
Personal Training - Colombian Style 
  
Sometimes you just have to go to the source, to get the deeper message. 
 

  
 
When Andres took me upstairs to meet his mother, Rosa Maria, I walked into a 
combination greenhouse, art gallery, craft workshop, and infirmary. Earth-coloured 
paintings of birds, plants, and hillside barrios lined the walls leading into the large room, 
humming birds hovered over the voluptuous flowering hanging plants on the balcony, a 
young nurse sat at a table preparing cardboard to craft a Christmas creche.  
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Rosa greeted me with an enormous embrace, a twinkling eye, and a hearty laugh. Her 
voice was muted and raspy, barely audible, remnant of a failed experiment to reactivate 
her vocal chords in the long process of recovery from almost total paralysis eight years 
ago 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
.  
 
The brutal irony of this dynamic nurse, who for over 30 years assisted hundreds of 
births, being struck in her prime with an extreme case of Guillain-Barre disease.  Having 
to relearn how to breathe, talk, eat, move every muscle in her massive body. Now 
surrounded by an array of therapists who make daily visits to her magical queendom, 
Rosa emanates a joie de vivre that heals everyone around her. 
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 When I first met Andres Palomino at the West End 
YMCA five years ago, I was surprised to learn that 
my personal trainer had a graduate degree 
specializing in seniors' bodies. He even started his 
own business, Fit After Fifty.   
 
For a woman in her late 60's, he was a godsend, 
guiding me in how to maintain strength, flexibility, 
and balance as my muscles began to atrophy. As I 
added years, he offered new exercises, adapting to 
my shifting capacities. But I had slacked off in the 
past year, discouraged by my limited mobility after 
two bike accidents.  
 
I was even embarrassed to admit my lack of discipline when I emailed him to say I 
would be visiting his hometown of Cali, Colombia. Coincidentally, he was visiting at the 
same time. We became guests of the whole family, greeted at the airport, welcomed to 
their home in a working class barrio. His father, Alberto, now the family cook and 
attentive house husband for Rosa, stocked our bedroom with a tray of exotic fruit, 
bottles of water, and candy in jars decorated by Rosa. He brought coffee to us in the 
early morning, fed us hearty breakfasts, took us to the market, and introduced us to 
classic Colombian dishes: sancocho, cazuela, etc. 
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 Our two days in Cali revealed a broader notion of health and a daily regime that Andres 
inherited from his parents. 
  
The first afternoon, we accompanied Alberto and Rosa to a pool where they regularly 
meet with a group of friends to swim and chat. After accompanying Rosa in the pool for 
her water therapy, we sat and sweat with them in a turkish bath, the steam fragranced 
by dried lemon grass and camomille. The cameraderie within that steamed room was 
palpable, as old friends exchanged political views, film reviews, and personal stories. 
 

      

That evening, we were treated to a hearty dinner across the street at the home of Orfa, 
one of Alberto's 11 siblings (from three unions, as they explained). The only single 
sibling, she was called back two years ago from her work as a school psychologist in 
Paraguay to take care of their parents in their final months; both passed away this year, 
the father at 106 years old. Now in her 50s, Orfa has lived in three continents, and, true 
to Palomino tradition, has maintained her fitness by participating in marathons.  
  
The next morning we were awakened early for a two-
hour hike up the mountain which abetted on their barrio. 
The family has performed this daily ritual since Andres 
and his brother were young, and also participating in 
sports, attending roller skating tournaments around the 
country. It was foggy the morning we ascended the 
steep verdant hillside, and we were told that on clearer 
mornings, the hike was a community affair, throngs of 
people starting their day this way.  
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While the mountain air was invigorating and the views spectacular,  I personally found 
the climb a physical challenge for my injured foot.  And so, after an hour of huffing and 
puffing, I welcomed the option to jump into a jeep-bus-collective that took all but stalwart 
hikers Alberto and John to our destination. 
 

     
A trail through the tropical jungle was the final jaunt to a swimming hole, a delicious 
reward for sweaty hikers. A dam created a powerful waterfalls for the forceful river; 
Andres, Ana, and Orfa took turns holding my hand as I manoeuvered my unsteady body 
over rocks covered by a strong current.  
 
Finding a perch on a rock just under the falls, I was exhilarated by the cool waters 
washing over my face. All the strain of the steep hike was released in those healing 
waters. 
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And that was only the first hike of the day. After a substantial lunch, the main meal in 
Colombian culture, we were off again for a tour of the city, starting with a ride on the 
cable car that brought people from the poorer barrios on the mountainside down to town 
to work, shop, play. Then a three hour walk through the old city and a charming cultural 
barrio. 
 

    
 
Here amidst the grafitti murals two reminded us of the broader political context within 
which the Palomino family has been struggling to maintain their health.  
 
A mural of the faces of 8 martyrs, 
killed during the reign of terror which 
lasted for decades. The Cali Cartel 
was one of the two most brutal narco-
trafficker groups in the country. While 
the key armed revolutionary 
organizations such as the M19, 
FARC, and ELN may have been 
founded on more altruistic visions of 
socialism, they became increasingly 
complicit with these cartels for 
financial survival and political power. 



 7 

    
 
A second  mural represented the delicate, hopeful and tentative peace process of the 
past few years. Painted by a group called "Poetry to the Wind for Peace in Colombia", it 
honoured two martyrs (Andres Carcedo and Mariela del Nilo) and featured their poetry 
along with a poem by the famed Colombian writer Gabriel Garcia Marquez.  
 

At another mural, we ran 
into a group of Afro-
Colombians returning  
from a funeral, all wearing  
t-shirts honouring a young 
family member who had been 
killed. While they were high-
spirited and insisted on posing 
with us at the mural, they 
reminded us that the peace 
process is precarious indeed. 
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When we returned to Bogota the next day, we signed up for a War and Peace tour of 
the city, giving us an historical introduction to the conflicts of recent decades, reminded 
once again that a colonial history and ongoing intervention of the U.S. has fed the 
evolution of the guerilla groups and the narco-traffickers, leaving a legacy of terror and 
continuing insecurity among the Colombian people. Certainly, the geopolitical dynamics 
also play on the overall health - physical, psychological, social. 
  
And so the example of one humble family taking care of themselves and each other - 
with good food, daily exercise, family gatherings, and creative art activities - inspires me 
to appreciate the privilege of my space in Toronto, and recommits me to taking care of 
my aging body but ever-young soul in whatever ways I can. 
 
I have Andres, my personal trainer at the Y, to ensure that I keep the promise. And I 
have the inspiration of his mother, Rosa Maria, to remember to relish each moment. We 
ended our Cali visit celebrating our common birth day, a week early, with chocolate 
cake; John offered his favourite hibiscus plant to add to her indoor tropical garden…!  
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