                  Nordic Walking: An Introduction





Dean L. Roberts  B.Ed, M.Sc., April 2010

         History and Origins:

· Nordic Walking has its origins in the off season cross training that  competitive Cross-Country skiers would do every late Summer and early Fall.

· Hill bounding, strides and hill repeats using Cross Country ski poles would duplicate the diagonal stride of classic X-C technique and in doing so build an aerobic base of conditioning for the upcoming competitive season.

· By 1997 Exel Oy--a  Finnish manufacturer of high end X-C poles in conjunction with the Finnish National Sport Institute developed purpose specific Nordic Walking poles.....a new sport was born!

· Today Nordic walking is enjoyed by over 10 million Europeans with "hotbeds" of Nordic Walking in the Nordic countries and Germany. In Germany there are over 3 million Nordic Walkers who enjoy a pathway network in their country that exceeds 75000 km. in length. As well, Germany has numerous Nordic Walking parks offering extensive trail networks with numerous instructional opportunities available.

· Nordic Walking is very new in North America...in its infancy much the same way cycling and X-C skiing were in the late 1960s here. Currently the sport is hampered by a lack of marketing presence, distributorship networks, product availability and product knowledge. As well, instructional standardization, expertise, and availability are rare at the present time.  You really have to persist in North America to get product, product knowledge and lessons. The sport and its numerous benefits are worth your persistence!

         Context:

· I view the sport of Nordic Walking through a very blessed filter of an active lifestyle comprised of over 30 years of running (retired from it in 2002), 40+ years of cycling and 30+ years of X-C skiing. As well, I am passionate about all things European and have been fortunate to have had numerous spirited cycling, Tour de France based and Nordic Walking focussed independent active holidays in Europe. The European focus of Nordic Walking connects me with these passions. I have been fortunate to have had lessons in Nordic walking in Germany (Ruhpolding--Bavaria) and Austria (Leutasch--Tirol) that act as memorable souvenirs during our cycling adventures in Europe. I view Nordic Walking as a superb, sustainable relatively simple and low cost sport with enormous and numerous benefits. The sport has made me a stronger cyclist and given me enhanced functional-daily fitness with far less injuries than running.

· 

Advantages and  Physiological Benefits:

· Corrects for postural inadequacies in the walking gait cycle by ensuring you do not bend over too much at the waist thereby putting stress on extended lumbar soft tissue.

· Releases tension and encourages joint mobility in the shoulders and upper-lower back area due to the rotational aspects of the upper body during Nordic Walking. The sport is ideal and has played a pivotal role in enhancing the lives of MS, Parkinsons and Osteoarthritis patients.

· Provides stability and "Four-Wheel Drive" mobility-power to your walking. It is like turbo-charged walking that engages the entire upper body with upwards of 90% of your musculature being utilised  to propel you forward with each pole plant. 

· Energy consumption-caloric expenditure is enhanced 20-40% compared to "normal" walking due to the upper body being engaged 

· 

to help propel you forward (Cooper Institute baseline data measured in 2002--Texas).

· Nordic Walking has a very efficient aerobic component in that heart rate is typically elevated  10-30+ beats per minute (BPM) depending on intensity of exertion into a fat burning aerobic zone (65-85% of maximum heart rate) as opposed to more sedentary "leisure" walking without poles. Nordic Walking engages your total body particularly key core muscle groups thus the increased caloric expenditure and aerobic enhancement.

· Rate of perceived exertion (RPE) is low relative to other aerobic based sports. Even though you are working hard in Nordic Walking you don't feel the exertion--this greatly increases the probability of Nordic walking being a long term sustainable sport for the masses as opposed to the "hard" sports of cycling, running and X-C skiing.

· Nordic Walking is a very "joint-friendly" sport in that with each pole plant the pole is pushed down and back unloading the ankle, knee and hip joints  by 20-25%. The poles take some of the impact forces of walking off of these joints. In a context of four knee operations I find Nordic Walking beats me up far less than running did and yet brings aerobic benefits and core stability.

· Your key core muscles get  a huge workout in Nordic walking. All of the upper body is engaged with each Nordic Walking stride. It is like Pilates on the move--the slang name for Nordic Walking. On a 10km Nordic Walk with an 80cm stride length you will plant your poles 12,500 times! Each pole plant engages your core, arms and back. To feel core engagement sit on a couch and make a light fist. Push your fist down on the arm of the couch and feel your tummy tighten with your other hand as you push down. This is what happens with each pole plant.

· Brain plasticity is encouraged by virtue of the diagonal stride nature of Nordic Walking thus "exercising" both right and left brain hemispheres.

· Nordic walking is very efficient in terms of time spent exercising and benefits derived. It is a simple sport in which the equipment is very transportable and incredibly inexpensive relative to other sports. It is very easy in this day and age to spend $6000 and up to equip yourself for cycling--a 7 month a year sport. Top end X-C poles can be $400+!   A pair of running shoes can easily exceed $150.

