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This book is dedicated to my wife, Janet, and my three adult children, John Mark, David, and Sarah, who have seen me at my best and worst and still love and support me; and to the millions of children and adults who, like me, struggle every day with the addiction of eating too much and exercising too little and who have tried to change and cried because they couldn’t. It’s my hope that within these pages, you will join me in the amazing discovery of regained health by putting a STOP to some bad habits and enjoying the START of healthy living.
You can, and you will!



Acknowledgments

When I’m asked how long it took to write this book, I could say that from the time I wrote the first words until handing over the manuscript to my editors was more than a year, but the honest answer is that it took a lifetime. A lifetime of bad habits and stubbornness brought me to a crisis that would mark the end of “diets” and “programs” and lead to a change of attitude and actions that would save my life. I take full responsibility for sailing into a shipwreck and jeopardizing my very life for the love of food and the loathing of exercise, but the effort to salvage me has many heroes, a few of whom I must acknowledge.

My wife of more than thirty years, Janet, transitioned from chief critic of my bad habits to chief cheerleader for my good ones; my dog, Jet, has been willing to get up with me every morning no matter how early to go for early-morning walks or runs and was actually at my side during the writing of every single word in the text. While he didn’t offer much in the form of critique to the concepts or the manuscript, his companionship was invaluable.

My personal physician, Dr. Charles Barg, and his partner, Dr. Torin Gray, were not only my physicians but also my friends as they sat me down for the “talk” to tell me what I had done to myself and what it was going to mean. Their candid but compassionate confrontation was the bucket of cold water that I needed to awaken me from slumber and sloth. Dr. Richard Nix, my orthopedic surgeon, not only coached and counseled me during my early attempts at exercise but also fixed me when I foolishly did too much too soon, and then gave me the green light to take my exercise to a new level—training to run a marathon.

Friends like Arthur (Frenchie) Boutiette introduced me to Dr. Philip Kern of the University of Arkansas for Medical Sciences (UAMS), whose expertise in metabolism and nutrition gave me the initial tools to change. He and his assistant Carolyn Bernthal, RN, a certified nutritionist and dietitian, saw beyond my title of Governor and treated me like a patient and client, cutting me no slack yet working with my insane schedule to keep me accountable.

Dawn Cook, my personal assistant, used evenings, weekends, and vacation time to type the early drafts of the manuscript, and her encouragement during the project was as helpful as the typing.

Dr. Fay Boozman, director of the Arkansas Department of Health and a close friend, helped convince me that obesity wasn’t only my problem, but an epidemic disease that is killing millions of Americans and wrecking the lives of children.

My staff, especially Joe Quinn, policy director, and Chris Pyle, policy adviser for health, shared with me the vision for a “Healthy America,” starting with the launch of our state’s Healthy Arkansas Initiative.

Dick Dresner, my political consultant, pollster, and personal friend, convinced me to take my experience and share it in book form, and then introduced me to Margret McBride, my agent, who believed in me and believed in “12 STOPS” and, along with a great staff at the McBride agency, pushed it to potential publishers.

Rolf Zettersten, my publisher at Time Warner, has been terrific in shepherding this project from concept to completion and has assembled an absolutely brilliant and genuinely professional team of editors, especially Christina Boys, to make the book much better than I could have.

J. P. Francour, who chairs the Governor’s Council on Fitness, has been a godsend, coming over early in the morning on numerous occasions to teach me exercise techniques; his patience is amazing. Geneva Hampton and Gena Marchesse, who operate the Little Rock Marathon, actually talked me into training for the challenging 26.2-mile hilly course, something I would have thought impossible.

The people of Arkansas, my beloved state, have been wonderful and supportive, giving me encouragement at every turn with their kind comments, their affirmation, and the kind of heartfelt support that makes me the most fortunate governor in the nation!



Introduction

In November 2003, President George W. Bush visited Little Rock for a luncheon speech. As is the case with most presidential visits, his appearance was front-page news the following day. The report included a full-color photograph of the president pointing me out in the crowd and calling me “Skinny.”

