[ MEDICINE ]

BY JULIAN SAUNDERS

Ankles Away
CLIMBING DOC JULIAN SAUNDERS GIVES THE LOWDOWN ON BOULDERERS’ MOST INJURED JOINT

Rip This Joint
Jenn Walsh about to test the landing
on the notorious ankle-banger Circus
Trick (V6), Big Bend, Moab, Utah.

H

ighball atmospherics are
the elixir of life. Once you
start doing them, nothing else
will quench your thirst in the
same way. Like narcotics, great
sex with someone you don’t like
and pre-emptive strikes, this
style of climbing is a hook with a
barb—once you start, it’s difﬁcult
to stop. Up you go … and down
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you come. Not usually a problem,
but there will be times when your
feet get off-kilter and whoopsie …
pop goes your ankle.
Although the knee may not be
God’s greatest work, the ankle
is his magnum opus, a braintickling piece of anatomical engineering. Genius. Ironically, it
is probably the most frequently

injured joint. Climbers are more
prone to fracturing their ankles
than participants of many other
sports. Aside from the obvious
reason—bang!—it takes very
little force to fracture an ankle
when you are wearing a climbing shoe. Without a shoe, the
bones in your ankle articulate
to provide stability and motion,

but also operate to disperse and
absorb force. On goes the shoe
and out goes most of this capacity. The bones become compressed and braced against each
other. The forces are translated
through the bones, rather than
the tissues around them. A force
that would otherwise barely register beyond a mild sprain now
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becomes bone fracturing. For this reason,
you are more likely to fracture a bone than
rupture a ligament.
Though not always, many breaks are accompanied by damage to the ligaments (the
bands that hold your joints together). The
vast majority of sprains associated with
climbing are to the lateral part, that is, the
outside surface. There are three large ligaments on this aspect. The lump on the outside of your ankle is the end of your ﬁbula,
the long, thin bone of your lower leg. Three
ligaments join the ﬁbula to the bones that
comprise the back of your foot—the talus
and the calcaneus. These ligaments are so
strong that rather than rupture, they can,
and often do, rip the end of your ﬁbula off.
This is called an avulsion fracture.
The general rule of the last decade was that
if two of the three ligaments were ruptured,
you were destined for the scalpel. Epidemiological studies have since shown little longterm difference between those who had surgery and those who simply wore a bandage.
Now, only if you are a million-dollar sports
jock do you get surgery to speed recovery.
Otherwise, you are on the street long before
your insurance company gets the opportunity to laugh at you.
Here’s the deal (though it might sound
incongruous) —the more it hurts (multiple
breaks aside) the better the likely diagnosis. When a ligament is ruptured it typically
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PHOTO CAMP
Campmor Publication Ad

Learn climbing
photography
from
Rock & Ice
2006
top shooters: DAVID CLIFFORD,
BOONE SPEED and TIM KEMPLE

SIGN UP NOW!

➤ INTENSIVE FIVE-DAY COURSE will hone the creative and technical skills of
all photographers, from professional to amateur. Course includes
publishing techniques and technologies, photo submission, pre-production,
remote outdoor lighting, composition, shooting action, vertical rigging by
Petzl, and much more. Whether you are looking for a career in photography, want to break into photo publishing or are a pro making the transition
to digital, the Rock and Ice photo clinic—the only one offered for climbing
photography—is for you.
➤ WHERE Photographers will spend one day at the Rock and Ice ofﬁce in
Carbondale, Colorado, followed by four days shooting around Moab, Utah.
➤ WHEN May 8-12, 2006.
➤ TUITION $1,799 (includes all meals and accommodations once you arrive in
Carbondale, Colorado.)
➤ CLASS SIZE Enrollment is limited—sign up now!

➤ PHOTOGRAPH AMERICA’S TOP CLIMBERS
DAVE GRAHAM, TOMMY CALDWELL,
BETH RODDEN AND KATIE BROWN

➤ GEAR BY PETZL Every attendee will receive a FREE
Petzl Grigri, Petzl Ascender and edge protector, and get
a special deal on other Petzl products.
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LIMITED
ENROLLMENT. REGISTER TODAY!

