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Sporting Injury


It’s that time of year where sporting an injury becomes well, almost, fashionable. Early season training in the run up to the Paris and London marathons, base building for the L’etape or just simply surviving this years particularly harsh winter – it’s amazing what a frozen pitch can do a body.

Usually encouraging sportspeople to get a regular maintenance treatment, not because it fills the clinic waiting room, but because there is nothing worse than having to answer the dreaded question – “when can I get back to training” or worse still “will I be able to run the marathon”.

Never more does a stitch-in-time have more useful meaning and a very important role as an early warning system. Monitoring changes in the muscles and tendons, keeps a check on how they are adapting to the training loads and more importantly are they recovering in time for the next hard effort. Of course there are all the other benefits usually associated with a good treatment and plenty advice online on recovery tips.

It’s easier to pay someone to treat you, however a self-maintenance program can be just as effective. Learning some basic self-massage techniques and getting a feel for what your muscles feel like (yes you have to touch them) will give you an early warning system to some of those overuse injuries which build-up unnoticed, become a niggle and may go bang.

With time constraints at the moment (a heavy training programme on my part for my first race of the season in new team colours) means a nutshell version of basic maintenance.

What tools will you need?
Well they’re all pretty much attached from the shoulder down:
fingers, thumbs, knuckles, fists, forearms and elbows. You can use them in many different ways, some of my favourite are (all taken from the kitchen theme):
Rolling pin
Mortar and pestle (elbows, knuckles, thumbs)
Egg-beater (using a lose fist)
Can-opener (requires more detail than in a nutshell)
Meat-mallet (lose fist with pounding action)
And many more…

In essence, first get a feel for the tissue by squeezing and pinching (usually the Achilles and shins) to see what level of sensitivity exists. Over time developing a feel for what’s normal and what needs attention becomes easier. Comparing one side to the other often gives a good indication unless you are bi-laterally defunct.

Get stuck in with the tools that feel best or are the easiest to work with, use body weight wherever possible. One caveat is to always work towards the heart unless doing small movements in one area.

All that is left to say – when do you call in the experts:
Pinch-test causes pain – the tendons are going to be a bit sensitive but should not make you jump when you squeeze them.
Stiffness – if you have stiffness first thing in the morning, which eases up when you start moving - not muscle stiffness, but around the joints and tendons. This is an early warning system, mostly ignored at peril. The stiffness also disappears when training, but comes back when you cool down – very deceptive indeed. Get it investigated and treated early. Tendon tissue can take up to 12 weeks to heal. Ensure you are given some rehab exercises and a reasonable explanation as to why it has happened.

With these injuries, it is not just a good massage that will eliminate the problem, they have come on for a reason and you need to ensure the cause of the problem is found and resolved. Good investigation and questioning from your therapist should help flush out the culprit.

There will always be tweaks and twinges when training, the trick is to distinguish between them and eliminate any before you ramp up your mileage. If not you may find yourself out of action 3 weeks before your big event, fretting as to whether there is enough magic in your therapists hands to get you to the start lime.

Sometimes even the experts get it wrong. A personal experience… My first entry to the L’etape and I was doing everything right. Even got a bike-fit to make sure bike was correct. 2 weeks before the L’etape I did the London stage of Tour de France. Halfway through my ITB blew-up – oh the pain (the short of it was a change in cleat position which did not suit my biomechanics - I was unaware they had moved my cleats). It was the first ride I had done with the new position – a mere 180km.

A good rehab strategy got me to the start line for the L’etape, but I can tell you it was certainly a very stressful time as I had spent a lot of money on flights accommodation and months of training. It cost me 5 massages in 3 weeks to get to the tissue back to normal. It was not a training error, however when connective tissue goes wrong, it goes big – whether it blows up instantly or builds up gradually, once it goes, it’s gone until you can find the culprit.
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