Running LA Style

I believe a move to another country should be where one settles into the culture, language and life-style it affords.  So with some trepidation, I decided to broaden my horizons with a 15-month stay in Mexico.  When I first arrived in my new temporary home country I was living in the most densely populated area on the planet, namely Mexico City.  The traffic, pollution, danger (present or otherwise) did not stop me training.  Although I was restricted on what I could initially undertake.  Fortunately, or not as the case may be, I spent 6 weeks living in the South of the capital with my wife's father.  His house was opposite a cinder-path track that adults, children, street dogs used as a kind of monotonous circuit.  So be it I thought.  Therefore my running pattern commenced with numerous laps of this improvised pathway.  The temperature for the time of year was hot, but not uncomfortable in the early evening, as the length of the day is not as long as in England.  

As for training at altitude, I think Mexico City was about 5,500 feet above sea level, but I didn't really feel oxygen debt when pounding the track.  On one occasion my wife took me to a local park, which had literally 100s of runners of all standards, following one another around a nicely tree lined foot-way which was marked out in Kms so one could at least estimate the pace one was doing.  

When I finally got the chance to race in Mexico, it was 3 months later when my wife was invited to a conference in Oaxtepec, about 2 hours drive from Mexico City.  The distance was only 3 Km (just over 2 miles).  However, the race started at 7am and it was still dark.  There were about 50 people entered in the competition, and the course was undulating round the Institute's Complex.  I started in pole position, which I now regret.  The first kilometre was quite easy, as the pathway I followed was going down and down.  Then at about 1.5 km I noticed that I was suffering breathing and that there was the ominous sound of steps behind me.  By 2 Km, I was really in oxygen debt as the person following overtook me.  Gosh, he's even older than me I thought, as he pushed up the return hill back to the stadium.  I thought, well may be the hidden sprint finish will help me.  However, a Marshall was not positioned at a key point and I started to descend the hill again.  I knew it was too late, as I cut across the grassy verge to regain the correct route.  Alas, it was too much distance and the leader held onto win the race.  As for myself, a creditable second was okay with a time I think very irrelevant for many reasons (okay it was probably 14 min but I am guessing).

No other races were available for the next 12 months, what a shame.  We moved to live in Queretaro about 2.5 hours drive north of Mexico City and substantially better in terms of less pollution and traffic, and wild street dogs.  I adopted a run about 3 or 4 times a week round the local park.  I also used part of an embankment (old railway line) for sprint training.  As for other Mexicans running, they seemed more interested in football, and baseball.  I met one of my wife's colleagues in Mexico City who said we must meet up for a run sometime.  However, 220 miles to meet up is a little extreme!

So the question is…does one benefit for training at altitude?  Well, I don't feel much benefit from my own experiences.  I know Queretaro was about the same altitude as Mexico City.  The real question is can you cope well in the heat?  Remember that Mexico for most of the year is very hot.  The normal daytime temperature can vary of course, but it is consistently 80oF where we lived.  Perhaps one's own daily routine plays another part in the equation as I found I was eating the normal Mexican meal at about 3 to 4pm.  Try and train seriously 2 hours after a 3-course meal and it does have an affect.  Ultimately, you are in a different environment so you have to improvise.

On my return to the UK, I didn't get a chance to race again until the Barrow 6 in January.  I was surprised as I felt good in the first part of the race but my poor legs seized up after 3 miles, and this has happened again at Ashby?  Why I don't know, perhaps the cold weather in the UK has been a shock to my body (but then I am only making excuses!).  
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