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Disclaimer: This document represents an observational, N=1 case study based on personal training experiments and 

logs. This work is not a suggestion for anyone else to follow the same approaches or routines, nor is it an attempt to 

prove or disprove any specific athletic theories. The observations are shared with the intent of sparking scientific 

curiosity among athletic performance scientists, as they could serve as a starting point for crafting meaningful 

hypotheses to be tested using rigorous scientific practices. The views and conclusions expressed herein are solely 

those of the author and do not reflect the official position or endorsement of The Catholic University of America.   

 

 

Abstract 

 

This paper details a multi-decade trajectory of resistance training, tracing its evolution from unguided adolescent 

lifting to a structured, sport-specific regimen at age 53. The author’s background spans teenage baseball, distance 

running and triathlon, competitive powerlifting, and a ten-year career in U.S. Masters Swimming (USMS). While 

early training phases lacked structure and discipline, a recent paradigm shift over the past several months transitioned 

the routine toward a more objective, systematic, evidence-informed framework. By adopting powerlifting-inspired 

neural recruitment principles that focus on swimming-related muscular groups and limit excessive muscular growth, 

the current regimen optimizes force production and fiber recruitment to directly support the specific demands of 

competitive masters swimming, with a primary focus on mid-distance butterfly. 

 

Overview and motivation 

 

In recent years, cross-training activities such 

as running and weightlifting have become standard 

practice across a wide range of sports. In swimming, 

specifically, both activities are widely recognized as 

beneficial, although with some caveats. Running, for 

example, can help maintain or develop aerobic and 

anaerobic capacity (depending on the pace, training 

format and time intervals used), provided the swimmer 

mitigates potential stiffness in the ankles and hip 

flexors, while also carrying out sufficient endurance 

training involving the upper body. Similarly, 

weightlifting is highly effective for generating power 

off the blocks, driving through open turns, and 

executing explosive sprints. Furthermore, it provides 

the critical muscular endurance required to sustain 

effort in the final meters of a race, precisely when 

immediate energy systems deplete and fatigue sets in. 

As a 50+ masters swimmer, I recognize the 

value of weightlifting as a cross-training activity, and 

also as a means to maintain muscular mass and bone 

density as I age. While this introduction may so far 

give the impression that I know well what I am doing, 

that has not been the case for the majority of my 

athletic experiences, and I am still learning. For the 

most part, I have worked out relatively blindly, using 

generic principles like “keeping the reps between 6 

and 12,” trying out maximum effort lifts here and 

there, and especially, letting my ego take over the 

workouts. In the past year, I have critically evaluated 

my approach, realizing that I must refocus and depart 

from a well-defined objective. This objective should 

define a very specific training pattern that I need to 

follow strictly, and which is only designed to support 

my own swimming races (both in terms of stroke and 

distance), rather than simply aiming to become 

stronger and expecting that this should somehow boost 

my performance in those races. 

In this paper, I outline my experiences with 

weightlifting, starting with my unguided and mostly 

ignorant efforts in my early teens, followed by slightly 
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more structured routines in my mid to late teens, 

including a few years as a competitive powerlifter (but 

still training mostly aimlessly and without any 

scientific understanding, which lasted a few decades). 

The narrative then shifts to the last year, where (i) I 

have more clearly defined the real objective, (ii) I have 

made a commitment to lift only to support the specific 

races in which I specialize (with a primary focus on 

the 200 butterfly), and (iii) I have designed the routines 

in a way that they support the desired objectives under 

specific constraints, such as developing strength with 

minimal bulking up. My workouts are now similar to 

those of a powerlifter, with two important differences. 

First, although relatively large weights are still used at 

times, the number of repetitions is never more than 

50% of what I would be capable of if I continued the 

set until failure (and for the light warm-up sets, 

repetitions are kept strictly low, e.g., below 6-7, 

regardless of the weight, in order to avoid unnecessary 

metabolic fatigue). Second, different muscular groups 

are given higher or lower priority depending on the 

positive or negative role they play in the execution of 

the butterfly stroke (e.g., it is desirable to develop 

significant strength in the upper back and lats to power 

the high-elbow catch, while training the pectoral 

muscles just enough to maintain shoulder joint 

stability and avoid the chest tightness that limits 

recovery, without adding unnecessary bulk).  This new 

approach has more successfully developed my 

strength, while leaving me with minimal fatigue and 

soreness. As a result, and in sharp contrast to previous 

years, my swimming workouts no longer have to be 

cut short, performed at a lower intensity or with poor 

technique following a weightlifting session. 

