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Introduction
Until  about 2 years ago, I actively disliked running. I thought people who ran 
marathons and any kind of long-distance event, were misguided idiots. I’d never 
been any ‘good’ at running as a kid and could never imagine a time when I would run 
for pleasure. Even worse than that, I believed that running was actually bad for you. 
With a background as a personal trainer, corrective exercise specialist and strength 
coach, anything but short interval sprints was sacrilege. Run more than a couple of 
miles and you could literally see your muscles shrinking before your very eyes!

The funny thing was that, on the odd occasion when I’d head out for a longer 
distance run, say a couple of miles of trail running in the South Downs, I found 
myself feeling great after about 30 minutes and wanting to run further. With the 
beneft of hindsight, I think you could actually say that I enjoyed myself. This was 
crazy talk of course, so I’d set myself straight, plod home and try to forget about the 
whole experience.

Not only did I dislike running (and think it was bad for you) I also associated it with 
injury. I’d often fnish my longer runs with some kind of minor injury to my calves or 
ankles. This was just another nail in the running coffn for me. 

I’m happy to say that I was wrong on pretty much all counts. 2 years on and with a 
few more miles on the clock, I can now call myself a runner. But I’m not just any 
runner. I am a barefoot and minimal shoe runner! I’m a Natural Runner. And this, 
folks, is where I believe the magic is. If I had never discovered barefoot and minimal 
running, then I don’t think anything would have changed. Now I f***ing love running!
So what changed me from an anti-runner, to someone who has fallen in love with 
running?

Well, that’s why I’ve written this manifesto. I want to share my inspiration with you 
and have a brief look at why I believe barefoot and minimal running is now more 
important to the world than ever.

Something as simple as taking off my shoes changed my life. Going barefoot, or 
switching to minimal footwear changes the way you think about running, about 
yourself and about the world around you. It deepens your connection with the 
natural world and teaches you a lot about your own body. Even more than that, it 
reminds us of who we are and how we got here, through millions of years of 
evolution.

Perhaps, by looking back at the past, we can catch a glimpse of the future.

This guide is really a collection of my thoughts and feelings about barefoot and 
natural running. It’s about what I’ve learnt since I started running without shoes, 
about the actual running itself and about myself.

I hope you enjoy The Art of Natural Running and it inspires you in some way. 
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Please feel free to pass it on to anyone you think might be interested in, or beneft 
from it. Please also feel free to use sections, or the whole document for your own 
purposes, in accordance with the Creative Commons License under which it has 
been realeased (except for block quotes reprinted with permission from the author, 
which remain the copyright property of the author, as referenced). My goal is to make 
as many people as possible aware of the benefts and pleasure of barefoot and 
natural running and how it can improve your life in all areas.

If, for any reason you hate running, then you probably shouldn’t read any further and 
this manifesto is not for you… Or is it?

9:30 p.m. deep in the Hampshire countryside, England
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A Cautionary Tale / Disclaimer
Before we get going, I’d like to offer a cautionary tale, so you don’t make the same 
mistakes I did when I frst switched to natural running.

I am quite impatient. Instead of taking my time and covering the basics frst, I like to 
jump straight in at the deep end. Sometimes this approach backfres on me.

Soon after I discovered Vibram® Fivefngers, I thought I’d try running in them. Maybe 
they would help me feel different about running and the technique change would 
clear up some of the minor injuries from my infrequent, shod running sessions.

As mentioned earlier, I was still  not a running convert and didn’t like the idea of 
running any kind of distance. So, without any advice or resources, I decided to take 
my frst generation Classics out for some sprint intervals. This was a bad idea.

I’d never run with a forefoot landing and so my calves just weren’t up to the abuse. 
Midway through the session, I tore my left Achilles tendon. Bang, just when I was 
keen to experiment with running, I was out of action for 6 months!

Not only am I impatient, I’m also a slow learner. When my left Achilles had healed 
nicely, I still  hadn’t tested it out on anything more than a very-light-jog. My nephew 
asked me to play a game of “capture the fag” on his birthday. This time I was 
barefoot on grass and feeling good. I didn’t realise how intense the game would be 
though and, before I knew it, I was sprinting from a cold start, trying to catch 14 
year-old streaks of lighting. Needless to say, I tore my right Achilles tendon and was 
out of action for another 4 months. The upside to this is that I’m now an expert in 
ankle rehab.

The reason I raise the above, embarrassing tale is because I would hate for you to be 
brimming with enthusiasm and not take notice of the advice to START SLOWLY 
when switching from shod running to barefoot or minimal shoes. Unfortunately for 
me, I was one of the early people to get a pair of Fivefngers in the UK and the 
barefoot running bubble hadn’t quite reached us yet. I didn’t know where to fnd 
advice or cool guides on natural running, like this one.

Nowadays, there’s a lot of good information available to help you get started safely. 
Please check out the links and resources page at the end of the guide for more 
information. I would also highly recommend attending a workshop or clinic for 
barefoot or minimal running, or hiring a good coach (see links and resources for 
contacts).
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The Bear and The Monkey
Although this sounds like some new Tai Chi form, I am, in fact, referring to two bald, 
barefoot Americans who inspired me to take off my shoes and try running barefoot. 
You may know them better as Oso and El Mono, or Christopher McDougall  and 
Barefoot Ted McDonald.

Like so many other people, Christopher McDougall’s amazing book, Born To Run 
(click the link to get a signed copy) is where my journey to natural running started. 
It’s such a powerful and inspirational book. If you haven’t read it, I urge you to get a 
copy and read it. Even if you don’t like running and have no desire to become a 
runner, you’ll love the book. Full of larger than life characters, incredible running feats 
and dipping into evolutionary biology, this is a real life adventure story that has 
inspired a new generation of runners. Like most people, when I fnished the book, all 
I wanted to do was go for a run.

I was lucky enough to meet and interview Christopher McDougall  in June 2010, in 
London (check out the video interview here, flmed in Hyde Park). He was so 
passionate about natural running, knowledgeable, down to earth and generous with 
his time.  If you ever get the chance to do a workshop with him, or attend a talk, 
seminar or book signing, then grab it, you won’t be disappointed! Thanks for the 
inspiration Chris and for such a great interview!

I frst read about Barefoot Ted in the aforementioned Born To Run. He sounded 
awesome and I really wanted to meet him. Well, as luck would have it, my friend 
Matthew Wallden, from Primal Lifestyle, was organizing a Primal Bootcamp 
Weekend with, none other than, Barefoot Ted! Sometimes the Universe just lines 
things up for you. Thank you!

So, Barefoot Ted and 6 others of us spent a cold but primal weekend camping out in 
the Surrey countryside in the Spring of 2010. We learnt a lot about evolutionary 
health and ftness and had a lot of fun. The highlight for me was fnishing the 
weekend with Barefoot Ted’s Introduction To Barefoot Running Workshop, which 
was a fascinating journey into Ted’s philosophy and style of barefoot running.

Having read Born To Run more than once, I had a few clues as to what Ted might 
be like. I wasn’t expecting such a genuine, intelligent, spiritual and articulate man 
though. Yes, he can talk a lot, but the thing is, you just want to listen because you 
know you are going to learn something. 

Spending time with Barefoot Ted, being able to talk to him and ask him questions 
but, most importantly, watching him move and the way he uses his body was a 
revolutionary experience. He is a true movement artist. Over one brief weekend I 
really got a sense of what good barefoot running should look and feel like. No 
amount of reading, theory or self-practice can replicate this. If you can make it to 
one of Ted’s clinics or workshops, then don’t hesitate. It’ll most likely improve more 
than just your running!
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I’d been having real problems with my right calf until Ted’s workshop. Afterwards, 
and pretty much over night, my calf problems went away. The main take home point 
that made a difference for me was fnding your own form. I had been working hard 
up until then to run in the “right way”, with lots of knee bend, lots of hip bend and 
landing on the forefoot. I’d been trying to replicate what worked for other people. 
After watching and talking to Barefoot Ted, I realized that I could fnd my own style. 
Less knee bend and running a little more upright really helped me. Over the next 
week, running just got easier and easier. It felt light and easy and I could keep going 
indefnitely. This is what I had been looking and hoping for as, up until  this point, I’d 
had to stop after about 20 min, because my right calf hurt so much.

Ted mentioned that I wanted to think about skipping (jumping rope) and landing like 
that, with very quick, light touches, soft but not too much knee bend and an overall  
springiness.

So, before we get into the The Art of Natural Running and my take on barefoot and 
natural running, I want to say a big thank you to Christopher McDougall and Barefoot 
Ted McDonald for inspiring me and helping me to become a runner.
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Travel Light, Tread Lightly
He who would travel happily must travel light
-- Antoine de St. Exupery

The best runner leaves no tracks
-- Tao Te Ching

Humans have been running for the last 2 million years (Bramble and Liberman, 
2004).  The basic foot design, the one (or two) we have now, has not changed in this 
time.

Cushioned sole running shoes have been around since the mid 1970’s.

We still  have the same feet though, so how come we suddenly need cushioning and 
motion control and computer chips in our running shoes? In fact, do we actually 
need running shoes at all?

For me, the answer is a resounding no. We don’t need any of these gimmicks and we 
don’t need - and are probably better off without - the running shoes.

”From a functional perspective, shoes shouldn't be necessary.” (O’Neill, 2010.)

Travel light refers to dropping anything that is unnecessary from your running (and 
life). In this case, running shoes. Why wear something that you don’t need? Why 
wear something that alters your natural gait, foot and body position? Why wear 
something that, potentially, causes an increased risk of injury?

You were born with all you’ll  ever need to run well. Ok, so you couldn’t do it right out 
of the box, but it didn’t take long until you were tottering around the living room 
naked, with your parents marveling and cooing at the sight.

You were then, and you are now, a work of art. You are incredible. You’re designed to 
do many amazing things, one of which is to run. I urge you to shed the things you 
don’t need, to reduce the clutter and get back to the essentials. I urge you to travel 
light.

This means not taking, or wearing anything that you don’t really need, including hi-
tech and cushioned running shoes and any other kind of support or aid, designed to 
‘improve’ upon what you already have. For me, barefoot is best, closely followed by 
Vibram® Fivefngers, which I believe allow you to come as close to a barefoot 
experience as possible, whilst wearing footwear.

Traveling light doesn’t only relate to physical possessions or equipment though. It’s 
also one of the core principles of better and more natural running, as so eloquently 
described by the late Caballo Blanco in Born To Run:
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“Think Easy, Light, Smooth, and Fast. You start with easy, because, if that’s all 
you get, that’s not so bad. Then work on light. Make it effortless, like you don’t  
give a shit how high the hill is or how far you’ve got to go. When you’ve 

practiced that so long that you forget you’re practicing, you work on making it 
smooooooth. You won’t have to worry about the last one - you get those 

three, and you’ll be fast.” 1

Good running isn’t about pounding the ground. Heel striking is like putting the 
brakes on with each and every step. You’re not making use of the natural springs in 
your legs and, each time you hit the ground hard with your heel and a straightened 
leg, you’re dumping movement energy into the ground. Surely it would be better to 
store and then use this energy? It’s not about fghting against the terrain and trying to 
overcome it through brute force. You have to adapt your style, ft in with the 
environment and move lightly and nimbly.

A good visualization is to think of the movie Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon. 
When the warriors skip across the rooftops, or foat up the bamboo trunks, they’re as 
light as a feather, with a very quick turnover and minimal ground contact. This is 
what you want to visualise when you are running. Obviously, I’m not expecting you to 
start fying and leaping tall buildings with a single bound. Instead, try and apply the 
same feeling to your running. Feel like you are as light as a feather and can literally 
foat over the ground and climb any hill with minimal effort.

Lightness also refers to a mental state when you are running. Just as you are leaving 
behind unnecessary equipment and poor technique, you also want to leave behind 
too much mental baggage. For me, the goal is to engage with my surroundings and 
keep as quiet as possible, physically and mentally. That way, my running is always 
better, I am more relaxed and the whole experience is so much more rewarding.

When you minimise mental baggage and equipment, you automatically tread lightly, 
literally and metaphorically. Your goal is to leave little or no impact behind you. Along 
with your running, this philosophy can help in all areas of life. Travel lightly by not 
taking more than you need, in any area. Tread lightly as a result of being more 
conscious of what you need, how nature intended things to be and how things truly 
are. By traveling light and treading lightly, you reduce your impact on the people and 
world around you. And this can only be a good thing in this day and age.

Finally, approach your running with a lightness of mind, almost playfulness. You 
should enjoy what you are doing. Running shouldn’t be a chore or a grueling process 
that you endure because it is “good for you”. The chances are that kind of running 
isn’t as good for you as you think. More than anything else, running should be fun 
and natural. Don’t fght and struggle. On some level, your body knows how to run 
instinctively. You just need to remember how to do it.

1 Christopher McDougall, 2010, Born To Run, paperback edition, London, Profle Books Ltd

                                    www.leangreenhumanbeing.com 12

http://www.leangreenhumanbeing.com/


Unplug / Reconnect
Adopt the pace of nature: her secret is patience. 
-- Ralph Waldo Emerson

For me, this is the most important aspect of natural running. It’s not about 
competition (although there is defnitely a time and place for that). It’s not about 
fghting, struggling or driving your self into the ground. It is about remembering who 
and what we are and where we came from.

Modern life is wonderful, exciting and full of opportunities. It’s also overwhelming, 
unnatural and bad for your health, on the whole. Humans evolved in a very different 
environment, in much closer contact with the natural world. This contact is 
something that we’re losing with progressive generations. Nowadays, it’s as if nature 
is somehow unnatural to a lot of people and the modern, urban jungle has taken it’s 
place. This is dangerous, for the future of our planet and for countless species, 
including our own.

In my opinion, it is vital to unplug from the hectic digital world that consumes the 
majority of our attention and reconnect with the natural world, the one our ancestors 
evolved in over the last 4 + million years.

How do you do this? It’s easy. Leave your iPod behind. Leave your mobile phone 
behind. Run with no more than you absolutely need. Remove all electronic and 
digital devices and hit the trail in a natural state. Minimise distractions and use the 
time to de-stress, decompress and even as a dynamic meditation, if so inclined.

Yes, this may sound all hippy dippy and crazy fower child but, please don’t 
underestimate the power and importance of this. Aside from the intangible benefts 
to body and soul, there’s a whole heap of research (fnd out more here) proving how 
vital spending time in nature is to your physical health. The rest of life is hectic, fast-
paced and connected. You must make time to unplug from this hectic digital world 
and reconnect to the natural world, to give your mind and body a chance to unload 
and shift down several gears. I like to call this a Digital Detox.

