
Physical Preparation 
 
Why fitness? Just as natural history can turn a regular trail into an interpretive experience, 
making it more rewarding, so too can a general understanding of how the body responds to 
physical activity, along with fitness gained, provide the inspiration to get you outdoors! Along 
with that, much of this knowledge meets the California state physical education standards. 
  
Fitness can be defined as the ability to perform physical exercise at a certain level. That isn’t 
news to most, but the fitter you are, the greater the ability and the higher the level. For the 
activities on this website, fitness can be said to include three elements – strength, stamina and 
flexibility.  
 
The challenge was to develop a program that is not boring, and which prepares you for a hike, 
bike and paddle, possibly even in the same week. Or, conversely, will enable one to get fit 
enough to begin a season of any single activity.  
 
Fitness produces endurance, which can be an important risk mitigation factor. When 
responsible for a group’s safety, it helps to be in decent shape–accidents happen more easily 
when we are tired–fitness keeps us fresher for longer, helping to avoid simple mistakes made due 
to fatigue, like the misplacing of a foot which could lead to a broken ankle. And it leaves you 
better capable of dealing with the demands of an emergency both by way of endurance and 
confidence. In the simplest terms, a few hours spent walking through your suburb with the kids 
wearing daypacks will go a long way to preparing their minds, hearts and legs for a couple of 
enjoyable hours in the San Rafael mountains. And along the way you will gain so much more in 
terms of relationship. 
 
Aspects of Fitness: 
 
Strength 
 
Muscular strength may be defined as the maximum amount of force that a certain muscle or 
group of muscles (shoulder, chest or arms) can exert against a given resistance. Research has 
shown that strength gains are hard to come by and comparatively easy to keep. The strength 
gained from a six-week program may remain with you for a period of up to six weeks of 
detraining.  
 
Strength is typically built in a gym. For those who would like to add this component, strength 
formed in this way will be beneficial when it comes to carrying packs, loading cars and dragging 
kayaks across the beach! The benefits of even just two, twenty-minute gym sessions a week 
cannot be underestimated. During this time you might have one or two goals in mind: A) To 
increase strength and/or B) To increase local muscle endurance.  
Ask an instructor to describe a mixed upper body workout that focuses on the muscle groups of 
shoulders and arms for one workout, and then chest and back/stomach for the next, or do this 
research yourself. This totals two workouts for the week.  
 
 



 
Typically you might use a weight that is light enough to complete three sets of ten repetitions, 
with a short break between each set. Increase this weight slightly every three weeks, as you feel 
able. The stomach can be worked in each session or alternated with a leg workout. Don’t forget 
to warm up and cool down with some form of aerobic activity and stretching.  
 
Stamina 
 
Stamina is the ability to keep on going. This sums up what you might want out of a program for 
most of the activities in this website. The ability to keep on going at a steady pace, whether easy 
or strenuous, depends on two factors. The first is your aerobic capacity and the second is local 
muscle endurance. 
 
Aerobic Capacity… Paddling along, breathing fairly easily but moving very slowly, you decide 
to increase the pace so that you can make better headway. The boat responds to your effort, and 
your son who is sitting in front of you says “Great job dad, keep it up!” But two minutes later 
you find yourself spluttering like an old generator and have to drop back to less than your 
original pace.  
 
You have just crossed the line from where your cardio-vascular system is coping well, to a point 
at which it requires more energy than can be generated by the amount of oxygen you are 
inhaling. When you can maintain a pace at which breathing is easy, and are even able to chat 
whilst at it, you are operating aerobically or in the presence of oxygen. The aerobic system refers 
to the heart and lungs or cardio-vascular system. Training this system helps you push that limit 
higher. 
 
We can now introduce heart rate as a measure of effort. Your maximum heart rate is going to be 
close to 220 minus your current age. A program aimed at developing aerobic fitness should see 
you exercising at 55 percent or more of this maximum, for 20 to 60 minutes, three to four times 
per week. Purchase an inexpensive heart rate monitor from one of the local sports shops, and use 
this valuable means of aerobic measurement. 
 
Walking, biking, jogging or paddling is largely founded upon aerobic conditioning. There are 
many available programs to choose from, so we have simply provided a few guidelines, enabling 
you to quickly develop one that works for you.  
 
Aerobic fitness should probably constitute about 70 to 80 percent of any training done for the 
outings on this site. Start off with three 20-minute sessions per week of your chosen exercise. 
After three weeks, increase the time by 10 minutes per session per week, until each session lasts 
30 minutes. Thereafter add one, and then another session per week until you have five if you so 
wish. When training five times a week it is useful to train three days, and then rest a day, 
followed by two days training and then another day of rest (3 on and 1 off, followed by 2 on and 
1 off).  
  
 
 



 
For bike training alone you could aim for three rides of half an hour, building up to 45 minutes 
per ride over six weeks. A general rule of thumb is to increase your time by no more than ten 
percent each week. Longer rides can be done over the weekends.  
 
