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Thank you, Pumpkin and Sawa, for blessing us with your lives,
your spirits, and your lessons.

Life is good!




Contents


Cover

Other Books by This Author

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

PREFACE BY THE SAKYONG

FOREWORD BY DR. MERCOLA





Introduction

A Healthy Dose of Vitamin G

Prescription Earth

Great Healers Didn’t Wear Shoes

Life-Altering Benefits of Barefoot Walking

Your Step-by-Step Walking Guide

Part I Why on Earth Would You Want to Walk Barefoot?

1 Walk Your Way to Health and Happiness

One Foot in Front of the Other

Build a New Body

Feel the Earth, Free Your Spirit

2 Why Barefoot Is Best

Free Shoes for Everyone

A Lighter Step

Donald Duck Knew Best

Save Your Children’s Feet!

Save Grandma’s Hips!

Help Our Returning Troops

Benefits of Barefoot Walking

Challenges of Barefoot Walking

3 Barefoot Walking: The New Fountain of Youth

Antiaging Benefits of Walking Barefoot

Barefoot Brainpower

Nature’s Viagra

4 Vitamin G: The Lost Supplement

An Inch of Rubber Away from Nirvana

Nature’s Drugstore

Getting in Sync

The Physics of Getting Grounded

Spiritual Grounding

Dirt—It Does a Body Good

5 Discover Your True Nature

Barefoot Is Human

Dance in the Woods

Nature Play

Bare Your Soles

6 Excuses Be Gone!

Love over Fear

Excuse #1: That Looks Painful

Excuse #2: I Could Step on Something Sharp

Excuse #3: I Have Flat Feet (or High Arches)

Excuse #4: My Feet Are Really Sensitive

Excuse #5: My Feet Will Become Ugly

Excuse #6: It Hurts When I Land on My Heels

Excuse #7: The Ground Is Too Cold

Excuse #8: It’s Too Hot Outside

Excuse #9: I’m a Heavy Pronator (or Need Extra Support)

Excuse #10: I’m Too Old to Try Going Barefoot

Excuse #11: I’m Too Heavy

Excuse #12: There’s No Place I Can Go Barefoot

Excuse #13: People Will Look at Me Funny

Excuse #14: I’ll Step in Dog Poop

Excuse #15: I Have Bunions

Excuse #16: I Have Weak Ankles

Excuse #17: I’ll Get Parasites or Diseases

Excuse #18: I’m Pregnant (or Planning to Be)

No Excuses!

Part II Free Your Feet and Experience the Earth

7 It’s Barefoot Time

Checking In: How Do You Feel?

Warming Up for Barefooters

Grass for Starters

Step-by-Step Guide to Proper Barefoot Walking Form

The Three Methods of Barefoot Walking

8 Ninety Days to Barefoot Freedom

Michael’s Two-Question Rule

“Hand Weights,” aka Shoes

Start with Only 100 Yards

The First Thirty Days: Go Slow to Go Fast

Month Two: Walk Away from That Shoe

Month Three: Time to Say Whee!

Barefoot Beads

Building a Base

9 Philosophies of a Barefoot Walker

Be Present

Barefoot Meditation Walks

Be Patient and Listen to Your Body

Be the Humble Barefoot Walker

10 Turn Your Feet into Living Shoes

And Now … the Foot

Conditioning Exercises

Strengthening Exercises

Dynamic Stretching

The Foot Externals

Pampering Your Feet for Recovery

Getting to Know Your Feet

Part III Tips for Strength, Nutrition, and Total Health

11 Conditioning the Barefoot Walker for Strength and Balance

The Dangerously Wrong Way to Conditioning

Barefoot Drills

Barefoot Games

Building Core Strength

Weight Training

Treadmills

Cross Training for Barefoot Walkers

12 Stretching for Healing and Injury Prevention

A Little Stretching Goes a Long Way

Types of Stretches

Guidelines for Stretching

You Deserve a Massage

13 On the Right Path with Nutrition

Eat Nutrient-Dense Foods

Avoid Toxins

Dietary Cautions: Corn Syrup, Carbs, Cokes, and Cans

Our Path to Rawdom

Superfood Favorites

Drink It Up

Eat Nature’s Food

Part IV Discovering and Rediscovering the Joy of Barefoot Walking at Every Age

14 Barefoot Children

No Running on the Playground

Barefoot Benefits for Children

The Danger of Footwear for Kids

Footwear for Children

Playtime Barefoot Activities

15 Barefoot Seniors Turn Back the Clock

Use It or Lose It

Barefoot Benefits for Seniors

Footwear for Seniors

Resuscitate Your Feet

Part V Dancing with Nature

16 Weather or Not, Here I Come

How Cold or Hot Is It?

Walking in Heat: Concrete Advice

Walking in Cold: Get Invigorated

17 Exploring Terrain

The Benefits of Exploring Terrain

Navigate the Roads Less Traveled

Hitting the Trails

Take a Hike

Ups and Downs of Hills

18 Overcoming the Agony of the Feet

First, the First Aid

Common Aches, Pains, and Injuries from the Bottom Up

Foot and Ankle Challenges

Lower Leg Challenges

Knee and Upper Leg Challenges

Hip and Upper Body Challenges

Part VI If You Really Must Wear Something on Your Feet

19 Minimalist Footwear—Uncensored

A Minimalist Shoe Versus the Moccasin

For the Times You Must Wear Shoes

Don’t Trust the Shoe Hype

Natural Footwear

How to Wear Minimalist Footwear

Happy Feet

Part VII The Final Step

20 Leading by Your Footprints

Barefoot Running, Anyone?

Beyond Barefoot

Stewards of the Earth

Only the Beginning


ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

NOTES

RESOURCES

CREDITS




Preface

by The Sakyong,
author of Running with the Mind of Meditation

Walking is the most basic of human activities. It is also one of the most healthy forms of exercise. Not only is it beneficial for our bodies but also for our minds. It helps us connect with nature and the outdoors. It provides a natural basis for meditation and contemplation—a time of the day when we come in contact with our inner feelings, thoughts, and emotions.

As humans, it is essential that we have a moment in our day when we can self-reflect, release the busyness and stress, and for a moment, contact how we feel. These very brief moments of switching our allegiance from being extroverted to contacting an inner and deeper aspect of who we are is the cornerstone of living a meaningful life. It helps us prioritize. It allows us to reflect on the meaning of life itself—to come in contact with our inner purpose and motivation.

Walking is not simply how we get from one place to another. Rather, it can be a great mixture of mind and body—exercise and spirit. Therefore, walking is in itself a totality of human existence.

I am delighted that Michael and Jessica have highlighted many of these key points, especially encouraging how we, as humans, can contact the earth. We can do this as a personal form of health and well-being, or as humans, naturally within the ecosystem of our planet. By walking, we begin to re-contact that natural balance between humanity and our earth.