Reconnect with the natural world. Immerse yourself in your surroundings and 
become tuned in to your body, how it interacts with the environment and how it 
feels. What is it telling you? Take notice of the view and try and engage all of your 
senses. What can you feel? What can you smell, taste, hear and see? Use all of your 
senses and spend a moment focusing on each one in turn. Try and heighten that 
sense for a moment and give it a workout. Work on cultivating awareness of your 
own body and your surroundings. Get out of your head for a while. Breathe the fresh 
air, interact and remember that you’re part of nature. Without it you wouldn’t exist, so 
look after it.
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Everyone Is Wrong!
One who is too insistent on his own views, fnds few to agree with him 
-- Lao Tzu

Having a strong opinion and being passionate about something is good. Too many 
people sit on the fence and don’t take action. Being dogmatic, on the other hand, is 
not good. Fixed ideas can leave you at a disadvantage, closed to new methods and 
possibilities, cruising through life with your blinkers on. 

I’ve come across a lot of strong feelings and viewpoints on running, that approach 
the dogmatic. I’ve certainly been guilty of not wanting to listen to other opinions or 
conficting advice, because I think I know better. When you come across something 
you feel strongly about, it’s easy to get carried away and over-excited. You think you 
know best and don’t want to admit that you might not have all of the answers!

Well, there is one right way to run, but it doesn’t have a name or system. The right 
way to run is the way that feels right to you, no matter what anyone else does, says 
or thinks.

It’s so easy to get wrapped up in the different methods and forget about focusing on 
the principles, but the principles are where the money is. The end result (in this case, 
light, easy and injury free running) is more important than the method of achieving it.

Some people swear by POSE® running, others by Chi Running. Some are die-hard 
barefoot advocates. Others will hear nothing of barefoot and minimal running. For 
them, running involves bouncy soles and up to the minute footwear.

I say each to his / her own. Personally I love barefoot running and running in 
Fivefngers. I’ve tested other footwear and I’ve tested many techniques and styles of 
running. What I’ve ended up with is a kind of hybrid of various forms. I test new stuff, 
keep and adapt the bits that work and junk the rest. I don’t feel the need to conform 
to any particular style, method or philosophy. I tried that in the beginning and it 
hampered my enjoyment and made my calves hurt.

Test everything for yourself, with an open mind and fnd what works. Come up with 
your own unique style and approach and then focus on enjoying yourself. Keep 
testing, remain open to new possibilities and fne-tune as you go and you’ll always 
improve. Don’t get stuck in any one groove. There’s nothing worse than being an 
armchair critic and shooting down new theories and ideas, without the frst hand 
experience of testing them. Get out there, give something a try and then make up 
your own mind. Take responsibility for yourself  and formulate your own ideas.

Ultimately, I think you should do what you want to do and what makes you feel good. 
I urge you to try barefoot or minimal shoe running. It is highly likely to enhance your 
running experience and improve your performance. If this isn’t for you though, then 
fne. Do whatever feels best. 
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I’d encourage anyone in the barefoot and minimal running community to adopt a 
similar outlook. The important thing is that people are enjoying themselves and 
having fun when they run. By all means offer advice and suggestions, if you can 
back it up with experience or tried and tested knowledge. But please don’t shoot 
someone down in fames because they do things differently, like wearing Nikes, or 
because they don’t agree with your point of view. Life’s too short for any more agro!

I see such heated debates and aggressive arguments in some areas of the Internet. 
Everyone is convinced that they are right and they will fght to the virtual death to 
defend the honour of their running system and philosophy. To me, this is just silly  and 
a waste of time.

Let’s open up the discussion, learn what we can from each other and remember that 
no one is right. 50% of everything we think we know is probably, at best, inaccurate 
and, at worst, wrong (especially if its scientifc research). At the end of the day, we all 
have a common aim and that is to run and express ourselves in the way we chose. 
This is a fundamental human right.

As Paul Chek likes to say, “Opinions are like assholes. Everyone has one.”

Test lots of techniques, take the bits that work, discard the rest and fnd your own, 
unique style. You’ll know when you’ve found it because it will feel amazing, just like 
you were born to do it.

                                    www.leangreenhumanbeing.com 15

http://www.leangreenhumanbeing.com/
http://www.leangreenhumanbeing.com/portfolio/digital-detox/


Funny Looks and Hairy Toes
Not too long ago, I went to a business meeting in my Fivefngers (my trusty KSO’s). 
The people I was meeting were used to me turning up barefoot, or in funny foot 
glove things, so they didn’t bat an eyelid. I didn’t realise that a very important 
customer of mine (at the time) one who I hadn’t met before, would be coming in to 
the offce as well. This was a perfect opportunity to make a great frst impression and 
get to know the new buyer. She had the reputation of playing hardball when 
negotiating, so I really needed to establish a good relationship.

The frst few minutes of the conversation went really well, shooting the breeze and 
going through the usual niceties. Then she looked at my feet.

“Oh my God, what are those!” she shrieked, looking genuinely shocked.

I began to explain about Fivefngers, expecting the usual reaction of,

“Oh, they look cool, where can I get a pair”.

I didn’t get it. 

Instead, I got,

“I’m sorry, I can’t deal with those. They’re just wrong. You’d get beaten up if you 
wore those in Chingford.”

The atmosphere was tense for the next 15 minutes and she wouldn’t stop looking at 
my feet with aggressive distaste and muttering, “No. I’m sorry, but those are just 
wrong.”

Now, it may be totally unconnected, but the next order I got from that particular 
customer was signifcantly smaller than previous years. WTF!

Would I change my mind if the same situation came up again? No way! You’ve got to 
stick to your principles. Even with the beneft of hindsight, I’d wear my Fivefngers 
again and again, making sure I chose a more colourful  and noticeable style than 
black KSO’s.

If you’re going to walk around barefoot or in Fivefngers, then you’re going to get a 
lot of attention. Not all of that attention is going to be positive or welcome. 
Personally, I’ve never really felt the need to conform to what society dictates you 
should wear, do or be. Barely a week goes past without comments like, “look at his 
feet” and “it’s the barefoot man”. Middle aged ladies on the common where I walk 
my dog nudge their friends and whisper, “that’s the one I told you about.”

I’ve got to admit that I kind of like the attention. It always gives you something to talk 
about and is guaranteed to break the ice in most conversations. Beyond that, it gives 
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me an opportunity to tell people why I go barefoot and explain that it’s more than a 
fashion statement. Most people are interested and want to know more. This is good 
because it saves me delivering the lecture to my wife, who’s heard it many times 
before.

As we found out at the beginning of this section, some people are not cool with 
people going barefoot. Instead of keeping their opinion to themselves, some people 
feel the need to express their distaste to you in person. This is even better. It’s good 
to have your beliefs questioned and challenged and helps you to think and articulate 
more clearly about why you choose to go barefoot or wear funny glove things on 
your feet.

If you’re new to natural running and living, then this is just a quick heads up. You’re 
likely to get lots of attention, so thinking of how to respond, in all situations, can be 
useful.

Remember, not everyone is going to be “down” with going barefoot, especially in 
certain parts of Essex...
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The Science(y) Part
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Born to run?
“Humans are terrible athletes in terms of power and speed, but we’re 
phenomenal at slow and steady. We’re the tortoises of the animal kingdom.”
-- (Lieberman, 2007)

Compared to most other animals, humans are weak and humans are slow . But, 
when it comes to running long distances, we’re real bad-asses! We’re capable of 
out-running just about any other animal on the planet, over a long enough distance, 
even specialised running animals, such as horses. This is very cool!

Despite what you might have heard, it seems that you are the perfect, long-distance 
running machine. According to proponents of the endurance running (ER) 
hypothesis, we’ve evolved to excel at running, primarily as a means of acquiring food 
and, in particular, meat. The science is compelling and explores many of the uniquely 
human attributes we have, leaving us with a “body that is diffcult to explain absent a 
marathoning past.”  (Montenegro, 2009, p.1).

There isn’t room for a detailed overview of the ER hypothesis here, but I just want to 
have a quick look at why humans are such good runners and why it seems we were 
indeed born to run. If you’d like to fnd out more about this subject, then a good 
starting place is the work of Daniel E. Lieberman, Professor of Human Evolutionary 
Biology at Harvard University.

Thanks to the fascinating research of some of the ER hypothesis’s main proponents, 
we now have a fairly detailed insight as to how and why humans evolved the ability 
to run long distances.

The genus Homo (the group that modern man belongs to) has been running for at 
least 2 million years, with specifc adaptions for endurance running frst showing up 
in Homo Erectus (Lieberman and Bramble, 2007). 

Why did our ancestors evolve from more ape-like hominids that could walk and 
climb trees, into taller, more upright, running machines? The answer seems to be 
meat.

According to archaeological records, we were regularly eating meat as long as 2.6 
million years ago (Bramble and Lieberman, 2004.) The question is how did we get 
hold of that meat? Although archaeologists have discovered butchering tools, for 
cutting up meat, from around this time (Wikipedia, 2010) advanced weapons, such 
as stone-tipped spears, don’t show up until  200,000 years ago and bows and arrows 
until 50,000 years ago (Lieberman and Bramble, 2007).

Without sophisticated weapons, these early human hunters had to fnd another way 
to kill  their prey. This is where persistence hunting enters the equation. The point of 
persistence hunting is to exploit our evolutionary adaptations to distance running 
and, literally, run an animal to death. Nowadays, for your average desk-jockey, this 
would be a near impossible task, but some hunter-gatherer tribes still  practice 
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persistence hunting on occasion, adding to the credibility of the ER hypothesis. 
Check out this amazing video† to see a persistence hunt by the San people of the 
Kalahari Desert††.

It’s true that most four-legged animals can outrun us when it comes to a head to 
head sprint. When you look at the numbers for endurance running though, 
something that few animals in the wild chose to do, with the exception of wild dogs, 
hyenas and some migratory species (Bramble and Lieberman, 2004), you can see 
the numerous advantages that us bipeds have. 

Let’s take a look at horses, for example. Horses are amazing runners and can easily 
out gallop a human. They can only sustain a full  on gallop for around 10-15 minutes 
though, before having to switch to a slower speed. Over long distances, horses have 
to trot at around 5.8 metres per second (Bramble and Lieberman, 2004). Highly 
conditioned humans, on the other hand, can sustain speeds of up to 6.5 metres per 
second, for signifcant distances (think elite marathon runners). This example gives 
you a glimpse of how well adapted we are to endurance running and how 
persistence hunting might just have been the key to our survival and success.

Under ideal conditions, a man versus horse (or other galloping ungulate) race is 
going to be tough. This is where heat comes in to the persistence hunt. Not only are 
humans excellent at endurance running, we are also unique in the fact that we can 
run long distances in the hot conditions, and we’re talking proper heat, the kind that 
induces hyperthermia in other mammals. We can handle the heat because we have 
become “specialised sweaters” (Lieberman and Bramble, 2007, 289). 

As we see in the San people’s persistence hunt (if you clicked the link above to 
watch the video), the Kudu can easily out-run the human in terms of speed. The 
problem is that this top-end speed is not sustainable and is very tiring for the animal, 
especially in the heat of the day. By forcing the Kudu to repeatedly gallop in the 
midday heat, without allowing it time to rest and cool down in the shade, the hunters 
out-endure their prey, which eventually collapses from exhaustion and heat stroke.

“The point of persistence hunting is to keep an animal above its trot-
gallop transition speed for long enough to cause it to develop hyperthermia.” 

(Lieberman et al, 2007, p. 434).

We humans, with our measly two legs, can run faster than this trot-gallop transition 
speed, relentlessly, for very long distances, whilst dumping heat by sweating and 
breathing through our mouths. It may not be as glamorous as an heroic spear throw 

† Please be aware that this is video footage of a real hunt and results in the death of an animal
†† Ok, some people are going to point out that the ‘runner’ is wearing modern trainers and then use it 
as proof that barefoot and minimal running is silly, etc. etc. My take is that this kind of hunting would 
have been done barefoot or with minimal footwear, for countless generations. The fact that the runner 
is wearing running shoes is a testament to how powerful the infuence of modern, ‘civilised’ society is. 
These people are struggling between their traditional world and the modern world and, unfortunately,  
the modern world is winning. For me this is a tragedy, because the traditional way of life of the San 
people is in harmony with the natural world, taking no more than they need and respecting the planet 
that sustains them. In my opinion this is an outlook that we can all learn something from.
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but it is pretty effective.

It’s not only endurance running and the ability to dump heat on the go that make us 
such exceptional runners. There are many other evolutionary adaptations to our 
skeletons and musculature that seal the deal and give us the advantage over most 
other mammals when it comes to running.

“From our abundant sweat glands to our Achilles tendons, from our big knee 
joints to our muscular glutei maximi, human bodies are beautifully  tuned 

running machines.” (Chen, 2006, p. 1).
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Is Barefoot Better?
“Humans have engaged in endurance running for millions of years, but the 
modern running shoe was not invented until the 1970’s.”
(Lieberman et al, 2010)

Listen, I’m not going to beat about the bush here. I really do believe that running and 
walking barefoot is better. Better for you in terms of health, better for you in terms of 
performance, better for you bio-mechanically and better for you spiritually. It’s your 
default state.

You are perfectly adapted to perform in the natural environment in which you 
evolved. You don’t need crutches and aids to help you. You already have everything 
you’ll ever need, ftted as standard to the human body. Imagine taking something as 
incredible and advanced as the human foot and then smothering it in a restrictive, 
cushioned prison, so it can’t work as intended. It’s like trying to do everything with 
oven gloves on your hands. You can still  do some things ok, but it’s so restrictive and 
unnatural. 

The problem is that we are so used to wearing shoes, because that’s what you do, 
that we’ve forgotten what barefoot living is like. It’s almost become socially 
unacceptable to go around barefoot and this is crazy and wrong. It’s a refection of 
how disconnected from nature and where we came from we modern humans are. 
We’ve gone so far the other way that, nowadays, natural things seem almost 
unnatural and weird and the unnatural is commonplace and accepted.

Do yourself a favour - free your feet!

