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Foreword


My whole life is about inspiration, so when the folks from Chicken Soup for the Soul showed me the manuscript for this book about “Shaping the New You,” I wanted to get involved. We all need some help when it comes to taking care of ourselves. We want to do it, we know how good it will feel to be in shape, but we need that push to do the hard work necessary to get there.


These 100 stories written by regular people about their efforts to control their weight and get fit really resonate with me. There is no better inspiration than hearing someone else’s story. You will undoubtedly make a connection while reading this book—you’ll find a little motivational trick that you know will work for you, or read a phrase that gets you out of your chair. . . and out of the kitchen!


No one has a bigger appetite than me! Food was my entire life growing up. I could be blindfolded and still find a po’ boy place. I was raised in New Orleans, within walking distance of the best food in the world. I love food! But I have learned to love myself too. And that is how I dropped more than 100 pounds in my early twenties and kept it off for the four decades since.


My parents were in show business. Although they were larger than life, they had cute little bodies. I don’t know if they had to work hard to look as good as they did. My mother was a professional singer and performer for much of my childhood. She was petite and always dressed elegantly—a real Auntie Mame type!


I was raised with music playing all the time in the house, and we lived around the corner from Preservation Hall. My parents danced in the living room. That is probably why exercising to music and dancing is so important to me.


My parents’ philosophy was “Know no strangers.” I use everything they taught me. No one remains a stranger to me. And it’s funny how people will open up to me, on the most personal topics—their weight, their health, their life stories. I am like their priest or rabbi!


That’s one of the things that I love about this book. The authors of these stories open up their lives to you and share their ups and downs (literally) and unselfishly pass on their wisdom. I am sure you will find useful tips and some great inspiration in these pages.


It doesn’t take much to start to gain control of your life. You can do it a little piece at a time. Take the first story in Chapter 1, “Getting Started,” as an example. Douglas Brown was 80 pounds overweight and was rejected when he applied for life insurance. This spurred him to action. He started simply—taking the stairs in his four-floor office building every day. Over time, this led to a complete change in his fitness and diet and he is a much happier and healthier guy today.


You really can learn to love exercise. In Chapter 2, “Exercise Can Be Fun,” you’ll read about Fran Signorino, who got in shape in the privacy of her home using my tapes. After a fairly aggressive perm, she even had my hair! And her family and friends tease her all the time when she says she is “doing Richard” and can’t be disturbed. She says I’m always in a good mood and I make her keep trying even when she’s tired. Happy to be of service!


One of the things I love about this book is that there are plenty of stories about “falling off the wagon.” We all have our bad days, and that doesn’t mean your diet and fitness program is over. . . it just means that you will do better the next day. In Chapter 3, “To Err Is Human,” you’ll read lots of stories from people who have their weak moments, including Rebecca Hill’s very funny story about working on a fitness video shoot in Hawaii with a super fit staff. She was so embarrassed about ordering hamburgers from room service that she left the empty tray outside someone else’s door every night!


Chapter 4 is about “Regaining Control” and you’ll feel much better about your own slips as you read how other people got back on track. Kimberly Hutmacher describes how she has lost 20 pounds over the last couple of years in her story called “Resolution Not Revolution.” She explains, “By keeping my goals small, I was able to follow through and sustain each one for the long haul.” And in Chapter 5 you’ll read about “The Gym” and how it really isn’t as scary as you might think. Sally Schwartz Friedman has a great story called “Sweat Sisters” about going to a women-only gym where the social life and the great conversation distract her while she sweats her way to fitness.


You deserve to reach your target weight and get fit! And you deserve to have a realistic target weight. The stories in Chapter 6, “Liking Myself,” are very important. The authors write about learning to like who they are and accept their body type. Some of them have struggled with too little weight and some with too much, but the key is to enjoy who you are and realize that you are beautiful inside and out, as Thurmeka Ward learns to do in her story about self-image called “Wonderfully Made.”


One of my key themes is to laugh and have fun while you are taking care of yourself, and what better way to have fun than to have a diet and fitness buddy? In Chapter 7, “Having a Partner,” friends and spouses work together to get in shape and strengthen not only their bodies, but their relationships as a result. Stefanie Wass describes how she and her husband walk every day to combat osteoperosis and how they are more connected than ever due to their daily time together.


