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[bring up running footsteps and fade under]

At Haverford College in Pennsylvania, runners on the mens’ cross country and track teams cover 80 miles a week or more during training.  

Injuries and soreness come with the territory, and can keep athletes sidelined for weeks.  So when rising senior Will McGuire had pain in the ball of his foot that wouldn't go away, he was concerned.

<McGuire> “I didn’t want to miss the whole outdoor season just because of this stupid foot thing.”

Normally runners use ice and ibuprofen to treat this kind of pain, but McGuire has Crohn's disease, and avoids taking painkillers because they can upset his stomach.  

He looked for an alternative, and found a website that touted dimethyl sulfoxide, or DMSO, as a miracle cure.  Just put some of the liquid on the injured area, and it could relieve inflammation and pain.  Plus you could get it in a health food store….but it wasn’t shelved where you might expect.   

<McGuire> "And so I go to this health food store and this lady is like yeah it's in the back in the cleaning section, so you know, it's kind of bizarre, I'm buying this stuff from the cleaning section of a health food store but I figured why not?"

A few days later McGuire was running again, without pain.  

But not everyone thought it was such a straightforward cure.  One of Will McGuire’s teammates, chemistry Grant Scott, was familiar with DMSO.  He thought the whole situation was a little odd.  

[bring outside ambi up]

<Scott> "Uh, I was a little leery - we use it in lab, I'm a chemistry major, we use it in lab as a solvent and when we use it in lab we usually put on gloves and be really careful with, just in general, as with any type of chemical solvent, so it was kind of strange to see him applying it to his leg, as a medicine."

[fade out outside ambi] 

It may have seemed unusual to McGuire’s teammates, but DMSO has been used by athletes and others to treat pain since the 1960s.  Dr. Stanley Jacob has promoted DMSO for over four decades.  He’s a professor of surgery at Oregon Health and Science University and believes that DMSO can help treat a wide variety of ailments, from Alzheimer’s disease to arthritis.  In 1962 Dr. Jacob was using DMSO to try to preserve kidneys for transplantation.  He noticed that the chemical had a strange property.

<Jacob> " When you got it on the skin, it seemed to go right through and one could taste it.  It was a peculiar taste in the mouth.”

The taste was like garlic, from the sulfur in DMSO.  It made Dr. Jacob wonder how the chemical could penetrate the skin and wind up in the mouth, and what happened in between.  He did some preliminary experiments and found evidence that DMSO might reduce inflammation in the area where it was applied.  

But there were side effects.  The most obvious was the way the chemical makes your body smell.  McGuire’s roommates noticed this almost immediately after he started applying DMSO to his foot.  

<McGuire> “I did it probably a little after dinner and my roommates came back later that night and immediately they were appalled at how bad our suite smelled.  And at first I was like, is that me, could that possible be coming from me?  It wasn’t something you could put some soap on and take a shower.  It was coming out of my pores and out of my mouth.  It was an overpowering odor.”  

The tradeoff was worth it to McGuire.  But DMSO has many critics.  Some say it might cause serious problems.  Studies in rabbits and other animals suggested that -- in very high doses -- DMSO could change the shape of the lens of the eye.  

Several times in the past few decades, Dr. Jacob has applied to the US Food and Drug Administration to gain approval for DMSO.  But besides getting it approved to treat a rare bladder disorder, he’s been turned down each time.

Dr. Richard Crout was a top FDA official during the 1970s and 80s.  He says that while DMSO is probably safe, its effectiveness in treating pain was never supported by rigorous clinical trials.  That leaves the safety of the drug in question, though it doesn’t mean people won’t use it.  

<Crout> "People must understand there's always these unknown risks.  I don't want to minimize the potential for safety problems, they just haven't been reported.  But fortunately we live in a country where everyone's entitled to be his own fool, you know"

[bring in running foot steps]

Athletes like Will McGuire who use DMSO are conducting a type of experiment of their own...with all the uncertainties that come along with it.  Meanwhile, he’s running 10 or 15 miles a day, getting ready for cross country in the fall.

For NPR’s Intern Edition, I’m Katie Unger

[fade out running foot steps… “That was a good run right there”]