Of course, this is mostly a subjective opinion. Many people will disagree. They want 
to wear bouncy soled running shoes, orthotics, computer chips that adjust motion 
control and so on and feel that they are an unfnished project just waiting to be 
completed by large companies with bottomless marketing budgets and just the right 
product. We are, after all, perfectly evolved consumers, as well as runners! Big 
magpies that we are, we love shiny new things and they speak directly to the seeking 
mind. Oooh, pretty. Must have!

I’m going to let you in on a little secret though. Here goes (and make sure you don’t 
spread the word, we don’t want everyone fnding out about this), you are the 
potential. You have virtually unlimited potential and can achieve almost anything you 
set your mind to. So, what are you going to chose?

Anyway, back to your feet. I’m going to try and remain as objective as possible, from 
now on and stick to the facts whilst I explain exactly why it is that barefoot is better.
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Energy

When you land with a heel strike whilst running, it’s like putting the brakes on. Bang, 
you dump valuable kinetic energy into the ground and abrupt collision forces of 
approximately 1.5 – 3 times bodyweight (Lieberman et al, 2010) travel up the leg, 
through the spine and into the head and have to be dissipated by the body. Not only 
that, you also don’t make full use of ground reaction forces that could be making you 
move more effciently.

The arch of your foot is strong and springy. You can liken the ligaments to tough 
elastic bands. When you land on your forefoot, or mid-foot, the longitudinal arch is 
passively stretched and stores elastic energy, then releases it, improving the “mass 
spring mechanics of running.” (Lieberman et al, 2010, p.534). 
When you run barefoot or wearing minimal footwear, you naturally land on your 
forefoot or mid-foot. When you land on your forefoot or mid-foot, you get the full 
beneft of this “mass spring mechanism” and the muscles, tendons and ligaments in 
your feet strengthen and become more effcient, with a direct crossover to improving 
running performance.1 Let your feet work as nature intended and it may well make 
you a better runner.

Cushioned running shoes tend to have a wedge-shaped, raised heel. This is 
designed to cushion the impact of heel striking when running and also changes the 
angle, so that less dorsifexion (lifting your toes up to your shin) is required, making 
heel striking more comfortable. Running shoes with elevated, cushioned heels 
encourage and make possible heel striking.  Unfortunately, when you heel strike, you 
don’t get the same energy storage and release as when you forefoot strike. The 
longitudinal arch isn’t passively stretched in the same way with a heel strike and so 
this style of running is more costly in terms of energy (Lieberman et al, 2010).

Interestingly, on the energy front, we also have short toes compared to earlier 
humans and other apes. This is yet another adaptation designed to make us better 
runners. Short toes create less drag and mean you don’t have to expend as much 
energy lifting your foot clear of the ground with each stride. The longer your toes, the 
higher you have to lift your foot to clear the ground and the more energy you use. 
Nature is all about conserving energy.

Almost all of the latest running shoes have arch supports and motion control 
features, as standard. Apart from making heel striking easier, all of this protection 
and cushioning can actually stop the foot from working as it is designed to work and 
can lead to weakening of the foot musculature, which, in turn, may lead to increased 
incidence of injuries such as plantar fasciitis (Lieberman et al, 2010).

When I watch my kids run around barefoot, they don’t crash down on their heels. 
They don’t have to think about it, they just naturally land towards the forefoot. There 
was a time in our lives when this was the same for all of us, too, before someone 

1 This is based on empirical evidence. In my book, empirical evidence is often the most useful and 
practical, no rats involved.

                                    www.leangreenhumanbeing.com 23

http://www.leangreenhumanbeing.com/


sold us the idea that we couldn’t function properly without some squidgy rubber 
under our soles. Evolutionary biology and biomechanics aside, letting the foot 
function as nature intended is just common sense to me. If you actually give barefoot 
or minimal running an honest and objective trial, (not just going for one run, hurting 
your feet and coming back with sore calves, vowing never again) you’ll understand 
what all the fuss is about and be able to make an informed decision.

Stability

Your toes aren’t just superfuous digits, added to the end of your feet for show. They 
provide stability. Without toes, walking and running would be a lot more diffcult! 
Long-term shoe wearing, especially if those shoes are pointy and have heels, trashes 
your feet. Your feet end up taking on the shape of your shoes and getting bent into 
all kinds of weird contortions, which affects how your foot functions, your range of 
motion and your stability. This in itself is enough to create greater risk of 
compensatory injuries, in other parts of the body. For example, if you can’t bend 
your big toe back very far because it is stiff  (hallux rigidus) then this will  affect the 
way you walk, run and move in general, often leading you to overuse another part of 
the body to make up for the lack of movement in the toe. Bet you never thought that 
your stiff, left big toe could trash your right shoulder, did you? If you look at the feet 
of someone who has never worn shoes, they look very different (click the link and 
scroll down for some amazing photos).

When you walk and run barefoot, or in Vibram® Fivefngers, your toes are 
independent and can function properly. They tend to spread out more and provide 
greater lateral stability to the foot (because they fan out and create a wider base of 
support). Toes are also useful in wet and muddy conditions. I often fnd myself 
gripping the ground with my toes when it is slippery, again creating greater stability.

It’s not only the toes that contribute to stability. Small bones in the mid-foot area 
(cuboid) are designed to form a “close-packed position” with the heel bone 
(calcaneus), avoiding rotation of the hind foot when we run and walk. In essence, 
once we go past a few degrees of rotation, the bones in the foot pack together to 
create a more rigid and stable structure under load, allowing us to run and walk 
effciently and safely. Smother your feet in foam and you risk disrupting these 
complex mechanisms.

Feedback

“The human foot is a work of art and a masterpiece of engineering.”
--Leonardo Da Vinci

There are approximately 200,000 nerve endings in each foot, along with 33 major 
muscles, 28 bones and 19 ligaments (Terra Plana, 2011). This isn’t just a random 
selection of components, thrown in for good measure. After millions of years of 
evolution and refnement, this is what the sculpture looks like when there is nothing 
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left to take away. Perfection •

Not just a feat of structural engineering, the human foot is also a very powerful 
feedback device. All of these tiny nerve endings are there to tell you what is going on 
underneath your feet. What they discover and relay to the central nervous system 
affects the response of your whole body, almost instantaneously. Even when you’ve 
been barefoot running for a while and the soles of your feet are like soft leather, your 
feet are still  exquisitely sensitive. You can feel all of the minute variations in terrain, 
texture and surface. This is part of what makes you feel so connected to the world 
around you. Some surfaces are challenging and force you to adapt your style to 
cope with them, maybe increasing cadence and hot-stepping over gravel or sharp 
objects. Softer ground lets you lengthen your stride and open up the throttle. 
Whatever’s beneath your feet, you’ll notice even the most subtle variations in texture, 
temperature and moisture, making your running a much more engaging and adaptive 
experience. 

In turn, learning to be more engaged in your running and becoming more aware of 
what is happening inside and outside your body will  also help you to become a 
better runner, in my opinion. You’re now much more in tune with your body and 
thinking about how you are running and what is going on around and within you. This 
is the difference between conscious running and unconscious running. By 
noticing what is going on, you can learn from the experience, adapt and improve, 
much more quickly. Being barefoot teaches you to be present in the moment and 
engage with your surroundings, not zone out and go through the motions. 

With all of this sensitive, data-gathering hardware in your feet, it makes sense that 
they are meant to be unleashed - allowed to breathe and feel the world around them. 
Free your feet and let them do their job.

• In it’s natural form, of course, without damage from years of shoe wearing and general abuse.
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Making the connection
In the middle of a feld, in the English countryside, the fst stars are twinkling high up 
in the blue-black sky. The sun sinks slowly to the West, streaking the horizon with 
pink. Sitting round a crackling fre, Barefoot Ted makes the observation that most of 
the true barefoot runners he’s met are very grounded individuals. This triggers 
something in my memory about ‘earthing’ and I make a mental note to fnd out more 
when I return to civilization.

The more research I do, the more strong opinions I come across. This is great. When 
people get heated up over a topic, on both sides, it usually means it’s worth fnding 
out more. 

‘Earthing’, it seems, is a controversial topic.

In a nutshell, ‘earthing’ is about connecting the human body to the Earth, by walking 
and running barefoot, or using some kind of ‘earthing technology’, such as a 
conductive mat, which is essentially plugged into the ground with a big metal spike 
and a length of wire. In our case, I want to focus on the barefoot side of things.

Due to various meteorological and atmospheric events (lightning strikes, solar wind 
hitting our magnetosphere, etc.,) the Earth’s surface has a limitless supply of mobile, 
or free electrons. According to the ‘Earthing Theory’, it’s possible to connect your 
body to the Earth’s surface, creating an electrical circuit, allowing “electrons to fow 
from the earth to the body and vice versa.” (Oschman, J.L., 2007).

Your body can conduct electricity between the skin and internal organs and tissues. 
These electrical circuits are used on a daily basis, for ECG and EMG analysis. 
Further evidence of conductivity between skin and internal tissues and organs is 
provided by the use of microcurrent therapy. This means that, in theory, it’s possible 
to connect your body to the earth’s electrical feld and make use of the bountiful 
supply of free electrons. You can, literally, plug yourself into the planet by going 
barefoot. Sounds cool and a little weird, but what do you need all of those electrons 
for…

…The Free Radicals

This is where the Free Radical (FR) theory enters the picture. “A free radical is any 
atom or molecule that has a single upaired electron in an outer shell.” (Wikipedia, 
2011). 

FR’s are highly unstable and reactive. They need to stabilise themselves by ‘stealing’ 
electrons from other molecules, damaging them in the process. FR’s are produced in 
the body as a byproduct of biological processes, and also introduced into the body 
by poor diet and lifestyle choices. Stress is a major producer of FR’s. Modern life is 
full of stress. 
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In your body, FR’s seek to stabliise themselves by ‘stealing’ electrons from your 
cells. “The most sensitive areas to FR damage are the cell membranes and 
mitochondria - the little power plants that produce energy” (Kucera, M., 2005). FR’s 
stabilise themselves by stealing electrons from the cells of your body, but they create 
more FR’s in the process, creating a chain reaction of FR damage in their wake. Over 
time, all of this FR damage leads to the aging process.

Antioxidants help protect the body against FR damage, by donating an electron and 
neturalising the FR, without cumulative damage to the cells. Common antioxidants 
are things like Vitamins C and E and glutathione and certain compounds in dark 
chocolate, coffee, red wine and so on. In simple terms, you need a supply of surplus 
electrons to protect the body against the harmful effects of FR damage. According to 
the ‘Earthing Theory’, going barefoot and connecting yourself to the earth’s surface 
can provide all the free electrons you’ll ever need. These free electrons can enter the 
body and be used to neutralize unstable FR’s and promote health. Seems there’s 
more to this whole barefoot thing than most people think.

Research indicates many benefts to ‘earthing’, including reduction of infammation, 
pain and normalization of daily cortisol rhythms (Ghaly and Teplitz, 2004). Not just 
the realm of the new age and fower children, ‘earthing’ was also used successfully 
by Dr. Jeffrey Spencer with the U.S. Cycling team during the 2005 Tour de France, 
led by Lance Armstrong. Reported benefts of ‘earthing’ treatments included 
(Oschmann, 2007):

� Reduction of pain
� Faster healing
� Better ability to handle stress
� More energy
� Improved range of motion
� Greater strength and endurance
� Less stiffness and soreness

To fnd out more about ‘earthing’, have a look at the research papers here.

Running is one thing. At least we can look at biomechanics and classical physics. 
We can keep things rational and logical. We can see the strong, evolutionary case for 
how the human body has adapted to endurance running and that we are better off 
with no or minimal footwear, that doesn’t inhibit function. 

But what about connecting yourself to the earth’s electrical feld? 

Is this all some crazy, hippy nonsense? Have I fnally cracked under the pressure and 
gone a little soft in the head? Not yet, I hope. 

I like to maintain an open-minded/skeptical stance on these things. Basically, I’m not 
going to rule anything out because it hasn’t been ‘proven’ (or unproven) in 
mainstream, scientifc circles (remember when they thought the world was fat and all 
of that). I think it is safe to say that there is a lot more going on out there than we can 
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understand or imagine. People cling to belief systems that are often outdated 
because they need a point of reference, an ideological standpoint. The alternative of 
‘anything is possible’ is too much for the conscious mind to deal with. 

On the other hand, I’m not going to blindly accept the word of a few individuals who, 
despite great academic credentials (or not, as the case may be), also have a fnancial  
interest in a marketable product, associated to the research. Unfortunately and this is 
one of my biggest problems with scientifc research, someone has to pay for the 
research and someone has to pay the scientist’s wages. All too often, the funding 
comes from the commercial sector and it is the commercial sector that benefts in 
the long run, from bespoke research that validates their products.

I try to remain as independent as possible (although being truly objective and 
independent is impossible). I remain open-minded until I’ve had the opportunity to 
do further research and, almost more important, experiment and test the hypothesis 
for myself. Only then can I make an informed decision about the value of something 
(which is probably still  wrong). This works for me as I believe that there is nothing 
worse than sitting on the fence and not committing, either way, until something has 
been proven. This is a good way to waste your life. Assess, test and then make a 
decision. So what if you fnd out you were wrong later down the line. Hold your hand 
up and say, “I made a mistake” and then learn from it and move on. Don’t waste your 
life waiting for things to be ‘right’.

In the light of my research into human evolution and barefoot running, ‘earthing’ 
seems to make sense to me. I’ve done a lot of research into ‘earthing’ and have 
experimented by spending several hours a day in barefoot contact with the earth for 
a period of 6 months. I’m not sure exactly how the physics works, or what the true 
mechanisms are, and I think the jury is still  out on that front. Personally, I felt great. 
This could be due to the fact that I was spending more time outdoors, in the fresh air 
and also in the sun. Right now, it is winter in England, it is cold, raining and grey and 
I am sitting in a chair in front of a computer. Electrons or not, it is a no-brainer as to 
which one makes me feel better.