Having the president of the United States call me “Skinny” in front of a large hometown crowd is nice enough, but having it written in the state’s largest newspaper is truly the icing on the cake—even though I don’t eat cake anymore!

The president never would have made that statement when he was in Arkansas in November 2002. He had come for the elections and to make a campaign appearance for my reelection bid as governor of Arkansas. That day he certainly didn’t call me “Skinny,” because that was a hundred pounds ago for me.

I can’t promise that the front page of your local newspaper will tell your story or that the president of the United States will point you out in a crowded room and call you “Skinny,” but I can promise that if you faithfully follow the simple, practical, and doable advice you will get in this book, you will be well on your way to what you may have thought would never happen—health and fitness, adding years to your life and a new burst of energy you thought went away somewhere near the time of your senior prom.

If you are one of those people who is looking to lose five or ten pounds before heading off to your class reunion next month, this book won’t hurt you. But if your eating habits might well explain the food shortage and hunger problem in third-world countries, this book will teach you how to stop abusing food—and yourself.

I don’t ever recall setting a goal to be overweight, but I sure succeeded in getting there!

I went to my doctor, and the diagnosis was fairly simple: “You’re fat.” Thinking that a bit blunt, I responded, “Maybe I need a second opinion.” To which he replied, “Okay, you’re ugly, too.”

Frankly, I didn’t need a doctor telling me that I was approaching the weight of a cement truck. I knew that every time I tried to squeeze into one of the hideously designed aircraft seats in coach or forced myself into a booth in a restaurant where my stomach pressed into the table. Overweight people dread theater seats and especially stadium seats, designed by people with the rear end of a fashion model instead of the rear end of a tractor-trailer rig. Being offered a chair as a guest in a home involves surveying it to determine if it’s strong enough to support the weight of two adults, even though only one adult will actually be attempting to sit there.

One of my more embarrassing moments occurred during a meeting of my cabinet in the ornate and historic Governor’s Conference Room on the second floor of the State Capitol. At the appointed time, the door from my office to the conference room was opened by my security detail to signal my arrival. As is custom, the fifty-three cabinet-level agency directors stood as I entered the room and proceeded to the head of the massive table in the center. The conference room had recently undergone a thorough renovation to restore it to its original design. Part of the restoration involved placing antique chairs from the period of the Capitol’s construction in the early 1900s around the table.

When I sat in the chair to begin the meeting, I found myself suddenly on the floor. The chair had collapsed underneath my weight. I certainly had everyone’s undivided attention! At first there was a collective gasp from those gathered to make sure I was not injured, and then the obligatory comments and concerns were expressed. “Are you okay, Governor? Are you hurt? Would you like another chair?”

I could sense the deep internal tension among those in attendance—somewhere between concern for any injuries and the almost unstoppable instinct to laugh out loud at the sight of the state’s chief executive sprawled out on the floor like a scene from a Three Stooges film. I was inclined to cry, realized that it was better form to laugh, and tried to act rather cavalier about the entire episode with a dismissive statement of “Boy, they sure don’t build ’em like they used to!”

Deep down, I knew it wasn’t the chair that needed rebuilding—it was me that needed a major overhaul! Worse than the actual episode was having it captured by security cameras that monitor the room. I am surprised that the tape of that incident hasn’t already made its way to America’s Funniest Home Videos (probably because folks feared that sending it in would make them the newest members of America’s Most Recently Unemployed!).

It was a humbling—actually a humiliating—moment, and my only consolation was that it happened at a cabinet meeting instead of a press conference with every news organization in the state there to record the sight and sound of the governor destroying a chair and his pride in one single moment!

While that incident was certainly a wake-up call, it was a small part of a larger problem. The fact was, I was truly sick and tired of being sick and tired! Maybe you are there as well. You’ve tried every diet known and still struggle. I have a word for you—STOP! Before you will start eating a healthy diet, there are some STOPs to confront.

I haven’t always been overweight, but it would be fair to say I’ve always had a weight problem. Even during those occasional periods in my adult life when I would lose weight, I never made the transition of totally changing my personal habits. As a result, the same bad habits would come creeping back, and with them the same obesity—only usually worse.

