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DIVE IN

Swimming Offers a Workout that 
Does Not Discriminate Against Age, 
Disability or Weight

Just Keep
W R I T T E N  B Y  M I C H A E L  S T O N E
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Swimming

B ill Alderson has had a heart 
attack, a stroke and, since 
about three years ago, a 
virus that paralyzes half 
of his diaphragm.
   Now 80, he has been a swim-

mer since he was 6, doing so competitively in high 
school and in the Marines, and recreationally for 
exercise — a nonstop hour a day in his 70s until the 
virus took hold.

 While taking a break from swimming laps in the 
outdoor pool at the North Central Florida YMCA in 
Gainesville, Alderson, who splits his time between 
Maine and Columbia County, Florida, remembered 
the fi rst outward sign of the virus: “I walked into 
the pool [in Maine], put my goggles down, [and] I 
couldn’t do 2 feet.”
 The virus took the hour-long laps away. Yet after 
contracting the virus, at the advice of doctors saying 
swimming wouldn’t kill him, he powered through.
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 “You went until you can’t go anymore,” Alderson said of 
reconditioning himself and now being able to swim two full 
pool lengths before needing to stop and catch his breath. “This 
illness that I have, it’s not that you’re short of breath; it’s that 
you don’t have any. You’re shot. That’s why you see me gasping.”
 But despite the pain overexerting himself in the pool can 
cause, he said he’s thankful for swimming and how it’s kept his 
body sturdy.
 “I’d be on oxygen right now if I didn’t swim,” said Alderson, 
who works as a football coach and classic-car restorer, among 
other things. “Another workout may have done it, but I have 
sincere doubts.”
 Though swimming has different intentions for different 
people — staying in shape, fi ghting through illness, improved 
balance, fitness when disability prevents all other exercise 
forms — no one seems to disagree about the health benefi ts 
being numerous.
 From an academic perspective: “People swear swimming is 
as good as yoga — if you swim, as I do, there is a relaxing effect,” 
University of Florida physiology and kinesiology instructor 
Christine Brooks wrote to Our Town in an email. “Probably 
same endorphins as running are released, but no research on 

this. It has been shown to improve mood, can help with fl exibility 
mainly because the joints are moving, possible help with weight 
loss but individual must also watch food intake.”
 From an aquatic aerobics instructor: “I’ve had people come in 
a wheelchair. I’ve had people come, and they can actually walk in 
the water whereas they can’t walk on land,” said Joan Harvey, who 
leads water fi tness classes at the Gainesville YMCA. “It just frees 
them up, and they can use muscles that they couldn’t on land.”
   And from a group exerciser: “I just can’t get over how good it 
makes me feel,” Gainesville resident Karen Kerr, 74, said after 
fi nishing one of Harvey’s classes. “If I have to miss because I’m 
out of town for a week or so, I just feel like I’m not as perky.”
   Such anecdotes, though, are often just that because studies 
on swimming are lacking, Brooks said.
 “The problem with swimming is that it is diffi cult to conduct 
research on it,” she wrote. “It has been promoted as equal to 
walking and cycling by assumption rather than via research.”
 What is known, Brooks said, is that, because of the buoyancy, 
pool exercise can especially help, for example, those who are 
overweight or have joint problems.
 And specifi cally with classes like the YMCA’s, the pool can 
have the indirect effect of providing a social atmosphere.
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 “I think it’s more exhilarating than 
walking,” Kerr said. “There’s people 
and there’s laughter and there’s sun. 
I try to get everybody I know to take 
a class.”
 For children, swimming — or any 
movement, really — improves their 
motor development, which then 
makes them more competent and 
confident, Brooks said. Oppositely, 
poor motor development is linked to 
obesity, she added.
 For older adults, exercise in gen-
eral helps with brain function, and some 
research has been done specifi cally with 
swimming and dementia patients, Brooks 
said, noting the social interaction of group 
aerobics classes is especially helpful.
 One downfall, Brooks explained, 
might be highly chlorinated pools: 
“Olympic swimmers tend to have lung 
problems. Ironically, swimming is good 

