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On the morning of my 54th birthday, I stepped out of the shower and took accounts. I assessed how I had stood up to the years as I entered the final third of my life.

The legs looked OK, bent but unbroken by more than 2,000 hockey games, three motorcycle accidents and the general wear and tear of life.

Moving north, though, was not a pretty passage. From the waist up it was strictly body by Pillsbury, folds not intended by my designer, dimples in all the wrong places, and not cute ones either.

I had become a victim of circumference. My stomach had filled the generation gap that spans my cohorts and our parents in the 1960s.

To members of past generations, this realization might have prompted an expression of regret and perhaps a wistfulness for what they had once been.

But I am a baby boomer to whom all is possible. I don't have to sigh with resignation and let the slide continue. I am of that huge bulge of population that has remade itself, time and again.

Born in 1947, I'm at the front edge of the baby boomers, the post- Second-World-War generation that is the most privileged generation ever.

And when times get tough, we go shopping. We go looking for sports leagues and play hockey, soccer and basketball into the second half of our lives. We sign up for exercise and yoga classes. Me, I went looking for a personal trainer.

Sure, I could have just jumped on the Internet, downloaded some training programs and got to it. I have all the equip- ment -- treadmill, exercise bike, weights, pool.

Or I could have joined a fitness club for both instruction and a social atmosphere.

No, I wanted a quick and dramatic turnaround. I needed an expert to push me and monitor me. And I knew just the right guy.

I called Ernie Schramayr. He played fullback with the Tiger-Cats in the early '90s and has run his own health and fitness business, All-Canadian Fitness Systems, for a decade. I have interviewed him in the past and was impressed with his approach, which puts a premium on common sense and hard work.

There are no magic fixes, not even for boomers, and I was prepared to put in the effort to glean the reward.

I e-mailed Ernie my goals.

I wanted to beat back the ravages of age. I saw myself as a fairly fit guy, but I was alarmed at the erosion setting in. I wanted to get to a maintenance level that would take me into my 60s and beyond. Well beyond.

I wanted to build upon my three-times-a-week running program with some cross-training and weight and stretching programs.

I wanted to be leaner, improve performance in hockey and other pastimes, and reduce injuries. I've pulled a lot of leg muscles in the past two years. And I needed to build flexibility into the program since I travel a fair bit, not always staying in hotels with gyms.

Ernie and I met this past August. As he sized me up, he wondered aloud if there were enough improvement possible that would even warrant a story.

"You look lean enough," he said.

Well-fitting clothes can hide a lot. And, remember, I'm a boomer. Walking around, looking fit is not enough. Running around, not embarrassed to do so with my shirt off, is what I wanted.

Notice how this has been mostly about vanity to this point? That's another rich theme of the boomer generation, people who have enjoyed the time and money to reshape themselves.

Still, the issue of health and longevity pulsed strongly under the patina of outward looks. My father was about my age when he had his first heart attack, the precursor of cardiovascular disease that would take him at 73.

I considered all the benefits I enjoy that he did not. I have better knowledge of nutrition and exercise, more and better public and work-related health and rehabilitation programs. And whereas there was no drug to limit plaque clogging my dad's blood vessels, I am able to take a pill a day to drastically drop my cholesterol level.

And a personal trainer? That's an extravagance of the past decade that once belonged only to elite athletes and the very rich.

Underlying all this, my social conscience thumped, too. I have read a lot about how my generation is going to overburden the following generation with health-care costs. Experts say we will live longer, demand first-class care, and our sheer numbers would swamp systems.

I didn't like the notion that I would be part of a demographic millstone on the backs of my daughter and her generation.

If I got really fit and worked at maintaining it, maybe I could dance around many of the geriatric landmines that lie ahead for me.

Besides, I would joke, I was working on my Freedom 85 Plan. If I could keep fit and working until I am 85, I'd be free and clear of all monetary obligations.

But the joking stopped after Ernie did his assessment of me. The 187 I weighed in at was at least seven more than I anticipated and quite a load spread over a 5-foot-9 frame.

He took measurements of skin at several points, checked me for oxygen uptake and cardio efficiency as well as blood pressure and flexibility.