In this book, I will discuss why a focus on weight loss will probably lead to failure. Instead, your focus needs to be on actual health and fitness. With permanent health and fitness, the weight will take care of itself, and you will experience liberation from enslavement to what you eat or—better said—to what has been eating you!

I don’t have a medical degree, so I won’t pretend to offer medical advice. If you want clinical advice given as if in a doctor’s illegible handwriting, there are more expensive and much thicker books on the shelves.

While I’m pretty handy in the kitchen and even more so on the outdoor grill, I’m neither a chef nor a nutritionist and will not try to tell you how to prepare wonderful recipes that will make you thin and win blue ribbons at the state fair.

Think of this book as the simple story of one beggar telling another beggar where to find bread (whole-grain bread, of course!).

If you are like me, the big issue is not what to do but how to do it. Even without a medical degree, you already know that reducing calories and increasing physical activity and exercise will result in some degree of weight loss. But while you are aware of this intellectually, you have found it difficult to accomplish as a permanent lifestyle. That’s my story as well.

A PERSONAL REFLECTION


Like most kids growing up in the South, I was raised to believe that the preferred way of cooking anything is to first batter it in cornmeal or flour and then fry the ever-loving nutrition out of it in a pan of gurgling hot grease. I grew up on fried chicken, fried okra, fried green tomatoes, fried catfish, fried pork chops, chicken-fried steak, fried potatoes, fried onion rings, fried pies, fried squash, and fried ham. Even now, a trip to the state fair will present such “Southern delights” as fried ice cream, fried Oreos, and, yes, even battered and fried Twinkies!

In addition to being Southern, I’m also a Baptist, which means that while we “officially” do not drink alcohol or use tobacco, we are free to eat every kind of food imaginable as long as we fry it and consume it in large portions. For those reading this who might live outside the South and cannot fully comprehend what I mean, let me explain from the perspective of a childhood experience. When I was a kid in school, a teacher asked my class to have show-and-tell with the theme being “religion.” Children were encouraged to bring a symbol of their faith and explain it to the class. The following day, a Catholic girl brought a crucifix, a little Jewish boy brought a menorah, and I brought a casserole in a covered dish. Get the picture?

In addition to my Southern and Baptist roots, I grew up just a few pocketfuls of change above the poverty level. I had hardworking parents, but their combined income did little more than keep the rent paid and keep food on the table. (Maybe we could have afforded more rent had we not invested so heavily in food.) The food of working-class people is rarely choice cuts of lean meat, fish, and fresh produce. It tends to lean heavily on the kind of dishes that stretch both the dollar and the waistline. Potatoes and gravy are filling and stretch the food dollar. Biscuits and gravy are also cheap and filling. For many poor people, food is the only thing they have in abundance—but only because the really cheap foods can be enjoyed in mass quantities at minimum cost. I was in high school when I realized the reason we ate macaroni and cheese so often was because we were poor, not because we were lucky!

For my entire life, food has been far more than mere fuel for the body. It was what social events were planned around; it was offered to any visitor who came by, even if unexpected or unwelcome. And it was the ultimate medicine for all that ailed.

“You wrecked your bike? Here, have a bowl of ice cream, that will make it feel better!”

That’s the way we did things at my house.

“Sit in a bed of ants? Candy bar should fix that, along with a squirt or two of Bactine.”

“Did you strike out every time at bat in a Little League game? No problem. We’ll stop at the Dairy Queen on the way home and get a chocolate dipped cone.” Special occasions were also always marked by a special meal, and not just the obligatory birthday cake once a year. In my family, we created events to celebrate with food.

I’m sure by now you’re getting the picture. It wasn’t hard for me to get heavy. It would have been very difficult for me to be anything else. And let me be both fair and clear—I’m pretty sure that even if my background, upbringing, religion, and culture hadn’t contributed to it, I would have ended up that way anyhow, because I just liked to eat! I didn’t “eat to live,” but I did “live to eat.”