To register or for more information, e-mail
DRALEIGH@BIGSTONEPUB.COM

STEVE GRAEPEL

MEDICINE
makes a loud noise, and often
doesn’t send you into eye rolling
spasms of pain because the communication channels are also
torn. A frayed ligament, however,
retains the neural capacity to tell
your brain you’ve screwed up.
The number of times I have
heard “I don’t think it is broken”
is countless. Usually when I hear
that, it is broken. In one case, I
met up with a guy lazing on the
ground under a cliff at Arapiles.
“It only hurts if I really weight

it,” he said. “I don’t think it is
broken.” Eight weeks later, after
the ﬁve fractures had healed, he
started therapy.
Contrary to popular belief, in
many cases you can still move
and weight a broken bone, especially in your ankle. Swelling is
also not a good indicator of severity—a sprained ankle will often
swell more. Last year, I broke my
own ankle in three places snow
boarding and had to walk for
more than an hour down a steep

Initial Care – R.I.C.E.
If you don’t know this acronym you have been residing in the clouds
of Jupiter. Rest. Ice. Compress. Elevate. Rest can be overrated at
times—in this case it is not. A badly rolled ankle will need at least 2-3
weeks of nada. With regard to icing, there is no one protocol that has
proven to be more effective. Longer periods of icing can cause tissue
damage such as ice burn. I suggest using a bucket of ice water, as an ice
pack warms and becomes ineffective very quickly. A lot of pain probably means you are chilling the nerves a little much and they’re pissed
off—ice for a shorter period. Three sets of ﬁve minutes, with ﬁve-minute
breaks, will be about all you can stand in ice water. Initially, do this a
couple of times a day. Compression—wrap your foot and ankle with an
ACE bandage. If your foot turns blue it is too tight! Couches are designed for foot elevation. So ﬂick on your favorite series of iconoclastic
TV, grab a tub of ice cream … and relax.

X-RAYS Get one. If it is still painful a week later, get more, or a different type of image. X-rays are not fail safe and fractures may not be
visible. Talk to your doctor about some more funky (expensive) investigations, like a CT scan or an MRI.
IMMOBILIZATION Depends on the person as well as the injury. If it
is a simple break (or not many ligaments) and the person is capable of
protecting it, minimal bracing and crutches is the way to go. Extended
immobilization can lead to months of therapy to regain normal range
of motion and deal with tendonitis that often results once you use the
ankle again.
INTUITION If you are a chick, go to the next side bar. Guys, try to be
intuitive. Choosing a time for your astounding comeback can be difﬁcult, especially with all the corporate pressure. Listen to your body.
Start gently and be progressive. If it is painful, back off.

www. gearexpress.com
FREE SHIPPING ON ORDERS OVER $50.00
Must be an address in the Lower 48 States that UPS can deliver to. Shipping charges will
apply to AK, HI, PR, PO Box and APO addresses.

SALE ITEMS

Black Diamond ATC-XP - SALE!..........................$18.99
BlueWater 10.5 x 50 Dynamic Ropes ................$98.95
Sterling 7mm x 21’ Cordelette ..............................$8.95
Camp Silver Star Helmet ......................................$59.00
Trango SuperFly Carabiner 10/Pk ........................$66.95
Camp Wiregate Q’Draw 6 Pack ..........................$59.95
Edelweiss 10.3x 60M DRY Ropes......................$119.95
Camp Tricam Set (6) ..............................................$89.95
Rock Empire Set of 8 Durango Cams ..............$224.95
Sterling 1” Tubular Webbing ..........................28 cents/ft.

Order 10 or more
Carabiners and get 10%
off Mix & Match

BLOWOUTS!

Singing Rock Blues Harness ..................................$29.95
Metolius Anodized Curve Nut Set ......................$72.95
Metolius Cam Cosmetic Blems from..................$32.95
OP 17 or 22cm Ice Screw - BLEM ......................$29.00
Closeout VHS Videos from ......................................$3.95

Many more Blowouts
on our website

EVERYDAY
LOW PRICES

Faders SUM Belay Device..........................$79.95
WC 10mm x 24” Dyneema Sling 4/Pk ....$19.95
OP Dirtbag Bentgate Q’draw 5/Pk ..........$43.95
Petzl Grigri w/ Free Carabiner ................$77.00
ABC- Canyon Rope Bag w/ Tarp ..............$27.95

