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A Happy Hunter is a Well-Conditioned Hunter
By Babe Winkelman
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A good friend of mine made a radical decision in March to get himself into shape for the upcoming hunting season. He had gastric bypass surgery; an increasingly common procedure thathe hopes will not only improve his overall health, but also enable him to hunt hard for many more years to come. The good news is that the surgery was a success. To date, he has lost more than 100 pounds -- a small person, as he’s fond of saying -- and has begun an exercise regimen that he knows will be more of a marathon than a sprint.
“I’m slowly getting back into shape,” he said the other day. “It took me a while to recover from the surgery, but now I’m walking regularly and eating a balanced diet that includes far smaller portions than I used to eat.”
My friend admits he was lucky; for many years he suffered from high blood pressure and could have easily had a heart attack in the field. “I was just too big, and the excess weight started to take its toll,” he said. “Now the pounds are melting away, and I feel better than I have in a long time.”
As the fall hunting season approaches, we hunters are planning hunting trips to all points on the compass -- from mule deer in Montana to pheasants in Nebraska to quail in Texas. Yet as surely as the sun rises in the morning, many of us are not in the best physical condition to fully enjoy our time in the outdoors. But that can change -- one step at a time. I’m not particularly fond of regimented conditioning programs, yet I realize that I need to keep my body in shape for the rigors of hunting.It’s not easy. Like you, I’m very busy, with work and numerous other commitments.
Still, I’ve made it a point to get into shape. I want to make the most of my time in the outdoors, and being out of shape can adversely alter the overall experience. As with all changes in physical activity, it’s a good idea to consult your doctor before beginning an exercise program, rigorous or otherwise. Explain to your physician what your hunting plans are, how taxing a particularly trip is likely to be, and what you hope to accomplish by exercising. Most doctors will help your figure out a training program that fits both your lifestyle and current physical condition.
Most fitness trainers will tell you that the best way to stay in good physical condition is to exercise year-round. Good idea. Still, many of us fall short of that ambitious goal. The bottom line is to start exercising as far out from one your trips as possible. Six months is a good barometer. Think of it as preventative maintenance. We hunters take pains to keep our equipment (shotgun, rifle, binoculars, decoys, etc.) in good condition, so why not our bodies?
The best conditioning programs combine aerobic activity (walking, biking, etc.) and weight training. Aerobic exercise strengthens your heart and builds stamina, not to mention helps shed some of those stubborn extra pounds. Lifting weights will help you build lean muscle mass, strengthen your bones and joints, and increase your resting metabolism -- important for cutting weight. 
If you’re a newcomer to exercise, start slowly; set reasonably goals to build your strength and stamina. Always begin a workout with a slow walk to get your heart rate up and your muscles loose. Then begin some slow stretching exercises (about five minutes) to further loosen your muscles. Stretching helps get your muscles supple and your blood flowing. Like I said, I’m no gym rat, but many hunters I know have found that purchasing a membership to a fitness club helps them get into the mood for exercise. Some even hire a personal trainer. If that fits your lifestyle, give it a try. 
I have another take on exercise. I like to incorporate it into my daily routine. Mowing the lawn (use a push mower), raking leaves, doing work around the house -- all our good ways to get to increase your heart rate and get into shape. 
I supplement those activities with long walks in the woods near my home. In a pinch I’ll go swimming or ride my bike. Walking is a good place to start. It’s a solitary activity that helps clear your mind. Bring your dog along so Old Rover can get into shape, too. Swimming, which tones every muscle in your body, is an all-purpose, stress-free workout. It’s also a good family activity. Biking is one of my favorites. It builds stamina and strengthens leg muscles, which you’ll need climbing mountains or walking the prairie. Besides, it’s good for the soul to ride in the peace and quiet of a rural countryside, or around a picturesque lake.
In the end, don’t overdue it. Listen to your body. Exercise isn’t a competition. If your body is hurting, give it a rest. Better yet, exercise every other day. That will allow your body the time it needs to heal. But once you start to build endurance, ratchet up the intensity of your workouts. Try exercising at least three days a week, and build on that goal. The fall hunting season is on the horizon, my friends. Start exercising now. Trust me when I say that a well-conditioned body will increase your enjoyment in the field and improve your overall health. That’s what my good friend is striving towards right now.
