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FOREWORD


by Venus Williams


Fitness has always been a huge part of my life. I started playing tennis at the age of four, and I recall that most of my childhood was spent playing tennis. I also spent many hours cross-training, running track, and playing other sports. This was all in the pursuit of being the best in professional tennis. Fitness was a way of life for me.


But, like anyone, I’ve been through ups and downs in my career, and in health in general. In 2011, I was diagnosed with Sjögren’s syndrome, an autoimmune disease that can be very debilitating. Symptoms such as overwhelming fatigue consumed me, and sore and inflamed joints made it hard for me to even grip my racket. I also had terrible cravings for refined sugar, and it was getting the best of me. I gained 22 pounds. It was an extremely hard time for me, and certainly the lowest point in my career. But it taught me something: It’s not so much what happens to you that defines who you are, but rather how you deal with it.


Getting off the sugar that I was literally chemically addicted to, and coming back from the debilitating effects of Sjögren’s syndrome, taught me the meaning of true character and instilled a newfound belief in myself, which certainly made me a stronger person. There have been times when I’ve had to reassess my approach and come up with a new plan, especially when I felt as though the original one was not taking me in the direction I needed to go. You can’t just show up on the scene thinking you are going to be on top if you haven’t prepared yourself. Whatever it is you want to achieve, go about doing it by setting goals and working toward them. Don’t be afraid of the hard work; in fact, the best and most memorable part of achieving success is the journey along the way!


What I appreciate about Thrive Fitness is that it’s aimed at helping you truly get the best out of yourself. In a simple and practical manner, Brendan clearly explains the logic that went into each phase of the program’s development. He holds your hand, guiding you through every aspect of fitness and nutrition. Whether you’re a world-class athlete or just getting started, there’s insight to be gained and progress to be made. As Brendan says, “As close as you can get to perfection is constant improvement.” I truly believe this and have lived with this philosophy my entire life; I always strive to be better. And, unlike most other programs, Thrive Fitness doesn’t just focus on the physical. Brendan takes a holistic approach and considers all aspects of what it really means to grow and progress into a completely fit person—from right brain stimulation for creative thought enhancement, to learning new movements in order to reduce the risk of neurological disease later in life, to a complete training and eating plan that guides you through proven ways to naturally reduce cortisol levels and produce HGH.


Fitness is not just to be enjoyed on the court, around the track, or in the gym. It’s so much more than that. Once you become fit, you will have what Brendan calls “fitness capital,” which will make any project you attempt easier to be successful at. Fitness capital will enable you to sleep more deeply, and therefore less will be required; it will bestow you with energy that will not need to be replenished with sugar and coffee; and it will enable you to think more clearly and be more creative, therefore turning your fitness gains into real-world success.


In 2007, I started an athletic clothing company called EleVen by Venus, and this, along with other entrepreneurial ventures, on top of being a pro tennis player, has kept me very busy. Anyone who has started a business knows exactly what I’m talking about. But, since my mental and physical fitness are a priority, I was able to achieve what many simply didn’t believe could be done: simultaneously being an entrepreneur and a pro athlete. And this is not because I have some kind of innate advantage; it’s simply because I capitalized on my holistic fitness to get the most out of myself.


In my tennis career the wins that I remember the most, and that have been the most rewarding, have been the ones that I have had to work the hardest for. When I was making my comeback after I was diagnosed, qualifying for the Olympics was everything for me, and I did everything I had to do to get there. Those wins make me the most proud, and those are the ones that build the most character.


Go ahead and put in the work, never set limits, and open your mind to the possibilities—they are endless. The acquisition of fitness is simply the beginning; the achievements that you will accomplish are the true benefits of holistic fitness, and that’s the Thrive way!