 

My weightlifting trajectory  

 

Early teen years 

 

 Many of us have childhood memories of 

relatives whose biceps looked like “mountains.” For 

me, that was one of my uncles on my dad’s side. While 

I don’t remember him being particularly muscular, he 

did have a couple of homemade cement weights at my 

grandparents’ home, and when my friends bragged 

about their uncles being strong, I would brag about 

him. When I was about 10 years old, I built my first 

cement weight using two cans of paint and a piece of 

tubing, and I lifted it whenever I found time. I had no 

knowledge or plan. I just tried to lift it as high as 

possible, and eventually, I was able to lift it over my 

head. I remember that my mother asked our 

pediatrician if that was good for me, and his response 

was: “If he also does other sports, like running, then 

his muscles won’t get too hard and he will be able to 

grow.” Since we ran almost every day at the time, 

everyone was OK with what I was doing. 

A few years after that, we visited my cousins 

and one of them had a comic book that had an ad for 

Charles Atlas. The book was very old and the pages 

were a bit yellow, but the ad had a little illustrated 

story about a guy who was being bothered by a bully 

at the beach. He wanted to confront the guy, but his 

girlfriend told him that he was too skinny to do 

anything and should therefore leave the bully alone. 

There was a little coupon on the same page which one 

could cut out, and which gave an address where it 

should be sent in order to receive Charles Atlas’ 

secrets about getting very strong, very quickly. The 

illustrated story continued after that, and this time, a 

week or two later, the bully was beaten by the formerly 

skinny guy, who said to him: “You again? Let me give 

you what you deserve!” I cut out the coupon, had a few 

copies of it made, and mailed them from Guatemala to 

New York in separate envelopes. Of course, I never 

heard back. 

 

Baseball, triathlon and powerlifting years (mid to late 

teens) 

 

 By my mid-teens, I had purchased a real 

weight set (a barbell and two dumbbells) and my dad 

had helped us build a bench on which we could change 

the inclination angle (e.g., to perform inclined bench 

presses or ab exercises). My brother and I were 

training regularly and had managed to convince our 

mother to buy us a subscription of the magazine 

Muscle & Fitness, which featured the biggest 

bodybuilders on the planet and talked about their 

training programs. We copied a lot of what they did 

and often worked on a 3-days-on, 1-day-off lifting 

schedule (or a similar pattern), which took care of the 

entire body. The number of sets for each muscle group 

was relatively high (e.g., 16 for legs, 12 for back, etc.), 

so the workouts were quite long. We would train to 

failure on every set, often including post-failure 

negative (assisted) reps, targeting on average 6–12 

reps, but letting our egos try larger weights relatively 

frequently—which, of course, interfered with our 

progress and on occasion left us injured. We had also 

convinced our mother to buy us cans of soy protein, 

which did not taste good, but which we happily 

consumed in order to feed our muscles. 

I had already been playing baseball for 

several years and I recall once reading an article where 

Doug DeCinces, an MLB player, advocated for 

weightlifting and shared his success story. That 

encouraged me further, and I kept lifting through my 

last year in baseball, which was my first year of 

college. Despite my relatively little knowledge and 

ego outbursts, I did notice that I was hitting the ball 
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quite a bit harder as a result of lifting, and I had the top 

batting average in the league (in Guatemala) for over 

half of the season, although I did end up finishing in 

second or third place. 

