Internet Articles

Hills are alive with the sound of training

04 April 2012 | BRUCE FORDYCE 

Yuko Arimori is not a name that many South African marathon runners will know but in Japan she is a household name, famous for her two Olympic marathon medals – silver in 1992 and bronze in 1996.

This year she will be running the Comrades Marathon. But it will not be her first run. It will be her fourth and she will be attempting to earn her second medal. Yes, this much decorated marathon star has twice been beaten by the Comrades.

She has finished the Comrades only once in 10:49.

“I feel much happier about my Comrades medal because my Olympic medals were for my country, but my Comrades bronze was for me,” she said after winning the solitary medal.

When great runners like Yuko struggle to finish the Comrades then it only serves to underline how incredibly tough the race  is.

For some reason many runners think that the “down” run which we will run this year is easier than the up run. It isn’t.

 It’s just a little faster. And there are many major hills on the down run which are as demanding as any of the hills on the up run.

From the start the down run is extremely taxing. It’s a long slow pull to the top of Polly Shortts, followed by a steep plummet down the famous hill into a frosty valley and then the long uphill slog starts again.

Two years ago I caught Yuko  on Harrison Flats which are not flat but slightly upwardly inclined on the down run.

 In broken English she expressed the frustration that so many novice runners experience: “Are you sure we are running the down run? We are doing so much climbing.”

I didn’t have the heart to tell her about the hills that lay ahead: Inchanga, Cowies, 45th Cutting and Tollgate.

To prepare for these hills I train on hilly routes. Luckily, Johannesburg is blessed with lots of hills so it isn’t difficult to find hills.  I would be a rich man if I had R10 for every time I have run up Jan Smuts Avenue.

As well as seeking out the hills I also run a weekly “fartlek” session on a hilly route. In this session I run at a normal pace on the flats and downhills but I attack every hill I encounter. 15km of that type of running leaves me drained and wobbly-kneed but it helps to build great hill running strength.

In April I start a more formal hill training session. Once a week I run a 5km warm up and then I sprint up a steep 400m long hill, jogging back down again to recover.

I repeat this about six to eight  times. At the beginning of April I take over 100 seconds to sprint the hill.

By the middle of May I am running under 90 seconds for each repeat.

This tells me that I am fit, that my training has gone well and that I should be able to shuffle slowly up that nasty 300m hill onto the highway in Mayville with 6km of the Comrades to run.

No, I didn’t tell Yuko about that hill either!

Takkies, toenails and a pair of scissors

31 March 2011 | BRUCE FORDYCE 

Road running has so many wonderful health benefits that it would be easy to argue a case for it being the best physical activity of all.

Weight loss, improved cardio-vascular fitness, and improved self-esteem are just some of the rewards.

However, there is an ugly side to our sport and that is the horror story called “runner’s toenails”.

Was it Duchess Fergie who scandalised British society by being photographed while having her toes kissed? Runners don’t have to worry or hope. That particular erotic act is closed to them.

Nobody wants to look at our mangled, gnarled, broken, splintered and blackened toenails, let alone caress them. We even feel revolted by our own feet.

As I plodded through the last kilometres of my first Comrades marathon in 1977 I noticed that fighting for my brain’s attention among  the cramps and dehydration and battered quadriceps, was a dull persistent ache from my toes.

Little did I know that my aching toes were warning me that the next day the nails would turn black and then they would fall off the following week. 

Months later, with the Comrades just a distant memory, I would be  painstakingly inserting small wedges of cardboard behind the newly emerging nails to make certain they grew straight and didn’t burrow their way into my toes.

I was wearing “state-of-the art” Tiger Montreals in that 1977 Comrades Marathon. They were heavy and rigid and were available in red or blue.

Shoe technology has improved in leaps and bounds since then, but the technology still hasn’t quite solved the black toenail  problem.

One of the reasons for this is that the shoes we wear, are made for the American and European markets, where runners will run perhaps one 42km marathon a year.  (Completing a marathon is akin to summiting Mount Everest in the opinion of many overseas runners).

In South Africa we run marathons almost every weekend and for good measure we throw in a number of ultra-marathons as well. 

We really torture test our feet and toes.

Determined not to have to deal with small wedges of cardboard ever again I started researching far and wide and stumbled on a photograph of runners from Wally Hayward’s generation wearing the only running shoe available to athletes in those days, the humble takkie or tennis shoe.

What struck me was that each shoe had had its toe box removed.  This deliberate act of shoe sabotage suddenly made sense.

If the old timers could do it why couldn’t we? If they were converting tennis shoes to running shoes why shouldn’t we be able to convert marathon and 10km shoes to ultra-specials?

At first it can be a little intimidating taking a knife and a pair of scissors to a pair of shoes which cost over R1 000 and look sleek and beautifully constructed, but once the first cut has been made the rest is easy.

We runners should appreciate comfort and performance long before fashion.

Cramping Out

How to thwart—and put an end to—muscle spasms. By Adam Bean Image by Rory Kurtz From the April 2011 issue of Runner's World 
As many as 39 percent of distance runners may experience a cramp in their calves, hamstrings, or quadriceps before they finish a race. While many people blame dehydration, Kevin Miller, Ph.D., an exercise scientist at North Dakota State University who works full-time studying cramps, says exhaustion is usually the culprit. Here's how to fix (and even prevent) spasms in your tired legs.

