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RUNNING
BARE

By racing without shoes,
Barefoot Rick says he’s
channeling his primal
genetic code. PAGE 14

STORY BY JOCELYN JACOBSON
PHOTOS BY JENNIFER HACK

COMPATIBILITY

Scott enjoys cocking, and
Anthony enjoys eating. 3

THE RIGHT
TOOLS

.. Will help you

organize with style. 6
WARMTH AND
COMFORT
Salmon and cabbage, the
perfect dinper for warmer
weather. B
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BAREFOOT IN THE PARK

BAREFOOT RICK SHED HIS SHOES IN 2003; SINCE THEN HE HAS RUN 26 MARATHONS AND MORE THAN 8,000 MILES
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- Rick. Houber walts with the other runners bei'ore the start of the' 29th annualwml:lort St P-!lr!cll’i Dav Run. HB hEIS heen runnlng harefoot SIHCB 2003,

wanted to truly understand him,
ta walk a lmlt: in h.}s shoes. But

he is lmown in the

idir't al‘arays love to

. In fa hated it in high school.

He says barefoot running doesn't click

for everybody, but eventually it did for
him — and it stuck.

He caught my eve in last year's Kan-
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sascity:mamim He haébeenspmted

-  high
school track in Lees Summit. Then
there are emilesthathe racks up on

streats, snewy trails
phalt. Every day, averaging 50 miles a
Wi

So I set out on a journey to under-
stand what mofivates the 5l-year-old

Lee's Summit man, a project manager
for an Overland Park-based telecom-
munications company. The trel would
take me and my husband, Jake, a fellow
journalist, from an ice-covered park in
Wyandotte County to St. Patrick'’s Day
revelry in Westport, with plenty of
questions sandwiched in between.
For starters, why?

Why would someone choose to run
without shoes and socks?
“[ think it's kind of like a revelation,”

says Roeber, who is married and has
three grown children and two stepchil-
dren. “T use the illustration that it's
somebody using gloves their whole life
and working with spmething and then
taking their gloves off. And the revela-
tion of feeling ... like, wow: this feels
mall}f good, actually”

Though Roeber shed his shoes one
October day in 2003, he thinks his pre-
disposition to barefoot runming goes
b::"lk a few millennia to a primal genetic
code.




“T think all of us were hunter-warriors
at one time” he says. “And 1 think that
some of us-are a little closer than others
to that gene pool.

As a3 kid, Roeber happily trampled
through the grass and scampered up
trees. He loved being barefoot, and it felt
natural to him, But he knows not all fam-
ilies embrace the idca,

“Was your mother always harping ar
you te put your shoes on?”’ Rocber asks.
If 50, he says, “you probably wouldn't be
a good candidate” for barefoot running,

Taking a detour

ulllil high school, he was the long-haired
ﬂehangmgcmtmthe ar lat.
Roeber and woulpii Il;::tlg have
appeared together in his yearbook. He
wasn't interested in athletics, and it
would take several wrong turns in life to
finally find the right track and reconnect
with that genetic code.

He smo drank and did drugs as a
teen, but his d cy on alcohol was

“the biggest roadblock.

*T was a drunk that struggled with the
demon alcohol and all the sundry cifects
of someone who was enslaved to his own
desires,” Roeber says.

'BARELY THERE FOOTWEAR
50 yoll waﬁttailherateyctur feat
Eava'ﬁmt

aquazséckﬁmthtﬂé& Acting,
-sﬁémnd skir, the Fiw!-‘mgers sole
the shape of your foat
but addss&mrg inthe rubber to
provide grip on wet surfaces,
‘says Anne Tommasi from the
Concord, Mass., headquarters of
Vibram, based in (taly.
Suggiested retail starts at 870,
‘with details at vibram.com.
B Nike Frae: As the lass-is-more
trend grows among runnars, fit's
iranic to hear footwear giants
touting the benefits of going
primal. But Nike s doing just
‘that, using the Free to keep iis
foot in the door of the barefoot
market with a shoe that provides
an extremely flexible, minimalist
sole that can still offer
pr‘atactmn
Su retail starts at $85,
with cletails at NikeFree.com.

His winter outfits look

like all the other runners’,

axcept for his footwear.

Struggling to change course, he started
running (with shoes) in 1990 and “ran
about a mile, kind of liked it” He must
have liked it, all right, because a few
months later he was finishing his first
marathon. But those 26.2 miles couldm’t
mraﬁ::e with the step that he was about
to

“On March §, 1982 Roeber recalls, “T
put the ‘plup in the jug’ and recommitted
my life to the Lord Jesus™

Sober at ageﬂﬁ. he dedicated himself
to-earning his mllegﬂagraem;mn“nﬂl—
ism and creative writing and helping
makeamemﬁwithh:sﬁnﬂy

“Without Gﬂ&m my life, 1 know 1
wouldn't be and taking care of

nﬁtlfm my family today,’ Roeber says.
lsvﬂabeaveadaﬂyBﬂ:leveneon
myWﬁ:mtEasmaﬂasaﬁmr Scripture to
remind me, and to tell others, that it is by
the grace of God I can do what I do”

Going the distance

It was Barefoot Ken Saxton who
piqued Roeber’s interest (see story, fac-
ing page).