To your success,


Venus Williams









PREFACE TO THE SECOND EDITION


Since the publication of the first edition of this book back in 2009, we’ve seen progress in the strides for overall health and wellness in North America. According to the American Heart Association, deaths and cardiovascular disease declined from 910,000 in 2009 to 787,000 in 2011. The economy has picked up, and, generally speaking, more people say they have an interest in where their food comes from and recognize that they can take control of their health by simply eating better and following a purposeful workout program. The relationship between food, exercise, and quality of life is better understood than ever before.


Progress is certainly nice to see; however, we still have a lot of work to do. I’m pleased to put forth this second edition of Thrive Fitness. Since its first publication in 2009, I’ve personally made significant developments, specifically to training structure and efficiency. The last few years have been a powerful learning experience for me, as I transitioned from simply an endurance athlete into a more rounded, complete athlete. I feel strongly about getting this revised and enhanced version out into the world to share what I’ve learned—especially as it relates to the workout program itself. I’ve completely reworked the program to be more dynamic, resulting in gains achieved in less time. And, unlike in the first edition, this program can be performed without any gym equipment (a basic inflatable exercise ball, a weighted ball, and push-up stands are suggested but not required), and it can now be done entirely at home, or even while traveling and staying in a basic hotel room. With this enhanced version, the absolute least amount of time and energy needs to be spent to realize the greatest fitness return. Of course, the cornerstone remains a holistic approach, with a focus not simply on strength gains and diminished body fat percentage, but rather on all that encompasses complete fitness: lasting energy, rejuvenating sleep, mental clarity, enhanced creativity, and a reduced risk of developing Alzheimer’s and cardiovascular disease. Strong, lean, functional muscles and a low body fat percentage will result, but there is so much more to be gained.


A notable difference in this approach compared with many others is that this is one of synergy, not one of balance. Of course, it’s common for people to suggest that we ought to strive for “balance,” stating that, for good health, one must lead a balanced life that includes work and recreation. I see it differently. Balance is compromise; for one aspect to be enhanced (go up), the other must be taken from (come down), just like a scale. I don’t suggest we find balance, but rather follow a complementary program.


I’m sure you’ve heard people say that they don’t have time to work out. It’s a common statement. Yet I honestly believe that I don’t have time not to work out. I’ve found that the hour or so I spend training in the morning far offsets the time it consumed. The first return comes immediately in the form of endorphins that enhance drive and focus and cause a feeling of general well-being. Later in the day, a greater level of clarity, sharpness, and creativity is the result. There’s no balance there—simply a purposeful, integrated holistic program that works synergistically with life. That’s the Thrive Fitness program.









INTRODUCTION


For me, fitness wasn’t an option. In ninth grade, I had decided that I wanted to be a professional athlete, so I had to be fit. Starting out as a track runner, it didn’t take long before my strengths and weaknesses revealed themselves. Apparently, I had very little natural speed. So I figured that perhaps I would fare better in endurance sports. But I didn’t. My ability to run for a long time without fatigue setting in wasn’t particularly impressive either. With no speed and little endurance, I would either have to rethink my career goals or find out how to dramatically improve.


Despite these shortcomings, I genuinely enjoyed running. Each morning before school, I would run around the track for 10 minutes. Even in that brief amount of time, I began to appreciate some of running’s many attributes. It served as a “mental time-out”—little new information entered my mind, and the thoughts I already had were given a new dimension. The relaxing nature of running became a form of escapism. And I was improving. Each week I was noticeably covering more ground within 10 minutes, yet expending no extra energy.


Perhaps I wasn’t overly talented as an athlete, but one of this endurance sport’s greatest qualities is that talent has little bearing on who will be successful. To be a great sprinter, for example, your muscles must be predominantly made up of fast-twitch fibers—a trait determined by genetics. For endurance pursuits, you just have to do your chosen sport over and over. The training effect will take hold and performance will improve. Without fail, slowly and methodically chipping away will forge the lean, efficient muscularity and cardiovascular system of a high-level athlete. The greatest determining factor for success is simply “putting in the miles.” And since I enjoyed doing that, the odds shifted in my favor.