The Sandlers encourage us to remove our shoes and feel the earth beneath our feet, to walk on fresh green grass, to make contact with the sand along the beach, and even to venture out into mountain trails. All this is to reconnect with our own humanity. This is what I appreciate about the Sandlers’ message—they utilize running, and now walking, not only as a way to exercise but as a way to connect with our own goodness and strength.

As humans, we have this basic goodness as the innate quality of who we are. However, through the challenges of life, we often lose contact with this intrinsic strength. When we lose contact with this, the fear and anxiety of life begin to overwhelm us. The natural harmony between mind and body gets disturbed and we begin to lose life-force energy. In order to restore a sense of vitality, meditation is helpful for the mind and exercise is helpful for the body.

In this light, walking is an excellent antidote to disharmony. It provides a perfect balance between movement and stillness. It slows our mind down in order to gain insight, while the increase of movement benefits circulation. Walking also naturally involves the breath. With the simple act of being aware of our breathing process, we are able to be present, which relieves anxiety and stress regarding the past and the future. This simple use of mindfulness is a natural component of walking. Placing one foot in front of the other, there is a natural inhalation and exhalation. As undramatic and simple as this may seem, it has a profound effect on our mental health and physical well-being.

We are living in a time when we are constantly being separated from the earth. Most of us live in heated buildings, drive cars, and walk on asphalt in our new shoes, rarely thinking about the earth that supports us. Even though these technologies serve humanity well, they have begun to create an unhealthy buffer between our environment and ourselves. Therefore, it is very much up to each one of us to reconnect with the earth.

In this wonderful guide, the Sandlers help us with the challenges we may encounter when we try to enjoy barefoot walking—from changes in posture and physiological differences to how we regard ourselves in the world. It offers a very thorough understanding of how barefoot walking can become an essential aspect of our natural health and well-being. It also communicates Michael and Jessica’s spirit and joy in simply being alive. Based on personal experience, it presents walking not simply as a perfunctory form of transportation but as a symbol of life itself.

I hope this book inspires all of us to touch the earth and connect with our humanity.

The Sakyong


Foreword

by Dr. Mercola

If you are reading this book, health is a goal you are probably aspiring to achieve. It has been one of my primary goals for the last forty years.

In medical school I was surprised to find most education focused on treating disease rather than preventing it. After treating thousands of people it became abundantly clear the conventional approach to chronic disease fails to address the underlying cause, so it rarely resolves the problem.

The RAP Principle

I sought another model I now define as RAP (Replication of Ancestral Practices), based on the understanding that our genes and biochemistry take many centuries to adapt to environmental changes. If we follow similar patterns of our ancient ancestors, we will very likely optimize health.

Crucial Strategies to Improve Your Health

One big difference between modern society and our ancestors is they did not have access to refined food. So an important strategy is to avoid processed foods as much as possible.

If you drink soda it would be best to stop and drink pure filtered water instead, as sugar (especially corn syrup) and artificial sweeteners are particularly pernicious villains that will rob you of your health.

The Sun and the Earth

Most people ignore the numerous benefits of regular, safe exposure to the sun. Today the vast majority stay indoors when the sun peaks and do not receive vitamin D as our ancestors did. Though science is catching up, most people still take a supplement rather than the superior way from sunshine on their skin.

The Benefits of Grounding or Earthing

There are wide-ranging benefits of walking barefoot. For the few who walk and exercise outdoors, they typically wear shoes, which prevent contact with the earth. This is a major violation of RAP, as for millennia your ancestors had regular contact with the earth. While you could make a fairly solid argument for grounding based on ancestral practices, there is an emerging level of research to support the benefits. Much of this science is relatively recent and only fully appreciated in the twenty-first century.

It appears the earth carries a net negative charge and has a surplus of electrons it can donate if you are in contact with it. Not only does grounding appear to reduce inflammation, one of the primary influences of disease but also increases the Zeta potential of red blood cells, helping thin your blood and preventing clots from forming. While this may not seem important, there are many millions who take blood thinners or aspirin in the hope they will reduce the risk of heart attack and stroke.

Your Twenty-First-Century Bio Hacking

You most likely wear insulated shoes and live in an insulated home. So it is probable you regularly go days or months without being grounded for significant periods of time.

That is where Barefoot Walking comes into play. It provides practical strategies to implement earthing or grounding. It also does a wonderful job expanding on the theory and benefits of grounding.

So I strongly encourage you to aggressively apply the RAP principles and reap the benefits of your body’s powerful healing mechanisms.

Dr. Mercola

Founder, Mercola.com

Most visited natural health site on the web
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 Introduction


People say that walking on water is a miracle, but to me, walking peacefully on the Earth is the real miracle. The Earth is a miracle. Each step is a miracle. Taking steps on our beautiful planet can bring real happiness.

—Thich Nhat Hanh






Have you ever had a bad day, taken off your shoes, felt the ground with your bare feet, and suddenly everything felt right with the world?

There’s something special—almost spiritual, even—about touching the earth.

Let’s say you’ve had a challenging day at work. You come home. What’s the first thing you do? Take off your shoes, right?

When you’re barefoot, something special happens. You’re connected and interconnected; you receive a flood of new information, yet everything’s quiet. You feel the ground and suddenly all your anxiety dissipates.

A HEALTHY DOSE OF VITAMIN G

We were hiking through the jungle in Kauai, near the site of the filming of Jurassic Park, in the fall of 2010 when we started chatting about the main themes of this book. Admittedly, Michael was really sore when we started the hike. He’d gotten the flu on our travels, and though he didn’t want it to affect our trip, he had full-body aches and chills. Not only that, but in a hurry to prepare for the Singapore Marathon (where he was to lead a team of runners and hold clinics), he’d rushed his training because we’d been stuck in a car all summer touring the United States, holding more than 130 clinics in 150 days. So he was far from being marathon-ready for Singapore.

So why in the world were we out hiking barefoot? Because we needed a healthy dose of vitamin G. Vitamin G is “vitamin ground,” or the energy we get from the earth, which reduces inflammation, boosts our immune systems, calms our minds, and helps us to heal. We’ll delve deeper into this topic in chapter 4.

In the jungle we walked over tree roots and lava stones, pine needles, seeds, small fruits, flowers, leaves, and much more. Each one of these has elements our bodies need to thrive and survive, and we absorb these nutrients through the skin of our bare feet.

As Michael walked along that day, he began to feel better and better. He started with a limp, and though he finished slowly, he finished tall and strong. His chills went away too, and his head began to clear. Only a week later he finished the Singapore Marathon, helping a forty-person team in the process.


