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TRAINING ANALYSIS: CRAIG VIRGIN
CRAIG VIRGIN (born 1955) is a former US distance runner active in the late 1970s and early to mid 1980s. He is renowned as a twice World Cross-Country Champion (1980 & 1981). In addition Virgin won 3 US 10,000m titles and numerous prestigious road races during his career. A High School phenomenon he set an US High School 2 Mile Indoor Record of 8-40.9 in the early 1970s, and was also NCAA (US Universities) XC Champion in 1975. His personal bests were: 13-19 (5000m); 27-29 (10000m); & a 2H-10-26 (Marathon).
The following is an overview/summary of his Training. As such it offers an insight into the training volumes and practices common in the US during the 1970s & 1980s, a time when US & European distance runners were competitive with the best of the African runners. The information was taken from an interview with the US online website, Lets Run com ... http://www.letsrun.com ...
The analysis that follows is my personal interpretation of his training.

TRAINING NOTES:

·  Started @ Age 14 (recording 9-31 for 2M)
·  Progressed to 8-48 (2M) & 4-19 (1M)
·  Senior Year in High School (Age 18): 4-05 (1M); 8-40 (2M) & 13-59 (5K)
·  Self Trained @ High School: 60-80M per week @ Y12/13
·  This consisted of: morning runs of 3-4M & afternoon runs of 8-10M
·  Sessions included: 12 x 400 / Hills / Fartlek (raced a lot)

·  Didn’t take enough recovery on recovery days & raced too much

·  In College/University: increased Mileage up to 90-100 miles per week

·  Stresses importance of staying healthy: consistent training & racing without injury

·  Post College: The training/racing year would be divided into four parts:
·  Oct-Dec: strength & endurance

·  Jan-March: increased intensity (leading to World X-C)

·  April-June: US track season

·  July-August: European track season

·  Training consisted of: 10 miles Fartlek runs
·  Hills: 4 x 400m

·  Track: 800m Reps

·  Long Runs: 12-15 M

·  Advice: Do negative splits: develops mental toughness & simulates races

TRAINING ANALYSIS:

The annual training programme outlined above can be considered typical for this period (1970s & 1980s). For me, some of the Key Points are as follows:

High School Training:

Clearly, Virgin demonstrated an abundance of talent from the beginning (9-31 2m: 3000m equivalent of 8-50) at age 14/15 is impressive, & his progression was swift. By his final year in High School at age 18 he recorded a national indoor 2 Mile record of 8-40.9 (equivalent to a 3000m in 8 minutes dead)

It’s interesting to note that he was at this point in time self-coached, and that he gravitated towards relatively high volumes of training, training twice a day. One can only assume that he based his training on his knowledge of what other similarly aged athletes were doing at the time. 
(Note: that this was only a few years after Gerry Lindgren had become a teen phenomenon, making the Olympics at age 18, on the back of massive weekly volumes of 150+ miles per week. Lindgren’s career was however brief, probably reflecting the unsustainability of his self imposed training regime. 
(See: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gerry_Lindgren ... for more on Lindgren)

The sessions noted above (400m reps; Hills; & Fartlek) showed that Virgin was very aware of the need for a mixture of training elements, within the overall training package. In hindsight, Virgin now recognises that his easy days should have been easier (better recovery) and that he should have been more selective in terms of racing. If he had an experienced coach he may have avoided these pitfalls.

For me, the take-home messages here for any aspiring High School Runners (age 17-18) are: don’t be afraid of moderately high mileage (60-80 miles per week); twice-a-day training, with an easy morning run is OK; ensure that your training is varied; be selective in your choice of races; & pay sufficient attention to recovery on your easy days.

College / University Training:

Virgin notes that during the four years he attended University that he increased his mileage up to 100 miles per week (@ age 22). He also emphasises the importance of consistent training and avoiding injury.

Post-Collegiate Training:
The structure of his training year (as would have been the case for the vast majority of serious runners in the 1970s & 1980s) was very much along the Lydiard system of training, with the focus changing from building strength and endurance in the early part of the year, & increasing intensity as the year progresses. (Note: it’s unlikely that training mileage would drop after December, but the focus of specific sessions would change to reflect competition needs).

In terms of training elements, the following are noted: a regular long runs (75-90 minutes duration); moderately/long track repetitions; hills, and Fartlek. This is clearly varied and offers different challenges. 

For me, in terms of comparison with modern day training methods, there is no specific mention of tempo or threshold runs (though regular racing may well have taken their place). Of interest is the regular use of Fartlek training, which one would not expect to see so much of in modern training programmes. This method of training where an athlete runs at a variety of paces, & for different durations of effort (with efforts coming spontaneously rather than pre-planned) during a single run, has fallen out of popularity (though Kenyan runners regularly incorporate runs that include variations of pace). There are drawbacks with Fartlek in that athletes need to be very careful that they do not run too intensely, but the freedom and joy of running in a spontaneous fashion is something that may have been lost in today’s more controlled training environments.
Finally, I would strongly endorse Virgin’s advice to do most training runs/sessions using negative splits, as it helps both to guard against too intense training, and develops the capacity to push on in the later stages of races.
Alan Maddocks, 2015 ©