Starved Rock Outfitters,Ltd.
201 Donaldson St., Utica, IL 61373
Order Toll Free 888 - 580 -5510
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New Zealand hill. Poor me. I felt like Joe
Simpson. Another patient walked out from
Taipan Wall, Australia—a mere 25-minute
walk. Unfortunately he had two broken ankles. The point is this: do not assume your
ankle is ﬁne. Complex fractures may not be
as painful as you would expect. Fractures
in some bones, such as the talus, can have
long-term complications. Due to the large
load placed on this bone, a fracture may
have difﬁculty healing, or it may heal in a
fashion that will make osteoarthritis likely.
Not cool. Being stoic is sooo yesterday.
People who don’t use spotters are very entertaining. Even more so if they use a bad
spotter. You watch them sadistically with-

out blinking—if they fall it will be a spill
worth seeing. These people are also very
good for business: a badly rolled ankle can
cost $500 in physical therapy, not including cash for the surgeon who might stitch
your ligaments back together and the anaesthetist who saves you from feeling it.
Surely the biggest advantage of spotters is
that they scream in your ear and refuse to
accept you falling off. However, don’t underestimate the beneﬁt of a spotter who keeps
you upright, saving a perfectly good set of
ankles, elbows and knees. A good spotter is
a priceless addition to your bouldering kit.
A word on belaying: a soft belay will make
your partner’s ankles very happy. The short-

er the fall, the harder that is to achieve, and
the more likely the climber’s feet will be
jammed upward, damaging the front and
back of your ankle. A softer belay reduces
the force with which you hit the cliff.
Whether you are leading or bouldering,
learn how to fall with some civility. Catapulting toward earth, stiff like a crow bar,
will earn you many injuries and me a new
investment property. The helicopter pantomime is also fraught with danger, not least
of all for your spotter. Enough said.
For all other errors of judgement, I will
leave you to lament your own foibles retrospectively. Whip yourself hard and furiously—you probably deserve it.

Walk The Line
Choose Any Climbing Package

Get 10% off!
Starter Package

Buy your choice of a climbing rope, rock shoes, and harness …
and get 10% off!

Gym Package

Buy your choice of rock shoes, harness, chalkbag, and chalk …
and get 10% off!

Ice Climbing Package

Buy your choice of at least two out of three of the following:
Ice tool (complete), four or more ice screws, crampons …
and get 10% off!

Hex & Nut Package

Mix and match six or more hexs or nuts …
and get 10% off!

Cam Package

Mix and match four or more cams …
and get 10% off!

Carabiners & Quickdraw Package

Mix and match ten or more carabiners or five quickdraws …
and get 10% off!

Buy any package and get 10% off!
3049 Adeline Street Berkeley, CA 94703 • tel 800–627–6689

www.marmotmountain.com

Offer ends May 31st , 2006. Offer doesn’t apply to sales items and can’t be combined with other promotions.
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TAPING Though a tad disagreeable on the ankle,
tape will serve you well. ‘Stirrups,’ as they are
known in both the medical and bondage circles,
will prevent you from re-spraining your ankle while
it is healing. Start the tape on the inside of your
leg a few inches above the bony lump and take it
down under your foot. At this point, lift your foot
up and out (in the opposite direction you rolled
it in the ﬁrst place), and continue the tape up
the other side to an equivalent height. Make two
stirrups, overlapping 50%, then go around your
leg to anchor the ends. A lack of taping ingenuity
can be supplemented by using more tape!
It is a good idea to tape your ankle for any activity in the ﬁrst few weeks after the injury, especially
bouldering. Shaving your ankle is a must, but why
stop there? A little risqué perhaps, but my-oh-my,
it certainly feels good.
CONTACT DERMATITIS A common problem. This
is a local skin reaction to the adhesives used to
make the tape stick. Typically, your skin becomes
red and itchy. Cheap tapes use cheap adhesives
and as such elicit a greater propensity towards
contact dermatitis. To avoid this, use a high quality tape only. If you are sensitive to tape, use a
hypoallergenic underlay.
MANUAL THERAPY Management is the key
here, especially if you are as impatient as most
climbers. Understanding when and what you
can do is paramount to maximize recovery and
minimize your grumpiness. Others will also appreciate this!
Assuming you are free of clunky casts and
braces, start alternating ice and heat after a
few days (ﬁve minutes of each, three times
consecutively).
Manual therapy by a physical therapist, osteopath or the like, can help get the joint moving
again and you back on the pebbles. A few welldirected stretches once the ankle has healed can
help an enormous amount. Try sitting on your
heel and rolling around on your foot. If you can’t
feel it stretching, lift your knee off the ground until
you feel the stretch.

MEDICINE
If it is an impact injury—get an xray! If you roll your ankle and are
still concerned—get an x-ray.
May your time at ﬂight school be
memorable for adrenalin induced euphoria, and not the snapping of tissues. Prevention is the most effective
form of medicine.
As for a waiver, yeah yeah, blah
blah, go get a medical opinion.

Dr. Julian Saunders is an Australian
climber and osteopath specializing in
climbing injuries.