MICHAEL’S STORY

I first discovered vitamin G after a nearly fatal accident in 2006. I was training for a cross-country skate, a world-record attempt to help students with learning disabilities. On a Sunday afternoon in April, I’d soaked my aching feet in a cool mountain creek, meditating for safety and guidance, then laced up my skates and pushed off, with the words of Dr. Wayne Dyer going through my head: “Everything in life happens for a reason.” Going slowly, I rounded the first bend, and there before me, a tourist with a small toddler inadvertently stepped out onto the bike path. I threw myself down to avoid the baby. I lay broken and hurt but thankful I hadn’t hit the child. I almost lost my life, and nearly lost my left leg. Months of rehabilitation followed. However, the accident put me on a new path in life, and over time, this turned out to be for the best.

With a titanium femur, a titanium hip, ten knee operations, nearly a one-inch leg length discrepancy, and little left of my lateral or medial meniscus, not to mention no ACL to anchor my knee, I was told I’d never be able to run again, and barely be able to walk.

Add to this my chronic plantar fasciitis (I had to wear hard-plastic custom orthotics in motion control shoes just to get across my living room floor), and there seemed to be almost no chance I’d be fully mobile again.

But little did I know I had nature on my side. And so do you.

We believe there’s natural abundance all around us. The ability to heal is not limited to pharmaceuticals; instead, healing can be found in everything we see, hear, eat, breathe, and, in this case, touch or feel with our feet.

Being limited to life in a wheelchair wasn’t acceptable to me, so I picked up a pair of crutches and headed out into nature, determined to heal. I felt a healing power there, as if something was drawing me to the trails—as if something healing was out there that I couldn’t get on the sidewalks or bike paths.

And beyond that, something was drawing me to take off my shoes.

Now, I was literally a tenderfoot. My podiatrists had told me I was never, ever allowed to go barefoot. A grain of sand in my shoes or a pebble underfoot would nearly give me an anxiety attack. But as I worked my way off crutches and into shoes, something didn’t feel right.

As my energy grew stronger, my body remained weak. How could I walk again, run again, or simply take a step and be pain-free?



On June 14, 2007, I began to find the answer.

I’d exhausted the road I was on and knew I had to find a different way. I’d been through shoe after shoe, orthotic after orthotic, I’d made my own, designed my own, yet nothing had worked. All I kept thinking to myself was that I needed a dynamic supercomputer on the fly, something that was smarter than I am, that could help me feel or sense the ground, accommodate for my challenges (such as having one leg an inch shorter than the other), overcome my numerous overuse injuries, and heal.

And then for some reason it came to me. Maybe it was the healing I was experiencing by being out in nature.

Whatever it was, I felt the pull to take off my shoes. Now, there were intellectual reasons for sure—as I said, nothing I was trying was working, and my Japanese elite athlete friends mocked me for sporting bulky shoes—but this was something deeper, more visceral, like a voice in my head saying, “You’ve tried everything else, why don’t you try taking off your shoes?”

And so I did. I told myself, “Let the grand experiment begin.”

I was both scared and excited, feeling like I was standing at the start of a race waiting for the gun to go off. I reasoned, “What’s the worst that can happen? I’m already broken.” Ultimately, that’s what gave me the courage and confidence to dive off the deep end.

So I prepared myself as best I could (I got the ice packs ready), snuck out the door, and ever so gently began my grand adventure.

I must say, the ground felt good. Even though I began on cement, it didn’t feel as hard as I’d expected, but instead a bit light and springy. Now I could feel everything, and in particular the grain-sized pebbles beneath my feet. They didn’t feel great, but they didn’t scare me away either. I figured they were a temporary nuisance and would soon fade away.

The long and short of it is that it worked, and worked tremendously well. I went from walking 100 yards to running a 10K, and eventually running up to 30 miles a day barefoot. This from the guy who was barely expected to walk!

But something more precious came out of this: the healing power of nature. That’s why we call it vitamin G—there’s a healing power in getting grounded.

We’ll go more into the science behind this in an upcoming chapter, but in brief, getting grounded, or getting vitamin G, can be one of the most healing experiences of all. It boosts your immune system, reduces inflammation, reduces levels of a stress hormone called cortisol, helps lower blood pressure, and provides our bodies with vital nutrients through the skin on the bottom of our feet. In essence, it’s more powerful than any vitamin supplement you could ever buy.

PRESCRIPTION EARTH

Of course, Michael wasn’t the only one of us who healed from an injury by going bare. Jessica injured her foot as we were coming off our whirlwind national tour for our first barefoot book, and the earth helped her heal.

In the spring of 2011 we moved to an Earthship—a self-contained off-the-grid home—in Taos, New Mexico. We were moving from the front range of the Rockies in Colorado, with lush growth, good amounts of rain, and lots of snow, to a desert experiencing the start of what’s been described as a “five-hundred-year drought.” Our new house was built out of earth and built into the earth: the entire north side of the house was underground, the south part above ground with huge windows to take advantage of the sunlight all day long.

Living in and on the earth may still be the norm in many third-world countries, but we’re very disconnected from that here in the United States. What we found was that though humble living situations certainly have their inconveniences, the experience at its core feels wonderful, almost indescribable.

Stepping into an Earthship feels and smells like going outside after a fresh rain that purifies the air. The entire length of the adobe home had a giant planter filled with garden growth. This added subtle scents of fruits, flowers, and vegetables while humidifying the air as well. We felt we were walking into our own Garden of Eden.

Walking on the property, or anywhere around the desert, we could feel the energy radiating from the ground—the same energy that has drawn Native Americans to this area for thousands of years. It’s palpable and tingly underfoot.

On one of those walks, Jessica found a labyrinth buried under tumbleweeds in the desert behind our house. It was a circular path several hundred feet long, mapped out with desert stones and over fifty feet in diameter. Walking the labyrinth is a meditative form of reflective contemplation—and healing.

Clearing and walking the labyrinth was almost the first thing Jessica did, and when we had to move because of a nearby fire that clogged the air with smoke, walking the labyrinth was last thing she did as well. It was her way to connect, to wish a beautiful thanks and goodbye to our earthen home.

Michael’s foot had healed too, and we know Mother Earth had more than a little something to do with that.

GREAT HEALERS DIDN’T WEAR SHOES

We are not saying vitamin G is the cure-all for everything, but certainly we know vitamin D, a product of the sun working in cahoots with our bodies, can help us, so surely vitamin G, a product of the ground, can help us as well.

Out on the trails of Kauai, our trail guide, Harold, was talking about the healing power of the earth and the great kahunas who have healed Hawaiians for countless centuries. He spoke of other great peoples too, such as the Maori of New Zealand, and their healing connection with the earth.