“] was online and on the Runners
World marathon forum and i
abonut thlsguywhuranthe Long Beach
marathen barefoot,” Rocber says. “And 1
ﬁ:rcrugh:, ‘You could do that, couldw't
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lce, snow and aravel didn’t deter Roeber during the Psycho WyCo trall run.

| After running through the grass In Loose Park, Roeber’s wet feet leave

footprints on the sidewalk at the park.
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Reeber searched for information on-
line and decided to try it that very day
on a wond-chip trail near his workplace.

“So 1 ran a couple of miles, got a little
tiny blister, and I thought, My God, this
feels really good.”

And Barefoot Rick was born.

In October 2003 Roeber was: already
gqualified for Boston, the crown jewel of
marathons. He had earned his way into
the race wearing shoes. Now he wanted
to finish it without.

“So through the pext six months of
Kansas City winter, I persevered and be-
longed to our local ﬁtnssscf:ntm' there.”

But public places have policies. No
shirt, no shoes, no thanks. What was a
barefoot purist to do?

“] cut the soles out of a pair of agua
shoes, and they just flop on top of my
feet. T was doing that for the shoe police
because it's footwear. They gave me the
pmw]:etbml wink, and everything was
Sl

He ran 21 of 26 miles of Boston hare-
foot but kept sandals strapped to his
back.

“The conerete was 110 degrees, so it
.was’t the best marathon to do bare-
foot,” Roeber says. “The first 13 miles 1
did barefoot, then the pavement started
getting hot, so 1 put sandals on for five
miles. Then I'thought, My feet hurt any-
way, Il just finish it up barefoot.” "

Form and function

Right away T wanted to see his feet. T
expected to see calloused soles dyed
dn‘tt—hk‘:‘rmm and frostbite’s ugly after-
mal

But instead he showed me what he
calls “moccasin-type, leathery feet
Kinda like a supple leather” There were
no nicks, cuts or calluses.

“Calluses come from wearing shoes
or work boots or cowboy boots,” Roeber
reminded me.

“I think I could go six months without
barefoot running and go right back out
to it,” he says. “Because it wouldn't mat-
ter because I've learned the proper tech-
nigue. Once you learn that, it docsn’t
matter so much about the toughness”

So what is the proper techmque?

Trade longer strides for quicker steps,
and aim for the middle of the foot as a
landing pad, not the heel. Your legs will

i

“Walk a mile or half a mile on a side-
wall,” says Scott Petry, a 42-year-old ju-

mior high teacher from Lawrence. He

doesn't recommend a treadmill for bare-
foot beginners because the constant
pushing off can lead to blisters,

“Your calf muscles get bigger” Petry
says. “Yowre stretching vour mnscles.
Your foot structurc as a whole is bigger
and stronger.” _

Trene Davis, a professor at the Univer-
sity of Delaware, encourages peaple to
gcad_uaJ])r train their feet.

“The function of the arch is to act like

GODFATHER OF SOLE

Before Barefoot Rick, there was
Barefoot Ken Bob Saxton, wha
has been dubbed the godfather.
of running barefoot.

| actually was born barefoot,” the
Sl-year-old says from his home in
Huntington Beach, Calif.

Growing up in Michigan, Saxton
remembers many barefoot
summers, His parents didn't want
“him to get his shoes dirty because
he didn't have that many pairs,
He runs barefoot by chaice now,
with & variety of West Coast
surfaces to choose fram, When
Saxton started barefoot running,
hewent alittle too far too fast
and ended up with blistars. Now
he spends "less time: thmkunq
about distance, more about |
form

He tock his knowledge to the
miasses with his Web site
(runningbarefeot.org) and has
‘gathersd mora than 1,100 people
ona Yahoo! dlsz:ussmn graup,
many of whom have identified
themselves gn Saxton's
interactive map of barefoot
runners arcund the world. His
advice to runners seems simple
encugh:

"Like arwthing else, s a new
activity,” Saxton says. "Start slow
and gradual.”

Jocelyn Jacobson

a spring, and when take away the
mega-shees, you are your feet to
workha:der, 5ays Dans:ﬁmls also the
director of the Running Injury Clinic at
the university. She suggests stamng
with “minimal” shoes. “They give you
some ground protection, but your mus-
cles are having to work harder” she
says, “We have taught our feet to be lazy.
We have taken away the function of the
foot.” (See story, Page 18.)

