IN YOUR OWN SHOES
This month we will have only a short article as I am out of town with work. But the topic is of utmost importance – especially for those runners who are prone to blistering and/or hot feet, particularly during long races. It is not a coaching matter per se, but such an important part of preparation, which should always be characterised by attention to every detail. 

The article is inspired by a discussion I recently had with Renier Fouche (our club secretary) after he showed me some photographs and told me about Senta’s (his wife) agonizing “feet experience” that affected her Comrades result. Renier suggested I write about the advice I gave them as many runners may not be aware of it. Senta’s feet were badly blistered and bloodied, with a lot of skin lost, and the last part of her Comrades was a painful and slow experience due to the extreme pain and change in running gait it caused. What bravery that she still finished the race!

Senta ran the race in padded (ie a little thicker) socks as she had experienced blistering before and wanted to avoid sore feet during the race. This is a mistake often made by runners. 

So this leads us to two rules for avoiding blisters during a race or run.

Rule #1: Do not wear thick socks. 
When we wear thick socks we are leaving less space in our shoes for the inevitable swelling of the feet that takes place during the race. We are also providing more scope for folds and uneven parts on the sock as we run, which may become hot-spots - the first step to a blister or worse as the race drags on. A thick sock is also usually less elastic and therefore prone to move around in the shoe, usually to the front. A well-fitted thin sock is ideal as it does not fold or move around so easily, leaves more space, and should move with the foot; also as it usually has better elasticity. 

Rule #2: Water is the enemy.         

Avoid getting water into your shoe if at all possible. I am reminded of ultra-king Bruce Fordyce’s fetish about not getting his feet wet during his serious Comrades races, no matter how hot the weather – I remember that he even avoided running through those refreshing “misty” sprays that became the vogue towards the last years of his Comrades dominance. I would like to suggest that it was also common sense that drove him to this approach. Remember that if you get a lot of water ON your shoe you may eventually get it INTO your shoe. See, the water tends to make that sock soggy and it loses its elasticity as it absorbs the water and starts moving around, causing those folds and the movement of the sock to the front of the shoe, impeding the space that is needed for your toes to do their part of the job during the stride. Remember that the foot already sweats in the shoe as you run – more water is to be avoided.

I suggest we put these two rules together and do a little experiment. Dump a thin sock and a thick sock into water. When you lift them out of the water, note the difference in weight. Hold them each at the top of the sock and note the way the natural shape of each sock is affected – see the difference – the heavier thick sock will lose its shape and elasticity. Now squeeze the water out and note the difference in the amount of water squeezed from each sock. During the run or race, as we sweat or get water in our shoe, the thick sock will just absorb more and more water, while the thin sock will absorb less water as it reaches saturation quicker, and dispel the rest of the water. That thick sock will gradually lose shape and move a mass of heavy sock to fill every available part of the shoe that is available, creating terrible hot-spots and blistering, and also impeding the natural use of the foot during running. 

Without naming names, there is currently a running sock on the market which was actually manufactured in a way that moves the moisture from the foot and keeps it drier. This sock also has better elasticity and is thin. I find this an excellent sock and it will certainly assist if you are prone to hot-spots and blisters.

Lastly, some runners have thick skin on parts of their feet through all those many kilometers of running. Here’s tried and tested advice: For about a week before that important race, rub your feet (the whole foot if necessary) with Vaseline before going to bed - oops! I guess there’s no real competition so can get away with mentioning the product. Now put on some socks and sleep like that. At the end of that week the skin of the feet should be soft and less prone to those hot-spots and blisters. 
Wishing you “cool runnings” until we see each other again.

George Bradley 
For any correspondence regarding this article or coaching, e-mail me at georgecrbradley@gmail.com.   