It seems you can find stories about the spiritual and medicinal benefits of going barefoot almost anywhere—if you ask. You will hear of great healers or spiritual people who do their best work, blessings, and prayers while being barefoot. There are great spiritual leaders of the past who went barefoot, such as the Buddha, who walked from town to town barefoot. Jesus had his apostles go barefoot. Even Gandhi is said to have meditated while walking barefoot. You hear stories about Muhammad going barefoot. There are stories in the Bhagavad Gita, in the Bible, in Hindu texts, in Buddhist texts, in the Torah, and in the Koran—story after story about connecting with God by taking off your shoes.

Think of the fire walkers of the island nations from around the world. Or of the African messengers who went barefoot or in straw sandals, traveling hundreds of miles at a time.

And there are modern Buddhists, both Eastern and Western alike, who practice walking meditations as part of their daily and weekly rituals. A wise monk, whom we quote in this book because of his marvelous insight, is Thich Nhat Hanh, who often practices his walking meditations barefoot.

One of the most inspiring stories is of the “marathon monks” of Mount Hiei in Japan. It turns out they walk the equivalent of two marathons a day—more than fifty miles—for seven years while on a quest for enlightenment and salvation in this modern world. They do it through snowstorms, thunderstorms, vicious summer heat, and the cold of winter. In dramatic fashion, they’ve vowed to take their own lives if they can’t complete a day’s journey during their seven-year quest.

Nearly as dramatic as the distance they travel is the fact that they do it nearly barefoot. For all seven years, they only wear a weak, unsupportive, handmade straw slipper. It’s so fragile they may go through a pair or two a day.

By being nearly barefoot in thin footwear made of all-natural materials, they can absorb the healing energy beneath them. Along with their meditation, going shoeless helps them gain strength to make the journey. In fact, we would say it’s because they don’t wear shoes, not in spite of it, that they become stronger through the journey, survive, and, according to all accounts, reach a degree of enlightenment.

Jessica’s father, a tai chi master, practices barefoot each day. He too talks about the healing power of the earth. The Lung-gom-pa runners, yogis of Tibetan tradition, train their breathing for up to seven years, sitting on the earth in solitude, before they begin walking and running vast distances of up to several hundred miles in only a couple of days.

When you’re touching the ground, it’s as if you’ve plugged yourself into an electrical outlet, one both of healing and of quieting the mind. In essence, once you’ve walked barefoot, it’s hard to view the world in quite the same way again.

You’re quieter, more peaceful, more compassionate and kind. You’re more connected to the world, meaning more eco-friendly, and less likely to do harm to your neighbors. And your mind unclutters as well.

You gain new perspective with each barefoot footfall, and you’ll find you are better able to separate what’s important from what’s not, and to know what you should and shouldn’t do.

Have a tough decision to make? Go barefoot before you decide. Need a brilliant answer to an important question? Go barefoot and just listen. Feeling overwhelmed at home or work? Go barefoot and watch troubles fade away. Mind cluttered with so much information you can’t sort it out? Simply go barefoot and see what you find.

To us, there’s almost no difference between a great mindful walk barefoot, prayer in a place of worship, and meditation in a shrine. In each of these experiences, you’re thinking of something greater than yourself and connecting with something deeply spiritual on the inside.

When you go barefoot, you’re plugging into the source of everything. After all, as it says in the Bible, we go from dust to dust, or from the earth back to the earth. Therefore it only makes sense that we’re touching what we came from when we’re walking barefoot by plugging back into Source.

LIFE-ALTERING BENEFITS OF BAREFOOT WALKING

In this book we share what we’ve learned with you, so that you too can reap the life-altering benefits of barefoot walking:


    • If you’ve never walked for leisure or exercise before, this book will be your guide to taking off your shoes with minimal risk of injury and maximum health and joy.

    • If you’re looking for a new twist on a tired old exercise program, you’ll find immense success with barefoot walking, especially if you want to get off the treadmill of life (and off the treadmill at the gym) and try something refreshingly fun.

    • If you’re already a dedicated walker, this book will show you a much more aware way of getting into the zone and improving your stride, form, and performance.

    • If you’re overcoming an injury—as both of us were—this book will explain how barefoot walking can strengthen your feet and arches in ways you never dreamed possible.

    • If weight loss is your goal, walking is a proven way to shed pounds—and you don’t need any fancy equipment, rigorous diets, or scales to measure results. In fact, you just need to take off your shoes and step out the front door.

    • If you think you’re too old to start something new, we are here to tell you that you can teach your old “dogs” new tricks and why, as you age, you owe it to yourself to go barefoot.

    • For the very young whose parents may be reading this book, we examine how going shoeless (or nearly shoeless) in childhood keeps those darling little baby feet fat and strong.



And for everyone, no matter your age, shape, or goal, if you’re craving a more spiritual connection to the world, walking sans shoes will give you that as well. It will help you quiet your mind and begin a fantastic journey on the inside. Perhaps instead of “walking barefoot,” this practice should be called “walking yoga” for its mind-body-spirit (or mind-body-earth) connection.

Even if you aren’t ready to plunge fully into the barefoot scene, this book can still give you handy tips for exercise, diet, and strengthening your feet, until you’re ready to slip off those shoes.

In 2010 we wrote a highly successful book called Barefoot Running: How to Run Light and Free by Getting in Touch with the Earth. We toured the United States and the world, holding clinics and retreats (for more on retreats and talks near you, visit our RunBare website). At every stop, we were asked about walking barefoot. We know not everyone is a runner—and some never will be. This book is for all nonrunners and for runners who are rehabbing from an injury or just need some be-kind-to-your-body cross training and connection with the earth.

This book has grown out of our nationwide and international quest to bring the message of going bare—whether you run or walk or just feel the earth beneath your feet—to millions of people the world over.

So kick your shoes off and let the journey of a million steps (in bare feet) begin right now.

YOUR STEP-BY-STEP WALKING GUIDE

Have you ever traveled to a new city and wanted to see the sights? The best way is to grab a guidebook, usually called a “walking guide.” Think of this book as your walking guide to—ta-da!—walking without shoes. You’ll see familiar terrain with new eyes and new awareness underfoot.

You won’t have to tear off your shoes until chapter 7. First we present a brief introduction to walking barefoot and why it’s so darned good for you—even if you are among those who still think it’s a preposterous idea but were just curious enough to pick up this book. These first few chapters discuss why barefoot walking is a safe alternative and even more satisfying than wearing shoes while you walk.

Of course, if you’re new to walking for exercise or just new to walking without your shoes, you’ll need some of the basics, and that’s in chapter 7 as we help you start by walking on a broad expanse of green grass. Then we’ll stride right into the warm-up exercises in preparation for a real walking tour in chapters 8 and 9.

In chapter 10 we’ll learn how to strengthen and condition our feet, revealing the marvel of nature’s perfect design. Moving on up the kinetic chain brings us to chapter 11, in which we’ll review proper technique and guidelines for drills, strengthening exercises, weight training, and cross training, for a total body makeover. Once our muscles are warmed up, in chapter 12 we’ll keep them loose, supple, and injury-free by stretching.

