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The Agony of de Feet

J  anr  wr i l ing  th is  co lumn wh i le  f l y i r rg
I  h o m e  f r o n r  l l r e  B o s t o n  M a r a l h o n .

I  F -or t r rna le lv .  t l re re  i s  no  one e lse  s i t -
t ing in my row, so no other passenger
has to look at my bare, bloodied feet. I
am once again renrinded that two of my
lhvor-i te avocations, marathorr runninp
and backpacking, share a nasty pro-
pensi ly to produce bl isters. There is no
better time for me to discuss this prob
lenr thzrn now!'lhe 

skin is an anrazing organ, criti-
cal to temperature regulat ion and de
l-ense aAainst infect ion, and able to re-
generart.e i tself  corrt inuously. I t  is bui l t
as er series ol- layers. each with a sonle-
what cl i l ' f i : rent [ur.tct ion. The top layer
is continuously peel ing olT (that 's what
clanclruff  is),  as the lower layers move
upward to replace i t .  When sideways
("she:rr ing") Ibrces are appl iecl to skin,
zr split can clevelop between layers. This
spl i t  f i l ls with f luicl ,  lbrnring a bl ister.

In irn carlier zrrt it:le (Adtronclctc, Mtty /

J u n e ,  1 9 9 9 ) ,  I  r c -
viewed some ways in wltich

the feet <:an be toughenecl belbre a hike
to  min in r ize  the  cha l rc :es  o f  b l i s t t ' r s
lbrming. Now we wil l  r :onsicler how tcr
handle developing bl isters while :rt : tu-
al ly on the tr:r i l .

Foot  care  on  the  t ra i l  be{ i r rs  w i th
l lay ing  a t ten l ion  lo  thc  wr r -v  your  l ' ee l
are l 'eel ing at al l  t inres. At the l ' i rst sLrg
gestion o[ irny cl isr:onrfrrrt  ("hot spols"),

I  I  l l . .  \ \ l  t ' l t \ 1 .  I  l t s I  o l t \  \ t t i s t . . t  i \ t  o t , '  I  I  t1 , .  \ t ) i l t oNt ) \ ( ,Ks

immecliately stop, take your shoes ancl
socks olT, and careful ly examine your
I 'eet. l f  the painlul area st i l l  looks nor-
n-ral.  simple, in-rmecliate intervention
may prevent i ts evolut ion into a bl ister.
Pa in t  t l - re  en t i re  z r rea  w i th  a  smal l
amount of contpourtd tincftu e oJ benzoirt.
ava i lab le  under  a  var ie ty  o f  b ranc l
names in any drug store. Benzoin is a
v e r y  s t i c k y  p r o d u c t ,  w h i c h  w i l l
s t rengthen the  r - rpper  layer  o f  sk in
sonrewhat. More important, i t  wi l l  help
your inner sot:k (which should be thir.r
polypropylene or similar fabric) to acl-
here  to  the  sk in . ' l ' h is  w i l l  resu l t  in  the
sheer fbrces trcing expendecl betwecn
yorrr two so<'ks. i lncl not trctrveen the
i n r r r l ' s o t ' k  a n d  t h c  s k i r r .

I l ' lhe p:r inful are:r is start ing to turn
rccl,  but has not as yet bl isterecl,  acldi-
t ion:r l  protection is nereded. This is the
pla<'e lbr a piece ol-rnoleskin, cut to ex-
lcnrl  a lew mil l inrcle rs beyor-rd the bor-
clers ol ' the redclened zrrea. Moleskin wil l
:rclhere much better i f  the area is f i rst
painted with benzoin zrncl al lowed to
clry. Once molr:skin is appl iccl,  i t  shoulcl
not be pul leci olf ;  doing so nl i ly r ip ol. l  a
layer ol skin anrl  wi l l  be very perinftr l .
Ins te i rc l ,  i l - the  rno lesk i r t  loosens ,  re in -
force i t  with str ips of clol lr  nclhesluc
lape, whit:h short lcl  also tre appl ied tcr
sk in  p re t  rea te< l  rv i {  l r  her  rz .o i r t .

Ont'e zr bl istcr is acttr:r l ly t 'stabl ishr:t i .
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Meet the "Doc"

AdironDoc columnist Dr. Tho-
mas Welch will present a lecture
ent i t led "AdironDoc on Back-
country Health, Saf'ety and Sani-
tation," at ADK headquarters on
Wednesday, August 9, 2OOO, at
7:OO p.m. He wi l l  d iscuss a var i -
ety of issues regarding staying
healthy in the backcountry. This
lively, interactive presentation
will include time for questions
and d iscussion.  The lecture is
free and open to the public. Res-
ervations are required; call 5lB-
668-4447.

( rea t rn i :n t  i s  mu< 'h  n rore  d i f f  i cu l t .  ' l ' he

arci l  n)ay bc exceedinrl ly painl l l ,  i rnd
walking may be dif i i rrrr l t  i l 'not impos-
siblc. Unti l  rer:ently, treatmcnt options
lbr srrch advanced bl isters in the f ielcl
were l i rnitecl ancl unsatislactory. 1'oday,
however, there is ar nearly miraculous
procf uct. Spcnco 2"'I Skin Bli-slerPaclS .
wl-r ich hzrs revoltrt iorr izccl bl ister r-n: 'rn
agenrent. These pacls yrlzrt:e zr hydrocol
l o i d  c o m p o u n c l  o v e r  t h c  b l i s t e r ,
kcepinf i t  moist whilc: i t  heals. Pain is

alrnosl t 'ornpletel-v el inr in:rtecl.  ar-rd t l ' re
b l i s tc r  hea ls  w i thout  a  scab w i th in  : r
fcw cl:rys.

At nearly t'"vo bucks a pop, these pads
a r e  n o t  c h e a p .  N o n e t h e l e s s ,  h i g h -
mileage runners f ind them indispens-
able: they have gotten me througl-r some
hundred-mi le  weeks .  You can learn
n r o r e  a b o u t  t h e  u s e  o f  t h e s e  n a d s
a l  i r  v e r v  i n f o r m a t i v e  W e l l  s i t e . .
<www. sDen('o.com>.

I,'inally, a tip from my son, a pretty
Ihir backpacker in his own right. In-
steacl of packing foot and bl istcr care
products in your f  i rst aid kit ,  consider
p t r t t ing  thcm together  in to  a  separa te

"[<-rot repzrir ki t ."  
- t 'his 

avoids f ieqtrentlv
breaking into the f irst aid kit .  and keeps
all  of the i tems I reconrrncnded i tbovc
in one spot. Such a kit  should contairr
benzo in .  mo lesk ins .  c lo th  adhes ive
tape. 2" 'r  Skin bl ister pads, cuticle scis
sors ( lbr cutt ing moleskins as well  as
toenails), :rnd a needle for draining large
blisters belore clressinp them.

. W i l h  n r o d e r n  l e c h n i q u e s  a n d  s r r l r -
pl ies. bl isters can truly be el inr inaterl
as a cause of distress in hikinC. Remem
ber, thouAh, that much can be done
belore ,Vour hike even starts to enstrrc
that yotrr leet are protec'ted.

-Thomcrs R. W<tlch. M.D.
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