We met a few days later for our first workout, and he delivered his findings, which more than substantiated the visual evidence I'd seen in the mirror.

Aug. 30 was one of my worst days, ever. Ernie told me that not only was my oxygen uptake average for my age, my body-fat measurements were also higher than two-thirds of the men in my age group. I still have trouble buying that one, but if I needed motivation, there it was.

The findings of good heart rate, blood pressure and waist-to-hip ratio offered little solace. After all, I had trained for and run a half-marathon the previous year and had kept up a running program, played hockey, swam and cycled.

If I felt bad at the test results, I literally felt sick after the run along Hamilton's Waterfront Trail. Even accounting for a cold and running at the hottest part of the day, I felt and performed horribly.

I did make the two-kilometre test distance in 9:53, about the 10 minutes I predicted. But I struggled over the five intervals that follow. The three-minute-moderate, one-minute-hard cycle sucked the energy from me. My mouth tasted like a sock fresh from the dryer. And even with the smell of algae off Hamilton Harbour, the water looked good to me.

Ernie had to keep pushing me, which was an unfamiliar experience. Can this be the same body that ran a half-marathon last year, turning in a respectable 27 minutes in a five-kilometre relay stage of the Around The Bay Race?

He told me, "Imagine you're preparing for a nude scene in a movie in a few months and have to get into shape for it." A breath later, he wondered aloud about the task of a trainer prepping Marlon Brando for a role in the buff. The two thoughts were too close for my liking.

We finished with five strength exercises that I was to do once a week after a run. I was gassed, frustrated and dispirited as I barely made the last of 30 abdominal exercises. Man, I had a lot of work to do to show significant improvement in four months.

Somewhat perversely, I chose Jan. 1 as my date to be lighter, faster and stronger. On the day others usually start working out, I would unveil the new me after suffering denial through the Christmas season.

Ernie sketched out a running program for me, asked me to keep a detailed record of what I eat for the next five days, and we made a date to meet for the first weight-training program.

I starting fairly easy -- a 35-minute run at moderate pace and my own half-hour program of weights and abdominals. On the second day, it got harder. I ran intervals, six times four minutes, and felt tired at the end. I tried to push myself in hard one-minute portions, and I finished sucking wind.

As Ernie suggested, I carefully looked over the Canada Food Guide and learned my diet isn't really bad. It just has way too many baked goods while more vegetables and fruit should be consumed.

I figured I was dropping $50 a week in The Spectator cafeteria. So I vowed to start packing my lunch and a thermos of coffee, which turned out to be practical and economical. The saving almost covered Ernie's hourly charge each week. In the Hamilton area, personal trainers generally have an hourly fee of $40 to $60.

The diet side would prove to be the toughest element of my program. For years I thought I could throw down cookies, tarts, etc., with impunity. But sometime in the preceding decade, the fast- burning metabolism that handled all those calories slowed appreciably.

The next session I had was tougher again, running intervals, six times four, and following with pushups, lunges, dips, crunches and step-ups that tired me nicely. I felt some progress.

Ernie toke me through the initial weight program in Week 2. My abs burned mightily after 75 crunches, and I just barely finished a couple of the lifting sections.

It was only at this point that I fully understand how I had physically declined to the point of needing help. I simply hadn't been working nearly as hard as I should, settling for easy runs and light weights. There had been no intensity.

But I felt that if I kept up a progression across four months, I would feel and look a lot different.

It's odd, looking back to that start in August, those first few steps were the hard ones. And the really big ones since have actually been easier. I suspect it's because getting through the early barriers and enjoying some feeling of success makes you hungrier for more.

I know what you're probably saying about now, if you're looking at starting a program: How do you find the time to work out? To work with a trainer, flexibility of schedule helps, but that was just one hour a week. You're on your own most of the time.

Here's an exercise. Jot down all the lame television you watch over a week. I bet you get to five hours easy. In my case, I love to watch hockey on television. So I compromise -- watching the first period, working out during the second, then enjoying the final 20 minutes. It's better still if you can install a TV where you work out.

