
	 #13 - Last long run

Previously: Pacing 
This one: Last long run 

Next: The taper 

The vast majority of training is over. Whatever is done is done, and at this point 
(late March) your fitness is pretty much as good as it’s going to be. Yes, there 
may be some small gains to be found with a few more hard sessions, but with 
each one there’s also a risk of damage. So the balance shifts towards maintain-
ing yourself, avoiding stupid mistakes, and keeping yourself together for the 
final few weeks. Very soon, it will be time to ‘taper’ – a period that many run-
ners both love and dread. 
 
First, though (maybe in one of the next two weekends) there’s probably one 
more long run to do. And that’s the topic this time. 
 

This is not a race 

This is not about squeezing out every last piece of speed in the 
hope it’ll transform your abilities. Of course you’ll get some en-
durance benefit from it, but the point is not to finish it on your 
knees. It’s not about hitting your marathon pace for 22 miles. It’s 
not about setting a new 20 mile PB. If you do either of those you 
may well use up a huge chunk of your mental and physical re-
sources. It could feel tough, and if you haven’t dug that deep 
before, you might then find it hard to recover your confidence 
and appetite for a big effort when it counts. 

It’s a rehearsal 

You should try to go through the same preparations that you’ll use for race day: 

Have a day or two off beforehand – a mini-taper, so you have a little more en-
ergy in your legs and your brain 
Eat and drink what you might before the marathon 
Sleep well for the two nights beforehand 
Wear the same shoes and kit as race day 
Get up at the time you’ll need to get up for London (which will be early - imag-
ine you’ve got to travel to the start) 
Eat what the breakfast you’d eat for London, at the time you’d eat it 
Simulate what you’ll need to do before the start at London – for example, if 
you’ll be travelling to the start for an hour, maybe go for a short walk and then 
just sit and chill for 20 minutes before starting the run. 

Nomadical Coaching �  of �1 5



	 #13 - Last long run

Use whatever gels or other food you intend to use for the big day. A lapped 
route is quite handy because you can make repeat visits to a place to grab a 
mouthful of water. 
Do it on tarmac if you’ve got a suitable route. 
Give yourself a fixed time at which you’ll start – ideally the same as London. 
The official start is 10am - but you need to be ready and in the starting pens 
maybe 20 mins before that. The idea is to give yourself some pressure to be 
totally ready at a particular moment. 

Consider the time difference 

To immediately contradict my last point, there is another option, which is to do every-
thing an hour or two later than you’ll need to for London. The reason for this is that it 
could be a little warmer. You’ll have been training through winter and there’s a chance 
London can be hot, so this could give you a taste of what it could be like if the weath-
er is a bit more tropical on race day. 

If it’s still cold for your long run, maybe do a gentle 10 min loop as a start, and then 
ditch whatever layers you’ve been wearing, so that you can continue in just the kit 
you’ll use for the race. 

Pay attention 

This isn’t about mindlessly clocking up some long miles. So con-
centrate and use all your senses. Leave the music at home and 
get your mind on what you’re doing. If you’ve been used to run-
ning with a group, maybe do this on your own so you don’t get 
led astray.  

You don’t need distractions, because you should be thinking and learning as you 
cover the ground. Check in with yourself every so often - how is my pace, how am I 
feeling, how is my form, am I pushing too hard, what do I need to do now, or for the 
next mile? 

Ease into the right pace 

If you’ve been able to do some kind of test race, you should have an idea of the 
rough pace that’s going to be appropriate for you. A huge challenge on race day is to 
settle into this (or ideally, a touch slower) straight away. This is where it can be useful 
to use a GPS device, or identify landmarks that are a known distance from the start - 
a mile, five miles perhaps. And try to hit those marks no faster than you should. 

Notice how it feels, your breathing, the rhythm of your legs. That’s what you need to 
find again on race day, rather than storming along with the crowd, 90% of whom will 
have set off too hard. 
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Take it easy 

After you’ve found your pace, then pull it back a little and coast along, thinking about 
your technique, monitoring your energy levels. Enjoy it. You will hopefully be feeling 
fit, and there’s no time pressure on this run whatsoever. Get your head up, look 
around, find some pleasure in how your body is working, and (hopefully) how it’s im-
proved since you began this journey. 