In terms of health, it makes sense to me because we evolved in direct contact with 
the earth, over millions of years. We were completely tuned into nature and our lives 
were governed by natural cycles and rhythms. Like running shoes, synthetic soles, 
chairs, carpets and mattresses have only been around for a fraction of this time. 
Despite all of these technological advancements and being at the peak of civilization, 
humans are, arguably, fatter and unhealthier than ever. Obesity, type 2 diabetes, 
heart disease, blood pressure, metabolic syndrome, allergies, autoimmune diseases 
and cancer are all running rampage in modern society. Could the answer to these 
modern epidemics simply be that we have become totally disconnected from 
nature? For me, it is a resounding yes. We eat the wrong foods, abuse stimulants 
and spend much of our time sitting down, plugged into machines and virtual reality, 
being bombarded with far too much information. We go to bed far too late and 
spend too many hours under artifcial  lighting. We have too much to do and too little 
time and live in a constant state of stress, always on the verge of fght or fight, with 
the proverbial lion at our heels, 24 hours a day. 
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This is modern life and it is very unnatural. Our bodies are comparatively ancient and 
haven’t caught up with the rapid shift in lifestyle since the industrial  revolution. To put 
it simply, our bodies don’t know what the f**k is going on!

With this in mind, it sands to reason that there are more than just performance 
benefts to running barefoot, as nature intended. Eve though most people wouldn’t 
like to admit it, we are tied to the planet for our very survival. We depend on nature 
for our food, water and air. Our physiology is tuned into natural biological rhythms, 
like the light dark cycle for example. When humans are entirely dependent on the 
earth for all of these vital things, why then is it so far fetched that being in direct 
contact with the planet is good for our health? It’s time to wake up and accept the 
fact of what we are folks. We are not computer operators, or TV watchers. We are 
not car drivers or offce workers. We are sophisticated primates who, despite our 
wonderful imaginations and reliance on our bigger brains, are all animal. 
Unfortunately, when you take animals, put them in a cage, shine artifcial  lights on 
them and feed then crap, they get ill. It is just the same for us modern, “zoo humans” 
(Movnat). Perhaps it’s time to get back to nature?
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Minimal footwear
Barefoot is best, but it’s not always practical to wear no shoes. Some situations 
require you to cover your feet. 

I have friends who live in London. They want to try barefoot running, but there are 
discarded syringes in their local park and other unpleasant hazards. Some social and 
professional situations pretty much dictate the need for some kind of footwear. One 
option is to avoid these things altogether, but then life wouldn’t be much fun, would 
it. Although I love being barefoot, there are times when I’d rather be wearing 
something on my feet.

Minimal(ist) footwear is a good solution in most of these situations. If you can cover 
up your feet, protect them when necessary but retain their natural function, then 
you’re onto a winner. Fortunately, there are some great products on the market and 
they are getting better all the time.

Personally, I love Vibram® Fivefngers. For me, they are the original, minimal 
footwear and the closest you can get to the barefoot experience, whilst still  wearing 
shoes. 

I think it’s important to distinguish between the two though. People often confuse 
wearing Fivefngers with being barefoot, saying something like: “I went for a barefoot 
run today in my KSO’s.” 

Wearing Fivefngers is not going barefoot. It is wearing minimal shoes. 

Going barefoot means wearing nothing, on your feet at least. Don’t confuse the two, 
as they are very different.

When I’m not barefoot, I’ll most likely be wearing a pair of Fivefngers. My favourite 
models are the more minimal ones, with the thinnest and least aggressive soles. For 
running and general walking outdoors, you can’t do much better than the KSO.

I like the fact that Fivefngers look like feet. It makes you feel that you are more 
barefoot than other brands of minimal shoe. They are easy to wear, let the foot do its 
job, without interfering or ‘improving’ on the design and you can throw them in the 
washing machine anytime you like. One of my favourite features are the individual 
toes, allowing you to use your toes as they were intended to be used, for stability 
and gripping, amongst other things. Fivefngers are my winter footwear of choice. I 
can handle frost, snow and sub-zero temperatures in them and so they are 
invaluable to me for around 4 to 5 months of the year. Nothing else is as easy to 
wear, as natural in terms of feel and experience and easy to wash, a big factor when 
you are charging through mud and water on a daily basis.

I also like Terra Plana’s Vivo Barefoot range and think the company has been doing a 
great job to support the barefoot and minimal running community. They look more 
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like conventional shoes, without the individual toe pockets but also have very thin 
and fexible puncture proof soles. The main drawback for me is the fact that your 
toes are encased in a traditional shoe and not independent and therefore free to do 
their job. Some Vivo Barefoot models are more socially acceptable though and look, 
to all intents and purposes, like a normal shoe. People won’t look at them and then 
freak out, generally.

Huaraches, like Barefoot Ted’s amazing line of Luna Sandals are also excellent, 
although not as practical somewhere as wet and cold as England in winter. If I lived 
in California, I’d live in Huaraches. A big advantage of more traditional, indigenous 
footwear like huaraches is the fact that they are made locally and use more natural 
materials where possible. This can only be a good thing, especially with the 
‘earthing’ theories in mind. With everything else in the world made in China 
nowadays, this is an important point for the bigger companies to consider, especially 
with something as natural as barefoot running.

                                    www.leangreenhumanbeing.com 31

http://www.leangreenhumanbeing.com/
https://www.lunasandals.com/


Miracle Cure?
Take your shoes off and all of the problems in your life will  vanish, instantly, and you 
will be flled with energy and joy - bouncing around giddily like a gazelle on a spring 
morning. 

Unfortunately, despite what you might read on the Internet, this is not exactly true. 
Taking your shoes off and going barefoot is not a miracle cure. It’s not as simple as 
ditching your trainers and going out for a run, as normal and, hey presto, you’re 
running like a beautifully  designed running machine. Doing this is a pretty sure-fre 
way to injure yourself, make your calves very, very sore and vow never to go barefoot 
again. I know many people who have done this, including me, and you will  almost 
always regret it. That doesn’t mean that barefoot running is bad for you though, as 
some well known websites would have you think (clue: they might be involved in 
making and selling running shoes, so have a lot to lose from the barefoot revolution).

You certainly have the natural potential to be a ‘good’ runner. It’s likely that you’ve 
just forgotten how to do it properly. All of the hardware is there, but you don’t have 
the right software. If you want to get to the stage of whipping through the 
countryside like a modern-day persistence hunter, then you need a software reboot. 
You need to remember how to move naturally, a skill that we modern humans are 
losing rapidly.

If you’re inspired to try barefoot or minimal running, then you must allow for a 
transition phase. Barefoot running coach Lee Saxby says to allow for a 6 week 
adaptation phase when you switch over from conventional to barefoot running. I 
couldn’t agree more and can’t emphasise how important this is! Remember my 
cautionary tale at the beginning of this manifesto? So many people think it is just 
about taking your shoes off. They go for a couple of mile run the frst time out, 
usually landing on their toes only and then fnd that they can’t walk for the next week 
due to DOMS (delayed onset of muscular soreness) in the calves. Please make sure 
you are NOT one of these people.

Don’t get me wrong; I’m not trying to put you off, just the opposite, in fact. My goal is 
to get everyone natural running and ‘moving like a human’. I want to help you realise 
your natural potential and make you into a better runner. It might take a little while to 
switch over, but once you’ve experience the sensation of real running, you won’t look 
back. 

A running revolution is underway and the days of heel striking and the cushioned 
running shoe, as we know it, are numbered.

To get you started, the next section is a brief guide to natural running and how to get 
started, safely.
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Part three:

The 7 Principles of Natural
Running
1.Walk Before You Run
2.Strengthen Your Undercarriage
3.Posture
4.Landing
5.Tempo
6.Feedback
7.Movement Is Art
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Principle One: 
Walk Before You Run
Principle number one is the most simple but perhaps the most important when it 
comes to switching over to a natural running style for the frst time. I can’t emphasise 
enough how vital it is to start slowly and give your feet, ankles and lower legs time to 
adapt to the new demands of natural running. Even if you consider yourself to be ft 
and healthy and you run regularly, the loading of natural running is totally different (as 
we’ll see in more detail  in principle two) and you need to take the time to let your 
body adjust. If you don’t you can make yourself very, very sore and also increase the 
risk of injury. Instead of making running easier and more enjoyable, if you ignore the 
frst principle, you could be faced with an enforced lay off from running which would 
be a real pity.

It seems almost cruel. Just when you’ve seen the light and realised that natural 
running is in your blood and you’re full of enthusiasm and desperate to get out for a 
long run as nature intended, you shouldn’t. Instead you’re being told you have to 
hold back and take things slowly. Focus on technique and technical drills and re-
learn something that you thought you were born to do. Surely natural running is 
something you can just do, instinctively? In some cases yes but in most cases no.

When I read Born To Run for the frst time, all I wanted to do was hit the trail and go 
for a long run. That’s exactly what I did and I regretted it, as you found out at the 
beginning of this book. I’d hate for you to make the same mistakes. I know that 
you’re eager and raring to get out and run but don’t worry, you’ll only have to hold 
back for a couple of weeks and then you’ll be able to slake your newfound thirst for 
running.

Just as the name of this principle suggests, you need to spend time walking and 
acclimatizing before you start running. That’s because natural running is done either 
barefoot or in very minimal footwear. If you’re used to wearing thick, supportive 
footwear most of the time, then you’ll need to give your feet, ankles and calves time 
to adjust and strengthen and increase their range of motion before you start loading 
them with 1-3 times body weight when you run. 

A great way to make the transition from traditional shoes (like plaster casts for your 
feet) to fully barefoot is via a good pair of minimal shoes, such as Vibram® 
Fivefngers. Alternatively, you could just go barefoot right away but you’ll fnd it takes 
quite a while for the soles of your feet to toughen up in order to handle varied terrain 
and some of the sharper objects nature throws at you (chestnut husks are my 
personal nemesis). Either way, you want to start off by just walking short distances 
and seeing how your feet respond. If all goes well and you don’t experience any pain 
or soreness, then gradually increase the distance you’re walking and the variety of 
surfaces you’re walking on until you can walk for long periods on any kind of terrain, 
with no problems.
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How quickly your feet adapt is totally dependent on you as an individual. It shouldn’t 
take more than a couple of weeks of walking before you’re ready to run for most 
people though.  And the advice is no different when it comes to your frst few runs. 
Start slowly, run for very short distances, using perfect form and quit whilst you’re 
ahead. Don’t wait for injury or pain to tell you to stop. Always leave a run feeling like 
you want to do more. As with the walking, gradually increase the distance and 
expose yourself to different types of terrain. Take plenty of rest days, work on your 
posture and fexibility a lot and don’t run everyday. If you follow this advice, you’ll  be 
running long distances lightly, easily and injury free, before you know it!

Some people’s feet will be ready to run straight away but it’s unusual unless you 
have a history of spending time barefoot or in minimal shoes. It’s important to 
remember that there’s no time limit or set period of adjustment. Take it one step at a 
time and try to enjoy all stages of the journey to natural running. There’s no shame in 
just walking a few hundred metres at a time, if that’s all your feet are able to handle. 
In this case, slow and steady wins the race. The people who ignore the advice to 
walk before you run are generally the people who have the most problematic and 
injury-strewn transition to natural running.

The most common problems for the novice natural runner are:

� Bruising to the metatarsal heads
� Bruising under the calcaneus (heel bone)
� Painful and stiff  big toe(s) due to limited range of motion
� Extreme calf soreness
� Shin splints
� The dreaded plantar fasciitis

Most of these are quite unpleasant and will  have you hobbling around in pain for 
several weeks or even months in the case of the last two. Running will be out of the 
question during this time. The good news is that almost all of them can be avoided 
by giving your lower body a chance to adapt at it’s own pace and learning proper 
technique before you add distance. Switching to natural running isn’t just about 
changing your footwear. Instead, it’s about totally re-engineering the way you run 
and your mindset about running. To do this effectively, you need to go back to the 
beginning and re-learn the skill, from the ground up.

I know, I know, you’re a grown up, you’re intelligent and you get the picture. Enough 
with the lecture! 

As most of us are visual learners, I’ll leave you with the following image (courtesy of 
http://www.runbare.com) to reinforce principle number on: run before you walk. After 
all, as I’m sure you’ve heard many times before, a picture is worth a thousand words.
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Photo from http://www.runbare.com
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Principle Two:
Strengthen Your Undercarriage
Damn you calves! 

All I want to do is run, but you let me down. That deep, nagging ache shows up 10-
15 minutes into an easy trot, deep in the middle of my lower leg. It’s not serious pain, 
but it won’t go away. Just as I’m getting into my stride, it rears its ugly head and 
slowly cranks up the volume, until it’s all I can hear. Why? Why me? Why today?

If this sounds familiar then you need to keep reading.

Many newbie barefoot and minimal runners suffer from similar problems. Picture the 
scene: after a lifetime wearing traditional shoes and the occasional jog in spongy 
trainers, you buy a copy of Born To Run, order your first pair of Vibram® Fivefingers 
and head into the great outdoors, determined to reclaim your evolutionary heritage.

You’re full of enthusiasm, but chances are you don’t have a clue about form. All you 
know is that you’re not meant to heel strike anymore. With this in mind, you run your 
normal three-mile circuit, up on your toes the whole time, like an Olympic sprinter. 
Whatever you do, keep those heels off the ground! The experience is exhilarating 
and everything seems fine at the time. You feel a new lease of life and rediscover 
your passion for the natural miracle that is running. You wonder why no one told you 
about this sooner? 

Later that evening, you struggle up off the sofa and hobble to bed. You’re unable to 
walk for the next week due to extreme calf soreness. Perhaps your enthusiasm for 
‘natural’ running has taken a dent in the process. Maybe those barefoot runner guys 
are nutters after all?

Weak Undercarriage

On page 373 of the 4 - Hour Body, Tim Ferris hits the nail right on the head (as 
usual).

“It isn’t your lungs or your slow-twitch muscle fibers that will fail first in 
long-distance running. It’s your suspension.”2

When I first discovered barefoot running, I was so excited. Being told that you’re an 
evolutionary masterpiece designed to run long distances is so cool. All you want to 
do is play with your new toy and run, run and run some more.

One sunny morning you’re enjoying a gentle run along a shady woodland trail and, 
bam, that pesky calf pain shows up and throws a spanner in the works. What could 

2 Ferris, T., The 4 - Hour Body: An Uncommon Guide To Rapid Fat-Loss, Incredible Sex And    
Becoming Superhuman, Crown Publishing Group, New York, 2010, p 373.
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be more annoying? Just when you’re getting started you have to put the breaks on 
and run less, not more. 

What’s wrong with my new running machine?

Nine times out of ten, the answer is pretty simple. You’re doing too much too soon. 
Your enthusiasm has overtaken your capabilities. The problem is not your lungs or 
heart, but your feet, calves and ankles. Your suspension is weak and needs time to 
strengthen and adapt before you can skip across the savannah like a San Bushman 
running down a Kudu.