The more I ran, the more it became obvious that I actually did have a talent of sorts—the ability to recognize that I was average at best and would have to work harder and smarter than others to achieve any level of success. I accepted that I would have to put in thousands of hours of endurance training to have a chance to race professionally.


And it worked. I turned my “talent” into a career. Graduating from high school in 1993, I began my professional Ironman triathlon career in 1998. Having raced pro for seven years, in the autumn of 2003 I was hit by a car while cycling. Though I wasn’t injured badly, I wasn’t able to race the following year. Having been completely immersed in full-time training and racing since high school, the only people I kept company with were like-minded high-level endurance athletes, so, to me, we were “normal.” As I began to meet people outside of my athletes-only circle of friends, I started to realize how fortunate I was to be highly fit. I got a glimpse of its value in a real-world setting and started to appreciate what higher-level fitness could offer in terms of high-quality living. I noticed significant differences from those who were of average or below-average fitness: I had no cravings for sugary, starchy foods or caffeine-containing drinks. I didn’t require much sleep—seven hours a night was plenty—since I slept deeply and woke up feeling completely revitalized and ready to go. My energy level was always high without reliance on stimulants. My thoughts were clear from early morning to late at night. I was viewed as a bit of an oddity by my new circle of friends.


Once you become fit, you accumulate what I call “fitness capital.” While fitness alone offers many benefits, its greatest attribute is the platform it provides on which to build peak performance in any facet of life. It’s what you do with your fitness that’s most valuable. Capitalizing on an abundance of energy, mental clarity, and the necessary drive to maintain fitness will lead to significant life-improving results. Fitness will improve the odds of success in your chosen pursuit. I now view fitness as the development of something much bigger, something far more important than athletic success.


Nutrition has also proved to be an integral part of my athletic program when training full-time, and I truly appreciate the synergy between high-quality whole food consumption and exercise. Since training breaks down muscle tissue and food rebuilds it, exercise and nutrition were the two chief elements of my successful bid to become a professional athlete. Having adopted a completely plant-based diet at the age of 15, I had refined its subtleties over the years to synergistically complement my training for quick and lasting results.


Having had some success with my first book, Thrive (Da Capo Press, 2008), I developed a small following. Initially, my approach attracted only athletes who ate a plant-based diet. As interest spread, however, my diet program eventually garnered mainstream appeal. Why, I’m not exactly sure, but I would guess it had to do with the fact that our health as a society was on a steady decline, and conventional medicine was not providing all the answers. The general public was gradually beginning to appreciate that the combination of regular exercise and sound nutrition was a form of preventative medicine significantly bolstering quality of life and preventing the need for symptom-treating drugs later in life. I also believe that the increased focus on environmental issues and bids for preservation created a shift in consciousness and therefore interest. The understanding that we are dependent on our food-producing earth for sustenance was a new concept to some, but became relevant to all.


In the spring of 2006, on behalf of the Physicians Committee for Responsible Medicine (PCRM), I was invited to speak at a congressional briefing on Capitol Hill. The plan was to present information about nutrition and its relationship to general health. Pretty simple. We needed to get the U.S. Congress to understand the parallel between what we as a society eat and the decline of our physical and mental health. Of course, since we were presenting to the government, we also needed to tie in the economy and relay how better health could translate into improved economic conditions.


Prior to the briefing, I reviewed a few statistics, in particular some numbers that linked the current North American lifestyle to the sharp decline of our overall health. Quite honestly, the magnitude of the problem was shocking. (I provide more detail in Chapter 1). To my astonishment, however, the solution was almost as shocking in its simplicity. We didn’t need high-end technology, out-landishly expensive super-drugs, or risky procedures. The obesity, the rapidly declining standard of life, and the premature deaths—not to mention the money spent on symptom-treating drugs and the skyrocketing medical costs—could be eliminated by two things: regular physical activity and sound nutrition. That was it. But if the solution was so simple, why were we in this predicament? And, more importantly, how could we get out of it?


