
By CASEY NG

IAM not sure how to describe
what I do in free time. I am not
even sure if this qualifies as

hobby.
Last month a friend asked me

about it and I couldn’t find the
right words. Of course, being an
American – and Americans are
fond of coining clichés – he came
up with a good suggestion. After
spending some time with me to get
an insight of what I do for kicks, he
decided “countryside connoisseur”
would be perfect.

I like to nose around in villages
and the forest fringe. On sunny
weekends, men my age (42) are
usually at home catching up with
the latest EPL matches or simply
taking it easy at home. I prefer to
shift into high gear.

To me, weekends are small doses
of break bestowed by the 21st cen-
tury industrialised era to prevent
career-minded people from going
insane.

I am not sure how it all began but
I think it has something to do with
my work as an environmental plan-
ner. My job requires me to travel
to god-forsaken places and figure
out the best ways to blend develop-
ment and conservation.

While most men go home wear-
ing nice ties, I go home in muddy
clothing and with leech bites. My

mother thinks that some day, jungle
natives will eat me for dinner. The
wife has given up explaining to
relatives and friends what I do for a
living. The same goes with my kids.
The response is normally, “Oooo … I
see” and it ends there.

And because I go to rural areas
often, I discovered traditional things
are losing out to modernity at a
frightening pace. Beautifully crafted
Malay houses which took centuries
to refine are torn down overnight
to make way for tasteless concrete
residential estates. People have
stopped building wooden boats and
use fiberglass ones instead.

In some places, sprawling natural
wetlands are land-filled to create
more spaces for economic activi-
ties and human settlements. Native
fishes, endemic plants and tradi-
tional communities are wiped out
at the stroke of a pen when devel-
opment contracts are signed.

Every time I return to a place, the
landscape changes beyond recogni-
tion.

I guess the fear of losing olden
Malaysia is what drives me to comb
the countryside. And so be it – I am
a countryside connoisseur. I take
photos, write and try to record eve-
rything before they are lost forever.

On stormy days, I shoot scenes
of hurried boats in Kuala Kurau
and write an essay of how hardy
fishermen battle the weather to
return home safely. On sunny
days, I observe farmers toiling in
Tanjung Piandang’s vast rice fields

and record the nuances of everyday
local life.

In Mount Korbu’s forested foot-
hills, I play with native kids by the
riverside to learn about the toys
they make from pebbles and sand.
On certain months of the year,
I scour rural temples that host
Chinese opera shows to work on
photojournals that depict a per-
former’s typical day.

My pet subject remains Malay
traditional architecture. Century-
old houses being torn down are
the single most unfortunate effect
of modernity. I feel really sad very
few efforts are being made to con-
serve vintage houses and traditional
building techniques.

Because I have a family to feed,
my career takes priority and I can
only indulge in countryside romps
sparingly. I have also decided that
the best way to conserve coun-
tryside nuances is by recording
them in small bite-sizes as pictorial
essays. This enables easy digestion
and of course, a picture speaks a
thousand words.

The trick is to understand the
subject well enough and take pho-
tos that accentuate the spirit.

I have no plans to produce a
book, not in my lifetime, but I hope
someday my kids will pick up from
where I left off. The compilation
of photo essays will be my gift to
them.

And as a spin-off, I hope they will
pick up my hobby and start produc-
ing photo essays of their era. I have
spent many wondrous hours enjoy-
ing, learning and enriching myself
in the countryside. I have come to
understand about life better from a
different perspective.

My horizon has expanded ten
folds and I no longer see wealth
and materialism as the only source
of contentment. Needless to say, I
wish the same for my children. The
joy of learning is a lifelong one and
Malaysia’s mishmash of ethnicities
and splendid ecosystem means one
will never run out of subjects. Some
people collect stamps for leisure,
while some like antiques. Me? I col-
lect stories.

n Guys, tell us about the stuff
you enjoy doing in your free time.
Published contributions will be paid.
Email us (together with pictures, if
any) at clove@thestar.com.my.

By AFA OMAR

TAKE a look around you at the gym
and you will notice that the
majority of people there are either
doing cardio exercises or working
out their upper body. It is not as
common to find someone doing
any sort of training for their legs as
those religiously building up the
chest muscles or toning the biceps.
This is mainly because working the
lower limbs is not as glamorous as
having toned masculine biceps or
possessing an imposing chest. Legs
could be hidden from view with
long trousers as opposed to the
upper limbs and body that are
more likely to get noticed.