Having a buddy can help you stay “accountable” too. I met a 402-pound man last December who is using me as his accountability buddy. Every week he sends me a journal of what he has eaten. He has lost 105 pounds so far in the eight months he has been doing this. In Chapter 8, “Telling Myself the Truth,” you’ll read about food journals and other methods people use to keep themselves honest. Sometimes we are not so honest, as Elizabeth Kelly confesses in her story, “Lying to Myself,” when she discloses that she was not writing down everything she ate in her food journal.


You never know what will work for someone, and that’s why this book includes a whole chapter on “Foods that Made a Difference.” Bracha Goetz has a great story called “Soul Food” about how a friend reacquainted her with fruits and vegetables by discussing how wonderful apples are. This story had such an impact on the staff of Chicken Soup for the Soul that they are all eating apples now! Amy Newmark, who is the co-author and publisher of this book, told me that her mantra now is, “If I am not hungry enough to eat an apple, then I am not really hungry enough to eat.”


You’ll find additional great suggestions in Chapter 10, “Off the Beaten Path.” One of these tricks may work for you. Jennifer Quasha describes how she has made a ritual of having a fancy decaf coffee each night while her young children eat dessert. She keeps a whole shelf full of different types of decaffeinated coffee beans and artificial sweeteners for variety.


Every morning I get up around 4:30 and say, “Thank you God for this beautiful day and I’ll be kind to everyone in every way.” Every day can be wonderful for you too. You can be proud of yourself and happy with the progress you are making toward your goals. Take an inventory of who you are and what you want, and then get started on the path toward “Shaping the New You.” You’re sure to find inspiration and companionship in these pages.


~Richard Simmons
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Through the Doors of
Slimmons


My mother sold Coty cosmetics at Maison Blanche department store in New Orleans. Shirley was a delicious woman from head to toe. All four feet and six inches of her! Every day she would put on her four-inch high heels, fix her Grace Kelly hair and put on an adorable outfit. She knew how to do her make-up beautifully because she had been in show business. Sometimes I would watch her in the morning putting on her make-up before she went to work. In 10 minutes she could look absolutely gorgeous.


Well, in 1958 my mother won Salesperson of the Year, and the prize was an all-expenses-paid trip to Disneyland. I have to tell you, I was a Disney boy. My parents took my brother and me to every Disney movie that came out. And after the show was over I had memorized all the tunes from the movie. So when my mother came home with tickets in hand, I thought I was the luckiest kid in the world to be able to travel and meet Mickey in person.


I remember when we first landed at the Los Angeles airport. When I walked outside I immediately fell in love with the City of Angels. I looked up in the sky and I saw palm trees swaying in the breeze and the weather was unlike any place I had ever been. I grabbed Shirley’s hand and said, “I am going to move out here someday, Mom. I am going to be famous and I am going to buy you and Dad anything that you want.” And my mother looked at me and said, “I know you will, sweetie.”


What can I say about Disneyland? It was an amazing experience. I rode every ride five times, except for the teacup ride, which I only rode once. All that spinning in the teacups made me turn a little green. We were there that day from 10:00 in the morning until 10:00 at night and I had to be dragged out of the park. I didn’t want to leave the Magic Kingdom. I wanted to move into Cinderella’s Castle. I got on both knees and I begged my parents to leave me there. I told them I would write often and let them know how I was doing. Days later I was back in New Orleans, feeling the heat of the city, but dreaming of California. I can’t tell you how many years I wore my Mickey Mouse ears to bed. And in my bedroom hung posters that I got at Disneyland. Tinkerbelle take me away from all of this.


In 1973, I moved to Los Angeles. I did not know why at the time. I had no idea on earth what I wanted to do with my life. I had tried many careers, and I was good at my work, but there was something missing. I just knew that my career had to involve two things. One, it would have to be fun. I always had a quirky sense of humor and I spent my childhood laughing. Both of my parents were pretty hysterical. Two, it had to be a career where I could help people. My parents did a lot of charity work in New Orleans and they would take Lenny and me along with them to help out. And when we got home we would all talk about how good we felt inside for having helped those in need.


