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Essay
Fountain of Youth

At just the right moment, stepping into a swimming pool can turn your life around
By ELLEN GRAHAM
April 24, 2006; Page R12
I'm here to tell you it's never too late to become a gym bunny.

To be sure, my senior workouts would barely budge the pulse rate of a true fitness buff. But for me, they have made all the difference. Let me explain.

My natural inclination is, and always has been, to curl up with a book rather than hop on a treadmill. I'd branded myself a flop at sports long before the fitness craze took hold, in an era when women's athletics were all but ignored.

My school days consisted of a long string of small humiliations: Banished to the shallow end of the baby pool during swimming lessons. Forced to take "corrective" gym freshman year at college, where, in a sadistic flourish, we klutzes had to wear especially dowdy gym suits. Clumsy even on the dance floor, I was woefully slow learning the twist and failed to make the cut for the "pom-pom girls" pep squad.

As an adult, I tried to keep moving, but I was a dabbler. One short-lived regimen -- trendy because Jackie Kennedy was said to be an aficionado -- had me tumbling and hanging upside down on the rings and trapeze. I tried rock climbing, but split my shorts while rappelling down a cliff. There were bouts of aerobic dance, of course, and squash and a bit of swimming -- if you count the sidestroke as exercise. A friend and I started jogging, but she -- some 20 years my senior -- left me in the dust. Beyond walking everywhere when we lived in New York, I had a sporadic and halfhearted fitness agenda. As such, it yielded none of the gains that friends boasted of, like flowing endorphins and boundless energy.

Then, at age 56, I stopped taking my body -- with all its shortcomings -- for granted. I developed a rare form of cancer on my posterior chest wall. I wish I could spare you the details, but they are relevant. The surgery that has kept me cancer-free for the past six years also cost me five ribs and much of the muscle in my back. I was reconstructed with Gore-Tex, but as the surgeons had warned, I developed a twisted spine and a hunchback.

At a Standstill
I expected a long, slow recuperation. But after a year, when I still couldn't walk more than a block or stand upright without pain and shortness of breath, it began to sink in that I might not make a full recovery, as anticipated. This, despite thrice-weekly physical therapy and the ministrations of two personal trainers who helped me exercise on the machines at the community gym, mainly to strengthen what was left of my back. I'd return from those workouts aching, and the pain wouldn't subside for a couple of days, just in time for another session at the gym.

The world-famous spinal surgeon I consulted at Johns Hopkins spelled out the pluses and minuses of corrective surgery. After he ticked off the risks (including paralysis and death) and the uncertain rewards (no promises of a straighter spine), he refused to say whether he'd recommend an operation. As for my complaints about fatigue, he blamed poor conditioning and chided me for postsurgical laziness. "I don't feel like getting on my treadmill after a long day at work," he scolded. "But I do 20 minutes every night anyway." Inwardly I seethed, knowing that he had a full set of ribs. Still, I left his office feeling that I was to blame for my failure to bounce back.

Overnight, I had become a physical octogenarian. Pastimes like gardening, biking and sightseeing were now pretty much out of the question. Sometimes I was overcome by longing, hearing friends in their 70s recount their adventures bicycling around Europe -- or even climbing mountains. I avoided mirrors, for they reminded me how stooped I'd become. I couldn't find a support group that fit my situation.

To fight self-pity, I'd remind myself I was lucky to be alive, and could still find joy in books and visits with family and friends. I had enough mobility to get through the day, and could still drive. I did get a handicapped-parking permit, only to discover the undercurrent of hostility sometimes aimed at disabled drivers. The local paper runs frequent letters ranting about drivers -- obviously scam artists -- who look too able-bodied to deserve handicapped plates. I don't use a walker or cane -- could they mean me?

On the Move Again
Then one day, a bit of serendipity changed everything. Seeking relief from summer heat and the stupefying boredom of the treadmill, I ventured into the pool at the gym. I could no longer manage the sidestroke without sinking, but figured I'd try doing laps in the water-walking lane. An "aquacise" class was in progress nearby, and the instructor invited me to join in. That was almost a year ago, and I've never been back to the treadmill. Instead, three mornings a week I report for a water workout that I credit with returning me to a semblance of normal life, notably a remarkable surge in stamina and freedom from pain.

Mind you, we aren't talking miracles here. I'm still hunched and three inches shorter than before surgery. It's doubtful I'll ever run a marathon, but grocery shopping and leaf raking have sure become easier. And for the first time in my life, I'm exercising religiously, and actually enjoying it.

For someone with physical limitations, marching, stretching and jogging through water is easier than on dry land. Water provides muscle-building resistance while also working like a brace, propping us up so we can do more with less fatigue. Most important for me is the emphasis on strengthening the "core muscles" of the abdomen and torso -- the muscular girdle that supports us when we stand or walk. I now carry myself better, or at least with less strain, than I did after five years of work on cardio-fitness machines.

My emotional perspective has changed for the better, too. Most of my classmates are nursing one kind of disability or another: bum knees, hip replacements, arthritis, bad backs. As one says, "I love coming here, because everyone has something wrong with them." This is the support group I had searched for in vain, with all the examples I need of courage, persistence and discipline. One woman has attended this class for 10 years, and says she'd be in a wheelchair without it. Another even had a cancer operation similar to mine, and is traveling the same long, rocky road to recovery.

We may be disabled, but we aren't mollycoddled. Our instructor is a consummate athlete who grew up surfing in Malibu, the daughter of a movie stuntman. She has the toned body of an Olympian. Following her lead makes our class seem less like therapy and more like a bona fide sport. More important, she knows physiology and scrupulously tailors each exercise to individual limitations. At $5 a class, I'm getting expertise that would run many times that at a private gym. Pure luck.

Smiles and Sweat
Why did this particular regimen click for me, the perennial fitness-phobe?

All my life, I'd heedlessly squandered the gift of mobility, and once it was gone I desperately wanted it back. Along with strong motivation, there was positive reinforcement: Aquatic exercise was something even I could do, and I felt radiant afterward -- that pleasant, full-body tiredness I remember as a teenager after a day at the beach. Finally, I learned that I'm a social animal when it comes to exercise: Sidling into a chilly pool in the dead of winter isn't so bad when you're greeted with warm smiles and hellos. I'll take that camaraderie any day over the fabulously fit but grim-faced treadmill crowd, staring with glazed eyes at a bank of TV screens.

It took a crisis to teach me what growing numbers of older folks already know: Exercise is the closest thing we have to a Fountain of Youth. After a certain age, fighting frailty is practically a full-time job. I've got lots of catching up to do, but I'm working hard to get up to speed. 
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