It is not difficult to spot someone
who has been neglecting their legs
in their workout, especially among
men, as their lower body will look
disproportionate to their upper
half. Apart from looking “unsym-
metrical”, there are other impor-
tant aspects of resistance training
for the legs which could really ben-
efit you in the long run.

Studies conducted by the
Pennsylvania State University
Laboratory of Sports Medicine in
1998 by Loebel and Kramer show
that performing high intensity
strength training promotes the
natural secretion of hormone
testosterone in the human body.
Testosterone is an important ingre-
dient used in repairing and build-
ing human muscle. It is employed
to synthesize proteins that rebuild
the muscle fibres damaged from

doing demanding weight training.
Being the human body’s biggest
muscle group, performing intense
compound leg exercises stimulates
more testosterone production as
compared to doing an isolated,
single-joint exercise or one for a
smaller muscle group such as the
biceps. The higher amount of tes-
tosterone secreted into the blood-
stream by training the huge muscle
mass of the legs would in turn
result in better recovery of muscle
tear or injury and assist in overall
muscle building of the entire body.

Strength training the legs is very
strenuous. A well-disciplined leg
workout increases the metabolic
rate. The increased usage of energy
requires considerable number of
calories to be burnt, hence select-
ing the right leg exercises with the
appropriate intensity would greatly
enhance lean muscle mass gain and
promote fat loss.

Studies have also shown that
doing resistance training would not
only maintain muscle mass that
deteriorates as we get older, but
also help strengthen brittle or weak
bones and delay the bone ageing

process in older men and women.
Doing high-intensity standing
free-weight resistance training
will increase physical stress on leg
bones. The nervous system will
process these stress signals and
channel nutrients to these bones.
This process is called bone remod-

elling (Robergs & Roberts, 1997).
Specialists have long advocated
strength training as a means to
gradually reinforce weak bones and
increase bone mineral density.

Strengthening the legs by
providing good function of the
quadriceps is also used in biome-
chanical treatment of posterior
cruciated ligaments (PCL) without
the requirements of surgery, and
strength training has further shown
to significantly improve the quality
of life of knee osteoarthritis suffer-
ers. Reinforcing the leg muscles at
an early age can prevent osteoar-
thritis, but there is evidence that
even in later stages, having a strong
and adequately stabilized leg
muscle would provide the support
needed and divert pressure away
from the injured knee or ligaments.

We use our legs every day for
just about everything from stand-
ing up to walking, climbing steps
and running. They carry our weight
and whatever load that we may
carry, transporting it from one
place to another.

Whether you are strength
training your legs to endure long-

distance running or trying to lose
weight, it is best to do effective
exercises that involve compound or
multiple joint movement workouts.
These are exercises that activate
more than one muscle group in
your legs such as the squats, lunges
and machine leg press. These
exercises target the biggest mus-
cle groups of the legs, namely the
quadriceps, hamstrings and glutes,
simultaneously. There are other
exercises that allow you to exclu-
sively target the specific muscle
group of the legs, for instance the
hamstring curls and leg extensions.
These are isolated exercises per-
formed best after completing the
compound exercises.

Since you are doing the same
exercise regardless of the pro-
gramme that you engage in
– whether you are training to lose
weight or to gain muscle mass –
what differs from one programme
to another are the other variables
that are vital to your fitness regime.
These include, but are not limited
to, the intensity of the workout, the
load that you bear, the repetitions,
the recovery period, rests between
sets, your nutritional intake as well
as injuries or disabilities.

Do a bit of research before you
start to train. Free information is
readily available on the Internet.
Seek professional assistance if nec-
essary. If you want record keeping,
motivation and guidance, hire a
trainer, and always consult your
physician to get his opinion or rec-
ommendations.
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Countryside
connoisseur

Writer Casey Ng (extreme right).

“Small and sustainable” by Ng. In
wee morning hours before the sun
rises, fishermen in northern
Sabah lower nets under stilt
platforms.

From the ground up

Cartoon character Mr Incredible
had a disproportionate body.

LADS
ATLEISURE

In his free time,
this writer makes
trips to rural
areas to collect
stories.

In this fourth of a six-part series on building a
healthier body, a master trainer talks about the
benefits of working out the legs.


