was mine. By that point, it had been more than a decade since Eric Orton had trained me for the wild escapade in Mexico’s remote Copper Canyons that would become Born to Run. We’d seen the book ignite a worldwide boom in barefoot running, and ultramarathons, and the Rarámuri superfood, chia seeds.

To me, that proved we were on to something important. People didn’t just want to run; they wanted to like running. They were searching for that same sense of joy that we Más Locos had experienced during a long, dangerous race under a blazing sun at the bottom of a canyon.
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Rarámuri youngsters use the rarájipari ball-chase game to perfect their running form.


‘Run free!’ the White Horse liked to declare, and that two-word battle cry sums it up perfectly. Free isn’t the same as wild, although it’s close. Caballo Blanco meant free from injuries. Free from stress. Free from overpriced shoes and gear and race fees. Run free, like a kid busting out the door for recess … or a grouchy loner who left the modern world behind for a tiny hut and a strange but loving family among the Rarámuri.

But I wasn’t sure I’d found it myself.

I had complete faith in Eric’s approach: his version of the Run Free system never failed me, not for race after race, year after year, adventure after weird adventure. What I didn’t have was faith in myself. In the back of my mind, I could still hear those doctors warning me that running was bad for the human body, especially bodies like mine. I couldn’t shake the feeling that running wasn’t meant for a guy like me. Maybe I was getting away with it for now, but one of these days, I’d pay the price.

And then, on a surprisingly hot morning in late September, a different day arrived. I was at my favourite event, our local Bird-in-Hand Half Marathon. It’s hosted by my Amish neighbours every year to raise money for the firefighters and first responders who raced to help the children who’d been shot in an Amish schoolhouse massacre in 2006.

The Bird-in-Hand course is breathtaking and utterly serene. There’s no blaring music, just the soft singing of a Mennonite family on their front porch at Mile 2. Amish children are the aid station volunteers, offering cups outside their family farms while calling, ‘Vater! Vater! Vater!’ Runners wind their way through the green hills of the Valley of No Wires, so named because none of the homes have phones or electricity.

But one of those hills, I’m here to tell you, is a beast. Every year I know it’s coming and every year, it’s worse than I remember. First of all, it’s just mean. Red Lane Hill catches you just past Mile 10, right when you think you’re on the home stretch. And it’s sneaky. One moment you’re looking at a gentle ribbon of road, the next you’re veering onto a hidden dirt lane knifing skyward through a corn field. Plus, it’s hot hot hot. There isn’t a tree in sight, so the full force of the mid-morning sun smacks you right in the face. And finally, for us barefoot runners, Red Lane Hill is where we rediscover how many jabby little rocks a dirt road can hide.


“I HAD COMPLETE FAITH IN ERIC’S APPROACH: HIS VERSION OF THE RUN FREE SYSTEM NEVER FAILED ME, NOT FOR RACE AFTER RACE, YEAR AFTER YEAR, ADVENTURE AFTER WEIRD ADVENTURE.”



When I reached the top, an older guy ahead of me stopped dead in his tracks. He was pouring sweat and huffing like a dying locomotive. Suddenly, he threw his arms in the air like he’d just won Olympic gold.

‘Yeah!’ he gasped. ‘Aren’t we lucky?’

Of all the things I was feeling at that moment – thirsty, tired, cranky, footsore – ‘lucky’ was nowhere on the list. At least not until I stopped, and looked around, and got what he meant. That morning, we’d all gathered in a hayfield to watch the sun rise. Then we’d surged off on our own two legs to run as fast, as far and as freely as we felt like. We’d climbed that hill under our own power, and we were about to feel the rush of flying back down again.

That’s an amazing gift. That’s a superpower. And that’s what Eric was offering when we first met in a public park in the middle of Denver. It took a lot of miles to silence my doubts, but standing at the top of Red Lane Hill, it finally hit me. Eric never meant to train me for a race.

He was training me for a lifetime.

I’d begun this journey as an average jogger who’d been injured so often that doctors told me, repeatedly, that the only thing in my future if I continued to run was a nifty pair of knee replacements.

Before journeying down to the Copper Canyons, I’d gotten fed up with chasing new approaches to an old problem. I’d never been much of a runner in the first place, just a few-miles-a-day guy who occasionally tried to ramp up for a half-marathon, but I could never go more than a few months without getting hurt. When I asked a leading sports-medicine physician why I was constantly injured, he looked at me like I was brain-dead. ‘Didn’t we go over this?’ he asked, as he prepared to inject my foot with cortisone for the third time that year. ‘All that pounding is bad for the body.’ Especially bodies that look like Shrek’s, he implied, in case I’d forgotten I was 6′4″ and 240 pounds.