Although evolution has shaped you into a primal running machine, modern life has 
undone a lot of Mother Nature’s good work. The reason so many new barefoot and 
minimal runners get calf and ankle problems is because their bodies have never 
been exposed to the loading involved in natural running before. Ironically, rather than 
wiping away all of your problems with a magic wand, re-learning the skill of natural 
running can actually cause a lot of problems, if you don’t go about it in the right way. 
Why, because we’ve unlearned what Nature taught us, due to some pathological 
need to “improve” everything, unique to humans.

As most newbie suffer from calf pain and problems, that’s what I’m going to focus on 
in this section. There are, of course, many other problems that can beset the novice 
but I’m not going to tackle them all individually here. Also, the guidelines in this 
section for preparing your calves should go a long way in helping to clear up many 
other related issues you may experience at the outset of your natural running 
adventures.

So let’s take a look at exactly what causes the most common “undercarriage” 
problems and how to fix them.

Chronically Tight Calves

After a lifetime of wearing traditional shoes, often with a raised heel, our calf 
muscles, ligaments and tendons can become adaptively shortened. Short tight 
calves cause a whole host of problems in the body (including back pain and knee 
pain) and inhibit natural movement. If your ankles can’t move through a natural range 
of motion, then your posture will be compromised and you’ll compensate elsewhere 
in the body. Bad posture creates bad running and increases the risk of injury.

Lack Of Mobility

Runners are particularly bad at stretching and mobilizing their bodies. Those quick 
hamstring and quad stretches you do just before you run don’t count. This is 
because many runners don’t have time to stretch (this means too lazy) or are 
labouring under the misguided belief that we don’t need to stretch. This may be true 
if your lifestyle is strictly primal and you never sit in a chair, or at a desk, never drive a 
car and live like a Paleolithic hunter-gatherer. If that doesn’t sound like your life, then 
you need to do mobility work. If you don’t, then you’re limiting your potential to 

                                    www.leangreenhumanbeing.com 38

http://www.leangreenhumanbeing.com/


become a better runner. 

Natural movement requires optimum flexibility. A big reason for calf pain and injury 
and associated problems such as Achilles tendonitis and plantar fasciitis is due to 
lack of mobility at the ankle and tightness of the calf complex. To put it another way, 
stop whining and stretch. You know I’m right.

Eccentric Loading

No, this isn’t some new, off-the-wall way of training. Eccentric loading refers to the 
lengthening part of a muscle contraction. Think of doing a calf raise, with the ball of 
your foot on the edge of a step. Pushing up shortens your calf muscles. This is the 
concentric phase. Lowering back down and stretching lengthens your calf muscles. 
This is the eccentric phase. We’ll come back to this in a minute.

Jogging is essentially an unnatural gait. According to expert running coach Lee 
Saxby, it’s a hybrid between walking and running, only possible because of raised 
and cushioned heels on running shoes.

“Modern Human Beings display a fourthi form of locomotion –“jogging”. 
Jogging is a hybrid walk/run locomotive pattern and is unnatural in terms of 
posture and forces encountered. This type of movement is only possible 
because of reduced proprioceptive feedback to the brain, which is caused by 
inappropriately constructed and excessively cushioned footwear.”3

If you don’t believe it’s unnatural, then try and do it on a hard surface with bare feet. 
Believe me now? 

Eccentric forces in the calves during jogging with a heel strike are fairly minimal, 
compared to natural running with a forefoot strike. If you’ve only ever jogged in 
cushioned running shoes, then your body’s in for a shock when you start 
eccentrically loading the calf muscles thousands of times in a single run. Each time 
you land on your forefoot, your calves are in a shortened position called 
plantarflexion (when you point your toes). As your heel moves down to “kiss” the 
ground, you’re decelerating your body weight with a strong eccentric contraction 
and moving into dorsiflexion (lifting your toes up towards your shin), before moving 
into the next stance phase. 

Although there’s much less impact than with a heel strike landing, your calves and 
Achilles tendons have to work a lot harder. Unless you’re a boxer or a sprinter and 
you have strong undercarriage, you’re really going to feel this at first.

Advanced athletes and bodybuilders use eccentric loading to overload their 
muscles. It’s way more hardcore than concentric loading and can make you sore as 
hell. Famous strength coach, Charles Poliquin, recommends that you avoid eccentric 

i The other 3 forms of human locomotion are walking, running and sprinting.
3 Saxy, L., Proprioception: Making Sense Of Barefoot Running, Terra Plana International, 2011, 
http://www.trainingclinic.vivobarefoot.com, accessed at 12:45 on 12 April 2011.
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loading until you have at least 1-2 years of strength training experience under your 
belt4. That’s how hardcore it is.

The take home here is that eccentric loading (something you get a lot of in natural 
running) can beat your calves into an inflamed, sore mess, unless you take it easy to 
start with.

Over-Enthusiasm

As discussed in the previous section, when you start out, you’re so enthusiastic 
about this ‘new’ way of running, it’s easy to get carried away and do more than you 
should. Overloading your lower legs and feet before they’re ready can cause a lot of 
problems. Not listening to your body and taking pain as a natural warning sign to rest 
is a surefire way to go from nagging soreness to debilitating injury. The old ‘no pain, 
no gain’ saying is, in a nutshell, bollocks. Please erase it from your memory. Ignore 
pain at your own peril as it’s your body’s way of telling you something is wrong. Take 
heed or suffer the consequences. You have been warned!

Anatomy 101

Before we look at how to deal with calf soreness and improve your barefoot running 
experience, let’s have a quick look at the basic anatomy in question. This is intended 
to be a very quick overview of the key musculature of the calf, not an exhaustive 
anatomy lesson of the lower leg.

Achilles Tendon

One of the main springs involved in barefoot and minimal running, the Achilles 
tendon (Calcaneal tendon) runs from the calcaneus, heel bone, up the back of the 
lower leg, where it joins up with the major calf muscles. It’s one of the key players in 
natural running and stores and releases elastic energy, making you more efficient 
and lowering the metabolic cost of running5

Gastrocnemius

This is the meaty muscle at the top of the lower leg (on the back), under the knee 
joint. It’s a predominantly fast twitch muscle (suited to shorter, more explosive 
movement). It has two heads, the medial and lateral, both of which originate above 
the knee joint and insert into the heelbone (Calcaneus) via the Achilles tendon. The 
Gastrocnemius plantarflexes the foot (pointing your toes) and also contributes to 
knee flexion. Point your toes now and you’ll feel it contract.

Soleus

4 Chek, P., Programme Design, Choosing Reps, Sets, Loads, Tempo and Rest Periods, 
Correspondence Course, C.H.E.K Institute, 1995, p 27.
5 Lieberman, D.E., Venkadesan, M., Werbel, W.A., Daoud, A.I., D’Andrea, S.D., Davis, I.S., Mang’Eni, 
R.O. and Pitsiladis, Y., Foot strike patterns and collision forces in habitually barefoot versus shod 
runners, Nature, v. 463, January 28 2010, p. 534.
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The soleus is a predominantly slow twitch muscle (suited to endurance type work) 
located under and to the sides of the Gastrocnemius, deeper in the calf. It originates 
below the knee joint and also inserts into the heelbone (Calcaneus) via the Achilles 
tendon. It’s also responsible for plantarflexing the foot (pointing the toes) and is 
heavily involved in endurance running.

These are the basic players in the calf complex and the three problem areas I want to 
look at now.

What Causes Pain In The Calves?

As a new barefoot runner, when you go for a run, it’s a bit like doing thousands of 
calf raises in the gym. You’re overloading your calf muscles. This creates micro-
trauma in the muscle tissues, which leads to soreness, or DOMS (delayed onset of 
muscular soreness) that often peaks around 24 - 726 hours after a run.

So, each time you run, you’re working out your calves, which haven’t been exposed 
to this type of exercise before, if you’re new to barefoot or minimal running. It’s 
exactly the same as going to the gym for the first time and doing a bench press. 
Unless you’re using the pink dumbbells, you’re going to be pretty sore for the next 
couple of days, maybe even the next week, depending on how hard you worked. If 
you were to go back into the gym the next day, or even the day after and bench 
press again, it’s highly likely that you’d be too sore to do the exercise properly. If you 
kept on repeating this, without allowing your muscles time to recover in between 
workouts (or runs in our case), you’d be permanently sore and would probably cause 
yourself some kind of overuse injury, in the long run. You’d also be seriously 
overtraining, which can really trash your progress.

On the whole, people understand that you need to rest if you’re sore when it comes 
to lifting weights. It’s no different when it comes to running. Running means exposing 
the muscles to load, just as bench pressing does. Although the acute variables are 
different (reps sets and load etc.) the basic principles and effects on the body are the 
similar.

Thankfully, the human body is incredibly adaptable. It can quickly adapt to a given 
stressor (the running or the bench press) and make changes so that it’s more able to 
handle the load in the future. If you repeatedly expose the body to the same stressor, 
over time it will adapt enough so that the same stressor no longer presents a 
challenge. 

Remember, exercise is just another form of stress. Your body can only handle so 
much before something has to give. If you don’t allow enough rest time between 
runs or workouts, you’re just digging yourself a deeper hole, without allowing your 
body to recover and grow stronger. Over time, that nagging calf pain, or deep 
tenderness when you run can turn into a nasty overuse injury that will force you to 
rest.
6 Wikipedia contributors, "Delayed onset muscle soreness," Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia, 
http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Delayed_onset_muscle_soreness&oldid=421983600 
(accessed April 17, 2011).

                                    www.leangreenhumanbeing.com 41

http://www.leangreenhumanbeing.com/


How To Rebuild Your Calves For Natural Running

You can avoid much of the above by following this simple plan, designed to 
rehabilitate and rebuild your calves for pain free, natural running.

Step 1: Rest

If you’re currently experiencing repeated soreness or calf pain each time you run, 
then it’s time to for a break. Take 1 week off all running, and give your calves a good 
rest. If you can’t wait for a whole week, or have sore calves because you’ve only just 
started barefoot or minimal running, then take at least 3-5 days off in between runs, 
or until all soreness has completely gone. When your calves feel back to normal and 
you find yourself eager to get back out for a run, take an extra day off and run again 
the next day.

If you’re in the middle of a training programme - building up to a marathon for 
example – don’t panic, it won’t hamper your progress. At the end of the day, what’s 
worse, missing a few training runs, or giving yourself an overuse injury that forces 
you to stop running for a couple of months and miss the marathon all together?

Step 2: Ditch Your Shoes

Stop wearing any shoes with a raised heel, or anything that encourages shortening 
of the calf complex for long periods of time. This is bad because the muscles will 
actually adapt to be in a shortened position over time, given enough exposure. You 
need to be either barefoot or in minimal footwear, 24/7. If barefoot is not an option 
then choose a good, minimal shoe such as Vibram Fivefingers. These are my 
preferred choice as they’re the closest you get to the barefoot experience. If you 
need something that looks more like a traditional shoe for work, then I’d recommend 
the Dharma from Terra Plana’s Vivo Barefoot range.

Step 3: Flexibility

Mobility and flexibility work need to become your new best friends. You’re going to 
be hanging out together most days. I recommend you mobilize and stretch your 
calves and Achilles tendons daily, or at least 3 times a week at the absolute 
minimum. If they’re tight and causing you problems, then commit to 5 minutes of 
flexibility work every day. For anyone who says they can’t manage 5 minutes a day, 
you’re lying. Stop it! This will do wonders for the range of motion at your ankle and 
improve all aspects of natural movement, including running. Check out the videos 
below to see my favourite stretches and mobilizations for the calves and Achilles 
tendons. They’re simple but effective. Do these as often as you like, whenever you 
have a spare moment.

In the second video, I’m using a foam roller to do Self Myofascial Release (SMR) on 
my calves. I’m using a 6 inch, 66 fit [add link here] foam roller in the video. This is the 
most durable and best foam roller I’ve been able to find, as it doesn’t lose its shape 
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after repeated use.

CLICK HERE TO WATCH THE CALF STRETCH VIDEO

CLICK HERE TO WATCH THE CALF FOAM ROLLER VIDEO

Step 4: Running Form

When it comes to natural running, everyone wants to be the expert. We all have a 
tendency to think we’re the best runners in the world, with beautiful and efficient 
technique. Over 2 million years of evolution have shaped us into the perfect distance 
runners, so how hard can it be? You just take off your shoes and start running, right? 
Well, yes and no.

Like most other sports, running is a skill and skills have to be learnt. Just because 
you’re born with the natural ability to run, it doesn’t mean you have the skill to do it 
well, according to expert running coach Lee Saxby. This is good advice. In order to 
save a lot of time, money and frustration, when you’re switching over to natural 
running, my best advice is to get some coaching from an expert.

Stop procrastinating and book yourself a barefoot running coaching session. 
Whatever level of runner you are, you can benefit from some video analysis and an 
expert eye. A good barefoot running coach will probably solve most of your 
problems in 1 hour or less and greatly improve your form and enjoyment. Even 
though you think your form may be perfect, certain, subtle problems only show up 
when replayed in slow motion, frame by frame.

Step 5: Bulletproof your calves

Obviously, in order to improve your natural running, regular running is essential. But 
there are other things you should be adding in to your weekly routine, to condition 
and strengthen the calves. Here are two of my favourites:

Jump some rope

Skipping is brilliant for runners. The jumping and landing pattern is great for 
conditioning your feet and calves and has a high carry over to running. Bouncing up 
and down repetitively, landing on the balls of your feet as softly as you can and using 
the natural, elastic structures of your legs to do the work. Sound familiar?

One of the best investments you can make is buying yourself a good quality speed 
rope. Not only will it help condition and strengthen your calves and provide variety to 
running. Skipping is also a great way to do interval training and get in a good 
anaerobic workout, in a short amount of time. It’ll also make you feel like Muhammad 
Ali when you get good and that is no bad thing.
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Start off by skipping at a leisurely pace, landing with both feet at the same time. 
Concentrate on the same form as when you are running:

� Landing as lightly as possible on the balls of your feet
� Keeping a bend in your knees at all times and let the natural springs in your 

legs do the work
� Build up to the same tempo as your running (180 bpm as a rough benchmark)
� Maintain good posture and look ahead, level with the horizon. Don’t look at 

your feet.