I remember the day I arrived in Los Angeles. I rented a car and checked into the Holiday Inn on Sunset Boulevard. The first couple of days I just drove around looking at the city. It scared me a bit. L.A. was so big. I drove through Beverly Hills and looked at all the mansions. I even thought, “Wouldn’t it be nice if I could live here some day?” But then I just laughed it off.


Daydreaming is a wonderful thing, isn’t it? I found a newsstand near the hotel and I bought a copy of Variety. I quickly found the want ads and went through them all. One ad really caught my eye. “Looking for a fun waiter and maitre d’ to work in new chic Italian restaurant opening soon.” I copied down the address, got in my car and drove right over to the restaurant. I sat there with the owners and gave them ten reasons why they should hire me. I did throw in a few Broadway tunes to make my presentation livelier. I got the job and I started work that evening.


Within weeks I learned how to mix a Caesar salad live and in person at the tables. And you know me, I went from table to table and made everyone feel welcome.


One day this lady came in to the restaurant and at the end of the meal she told me how much fun I was and how she enjoyed the food. She came back several times and brought friends with her. When I walked her to the door after she finished eating, she turned and said, “Pick up the Sunday Los Angeles Times and look under restaurant reviews, because I am writing about you and this dining experience.” I stayed up all night.


At 5:15 a.m. I got the L.A. Times and with trembling hands I found the review. The headline read “Go See Richard.” She praised the food, she talked about the baskets of French-fried zucchini and the veal topped with prosciutto, spinach and Fontina cheese. But most of the article was about moi. I read it with tears in my eyes. I could not believe she wrote all of those nice things about me.


From that day on, this little tiny restaurant with 12 tables became the hottest place in town. The phone did not stop ringing and some nights we served over 200 dinners. I would wear roller skates and roll around the restaurant. It was like one big party. I was having a ball meeting such fascinating people. The big difference about Los Angeles was that everyone looked healthy. They sort of had that “glow” to them.


While serving dinner I would always overhear them chatting about where they were taking exercise classes. I would write down the names of these places, because to tell you the truth, I had never, ever taken an exercise class. I was sort of a sickly kid. I had bad asthma and the flattest feet you have ever seen. And to top it all off, I was overweight. I never had to take a PE class because I always brought a doctor’s excuse to school. I would watch the other kids exercise and think to myself, “Why on earth would they run around and get sweaty? I don’t get it.”


Both of my parents walked every day but I never followed in their footsteps. When my mother would turn on the TV and watch Jack LaLanne’s program I got very upset. You see, I could not stand him. There he was, all tucked in to that baby blue jumpsuit. And he was always so perky. He would exercise to this organ music in the background. Who would ever think years later I would be a friend of Jack and Elaine LaLanne? I told him this story, and he gave me a big hug and almost cracked two of my ribs. He is still a very strong man and I love him so.


So with my list in hand, I took exercise classes all over the city. I took different kinds of dance classes like jazz and modern dance. I also tried Pilates and gymnastics. I went to several gyms in the city. And to tell you the truth, they just were not for me. All the classes I took were really serious. And what shocked me was I did not see one overweight person and everyone looked so perfect. I felt like the ugly duckling.


All the years before I came to Los Angeles I was a professional dieter and had never used exercise as a means to lose weight. Do you remember your first diet? I remember mine! It was the tuna, tomato, hard-boiled egg diet. Then there was the soup diet, the all protein diet. My mother would cut diets out of some of her women’s magazines and slip them under my pillow. I must have tried fifteen diets by the age of nine. On these diets I lost only a few pounds. That is why I began taking diet pills that a girl gave me in school that belonged to her mother. I would take Ex-Lax. And when the weight loss numbers were still not big enough for me, I found myself falling into several eating disorders. I began throwing up and starving, which was so hard on my mind and body.


I knew I needed to start exercising. But there was really no place for me to go. The light bulb went off in my head. “I will open an exercise studio. I will open a place where people can come and sweat and have some fun.” That was the day that I began saving all of my tip money. I put it all in a jar and would count it every week. When I was at work at the restaurant I began telling everyone about my plan to open up a studio. And they all said the same thing: “Let us know when it opens and we will come.” I made real good tip money every night. But I had not saved enough to open up my own place.