· The versatility of Nordic Walking is very appealing. The sport can be done anytime anywhere--no gym memberships or hours spent in the car driving to the start of a walk or hike. It can be done right out of your front door or on the 700 km+ of paved pathways in the Calgary area.

· The functional (everyday) fitness derived from Nordic Walking is  considerable and very beneficial. With a stronger core and enhanced cardiovascular fitness day to day living and inherent tasks are encountered with less injury risk and more enjoyment.

· The cross training benefits of Nordic walking are remarkable--a stronger core translates into much better cycling fitness particularly for climbing. As I have aged as a cyclist (who loves long classic European climbs-cols) I find the Nordic walking makes me more resilient and less injury prone (lower back) for endurance cycling.

· Thus Nordic walking is a very efficient sport in terms of aerobic-cardiovascular fitness, joint friendly-joint mobility aspects, and core strength-fitness perspectives....a total sport with numerous benefits.

         Nordic Walking Poles:

· Nordic Walking poles are purpose built for the diagonal stride inherent in Nordic Walking. They differ from X-C and Trekking (Hiking) poles in the rubber paws and their angle at the tip of the pole and the type of handle-strap configuration. All three of these variables differentiate a Nordic walking pole and enable the diagonal stride technique on asphalt or trails. If you see the occasional person walking with poles on the Calgary bike paths they are generally using trekking poles that are not designed around the extended diagonal stride technique of European style Nordic Walking. The rubber paws on Nordic Walking poles can be removed if you are Nordic Walking on trails or in icy situations. This exposes the carbide steel tip for added traction in these circumstances.

· Unlike trekking poles Nordic Walking poles are sized at .68 (68%) of your body height with running shoes on. The net effect should be your forearm being parallel to the ground with a 90 degree bend at the elbow. Too long of a pole affects rep rate for your stride (too much leverage). Too short of a pole compromises posture in the lumbar region.

· Pure Carbon Fiber is the material of choice for poles in that it is incredibly light while being torsionally strong. It also has a very pleasant dampening (shock absorbing) quality that makes it ideal in the construction of Nordic Walking poles that often get used on asphalt or concrete. Top X-C poles are made of carbon fiber as well. This makes  for a low swing weight--the hallmark of high end poles--responsive and light weight for the many repetitions inherent in Nordic Walking. Cork handles are also indicative of quality high end poles--lightweight and warm in winter.

· Avoid the trap of cheap under-engineered poles. An inexpensive price point almost always guarantees poor design and engineering, a limited shelf life, heavy unresponsive performance and disappointment. It greatly increases the probability that Nordic Walking will not be sustainable and end up being a short term sport for you.

· Major players on the Nordic Walking pole market are Exel (Finland) and Leki (Germany). In Europe one can also access Fischer (Austria), Komperdell (Austria) and Swix (Norway). Avoid cheap North American poles with no straps.

· My wife and I are fortunate to have two pairs of poles each--Exel Nordic Walker "Sports" model (fixed Length) with Carbon Index 800 (80% Carbon Fiber) featuring an anatomical grip reflective of Exel's X-C pole design heritage ($150/pair). The Exel poles come in 5 cm increments so if your size comes in between the fixed lengths go for the next size up and have the pole custom cut down and sized at Trail Sports (Canmore Nordic Centre) or The Norseman in Calgary. It is common with X-C or fixed length Nordic Walking poles to have them cut to size. In addition, we have two sets of Leki Speed Pacer Vario Carbon Fiber ($200/pair)--Adjustable + or - as much as 5cm for a precise fit. Leki USA was very generous in giving the two pair of Speed Pacer Vario HM (High Modulus) Carbon Fiber poles to me as I did some advocacy work for them in 2008. The Speed Pacer Vario (Leki Product number TONW2640) features an innovative Trigger Shark quick release strap that is very useful in "clicking out" to obtain water or food etc.

· If you end up getting Nordic Walking poles be sure to stock up on the asphalt paws that fit onto the tip of the poles. If you Nordic walk 3-4X per week you will wear out two pairs of paws per year. A pole bag is also very helpful if you travel with your poles--eg. cars and  airports. We take our poles on most vacations. Exel makes excellent paws and also has a Nordic Walking poles bag. Running Room  Canada carried Exel Nordic Walking poles, tips, and storage bags in 2007-2008. They may still have some stock left. A phone call to one of their stores can confirm stock for all Calgary stores.

· Quality European Nordic Walking poles are difficult to obtain in Canada due to persistent distribution network problems and the corresponding minimal retailer presence indicative of the early stages of the evolution of Nordic Walking in North America.