But what was I meant to do? You’re supposed to run to get in shape. Except if you’re not in shape, you’re not supposed to run. And it’s not just me; it’s all of us. The injury rate among runners is crazy high, somewhere north of 70 per cent a year, and it’s been that way for decades. New shoe models are rolled out constantly, and not one – ever – has been shown to reduce injuries.

Ironically, I was writing for Runner’s World at the time, so it wasn’t as if I were lacking for injury-prevention and training advice. I’d tried every tip you’ll find in a running magazine – stretching, cross-training, heat-moulded custom insoles, soaking in ice, replacing my $150 shoes every four months with a fresh pair – but no matter what, it was only a matter of months before fiery twinges began shooting out from my heels, hamstrings or Achilles tendons.

The only thing I hadn’t tried was changing my running form, because why would I? I wasn’t crazy.

You’re never supposed to tinker with your form. Never, never, never. Running pundits may disagree about a lot, but when it comes to this point, they’re a church choir.

‘Everyone has a unique running style,’ is the way Dr Reed Ferber, head of the Running Injury Clinic at the University of Calgary, explains his argument. ‘There is no right way to run, nor is there a wrong way to run.’ The authors of the very popular Advanced Marathoning guide agree: ‘Because everyone has a unique physical make-up, there is no ideal or perfect form.’

Amby Burfoot, the long-time Runner’s World editor and columnist, likes to repeat a quote he got from another scientist of the sport, Dr George Sheehan: ‘We are all an experiment of one.’

But isn’t that the opposite of science? Running, according to this thinking, is the only activity that is utterly free from the laws of physics. Dancing, swimming, swinging a bat, strumming a guitar, eating with chopsticks – every other movement your body can perform has styles you can improve through practice.
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Christopher McDougall and Iman Wilkerson practise Skipping for Height, a Coach Eric favourite.


But not running. The running establishment would like you to believe there is no right or wrong – except when it comes to shoes, its $130-billion-a-year cure-all. Because that’s all we’re ever told to change. Not our form, only our footwear. Don’t learn, in other words – just buy.

Then the White Horse opened my eyes.

If you’ve read Born to Run, you’ll remember my long search through the Copper Canyons and the moment I finally cornered the wary, hungry, sun-baked drifter known as Caballo Blanco. He was a strange sight, all dusty from the trail and geared up in battered sandals and a straw cowboy hat, but on closer inspection, we had more in common than I thought. Caballo was my same height, my same shoe size and my same age when he, like me, first set off to Mexico in hope of discovering the secrets of the legendary Rarámuri distance runners.

Caballo was in Leadville, Colorado, back in the mid-90s when a band of Rarámuri turned up at the starting line of the Leadville Trail 100 – a one-hundred-mile footrace across the top of the Rockies – and proceeded to destroy the field, capturing eight of the top ten places. The following year, the Rarámuri repeated their astonishing performance … and then disappeared back down to the canyons, never to return.

Caballo followed, intent on learning how the Rarámuri could run long distances wearing only the simplest sandals and continue well into old age without suffering the same injuries, discouragement and physical breakdowns as the rest of us. If running is bad for our knees, he wondered, why wasn’t it bad for their knees? How come the Rarámuri didn’t need fancy shoes and orthotics?

I thought I’d gotten a glimpse of the answer myself, but I needed the White Horse to confirm. By the time I found him, he’d been in the canyons for more than a decade, living in a little hut he’d built himself with stones he’d hauled up from the river by hand.

He heard me out, then shook his head.
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“THE BIRD-IN-HAND COURSE IS BREATHTAKING AND UTTERLY SERENE. THERE’S NO BLARING MUSIC, JUST THE SOFT SINGING OF A MENNONITE FAMILY ON THEIR FRONT PORCH AT MILE 2.”
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Micah True – aka Caballo Blanco, the wandering White Horse of the Sierra Tarahumara.


I’d never get the right answer, he said, because I was asking the wrong question. Forget about why the Rarámuri are so different than us, he explained. Focus on why they’re so much like each other.

That was it. That was the moment I finally understood what I’d seen. A few days earlier, I’d watched a group of Rarámuri kids running back and forth along a dirt trail, flicking a wooden ball to each other off the toe of their sandals. I was struck by one odd detail:

The kids all ran the same way.

Some were fast and some slower, but when it came to style, the Rarámuri kids were nearly identical. If you think that’s no big deal, try watching a local 10k some time. For every hundred racers who stream past, you’re guaranteed to see a hundred interpretative dances: some runners landing on their heels, others on their toes, many hunched forward, a few ramrod straight, all with arms and legs and heads swinging to a rhythm only they can hear. If you’re looking for experiments of one, you can’t beat the average road race.

‘Maybe these kids are on to something,’ I’d thought to myself as I watched them run. I was convinced of it later that morning, when Rarámuri grown-ups appeared on the trail, all of them trotting with the same light-footed, knee-driving style as the kids.

