
How many times have you rocketed 

out of bed in the middle of the night, 

agonizing in pain and clutching your leg? 

Or you’ve been running and suddenly, 

out-of-the-blue, you suffer an intense and 

spasmodic cramping in your leg? Or 

you’re playing racket ball when a sudden 

and intense pain temporarily makes your 

calf muscle feel hard as a rock? Or you’re 

kicking off the wall in the middle of a 

distance swim only to be greeted by a 

tight and intense pain in your leg because 

of a muscle locked in spasm. 

If you’re like most active people, this 

has happened to you at some time or 

another during your exercise bout. It can 

happen while playing tennis, golfing, 

bowling, swimming, or doing any kind of 

exercise. You feel the cramp coming on 

hamstring, thigh, lower leg/calf, feet, 

hands, arms, and abdomen. Research has 

shown that muscles that span two joints 

are the most prone to cramping (i.e. calf 

muscle).  Some will notice an onset of a 

spasm while experiencing either a tic, or 

a slight twitch which then evolves into 

agonizing pain (How to Treat Muscle 

Spasms and Cramps, September 2011).  

It has been documented that muscle 

cramps can occur during your exercise 

activity, immediately after, or up to as 

much as six hours after your exercise 

bout. In the article, A Long-Running 

Mystery, A Common Cramp, according 

to Dr. Martin P. Schwellnus, Professor 

of Sports Medicine at the University 

of Cape Town, 39 percent of marathon 

runners, 79 percent of triathletes, and 60 

percent of cyclists are afflicted with 

cramping, Dr. Andrew Marks, muscle 

researcher in the Department of 

Physiology and Cellular Biophysics at 

Columbia University College for 

Physicians and Surgeons, states that 

“there is no really convincing biological 

explanation for muscle cramps and 

medical text books skirt the topic, often 

avoiding any explanation.” Interestingly 

enough, Dr. Andrew Marks does state 

that there are some medical conditions 

that can lead to cramps such as narrowed 

blood vessels, nerve compression, 

hypothyroidism, in addition to side 

effects of medications that are used to 

lower blood pressure (diuretics).  

However, if you had ever had severe 

and try to stretch and massage 

immediately but to no avail. You feel it 

crawl up your leg, and then you feel the 

muscle contract so violently that it rolls 

into a ball. You scream in pain, feeling 

helplessly paralyzed. The cramp is so 

intense that the muscle hurts the next day 

or even bruises. You think to yourself, 

“Why did this happen?  What did I do 

that was different? My race or training 

routine was no different. I may have 

worked harder in the race, but I was 

prepared for it.” Then you think, “Does 

my body have enough potassium, 

calcium, sodium? What about an 

electrolyte imbalance due to sweating 

profusely? Did I warm up properly and 

stretch good after the workout or race?” 

These types of cramps are not 

mutually exclusive to just health and 

fitness populations. I have a friend in her 

sixties who doesn’t exercise regularly but 

who is nevertheless physically active 

(housework, yard work, etc). She 

commented to me over dinner one 

evening that she has frequently been 

awakened in the middle of the night  

with extreme pain in her calf from a 

muscle painfully locked in spasm. This 

phenomenon is not uncommon with all 

populations. So what is the mystery 

behind muscle cramps?  Let’s take a look 

at what some empirical evidence says. 

Spasms and cramping can affect any 

muscle under the body’s voluntary 

control (skeletal muscle), but the most 

commonly affected muscle groups are the 
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muscle cramps, you will find that these are 

some of the hypothesis (educated guesses) 

behind them. 

The Dehydration Proposal: All you 

need is more fluid. Schwellnus found, after 

several studies were conducted, empirical 

evidence concluded that “athletes who 

cramped up were more hydrated then 

athletes who had no cramps … and they 

were no more dehydrated before or after a 

race than those who did not have 

cramps.” 

Electrolyte Hypothesis: What you 

really need is more sodium and potassium.  

Michael F. Bergeron, Environmental Physi

-ology at the Medical College of Georgia, 

states that these specific cramps are related 

to excessive sweating.  He says, “It occurs 

when the fluid that bathes the connection 

between muscle and nerve is depleted of 

sodium and potassium, which was lost 

through sweat. The nerve then becomes 

hypersensitive.” He concludes in his 

research that fluids such as Gatorade (the 

company that sponsors his research) are the 

solution to this problem … it had appeared 

to prevent cramps in tennis players. 

However, when asked if there were 

rigorous studies to prove this hypothesis, 

he stated, “No. We have not done the 

research yet.” When Schwellnus re-

searched Ironman-distance triathletes, and 

endurance athletes as well, he found no 

significant difference in electrolyte levels 

of those who suffered cramps and those 

who did not.  

Because individuals continue to suffer 

from muscle cramps, athletes or non-

athletes alike, studies are still being 

conducted to unravel the mystery of them; 

and the topic is still open for investigation. 

Other factors proclaimed to be associated 

with muscle cramps are: participation in a 

new activity, muscle fatigue, poor 

conditioning, and altered neuromuscular 

control. What we do know is that in order 

for a muscle contraction to take place, there 

has to be calcium, potassium, and sodium 

involved, in addition to other things far 

beyond the scope of this article. 

Nevertheless, when a muscle cramp erupts 

like a volcano and throws you to the floor, 

what are some of things you might try to 

do to ease the pain?   

Some, if they are lucky and have a 

partner there when it happens, might want 

to try stretching the muscle cramp victim 

using passive stretching, holding joint in 
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stretched position while gently 

massaging it to gain relief. Once the 

cramp eases, eat a banana if you think it 

is the Electrolyte Hypothesis, or drink 

some water with a low amount of salt in 

it. “YUCK!”  Can you prevent the 

cramps? Well, research is not sure.  

Some theories state that exercising in 

extreme heat can also affect muscle 

cramps. Some say that by improving 

your health, lifestyle, and diet, by 

avoiding muscle fatigue, by warming up 

before exercise, by stretching regularly 

after exercise, and by rehydrating, 

cramps can be lessened or eliminated. 

Orange Peach Smoothie Recipe 
 

Ingredients  
3 cups orange juice 

2 cups frozen peach slices 

1 cup frozen vanilla yogurt 

 

Instructions 
Puree peach slices with orange juice, in a blender 

Add frozen yogurt and continue to blend 

You may need to use a rubber spatula to scrape the sides of the blender and 

free chunks from around the blades. Make sure to turn off the blender before 

doing this. 
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