Two special populations that are often overlooked in books on walking are children and seniors. Their particular issues with being barefoot are discussed in chapters 14 and 15.

Not every sidewalk or road is smooth and easy, so we’ll show you in chapters 16 and 17 how to turn your feet into “all-terrain vehicles” and anticipate the roads less traveled and unpredictable weather conditions.

This comprehensive guide would not be complete without a serious discussion of nutrition, in chapter 13. And, unfortunately, injuries come with just about any activity—mostly while wearing shoes—but they don’t have to be surprises, and surely you will need to know how to overcome any injuries or foot problems that sideline you, because you will want to be back out there quickly. Chapter 18 discusses the proven ways to stay healthy.

It seems odd to discuss footwear in a book about walking without shoes, but chapter 19 introduces you to minimalist footwear you might want to try—that is, after you’ve let your feet feel the ground.

Once you’ve mastered the basics and discovered the joy in walking and truly feeling the earth beneath your feet, you may remain barefoot for life. In chapter 20, we discuss going beyond barefoot walking, both in terms of activities such as running barefoot and in terms of stewardship of our planet. For when your feet meet the dirt, you’ll never walk with a big footprint again.

You’re about to embark on an exciting journey, one that we’ve been on and which continues to amaze us. Countless others have found pure joy, health, and emotional and spiritual well-being by stripping off their shoes and going barefoot. Now you can too. We’ll be cheering you on, giving you advice, and helping you through the tough times. On that note, you can post your questions, find helpful tips, and follow our adventures on our Facebook page, www.facebook.com/RunBare. You can subscribe to our individual pages too, where we each share our own barefoot journeys and photos: www.​facebook.​com/​Runs​With​Spirit and www.facebook.com/JessicaLeeSandler.

You’re about to step into a brave new world, so let’s begin!
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The miracle is not to walk on water.
The miracle is to walk on the green earth,
Dwelling deeply in the present moment,
And feeling truly alive.

—Thich Nhat Hanh
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 1
 Walk Your Way to Health and Happiness


I only went out for a walk and finally concluded to stay out till sundown, for going out, I found, was really going in.

—John Muir



No matter what, we always return to barefoot walking.

At our barefoot running clinics, people often ask, “What do I do if I’m not ready to start running?” or “What if I hate running?” Or they would tell us they were too weak, too old, or too heavy. For them, who were the vast majority, we would prescribe barefoot walking. It’s an activity nearly everyone can do, and a kind and gentle way to exercise.

It’s something kids can do to grow their feet and limbs strong. It’s something seniors can do to roll back the clock, gaining balance, strength, flexibility, and even greater bone density. And it’s something all of us can do, even with the most hectic of schedules, to get or stay in shape and quiet our minds in the process.

Walking barefoot each sunrise and sunset is where we do our best brainstorming for our books. It’s where we swap ideas, feel things out, and have our greatest aha moments. You could call our barefoot walking time our “lab time” or our “creative time.”

It’s like a substitute for antianxiety medication without the side effects. Even today, if we start to get wound up, we head outside for a few minutes of barefoot walking or sitting on the ground. Both calm us and refresh us creatively.

Walking barefoot could be the deep breath we all need during stressful times. And for those seeking a spiritual experience, barefoot walking truly is the greatest exercise on earth.

It’s hard to focus on your spiritual growth when your house (your body) is falling apart and your mind is wrapped up in thought. Barefoot walking helps your spiritual path, no matter what your religion, by helping you build a stronger foundation for your home and quiet the chatter. When you walk barefoot, you can’t help but clear your mind and focus merely on your footsteps, or on the ground beneath your feet.

In essence, though designed to get us from point A to point B, barefoot walking is a powerful form of meditation or prayer, whether we intend it to be that way or not.

You’ll gain a greater connection to your beliefs, to the earth, and to your higher power, whatever or whoever that is for you, with each and every step. You’ll clear your mind and have time to breathe, to think, and to pray.

Quite simply, barefoot walking is our birthright. It’s something each of us was born to do and can do, and it has some dramatic health benefits. And for us personally, it was our path to healing—Michael from an accident in 2006, Jessica from a foot injury in 2010, and both of us from a book tour that left us exhausted in every sense.

It was only by going barefoot and going back to basics, back to walking, that we began to heal.

ONE FOOT IN FRONT OF THE OTHER

You aren’t likely to set any records for long-distance walking or to push your body into being a superstar athlete with barefoot walking. Though we will set modest goals together, when they are combined these small, incremental changes will be life-changing.

Our goal is to help you turn yourself into a healthy, happy human being. It’s about helping you overcome your own challenges and grow, both physically and mentally.

“Ah, but isn’t barefoot walking a strange way to grow?” you ask. “After all, you’re just putting one foot in front of the other, right?”

Well, actually, that’s the point. For when you put one foot in front of the other and can feel what’s going on beneath your feet, something special happens. It’s as if you’ve flipped the on switch for your body, which begins to wake up and sense what’s going on.

When you go barefoot and commit to a practice, you can’t help but get better. Your joints heal, your muscles grow stronger, you stand taller and with better posture, your blood sugar seems to be better regulated, your body’s inflammation subsides, and overall you feel much younger. And that’s just a few of the physical aspects.

Changes on the metaphysical level are even more dramatic. Your mind begins to quiet. In a world where we’re going 24/7, being bombarded with texts, tweets, emails, and advertisements from all directions, and have more stressors and commitments than ever before, the toll on our minds is catastrophic. So if we can quiet the mind, we’ve gone a long way toward returning to health. For you can’t have a healthy body without a healthy mind.

It all begins with the mind. Your inside journey begins with a single step. When you go barefoot and feel the ground, you begin to expand your inner awareness. And that’s where the real fun begins.

Perhaps you’ve come to this book with a desire to heal, overcome injury, or cope with a long-lasting condition that’s left you with poor health. Barefoot walking is a holistic, gentle way to turn your body, and therefore your health, back on. If you think of humans as being like giant trees, our health begins with our roots. For us, our “roots” are our feet.

Start to strengthen and heal the feet, and you strengthen your roots. It’s a very simple process too. We start with short exercises and even shorter strolls. The great news is that it can be done anywhere, especially at your favorite places. For instance, head to your neighborhood park or a local arboretum or botanical garden. Who knew you could heal and get in shape just by looking at the beauty all around you?

As you get into barefoot walking, you will feel a revitalized sense of connection with nature. You may have heard the term nature-deficit disorder. Whether you live in the cities, the suburbs, or even the country, unless you’re working on a farm, chances are you’ve become disconnected from your natural environment.