Now here’s a dirty little secret—many overweight people have a great sense of humor and in fact are often considered “jolly.” You know the story—jolly old Santa Claus, his big belly shaking like a bowl full of jelly when he gives out that hearty laugh. But often, fat people are laughing to hide the hurt and humiliation they experience. People constantly make fun of them or, even worse, heap condemnation on them through words, actions, or very obvious attitudes. I found that when I beat people to the punch by making my own jokes about my weight, I was at least able to get the laugh moving on my schedule instead of theirs.

So if this has been a lifetime battle for me, what happened to change me? And you may be wondering—how did I lose the weight, and can it work for you?

Yes, if I can do it, anybody can! And—I want you to read this very, very slowly—so can you!

In the following pages, I will give you some ideas and some specific instructions on breaking the bad habits and making the new ones as much a part of your life as the old habits were.

Folks who join Alcoholics Anonymous are enrolled in its 12-step program. Twelve-step programs are applied to many addictions, including alcoholism, gambling, sexual activities, drugs, and even smoking.

“Foodaholics” are confronted with a constant craving from their appetite. However, unlike the addictive substances that bring pleasure but are not necessary to sustaining life, food can hardly be sworn off altogether—not if you expect to live.

My experience is that before we can start healthy habits, we have to first break the old ones. And that’s the hardest part of the battle, and the one this book is all about.

You are about to be introduced to “12 STOPs” toward getting fit. These are specific things that you will need to STOP doing—things that enslave you to a way of life that is destroying your health and self-esteem.

STEPS TO THE STARTING LINE


In 2002, as I was preparing to embark on a long day of speaking and campaigning, I noticed a numbness in my arm and hand that would not go away. At first I thought it was the result of having slept on it during the night. But something just didn’t feel right, so I canceled my first event of the day, called my doctor, and described the symptoms. He ordered me immediately to his office. His quick tests revealed what I had dreaded and hoped to have put off for at least another ten or fifteen years: I was diabetic, and my blood sugar was soaring out of control.

I wasn’t surprised—I had two parents and two grandparents who were type II diabetic. But I was very angry at myself, because deep down inside I knew this could have been prevented. I knew that this disease diagnosed at the age of forty-seven would probably mean a very strong likelihood of heart attack, stroke, loss of sight, or loss of limb, as well as a much earlier-than-expected death.

I tried to make some adjustments in my life by drastically reducing the amount of sugar I ate and even attempting to cut back on portions. I experimented with several diet plans, most of which involved eating a very specific food or type of food almost exclusively. Nothing seemed to really work, and I hated every minute of it. I felt hungry all the time, deprived and depressed. I was frustrated that while I could succeed in being elected governor and make huge changes in my state, I still couldn’t fight off the urge for a doughnut!

During the spring of 2003, while engaged in an especially testy legislative session, I began to experience chest pains and symptoms characteristic of heart disease or blockage in the coronary artery. One night when the symptoms were worse than usual, I called my good friend Dr. Fay Boozman—whom I had appointed director of the Arkansas Department of Heath—and described my condition. He instructed me to go immediately to the emergency room and get checked. I replied that my schedule for the next several days would not allow this and that it would actually be easier to drop dead than to reschedule everything that was on my calendar, but I did promise I would call my doctor and set up an appointment for Friday of that week—four days later. I spent the next four days not only making my way through a long list of scheduled activities, but also contemplating what I was going to find out if I lived long enough to get to the doctor’s office by Friday. I did make it to my doctor, who insisted that I go to a cardiologist right away to schedule a heart catheterization. This is a procedure doctors use to view any blockage to the arteries by injecting a dye into the system. Clogged arteries can trigger a debilitating heart attack or even death if not treated.

Prior to having the procedure, I made the mistake of looking at several Internet sites to see what my symptoms would likely reveal. I reached the inescapable conclusion that I did indeed have coronary heart disease and would end up having—at best—angioplasty or—at worst—heart bypass surgery. I was so convinced that I had a heart problem from years of reckless food behavior and lack of exercise that when I went in for my exam, I had already packed a bag that would be appropriate for a several-night stay at the hospital.