for asthmatics — yet chlorine can be a 
problem.”
 When someone hits the pool, there 
are best practices for maximizing time 
spent, Brooks said. She suggested using a 
variety of strokes — breaststroke, butterfl y 
and backstroke — instead of sticking to 
just the typical go-to: front crawl. (Front 
crawl is often referred to as freestyle, but 
in exact terms, freestyle means swimmers 
can choose any stroke they want.)
 For older swimmers, Brooks recom-
mended following two or three laps of 
front crawl with walking or jogging across 
the pool with a floatation device. The 
break from swimming gives the shoulders 
a rest.
 From all the benefits, routines and 
best practices in swimming, one of the 
primary takeaways for Don Grove is that 
the exercise doesn’t discriminate.
 “There’s no gender bias. There’s no 
racial bias. There’s no age bias,” said 

Grove, a longtime swimmer and coach 
who serves as the North Central Florida 
YMCA’s aquatics director. “Anybody can 
learn to swim. They just gotta do it.”
 Now 55, Grove said he’s able to keep up 
with those he trains — mainly lifeguards 
now — thanks to a regular regimen of 
swimming.
 “Swimming,” he said, “is the best 

exercise you can get as far as for whole 
body because it is the only one that actu-
ally works every muscle in your body.”
 Grove, a 20-year YMCA employee who 
has been at the Gainesville location for a 
year, said the oldest person he has trained 
was 86, a woman who couldn’t swim but 
wanted to.
 Harvey, meanwhile, said she’s had 
people as old as 99 in her classes.
 Indeed, swimmers are able to chug 
along in the pool — and even the record 
books — after hitting the centurion mark. 
One well-know example is Tom Lane, a 
blind man who died in 1997 at 103 but 
three years prior set three freestyle 
records for U.S. Masters Swimming ’s 
100-104 age group.
 “My records may last for a spell,” a 
quote from Lane reads on the Masters 
Swimming website. “Not too many fellas 
that age are up for a good swimming race. 
My philosophy has always been, ‘If you 

can’t beat ‘em, outlive ‘em.’”
 Though not quite at the 100-year 
mark, Alderson said pool exercise has 
still become a “whole different ballgame” 
as he’s gotten older.
 “They told me I wouldn’t have sur-
vived my heart attack if I wasn’t in the 
shape I’m in,” he said. “I’m almost 81 years 
old, and I’m not crumbling.” 

Bill Alderson, 80, swims laps at 
the North Central Florida YMCA 
in Gainesville. Alderson, who has 
had a heart attack, stroke and virus 
that paralyzes half his diaphragm, 
said swimming helps him stay in 
shape despite the ailments. (At 
right) Joan Harvey leads a water 
 tness class at the YMCA.

AGELESS W
ORKOUT   >>    SW

IM
MING

141


	OurTown_JAN-FEB_001.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_002.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_003.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_004.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_005.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_006.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_007.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_008.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_009.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_010.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_011.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_012.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_013.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_014.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_015.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_016.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_017.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_018.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_019.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_020.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_021.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_022.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_023.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_024.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_025.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_026.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_027.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_028.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_029.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_030.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_031.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_032.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_033.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_034.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_035.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_036.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_037.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_038.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_039.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_040.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_041.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_042.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_043.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_044.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_045.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_046.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_047.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_048.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_049.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_050.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_051.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_052.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_053.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_054.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_055.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_056.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_057.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_058.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_059.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_060.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_061.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_062.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_063.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_064.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_065.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_066.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_067.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_068.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_069.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_070.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_071.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_072.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_073.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_074.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_075.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_076.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_077.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_078.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_079.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_080.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_081.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_082.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_083.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_084.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_085.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_086.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_087.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_088.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_089.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_090.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_091.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_092.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_093.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_094.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_095.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_096.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_097.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_098.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_099.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_100.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_101.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_102.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_103.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_104.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_105.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_106.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_107.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_108.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_109.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_110.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_111.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_112.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_113.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_114.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_115.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_116.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_117.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_118.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_119.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_120.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_121.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_122.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_123.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_124.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_125.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_126.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_127.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_128.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_129.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_130.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_131.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_132.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_133.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_134.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_135.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_136.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_137.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_138.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_139.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_140.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_141.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_142.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_143.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_144.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_145.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_146.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_147.pdf
	OurTown_JAN-FEB_148.pdf