That was when I decided to write this book. If there were two things I knew about, it was exercise and good nutrition. Having had a seven-year career as a professional Ironman triathlete whose success hinged on the quality of food eaten, I was confident I could make a contribution. Over the years, I had gathered the knowledge to apply sound physical training and nutrition to enable me to steadily improve year after year and remain competitive.


It became clear to me that many people don’t understand what constitutes good nutrition, and even if they do, they are unable to integrate it into the (now-standard) hectic, time-starved life that most of us lead. And what about exercise? Most of us simply don’t feel there’s enough time in the day to fit it in.


we don’t have to rely on others; we can take charge of our future


I wanted to create a “real world” program. Having experienced the benefits firsthand while racing full-time, I appreciated what I had gained. But, clearly, exercising several hours a day is not practical for most people—and, as I found later, it’s not necessary either. I set out to create a functional lifestyle that fit our modern schedules.


As I began developing and writing Thrive Fitness, my initial idea morphed into a more comprehensive, far-reaching plan than I had originally intended. It was no longer just a program to improve the physical body. Of course, it helps to reduce body fat, build lean, functional muscles, significantly reduce the risk of cardiovascular disease, and boost mental prowess, but there is more. While it is common for exercise programs to end once fitness is obtained, or to switch into maintenance mode, Thrive Fitness is a way of life. With this in mind, I developed a web series that is complementary to this way of living, called Thrive Forward. It consists of 40-plus videos, downloadable recipes, and customizable meal plans. And it’s all free at www.thriveforward.com.









WHAT HAPPENED TO OUR HEALTH?


The best way to predict your future is to create it


— Abraham Lincoln









1


THE DECLINE OF OUR WELL-BEING


Western society is in a state of health never seen in history. We are fatter, less productive, and at a higher risk for developing disease, early osteoporosis, and clinical depression than ever before. Why? We eat too much of the wrong types of food, not enough of the right types, and we are not sufficiently physically active.


Somewhere along the line, the modern world, with its hectic schedules, has pulled the rug out from under us. We have lost sight of our basic needs. We have stopped taking care of ourselves. And that’s become a problem—a big problem. In fact, it’s developed into an epidemic and one of the greatest challenges of our time. True, we are living longer, but our quality of life is questionable as our general health is at an all-time low.


According to the American Heart Association, 787,000 Americans die each year due to cardiovascular disease. (The Heart and Stroke Foundation reports more than 69,500 Canadian deaths annually from cardiovascular disease.) That’s the death-toll equivalent of a 9/11 every 33 hours. Although cardiovascular disease is almost completely preventable by means of a healthy diet and regular exercise, we allow the death toll to mount rapidly and—to make matters worse—we commonly justify it. Sadly, many people rationalize a sharp decline in health as a natural part of aging. But to have high blood pressure, elevated cholesterol, an obese body, and joints so inflamed you have trouble getting out of a chair—all at the age of 40—is not natural. Unfortunately, however, it is becoming average, even normal.


We have chosen to define the word health as, simply, the absence of disease. That’s it. “Not being sick” is good enough. To me, it seems we have set an awfully low standard. Existing in a disease-free state is the start, but by no means the pinnacle, of health. We can have so much more. And I know that if you’re reading this book, that’s what you want out of life.




[image: ]





How can we achieve more than simply “not being sick”? As mentioned in the Introduction, the solution is considerably easier than you might expect, given the scale and duration of this epidemic. If we simply focus on ourselves—if we pour resources into ourselves, take care of ourselves—we can fix the problem.