One evening, one of my favorite customers came in. His name was David, and he was in the women’s apparel business. I told him about my studio idea and he asked me how much money I had saved. He then asked me to come see him the next day at his office. He told me he believed in me and thought my idea was a good one. Then he took out his checkbook. I could not believe it. I did not know this gentleman all that well. But he wanted to help me open my place. “Go get them Richard, you are a nice guy. I will be there at the opening.”


Well, I drove around and found this little warehouse that was located on a two-block street in Beverly Hills. I knew the first time I saw it that this was going to be my studio. My home away from home. It took several months for me to open and during that time I began to practice my moves. I would get all my records out and start choreographing to the music. I think I was a jukebox in my last life. I never missed American Bandstand. I memorized all the dances like the Jerk, the Twist, the Cha Cha, and the Monkey. I would play all of my records over and over again until I knew every beat of the music.


In the summer of 1974, I opened my exercise and motivational studio. I had a big opening. I invited everyone that I met at the restaurant. And who was the first person to walk into that studio? It was David, who made my dream come true. He proclaimed, “I knew you could do it, Richard, and I know you are going to be very successful.”


From the day Slimmons opened it was a success. All the people who promised me that they would come showed up to sweat with me. And they told their friends and soon the studio was packed with people laughing and singing and sweatin’.


On Saturdays I began a class called “Project Me.” It was a motivational and weight loss class. We would sit in a circle on the floor and talk about what we ate and how we felt about ourselves. I felt so good about that class. It gave people hope. Just like the hope my parents used to give others when they volunteered for their charity work. These people touched my soul. Many of them tried to lose weight the way I once tried to lose weight, but ended up feeling down and depressed.


I would sit there and teach them about food groups and about portions. I was teaching them my philosophy, which is “love yourself, move your buns and eat smaller portions of everything.” Between the motivational classes and the exercise classes these people lost real pounds in a healthy way. They would run into the class and tell everyone how much weight they lost. And we would all applaud for their success. Their success motivated others to become successful too.


Slimmons has been open for 35 years. I am still there teaching exercise and self-esteem classes. Over these last 35 years, so many people have walked through the doors of Slimmons. Some of them had never taken an exercise class before, or it had been decades since they moved around. Hundreds of thousands of men and women of all ages, shapes and sizes have sweated with me. Many of these people were overweight and obese and had given up on themselves. But I could see a glimmer of hope in everyone’s eyes. I did not just teach a class, I entertained them. Slimmons was my theater and they were the audience.


Once I put on the music everyone started dancing and forgot their troubles. While sweating, I would sing to them, laugh with them and sometimes cry with them. I saw their whole face change in a matter of minutes. I turned a lot of frowns upside down. They would all say the same thing to me. “I love coming here. I feel so alive, and when I leave I am always happier than when I came in.” Their words just melted my heart. How honored I am to be America’s clown and court jester.


What have I seen during all these years of leg lifts and jumping jacks? I have seen miracles. I have seen people turn their lives around. I gave people the tools to have better self-esteem and self-respect. I have seen individuals lose hundreds of pounds. Joyfully. And how does that make me feel? Like I am on top of the world! Over the years I have been a good example to people. I have really sweated the sweat with them. I have always practiced what I preached.


Through the doors of Slimmons came so many people who believed in my crusade. Someone came in and asked me to be on a few local television programs. From there, I appeared on Real People. And then my big break came when I got to play myself on General Hospital. That led me to The Richard Simmons Show, Here’s Richard and Slim Cooking. Through the doors of Slimmons came a gentleman who asked me to do exercise videos. And of course I said yes. That was 59 videos and DVDs ago.


I began writing cookbooks and motivational books to keep people going. And I began traveling all around the United States teaching classes like I taught at Slimmons. I became the Johnny Appleseed of health. I tell everyone in my audiences that they can lose weight and feel great and have a zip a dee doo dah attitude. I am still traveling today with my same message and the perkiness of Jack LaLanne. God bless him.


I hope one day you can come through the doors of Slimmons and let me motivate you. Or maybe I will meet you in an airport or you will come visit me when I teach a class in your city. I would be honored to meet you.


Thank you, Shirley and Leonard, for taking me to Disneyland and allowing me to dream.


