Rossendale Harriers

Training – 2 articles on diet 

– initially published in fell news and a response from a club member
Coffee, milk and water
Did you, like me find that the XMAS news and chat kept touching on obesity, diet and exercise?

Victoria Wood on Desert Island disks railed at the scam of the diet industry; Sense in Science attacked the nonsense peddled by many celebrities to promote all sorts of hochs pochs.  Christine Ogohuru and her missed drug testing was a feature in relation to the BBC Sports personality awards.

The Government got in on the act by announcing all pupils will soon have to have 2 hours of exercise a week at school and two out of school – something they seem to get at the schools where I am a Governor.

When I talked through with some of the juniors about what they needed as athletes it wasn’t just help in training but advice on diet.

So what do we erstwhile athletes need to know?

On basic diet the advice is much same as it is for the general public.  A good solid diet, strong on carbohydrate consumption and low in saturated fats.  Simple really.

Supplements.  Well no evidence that you need them apart from pregnant women and nursing mums and those over 65, in some instances and then you should be seeking medical advice.

Vitamins.  The EU is onto this one trying to reduce the maximum doses that can be sold.  Even the vitamin industry admits that in high dosage the larger dosages are washed away by the body. (Apparently this is driven by Germany where vitamin supplements are virtually unknown.)

Drinking lots of water.  The evidence points to the need for 2 litres of liquid a day, which most of us get.  After all vegetables and fruit are 90% water so this is not too difficult to achieve.  The water industry claim for 2 litres of water being needed each day is based on advertising hype.  I will come to water for athletes later.

So you’re healthy, eating well and drinking normally but what about the requirements for a competing athlete.

Well firstly there is no evidence that athletes need or benefit from any supplements any more than the general population with one exception.  For sprinters and strength athletes creatine is probably beneficial, if costly.  For Harriers this doesn’t apply and we can ignore the advice.  

The general advice for a competing athlete is to eat carbohydrates in some quantity, particularly before a, during and after a big event.  If you put in a really hard week massively bump up the carbo – you will suffer if you don’t and may not survive the week.

Apart from the usual consumption of pasta, potatoes, bread etc. it is worth thinking about the use of long chain carbohydrate drinks.  Basically they are absorbed much quicker – 20 minutes, instead of 2 hours for food.  

So a third of a litre 20 minutes before competition can be of use during most races and training.

During an event you shouldn’t really need extra energy for about 2 hours – the time marathon runners hit the wall.  This is about how long it takes for the body’s natural capacity to store glycogen to run out. You don’t run out of energy at this stage but your body has no more glycogen to break down your fat stores.  (Even the thinnest runner has enough fat to run for a very long time, if they are running slowly enough to break down the fat reserves.)

However for longer events you will need supplementation.  Indeed in longer fell races it is compulsory to start with extra food in your bum bag, for precisely that reason.

People eat and drink all sorts on the move, although this is an art worth practicing.  The evidence is that the quickest and most reliable source is a carbohydrate drink.  The research even points to it being worth stopping and having a drink in marathon as the extra energy gained far outweighs the lost time.

Strangely we now know that during exercise that a carbohydrate drink with additional protein works better than a carbo drink on its own but we don’t know why.

And what about after the training or event?  Well you will be tired; dehydrated and your muscles will be trashed.  You have a two hour window to get maximum benefit from any carbohydrate you ingest.  In simple terms virtually any carbo you eat in that time will go to help repair torn muscles and not become part of your fat reserve.  And the best way of doing this - well surprise, surprise a carbo based drink with protein.

There are lots of proprietary drinks on the market such as H5; Maxim and SIS.  Different people tolerate different drinks and never try any one out in a race for the first time.  However they are all basically malt dextrin.  Some flavoured, others neutral.  You may well have had SIS at races Clare and I organise, for example.

So what about the coffee, water and milk?

Let’s return to the water one first.  For the past few years we have seen people clutching little bottles of water, often expensive mineral water, as they walk about and train.  Well if they want to spend their money that way that is up to them but as a coach working with athletes what should I be suggesting?

Certainly newer athletes seem to need to drink regularly and it certainly won’t do you much harm, unless you drink a lot.  However it is noticeable that experienced athletes don’t run races clutching a bottle.

The evidence is that you can run at least an hour and probably more without needing extra fluid.  Startlingly recent evidence is that much of the assume wisdom on dehydration is just that - assumed wisdom.  Recent research points to dehydration being a lot less of a problem than we have believed for a long time.

So where do coffee and milk fit in?