That was the secret that lured Caballo down there. ‘Ya wanna learn?’ he finally grunted. ‘I’ll show you.’

At dawn the next morning, Caballo led me towards a dirt trail winding into the pine woods. As I fell in behind him, he uttered the six words that would upend my life:

‘Stick tight. Do what I do.’

He broke into a trot. I followed a few yards back.

‘Closer,’ he ordered.

I pulled up so tight, his heels were nearly kicking my knees.

‘Right there,’ he said.

For a tall guy, his stride was weirdly short and almost bouncy, kind of pop-pop-popping along. He landed as gently as a dancer, which made sense because instead of cushioned running shoes, he wore battered Teva sandals.

‘Now, think “Easy”,’ Caballo called back. ‘You start with Easy, because if that’s all you get, that ain’t so bad. Then work on Light. Make it effortless, like you don’t give a shit how high the hill is or how far you’ve got to go. When you’ve practised that so long that you forget you’re practising, work on making it Smooooth. You won’t have to worry about the last one – get those three, and you’ll be fast.’

[image: Image]
I kept my eyes on Caballo, trying to duplicate his pittypat steps, his straight back, his driving knees. I watched him so intently, I didn’t even notice at first when we left the forest.

‘Wow!’ I exclaimed.

The sun was just rising over the Sierras. Far ahead, giant standing stones like Easter Island statues reared from the mesa floor, with snow-dusted mountains in the background.

‘How far did we go?’ I asked, breathless but ecstatic.

‘’Bout four miles.’

I couldn’t believe it. ‘Really? It felt so—’

‘Easy?’

‘Exactly.’

‘Told ya,’ Caballo gloated.
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2

Chasing Wobbles
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So how do we find our way back to that Run Free feeling? Luckily, it’s easier, faster and more fun than you think. You don’t have to go Full Caballo and live on beans and chia at the bottom of a canyon. You don’t even have to run in sandals. But just like any other puzzle, the first step to solving it is seeing the whole picture. If you don’t know where you’re going, be careful of how you begin.

‘If there are twenty-eight million runners in the country, twenty-seven-point-something are just winging it,’ Eric says. We like to rely on our strengths and ignore our weaknesses. Parts of us get stronger, putting more stress on the parts that are weaker.

Until …

‘C’mere!’ Eric called. ‘Quick.’

I hurried over to where Eric was guiding Challis Popkey through a simple wall squat. On a Friday afternoon in November 2021, Eric and I gathered a dozen runners – including Batman the Adventure Dog – at a park in Colton, California. We were planning to shoot a bunch of action photos. But our plan quickly changed once we saw what was going on.

Challis is everyone’s image of The Perfect Athlete. She’s strong and fast, and at age twenty-nine, just hitting her peak. She recently crushed the field in a one-hundred-kilometre mountain race, beating the man in second place by a jaw-dropping ninety minutes. Challis has a great attitude, a great coach, and exceptional talent.

She also, at this moment, has her hand on her hip.

‘See that?’ Eric says.

Challis yanked her hand away. ‘Is that bad?’

Eric put her through the exercise again. Challis braced her right hand on the wall and lifted her right foot off the ground. As she lowered her left leg into a squat, her left hand instantly shot back up to her hip.

‘Wow,’ I said.

‘Am I doing it wrong?’ Challis asked.

‘Yup,’ Eric said. ‘But that’s good. Doing it wrong means you’re doing it right.’


The funny thing about these movements is how easy they are to learn. The amazing part is what they reveal. Take Challis: one look at her and you’d think she’d rip through fifty of those wall squats without a sweat. And she could – except her hand keeps flying up to support her hip. A few minutes earlier, Iman and Jenna were chatting casually in the middle of sideways leg lifts, while right beside them, Emmanuel – whom I’ve seen jump so high he could nearly clear a car – was grimacing in pain. Three equally fit athletes; one simple move; two wildly different reactions.
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Marcus Rentie and his rescue pup, Batman the Adventure Dog.


‘Where you feel it,’ Eric says, ‘that’s where you need it.’

And everyone here needs something. With the possible exception of Batman the Adventure Dog, who seems to grasp running on a level we can only achieve in our dreams, the rest of us are finding hidden hot spots we never suspected we had.

Eric is the only one who’s not surprised. He’s been watching the same shock of discovery flash across the faces of athletes of all ages and skill levels for years. ‘Strengths are fun,’ he explains. ‘They feel good, and for a long time they can compensate for any weak links in our chain. But the second your secret weakness comes under stress, wham! The whole chain snaps apart.’

