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“On that first day, after all my years as a professional athlete, I 
went a hundred yards,” he says. “I iced for the next two days. On 
the third day, I went 200 yards, then I iced. Two days later, I went 
300 yards. Every other day I made progress until three months 
later I was able to run a 10K faster than I’d been running in shoes, 
and without any pain.”

The explanation for Sandler’s recovery may lie in research by 
Steven E. Robbins, PhD, and Adel Hannah, PhD, who wrote in 
the June 1987 Medicine and Science in Sports and Exercise that 
during barefoot running, the sensory feedback from a nerve-
rich layer of tissue in the foot called the glabrous epithelium 
might help runners rapidly adapt to changing conditions. The 
researchers blame the high injury rate among runners on “sen-
sory insulation inherent in the modern running shoe.” Though 
the running shoes of 2010 may have different composition and 
design than those of 1987, the sensory insulation they provide 
is similar. 

That lack of sensory insulation brings Sandler and Lee, 
whose self published book, Barefoot Running, is due for release 
in April, another benefit. 

“People ask, ‘What about glass? What about pebbles?’” 
Sandler says. “You watch every crack and groove on the ground 
because if your heel hits something, you’re going home. That 
brings you into the moment. You’re in the now.... The whole 
world seems more marvelous, more spectacular.”

“It’s also just joyful,” Lee says. “People come to the club, take 
off their shoes in the grass, and get these big beaming smiles 
and say, ‘I feel like a kid again.’”

The Middle Way
According to Lee, many runners who join the Barefoot Runner’s 
Club are recovering physically from major biomechanical prob-
lems, and these people develop their barefoot skills the fastest. 
They tend to follow the three-month program that Sandler says is 
essential for rebuilding foot factors such as sensitivity, calluses, and 
muscle strength. Healthy athletes, on the other hand, tend to add 
far too much distance at the beginning, push themselves past pain 
into injury, then have to progress even more slowly as they recover. 

“Can the foot completely come back after a lifetime in shoes?” 
Sandler ponders. “We don’t have the answer to that—so far, all 
those we’ve worked with who started slowly have succeeded, 
but we don’t say that everyone can do it. And in this society, I 
doubt that everyone can, not because their feet can’t do it but 
because it takes so much patience and time. That’s where the 
challenge lies.” Then he smiles. “Barefoot running is about one 
thing and one thing only: having fun. It makes us healthier and 
younger. So just go out and have fun.”  O&P EDGE

Morgan Stanfield can be reached at morgan@opedge.com
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