Rediscover marathon pace 

Towards the end, try to get back on your potential race pace. Your legs will be feeling 
more tired now, so again, feel the effort levels and the rhythm, hear how it sounds. 
Get to know how the sensations and the signals your body is sending your brain. Is 
there a particular part of your body that starts to feel it first? Are you able to find a 
way to handle that? Don’t run to the point of pain, but if you know there’s an area 
which suffers first then it’s best to know that and think about a way around it. 

Possible structure 

There are a few ways of doing the long run, but a basic template could be: 

2 miles gentle warm up 
4 miles at +/- marathon pace 
10 miles as easy as you want 
4 miles at marathon pace 
2 mile easy cool down 

That’s a 22 mile version. There’s nothing magical about that distance. If it’s a bit 
shorter, that’s totally fine - and especially if you’ve not built your distance that high so 
far, don’t leap to do it now. And as with every other session, I’m actually more in 
favour of basing things on time rather than distance. The point is just to make sure 
it’s long enough to rehearse what you need to rehearse.  1

It may not in fact be your longest run of the whole preparation period. In terms of 
time, it certainly shouldn’t take longer than you think the marathon itself might take – 
if you pass that point before you’ve done the distance you planned, then stop. 

And if you think that (on race day) you might find yourself walking, then practice that 
too and make it part of a plan. Running as far as you can and then trudging to the 
end is a fairly dispiriting way to do it, so deliberately include some walking breaks on 
the way through - maybe 5 mins every half hour. 

 I should also say that if you’re nursing an injury, don’t have time, or for any other 1

reason aren’t able to do this ‘dress rehearsal’ that’s fine. It doesn’t mean that you 
can’t do the marathon. You can still think about the same things, and do what you 
can do to be ready on the day. If there are things you haven’t practised, that’s OK - 
keep things as simple as possible so you’ve got fewer unknowns.
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Rehearse your recovery 

Afterwards, perhaps some gentle stretches and some quality food. You know about 
the Magic Hour. Stay active for the rest of the day, if possible, and also the next cou-
ple of days. Walk, keep moving, maybe a gentle jog. This isn’t the end of the journey, 
but it is the end of the really hard work for now – so give yourself a bit of a break 
mentally and physically.  

Learn 

One thing I’d recommend is that you should make time to learn from this run and en-
sure that you record those lessons for the race itself. This is as close as you’re going 
to get to the marathon experience. So, find 5-10 minutes, and do this properly. If you 
don’t have time for that, do a shorter long run so that you do have time. 

Think about: 

What did I get right, what should I definitely do again for the marathon? 
What should I do wrong, what should I avoid? 
What could I do differently or better? 

No more than 5-6 points, so that they can really sink in and you won’t forget them. 

Some areas to think about could include: 

Preparation 
Nutrition 
Kit 
Pacing 

Running form 
Managing your head and your 
mood  

Try to be as specific as you can, and ideally turn them into something you’re going to 
do, rather than avoid. A positive statement rather than a negative one: 

Instead of ‘I’ll start at an easy pace’, aim for something like ‘My first mile will 
be no faster than 10 minutes’. 
Or instead of ‘I won’t go crazy at the start trying to overtake people’ you could 
say ‘I will not overtake anyone until the first mile marker’.  
Don’t put ‘I won’t slump when I’m tired’, try ‘When I notice I’m tiring, I’ll spend 
the next mile focused on keeping my head up’. 

Write it down while it’s fresh. Read it during your taper, and again in race week. 
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!  

This last long run is important. It’s not for fitness. It’s a rehearsal, and a chance 
to make a few final mistakes before everything happens for real. It may feel 
hard, but you’re doing it on tired legs, and the marathon is another day. The 
important thing is to go through the same actions as you will on race day, and 
to squeeze every bit of value from it. 

From here, things will get easier, and harder. Easier, because the big volume is 
behind you, and you should be looking to maintain and tick over. But also 
harder, because although there’s not much more you can do to improve your 
marathon, there are still plenty of ways to ruin it. That is the challenge of the 
taper period! 

Three headlines for your final long run: 

It’s not about fitness, it’s about familiarisation 
Do what you’ll do on race day, and try to enjoy it 
Recover hard, and learn
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