Margot Watters was pretty sure her chain was 100 per cent adamantium. She’d been a terrific field hockey and lacrosse player in college but drifted away from sports after she married and had the first of her five children. She was pretty happy with her life – until suddenly, and dangerously, she wasn’t. Margot sank into postpartum depression so severe her doctor urged her to begin immediate medication. Margot decided to try another route.

‘Bam!’ she says. ‘I started running and it saved me.’ Margot thrives on goals, so she threw herself into causes, like fundraising for a friend’s son with leukaemia, and quickly escalated from a tentative jogger into an Ironwoman on a mission. Even in her forties, Margot remained a speedy road racer who could win her age group in 10ks and podium in Olympic-distance triathlons. But the first few times she tried trail running, her Achilles screamed. The pain kept getting worse despite two years of medical consultations.

Finally, Eric spotted something the doctors had missed.

‘Eric had me stand on a Bosu ball, and he noticed the way I struggled to balance,’ Margot told me. ‘He said, “I don’t think it’s your Achilles. I think it’s something lower on the chain.”’ This time, a targeted MRI revealed that Margot’s ankle still had torn ligaments from a field hockey injury she’d suffered twenty years earlier.

Surgery reattached the tissues, then Eric took the wheel.

‘She was in a cast for two months, so this was a chance to start over from ground zero,’ he said. Because Margot is usually Go! Go! Go! all the time, Eric seized on her recovery as an opportunity for a full Run Free reboot. Instead of big miles, they’d focus on small refinements. The Karate Kid was about to start painting some fences.


“INSTEAD OF BIG MILES, THEY’D FOCUS ON SMALL REFINEMENTS. THE KARATE KID WAS ABOUT TO START PAINTING SOME FENCES.”



‘I was a typical orthotic-wearing, thick-running-shoe person before Eric,’ Margot says. ‘But what I was doing previously wasn’t working, so I put my trust in him.’

Eric convinced Margot to forget how much and how fast she could run, and think exclusively about how well.

How light was her landing?

How balanced was her body?

How rhythmic was her cadence?

Put down the paint roller and pick up the brush; running was now calligraphy, a series of precise and tiny brush strokes.

Well, yeah – if you don’t mind getting your butt kicked. But Margot was used to bringing home the hardware, so it was difficult to shake the feeling that Eric’s artsy approach would make her look good but race poorly. Instead, within six months of her cast coming off, she was representing the United States at the triathlon world championships.

‘We could address all kinds of imbalances and dial in her form for real strength and efficiency,’ Eric says. ‘All of those dormant muscles she’d been ignoring were now firing.’

So was Margot’s mind.

That wonky ankle became Margot’s version of my ah ha! lightning bolt down in the Copper Canyons. For years, she’d been spinning her wheels and never knew it. She thought she wasn’t working hard enough, when the true problem was a wobble in her gait from that long-buried weakness.

‘I got away with it for a long time because roads are so smooth and stable,’ Margot adds. ‘But once I got on trails, my ankle was all over the place.’

‘She had no lateral stability at all,’ Eric agrees. ‘It was like she was running on one leg.’

Today, it’s been ten years since Margot’s Run Free reboot. Since then, a lot has changed. She’s become a grandmother. She’s completed seven Ironman triathlons and competed in two world championships. And she’s turned into an absolute terror on the trails that once hobbled her, outracing runners half her age in ultra-ultramarathons of up to 200 miles.

Process that: Margot is now tearing off seven-plus marathons in a row, back to back to back, on wobble-free legs that never age.

‘Having strong feet,’ Margot says. ‘Nothing like it.’

Here’s the thing about wobbles: they don’t always come from your feet. Or your legs. Or even your body.

A wobble may not present as an injury – yet – but it’s in the same family. It can lock you into a cycle of low-grade frustration and nagging pain, and prevent you from reaching your health and performance goals. If your feet hurt when you get up in the morning, if your back is twingey, if every run feels like a slog and you never seem to get fitter or faster, guess what?

You’ve got a wobble.

Wobbles are hard to spot because they can come at you from any direction. Your shoes can be the culprit, or your meals, or the way you push your jog stroller, handle your dog or run with your buddies. Wobbles are master criminals, because unless you know what to look for, they’re invisible. That’s what makes them so tricky.

But luckily, wobbles always leave one clue. Caballo Blanco figured that out, and he made sure to pound it into my head the first time we ever ran together. Your running should feel Easy, Light, Smooth, and on fast days, Fast.

If it doesn’t, you need to look under the hood.

Eric doesn’t even need to search for the next wobble. This time, it jumps right out at him.

The odd part was, Eric and I didn’t assemble our twelve runners in that California park because we thought they had problems. We chose our recruits because we wanted a truly universal group, a rainbow of body types and backgrounds. As it turned out, they weren’t just united by running. They were united by wobbles.