Frigid feet
How could anyone focus on maintain-
ing proper form over 10 miles of ice-

covered hills on a l6-degree day? 1T
thought my pinkies were goners, and 1
hsdlawrsﬂ{sockssuﬁedmmyshoes.
But Roeher was at his barefoot. best at 8
am. on Feb. 10 in the Psycho WyCo
“Run, Toto, Run” Trail Runs at Wyan-
dotte County Lake Park.

By participating, Roeber broke one of
his own rules: Don't run barefoot on ice
and snow when temperatures dip below
20. He learned this lesson the hard way
in 200(}5, wh:nld too andm Wnsemnmgh've
days of cold running and not en 18-
covery time left his toes blackened by
frostbite. Sec the effects for yourself at
barefootrunnerorg under the heading
“Winter barefoot running” You are in
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Roeber greets felldw racers Janet Taylor (left) and her cousin Knndra
Bealmear, before beginning the Westport St. Patrick's Day Run.
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After the St. Patrick’s run, Roeber takes a break on the street in Westport.

the right place when you see this dis-
claimer:

“Those that arc squeamish regarding
open wounds should not seroll down.”

On the Psycho WyCo Web site, race
director Ben Holmes warned runners,
“Trail running shoes are highly recom-
mended for running on this course to
avoid foot/toe trauma™

And yet, 45 a nod to Roeber, Holmes
created a barefoot division (complete
with a medal and shirt) in a race where
many entrants drilled serews into their
shoes for extra traction.

Roeber should have more competi-
tion on Sept. 23 at the Omiaha Mara-
thon, where race director Susan Smi-
sek has'a]read-p h_ad a few e-mails ex-
pressing interest in the newly created
b@m&:ot division.

The home stﬁetch

Skip ahead a month (or 200,58 miles
it vou're a self-described “bean coun-
ter” like Rocber) to the 4-mile St. Pa-
trick’s Day Westport Run. A sunny day
in the 508 felt like a tropical setting
compared with our last outing, My pin-
kics were intact.

The day started a couple of hours
earlier at Loose Park WIﬂlabameOl tu-
torial. Across the moist,
and the cool, smooth sidewalk, ,lake
and I fell into a natural gait. OF course,
it was anly 20 feet at a time! But, hey,
wic had orders to take it slowly. and we
had to save our steam for the 5t. Pat’s
Face.

The grass was soft, but because it
was uneven and unpredictable; we
switched to the sidewalk. Just like the
experts had been hel!mg me, concrete
offers a more consistent surface for
perfecting form.

'ASK THE DOCTOR
lewnmfﬁﬂ Davis, director ofthe
€liie aF this Uniiersity

A. ngﬁ-ﬁn:‘h feet terd to be ﬂgld and
der't attenuate shock well. Lo-arch
| feat are overly flexible, bottom out
and don't attenuate !-h@c‘k well, Feat
with normal or ioh arches that are
flexible have mare give to them. They
‘attenuate shock, Have soms eneray
return and adapt well tounsven
-terrains,
Isthman ideal way for a runner’s foot
to hit the ground?
Eighty. F@Eﬂtnnt of distance runners are
rearfoot strikers tland heel first), The
remaining 20 percent areml;'ijot
(land flat) or forefoct (land on ball of
foot), -
Rearfoot strikers have larger impacts
when landing and may be more prane:
to bony injuries — particularly in the
tibia.
Forefoot strikers have softer impacts
but have mere force concentrated
under the ball of the fost; placing
them =t risk for foot stress fractures.
Also, forefoot strikers have greater
demands on their calf muscles, which
could put them at greatet risk for
Achilles tandenitis: So — pick your
potsan!
Having said that, I think that midfoot
striking may be the safest strike
|pattern (though | have no data o
suppart this — my apinion is based
salely on the mechanics of the strike
pattern).

Jocelyn Jacobson

T L cidacamt haa fmrmrbad man b
‘The experiment has tempted me to
conyert to barefoot runming, but my
pmk toenails and summer sandals are
g me to cover up. Mayhe the
minimal shoes are more my cup of tea,

Once we laced up again and arrived
in Westport, Jake lined up with the 6-
minute milers while Roeber and T
headed toward the 95, We were
greeted with shouts of “It's Barefoot
Rick!” Roeber was never too busy ei-
ther befora or during the race fo chat
with fellow runners, some of whom
may be part of his Yahoo discussion
group of about 150 members.

1 had run only two 5K road races pri-
or to this event, but 1 exercise five ¢
aweek and had made it my goal to stick
withblgeber How could I let a shoeless.
guy beat me? Well, he soon outpaced
me, then beat me, but, h&.k. the race
wasn't about
mind and embracing the day. ;

In February, Rick completed his 44th
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