Flog Yourself
STABILITY EXERCISES If you suffer from
chronic instability of your ankle (you are always rolling and spraining it), stability exercises will help. Unlike a plethora of other fads,
yoga is the stalwart of trendy cross training.
It even has it’s own fashion line. There are a
few poses that are very effective for increasing ankle stability. Vrksasana, or, Tree Pose,
for example, is an easy and effective balance
posture. Stand on level ground with your feet
together. Lift your right leg and hold your
right ankle with your right hand. Place your
right foot on the inside of your right thigh.
The toes of the right foot face the ﬂoor. The
heel should be close to the perineum. Bring
your palms together. If the balance is stable,
raise and extend the arms while keeping the
palms sealed. To increase the difﬁculty, close
your eyes. Hold for a minute or longer. To
come out, lower the hands, take the ankle
and return the foot to the ﬂoor. Repeat with
the left foot raised.
My favorite ankle stability exercise is brushing your teeth, standing on one leg, with your
eyes closed. Do some exercises even if it is
the ﬁrst time you have hurt your ankle, simply
as a preventative measure. Using a wobble
board, a disc with a half ball on the bottom,
is also a good idea. Start by standing on the
board with both feet. Carpet is easier than a
hard surface. Graduate to balancing on the
problem foot only. When this is no challenge,
try it with your eyes closed counting backward from 10,000 by 17’s.
STAYING FIT If you want to sit in a dark room
and self-ﬂagellate that is ﬁne, but there are
ways of keeping your body and head in a
good place. One-legged bouldering in a gym
is actually fun and can be very educational.
Structured campus and ﬁngerboard sessions
are a great way of maintaining (and building)
ﬁnger strength. If you have not done this before, be bloody careful. It is also a great way
to blow your elbows to oblivion.
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CALIFORNIA
Marmot Resole Service
Marmot Mountain Works
3049 Adeline Street
Berkeley, CA 94703
800.MAR.MOT9
Quality Shoe Repair
11427 Santa Monica Blvd.
Los Angeles, CA 90025
310.479.3012

Tricks of the Trade
752-B Walker Rd., Box 342
Great Falls, VA 22066
703.759.4565
Crescent Resoler
602 Bolling Ave.
Charlottesville, VA 22902
434.409.2324
www.crescentresoler.com
WASHINGTON

Rock Shoe
Resoling Specialist
1422 20th St., Ste. D
Santa Monica, CA 90404
310.447.3333
www.rockshoe.com

Dave Page Cobbler
3509 Evanston Ave N
Seattle, WA 98103
800.252.1229
www.davepagecobbler.com

The Rubber Room
175B North Main St.
Bishop, CA 93514
760.872.1363
rubberroomresoles.com

Ramutaʼs Shoe Repair
609 Stewart Street
Seattle, WA 98101
206.622.5800
www.ramutasresoles.com

COLORADO

WEST VIRGINIA

Komito Boots
235 W. Riverside
PO Box 2106
Estes Park, CO 80517
800.422.2668

Friction Fix
PO Box 734
101 Wiseman Ave.
Fayetteville, WV 25840
304.469.2886

Rock & Resole
2500 N. 47th St., #11
Boulder, CO 80301
800.274.0414
MASSACHUSETTS
The Solemanʼs
Far Out Sports
60 Nardone Rd.
Needham, MA 02492
781.400.1054
soleman@faroutsports.com
NEW YORK

CANADA
Mail order shoe repair
offered across Canada.
Alpine Shoe Service
1225 Kensington Rd. NW
T2N 3P8 Calgary,
Alberta, Canada
403.283.5224
Quick Cobler Ltd.
The Expert Shoe Repair Co.

Cobbler & Cordwainer
73 Crescent Ave.
New Rochelle, NY 10801
800.788.2668
Plattsburgh Shoe Hospital
9 City Hall Place
Plattsburgh, NY 12901
518.561.2580

BC, Canada

OREGON

Goldstar Shoe Rebuilders

Mountain Soles
1623 SE 12th
Portland, OR 97214
503.236.0785
www.mtnsoles.com

V65 2C1 Vancouver,

UTAH
Mekan Custom Footwear
116 E. Helm Ave.
Salt Lake City, UT 94115
800.657.2884 | Out of State
801.293.8135 | In State
gmekan@mekanboot.com
www.mekanboot.comVIRGINIA

923 Denman St.
V6G 2L9 Vancouver,
604.682.6354
800.775.5811

3308 Dunbar St.
BC, Canada
800.565.7477 (US/Can)
604.734.7477
fax: 604.594.4486
gold3308@aol.com
BRAZIL
Fabiano Ressolas
Rio De Janeiro
5521.2539.8566