[image: Image]
The Born 2 ‘Original Cast’. Top: Luis Escobar. Middle row, l–r: Eric Orton, Zach Friedley, Karma Park, Jenna Crawford, Christopher McDougall, Marcus Rentie. Front, l–r: Patrick Sweeney, Alejandra Santos, Iman Wilkerson, Challis Popkey, Emmanuel Runes. Sprawled: Batman the Adventure Dog.


‘Wait till you see this,’ Eric calls, waving me over again.

He’s standing with Jenna Crawford, a 30-year-old marathoner and backcountry racer who logs more than 2,000 training miles a year. Jenna is so fit, she’s been featured as a model for Nike, New Balance and Asics, and so fast that less than two months after our session in the park, she’d win the Rose Bowl Half Marathon.

‘She’s probably the most solid runner here,’ Eric notes. ‘Good foot strike, good leg extension, really relaxed with good arms. Very dialled with everything, which speaks to her race performance trajectory and increase in distance.’

But as she dips into the same wall squat that challenged Challis, Jenna’s left glute starts shaking like a paint mixer.
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“IF YOU CAN CRANK OUT A CRISP SIX MILES ON A SUMMER DAY, THEN YOU, MY FRIEND, ARE A LETHAL WEAPON IN THE ANIMAL KINGDOM.”



‘That’s not a strength issue,’ Eric explains. ‘It’s neuromuscular, a disconnect between brain and body. Jenna has plenty of power, but it isn’t being activated. That twitching is actually a good sign. It shows the muscle fibres are beginning to fire now.’

Eric continues working through the group, and one by one, we watch each runner discover their limitations. No one is immune: not Zach Friedley, an adaptive athlete whose leg prosthetic makes him extremely mindful of balance and form. Or Karma Park, who has run every day for eight years (!), exclusively in Rarámuri-style sandals. Or Marcus Rentie, a former rollerblade stunt skater who now cruises the woods with his rowdy rescue dog, Batman.

‘What about Batman?’ I ask. ‘How’s the pup looking?’

‘Batman is dialled,’ Eric notes, with as much envy as admiration. ‘She has perfect paw strike that allows her to use her natural elastic energy and suspension system. She uses her front and rear legs beautifully in unison, allowing her entire body to work as one unit—’

‘Hang on,’ I interrupt. ‘How come she’s the only one without a wobble?’

Yes, Batman is female. And yes, I’m 100 per cent serious.

Sure, Batman is a dog. But humans are biological animals too, right? So if all of us have biomechanical problems, shouldn’t she? We didn’t just evolve to run with dogs – we evolved to run better. Humans are the greatest distance-running creatures on the planet. We have two special qualities that no other mammal can compete with, not a dog, not a horse, not a cheetah:

We’re naked, and we sweat.

Humans vent heat by perspiration, not respiration. We don’t have to pant to cool off, meaning on a steamy day, we can both breathe and keep our temps down. If Batman tries to keep up with Marcus on an August afternoon, she’ll either stop to exhale her internal heat, or clunk – over she goes.

So when I ask what’s so special about Batman, I’m not setting the bar too high. I’m aiming way low. Genetically, we’re just as close to our wild ancestors as Batman is to hers. We descended from runners who weren’t just good on their feet. They were unbeatable.

Remember all those tall tales about ancient heroes who could run down prey? Turns out, they weren’t so tall after all. Those stories pop up in every culture in the world, from Native American legends to Norse myths, from the Hadza people of Tanzania to Greek gods and the Dreamtime of Australian Aborigines. It’s not a coincidence. It’s shared history.

Instead of a single hunter, though, it was the entire clan: men and women, old and young, fanning out together in a hunting pack, each using their individual skills – eager youngsters leading the chase, seasoned old-timers studying hoof prints, strongest adults held in reserve – as they chased their prey across the savannah until it overheated and collapsed.

And it doesn’t even take that long.

The Kalahari Bushmen still engage in persistence hunts to this day. On a toasty morning, they’ll trot along behind their quarry, staying just close enough to keep it on the move. After about ten or fifteen kilometres of constant running, the kudu will begin to slow … stagger … and fall in a heap. Which means if you can crank out a crisp six miles on a summer day, then you, my friend, are a lethal weapon in the animal kingdom.

‘So if we’re born to run,’ I asked. ‘Why are we so bad at it?’

On the receiving end of this question was the most qualified person in the world to answer it: Dr Dennis Bramble, the biologist at the University of Utah who, along with his junior colleague Dr David Carrier, made the discovery that our ability to run was the most important factor in human evolution. Long before we developed projectile weapons, we survived by using our fantastic distance running to chase prey into heat exhaustion.

So what went wrong?

‘You and I know how good running feels because we’ve made a habit of it,’ Dr Bramble replied. But lose the habit, and the loudest voice in your ear is your ancient survival instinct urging you to relax. That’s the bitter irony: endurance gave our brain the food it needed to create extraordinary technology, but now that technology is undermining our endurance.