This disconnect is harmful because it can leave you lost, confused, and unsure of who you are, because since the beginning of time we came from the earth, lived on the earth, and worked as one with the earth.

Now that we’re driving cars, living in multistory buildings, and walking on linoleum floors, we’re completely disconnected from where we came. But as you begin to feel the earth beneath your feet, you begin to reestablish that connection, to plug back into the ground, and to renew your birthright of perfect health and joy.

We really were meant to dance with nature, play outdoors, and wander in the woods. It’s what’s healed us and sustained us for millions of years, and it’s still there, beckoning us, calling us.

BUILD A NEW BODY

When Michael got into barefoot walking, he was broken, healing from a near-death accident and living with a new titanium femur and hip. He went from one overuse injury to the next. Only by feeling the ground was he able to heal.

Others of you have similar broken bodies. Maybe you’re overweight or obese, or struggling with an autoimmune disease or diabetes. Maybe your joints ache. Your back hurts. You suffer from migraines. Perhaps that pain in your side is a broken relationship, an ailing parent for whom you provide daily care, a cruel boss, or a devastating loss of a friend or partner—an unfulfilled life, or broken dreams.

No matter what baggage you are carrying mentally and physically, barefoot walking may help you cope and recover.

The most important point is that we are not our bodies. Our bodies are merely the shells that house the soul. No matter what your body is like, it’s yours just for this lifetime. Then your body passes on, eventually returning to the earth (hmm, there’s that earth theme again).

If you believe in your mind that you can change your body, you can. Your body is a gift. Cherish it and treat it as best you can.

Think of your body like an expensive car—perhaps a true collector’s item, or maybe the car you’ve dreamed about your whole life. Chances are you wouldn’t buy the car and suddenly pack it with trash, dent the heck out of it, or fill it with bad gasoline.

On the contrary, you’d likely do your best to treat it well, give it the high-octane fuel it needs and the maintenance it deserves, and keep it sparkly clean.

Well, that’s what we need to do with our bodies too. Treat your body well, and it’ll treat you well. Where the analogy with the car stops is that we can regenerate our bodies. Nearly every cell in our bodies is replaced every three to five years. You don’t have the same skin cells you had even yesterday, or the same bone cells you had just a few years ago. This means you can truly transform your body into whatever you desire it to be.

You can decide what type of new body you would like. When we first started our journeys, we wanted bodies that no longer felt cramped from being stuffed in a car or seated in front of a computer for too long. What are you looking for?

Start building your new body by putting your two bare feet on the ground. It’s as if you’re plugging into a computer and downloading instructions for perfect health. For when you feel the ground, you gain awareness, and with each step you are working toward a new and improved you.

Love your body, and it will love you. It’s so simple.

Consider the discipline or practice of barefoot walking to be like a daily dose of love. You get up, you go for a walk, and you send love to your body. Each day as you walk, you’re filling it with more love and more love—and reshaping it in more ways than one.

When you commit to a daily routine, either walking or stretching (to promote your walk), you’re giving yourself permission to heal, permission to become healthy again.

No matter how far gone your health is, no matter how weak or tired you are feeling, you can make this change. All it takes is believing you can change and focusing on one gentle barefoot step at a time.

As you prepare to make this change, don’t focus on any negatives. Instead, see yourself walking daily. Feel the joy of connecting with the earth. Imagine the stillness and peace of mind of focusing on your breath and on the beauty all around you. And watch it come into being. The path will clear ahead.

FEEL THE EARTH, FREE YOUR SPIRIT

When you’re plugged into the earth, you’re connecting with something greater than yourself. You go from a single soul of one to a community of everyone (the community of humanity). You go from an uprooted tree to one plugged into the soil with far-reaching roots connecting with a community of other trees. When you go barefoot, you’re plugging back into the soil, back into the earth, and back into our global community. As Henry David Thoreau said, “Heaven is under our feet as well as over our heads.”

When you feel the earth, you can’t help but see the world in a more spiritual way, because even little things such as leaves, bark, pebbles, or clouds become so much bigger and clearer. In essence, by going barefoot, it’s as if you’re plugging back into Source—whatever that spiritual connection means to you—because you’re going back to the ground from which we came.

How can it not be spiritual when we’re feeling the beauty beneath our feet and suddenly we’re looking in childlike awe and joy at the world around us? We see the beauty of a flower again, the grandeur of the tree, the amazing wonder of the feeling of the dirt beneath our feet. We begin to see the grand design of things and how we are part of that design.

To us, there’s nothing more spiritual than plugging back into where we came from. Physically, that begins by going barefoot. Mentally, that begins with quieting our minds. And spiritually, that begins with the practice of letting go, surrendering, and just being.

For, as the expression goes, we are human be-ings. Our job is to let go, to be, to learn, to grow, and to see what happens. We can have this fully human existence, be spiritual beings having a human experience, only when we let go and be in the moment. And when you are fully barefoot, when your naked feet meet the earth (our shrine, our temple), in an instant you are present.

And what a beautiful instant that is!

Awareness begins with your first barefoot steps, awareness of the ground, awareness of your mind, and awareness of that still, small, yet growing voice inside calling you forward. That’s your soul, your higher self, reawakened by the ground beneath your feet. By going barefoot, you step through the doorway and into the temple of the great outdoors.
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 2
 Why Barefoot Is Best


Speak to the earth, and it shall teach thee.

—Job 12:8



Monday, June 6, 2011, is a day we’ll never forget. After holding a weekend retreat at the Kripalu Center for Yoga and Health in the Berkshires, I rushed to New York City for a whirlwind day of meetings with the top publishers in the world.

Our literary agent, Stephanie, had miraculously planned ten back-to-back meetings in one day. To make each meeting on time, we’d have to walk at top speed from one corporate office to the next. But she’d mapped it out well and clocked each leg, so we were well prepared for the challenge.

Tromping through Manhattan to our first meeting, however, Stephanie’s feet began to ache. She wasn’t wearing anything overstated or terribly disfiguring on her feet, no stilettos or pointy-toed shoes. Instead, she’d donned a tasteful open-toed dress sandal, quite appropriate for late spring meetings with execs, though perhaps a tiny bit too narrow in the toe box.

But as we walked briskly down the city streets and Stephanie watched me going barefoot, she proudly declared, “Oh, what the heck!” and stripped off her shoes.

And her feet came back to life.

First her feet took to springing, then bouncing, and finally even bounding at times. Fortunately, Stephanie had read our first book, Barefoot Running, and she is also a burgeoning yogi, so she was already well practiced in barefoot movement. Even so, she was astounded by how much better her feet were feeling walking barefoot. We felt like kids, playing along the streets of New York. She was giddy with delight.