PREVENT A CRAMP
Jumping and hopping drills called plyometrics help keep muscle spindles (small nerves in muscles) from tiring. Cramps can occur when these spindles get fatigued. Do these moves twice a week after you run to condition the spindles in your legs. 

TWO-WAY HOPS
Stand on your right leg. Hop forward and land on your left leg. Then hop back to the start position and land on your right leg. Then jump sideways, landing on your left leg, and jump back to the start, landing on your right. Do three sets, leading with each leg.

BOX JUMP PLUS HOP
Stand on a low bench or a step about a foot high. Hop off the bench and land on both feet as lightly as you can. Then immediately hop forward with both feet. Step back onto the bench. Do 10 reps and work up to 25.

STOP A CRAMP
If you experience a spasm, move to the side of the road and stretch.

CALF STRETCH
Step forward with your noncramping leg. With your other leg's foot flat on the ground, slowly transfer your weight onto your front leg until you feel the stretch in your cramping calf. Hold for 20 seconds. Release and repeat.

QUAD STRETCH
Grab the foot of your cramping leg and pull it back and up toward your buttocks until you feel a stretch in your quad. Keep your other leg straight and your thighs together. Hold for 20 seconds. Release and repeat.

HAMSTRING STRETCH
Extend your cramping leg out in front of you with only the heel touching the ground. Squat down slightly and point the toes of your cramping leg up. Hold for 20 seconds.

Weird Science
HERE'S A WACKY FIX:
People who drank pickle juice stopped cramping faster than those who drank water. "The salt or vinegar may stimulate the taste buds, sending a signal to the brain telling the cramping muscle to relax," says Kevin Miller.

Researchers: Keep Moving!

By Meghan G. Loftus

There's some good news and some bad news in this New York Times blog post by Gretchen Reynolds.

We'll start with the bad: Even one day of inactivity leads to spikes in blood sugar after eating that are significantly higher than spikes on active  days. Studies have linked post-meal blood-sugar spikes to the onset of diseases like Type 2 diabetes and heart disease.

But the good news, especially for runners: This effect disappears when you resume being active.

The study referred to in the post recruited active individuals, who were monitored for three consecutive days. Then, researchers monitored them while they drastically decreased their activity for three consecutive days. Here's what happened, according to the New York Times:
During the three days of inactivity, volunteers’ blood sugar levels spiked significantly after meals, with the peaks increasing by about 26 percent compared with when the volunteers were exercising and moving more. What’s more, the peaks grew slightly with each successive day.

This change in blood sugar control after meals “occurred well before we could see any changes in fitness or adiposity,” or fat buildup, due to the reduced activity, [researcher] Dr. [John P.] Thyfault says. So the blood sugar swings would seem to be a result, directly, of the volunteers not moving much.

Studies have found that blood sugar regulation returns to normal once the temporarily inactive become active again, but chronic inactivity, researchers believe, causes physiological changes that lead to the development of diseases like diabetes and heart disease.

The takeaway? Keep running. It won't hurt your health to take a bit of time off, but move--in any capacity--as frequently as you can to keep your body in tip-top shape

How to Prevent Nipple Chafing February 23, 2012 9:45 am
I have an embarrassing question. As I extend my runs in training for the Fifth Third Riverbank Run 25k, I'm having increasing issues with nipple chafing. As a guy, I barely notice them, until I get back from an hour or so of running, and I end up with startling amounts of pain. I thought I had the problem handled when I switched from cotton T-shirts to tech shirts, but I had one of those on on Sunday and ended up with severe chafing. How do I avoid this problem, and how do I treat it when it happens? Thanks! --Jeff

Hi, Jeff. I'm glad you asked this question, because I can guarantee you're not the only one with this problem...In fact, it happens so frequently that a business-smart runner created a product just for this issue, rightly called Nip Guards. From what I hear, they work like a charm. In terms of treating the chafing after the damage is done, apply a healing ointment and cover with adhesive bandages for comfort and protection.

Thankfully, this is one area girls don't have to worry about in terms of chafing, which is why I pulled in the ranks of many of my seasoned male running friends (and a few wives) who've survived nipple chafe to talk about it. Here is what they advise:

1. From one guy to another, use Bodyglide on your nipples. Really slather it on and you should be fine. [Posted by Charlie R.]

2. My husband and a bunch of my ultra friends use regular Band-Aids for prevention. [Posted by Kristy C.]

3. My mate uses Super Glue! Seriously, and it comes off without problems. Make sure it's dry before putting on your shirt. Also try a tighter fitted shirt. I switched to this for running and put a bit of lube on. I don't have any problems now. [Posted by Terry G.]

4. My husband puts about two coats of liquid bandage on his nips before heading out. He says it works pretty good and you don't see it under your shirts like you do the Nip Guards. [Posted by Mary Jo G.]

5. My husband uses the small round Walgreens Band-Aids. He swears by them and used them for a 40-miler without any problems. [Posted by Cindy D.]

6. I use Bodyglide in the crease areas and Nip Guards where they were designed for (your nips). I sweat a ton and they are the only thing that has successfully protected my nips. [Posted by Brad M.]

7. Ordinary unscented deodorant (I use gel). Works great, lasts a long time, it's cheap, and you smell good when you run. [Posted by John B.]

8. I have the same issue and have tried all kinds of Band-Aids, and some work better than others. I just ordered more Nip Guards even though they are expensive, because they have been the best solution. [Posted by Nonda T.]

Happy Trails...
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