Surprisingly, the tests revealed a strong and healthy heart, but the cardiologist pronounced that I was horribly out of shape and told me that without a change of both diet and exercise I would not be able to avoid serious heart and health problems. I was deeply shaken by the experience (which is a nice way of saying I was scared to death!). My primary care doctor, Dr. Charles Barg, sat me down for a heart-to-heart talk and said without major lifestyle changes, I was entering my last decade of life. I was digging my own grave with a knife and fork! If I didn’t make serious changes in the way I was taking care of my body, I would need to find six very good friends who were fit to be pallbearers for my premature funeral!

Unfortunately, knowing we have a problem and even being afraid of it doesn’t necessary lead to improved behavior. I had the strongest desire in the world to change, but I thought I had tried everything, to no avail. Sound familiar?

I simply didn’t know how to succeed.

Not long after this, former Governor Frank White, whom I had appointed state bank commissioner, had announced his retirement and was in my office describing his plans for travel during his retirement years and his anticipation of more leisure time. Less than a week later, Governor White (who had himself become significantly overweight) dropped dead of a heart attack. He was truly one of the greatest people I have ever known. He was a man who found a way to love even those who despised him, and his contagious, larger-than-life sense of humor made him an absolute delight to be around regardless of politics.

It was about this time that one of my close advisers and cabinet members, Arthur (Frenchie) Boutiette, approached me about a weight loss program he was in at the University of Arkansas for Medical Sciences (UAMS) led by Dr. Philip Kern, a renowned endocrinologist whose specialty is research in metabolism. Many people are surprised to learn that UAMS has some world-class medical research programs, especially in geriatrics, oncology, orthopedics, and many others. I was a bit reluctant to try another “diet plan” but also knew that I needed some method to follow, so I decided to inquire about the program. I didn’t really expect it to work, either, but I figured I could die trying or just die dying. To my relief, and earning my eternal gratitude, Dr. Kern and his nutritionist Carolyn Bernthal took me on. Maybe they needed a challenge!

The balanced and very focused approach of the medically supervised UAMS program has been wonderful, and I have recommended it to many people. The UAMS program approaches weight loss from the perspective of permanent lifestyle change through developing healthy eating habits and balanced nutrition. Yes, there are many effective programs, but in the course of learning about health, fitness, nutrition, and exercise, I learned things about me. I came to realize that while the program at UAMS is terrific, some people have tried it and quit. Still others have used different methods and succeeded where I failed. Why?

I have become more convinced than ever that while there are numerous outstanding weight loss plans, a person focused only on losing weight is likely doomed to failure. Been there, done that, and I have a closetful of XXL T-shirts to prove it!

I have friends and family members who have lost weight using Atkins, Weight Watchers, South Beach, Sugar Busters, Jenny Craig, and others. If these methods work for you, congratulations and go for it! This book won’t condemn anyone’s method. My experience is that most people fail not because their method fails them, but because their motivation fails them. The challenge is not so much to change your actions on a temporary basis but rather to change your attitudes on a permanent basis.

I’m going to share with you “12 STOPs” I consider critical to motivating your mind so your method will work—to making clear that the goal is not weight loss but health and fitness. You can do it and experience a permanent change in lifestyle.

Okay, I know you’re tempted to close the book and head for the kitchen and grab a bag of potato chips while you contemplate whether you should give this a try. You may even be thinking, It’s fine that it worked for him, but it won’t work for me.

I would have thought the same thing because I am by nature a skeptic, but I can now share some changes I experienced that I never thought were possible. I was never, ever a “gym rat” who worked out, stayed fit, and took care of myself—not even during times of my life when I wasn’t excessively overweight. I spent the first forty-eight years of my life doing almost everything possible to model bad habits. At times, I believe that the transformation I’ve experienced is nothing short of miraculous. What I will share with you will be so simple, you’ll wonder why you haven’t already heard it. Maybe because many “health” books are written by people who have lived healthy lives, and people like that assume everyone else is mostly just like them and simply needs some good recipes, a few platitudes, and a calorie counter.
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“Governar Huchabec’ fantastic lifestyle change s an inspiration . and  model for our
nation as we fight an obesity epidemic.”_ARNOLD SCHWARZENEGGER, Governor of California