So there's cost and time looked after. Then it's a matter of will. And with a personal trainer like Ernie, some of that will is his. His ability to push me, though in a genial way, accelerated my progress and validated my decision to hire him.

There was that first run when he would not let me quit, and then subsequent tests he made me pass. We must have seemed an odd pair striding along the trail, the big fullback a few steps ahead and waving me to keep up.

When I lagged in running stairs near the Chedoke Golf Club, he'd invoke his nude-scene motivational speech.

But when I laboured, he took my pulse to make sure I wasn't overdoing it.

And he made small improvements in my running stride, foot strike, breathing and relaxation.

On the weight-training side, he ensured my posture was correct so that I wouldn't suffer a needless injury.

Ernie was also excellent company. He's a well-read guy with wide interests who is so fit he can easily talk while running. I struggled to converse.

After a month of the initial program of three running and three weight sessions a week, he backed off for a week of cross-training, with power walking and strength training using tubing.

That coincided with a week's business trip to England. So fresh off an overnight flight, I fought off the need to sleep and did a brisk 45-minute hike through London's Hyde Park.

I was able to get in every workout on the trip. On my return, I moved to a new program with more weights and more intense running, as well as interval training on the bike and on in-line skates for something different.

As I progressed through October, I thrived on the exercise side but struggled with diet, the cookie monster in me still dipping too often into the chocolate-chip cookie jar.

Still, I noticed subtle changes: a tightening here, less girth there and the ability to handle the load of fast pace or stair- running better.

It was time for a midway-point test, and the results were good. The key ones were resting heart rate, which was down to 62 beats a minute from 66; and weight, down to 176 from 187. The skin measurement showed an 11 per cent improvement. I jumped from 15 to 28 pushups at a go, an 87 per cent increase to the excellent range. And my aerobic test, which measures the volume of oxygen the body is able to use per minute, was 8 per cent better. On the 2-K run, I knocked 42 seconds off my time. And flexibility that began as above average went to excellent.

By November, it was time to push even harder. Ernie gave me a new weight program developed by Universal Studios for its male stars.

It involved seven weight exercises twice a week. Each exercise had a warm-up set, work set and blast set, the latter in which you pushed until there was nothing left.

With 45 seconds between sets, these took about 75 minutes each. And I did four cardio workouts a week as well as sessions of 200 stomach crunches every second day.

It was a load and a challenge complicated by pain that migrated around my left leg and a constant throbbing in my right shoulder that began in early December.

But I was winning. I went out and bought my first pair of jeans in five years and got into a 33 waist with room to spare. Ribs I hadn't detected since my 30s made an appearance and there was a hint of stomach muscles.

Moreover, as I got to the stretch run of my four-month quest, I suddenly lost that urge nine times a day for cookies. I substituted dates for the sweet tooth and granola bars for texture and bulk. And I learned to like fruit again and drink lots of water.

When the final reckoning was done last week, I had made further improvements in several areas.

My resting heart rate was down to 60, my weight at 172 and my body fat measurements melted down again. That 36 1/4 waist measurement was down to 33 1/4. And the 2-K run, which I had pared to 8:50, dropped again to 8:44.

Ernie described the results as good for someone in my age group, though he noted that the motivation of meeting a deadline and writing a story probably helped push me.

I do know this: I couldn't have made these strides without his expertise and well-balanced approach to pushing and encouraging.

Now what? I plan to go into maintenance mode for awhile and return to Ernie here and there for specific help. And when the spring running season begins, I want to improve my times in the 5- and 10-K events.

Remember that notion of boomers being a burden on the health system?

On further exploration, I concluded boomers may be forgiven for regarding that as propaganda from think-tanks pushing for private health care.

A host of studies, including one by a McMaster University professor, suggest boomers won't bankrupt the public health-care system in our old age, thanks to better attention to health, artificial joints and preventative drugs.

The thinking is that most of us will live longer, but won't suffer the slow and expensive physical deterioration of past generations. Many of us will just suddenly drop.

That's OK with me as long as I can complete my Freedom 85 Plan.

You can contact John Kernaghan by e-mail at jkernaghan@hamiltonspectator.com or by phone at 905-526-3422.