Into meeting after meeting, both Stephanie and I made our entrance barefoot. It became the topic of conversation among department VPs and senior editors, some of the nicest yet toughest individuals in the city. These were often no-nonsense New Yorkers with strong ideas, traditionally not quick to change. And yet when Stephanie showed up barefoot, they soon found themselves following suit and delightfully stripped off their shoes. It was contagious.

This book is the result of that day. And so are some extra-happy feet. On a day when her feet should have been killing her, Stephanie was delighted to report, her feet survived the streets of New York and felt better than ever. “Why didn’t I think of this sooner?” she asked.

FREE SHOES FOR EVERYONE

How could something we have for free—our bare feet—be better than shoes that cost money? After all, shoes are designed to protect our feet—aren’t they?

The truth about walking in shoes, especially high heels and rocker-style aerobic shoes, is that they can be downright dangerous to your feet and your overall health.

An Iowa State University study evaluated women wearing flats, two-inch heels, and three-and-a-half-inch heels. You don’t need to be a researcher to figure out how this went. The higher the heel, the greater the forces on the inside of the knee. These forces, over time, can contribute to osteoarthritis of the knee, leading to a lifetime of pain and a need for knee replacements. And if that isn’t painful enough, high heels force women to bend forward at the pelvic bone, causing undue stress on the lower back and the spine.

While previous studies have examined the effect of high heels on joints, the ISU researchers found that the higher the heel, the slower women walked, the shorter their strides became, and the more compression they experienced on the inside—or medial side—of the knee.

That’s the dirty little secret the shoe manufacturers don’t want you to know. Perhaps the safest, most comfortable shoe in your closet is your bedroom slipper. Think about it. What shoes do you put on when your feet hurt? When you’re just hanging out at home?

A LIGHTER STEP

Our feet have the most concentrated group of nerves in our body. So when we walk, our feet have a natural desire to feel what’s going on. It allows them to adjust to different surface conditions on a moment-by-moment basis.

When we wear cushioned shoes, though, it reduces the ability of our feet to sense what’s happening beneath them. We’ll therefore automatically hit the ground extra hard with each step just to compensate for not feeling the ground directly.

Here’s how the problem was explained by orthopedic surgeon Joseph Froncioni in the pivotal article that confirmed to Michael that taking his shoes off would speed his injury recovery:


[When barefoot,] the ball of the foot strikes the ground first and immediately starts sending signals to the spinal cord and brain about the magnitude of impact and shear, getting most of its clues about this from the skin contact with the surface irregularities of the ground. Take away this contact by adding a cushioned substance [a shoe] and you immediately fool the system into underestimating the impact. Add a raised heel and the shod runner [and walker] is forced to land on it. Strap the cushioning on tightly with the aid of a sophisticated lacing system and you block out shear as well, throwing the shock-absorption system even further into the dark. The system responds by landing harder in an attempt to compress the cushion and “feel” the ground.



The repeated high impact from walking in shoes creates terrible stress on our ankles, knees, legs, and hips. The cumulative effect of these micro traumas to which we subject our bodies leads to stress fractures, plantar fasciitis, bunions, and a variety of other ailments of the knees and back that can sideline casual and avid walkers alike.

Discover Your Springs

The calcaneus, or heel bone, is magnificently designed for standing and walking, helping us balance over any kind of terrain. When we walk barefoot and with proper form, we land very lightly on our forefoot, or may even roll off the heel. The twenty-eight bones in each of our feet work in harmony with our muscles to absorb shock and bounce back. This giant “spring” is one of the greatest marvels of the human body.

Landing hard on your heel, whether barefoot or shod, is harmful to the body, but a cushioned shoe gives you a false sense of security. Those cushy shoes lead your brain to the false conclusion that it’s okay to land on your heel first—you’re protected. But that heel strike sends a shock wave straight through to your ankles, knees, hips, back, and neck. It’s as if you’re striking bone on bone; once the impact travels past the shoe, there’s no stopping it.

Get Low, Feel High

Barefoot walking begins from the ground on up. But in order to meet the ground correctly, you first need to unlearn a bad habit we all learned in a shoe.

You see, a typical shoe—almost any shoe, whether for walking, for running, or for dress—isn’t just a shoe, it’s a high heel. Take a look at your shoes. In fact, look down right now at what’s on your feet.

Note the size and shape of the heel. Chances are it’s between one and two inches in height. That may not seem like much, but it has a dramatic effect on how you stand and walk and puts pressure on your legs, feet, and joints.

If you think about walking in true high heels (if you’re a guy, you’ll have to use your imagination), you know that if you don’t adjust how you stand, you’ll fall forward, flat on your face. That’s because high heels lean you forward. Just watch little kids playing dress-up in high heels. They lean forward (and often fall).

To stay upright in high heels, you need to lean back. The way your body adapts to this lean is to hinge at the waist and kick your butt back. In anatomical terms, you’re rotating your pelvis forward. This shifts your center of gravity back and keeps you from falling forward. It’s also why some people think high heels make women look more shapely, because they have to adjust with their derrieres.

[image: ]

Wearing heels creates stress and strain on the hamstrings, knees, shoulders, neck, and back by forcing the pelvis to dip forward and the butt to rotate back.

(photo credit 2.1)

Now, whether it’s a true high heel or a running or walking shoe doesn’t make a difference: when your heel is higher than your forefoot, you need to adjust how you stand so you don’t fall forward on your face. It’s another telling argument for getting rid of all those high-heeled shoes.

For every inch your heels are up off the ground, you’re tilting your pelvis forward at least 10 to 15 degrees. Stand up and try it. See what we mean?

This kind of change in our anatomy, how we stand, is highly significant in terms of the body. And it’s unnatural.

Your body works as a kinetic chain, or a series of movements, each one affecting the next. If you think of the body as a series of interconnected links in a chain, you must move one link before the next, and if one of them is out of position, it can disrupt the smoothness of the chain. When you rotate the pelvis forward to compensate for a high heel, for example, you cause several detrimental changes to how you stand and walk (just look at the arched back and pooched belly on the woman on the far right in the diagram above).
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If you want to stay upright in high heels, you must rotate your pelvis, swinging your butt backward while painfully exaggerating the arch in your lower back.

(photo credit 2.2)

First, your pelvis pulls on your back and hamstrings. If you’ve ever gotten tight hamstrings (the muscles on the upper back of your thighs) while you walk, it’s because of the tilt in your pelvis. More often than not, it pulls on your knees and lower back muscles, making them sore as you walk, stand, or move throughout the day.

Believe it or not, this also affects your upper back, shoulders, and neck, because as you lean forward, your back, shoulders, and neck are forced to do the work of holding you up. They become fatigued and strained.

In a sense, it’s as if you’ve attached a weight to your neck by a string. As you lean forward it pulls on your neck, straining your entire neck, back, and shoulders throughout the day. If you could stand truly upright, the strain would go away. Unfortunately, so would your balance in a typical shoe.