‘We live in a culture that sees extreme exercise as crazy,’ Dr Bramble said, ‘because that’s what our brain tells us:
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“YOUR RUNNING SHOULD FEEL EASY, LIGHT, SMOOTH, AND ON FAST DAYS, FAST.”



“Why fire up the machine if you don’t have to?”’

Firing up Batman’s machine, on the other hand, is what Batman’s brain is all about. Dogs are the living rebuttal to Abraham Lincoln’s comment that if he had six hours to cut down a tree, he’d spend the first four hours sharpening his axe. Your brain is constantly whirring in search of energy-saving shortcuts. That’s how we’re wired. A dog would just pee and start chopping.

Batman never persuaded herself it was a good idea to stare at a screen at night instead of going to sleep, or spend an afternoon watching others play games instead of jumping in herself. If you tried to rest Batman’s feet by sticking them in cushioned shoes, she’d turn those shoes into lunch. It’s not clear what kind of vocabulary Batman has, but ‘Go easy’ and ‘Take a rest day’ definitely aren’t part of it. Throw a stick, and Batman won’t tell you why Joe Rogan is against cardio.

Unlike us, Batman’s brain didn’t race into the future before her body had time to catch up. The next time you see a dog flash across a park, remember:

Everything you need to know about running was discovered 10,000 years ago. And the journey back is a lot shorter than you think.

[image: Image]
Pre-run warm-ups, Run Free style.





3

Journey Back to the Beginning – in Ten Minutes

[image: Image]
The easiest part of the entire Run Free programme is the one people worry about most:

Changing stuff.

We’ve been conditioned to believe that changing our habits is painful and tedious, like relearning to walk after coming out of a body cast. But here’s the thing about running: if it were difficult and complicated, we’d be extinct. For humans to rely on running to survive, it had to be a skill we could learn as toddlers and count on as old-timers. It had to be as fun and freeing as the feeling a fish has when it’s released back into water.

So if you think this will be tough, take heart. To reboot your running and follow in Caballo Blanco’s footsteps, you just need to focus on these three goals:


	•  Flatten your Footwear.

	•  Quicken your Cadence.

	•  Find a Friend.



Smell a trick? Think it can’t be that simple? Then go ahead and put it to the test. As a taste of what’s to come, here’s how hard it is to learn Run Free running form. First, you’d better clear your schedule, because this is going to require a time investment of approximately … ten minutes.

Here’s what you do:


	1. Pull up ‘Rock Lobster’ by the B-52s.

	2. Stand with your back facing the wall, about one step away.

	3. Blast the song.

	4. Run in place to the beat.



That’s it. That’s all it takes to learn perfect running form.

You can’t heel-strike or overstride when you run in place. You can’t kick back or stray off balance when you’re keeping your back near the wall. And thanks to the B-52s, you’ll never have to guess how many footsteps per minute you should be doing.

Posture, foot strike, cadence: the three ingredients of perfect form, easy to learn and impossible to screw up.

Mastering it is another matter, but that’s the fun part. Every time you head out the door, you get to feel that instant surge of joy whenever you get it just right. If swishing a jump shot or drilling a backhand were easy, basketball and tennis courts would be empty. What keeps us coming back is the challenge of making our dreams come true, of trying to match our movements to our imaginations.

That takes practice, and practice is what mastery is all about. But learning it? That part is easy.

Even now, more than a decade later, I’m still a little whiplashed by how quickly Eric Orton turned me around and built up not only my speed and mileage, but my confidence. Within a few weeks of my first Run Free workout, Eric was sending me off on two-hour jaunts that were so far beyond my perceived limits, I felt like I was on a manned mission to Mars. A few months after that, I was next to Caballo Blanco and the rest of the Más Loco crew in the back of a bus, heading to the bottom of a canyon for the race of a lifetime.

What makes Eric’s system work so well, I discovered, are two key ingredients which make it foolproof.

Number 1 is Feel:

Eric doesn’t teach you what to do; he teaches you how it should feel. That’s the beauty of the Ten-Minute Rock Lobster Run Form Fix. You don’t need to film yourself. You don’t have to study a bunch of YouTube videos, or get a fitness tracker. After five minutes of listening to New Wave alternative rock, you’ll instantly know the difference between good and poor form.

Likewise, every other aspect of the Run Free programme – from eating habits to overall fitness – will teach you to read your body. You’ll learn how to dial in your eating, form, overall fitness and optimal cadence without chest straps or Fitbits. You’ll become your body’s own master mechanic, so if a wobble is coming on, you’ll know how to course-correct and avoid it.

Number 2 is The Free Seven: the seven ancestral pillars of lifelong athleticism.