Love,


Richard
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Getting Started


I am like a canvas
and the brush is in my hands.
Like the greatest of artists
I am going to create a brand new life.


~Richard Simmons, The Book of Hope
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What Did I Have to
Lose?


A man’s health can be judged by which he takes two at a time—pills or stairs.
 ~Joan Welsh


It started with my shirts. They didn’t feel right. They were too tight and the buttons kept popping open. Buying pants with a 50-inch waist was a real downer for me too. Every time I put them on a hanger it reminded me of setting up a tent. But it was applying for life insurance that caught my attention and made me think deeply about my life and health.


I was forty-six years old and more than 80 pounds overweight when my employer offered a paid $250,000 life insurance policy for those who qualified. I got my medical records together and spent over $40 on copying fees. Three weeks later I got a letter from the insurance provider saying, “We have decided not to offer you life insurance.” What it was really saying was “REJECTED!” I admit that being 255 pounds at 5’7” is not being in shape, but I didn’t think I was that overweight. Now the insurance company was saying I was too risky because of my weight. Chances were I was going to die before age sixty-five.


I needed a lifestyle change, but I didn’t know where to start. At the time, I thought exercise was the answer. I knew if I had to go to a gym, I would be faithful for only a few weeks. I had to do something that would not take too much time out of my day. I decided to start taking the stairs. Climbing stairs was a good way to exercise without going to a gym. I work in a four-story office building. Part of my job is going to other people’s desks. I started my self-challenge. From then on, I would take the stairs.


The hardest thing was taking that first step. The first morning, I stepped into the stairwell and looked up. The three flights of stairs looked like Mt. Everest to me. Sir Hillary didn’t conquer that mountain by staring at it. He had to take one step at a time. So I put my foot on the first step and pushed up, then a second step, then a third. Soon I was on the second floor, then the third floor. I made it to the fourth floor, wheezing and sweating and cursing myself for putting cupcakes ahead of my health.


I kept climbing stairs and soon I was up to twenty flights of stairs per day. Although my endurance increased and I started to feel more energetic, I didn’t lose much weight. I then added a mile walk during my break time. That, too, helped my energy level, but I still weighed about the same.


About this time, I received a letter from my employer’s insurance company stating that because my body mass index was so high, I could qualify for their weight loss management program. The insurance company would reimburse me for part of a gym membership or a weight loss program. After discussing it with my wife, I decided to enroll in a weight loss program. I studied different programs, and decided on one that was considered the most successful.


Then I received an e-mail announcing that the program I had chosen was going to meet in my office building every week. The e-mail invited everyone to an open house to see what the program was like. The next Wednesday, I went to the open house and liked what I learned. But I also learned that it would be $135 to start. I wanted to lose weight, but was afraid of committing my money. The group members were anxious for me to sign up. They needed at least twelve people to sign up, and I was the twelfth person. My wife convinced me to fork out the money and commit myself to make this weight loss work.


Because we met in my office building, I could attend almost every week. The instructor helped me to understand where weight comes from; it comes from eating without thinking. If I didn’t keep track of what I ate, I ate a lot more. So I started writing down everything that went into my mouth. I also learned how to make healthy choices and read nutrition labels. We weighed ourselves every week and that helped me to stay on track. I knew if I indulged myself, the meeting leader would know about it next week. I also found the camaraderie helpful.


I began to see that eating properly was like sticking to a budget. I only had so many calories to use each day. I decided that junk food wasn’t worth the price.


I began to see results almost immediately. I lost 10 pounds in the first three weeks. I stuck to a rate of losing about two pounds a week. After nine months I had lost 85 pounds and 14 inches off my waist line. People were amazed at the change. Some said I looked younger. I didn’t think I was that overweight. Now I am shocked when I look at my old pictures.


I thought I couldn’t lose weight. Thankfully, I was wrong. If you learn the principles of weight loss, and live those principles, you will lose the excess pounds. It takes work and discipline, but losing weight can be done. After all, what do you have to lose?