CLICK HERE TO WATCH THE SKIPPING VIDEO

Start off with a couple of minutes and get used to the movement. Don’t worry: unless 
you’re totally ungifted in the coordination department, you’ll soon pick it up. Focus 
on lightness of landing, being springy and rhythm. When you’re ready, increase the 
amount of time you skip for each session, up to a maximum of about 10 minutes.

When you’ve been skipping for a few weeks and feel ready, you can step things up a 
little by adding in a couple of sets of double-unders. A double-under is where you 
jump once and swing the rope around twice under your feet. This is quite hard at first 
and you’ll get tired pretty quickly. It’s great for creating power and explosiveness but 
should be used sparingly. Don’t do double-unders more than once a week and make 
sure you warm up with at least 2-3 minutes of normal skipping before you do your 
first set of double-unders. Once you’ve mastered the movement, start off slowly by 
just aiming to do 10 double-unders in a row. Have a brief rest and then repeat for 
another set. Then finish the session with another couple of minutes of normal 
skipping. Gradually increase the number or double-unders until you can do 3-5 sets 
of 100 double-unders (obviously resting for a couple of minutes as needed in 
between sets).

CLICK HERE TO WATCH THE DOUBLE-UNDERS VIDEO

Please use your common sense when skipping. If your calves are sore from a 
previous run or workout, take a couple of extra days off before you skip. Don’t add in 
too much skipping either, otherwise you’ll just create overuse symptoms by another 
means (from skipping instead of running). The rules are still the same. If you’re 
muscles are sore and haven’t recovered properly, rest, don’t train.

Box step-ups

I like to include box step ups as an accessory exercise for running, because they’re a 
great way to eccentrically work the calves and Achilles tendons. I’ve successfully 
used them to rehabilitate my left Achilles tendon following a nasty tear and 
subsequent bout of Achilles tendonitis.

Natural running will obviously provide eccentric work for your calf complex, as 
previously discussed. The beauty of box step ups is that you can add extra weight 
and really strengthen the area, with a view to safeguarding your calves and ankles 
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against injury in the process.

CLICK HERE TO WATCH THE BOX STEP-UPS VIDEO

You can use box step ups as part of a balanced, running specific exercise 
programme. Again, please use your common sense and don’t beat your calves to a 
pulp by overworking them. If they feel sore following any exercise (running, skipping 
or step ups) then take an extra day or two’s rest and only exercise again when you 
feel fully recovered.

Doing box step ups twice a week, as part of a running specific exercise programme 
should be sufficient. It’s best not to run and do step-ups on the same day and 
always allow at least one day’s rest between workouts involving step-ups and other 
resistance exercises.

The Paleo Chair

If you want to improve flexibility, movement and function in the whole body, for 
running or pretty much any other activity, then this is one of the most beneficial 
exercises / mobilizations you can do. It’s also very simple, you can do it anywhere 
and you don’t need any equipment. All humans should be capable of sitting in a 
perfect “paleo chair” for several minutes. This position will really help ankle flexibility 
and range of motion and this will have a direct carry over to your running.

The “paleo chair” is just a cool name for a full squat, held for time. It couldn’t be 
more straightforward. Simply squat down all the way until your hamstrings are 
resting against your calves and then hang out there for 1-2 minutes.

CLICK HERE TO WATCH THE “PALEO CHAIR” VIDEO

Unfortunately, simple as it is in theory, this position is a lot harder in practice. Most 
people don’t have the necessary flexibility or range of motion to get into a deep 
squat. Most people are too tight in their calves, ankles and hips to even get down 
that far, because so many of us spend long hours seated in chairs, driving or 
slumped on the sofa. For other people, they can get down but they can’t balance 
and fall straight over. Either way, it’s not good.

You could start a complicated, corrective stretching programme designed to 
increase your range of motion at specific joints and improve your deep squat. Based 
on experience, though, I’ve found that the absolute best way to improve the “paleo 
chair” is to just do it. Start by going as low as you comfortably can and hold the 
position for as long as you comfortably can. Do it daily, as many times as you like 
and you’ll soon make progress. Also, doing sets of 10 body weight squats at a time 
is a great way to improve your range of motion and ability in the squat pattern. 
Simply do 10 reps of a bodyweight squat, going only as far as you comfortably can. 
Gradually increase the depth with each rep and you’ll soon be able to get your “ass 
to the grass” as they say.
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A great variation to that will really help with ankle flexibility and get into those tight 
Achilles tendons is to sit in the “paleo chair” but with your heels raised. This is 
slightly easier (so is a good variation to start with if you can’t do it with your feet flat 
and heels down) but will stretch the back of the ankle and lower calf much more. 
Spend time in both version of the “paleo chair”, everyday and you’ll quickly improve 
flexibility and range of motion in your hips, ankles and upper back.

Caution
If you’re doing deep bodyweight squats, it’s okay to let your lower back round out 
slightly at the bottom. In fact, you won’t be able to get all the way down whilst 
maintaining a lordosis (natural arch in your lower back). If, on the other hand, you’re 
squatting with any kind of extra weight or load, such as dumbbells, barbell, 
kettlebell, sandbag, rock, etc., then DON’T let your lower back round out at the 
bottom as it will put too much stress on your lumbar vertebrae and could lead to a 
disc injury. In this case, always keep a slight natural arch in your lower back. This will 
mean that you can’t go as low, at first, but that’s fine. For the purposes of improved 
running flexibility, we’re more interested in the bodyweight squats (no external load) 
and holding the bottom position for time.

CLICK HERE TO WATCH THE DEEP SQUATS VIDEO

If you have any history of back pain, or injury, then it’s a very good idea to get 
professional guidance before squatting, even the bodyweight version or “paleo 
chair”. This is because you could injure yourself if you go too deep and round out 
your lower back, especially if your deep abdominal muscles aren’t working properly 
and protecting your spine. A C.H.E.K Practitioner can do testing and assessments 
that will determine your level of core function and help decide whether it’s okay to 
squat in this way. Make an appointment and get yourself checked out if you’re in any 
doubt as a disc injury could put you out of action for a long time.

Duck Walk

Once you’ve increased your flexibility and range of motion and can happily sit in the 
“paleo chair” position for at least 2 minutes, then you can progress to the duck walk. 
This exercise will work wonders for your ankles and calves and really help to open up 
your hips. It’s also very simple.

Find an area of flat, fairly level ground. Do a couple of sets of full range bodyweight 
squats and then hold a couple of “paleo chairs” for 1 minute or so each. Then, when 
you feel warmed up, get into the full squat position and walk, staying as low as you 
possibly can. It’s okay to lift your heels off the ground and walk on the balls of your 
feet but, as you become stronger and more experienced, you can try doing the 
exercise with your feet flat and heels down, which is much harder. Walk forwards for 
10 metres or so and then try and turn round in the duck walk and walk back the way 
you came. Experiment with changing direction, increasing distance and making it 
more challenging with slightly rougher ground. If you feel any knee, hip or back 
pain then stop immediately and get it checked out if it doesn’t go away.  Even 
though this exercise sounds and looks pretty easy, it’s actually quite challenging and 
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can put quite a lot of strain on your knees. Start slowly and use your common sense 
to avoid injury.

CLICK HERE TO WATCH THE DUCK WALK VIDEO

Putting It All Together

Your feet, calves and ankles are going to be getting quite a bit of work from all of the 
above running and accessory exercises. It’s really important that you take plenty 
of rest days and allow your muscles to recover in the beginning, otherwise you’ll 
overdo it and end up in pain, or injured. If you’ve got a run or a workout scheduled 
but you wake up and feel sore or like you calves haven’t recovered, then just take an 
extra day or two’s rest until the soreness has passed. Don’t beat yourself up.

In terms of frequency, I’d suggest the following:

Running: don’t run every day. Limit to 2-3 x per week or every other day as you get 
more experienced, as long as you take a couple of days off per week. Rest more 
rather than less at first, just in case.

Skipping: 1-3 x per week on workout days and not on the same day as running. 
Start slowly and gradually increase time. This can make you sore, so rest if needed.

Box Step Ups: 1-3 x per week on workout days. Not on the same day as running.

Paleo Chair / Bodyweight Squats: everyday is fine, as long as the squats are slow 
and gentle (think relaxing flexibility, not a workout).

Duck Walk: 1-3 x per week on workout days.

Stretching / mobilisations: every day if you can. Most people don’t like stretching 
and they get injured as a result. Stretch away and it will improve your running in the 
long run. You use your calves so much that you have to stretch them. If you don’t 
you’ll regret it!

Suggested Schedule For Beginners:

For beginners, I’d suggest doing your exercise programme (including the box step 
ups, skipping, duck walks etc. and some upper body work too, of course) on day 1, 
going for a run on day 2 or day 3, depending on how quickly you recover and then 
taking one or two days off to rest and recover, before repeating. A good beginners 
schedule could look something like this, although what you do depends on your 
current level of fitness and ability. Everyone is different, so find what frequency and 
combination works best for you.
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Mon: exercise programme
Tue: day off
Wed: run
Thurs: rest day – gentle walk
Fri: exercise programme
Sat: day off
Sun: run
Mon: rest day – gentle walk

Just make sure you don’t overdo it. The idea here is to rehabilitate and strengthen 
your calves, not beat them up. If you feel you need more rest days in between 
workouts and runs, then take them. On the contrary, if you feel you can cut out the 
rest day in between the workout and run, then try it and see how you feel.

Suggested Schedule For Intermediates:

By now you have much more experience and your feet, calves and ankles should be 
strong and flexible and adapted to the stresses of natural running. Hopefully you’ll 
also know what kind of frequency and training schedule works well for you. It’s still 
important to take frequent days off at this level though, not overdo it and to include 
some strength training and corrective exercise that works your upper body, core and 
all of the other human movement patterns (squat, lunge, push, pull, twist, bend). A 
good intermediate schedule could look something like this in terms of frequency. The 
above exercises and mobilizations should also help improve your running and you’ll 
be able to challenge yourself a bit more.

Mon: exercise programme
Tue: run
Wed: active rest
Thurs: exercise programme
Fri: run
Sat: active rest
Repeat this three-day cycle, throwing in the odd extra rest day as needed.

As this is a running specific book, I don’t have the time to go into more detail on 
upper body and full body exercises based on all of the movement patterns 
mentioned above. I just want to point out that the limited exercises described in this 
section are specific to running and improving your posture, flexibility and 
performance. A balanced exercise programme should include a lot more though, 
especially upper body resistance work, full body exercises that work you in three 
dimensions and relevant energy system work. For more ideas and examples of 
exercises, check the site – www.leangreenhumanbeing.com - regularly. I’ll be posting 
lots of videos and manuals with workouts and training schedules suggestions etc. 
Alternatively, if you already exercise regularly, you can drop the running specific 
exercises here into your current programme and experiment.
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Principle Three:
Posture
Most modern humans have terrible posture. I’m afraid that probably includes you 
too!

This is largely due to physical inactivity and the majority of workers being desk 
bound, sitting in a chair, staring at a computer screen for 6 – 8 hours a day. When 
people aren’t chained to the desk, they’re likely to be driving or relaxing, both of 
which mean more sitting, this time in a metal box on wheels or on the sofa in front of 
the modern equivalent of the campfire. As well as damaging our posture and our 
health, all of these activities also disconnect us from the planet and nature and have 
us “plugged in” in an artificial environment.

The bad news is that we’re not designed to be sedentary. Nature has designed us to 
move, a lot, be outdoors and use our bodies. We’re not designed to sit in chairs at 
all. Sitting in a chair shortens and tightens some muscles and lengthens and 
weakens others. This pulls your body out of balance and generally results in poor 
posture and lack of function. The worse your posture is, the more energy you use 
performing simple tasks (like standing up and walking) and the more likely you are to 
get injured when you exercise, play sport or have to react in an emergency situation.

I once watched a teacher vs. pupils netball match at my daughter’s school. One of 
the teachers jumped to catch the ball and there was a loud crack. She’d completely 
torn her Achilles tendon, which proceeded to roll itself up her calf, with no anchor to 
hold it in place. This is a nasty injury that requires surgery to reattach the tendon, 
time in plaster to allow it to heal and then months of rehab to restore full function. 
This illustrates the point that if you don’t look after your body, then it may let you 
down when you need it. Maintaining good posture, flexibility and range of motion at 
all major joints and moving regularly is a good idea.

Of course, not everyone is sedentary. A few people (6% of men and 4% of women in 
the UK) do manage to exercise regularly enough to meet the government’s 
recommended activity levels for their age. Unfortunately, most traditional exercise 
programmes are dysfunctional, based on aesthetics and serve to make postural 
problems worse in many cases. They’re also performed in the gym, another artificial 
environment that disconnects us from nature. All in all, the chances of having good 
posture are pretty slim.

What Is Good Posture?

Good posture seems to be this elusive thing that few people actually have, or know 
how to achieve. Even worse, not many people seem to be able to actually describe 
what it is in useful terms. As with most things, I like to keep it simple. For the 
purposes of this book, I’m going to define good posture as:
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“optimum alignment and function of the musculoskeletal system.”

There, that wasn’t so hard now was it? To break this down even further, good 
posture is really about structural balance, in my opinion. Good balance between all 
of the major muscle groups, postural and accessory muscles of the body and around 
all of the major joints allows you to have good posture when not moving (static 
posture) and, more importantly, good posture whilst performing complex movements 
(dynamic posture). We want optimum alignment and function in both cases.

Optimum alignment (good structural balance) will allow us to have full range of 
motion and stability in all of the major human movement patterns, so that we can 
move safely and efficiently, without excess loading on only some structures. For a 
more in depth exploration of both static and dynamic posture, I would highly 
recommend the book, Movement That Matters, by Paul Chek.

Why You Need Good Posture For Running?

Having good posture is not just about aesthetics – although you do look better when 
you’re not hunched over and dragging your knuckles along the ground – it’s also 
about function. You’ll look, feel and perform better and use less energy with good 
posture and be less likely to injure yourself. When it comes to natural running, good 
posture is absolutely essential, otherwise you risk damage to some structures by 
overloading them repetitively. Here are the main reasons you need good posture for 
natural running.

Efficiency
When you have good posture, your body is well aligned, has good structural balance 
and you have good range of motion. This allows your body to function in the way it 
has been designed to function. The human body has evolved to conserve energy as 
much as possible and good posture will help you combat the ever-present force of 
gravity more effectively than bad posture. This means you’ll use less energy and thus 
be a more efficient runner. You can still run with bad posture – and many people do – 
but it will be harder work and you won’t be using the structural advantages that 
Mother Nature has given you, as described in part two of this book (short toes, 
strong and flexible arch, springy legs and larger joint surfaces etc.).

