EMBRACE the

26 DECEMBER | JANUARY 2021 hest health

»

TS

AN NN
| "\ﬂ\ﬁ:\x 3

besthealthmag.ca

b
.

and HEALTHIER,
and have a whole lot more

FUN this WINTER
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FOR DECADES,

Andrea Traynor dreaded winter. Every fall, as
the days grew shorter and the air crisper, she
would start to feel nervous. And then, for the
four months of sub-zero temperatures typical of
southern Ontario, she’d be blue. “I just suffered
through it because it was my normal,” says the
lifestyle and travel writer who lives in Courtice,
Ont. “I thought, Winter sucks; trudge on.” That
is, until she found skiing.

The year she turned 40, Traynor and her fam-
ily spent a weekend in Mont-Tremblant, Que.
‘While she didn’t ski — and had never been inter-
ested in learning — she didn’t want her two kids
to miss out. Just because she loathed winter
didn’t mean they had to. So the family suited up
for lessons and, to her surprise, she loved it. In
fact, she adjusted the itinerary so she could ski
for the rest of the weekend. That was five years
ago, and Traynor and her family have skied
almost every winter weekend since. “I don’t
know if it’s because of all the extra vitamin D
or because skiing made me realize my body is
capable of so much more than I thought it was,”
says Traynor. “But having something that I love
to do all winter, that I can do with my whole
family — it changed everything.”

On top of winter’s usual challenges, we’re also
dealing with a pandemic. And 10 months in, we
have a clearer picture of its toll on our emotional
well-being. Results from an ongoing national
survey by the Centre for Addiction and Mental
Health (CAMH) and research technology com-
pany Delvinia released in October revealed that
women in particular are experiencing increased
depression, anxiety and loneliness. “It has been
really tough on people,” says Nora Johnston,
director of the Centre for Active Living in
Edmonton. “But those who have reported being
physically active have had way lower levels of
depression, anxiety and stress.” This is true of
the CAMH survey results too: One of the top
three activities participants cited as a way to
cope was spending time outdoors.

There’s plenty of evidence that exposure to
fresh air and nature is good for our physical
and mental health. Being active outdoors stimu-
lates your senses; decreases anxiety, anger and
depression; and increases vitamin D levels, says
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Johnston. “Researchers have also found it
increases memory retention, productivity and
concentration, and decreases sick time and the
chance of developing seasonal affective disor-
der,” she adds. And cold weather, specifically,
ups the physical ante. With the cooler tempera-
tures, extra layers and challenging conditions,
we have to put in more work, so we burn more
calories. That extra effort also builds strength,
says Michael Kennedy, an exercise physiologist
and associate professor in the faculty of kinesi-
ology, sport and recreation at the University of
Alberta. “The body’s fighting more — there’s
more activation to keep secure footing — and
that then has a positive influence on muscular
strength and endurance.”

There are COVID-specific benefits too: Being
active alfresco boosts the immune system and
provides a safe, distanced way to connect with
others, which is crucial for keeping our mental
health in check right now. “There’s ample
research to show that social contact provides
stress-relieving benefits,” says Cheryl McCor-
mick, a psychology professor at Brock Univer-
sity’s Centre for Neuroscience and Canada
Research Chair in Neuroscience. “Even the few
smiles and hellos you get from strangers and
neighbours outside give that morale boost we're
not getting because of the isolation and dis-
tance from our loved ones.”

With physical-distancing measures in place,
now’s the time to participate in outdoor activi-
ties that allow for space to be maintained, such
as cross-country skiing, snowshoeing and skat-
ing, says Dr. Dominik Mertz, an assistant pro-
fessor in the infectious diseases division at
McMaster University in Hamilton, Ont. In fact,
that’s what's going to help us get through the
season together. “We kept emphasizing the
importance of being outside throughout the
summer, and I think it’s the easiest way for us
to get as close to a normal level of activity as
possible [this winter],” he says. “Even if it’s only
for short periods, it will be added value for your
overall health, emotionally and physically.”

Traynor is considering getting her family
into a new winter sport — one that allows for
ample distancing. “Now that I know my brain
functions much better when I'm active in the
winter, we've started looking for alternatives,”
she says. Cross-country skiing is at the top of
the list, since they already have an Ontario
Parks pass, and they plan to purchase second-
hand equipment. “It doesn’t have to be top-of-
the-line stuff,” Traynor says. “It just has to
keep us outside.”
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ACCLIMATE
LIKE A PRO

Tips for moving in
and out of the cold

HYDRATE
Drink ample fluids
before you head out,
and bring water
with you too. “We lose
a significant amount
of fluid in the cold
because the body
humidifies the air as
it triestowarmup —
so you're exhaling
alot of excess water,”
says Alison Friesen,
a Saskatoon-based
registered dietitian.

START SLOW
Do something that
exposes you to the
cold air as a staging
exercise before a slow
warm-up. For example,
if you've driven to
aNordic centre, spend
a few minutes walking
around the parking
lot before strapping on
your snowshoes and
easing into your pace.

WATCH THE
WEATHER
Take it easier as the
temperature drops.
Respiratory symptoms
and lung function begin
tochange at-15 C.

REWARM
GRADUALLY
While it may sound
counterintuitive,
resist the urge
torushinside after
your cold-weather
workout. Doing so can
cause stress to your
respiratory tract.

REFUEL
SMARTLY
Take the chills away
with a hot drink as
well as a snack that
combines protein and
carbs, like chicken
noodle soup or
oatmeal with milk,
raisins and walnuts.

Choose Your
Own Adventure

Cross-Country Skiing
\4

While its elegant gliding
motion makes it low impact,
cross-country skiing is still
a full-body weight-bearing
workout. “You're using
your upper body, arms,
legs and core,” says Nora
Johnston, director of the
Centre for Active Living

in Edmonton. It’s great

for people who have joint
issues, which is one reason
Wannes Luppens, executive
director of Cross Country
BC, calls it a “lifetime sport”
— he knows peoplein

their 90s who continue to
skiregularly. The sportis
attracting more Canadians
this year, because it has
built-in distancing. “Our
club memberships across
B.C. are well over 50
percent higher than they
were at this time last year,”
says Luppens.

WHERE
to TRY IT

CALEDONIA
NORDIC SKI
CLUB, PRINCE
GEORGE, B.C.,
CALEDONIA
NORDIC.COM

EB’S TRAILS,
DUCK LAKE,
SASK.,
SASKATOON
NORDICSKI.CA

PARC NATIONAL
DU MONT-
TREMBLANT, QUE.,
SEPAQ.COM

Skating
A\ 4

Not only is skating low-
impact, but it also helps with
joint flexibility and stability.
“[When you're skating],
you're moving in directions
you don’t normally move
when you’re walking,” says
Johnston. It’s both aerobic
(gets your breathing and
heart rate up over time)

and anaerobic (offers
opportunities for quick
bursts of exertion), with lots
of calorie-burning potential.

* Check COVID-19 guidelines for all parks,
rinks and Nordic centres before heading out.

WHERE
to TRY IT

THE SHIPYARDS
SKATE PLAZA,
NORTH
VANCOUVER,
CNV.ORG

RICHMOND
GREEN SKATE
TRAIL, RICHMOND
HILL, ONT.,
RICHMOND
HILL.CA

LE DOMAINE
DE LA FORET
PERDUE, TROIS-
RIVIERES, QUE.,
DOMAINEEN
CHANTEUR.COM
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