Well the evidence is that that jar on the top shelf really is an effective and legal supplement to your training and of proven benefit before a race.  Of course it is the caffeine that helps so tea or a proprietary drink, such as Red bull, really can work.

Don’t try a double espresso for the first time just before your first marathon as it can have other effects but it is certainly worth a try.

And milk?

Well milk inhibits the absorption of carbohydrate drinks so is not good on breakfast cereal just before a race but after a race?  Well it seems that it may be just what you are looking for.  Milk has lots of carbohydrate and some protein in the amounts you need to recuperate but seems to need supplementing. After moderate intensity training chocolate or golden syrup of about 1 – 2 table spoons is worth thinking about in 16 – 24 ozs of semi skimmed milk.  For higher intensity sessions amazingly a 12 oz Starbucks chocolate milk may be the business or the same amount of Nesquick or just add 3 tables spoons of syrup to your milk.

There is lot more to the diet issue than I can cover here.  Low and high glycogen carbohydrates; drinking alcohol before an event – probably OK in small amounts (rumours in fell racing circles that post race recovery is aided by beer due to potassium depletion are probably true as why else would most fell races be based in pubs!); techniques for teaching your body to run whilst carbohydrate depleted; food for ultra distance running and other issues all come to mind.

However the basics are – eat well; eat plenty of carbohydrate and you will save yourself a fortune on what getting and keeping fit could cost you.

Around race time investing in a carbohydrate drink is certainly worth thinking about but if you are looking after the pennies then a glug of strong coffee before an event; avoid buying bottled water to drink during the race and some milk and syrup afterwards are all good advice that will stand you in good stead.
Nick Harris,

