
4). NUTRITION IN ATHLETES.
Donald L. Cooper M.D., Stillwater, Oklahoma
Abstract of Paper delivered at The American College
Health Association's Conference.

How to feed athletes and gain better performance is a subject which,
according to Donald L. Cooper, M.D., can leave one "fascinated, charmed,
confused, upset and puzzled". Dr. Cooper, Director of Student Health Service
and Team Physician, Oklahoma State University, discussed nutritional facts
and fancies at the 43rd Annual Meeting of the American College Health Association
here.

The heavy protein (meat dominated) diet is said to have come into vogue
in the Greek town of Stymphalus around 500 B. C. An athletic trainer decided
that, since "muscle" was so important in strenuous exercise, his athletes
might perform better if they replenished muscle by eating more muscle, or
meat. Traditionally, diets of athletes had been vegetarian. When athletes
started eating heavy meat diets and were successful, people then "out two
and two together and got five. "

Today, some coaches still cling to the meat-dominated diet, but the need
for a proper balance of proteins, carbohydrates and fats is generally recognized.
In the special case of a pre-event meal, Dr. Cooper said proteins should actually
be avoided. Digestion and metabolism of protein leaves a residue of acid in
muscle which can only be excreted by the kidneys. Since effective function of
the kidneys ceases during exercise, the athlete who eats steak, eggs or other
protein food before a contest is more apt to be troubled with acidosis, cramps
and fatigue. Acid produced by metabolism of carbohydrates and fats is
primarily in the form of carbon dioxide, which is blown off by the lungs and
excreted by the skin.

In addition, Dr. Cooper said that carbohydrates are 10% more efficient
than proteins or fats in utilizing oxygen. One liter of oxygen yields 5 calories
if used to burn carbohydrates but only 4.5 calories if used on protein or fat.
This may be an important factor in some athletic efforts.

Dr. Cooper condemned use of crash diets and withholding of fluids to permit
a wrestler to compete at a lower weight. This practise of "pulling" the athlete
has made a shambles, he said, of many good school and college wrestlers.

"A boy who is dehydrated extensively and crashes his diet is not going to do
well, so please don't think you're going to help your team or your coaching career
by doing this. Especially in the boys who are growing, you may do some permanent
harm in the way of kidney or liver damage. Please, please use good common
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sense in this most critical age group. "

At Oklahoma State University, Dr. Cooper said it is the practice to
determine the boy's body composition and "try to have him wrestle at
his optimum weight so he can go the entire season and never be more
than 4 or 6 pounds over his wrestling weight. " He believes this contributes
to the fact that OSU is "consistently tough" in wrestling.

In selecting a pre-game diet, the main consideration is to avoid foods
that will impede the athlete. Dr.Cooper doubts that a special diet can enhance
performance, but serious impairments can be avoided: loose bowels,
abdominal cramps, delayed emptying of the stomach, depleted salt stores and
inadequate energy supplies.

The important pre-game period for endurance events begins about 48 hours
before the event (for short-term events, diet at this time will modify performance
little if at all). Irritating or "gassy" foods, roughage and other foods which
increase stool bulk should now be eliminated. Salads, spices, oils and alcohol
should be omitted, as well as fats, which slow the normal emptying time of the
stomach. Otherwise, the diet should not be drastically altered, except for the
final pre-event meal which is eaten three or more hours before the contest.

This meal must be highly digestible, as normal digestive processes may be
altered in the keyed-up athlete. "Much of the traditional pre-game meal never
gets out of the stomach, so it cannot do anything but harm," said Dr. Cooper.

One of the well-balanced liquid formulas on the market may help to avoid this
problem. Other foods which are acceptable are toast with honey, oatmeal, weak
tea or coffee with sugar, and peaches in heavy syrup.

Bouillon cubes are a good source of salt if sweating is a problem. Salt tablets
may be taken with the pre-game meal but not just before the contest, when they
may cause vomiting.

As for vitamins, Dr. Cooper feels that while b-complex vitamins might be
of some value, their effect on athletic performance is probably a perfectly acceptable
psychological one.
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