Injury Prevention
If you run with bad posture, you’re likely to overload and overuse certain muscle 
groups / structures as your body is out of balance and you’re taking thousands of 
steps with 1-3 times bodyweight each time you land (depending on speed and 
technique). Even if it hasn’t happened yet, this will pre-dispose you to injury much 
more. It’s just a matter of time. The injuries may not be serious enough to put you out 
of action but, if you get nagging pains and minor injuries regularly, like most runners I 
meet, then you’d do well to get a postural assessment and clean up any postural 
distortions and imbalances. You can still get injured running with good posture, of 
course, but it’s less likely.

Breathing
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Breathing properly is pretty underrated and often overlooked but a good respiratory 
pattern is vital to your overall health and also your running performance. As it’s 
controlled subconsciously on the whole, very few people are even aware of their 
breathing and whether they’re doing it properly or not. Posture and breathing are 
intimately linked and, in most cases, the poorer the posture, the poorer the quality of 
breathing. The most common postural distortions see the head coming forwards and 
the chest becoming depressed, with too much curve in the thoracic spine. This can 
alter and affect the airways and your breathing mechanics, often making you breathe 
inefficiently and incorrectly, relying on the abdominals and muscles around the neck 
and shoulders rather than the diaphragm and not being able to take a full, deep 
breath in, as the rib cage is locked down and can’t open and expand as it should.

Performance
As a C.H.E.K Practitioner, a lot of my work involves correcting faulty posture. From 
extensive experience helping people improve the alignment and function of their 
body, it’s evident that having ‘good posture’ has a strong carry over to everything 
else. It makes you look, feel and perform better. When everything is working as it 
should, you can move more freely and easily and your body feels lighter and more 
natural. This is anecdotal, of course, but that counts for a lot more in my book than 
some questionable, ‘scientific’ study. If you feel and perform better, then you’re 
doing the right thing, despite what anyone else says.

What Does Good Running Posture Look Like?

With ideal running posture, the body should be optimally aligned under the head. 
From the top down it should look something like this (see picture below):

� Eyes looking forwards, not down at the ground, head aligned over the spine, 
cheekbones in line with your collar bones, chin slightly tucked.

� Chest lifted and leading the way, shoulders relaxed and slightly back, not 
rounded.

� Elbows bent and arms hovering around the ribcage (slightly individual). Arms 
relaxed.

� Hips lined up under head, neck and spine, not jutting forwards or tucked 
under.

� Knees pointing forwards with a good bend but not too much. Springy. Heels 
lifting up and back after each landing.

� Feet landing exactly under your centre of gravity, not striding out. Keep the 
feet turning over as if you’re pedaling. Landing on the ball of your foot (more 
on this in the next section).
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Good Posture = happy running!

Contrary to popular belief, your body should not be well stacked up over your feet, 
with the foot position being the most important point. Instead, your body should be 
well stacked up under your head, with your head being the most important point. 
Head position is vital and will affect everything beneath it. Get the head on the 
horizon and in the right position and the rest of the body should come into line nicely.

How To Improve Your Posture

First of all, let me remind you that we are all unique individuals. With this in mind, 
there is no substitute for a thorough postural and orthopaedic assessment and a 
personalised, corrective stretching and exercise programme to address your 
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particular imbalances. No ‘cookie cutter’ stretching or exercise programmes will ever 
come close to achieving the same results.

That said, I understand that not everyone has the time, resources or inclination to 
see a C.H.E.K Practitioner or similarly qualified professional. As it’s my goal to help 
you become a better runner, I’m going to try and address the most common postural 
problem I see with runners and provide some corrective measures that can be used 
to restore posture back to optimal. Just bear in mind that you might not fit into the 
‘most common’ mould and so these measures may not be appropriate for you. If in 
doubt, get it checked out.

Before you start trying to correct your posture, it’s a good idea to workout what it’s 
like now, so you have a starting point. Then you can make some changes and track 
your progress. Get a friend or family member to take some photos of you standing in 
a relaxed manner, from the front and side. Don’t think about good or bad posture just 
stand naturally. If possible, get someone to film you running on a treadmill, from the 
side too. Then compare your photos and video with the above description, photos 
and video in the previous section. Now you can see the difference between your 
current posture and what you’re aiming for. This will help you create awareness and 
make it easier to correct postural faults, if you have them.

Rounded Upper Back and Forward Head Posture

This is the most common postural fault I see in runners (see picture below). As 
previously described, this is where the thoracic spine has too much curve (kyphosis), 
the chest becomes depressed and the head juts forwards and upwards to 
compensate for the altered upper body positions. This often comes from too much 
time seated at a desk, hunched over a computer keyboard. Too many sit ups, 
crunches and poor exercise choices in the gym can also contribute to this upper 
posture distortion. Vladimir Janda describes this as “upper cross syndrome”. As well 
as affecting your breathing, the main problem with this postural imbalance is that it 
creates a forward ‘gravity pattern’, shifting the centre of gravity forwards. This can 
overload certain muscle groups, such as the anterior tibialis and cause shin splints, 
amongst other things. Correcting this postural imbalance should make a big 
difference to your running and, once the head is in a good position, the chances are 
that the rest of the body will stack up nicely underneath it.
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Bad Posture. An Injury waiting to happen!

How To Correct It

Step One: Awareness
The first and most important thing is to become aware of the problem. Then you 
need to make an effort to correct it whenever you can. If you catch yourself sitting 
with poor posture, slumped over, then recognize it and correct it. Lift your chest, 
push your shoulders back, straighten your upper back, pull your head and neck back 
into line, tuck your chin in slightly and try to lengthen your spine. You don’t want to 
be robotic and stand to attention like a soldier, with rigid posture. Instead, think 
about opening up the chest and shoulders and lengthening the spine. Do this 
whenever you think of it, or set yourself regular reminders and it will make a lot of 
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difference. For many people, postural problems are just a matter of bad habits and 
all they really need is some reprogramming. If you are desk based a lot of the time, 
then take regular breaks, move around and work on your posture as often as you 
can.

Step two: Prone Cobra
One of the best exercises for combating this ‘upper cross syndrome’ is the Prone 
Cobra. If done correctly and regularly, it should go a long way towards restoring your 
posture and correcting the imbalances.

� Lying face down on the floor, inhale and lift your chest and shoulders clear of 
the ground, aiming to reverse the curve in your upper back. 

� Keep your head and neck in good alignment with the rest of your spine with 
your chin tucked into your chest throughout. Do not allow your chin to jut 
forwards! 

� Externally rotate your palms, point your thumbs up to the ceiling and squeeze 
the bottom of your shoulder blades together.

� Relax your glutes (buttock muscles) and allow the lift to come from your lower 
back as well as the upper back. 

� Hold the up position for 15 seconds and then immediately relax and rest for 5 
seconds. That’s one rep. Repeat 3-5 times for one set.

� Rest 1 min between sets and aim for 1-3 sets, total.

When you can comfortably do 3 sets of 5 reps with a 15 sec hold, gradually increase 
the duration of the hold (20 sec hold / 5 sec rest, 30 sec hold / 10 sec rest, 45 sec 
hold / 15 sec rest, 60 sec hold / 30 sec rest, etc. until you can hold the up position 
for 3 minutes, continuously).

CLICK HERE FOR PRONE COBRA VIDEO
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Corrective Stretches

As well as creating awareness and using the prone cobra, it’s also a good idea to 
stretch the tight muscles that are creating the postural imbalance. Do these stretches 
daily if you can, or at least 3 times per week.

Swiss Ball Upper Abdominal Stretch

1. Lying face up over a swiss ball, with the ball in the mid-back area, take a deep 
diaphragmatic breath (inflate your belly) as shown in the photo above, whilst in a 
relaxed position.
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2. Exhale and stretch over the ball for 5 seconds, focusing on stretching the upper 
abs, reaching your fingertips down to the floor if you can. Only stretch as far as you 
comfortably can and don’t force it! You probably won’t be able to reach the floor at 
first, so build up to it gradually.

3. Rock forwards to position 1, take a deep diaphragmatic breath for 5 seconds and 
then repeat step 2. Do 3-5 reps in total, or just hang out in the stretch position for 30 
– 60 seconds. Mix it up and see what gives you the best stretch.
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Back Of Neck Stretch

1. Sitting on a swiss ball (or chair, or standing) take a diaphragmatic breath (inflate 
your belly) and then push your head back into your left hand for 5 seconds, using 
moderate intensity (careful, don’t push too hard)!
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2. Exhale and rotate your head down and forwards, tucking your chin right in to your 
chest with your right hand, until you feel a good stretch in the back of your neck. 
Hold the stretch position for 5 seconds.

3. Return to step 1, and repeat the stretch for 3-5 reps
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Pec Major

1. On all fours, place your arm on top of a swiss ball level with your shoulders 
(should have roughly a 90 degree angle between your arm and your torso). Find the 
position / angle that best stretches your pec. Take a deep, diaphragmatic breath and 
then press your forearm down into the ball (imagine squashing the ball) for 5 
seconds, using moderate intensity.
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2. Exhale and stretch your pec by dropping your shoulder down towards the foor, 
angling your torso away from the ball slightly and pushing the ball away from you a 
little. Hold the stretch for 5 seconds whilst exhaling slowly.

3. Return to step 1 and repeat above for 3-5 reps on each side.

Performing these corrective stretches, along with the mobilizations, calf stretches 
and corrective exercises in the previous section, should go a long way towards 
improving your posture. Get someone to take photos of your posture at regular 
intervals and track your progress by comparing them to the original photos you took.
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Principle Four:
Landing
When you’ve conditioned your feet, ankles and calves to withstand the stresses of 
natural running, you’ve improved your fexibility, range of motion and worked on 
achieving ideal posture, the next step is to focus on your landing, or how your foot 
interacts with the ground whilst you’re running.

How
You need to concentrate on landing as softly and smoothly as possible. During his 
Introduction To Barefoot Running Workshop, Barefoot Ted talked about “walking 
like a Navajo in the forest”.  He was trying to convey the idea that you want to be as 
silent and soft as possible, almost as if you were stalking prey, barefoot in the forest 
and your next meal depended on your ability to move smoothly and silently. Ted 
talked a lot about being internally quiet, as well as externally quiet and mentioned a 
drill you can use to improve the softness and quietness of your landings. 

You’ll want to do this barefoot, on a patch of firm but not hard ground. Firm grass, 
mud or sand would be perfect, not concrete or tarmac. Get a pair of ear defenders 
(big red headphones you might use to protect your ears when using a chainsaw) and 
put them on. Walk with a normal heel strike, not trying to be quiet or smooth. Notice 
how much impact and internal noise you can hear in your head. Can you feel the 
jarring vibrations with every step? Now, switch to soft, silent walking, not heel 
striking but landing on the ball of your foot and being as quiet as possible. Can you 
hear and feel the difference? Now do exactly the same drill but this time running. 
First, run with a normal heel strike (slowly and carefully as it can hurt in bare feet – 
another indicator that it’s not a natural thing to do) as if you were wearing spongy 
trainers. Notice how unpleasant this is and how much noise and impact it makes 
inside your body and head? It feels like your brain is being shaken every time you 
land. Now, switch to a natural running style, landing as softly and quietly as possible 
on your forefoot. Notice how much quieter, more natural and more pleasant it is.

So, the first part to a natural running style landing is to land softly, quietly and 
smoothly on your forefoot, roughly on the ball of your foot. It’s okay to let the heel 
come down to ‘kiss’ the ground after you’ve landed on the ‘ball of your foot’ but do 
not heel strike or run with a flat foot.

When
We’ll look at tempo in detail in the next section but for now, all you need to know is 
that you’ll need to have a much quicker turnover than when you’re jogging, or 
traditional running. Your feet need to move quickly and lightly and you want to have 
your foot in contact with the ground for as little time as possible, to avoid overload 
and injury and to make use of the natural spring and energy storage and release 
mechanisms in the arch of the foot, Achilles tendon and hamstrings. When you’re 
running barefoot or with minimal shoes, you’ll naturally want to move your feet faster. 
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Plodding and landing heavily will be unpleasant and will probably hurt.

Where
There are two parts to where you land. The first part relates to where your foot lands 
on the ground, in relation to your body. Your foot wants to land exactly under your 
centre of gravity. This is basically directly underneath your hips. It’s very important 
that you don’t stride out and reach forwards with your feet, landing in front of your 
centre of gravity.

Land on the ball of your foot, directly under your centre of gravity

The second part of where you land relates to exactly where you land on your foot. As 
previously alluded to, you want to land on the forefoot, more specifically on the ‘ball 
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of your foot’. It’s very important that you don’t run on your tiptoes though, as this 
could do a lot of damage and will make you very sore. I did this the first time I ever 
ran in Fivefingers and I regretted it for about a week afterwards. As a general rule, 
you always want to land on the ‘ball of your foot’. Where you land is slightly surface 
dependent though and you’ll find that, when you’re on soft surfaces like sand, soft 
mud or grass, it’s much more forgiving and you can have a slightly flatter foot.

There seems to be some confusion out there about where the ‘ball of your foot’ is. 
Most people seem to think it’s just the whole front of the foot, behind the toes. I must 
admit that I thought this too, until about a year ago. According to barefoot running 
coach, Lee Saxby, the ball of the foot is, in fact, just behind the first 
metatarsophalangeal joint. In English this is pretty much the joint between the big toe 
and the foot. This is exactly the part of your foot that should make contact with the 
ground first based on Lee Saxby’s coaching. For more information, see his excellent, 
free E-book with Vivobarefoot, Proprioception: Making Sense Of Barefoot 
Running. 
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Land on the ball of your foot
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Why
Natural running is not jogging. It’s not a case of just strapping on a pair of spongy 
trainers and slogging away, plodding along at whatever pace you can manage. 
Natural running is about skill, technique and reclaiming your evolutionary heritage. 
Landing correctly will help make your natural running experience better and more 
pleasureable. It should also help you to be more efficient, use less energy and avoid 
injury. This means you can run for longer and more frequently, which is generally a 
good thing, if you like running.