~Douglas M. Brown
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Video Exercising
for Beginners


Energy is that amazing feeling that comes to life inside of you
when you’re happy and believe in yourself.
 ~Richard Simmons


I decided to go out and buy videos to help me exercise. I was too large and embarrassed to go to an exercise club to work out with a trainer. Besides, it was not in my budget. I was dieting and I was losing, but I needed to exercise. So I spent $6.99 each for two videos and I promised myself I would use them. They would not wind up on a shelf in the back of a closet.


My first choice was 15-Minute Workouts for Dummies. I figured I had done no working out, working in, working up, or working down in over 20 years so I qualified as the Ultimate Dummy. Plus, the cover on the video said, “4 Easy-to-Follow Workouts.” It sounded like a match made in Cellulite Heaven.


While video shopping, I also saw Pilates Workout for Dummies. I had seen many infomercials for Pilates that claimed to give the person doing Pilates a long lean body. I ignored the fact that I was barely 5’2” and would never be long and lean. The cover on the video also said, “An Easy-to-Follow Workout.” If both videos were that easy, I could alternate them and pick my favorite for Sundays. I could even do both tapes on the same day and take Sunday off for good behavior. The added bonus was that both videos had nice smiling women on their covers and they seemed so fit! I could have tight buns and flat abs, too!


On Day One, I waited for my family to leave the house. There was no way I was going to do this in front of anyone. I got into loose shorts and a baggy top. Into the machine went 15-Minute Workouts for Dummies. I listened intently as the woman with the cute red hairstyle and abs of Kryptonite told me to take my time and do fewer good repetitions instead of more bad repetitions. “I can do this,” I thought to myself.


Then the music started pumping. It was Disco all over again, and the nightmare began. Instead of inhaling and exhaling to the pulsating, rhythmic music, I was hyperventilating. Within three minutes, I was winded. I could not keep up. I was reaching for my asthma inhaler. I was sweating. However, I kept my sense of humor. With my body still attempting to lunge and stretch with the super-fit Fitness Professional, being an adept multi-tasker, I picked up the phone and called my husband. (Heavy breathing.) “Sam, if I’m dead when you get home, please have them wash off the sweat, un-frizz my hair, do a tummy-tuck, and put me in my slinky black dress before you get rid of my body.” He laughed and told me how proud he was of me for trying something new.


The truth was that not being able to do this video proved two things: 1) I was still the klutz I was in the days of Disco and 2) I was more out of shape than I had thought.


I worked through all four 15-minute workouts that day. I took long pauses and drank my water between each workout. They were good workouts. They were tough. I told myself I would never do them perfectly, but I would stay committed. After all, I had spent $6.99 on this video.


On Day Two, I did Pilates Workout for Dummies. It was a different type of exercise. At first, I liked it better because it was slower, but it was just as difficult. The stretching was easy to do incorrectly. To do it right took focus and more effort than I had imagined. I stuck with that video until the end. I rediscovered parts of my body. I hurt in places I did not want to remember. Then, I did not get up from the floor. I stayed on my back for about two hours. I earned a few hours of relaxation. If I was going to exercise, I was going to get rewards for doing it. I was even too tired to go into the kitchen. While stretched out on the floor, I realized I was tired, but I was NOT hungry.


That evening, I went to the closet where I hide things I don’t want to find, and I found a gag gift my husband had received for his 40th birthday: A Week with Raquel—7-Day Wake up and Shape-up Program. On Day Three, I worked out with the absolutely stunning and incredibly fit Raquel Welch for 15 minutes. It was not a strenuous exercise. I looked at Raquel and thought about Raquel’s body, wondering if it was like that because she always worked out or if she was just born that way. What Raquel did for me was warm me up for my Dummies exercises. I did not go all the way through the Dummies videos, but each day I increased the amount I could do.


Somewhere in the middle of this, I purchased two used copies of Richard Simmons’ videos. I had always made fun of Richard Simmons because of his outrageous behavior, but I knew he offered good aerobic exercises for overweight people. I knew he spoke from experience and from the heart, and that is exactly what I needed.


His videos were actually fun. They were not difficult, although, again admitting how klutzy I am, I did not look quite as talented as the people who were Sweatin’ to the Oldies with Richard Simmons. What I liked about his videos, besides the obvious upbeat music and easier format, was that the people who exercised with him were not all skin and bones. Some were full-figured. Some were even fat. In addition, at the end of the video, he introduced each exerciser and below their names, the total weight they had lost was listed. It gave me hope.