It also causes you to lean forward, putting more pressure on your thighs, knees, and even feet. This awkward posture is sure to fatigue you. It will make you sorer as you walk. It also makes you less stable and more likely to fall. No wonder you want to intuitively kick off your shoes when you come home from work.
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Note the even weight distribution throughout your foot while standing barefoot versus wearing a shoe with a heel. The greater the difference in weight distribution, the greater the chance of injury and deformity. 

(photo credit 2.3)

One final point on posture: when you lean forward, you’re squashing your poor feet in shoes. Leaning forward puts extra pressure on your feet, which are trapped in shoes. Even in a well-fitting shoe, if you’re leaning forward, you’re pushing your feet forward, smashing your toes right into the toe box of your shoes.

Chances are, unless you’ve been in sandals or barefoot your whole life, your feet are telling a tale. Take off your shoes now and look at your toes.

Injuries and misshapen toes have two main sources: a shoe that’s too tight and small for the foot (more on this shortly) and leaning forward and jamming your foot into the front of a shoe. Foot problems aren’t caused by genetics, as some people think. You don’t have to have bunions or squished toes. Over time, you can positively change the shape of your foot. The only thing you can blame on Mom and Dad is what they made you wear as an infant and how they influenced the type of shoes you wore as a child and perhaps even as an adult. Mom and Dad likely put you in the same type of shoes they wore.
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Note how the feet take the shape of the shoes and how the big toes are cocked inward.

(photo credit 2.4)

How far your feet can go toward returning to normal depends on the amount of time and dedication you want to put into it, but you can get your feet looking and working better. And they will feel better too.

DONALD DUCK KNEW BEST

Perhaps you’ve heard this analogy: Place a frog in hot water, and it’ll jump right out. But place the frog in cool water and then gradually bring the water up to a boil, and the frog will stay right in the pot up until the end and boil to death. (Don’t worry—no frogs were harmed in the making of this analogy.) Think of your feet as the frog.

More than a hundred years ago, doctors were already talking about the incredibly harmful effects of footwear, and they hadn’t even come out with modern high-heeled walking or running shoes yet. Back then, doctors recognized and documented the differences between the feet of those who spent their lives barefoot and those who habitually wore shoes. Shoes can quickly yet quietly deform our feet and cripple our bodies.

Because feet are very plastic or malleable, they’ll conform to or take the shape of anything we put them in. Like shoes. You can see your foot shape by simply stepping into a puddle with bare feet and parading down your driveway or sidewalk.
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The person with the foot on the left probably never wore shoes and has a natural, wide triangle to stand on. The person on the right has been wearing shoes, and the foot has taken on the shape of the shoes.

(photo credit 2.5)
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Note how the bones of the foot are squashed together in a shoe that’s not shaped like a natural foot.

(photo credit 2.6)

In nature, our feet develop to a natural, wide triangle, an incredibly stable platform on which to stand. That platform may have a high arch or a low arch, a high instep or a flat foot. Studies show that the height of the arch has absolutely nothing to do with the foot’s performance, the walking gait, or injuries. Unfortunately, that’s a long-standing myth about arches. Instead, it’s all about foot strength.

The average natural foot—though it comes in all shapes and sizes—more often than not is as flat as a pancake. Why? It’s likely that muscle and fat padding have filled in around that great strong arch. But again, there’s no one ideal shape, size, or height of the arch.

Natural, unencumbered feet are triangular, or almost paddle-shaped, like Donald Duck’s. These feet have far greater stability, resilience, and strength. The toes of the lifelong barefooter are also stronger and often tend to be longer, because they haven’t been encased in shoes. And they work better too, not only for propulsion but also to aid in climbing, dancing, and picking up things (yes, feet can grab and hold on to objects too).
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When unshod, toes spread and feet naturally develop to a wide triangle, an incredibly stable platform on which to stand.

(photo credit 2.7)

This may sound strange, but look at how a baby uses her toes. In the beginning she’s using her toes and feet as fingers and hands. She doesn’t know that’s not what she’s supposed to do. In fact, it’s exactly what she’s supposed to do for good, strong, healthy feet.

We’re all born with these amazing feet. And then we stuff them into narrow shoes.

Modern Chinese Foot Binding

As we’ve noted, our feet are quite malleable or plastic. They can take on almost any shape. That’s where Chinese foot binding comes in. This practice was designed to compress or deform a girl’s foot so that it would grow to no more than four and a half inches long—basically just a stub. The woman would never be able to stand still when upright: she would have to constantly move back and forth to keep her balance, or she would need to be assisted when walking. Her feet were completely deformed by her footwear.

Our feet are also misshapen from our shoes—although not quite as dramatically as with foot binding. Like the frog in the pot, adapting to an ever-warmer environment, our feet change without us even knowing it. From those cute little baby booties to tiny sneakers, Mary Janes for dress-up, clunky work boots with superheavy soles, ever-higher heels, and narrow, pointy-toed dress shoes for work, each takes its toll.
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We deform our feet for fashion. Note the similarity between the modern foot in a high heel and a foot subjected to Chinese foot binding.

(photo credit 2.8)

We may think it’s normal for the foot to get tired or even sore at the end of the day or after a shopping trip to the mall. But we don’t associate that with our shoes. Our toes may hurt or get sore, but we don’t associate that with our shoes. Or we may get bunions (something our doctor may have told us we inherited from our parents, which is not true), but we may not realize that these problems are caused by our shoes.


[image: ] FOOT NOTE

“Our feet have not changed since pre-shod times; foot pathology is not hereditary, but directly caused by being placed in shoes. Foot pathologies are also not tied/linked to arch height or size, but to being placed in shoes.” This conclusion was drawn from a study published in the Journal of Bone and Joint Surgery more than a hundred years ago.



And here’s the kicker: we all have narrow feet compared to the unshod, and we never realize, think, or even care about the fact that this narrowness came from our shoes.

And why should we? What’s wrong with a foot that’s rectangular or tube-shaped instead of one that’s a triangle?

Well, actually, everything.

Perhaps a good analogy is to look at the difference between a tricycle and a bicycle. Our feet were meant to be trikes. They have three wheels or landing points (behind the big toe, behind the little toe, and the heel), which make the foot an incredibly stable surface. That’s the natural foot.

Today, our feet are something different. They’re more like bicycles. They have two very narrow points of contact, one under the center of the front of the foot, and one at the center of the heel.

No wonder more and more people are getting plantar fasciitis, which is a pulling of the rope-tight connective tissue that runs from front to back, right under the center of our foot. This tissue takes all of the pressure because of how we’ve mangled and weakened our feet.

And it goes far beyond this.

A triangle-shaped foot is good for stability. It helps you balance and keeps you from rolling an
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CHALLENGES OF BAREFOOT WALKING
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