Coach Coordinator

10.01.08
A response from longstanding Harrier Tony Spicer

I read with interest your sensible advice on diet and running. Having done a few long races and teaching nutrition for some years I've got a few suggestions to add to your useful recommendations. Trouble is, a paragraph turned into 3 pages.
Depending on the length of a race/run the most important things to consume are carbohydrates, water and salts, in that order.
Carbohydrates; I'd say it is  possible to run out of carbs before the 2 hour mark. I remember running the old Rossendale fell race some years ago and starting to bonk after the dam, on the way up to Knowle hill, probably only 75 minutes into the race. The stage in a race when you start to bonk or hit the wall will depend on a number of things, like how much carbohydrate you've eaten prior to the race and also how fast you're running. The amount of carbohydrate your body can carry is limited to the glycogen that you store in your muscles and liver, plus the carbohydrate in your stomach from your last meal. The stored glycogen, as we know, can be boosted by carbo loading for one or two days before a race. Once your glycogen storage is at a maximum, any further carbohydrate eaten is stored as fat. The last meal prior to a race should be mainly complex carbohydrates, i.e. starch, because this is digested more slowly than sugars and trickles into your blood stream more slowly as you need it. The aim should be to get a slow release of energy into the blood stream, rather than a big rush, which is what high sugar snacks give you. If the meal includes small amounts of fat and protein, which make it more palatable, this will also slow down the digestion and release the energy more slowly. Cereal and milk, porridge, fruit, toast with peanut/butter and jam, sandwiches are all good choices. Most long races start in the morning.
There is also the carbohydrate that you carry with you. In a long race (over 90 minutes) its wise to start eating carbohydrate food after about an hour and regularly afterwards, rather than waiting until you feel short of food. Although your muscles can break down energy from fat as well as carbohydrate, your brain can only function on carbohydrate. So when carbohydrate gets low you don't think straight and your motivation goes – not a recipe for good times or safety. Energy is released very slowly and inefficiently from fat so you need to maintain adequate levels of carbohydrate in the bloodstream.
Depending on how fast you're running , the average club runner will use about 10 calories per minute during a longer race. This is equivalent to a Mars bar about every half hour. Not that easy to consume, so if you start eating after about an hour, your reserves of glycogen will deplete more slowly and you have a better chance of finishing the race before you bonk.
Another thing which affects your energy usage is your pace. The faster you go, the less efficient you are in terms of energy use per mile covered. The maximum efficiency for getting from A to B is a bout 3.5 to 4 miles per hour on the flat. That means we use the least amount of energy per distance covered, at that speed. You're less efficient if you go slower because you waste energy just standing upright instead of going forwards, whereas faster than this speed you waste energy accelerating your feet and stopping them in every stride. 
Efficiency of forward propulsion isn't important in shorter races because there's no likelihood of running out of energy. You just want to go quicker than the other guy. But in longer races you need to be aware of the effect your pace is having on your energy reserves. The highest even-pace you can manage over the full course without bonking, the better. There's no point racing others to the next hilltop or checkpoint, because you'll pay for it later. But estimating that highest even pace is not easy, particularly with varying terrain and weather conditions. 8 mph might be a good pace on the flat, but uphill or against strong winds its too energy depleting. And then there's the psychological factors like keeping in touch with the pack or feeling as though you are being dropped – can you believe in your own pace? All these complications help make fellrunning such an engrossing sport.
The other reason why an even pace is preferable is mathematics. If you run the first half of a 20 mile race at 10 mph (6 minute mile pace) and the second half at 6 mph (10 minute mile pace), because you are tired or bonked, what is your average speed? You might think it is 8 mph (the average of 6 and 10). But in fact it is a slower 7.5 mph. Work it out! So in longer races its best to maintain an efficient, relatively constant pace, taking into account the type of terrain and the weather.
So which carbohydrates are the best? Like you say, complex carbs are preferable to sugars, but then sugars are often more palatable and easier to get down, particularly in races. In a race, the most important thing is to eat is something you like and find palatable. If you can't get it down, or it makes you feel nauseous, then it defeats the object. Jimmy Eaton swore by a pot of jam before a long race! (Too much sugar). I can't take chocolate or toffee during a race because it makes me feel sick. Wine gums, jelly babies, fruit drinks and muesli bars are fine. If available, jam sandwiches are great, but too messy to carry. Energy bars and gels containing maltodextrin are fine, but are way overpriced for the energy they contain. The best thing is to experiment and 
find what suits you.
Fluids; Your 2 litres per day recommendation for fluid intake is sound, although it does depend on a few other things. The more you exercise and sweat, the more fluids you need to consume. And in hot weather your requirements go up further.  If you have a lot of salt in your diet, you need to drink more water because the excess salt must be excreted in the urine, so you urinate more. Caffeine in tea, coffee and some carbonated drinks can give you a boost because it is a mild stimulant and it helps to metabolise fat more quickly giving you more energy. But it is a diuretic, meaning it will cause you to urinate more than normal and so dehydrate you. Alcohol has the same effect, but more so! A good guide during a race is to drink small amounts regularly from about an hour onwards. Your sense of thirst tends to lag behind your need for water. From day to day, the colour of your urine is a good guide to fluid needs. This is because urochrome, the yellow pigment produced by the kidneys is produced at a constant rate whatever you are drinking. Pale urine indicates you are well hydrated, whereas dark yellow or even orange means you are seriously dehydrated.
Salt; Despite the fact that you lose salt in your sweat, its probably unnecessary to consume extra salt during a race. However if its particularly hot and/or the event is longer than six or seven hours (Old County Tops, BG or 2 day event), then some very dilute isotonic drink might be helpful. Even foods like bread, soup, biscuits and cake can provide useful amounts of sodium (the important component of salt). In general most people consume too much salt and if you follow your taste buds you shouldn't be short of salt.
Quick summary (based on Dept of Health)
Day to day
Enjoy what you eat!
· Eat plenty of carbohydrate – bread, pasta, rice, potatoes, porridge, breakfast cereals. It should be 55 to 60% of your daily energy. Sugar shouldn't be more than 10%.
· Don't eat too much fat, especially animal fats. Use vegetable or plant oils instead. Fats should provide a maximum of 30% of your energy intake. Cut down on fried foods, chips, pastry, pies, cheese, spreads, mayonnaise, snack foods and chocolate.
· Eat a minimum 5 portions of fruit or vegetables per day.

· Eat fish at least twice a week. One of them oily fish.

· Protein should be 10 to 15% of your energy intake.

· Drink plenty of fluids.

· Limit salt to 6 grams per day. (2.5 grams Sodium)

· Limit alcohol intake to 21 units per week. (That's the hard one! Even where I am).
Racing
· Make sure you're well hydrated and have eaten enough carbohydrate before the race.
· If you expect to be running for longer than 90 minutes, drink small amounts of fluids and eat small amounts of carbohydrate from about an hour.
· Carry on eating and drinking small amounts every half hour or so or when the opportunity arises. In longer races you may need to force yourself to drink and eat when you don't feel like it.
· The carbs should be anything you enjoy, like sweets, biscuits, bars. Combining the fluid with the carbs can be effective, such as isotonic or fruit drinks.

· Experiment to see what suits you.

Tony Spicer
� Those people who like popping pills may like to note that the evidence is lacking for many of the supplements that runners and others take to prevent injury or help post injury including glucosamine and arnica.  Before you spend your hard earned money look hard at the available scientific advice.  It is often lacking.