Hiking fitness can be developed with a similar program but you may want to introduce a pack at 
some stage. Men could start off with a ten-pound pack and work their way up to a 30-pound pack 
over a two-month period. Women can try the same but should not exceed one quarter of their 
body weight.  
 
If training three or four times a week, make one session a jog, one a fast walk without a pack and 
two walks with the pack. Include hilly terrain after six to eight weeks, or tackle your local 
heartbreaker hill a few times in a session, once a week. You could also do stair repetitions at a 
local stadium for 15 minutes (ten reps is probably outstanding with five more realistic). 
 
Kayaking can follow the same routine, but when you’re ready, instead of looking for hills, 
introduce an interval session–alternating between hard and easy efforts. The aim is to do an 
interval at an effort level that is higher than you could maintain at a constant pace.  
 
For example, paddle twenty strokes at near-sprint effort, and then cruise for thirty strokes. 
Repeat this eight to ten times. If you have a heart rate monitor, take your pulse from 55 percent 
of maximum to 80 percent of maximum for a minute and then back down again for two minutes. 
Repeat this ten times. Keep in mind that as with walking or jogging, you want to be paddling a 
couple days a week for about six to eight weeks before you introduce intervals. Use gym work 
and swimming to compensate if you can’t access a kayak.  
 
If you make good progress and are disciplined, take an entire week off every eight to ten weeks. 
If you do stop training for some reason, about 70 percent of the aerobic fitness you have 
developed will probably hold for about three weeks. And fitness can be maintained with less 
effort than what it took to gain. 
 
Local Muscle Endurance 
 
This is the ability of the muscle or group of muscles to perform work over a given period of time. 
The physiological difference between it and strength is interesting. Strength develops as a result 
of the increase in size of the individual muscle fibers. Endurance develops as result of the 
increase in the number of capillaries in the trained muscle fiber. Endurance relies on oxygen 
while strength relies on muscle fiber.    
 
Another interesting factor is recruitment of the nervous system. Strength and endurance training 
call more motor units into action with repeated activity. They also increase the rate of impulses 
to these motor units. This is especially evident in the early stages of training, which may explain 
the apparent rapid improvement at the beginning of a program. You are training the neural 
system in a particular motion. This produces muscle memory, which also makes it more 
comfortable to perform an activity.  
 



There are two ways in which to train local muscle endurance. The first is done whilst doing 
aerobic training. That is to say, that cycling is the best training for legs to train in the cycling 
motion, and walking with a pack is the best way to develop the local muscle groups used for 
hiking. 
 
The second is in a gym. Use the same exercises as for strength training, but change from three to 
four sets per exercise with a lighter weight–one that might allow you up to 20 repetitions per set 
with relative ease. As for indoor aerobic activity, simply use a treadmill or bicycle ergometer. 
 
The table below is a summary of the above principles. It is positioned for those with a maximum 
heart rate of 190 beats per minute. (Approximate age of 30 years.) 
 
Effort 
Level 

% Max. Effort BPM Advantage  Feeling Energy System 

1 <40% <76 Negligible  Talkative Aerobic 
2 50%-70% 95-133 Endurance   Harder/sustainable Aerobic  
3 80%-100% 152-190 Strength/speed  Unsustainable/sore Anaerobic  
               
Flexibility  
 
This is the ability of a joint to move comfortably through its entire range of motion. We all know 
the benefits–it’s easier to paddle with lose shoulders, than with stiff ones, it’s more difficult to 
jog when your legs are tight. Stretching before and after training sessions will pay off in more 
ways than simply serving as a warm up. The motion of a muscle group in a particular range 
actually causes the muscle to stiffen up, even while exercising. Regular stretching counteracts 
this, prevents injury and makes the day-to-day action more comfortable. 
 
Don’t bounce when you stretch. Ease the stretch slowly to the point where you begin to feel 
discomfort and hold it here for thirty seconds before relaxing. Repeat this twice more, pushing a 
bit further each time.  
 
Here follows a cross-training program that incorporates all of the above. If implemented 
correctly and for long enough (and depending on what shape you are in when you start), it is 
positioned to equip participants for a couple days of continuous activity, for any one of the 
activities listed, or for a combination of them.  
 
Do keep in mind that the aim for this program was to provide a basic preparation, motivation and 
possibly a week-to-week challenge and incentive to get you going. You may find that it’s too 
difficult to sustain or you might find it’s not quite up to the standard you need. If so, customize it 
according to your needs, but use it. 
 
Health Issues 
 
If you have not exercised for a long time of if you have any doubts about your ability or health, 
visit your doctor and ask his advice before you commence, or if you are completely 
unaccustomed to exercise. Especially do so if you answer yes to any of the following questions: 



 
1. Has your doctor ever said you have a heart condition? 
2. Is there a history of heart disease in your family? 
3. Have you ever had high blood pressure? 
4. Do you ever have pains in your chest after minimal exertion? 
5. Do you often get headaches and feel faint or dizzy? 
6. Do you suffer from pain in any of your joints or bones, and does exercise aggravate these? 
7. Are you currently taking drugs or medication or recuperating from an illness? 
8. Do you have any other condition that might affect your ability to participate in exercise? 
9. Are you over 40? 
 