At around 18 years of age, my brother and I 

began competing in powerlifting. My dad joined the 

competitions on occasion and we won two team 

trophies with him and my brother. My best official lifts 

were a 220-lb bench press, a 365-lb squat, and a 405-

lb deadlift, at a body weight around 165 pounds. By 

this time, we had a subscription to the magazine 

Powerlifting USA, which fit our new discipline, but we 

didn’t really follow its advice. The main reason was 

that the powerlifting workouts seemed too lazy to us, 

and many of the sets didn’t even get us close to the 

maximum number of reps we could do with the 

prescribed percentage of our maximum lift. We 

thought we could push a little harder and make faster 

gains. Little did we know that powerlifting workouts 

are, in general, designed to make you stronger while 

improving technique, without excessive muscular 

breakdown (this stimulates the body to bulk up, which 

is not desirable when the powerlifter’s competition 

class has a weight limit). We trained this way for 

another 2 to 3 years, until I stopped competing in 

powerlifting at age 21. At the time this was a relatively 

uncommon sport in Guatemala and competition was 

still very thin, so I managed to win the national 

championship at age 20 and place second at age 21 in 

my weight class. At the same time, I was also 

competing in triathlons, and although I had a strong 

running background, my weight training was 

definitely slowing me down a bit. I told myself that 

this wasn’t the case, but deep down I knew that it 

was—I just didn’t want to give up even one ounce of 

hard-earned muscle. 

While this article is not about anecdotes, 

there are two that I simply can’t leave out. The first 

one happened at the gym of the baseball stadium. 

There was a big guy who worked out there regularly 

and who almost always wore the same blue soccer 

jersey. He was very strong, but his form was not good 

and he would use a lot of momentum to lift the 

weights. One day, I was having a conversation with 

the person in charge of the gym—who was quite 

muscular and who, ironically, had the first name 

Narcissus. I was telling him that it was important to 

use good form, and that I had seen “the big, fat guy 

who wears the blue shirt” lifting a lot but using very 

poor form. Narcissus asked me who it was, and as soon 

as I described him, he pointed out that the guy was 

right behind me! The guy asked what I meant, and I 

proceeded with my pretend-academic explanation, to 

which he replied, “Is the way I do it a problem?” 

Pretending to be calm and not scared, I said, “Well, no. 

Different people do things in different ways.” For 

obvious reasons, that gym never felt comfortable after 

that... The second story involves my mother. My 

brother and I were doing deadlifts at home, and he had 

left an Olympic barbell loaded to 225 pounds (the bar 

plus two 45-lb plates on each side) right in front of the 

entrance to my parents’ room. My mother asked my 

brother to move it to a different place, to which he 

replied, smirking, “Why don’t you move it?” My 

mother accepted the challenge, got a lifting belt from 

him, deadlifted the bar with a regular grip (i.e., without 

reversing the grip of one hand, as powerlifters do to 

help keep the bar from slipping out of their fingers), 

and put it back down. My brother and I looked at each 

other, and not long after that, we ended our workout 

and moved the weights out of the way [1]. 

 

Adult years 

 

 My weightlifting continued on and off into 

my adult years, along with some running, initially. 

Approximately ten years ago, I joined U.S. Masters 

Swimming and began competing, following a parents’ 

relay race in which our kids’ summer team competed. 

While I loved the swimming workouts, I didn’t want 

to stop lifting, so I kept up my routines. I figured that 

being stronger had to help me swim faster (after all, I 

reasoned, we all have read about the heavy weights 

used by various Olympic swimmers), but as before, I 

was lifting without giving any real thought to the 

specific objective, the method, or the pitfalls to avoid.  

At the time, I was still able to lift over 85% of my 

powerlifting weights, and would frequently get up to 

350–360 pounds for my deadlifts. After a squatting 

day, I would remain very sore for 3–4 days, to the 

point that going down the stairs was so painful that at 

times I would walk down backwards when nobody 

was looking, to make it easier. As a result, although I 

always completed the planned swimming workouts 

(either those given to my team by the coaches or my 

own when training alone), looking back I can see how 

much my technique suffered. This got me accustomed 

to swimming slowly and sometimes clumsily, 

especially on the days when I was most sore and trying 

to be careful so as to avoid hurting myself.  Clearly it 

was a lot of garbage yardage. I didn’t swim if I felt any 

abnormal pain, but I did swim way too many times 

with a lot of “normal” next-day pain. I was also getting 

a bit too bulky for a swimmer, from the long rounds of 

squats, deadlifts and bench presses.   

