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A VERY PEDESTRIAN SUBJECT – RACE WALK NOTES - George White

How to race

The basics of competing in a race walk are little different from a running race. Always remember the course is measured as the shortest distance the competitor can take, so always cut the corners (in most cases you must stay on the bitumen – the 2k loop at Peacock Road is an exception) and take the tangents.

Most people agree that an even pace is the right way to finish with your best time, however if you can do negative splits (the second half of the race faster than the first) then this could be a competitive advantage.

One area where you can gain a competitive advantage is on turn a-rounds. If you are leading a competitor, who may be closing, when you pass him/her coming the other way make sure you look fresh and confident and as soon as you cross – put in a burst of speed that cannot be seen. You will pull ahead without their knowledge and hopefully demoralise the competitor. If you are behind at a turn, as your opposition approaches, try to look exhausted and ragged (without actually loosing form!) so that you are not considered a threat. Then once passed pick-up the pace and gain ground while you can’t be seen.

Obviously you want to go as fast as possible! This is where we may differ from the runners. Until you are quite fit and used to race walking, it is possible to go too fast. Be patient! Walking too fast too soon may cause you to develop a bad technique – which may significantly limit your speed later. It may also lead to possible disqualification. It is important to get technique right first – speed will come naturally later.

Be particularly careful in the following situations:

· Accelerating at the start 

· The finishing sprint 

· Passing another competitor 

· On hills 

· At turns 

· At drink stops 

Two areas where you need to change how you walk are going up and going down hills. Going uphill don’t try to maintain your stride length – basically it should automatically shorten and remember not to lean forward or bent knees could occur. Going downhill is a different problem in that the stride automatically lengthens, potentially leading to loss of contact. In this situation lowering the arms may help as this lowers the body’s centre of gravity, helping to keep you on the ground.

What about your friends – the judges?

A very important part of race-walking is to not draw attention to yourself – the more reasons you give the judges to look at you the more scrutiny you will come under – with the greater risk of a DQ. Some of the things to avoid are:

· The head bobbing up and down 

· A forward lean 

· The feet slapping the ground 

· Wild arm swings 

· Loud clothing 

What if you are shown the yellow paddle? Your first reaction may be to slow down and/or relax. While this may be the right thing to do if you are really over extending yourself – sometimes it can have the effect of making things worse, with a greater likelihood of lifting or bent knees. This happened to me in the World Championships in Italy. I had received 2 red cards for bent knees so I deliberately backed off the pace – only to receive a third red – for lifting. It is far better to not change your pace and to concentrate specifically on technique – checking out how your body is working from head to toe.

Don’t worry about cautions. Use them to your advantage and revisit your style to walk better. Also remember top walkers are always at the edge of legality. They want to go as fast as possible while still being legal. This sometimes means they will go just over the limit and receive cautions or red cards. Indeed some top coaches believe the best race is where their charge has received 2 red cards – indicating they have pushed the limit.

Use the judges to your advantage! If you are walking with other competitors and you can hold form - speed up going past a judge. It may make your competition drop back or try to go with you and loose sound technique. Make sure the competition is between you and the judge. You are not trying to hide, just making sure the judge concentrates on your competition.

Finally remember the judges are just doing their job – in most cases they are helping you – so never abuse a judge, as a walker it is impossible to be 100% sure of your own technique – that is what they are there for!