I decided a combination of these videos would be my exercise regime. I would work out and not get bored. If I did not like one video, but it was good for me, I would not have to repeat it for several days.


There was a larger benefit too. I was building up my stamina to attempt new challenges. When my husband and I both got home from work early enough, I was able to keep up with him on a walk. This walk became an integral part of my exercise program, and was almost like going out on a date with my husband. We would walk and talk and be away from the phone, our kids, and our daily duties for an hour. Walking with my husband was fun.


I was also able to use light weights and those exercise gadgets I bought from infomercials over the years. They were no longer collecting dust or being used as temporary places to hang clothes I did not feel like putting in the closet.


What was most important was that I finally admitted that I was one of those overweight people who needed more to guide me back to good health. I needed more than diet. I needed more than supportive friends and family. I needed exercise, and I did not want to exercise with an audience. My video collection is helping me with that.


~Felice Prager
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Taking Action


Movement is a medicine
for creating change in a person’s physical,
emotional, and mental states.
 ~Carol Welch


“Fat, female, and forty,” the doctor said to me as I sat in his office. “I’m sorry but you fit all the criteria for having gallstones, and the ultrasound shows you have quite a few. That means you’re going to need surgery.”


Well, he couldn’t have made it any plainer than that. I didn’t mind the female part, but fat and forty? Didn’t he know how many times I’d tried to lose weight? I’d drop 20 pounds and over time gain back 30. Disgusted with myself, I scheduled the surgery and left his office.


Three years later, I sat across from Dr. Eng while she explained her diagnoses. “You have acid reflux,” she said, as she scribbled down a prescription.


“Here, this will block the acid,” she said, handing me the slip of paper for the pharmacist. “You’ll need to cut from your diet acidy foods like oranges, grapefruit, any of the citrus family. Also tomatoes, fried foods, coffee and tea. . . .”


“Tea!”


“Yes, that only contributes to the problem. And avoid chocolate.”


“No chocolate?”


My mind conjured images of rich, dark chocolate bars, chocolate cake, chocolate chip cookies, and Godiva hot chocolate, the drink I order when I visit the bookstore. Give up chocolate? She had to be joking. But the determined, matter-of-fact look on her face told me she was serious.


“Is there something else I can do to get rid of this?” I said, shaking my head and throwing up my hands.


“You could lose weight. As Americans get heavier, I see an increased number of patients who’ve developed this problem.”


On the drive home, I considered what the doctor had said. I had battled weight my whole life. And I always lost the war. Now she was asking me to give up some of my favorite foods. I couldn’t imagine life without the refreshing taste of oranges, tomatoes on my salad, and a cup of English breakfast tea, my morning ritual. And what about that bowl of chocolate ice cream at night? Chocolate, my favorite food.


However, according to the terrible churning in my gut and constant burn in my throat, I couldn’t continue down the same path. And I had no intention of taking pills the rest of my life to remedy something within my control. Yes, it was time to act. But I had to be realistic. Knowing I’m not a gym girl, I needed a plan that I could stick with long-term. No more diets like in the past where I’d lose 20 pounds only to gain it back a year later. No, this time I had to do a complete lifestyle overhaul.


I made a mental list of the things I liked to do: read, write, paint, and walk. Walking, that was it. I’d start there since everything else on my list involved long periods of sitting. And I’d have to change my eating habits for good. That meant no snacking in front of the TV at night and then going to bed.


I took action that afternoon. When I arrived home, I said to our Bassett, “Come on, Charlie, we need to take our squatty bodies for a walk.” He lifted his head from his comfortable corner of the couch and looked at me like, huh? We started out slow, and added a block or two each day. Now I walk up to two miles three times a week.


The next week I added a morning workout routine of crunches, leg raises, toe-touches, etc. Soon I built up enough stamina to do 20 minutes of exercise six days a week, in addition to my walking.


Sometimes, when I wake up exercise is the last thing I feel like doing. But I resist the urge to skip and force myself to do what I know benefits me. When I finish, I pat myself on the back for making the right choice.


I also took a hard look at what my daily diet consisted of and started viewing food as fuel for my brain and body. In a drastic move, I decided to stop eating all processed sugar and white flour for the first six weeks. This forced me to read labels on everything I ate, which at first made shopping take twice as long.