 

The awakening 

 

The last several months have completely 

broken my previous mold. Besides implementing 

radical changes, I am, after all these years, learning to 

control my ego, such that using small weights and 
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doing only a few reps in front of my gym friends no 

longer bothers me. The seeds of change were actually 

planted a few years ago, when I first learned of new 

trends, such as USRPT (Ultra-Short Race-Pace 

Training) and other novel approaches, which suggest 

the now obvious notion that every training task should 

have a well-defined, specific purpose—one that needs 

to be much more specific than I had previously 

comprehended. After all these decades, I also finally 

came to terms with the fact that one cannot aim at too 

many things and hit them all. In fact, when I was 

young, my mother gave me a copy of the book 

Rhinoceros Success [2], which argued that even an 

extremely powerful and dangerous animal like the 

rhinoceros would be very ineffective in its attacks if it 

didn’t focus on a single target (a video tells it all [3]). 

Of course, this always made sense to me, but I had 

clearly not internalized the concept nor made a 

commitment to act accordingly. In terms of training, 

this meant to me that if I was to be a serious 

competitive swimmer, I had to, (i) make swimming 

performance a priority, while giving everything else a 

supporting role aimed at that specific purpose, and, (ii) 

ensure that the supporting activities were very 

carefully designed and incorporated, in a way that 

made it very clear and precise what exactly they were 

meant to improve.  For example, it is not sufficient to 

say that I will lift weights to supplement my 

swimming. Instead, I need to specify which muscle 

groups need to be targeted, which movements can best 

do so, which specific parts of the race will benefit from 

it, how much is too little or too much, etc. I have come 

to the conclusion that perhaps the greatest benefit of 

weightlifting for swimmers may be to “upgrade the 

nervous system software,” whereby we teach the brain 

to recruit the largest possible percentage of the 

available muscle fibers. This should, (i) allow greater 

instantaneous force exertion (e.g., when accelerating 

during an open turn or when pushing off the block or 

the wall), and, (ii) improve muscle fiber 

synchronization while sharing the load, thus allowing 

the muscle to produce the necessary force more 

efficiently, thereby delaying the onset of metabolic 

fatigue in individual fibers. In other words, if the 

software can be optimized, even without upgrading the 

hardware significantly, performance can still be 

drastically improved.  And in fact, a swimmer does not 

generally want to upgrade the muscular system to the 

point that the body becomes excessively bulky. 

With the “software upgrade” objective in 

mind, I now use only a few weightlifting exercises that 

seem to best support my butterfly races, and when 

performing the sets, I try to consciously remind myself 

that I am primarily training the brain. Additionally, I 

follow the powerlifting approach of stopping the sets 

well before approaching failure. In fact, I don’t even 

push the reps as much as a powerlifter does, which is 

already less than what a bodybuilder pushes them. For 

a given exercise, I generally aim to complete 50% of 

the maximum number of reps I can do with a given 

weight, and although I do sometimes go to weights 

that may seem relatively large, I do not generally feel 

much pain or fatigue after the workout nor on the 

following day. I am lifting heavier weights than a year 

ago, and more importantly, I can perform the key sets 

of my swimming workouts in the pool at or very near 

to race pace and with much better form than before. 

Avoiding failure in weight training has an additional, 

very important benefit, in that it saves my mental load 

for the mentally hardest swimming workouts, which in 

the past were at times impeded when my brain was too 

tired from previous workouts and I lacked the mental 

drive to push myself through the last few laps of a hard 

set. Additionally, while before I used to have to drop 

weight training a couple of weeks before a race, I now 

can continue lifting (with some degree of tapering in 

the number of sets and reps) until 3–4 days before a 

competition.  I have been told by various other athletes 

that performing some moderate weight training near 

the race may keep the neuromuscular system better 

primed than if one completely drops the weights.  As 

long as muscular teardown and lactic acid production 

are kept at a minimum, this does make sense to me. 