· Extreme Runners (www.extremerunners.com)  (250) 703-9544 in Courtenay B.C. or Stussi Sport (www.stussisport.com)   (250) 542 4141 in Vernon B.C.---ask for Theresa Korobanik. Both of these retailers have stocked Leki and Exel in the past.

· Alternatively you could deal directly with the distributor---Alpina Sports USA for Exel   (800) 425 7462  Lebanon, New Hampshire or Leki USA   (800) 255 9982   Buffalo,  New York

· It is prudent to persist in trying to find "original" purpose built European designed Nordic Walking poles.

         Technique:

· Nordic Walking technique is derived from the diagonal stride associated with classic X-C skiing. Thus diagonally opposite limbs define the stride gait of Nordic Walking. The technique is the same as X-C skiing classical technique except that there is no glide phase since you are not on skis.

· Stride length in Nordic walking is greater than "normal" walking in that the poles propel you forward in four wheel drive mode which increases your speed thus increasing your stride length.

· Shoulders should be relaxed and down--aim for a "quiet" upper body with no head bobbing up and down (wastes energy), with poles in close to your body and a light grip on the poles. 

· The poles are always in a diagonal position relative to the ground--the pole plant is done with an outstretched arm with a slight bend similar to you shaking someone's hand.

· As you push down and back while striding the pole will be pushed back beyond your hip. At this point release the pole and "follow through" with your trailing arm.

· As the one arm finishes the follow through the diagonally opposite arm is ready for its hand shake pole plant, pushing  down and back and then the  follow through.

· As in walking the gait cycle for Nordic Walking is similar including heel strike, mid-stance and toe-off albeit with a longer stride length. This extension brings benefits in terms of joint mobility, lower back mobility and flexibility of the hip flexors, calf-hamstring and quad leg muscles.

· Key elements of European technique Nordic Walking are: handshake arm extension with slight bend at pole plant, quiet and relaxed upper body, light grip on the poles,  and follow through with arms past the hip joint with release of the pole. A "proper" Nordic Walking strap helps with power propulsion at follow through.

· Lessons are very helpful to teach the progressive elements of the diagonal stride and encourage "good habits" including forearm extension and follow through. Examining photographs on the internet of European Technique Nordic Walking can also be helpful. Make sure you get your lesson progression from an instructor trained in the classic European Technique (Leki or Exel).

· Avoid getting sold the bill of goods--the "North American" technique with cheaply made strapless poles. This technique is far more sedentary in nature with limited forearm extension and no follow through due to lack of straps. This effectively negates most of the benefits of Nordic Walking. The North American technique is product driven--a means to differentiate oneself in a confusing marketplace thereby offering different poles and technique to the uninformed. The North American technique has caused unnecessary confusion and divisiveness in the marketplace and with consumers.

         Lessons:

· Bernard Zirkl (250) 792 3882  (www.nordicfitness.ca)  is a Project Engineer who lives in Comox B.C. He emigrated from Bavaria ( Southern Germany) several years ago and is one of Canada's few Master Level Trainers for European Nordic Walking. We had our first Nordic Walking lesson with Bernard in February 2008--lots of fun. Courtenay-Comox is the Banff-Canmore of Vancouver Island. Westjet has direct 90 minute flights to Comox. We stayed at the very unique single suite B+B Mulberry Land in Comox  (www.mulberryland.com) with our hosts Nico and Naomi   (250) 339 3723. A fun Nordic Walking based holiday can be had out of Courtenay-Comox.

· Theresa Korobanik of Stussi Sports in Vernon is also a Master Level Trainer for European Nordic Walking  (250) 542 4141 who trained with Bernard Zirkl. She may be able to get you Leki Speed Pacer Vario poles. Westjet flies direct to nearby Kelowna from Calgary--a one hour flight. 

         Helpful Accessories:

· Footwear should reflect the biomechanics of Nordic Walking--the need for cushioning, a longer stride length than "normal" walking and a very different angle for toe-off than running or walking favoring footwear with a very flexible forefoot.

· Proper footwear will greatly enhance the probability of Nordic Walking being a long term sustainable sport.

· A properly fitted running shoe is  the best type of footwear for Nordic Walking. By far the best retailer in Calgary is Gord's Running Store (403) 270 8606 at 919 Centre Street N.W. Avoid chain stores where there is minimal product knowledge and staff training. Staff turn-over is high and product expertise-knowledge is minimal in these circumstances.

· Gord and staff will watch you walk in sock feet and determine if you are "Neutral", mildly over-pronating (foot rolls inward at footstrike-midstance) or if you severely over-pronate. This evaluation determines what "species" of shoe you end up with-- either Neutral, Stability for modest over-pronation or Motion Control for severe over pronation. It is helpful to bring in your current walking shoes to Gord as this helps him to assess wear patterns on the sole.

