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City Confidential

Pack your gear. Local athletes reveal their favorite places to work out in 6 of the country’s most active metros.

By Dana Villamagna 

World champ triathlete Erika Binger travels nearly as often as she trains. After logging almost a million frequent flier miles for business and pleasure in the past few years, she's learned to love the inevitable surprises that come when working out in an unknown place. "I pick new locations to do races in so I can see the city," says Binger. "Of course, I go back to the ones I really like."

Binger’s learned the best way to find great training sites in an unfamiliar town is to consult the locals. So we’ve done the footwork and asked professional athletes and weekend warriors in six active American cities, from bustling New York to hilly San Francisco, where they go to work up a sweat.

New York City


Flying into the Big Apple, you might get the impression that this concrete jungle is an outdoor no man's land, with just a drop of Central Park green. But the park is no paltry offering: It boasts more than 50 miles of tree-lined trails. 
Courtney Ellwood, a five-year New York resident and guide for NYC Run (nycrun.com), a company that offers running tours of the city, recommends exploring beyond Central Park. "I love the challenge the bridges offer," she says, often taking people over her favorites, the Brooklyn and Manhattan bridges.

Five-time U.S. Olympic Marathon Trials qualifier Gordon Bakoulis coaches Moving Comfort New York (movingcomfortny.org), a team of competitive women runners who welcomes visitors. The variety of natural and man-made elements—from parkland to modern architecture—and an ever-changing stream of passing human scenery make her favorite 13.1-mile route an urban tour de force: From the Upper West Side head north through Riverside and Riverbank parks, then Washington Heights into Fort Tryon Park, around the Cloisters and back via Cabrini Avenue and Riverside Drive.

While most cyclists dodge traffic and potholes on their way out of the city to better rides north and in New Jersey, swimmers may be surprised to learn they have great options in the heart of the city. Pro triathlete and New York resident Rebeccah Wassner recommends a splurge at Chelsea Piers Sports Center pool (chelseapiers.com). "It's amazing," says Wassner, "located at the end of a pier with views of the Statue of Liberty." The $50 entry fee includes use of the pool as well as access to a rock-climbing wall, indoor track and other facilities.

Don't let the hefty price tag at Chelsea Piers shock you. Everything in New York is expensive—except maybe the 50-cent cookies at Java Girl on East 66th Street, a friendly café recommended by Moving Comfort team member Andrea Schettler. She also recommends a day trip to The Gunks (gunks.com), a state park an hour-and-a-half away with rock climbing—including winter ice climbs—trail running and more.

Chicago


America's Second City ranks first with many athletes. Chicago triathlete Tasha Huebner says the Lake Michigan-front location, an active tri community and “perfect weather for at least three months of the year,” make the Windy City her ideal training grounds.

The must-do route: the 18-mile Lakeshore Path that starts in north Chicago and continues south along Lake Michigan. Mile markers are located every half mile, with the midpoint of the trail at the majestic Buckingham Fountain downtown. The trail passes near city highlights including the Lincoln Park Zoo, Navy Pier and Shedd Aquarium. 

Local athletes recommend the rubberized Lakeshore Track in the trendy Streeterville neighborhood for speed workouts—and the occasional Oprah sighting. To join a group run, head to Niketown on bustling Michigan Avenue.

Chicagoan Betsy Balgooyen helps organize a training program for the Chicago Area Runners Association. The group’s Web site (cararuns.org) includes running routes with mileage through the city. And for marathoners, Balgooyen highly recommends Chicago’s own. She’s completed 14 marathons in the United States and Europe and says the raucous crowd at the 40,000-entrant Chicago LaSalle Bank Marathon can’t be beat.
For other active adventures rent ice skates at Chicago's movie scene-esque skating rinks in Grant Park and Belmont Harbor Park. Or take on the annual events Hustle Up the Hancock, a 1,632-stair climb to the top of the downtown John Hancock building, or the Go Vertical, a 103-floor climb up the Sears Tower, the tallest building in America.

Boston

The Boston Marathon sets the bar high for athletics in this historic city. Boston Luna Chix (bostonlunachix.com) running team member Emma Bagnell focuses on her goal of qualifying for the prestigious event while running her favorite six-mile loop—down Beacon Street to Boylston Street, where the marathon finishes. Bagnell also recommends the 16 miles of trails along both sides of the Charles River, where sailboats and collegiate rowing teams create a picture-perfect Ivy League scene. 

With 62 acres of clean water for swimming surrounded by running trails and woodsy cycling paths, the Thoreau's Walden Pond State Reservation (mass.gov) is a triathlete's playground less than 20 miles outside the city in Concord. 
For pedal-pounders, bikes are allowed on Boston's commuter rail any time other than rush hour (7 a.m. to 10 a.m. and 4 p.m. to 7 p.m. weekdays; mbta.com), and there are some great rides off the rail lines, including single-track trails in the Blue Hills, 15 miles south of Boston. 
Bostonian competitive swimmer Ulla Hester recommends an excursion to Boston Harbor islands. "It's a great place to camp and swim on a summer weekend," she says. Swimmers can also join local university group events, like a training session with MIT’s master's swim club.