Evaluations are available at local gyms. Having checked in with your doctor, ask an instructor to 
help you assess your current level of fitness before attempting a new program. 
 
The Navy Seal Program 
 
If you participants apply themselves to it, this program can get them fit and keep them there, or 
provide an excellent base for more lengthy or specialized training should they wish to progress 
further. Especially appealing is the fact that it can be adjusted to engage a wide range of 
participants, from young children through Type A athletes-in-the making!  
 
It is divided into three-week sections with a personal fitness challenge at the end of each period. 
This helps both gauge and motivate progress. Group leaders can use these challenges to engender 
esprit de corps. Make a splash – complete the challenge, take them out for pizza, give a 
memento. At the end of eight weeks consider giving each participant a T-shirt. (We hope to have 
a design available on our website for free download and use. You can get the T-shirts printed at a 
local outlet or online.)  
 
The Zero to Hero curve is fairly steep, topping out at 15 weeks, but we like that you have the 
convenient option of spending extra time at any level. Some heroes are late bloomers! You may 
also wish to operate continually at a selected level without progressing any higher. Always keep 
in mind that a program with a well-determined start, middle and end date is almost always going 
to produce better results than a program-without-end.  
 
Many might find the idea of exercising six days a week laughable, but participants always have 
the option of dropping one activity a week or doing two on one day, or even two on two days, 
thereby making for just four days of workouts for just eight to twelve weeks!  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Navy Seal Program  
 
(Keeping in mind that you can customize it as you wish.) 
 
Weeks 1 to 4: 
 
Day 1 20-minute jog. Walk what you have to. 
Day 2 Circuit exercises (develop a fast routine of three exercises for each muscle 

group – legs, stomach, chest, shoulder and arms) or gym. 
Day 3 2-mile hike  
Day 4 Swim 400 yards 
Day 5 Bike 5 miles 
Day 6 15-minutes jog/walk & then a 20-minute cycle. 
Day 7 Rest.  
 
Evaluation: 
If you want to move on to the next level, evaluate yourself on day six of week three, in place of 
the regular session. Ideally your evaluation should be done with all activities following each 
other. Take a short rest between events if you have to. 
 
Test: 2 mile jog (22 minutes or less), 5mile bike (24 minutes), 10 pushups and ten star jumps. 
 
Note: Many families and younger groups would do well to keep it at this level for eight weeks 
before quitting. This is where customization begins to play a role. 
 
Weeks 5 to 7: 
 
Day 1   30 minute jog 
Day 2   Circuit exercises or gym. 
Day 3   3-mile hike (adults introduce a 10 pound pack while kids use a daypack.) 
Day 4   Swim 500 yards 
Day 5  8-mile bike 
Day 6   20-minute jog/20 minute cycle/ 20-minute walk. 
Day 7   Rest.  
 
Evaluation: 
If you wish to move on, try out the evaluation on Day 6 of week 6. Leave out the normal daily 
program. If not, do another week or two of the above. 
 
Test: 3-mile run in 33 minutes, 8- mile bike in 45 minutes, 15 pushups and 15 star jumps. 
 
Note: The majority of families and groups would do very well to reach this point. 
 
 
 



 
Weeks 8 to 10: 
 
Day 1 40-minute jog/run: You can jog 5 telephone poles and walk 1 for the duration. 
Day 2 Circuit exercises or gym. 
Day 3 4-mile hike with pack 
Day 4 700-yard swim and a 40-minute cycle (You can ride to the pool and back.) 
Day 5 Introduce a second set of circuits/gym training. 
Day 6 30-minute jog, followed by a 30-minute ride, and if possible a 30-minute walk. 
Day 7 Rest 
 
Evaluation: 
If you feel you are ready, here goes for day 6 of week 10. 
 
Test: 4-mile run in 44 minutes, 10-mile bike in 48 minutes, 20 pushups and 20 star jumps. 
 
Note: If you make it this far you are awesome! It will probably only be Navy Seal candidates 
who take it further but we wanted to make the rest of the program available for them. 
 
Weeks 11 to 13:  
 
Day 1   45-minute jog/walk. 
Day 2   Circuits or gym session.  
Day 3   5-mile hike with a 15-pound pack. 
Day 4   800-yard swim followed by a circuit/gym session. 
Day 5   1-hour cycle. 
Day 6   40-minute run, then a 40-minute ride, followed by a 40-minute walk. 
 
Take every seventh week easy, walking or swimming a couple times in the week. 
 
Swimming has been used in the program because it may be more accessible or easier than 
kayaking for many. Swimming will get you fit for kayaking but if you want to change the two 
out, do so. Work on a ratio of about 800 yards swimming for 2.5 miles of kayaking until week 
11. From week 12, use an hour of kayaking for 800 yards of swimming.  
 
Some people enjoy exercise, but many don’t. Everyone however benefits greatly from it in more 
ways than we can possibly mention. And once participants achieve a higher level of fitness, it 
gets easier and more enjoyable. Don’t give up! 
 
 