· Regardless of "species" of running shoe selected ensure that Gord fits you with one that has a very flexible forefoot due to the increased stride length and angle of toe-off that is associated with Nordic walking.

· Provided they have a flexible forefoot the "Trail Runner" species of running shoes  can be a good choice. These are essentially running shoes with an aggressive tread pattern--good for Calgary winters. We have summer (non Trail Runner) and winter (Trail Runner) running shoes. New Balance makes their shoes in different widths. All manufacturers have a different technology in place for their mid-sole cushioning systems--the part of the shoe that does the work in cushioning the impact forces of every heel strike. Once the proper "species" of shoe is determined (Neutral, Stability or Motion Control) let fit-comfort be your primary guidelines for selection.

· A belt-pack from Mountain Equipment Co-op (403) 269 2420 (www. mec.ca) 830 10 Avenue S.W. can be very helpful. The belt pack provides storage for a bicycle water bottle, I.D-Wallet, cell phone, energy bars etc. Belt packs are ideal for Nordic Walking in that they do not interfere with the action of your arms during diagonal strides.

· Active lifestyle clothing can be obtained at Mountain Equipment Co-op as well. The goal is to dress in synthetics and in layers that optimise the variables of moisture management, insulation and heat transfer. Cotton is a most unwise and dangerous fiber in that it does not wick and push out moisture to the next layer--it stays damp and robs you of heat and energy since your body is trying to keep warm. It can greatly  increase the chance  of hypothermia.

· If you really get into the active lifestyle scene a heart rate monitor is very wise. It is your tachometer that gives real time data of whether you are working too hard or not hard enough. In any aerobic sport you want to be in the sweet spot of 65-85% of your maximum heart rate. A general way to compute maximum heart rate is 220 Beats Per Minute (BPM)  minus your present age. For example, a 65 year old person would have a theoretical maximum heart rate of 220-65=165 BPM X .65 to .85 of max = a training zone of  between 100 to 132 BPM. Only a heart rate monitor can verify accurately whether you are within this aerobic zone. Typically people either under or over exercise--both yield unwanted results and increase the risk of injury. Polar make the best heart rate monitors (www.polarca.com). Gord's Running Store sells Polar. All you need is the most basic of monitors--your own personal tachometer!

· It is always very prudent to consult with your Physician regarding the commencement of a program of Aerobic Exercise. If possible ask for an EKG tracing to be done in the office during the consult appointment that will serve as baseline data prior to starting a Nordic Walking Program.

·          Attitude-Outlook:

· If you view Nordic Walking as a sport in its own right with numerous long term sustainable benefits this mindset will increase the chance you will stay with it instead of it being a temporary short term thing. The more years I Nordic Walk I see it as the perfect form of long term-sustainable exercise that complements and benefits cycling, hiking and X-C skiing. This increases the value I put on Nordic Walking--a cross-training mechanism that reduces my injury rate in other recreational activities and builds baseline functional total body aerobic and core fitness.

         Further Reading:

· www.Leki.com---a comprehensive website with considerable information, videos and articles on Nordic walking.

· www. Exelpoles.net---the original Nordic Walking pole from Finland. Within the website there is information on Nordic Walking

· www.nordic-walking-usa.blogspot.com---this is Claire Walter's blog regarding Nordic Walking. It is a very useful filter for what is going on in the world of Nordic walking--particularly in North America. Claire is a travel writer and Nordic Walker based in Colorado.

· Nordic Walking, Malin Svensson (2009), Human Kinetics-Publisher, 203p    This is by far the best book written on Nordic Walking in  the English language. Most Nordic Walking books are in Finnish or German. Malin emigrated from Sweden several years ago and brought Nordic Walking to North America in 2001. She is the most trained and experienced Nordic Walking Instructor in the USA and worked for several years on contract with Exel Poles. She trained both Bernard Zirkl (Comox) and Theresa Korobanik (Vernon) in 2005-2006. Malin runs a thriving Nordic Walking fitness company in Santa Monica California. The book is available at Chapters--ISBN 978-0-7360-7739-2    $20 CDN

· www.nordicwalkingusa.com     This is Malin Svensson's website.

· Younger Next Year, Chris Crowley and Henry S. Lodge M.D. (2004), Workman Publishing Company Inc., New York  321p.  This is a very compelling book written by a New York based board certified internist and gerontologist in his late 40s and his patient who is in his mid 70s. The book challenges beliefs about aging and features two distinct writing styles--blunt, folksy Chris the patient and the precise Science based analysis of Dr. Lodge. It is an excellent book for motivating people to transform their "Last Third" of their lives through consistent exercise and social connection. The book reinforces all of the benefits that Nordic Walking represents. It is  available at Chapters  ISBN  978-0-7611-4773-2

    Happy trails as you engage with the "new" sport of Nordic    
  Walking!
