




Tools of the Trade
Learn what the pros keep on hand for 
exercise emergencies.

Bolsters  “Put these cylindrical cush-
ions under your knees while you sleep to 
take pressure off your legs, help blood 
flow to your heart and ease back and leg 
pain,” says Mitchell. 

Tennis ball  “It’s ideal for massaging 
hard-to-reach spots in your back and 
hips,” Mitchell explains. “Lie down on 
the floor with the weight of your body on 
the tennis ball. This will apply more pres-
sure to the achy spot. Hold for 20 to 30 
seconds, or until the knot is released.” 
(Never place the ball under your spine.)

GOLF ball  The same idea as above, 
but the smaller size makes it an ideal tool 
to use under the soles of your feet while 
you sit at your desk at work.

Foam roller  Intense exercise can 
cause scar-tissue buildup, shortening 
and tightening your muscles, says  
Dr. Anselmi. Rollers help break it up. For 
your hamstrings, sit with legs in front of 
you; place roller under your knees. Using 

your hands for support, slowly slide legs 
and hips forward (roller will move toward 
your butt). Roll back to start.

The stick  A runner’s secret weapon, 
the Stick ($42.50; thestick.com) is a long 
tube with six to 18 plastic spindles that 
rotate against your muscles as you roll it 
up and down your legs. The intensity of 
the self-massage is determined by how 
much pressure you use.

Massage oil  “It reduces friction,” 
says Mitchell. “Some ointments, like 
Tiger Balm [tigerbalm.com] also have 
topical analgesics, like menthol and 
clove oil, which temporarily ease aches. 
Use a coin-size drop and massage  
directly into the sore spot.”

Hot towels  Heat increases blood 
circulation so muscles become more 
pliable, allowing you to put them 
through a gentle range of motion that 
will speed recovery. “Microwave a wet 
hand towel for two minutes,” Mitchell 
says. “Shake it out to make sure it’s not 
too hot for your skin.” Then roll it up 
lengthwise and place it on the sore area 
for 15 minutes. 

what a racket
What hurts?

You have pain on 
the outside of the  
elbow that radiates 
down your arm 
when you swing.
Here’s why: “Over time, repeated 
use of the muscles in the forearm 
can lead to tennis elbow, which is 
caused by small tendon tears,” says 
Mitchell, an avid tennis player. 

Feel better: 
Stay off the 
courts for a week 
and ice your  

elbow for 15 minutes at a time to 
reduce inflammation. “The best 
self-massage for this injury is 
called the deep longitudinal strip­
ping method,” says Mitchell. “Start 
by pressing the thumb of your  
opposite hand firmly on top of 
your forearm; begin at the wrist 
and slide your thumb along your 
forearm toward the elbow.” Use a 
lubricant, such as oil or lotion, to 
prevent friction.

Your new game plan: 
Strong forearms and wrists help 

stabilize your elbow. Using light 
weights, hold your arms straight in front 
of you, palms down. Flex and bend 
wrists up and down 10 times; then  
rotate wrists from palm up to palm 
down 10 times. Work up to three sets.
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Yesterday, you were queen of the gym—  
lifting, pressing and flexing. Today 
you can barely stand up straight.
Here’s why: Working new muscles, using too much weight and 
having weak obliques are all prime causes of back pain. “Your spine 
is a column of bones surrounded by tiny muscles holding it in 
place,” says Vonda Wright. M.D. “Your core is a giant sheath of mus­
cles that stabilize the spine from the front. If your core is weak, 
strength training can stress the smaller muscles around the spine.”

Feel better: Patience. With a few days of “active rest,” the aches 
should disappear. This means you shouldn’t 
strain your back but stretching, icing and gen­
tle core work are okay. Cross-train by walking 
and swimming.

Your new game plan: The best moves for 
strengthening your abdominal muscles? 

“Standard planks and side planks,” says Dr. Wright. 
Hold each for 30 seconds and work up to two minutes. n

Self-massage tip! Always stroke in the direction of the heart to prevent blood  

from being pushed against closed valves, which could damage blood vessels, says  

licensed massage therapist Kimberly Mitchell.
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