


ACHILLES’ TENDON INJURIES have long
been a bane for runners. The area has a
poor blood supply, which lengthens
recovery, so the best strategy is to avoid
Achilles problems in the first place.
According to Greg McMillan, the coach
of the McMillan Elite training group in
Flagstaff, AZ, a simple exercise can help
prevent Achilles injuries. “Therapists have
found that Achilles problems respond
favorably to eccentric loading—the stress
put on the tendon when the heel is low-
ered with resistance, usually bodyweight,”
says McMillan who coaches Olympic
athletes like Martin Fagan and Andrew
Lemoncello. “It seems that the lowering
of the heels (as opposed to the raising of

the heels, as in calf raises) helps the tissue
heal and become resistant to future injury.”

McMillan recommends that the exer-
cises be done twice per week throughout
the year, starting with 10 repetitions and
building up to 25. “Stand on a step on the
balls of your feet, with your heels off the
step, raise up on both feet (a calf raise),
and then release one foot and slowly lower
yourself back down to the starting posi-
tion,” advises McMillan. “Place the other
foot back on the step and again raise up,
using both feet. Then, release one foot so
you are lowering using the other foot. After
10 to 25 reps, switch to the other foot for
the lowering. Start slowly and gradually
build up your reps.”

BAREFOOT RUNNING, which is practiced
widely by young athletes in Ethiopia and
Kenya, promotes foot strength that can
help all runners prevent injury. “I've been a
big proponent of barefoot running—train-
ing on grass, artificial turf, or even on the
beach—since the '80s,” says Devon Martin.
“As coach Brooks Johnson once explained
to me, everything begins with the feet.
They are the foundation for your running,
from the bottom up.”

The typical running shoe is sturdy,
well-cushioned, and engineered to provide
support that restricts movement. This may

complete protection, while it may actually
be weakening them. Barefoot running

on a soft, debris-free surface will help
strengthen them.

“Unfortunately for most runners, feet
are the most neglected part of the body,”
says Martin. “It's important to strengthen
your foot muscles, massage them, stretch
them, and get good orthotics if you need
them. Most knee injuries and some back
injuries can be linked to your feet.”

Martin often has the athletes she
coaches do barefoot strides on the grass
after a hard workout. Some also jog bare-
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lead you into a false sense of security foot for 10 minutes.

that the shoe is providing your feet with

NEGLECTING to keep your toenails
trimmed is courting unnecessary injury,
according to podiatrist John Connors,
DPM, who has treated many top
runners, including two-time
ING New York City Marathon
winner Tegla Loroupe.
Connors says that
untrimmed toe-

nails do even

more damage

when they're placed
in poor-fitting running shoes.

“I see so many runners with blood
blisters under their toenails and subungual
hematomas [bleeding under the nail)
because of improper sneaker fitting and/or
nail trimming,” says Connors. “I recom-
mend that the sneaker fits properly and
that you leave half an inch between the
end of the longest toe [not necessarily the
big toe] and the end of the shoe. Keep your
toenails trimmed as short as possible to
prevent injury. I can't believe how many
runners | see post-event where this could

have been avoided.”

Connors also points out
that friction between the surface

of running socks and the

interior of your

running shoe also

causes needless
blisters. While the fit
of the shoe is key, the kind
of socks you wear can also play a
role. “Wear a synthetic-type sock to absorb
moisture so you won't have sliding in your
sneakers,” says Connors.

Luckily, staying healthy and avoiding
injury can become second nature if
runners add a few extra steps to their
routines. Finding the time for additional
strengthening and massage exercises can
be difficult, but even five minutes of foam-
rolling is better than none, and taking the
time to practice preventative habits is far
less frustrating than taking two weeks to
six months off from running when an
injury occurs. B
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