Running used to be a daily occupation. Now it’s an interruption. Instead of weaving it into every part of our lives, we shrink it down to a one-hour allotment of recreational exercise. That’s perfectly reasonable, of course, since we no longer spend our days literally running for our lives. Except—
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No one told your body.

Your body thinks it’s still deep in the African savannah, racing to catch up with dinner before it disappears over the horizon, while checking that the kids are matching you stride-for-stride. Your body still believes that on any given day, it needs to run to find a mate, or fresh water, or a safe hideaway for the family before glowing eyes emerge from the dark.

And because running was life or death, you couldn’t rely on just one motor. You had to have multiple fuel cells, all of them uniting to make sure your body was powered up and ready to go at any time. What you ate, who you hung out with, what put a smile on your face – all those ancestral strands of your existence are also energy sources:


Good form = elastic leg recoil = free energy

Running together = shared workload = free energy

Proper footwear = good, stiff landing = free energy

Fitness and strength = reliable leg compression = free energy



Pull apart those strands, and the whole system weakens. Combine them, and the Free Seven work together to make your running easy, light, smooth and fast.

THE FREE SEVEN

1. Food: Your fork is not your coach

You can’t outrun a bad diet. No matter how many miles you put in, you’ll continue to store body fat as long as your eating causes your blood sugar to spike. That’s why Step #1 in the Run Free reboot is to dial in your approach to food – not to starve off pounds, but to remove appetite from the equation and maximise your energy per bite.

2. Fitness: Become the master mechanic

Our ancestral need to survive on our feet left us with an extraordinary ability to bounce back from mistakes. You’ll learn to assess any structural weaknesses – just the way Challis and Jenna learned to reactivate their dormant glutes – and reverse them with strengthening movements that are so easy, you can knock them out in the kitchen while your morning coffee is brewing.

3. Form: The art of easy

Too many runners make the mistake of thinking that if cushioned shoes ruined their form, then minimalist shoes can fix it. But changing footwear changes nothing, as their strained calves and aching heels would later attest.

What does work are a four-pack of deceptively easy exercises. As soon as you take them on the road, you’ll feel decades of poor form disappearing from beneath your feet.

4. Focus: Faster, farther and forever

‘Listen to your body’ may be the only fitness advice more useless than ‘We are all an experiment of one’. You and your body don’t speak the same language. You have no idea what each other is saying. Remember, your instincts were formed in a time when food was scarce, physical energy had to be conserved at all costs, and freezing weather wasn’t a hassle, it was your one-way ticket into the fossil record. Every natural impulse you inherited is urging you to never make a move unless survival depends on it.

[image: Image]
Likewise, we’ve lost our mastery of hard and easy, fast and slow. Rather than using our full range of gears, we mostly schlump along in the middle, eventually burning out our transmission. Luckily, the soldiers of Ancient Rome created a simple trick that can teach you how to find your ideal pace for each effort. You’ll build a big, Run Free engine with the right gear for every challenge.

5. Footwear: First, do no harm

Running shoes can’t improve your form, but they can make it a lot worse. The more mush under your feet, the less you can feel the ground. Cushioning is a narcotic. It’s a numbing agent. It deadens your feet to the sensations that can make you a better, healthier runner. Think of the harm you’d do by Novocain-ing your hand and hitting it with a hammer, and you’ll have a sense of what’s going on every time you run in squishy shoes. And if you think ‘gait analysis’ is the answer, think again: studies have shown that runners who bought shoes based on gait analysis are up to five times more likely to suffer an injury.

6. Fun: If it feels like work, you’re working too hard

‘I’m not interested in the limits of what’s painful,’ my Born to Run adventure buddy Barefoot Ted explained, when I asked how he could race a hundred miles on just twenty-five miles a week of training. ‘I’m exploring the limits of what’s pleasurable.’

Scientifically, Barefoot Ted’s Pleasure Principle makes perfect sense. Evolution doesn’t reward pain; it rewards joy. Suffering limits your experience, instead of enhancing it. It creates tunnel-vision, disassociation, self-absorption and mistakes. Your head is down, your brain is starved for oxygen, your stress levels are jacked. Every cell in your body is warning you this can’t be good. You’re trying to block it out, not drink it in.

Fun, on the other hand, spikes awareness, confidence, stress-relief and competency. When you’re having fun, you’re focused. Why? Because your body approves and wants more. Your head is up. Your breathing is strong. Your range of vision and motion are at max function. Your ancestral brain is popping the cork on a magnum of endorphins, encouraging you to keep it up. You’re in the flow state.


“FUN SPIKES AWARENESS, CONFIDENCE, STRESS-RELIEF AND COMPETENCY.”