When you board an airplane and are seated, the cabin crew reviews the safety procedures. No matter what airline you fly with, there’s always a statement to the effect that, should the cabin pressure drop, oxygen masks will fall from the ceiling. The crew instructs you to put on and secure your own mask before assisting others. Excellent advice. You’re of no use to anyone else if you’re not breathing. To effectively help others, you must first help yourself. You need to be selfish in the true sense of the word. Taking this idea a step further, our ability to help others and bring about positive change in the world will be far greater and considerably more effective if we are in top form. To truly make a difference, our well-being is not a nicety, it’s essential.


Of course, today we think it is an insult to be referred to as selfish. But should we? I suggest that we need to cultivate several forms of selfishness for our self-development, self-improvement, and self-revitalization if we are to raise our quality of living and that of those around us.


To achieve peak health and enjoy all its benefits, each of us needs to make time on a regular basis to focus on self-development. By spending as little as 45 minutes three times a week to significantly reduce our risk of all types of disease, improve sleep quality, eliminate junk food cravings, boost energy, lose body fat, and gain lean, functional muscles that move with grace and ease is, in my estimation, time well spent.


If we all focused on our own well-being, one of the greatest crises of our time would be abolished. As a society, we would no longer be susceptible to that laundry list of ailments now considered “normal.” While I realize that it is unrealistic for everyone to take part, those who do will make a considerable difference. They will experience measured and clearly defined advances in both physical and mental health and thus improve their standard of living: higher quality of sleep, reduced or eliminated cravings for sugary foods, even and ever-present calm energy, and the ability to think clearly. Although these gains are significant in themselves, what we can achieve because of them is even more valuable. The ability to work harder, sleep less, and generally be more productive can serve as a platform for building success in all aspects of our lives.


taking time to improve ourselves benefits everyone around us


THE OBESITY EPIDEMIC


In addition to our sharply declining cardiovascular health, North Americans are in the middle of an obesity epidemic, according to press releases from the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC).


This first became obvious to me during a book tour a few years ago. I was speaking to several groups in and around Chicago and was scheduled to continue to Washington, D.C., for a series of lectures. I didn’t find out until I was in Illinois that one of my talks in Washington would be the dinner keynote address at the Humane Society of the United States’ annual conference. I realized that I hadn’t packed formal-enough clothing. Since I was staying in downtown Chicago, right near Michigan Avenue—the shopping mecca of the city—I figured I would simply walk into any men’s clothing store, buy a suit jacket, and be on my way.


It wasn’t that simple. After visiting no fewer than six stores and trying on a dozen jackets, I discovered that although there were many jackets on offer, there wasn’t one that even came close to fitting me. Several jackets were long enough but were clearly cut to fit a person with considerable weight around the midsection. The jackets hung off of me as though I were a scarecrow. I have a lean, 170-pound frame and am about six feet, one inch tall. I had never seen that as a problem—until that day.


Getting frustrated, I asked a salesperson why it was so difficult to find a suit jacket that fit. After briefly looking me up and down, he replied, “It’s ’cause we’re all getting fatter.” Simple answer. And the correct one, as I would later learn. He then said, “Let me measure you.” Within about 20 seconds he had done the necessary measurements. “You’re a 38 tall. We haven’t carried those since the mid-1990s.”


I later discovered that in order to keep up with the escalating girth of consumers, clothing manufacturers increase the size of their garments (the actual amount of fabric) without changing the size label. Or they simply change the labels. What was labeled as S 10 years ago is now labeled as XS, even though the actual garment size has remained the same. Clothing manufacturers know this helps people feel better about their escalating weight, but it does nothing to encourage them to do anything about it.


unhealthy weight gain has become the new standard


In the early 1990s, the CDC reported that being overweight or obese (defined as being 30 pounds or more above Body Mass Index, or BMI) was the underlying cause of 300,000 deaths a year in the United States. By 2000, that number had jumped to 400,000—a 33 percent increase. With a population of about 280 million, that is a significant proportion. It means that in 2000, just over 14 percent of the adult population of the United States died from complications of a completely preventable ailment—an ailment that is not at all mysterious and can be eradicated if we choose to do so. Yet its rate continues to grow.
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