San Francisco


The city’s quirky annual Bay to Breakers 12k is described as “a giant wave of athleticism, fun, frivolity and determination,” which could just as easily describe San Francisco itself. From a sea-level start, Bay to Breakers runners climb an 11.15-percent grade to reach 215 feet above sea level, showcasing one of the most challenging elements of training in the area: hills. 

From huffing up the 288 famous steps of Lyon Street or biking up climb after climb on the popular Alpine Dam ride, San Francisco offers leg-burning workouts amidst stunning scenery.
While many local female athletes steer visitors away from running in Golden Gate Park because of safety concerns, triathlete Hailey Kurtner, a four-year San Francisco resident, recommends training in The Presidio, a 1,480-acre national park on the northwest tip of the San Francisco Peninsula. “It's a rural location in the center of a very urban area, an escape from city life,” she says. She also recommends the University of San Francisco's (usfca.edu/koret/aquatics) 50-yard pool for $15 drop-in swims.

Hikers and trail runners head to rugged Marin County, just north of San Francisco, to tackle the Mount Tamalpais State Park-Muir Woods loop, a 4.7-mile trek through redwoods and ancient ferns (bahiker.com/northbayhikes/mountainhome.html). Or take the ferry from Tiburon to Angel Island, the largest island in San Francisco Bay, and hike or bike (rentals are available) to the top of the 800-foot Mount Livermore for breathtaking 360-degree views of the Bay area. Locals warn that the weather can be highly variable, with 20- to 30-degree changes within 10 miles of the city, so dress appropriately.

Minneapolis and St. Paul

The three million residents of the Twin Cities tolerate frigid winters for good reasons: The area offers stellar art, music and racing scenes. The land of lakes also earns praise for its pristine scenery: The annual fall marathon has been called the “most beautiful urban marathon in America.” The cold is no myth—temperatures in the winter can hit 25 below zero with wind chill. But when it’s a bit more temperate, say above zero, you'll see athletes bundled in colorful Gore-Tex running the three-mile loops around Lake Calhoun or Lake Harriet, or cross-country skiing in Loring Park. 

"Minneapolis keeps the trails and sidewalks clear and clean in the winter,” says 13-year resident Nikki Frederikson. “I found a new love for Minnesota winters by training for marathons." 

The Twin Cities feel like small towns despite their big city size, and that atmosphere makes training safer and friendlier than in other areas of comparable size. Take a seven-mile running or cycling tour of Minneapolis by starting at the historic Stone Arch Bridge, head down West River Road, which follows the Mississippi River, to beautiful Minnehaha Falls. Finish the day at the local running crowd's favorite Punch Pizza.

Nordic influences run deep in Minnesota, and cross-country skiing is a must. Skiing here won’t rival the Rockies, but you can find some fun, unpretentious hills at Afton Alps—also a great place for mountain biking in warmer months—just half an hour outside the city. Gear up and get advice at Hoigaards store in the Minneapolis suburb of St. Louis Park, where you can also try Nordic walking with a group on Wednesdays.
Miami

This cosmopolitan city known for its glamorous residents and South Beach nightlife offers more than multicultural panache: pancake-flat running and biking trails, miles of white-sand beaches and year-round warm waters. 

 
Miami triathlete and nutritionist Lisa Dorfman’s favorite training day includes a bike ride or run to Matheson Hammock Park Beach (miamidade.gov/parks) and then a dip in its hideaway swimming hole, which provides a quiet retreat from the bustling city. "It's one of those places that reminds me how happy I am to live in Miami," says Dorfman, a 20-year resident. 

Local BodyZen tri programs’ coach and third-generation Miamian Erinne Zohlman says swimmers have many options in beach-laden Miami. She recommends Hobie Beach, nicknamed Tri-Beach for its series of buoys that protect swimmers from motorboats. Her training group welcomes visitors to workouts and runs throughout the year (bodyzen.com, $15). Runners can hook up with groups and find local race schedules at Footworks, the mainstay Miami shoe and gear store (footworksmiami.com). 

For a long bike ride unique to Florida, rent a bike from Key Cycling ($15 a day) on Key Biscayne—a favorite cycling spot—and head west past Homestead to the Everglades, a floating field of rustling grasses and sugar cane. Miami triathlete Melissa Dipple rides with the Hammerhead Tri Club (hammerheadtriathlonclub.com), and she says visitors are welcome on 30-, 56- or 100-mile rides through the Everglades. There’s nothing but miles of flat open road and the occasional alligator, says Dipple. Post-ride come back to Miami's Green Street Café for good food and true neighborhood eclecticism.

SIDEBAR
Friends on the Road

Contact these national organizations to find local training partners:

United States Masters Swimming  Join USMS (usms.org) and swim at practices throughout the nation, for free or a nominal fee. Use the interactive map to find a club. Bring your USMS card and call ahead to confirm workout times.

Run The Planet  Billed the largest running community on the Internet, this Web site (runtheplanet.com) has an endless supply of running routes posted by local runners for hundreds of cities worldwide. Find great safety tips on the site, too.

USA Cycling Federation  Visit usacyling.org for club contact info around the nation.

Dana Villamagna is a health and fitness freelance writer who sends millions of thanks to the dozens of women who offered tips for this article.
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