7. Family: Those who sweat together soar together

We evolved to encourage and assist each other, because the pack lived or died by mutual success. The more varied the minds and abilities on hand, the better the chance for success. Sharing your run is one of the best ways you can improve, because as social animals, many of our invisible mechanisms are synchronised: without a word being spoken, a running partner can help centre your heart rate, tighten your cadence and sharpen your form.

And a bonus:

Injuries: Fixing your flat tires

There is almost no dysfunction that can’t be fixed with a little more function. If you’re struggling with plantar fasciitis, tendinitis, achey IT bands or troublesome hip flexors, you’ll learn some mobility and strengthening skills that will remove the obstruction and retrain the movement pattern.

Think of the Free Seven as a balanced meal, not a buffet. Each item is linked to the rest, so resist the temptation to pick a few and chuck the others. Together, they provide everything you need to locate your wobbles, correct them, and improve your strength and suppleness as you advance through the 90-Day Run Free programme near the back of the book.

In the following chapters you’ll learn how each of the Free Seven works and why they connect. You’ll be introduced to new skills, like Movement Snacks, the Two-Week Test and the 100 Up. You’ll discover a 2,000-year-old trick for gauging heart-rate zones, and learn the best way to choose footwear (hint: it’s got nothing to do with ‘gait analysis’ or ‘Stability’).

Practise these skills as you go. Get comfortable with them, and be ready to put them to work when you begin the 90-Day Run Free programme. By the time you finish, your old habits will be gone, and your new ones will be locked in. You’ll be ready to train for any race – or just head off on a whim, running as far as you want, whenever you want, for the rest of your life.

3.1 CABALLO’S GREATEST SECRET

‘I felt this fire in me, this anger,’ recalls Jordan Marie Brings Three White Horses Daniel, and that made up her mind. ‘I got the red paint and let my fingers do the talking.’

Until then, Jordan’s life as a professional road racer had been all about how she ran. Now, it was only about why.

Carefully, she painted a blood-red handprint across her face: a thumb on one cheek and fingers on the other, the palm covering her lips, a horribly lifelike depiction of the way so many Native American women have died – a hand clenched over their mouths, silencing them.

Jordan pinned on her bib and took her place among the elites at the starting line of the 2019 Boston Marathon. She kept her eyes straight ahead, even when spectators began to point and stare. ‘HEY, NICE HANDPRINT,’ someone shouted. How heartless do you have to be, she wondered, to think a blood-red hand covering a woman’s mouth was a joke?

‘But the Indigenous people who saw me, they understood,’ Jordan says. ‘They know about our girls.’

For Native American women, murder is epidemic. They’re ten times more likely to die from violence than other Americans, victims of such widespread brutality that Amnesty International investigators issued a call for action. But even though nearly 6,000 Indigenous women are believed missing, barely more than a hundred are documented in the Department of Justice database. Who is speaking up for them? Why does the disappearance of a young blonde woman spark a national outcry, Jordan seethed, yet when an Indigenous woman is in danger, not even the FBI seems to care?
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“JORDAN COMES FROM SOUTH DAKOTA RUNNING ROYALTY. HER GRANDFATHER WAS FRIENDS AND RIVALS WITH OLYMPIC LEGEND BILLY MILLS, WHO BECAME HER MENTOR.”



For Jordan, the threat hit close to home when her mother joined the search for a young woman who vanished near Jordan’s family home on tribal land in South Dakota. The woman’s body was discovered not far from where Jordan had grown up running alongside her grandfather. It could have been her, Jordan thought – until she realised it was her. Twice, she’d been the victim of violence in her relationships. By the time she was in college, she’d already gone to more than a dozen funerals of relatives and friends who’d died tragically.

Jordan was one of the lucky ones, though. Her legs gave her an opportunity that other women didn’t have. Jordan comes from South Dakota running royalty. Her grandfather was friends and rivals with Olympic legend Billy Mills, who became her mentor. Jordan’s mother was on course for the 1988 Olympics as a sprinter before she had Jordan instead, and Jordan herself had a stellar track career at the University of Maine before turning pro as a runner for New Balance and Altra.

‘I always thought of running as a superpower,’ she says. But when power is simply stored, it’s useless. It needs to be used, conducted, applied to an engine of change. All the running that Jordan had done until then, all her victories and medals and pro sponsorships, were just bottling up her power. It was time to use it.

Before the starting gun in Boston, Jordan added four red letters down her legs: ‘MMNW’, for Missing and Murdered Native Women. She was going to pray for one woman every mile, and she was disheartened to discover how easy it was to come up with twenty-six names. ‘I wanted this run to be for our stolen sisters,’ Jordan says. ‘It was my way to give these women a platform to be seen, heard and remembered.’

With her prayer run through the streets of Massachusetts, Jordan became a lightning rod, a conductor who transferred a powerful tradition from its place in the past towards a purpose in the present.
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