A great way to practice and improve your landing, in both definitions is to run on a 
treadmill. Normally I don’t recommend treadmill running because it means you have 
to be indoors, disconnected from nature and because it’s not the same as running 
outdoors on varied terrain. It’s also very boring, unless you’re a hamster. When 
you’re learning good technique, the treadmill can be useful though. It provides a 
consistent, smooth and forgiving surface and you can adjust the speed to suit your 
needs. It’s a great way to work on your posture and landing without worrying about 
the terrain under your feet and any obstacles that may be waiting to trip you up. A 
weekly treadmill session can really help you perfect the natural running principles, in 
preparation for running in the real world.
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Principle Five:
Tempo
Although I’m a big fan of running without noise and distractions and certainly without 
any electronic gadgets, I’m going to contradict myself slightly here by advising you 
to buy a digital metronome that will beep at you, incessantly whilst you run and 
harass any passers by and their dogs. Don’t worry this isn’t a permanent addition to 
your running though, just a temporary measure to help you develop the right tempo.

Tempo is the rhythm at which you run and the frequency with which your feet strike 
the ground. If you’re running at 180 bpm - the universally prescribed tempo, without 
regard for differences in height and body shape and size - then your feet should 
strike the ground 180 times per minute. The metronome will tap out the beat which 
you should follow with your feet.

Tempo is very important because it dictates how often your feet should strike the 
ground and how long they should make contact for. Choosing the right tempo can 
make or break your running. The slower your tempo, the longer your foot stays in 
contact with the ground and the more stress and impact enters your body and needs 
to be dissipated throughout the musculoskeletal system. The faster your tempo 
(within reason) the less time your foot spends on the ground and the more effectively 
the body’s spring systems are used and the forces are dissipated. This is a very 
simplistic view of tempo but that’s good enough for our purposes.

Should Everyone Run At 180 bpm?

In most of the barefoot and minimal running literature, you’ll be told to run at 180 
bpm. This is a good starting point, on the whole but you should experiment and 
adjust if necessary. 180 bpm won’t suit everyone as we’re all different shapes and 
sizes. For someone who’s very tall and has long legs, 180 bpm may well be too fast. 
I’m 6’2” and I generally run at 176 bpm, instead of 180. This slightly slower tempo 
works better for me as I tend to not be able to sustain 180 bpm for longer periods of 
time. For someone who’s a lot shorter than I am, 180 bpm may well be too slow. 
Also, how much experience you have and what type of running you do will come into 
the mix. Many experienced and competitive runners may well use a faster tempo 
that 180 bpm.

The best way to work out what your ideal tempo is to experiment. Start with 180 
bpm and see how you get on. Try running a bit faster, or slower, if it seems the right 
thing to do and see if it makes a difference. If the new tempo feels more comfortable 
and natural to you, then that’s probably the right tempo for you. Just be careful not 
to slow it down too much and aim for around the 180 bpm mark if in doubt. The right 
tempo will allow you to land softly and lightly, on the right part of the foot and have 
just enough contact time with the ground to power you forwards, using your elastic 
storage and recoil mechanisms.
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How To Train Tempo

If you haven’t thought about or done tempo training before, then I strongly suggest 
buying a digital metronome and taking it out with you every time you run, for the next 
few weeks to condition yourself to run at the right tempo. Use the frst couple of 
sessions to workout what your individual tempo should be and then only run for as 
long as you can sustain that tempo. If you fnd you can’t keep in time with the 
metronome, stop and walk for a bit, then pick up the tempo again for as long as you 
can.

After doing this kind of tempo training for a few weeks, you’ll become accustomed to 
running at a particular tempo that suits you. As soon as it’s become automated, you 
can ditch the metronome for your regular runs and you’ll fnd that you can easily run 
at the right tempo without guidance. Throw in the odd metronome assisted tempo 
training run every couple of weeks to make sure you’re in time though. Chances are 
that you’ll  have slowed down a bit and need to remind yourself of how fast your 
particular tempo is.

The frst time you run with a metronome, set to 180 bpm, you’ll probably be 
surprised at how fast it feels. At frst you’ll struggle to move your feet that quickly 
and it will  feel awkward. Don’t worry though, you’ll soon adjust and be skipping 
around the countryside, tapping out a fast and light rhythm, Muhammad Ali foating 
around the boxing ring. When you get it right, it will feel great!

Tempo Vs. Speed

Many people get confused between tempo and speed. Tempo refers to how fast 
your feet are moving and your stride rate if you like (like rpm on a bicycle). Speed 
refers to how fast you move across the surface of the earth. The two are not 
necessarily linked.

You can run on the spot at a tempo of 180 bpm and not travel anywhere. This means 
your speed is zero. Conversely you can run fat out, still  using the same tempo of 
180 bpm. It’s kind of diffcult to explain but how fast you travel is not necessarily 
linked to your tempo. For the moment, the two should remain largely independent of 
each other. You should focus on sticking to your ideal tempo, regardless of how fast 
you are traveling.

The next logical question, then, is, if tempo is not linked to speed, how the hell do 
you go faster or slower?

A lot of people will talk about leaning forwards more to control your speed. In a 
nutshell, if you’re bolt upright, then you’ll be running on the spot and the more 
forwards you lean, from the hips, whilst keeping good posture, the faster you’ll  go. 
The theory is that the tempo stays the same but the lean is like the accelerator or 
brake. Lean forwards to go faster, come back upright to put the brakes on.
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I’ve experimented with this a lot and I have to say I don’t really like it, or think it’s the 
correct way to control speed. Even though you try and maintain good posture and 
only lean forwards from the hips, it still  messes with your centre of gravity and loads 
the body in a sub-optimal way, in my opinion. Also, you need only look at an athlete 
like Michael Johnson to see that this theory goes out the window. He’s one of the 
world’s greatest sprinters and he ran bolt upright. According to the ‘leaning theory’ of 
speed regulation, he should have been going nowhere. Clearly this is wrong.

If it’s not about leaning forwards, then how do we go faster, yet maintain the same 
tempo? The answers, my friends, are ground reaction forces (Weyand et al, 2000) 
and elastic rebound and recoil, something we covered in part two.

To go faster, you need to put more energy and force into the ground, which will then 
bounce that increased force right back at ya. More force equals more energy which, 
in this case, equals more speed. Everything else can and should stay pretty much 
the same. Your posture should be good, your landing should be on the ‘ball of the 
foot’ and under the centre of gravity still  and your tempo should stay pretty much the 
same (unless you are sprinting).

Take a moment to watch some of the fastest men and women in the world. You’ll 
notice that very few of them lean forwards, except when they come out of the blocks 
and are dipping for the line. But, I don’t want to get carried away here. Sprinting 
before you’re ready can lead to some nasty injuries. In the interests of a long and 
enjoyable natural running career, this is the last thing we want.

In the spirit of experimentation that I encourage, I urge you to try both (and any more 
that you can fnd) techniques for increasing your speed. The above is just my take, 
although it is grounded in research on world-class sprinters. It may not work for you, 
or you may fnd something that you prefer. Experiment away and fnd your own 
groove. Just make sure you give everything a fair try and discard what doesn’t 
improve your running.

As this is only intended to be a brief introduction for beginners, designed to get you 
up and running, so to speak, I’m only going to focus on slower running speeds. 
Sprinting is a different kettle of fsh and is much more stressful on the body, so I’m 
not going to cover it here. For the time being, you need to focus on technique and 
quality, before you think about speed.

As you become more experienced and conditioned in natural running, going faster 
will become intuitive. You’ll feel what you should do, when you’re ready to do it.

Going back to the wise words of Caballo Blanco from Born To Run, “Think Easy, 
Light, Smooth, and Fast… You won’t have to worry about the last one - you get those 
three [easy, light and smooth], and you’ll  be fast.”
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Principle Six:
Feedback
If you want to run well, with a natural style, you need to run barefoot, or in very 
minimal shoes. Even though you may use the same technique and principles but run 
in cushioned soled trainers, it’s not really natural running. That’s because there’s 
more to natural running than just the technical aspects. The most important part 
about natural running, and the thing that distinguishes it from all other types of 
running is feedback.

I use the term feedback instead of proprioception because there are two levels to 
feedback, in my opinion. The frst is related to your body and the data you gather via 
your nervous system (such as the soles of your feet, for example) helping it to 
determine exactly where it is in space and where all parts are in relation to each 
other. The second part is about connecting to your environment and being present 
with your surroundings. For me, natural running is a spiritual practice, as much as it 
is exercise. It’s about immersing myself in the natural world, adapting to what I fnd 
and trying to work in harmony with the environment. In order to do this effectively, I 
have to be connected to the earth, which is why I love walking and running barefoot. 
For me, you can’t beat ‘moving like a human’ in the great outdoors. It’s truly 
liberating and you’ll fnd that nature heals the soul better than anything else.

As we learnt in part two, there are approximately 200,000 nerve endings in each foot, 
along with 33 major muscles, 28 bones and 19 ligaments (Terra Plana, 2011). All of 
this hardware is designed to give you precise feedback. The soles of your feet are 
exquisitely sensitive, even if you’ve been running barefoot for some time. If you want 
to run well, cutting them off from the ground with insulation is not a great idea.

The more feedback (data) you can gather from the ground and surfaces you’re 
running on, the more accurately you can position your body in space and coordinate 
your movements and the more effciently you can run, because you can fne tune as 
you go, reacting to different terrains with a slightly altered running gait.

Running barefoot is best, in my opinion, as it allows you to get as much feedback as 
possible and enhances your running experience in all senses. Very minimal shoes 
such as Vibram® Fivefngers come a close second as they are the closest you can 
get to the barefoot experience, whilst wearing a shoe. There are some other great 
minimal shoes on the market that I’ve yet to try and I’m sure they provide great 
feedback too. My next purchase is likely to be a pair of handcrafted Luna Sandals, 
from Barefoot Ted, though, as I love the idea of my feet being exposed, yet protected 
with a simple sole, for certain situations. Also, the huarache is apparently the earliest 
form of footwear on record, which is pretty cool.

I strongly believe that you can only really get true feedback and connection if you are 
running barefoot or in very minimal shoes. Anything else disrupts your connection to 
the ground and the data collection of the sensitive proprioceptive mechanisms on 
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the soles of your feet. Smother these delicate sensing organs and you’re likely to 
throw everything above out of kilter, to some degree.

Obviously there’s a time and place for shoes and you can still  run well with them but 
you won’t get quite the same feedback and it’s not quite the same experience. I’m 
not a world-class runner by any stretch of the imagination though and so this is a 
very subjective thing, based more on wanting to reconnect to the natural 
environment that competitive running performance. If running and how you perform 
is your career, then shoes are probably a good idea in many circumstances. 
Arguably, many runners could beneft from switching to a more natural style with a 
more minimal shoe but at the end of the day it really depends what you want to 
achieve. If it’s all about performance and competition, then you’ll do anything you 
can to improve those aspects. If you run for pleasure and to enhance your health and 
experience here on the planet, then you can’t beat running as nature designed you to 
run, au naturel.
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Principle Seven:
Movement Is Art
You are truly amazing!

You’re capable of so much more than you realise, particularly when it comes to 
moving, because you’re designed to move. I truly believe that being ft, healthy and 
happy is your default state, your natural legacy.

Apart from the fact that we’ve stopped moving, the second biggest problem is that 
movement has been defled, messed around with and re-branded as ‘exercise’. 
Exercise is something that only a handful of people choose to participate in. Exercise 
is all about struggle and grueling exertion. It’s about conquering your self, hardship 
or ‘battling the iron’. Even worse, most traditional, modern exercise programmes are 
very dysfunctional and all about aesthetics. People are interested in six packs, pecs 
and guns and only the revered few ever achieve these prizes (which once would 
have been part and parcel of being a human) that dangle just out of reach for the 
ordinary person.

Finally, ‘exercise’ has to be done in ‘the gym’. In most cases, ‘the gym’ is the last 
place you want to be in order to move properly. The last thing we need is yet another 
artifcial  environment where we’re disconnected from nature, with artifcial lights 
glaring, music blaring and air conditioning blasting out. Not only that, most gyms are 
full of machines that allow you to pretend to move whilst sitting down, or staying in 
one place. It’s such a shame to limit ourselves in such bizarre ways when we’re 
capable of so much more.

Like everything else in modern life, we’ve overcomplicated and tried to improve 
movement, when it’s actually pretty simple. I love the fact that, despite all of our 
scientifc research, advanced technology and highly respected “experts”, we’re 
nowhere near achieving physical feats as impressive as the old time strongmen. With 
little science to base their training on, no protein powders or performance enhancers, 
fairly ordinary looking men were lifting unbelievably heavy weights above their heads 
with nothing more than a pair of Speedos and a fne moustache!
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The World’s Strongest Man? In the early 1900’s, Arthur Saxon lifted 448 lbs over head in the “Two 
Hands Anyhow” lift. This is a world record that remains unbroken to this day.

Incredible feats like this show just how much you can achieve with real food and 
proper, functional training, before all of the science got in the way. Our bodies are 
amazing but, on the whole, we’ve forgotten how to use them.

It’s no different when it comes to running. Sure, in the beginning you have to (re)learn 
the skill  and focus on the technical details. But you want to do this only for as long 
as necessary. After that, the real “art of natural running” is to fnd your own unique 
style. It’s about total freedom, expressing yourself in a way that makes you happy 
and keeps you healthy and playing in Nature’s beautiful  playground.

For me, the ultimate expression of human movement is a kind of artistic freedom 
where you move fuidly and instinctively, using the almost unlimited capabilities your 
body has. It’s not about science and structure and rigid boundaries. It’s about getting 
back to basics, leaving behind all of the unnecessary clutter and unleashing your 
true potential. It’s about experience more than outcome and the joy of unbounded 
movement and living.

You’re amazing. The frst and most important step in your evolution is to remember 
this. The second step is to rehabilitate and re-learn how to use your body, the way 
nature intended; to “move like a human”. The third and fnal step is to reclaim your 
mind and body and become what you are…

A Lean Green Human Being!
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20% Discount Off A 1 or 2 Day,
Lean Green Human Being Workshop

Use the voucher code below to get 20% off the price of any upcoming 1 or 2 Day 
Workshop at Lean Green Human Being. The offer is only available to the next 20 

people to book, or until the date shown below.

Voucher Code: TANR-20

For more information or to book your place, please call 01730 388862, or email: 
hello@leangreenhumanbeing.com. If you book online, enter the code during 

checkout in the discount code box.

Offer only valid until 23rd September 2012

Find out more about our workshops and book online here: 
http://www.leangreenhumanbeing.com/events/workshops/
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