My typical programs, except when training 

for unusual events like the 1650-fly [4], now include 

two weightlifting sessions a week, for example, on 

Tuesdays and Fridays. All movements are compound 

exercises, involving more than one muscle group, and 

I perform 3-4 sets of each one, after an appropriate 

warm-up.  I sometimes include heavy, 1-rep sets using 

a weight that would normally allow me to complete 

three reps —keeping well within my 50% threshold—

while intentionally concentrating on handling the 

weight comfortably and in a very controlled manner. 

The first workout includes squats, deadlifts, weighted 

pull-ups, seated rows, and a slow 2.5-mile run (at 9–

10 minutes per mile) strictly for baseline 

cardiovascular maintenance, ensuring I carefully 

stretch afterwards to preserve ankle flexibility. The 

second workout typically includes bench presses, 

shoulder presses, various core exercises, and a similar, 

slow 2.5-mile run.  Of course, the idea is that one 

should be able to handle increasingly larger weights, 

as strength increases (depending on age), so I keep a 

log of every workout to evaluate trends and track 

progress.  

 

Concluding remarks and outlook 

 

 Looking back over nearly forty years of 

lifting—from pouring concrete into paint cans to 

grinding out heavy squats that left me walking 
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backwards down the stairs—the journey has 

ultimately been about shedding my ego to find true 

training efficiency. Transitioning from the raw, 

unguided pursuit of physical bulk to a more targeted, 

central-nervous-system-focused “software upgrade” 

has completely redefined my weightlifting programs. 

By keeping the number of reps well below muscular 

failure and better aligning my dryland efforts with the 

biomechanical demands of the butterfly stroke, I am 

gradually finding a more sustainable, enjoyable and 

meaningful way to train. Looking ahead, it is my hope 

that this systematic, low-fatigue framework will serve 

as a blueprint for athletic longevity as a masters 

swimmer, allowing me to maintain a reasonable 

amount of power and bone density without draining 

the mental or physical energy I need to perform in the 

pool. After all these years, I feel I am finally giving up 

the need to prove anything at the gym, and now my 

focus remains fixed like the rhinoceros on a single, 

clear target: swimming a smarter, smoother, and faster 

200 butterfly well into my late fifties and beyond. 
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Since my early years, I followed the regime of my parents, who were long-distance runners, mostly focused on 10K 

and half-marathon races. I remember my mother knocking on our doors at 5:00 a.m. almost every day to ask us kids 

if we wanted to go running with them—which we did most of the time. Running nearly daily and competing a few 

times a year was highly enjoyable, although I never placed well at any significant competition. During most of my 

teen years, I played in a baseball league, and for a couple of years, I also took part in powerlifting competitions. In my 

later teen years, I completed a handful of not-very-competitive sprint triathlons, where I was consistently in the slowest 

30% of swimmers. My overall place in the race was relatively good, however, as I was able to pass many competitors 

on the bike and during the run.  When our oldest child was seven or eight, my wife, who came from a family of 

swimmers, had her take classes and join a team. At first, I did not appreciate the extra driving and the long meets, but 

after a “parent relay” where I swam a 25-meter sprint, I got interested in adult competitions and joined U.S. Masters 

Swimming (USMS). For some odd reason, I could complete butterfly races with relative ease (although with a not-

very-pretty stroke at first). Delighted by the elegance and powerful look of the stroke and intrigued by the mental 

game of flirting with ‘the piano’ that can fall on your back during the grueling final meters, I decided to make the 200-

butterfly my specialty.  At age 50+ and after 10+ years as a competitive USMS swimmer, I am still not a very fast 

200-flyer, with personal bests of 3:08 in LCM and 2:40 in SCY, but I love the event. In the past five years, I’ve also 

completed longer fly events during the summer, including the 500-fly, 1000-fly, and 1650-fly (very slowly, of course, 

but nevertheless nonstop). Although I very much appreciate the advice of the various coaches I’ve had and still have, 

I mostly train alone. This allows me to build my programs around my specific event, and it accommodates my very 

unconventional training approach—which is ultimately what inspired me to share my experiences. 
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