I became an expert at reading labels. As a result, I discovered high fructose corn syrup (HFC) hidden in many packaged foods. The syrupy substance lurked in our bread and even the clam chowder we had been buying. I also said farewell to frozen juices, most of which contain HFC. Instead, I buy the freshest in-season produce I can afford. I continue to read labels of new products because looks and packaging can be deceiving.


After the first two months, I treated myself to a small cone or dish of ice cream twice a month. After all, this is not a diet. I’ve retrained my thinking so I make healthier choices. Once I freed my body from the addiction to processed sugars, fruit and vegetables tasted sweeter than I’d realized.


If I do crave something sweet, which rarely happens now, I bite into a plump, tasty Medjool date or two. They halt the craving and I don’t feel deprived. If I don’t want a date, I treat myself to a dish of fresh or frozen berries, usually raspberries. Sometimes I still have two cookies, or a small piece of pie. But every day I make healthy food the priority, with an occasional sweet confection.


Sometimes, my husband and I stop for fast food when we’re out, but I no longer order a regular burger. Instead I get a junior burger. If we get fries, we share a small package, and we carry water with us rather than buy pop.


The hardest habit for me to break was giving up my evening bowl of ice cream. One of the tricks I’ve used to conquer that craving is to floss and brush my teeth when I finish dinner. This signals my taste buds and my brain that we’re done eating for the day.


The first two months, I lost 16 pounds. I still have a way to go to reach my goal. But I’m losing the weight with every healthy choice I make. Over three years I’ve managed to maintain a 35-pound weight loss. Three cheers for me. Not only do I feel better and have new clothes, I’ve also cured my acid reflux.


~Kathleen Kohler
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Right in My Own
Backyard


If your dog is fat,
you’re not getting enough exercise.
 ~Author Unknown


Obviously I needed to exercise more. I was overweight and in my mid-50s, certainly not getting any younger. Start walking, I was told. Everyone can walk, it doesn’t require a machine, it’s free, it puts little stress on aging bodies and what with iPods and cell phones one can almost put in a day’s work while satisfying the body’s need to move.


I began walking the dog and what a great thing it was. Except for that little problem of other dogs, of course. For while I leashed my Belgian Malinois in a strong harness and retractable leash, other dogs were running loose. The first one was a little Pomeranian who came running out on the street and bit my dog.


The Pomeranian lived, but I didn’t sleep for three straight nights from the horror of it. Three months later it was a Cocker Spaniel. Amazingly, the Cocker lived, though it lost an eyeball.


“Some dogs just bring out the desire to conquer in other dogs,” was how my vet explained it.


A few weeks later it was a Bichon Frise, just as cute a little dog as possible. The Bichon came running from her house. She did not attack Jo-Ann but it looked at first like she might.


I did spend a few weeks cursing the gods of careless dog owners, but when push came to shove the fact was that I simply could not walk my dog in my neighborhood any more.


It’s hard to walk a dog when you can’t take her on a public street. Walking the dog, however, became the least of my problems after I was diagnosed with very clogged arteries and needed a quadruple coronary bypass.


After my recovery a daily exercise routine became more than a nice diversion. In order to control impending diabetes and cholesterol buildup, I would have to exercise. Walking, my cardiologist told me. Walking is the best exercise for someone of your age! If you have a dog to walk, all the better!


I wondered about God’s sense of humor and if He got the irony of it all.


As I recovered from the operation I would go out in the backyard and walk back and forth. The Belgian Malinois by then was not getting any daily exercise save her jaunts in the yard to do her business.


She joined me in my slow recovering walks across the yard and back and in due course I began to toss the ball around for her.


It began slowly but over time I created a happening morning exercise routine for human and dog in that backyard. I packed an old coffee can full of treats for Jo-Ann and every day I threw the ball and rewarded her with a biscuit when she dutifully brought it back to me. As my body healed, I took a slow jog around my “walking track.” I started with one jog around, then two, on up to 10 jogs every day.


I took my morning coffee outside and sat it on the deck rail. With a piece of chalk I marked off my “revolutions” around the jogging track. To my and my husband’s amusement, a perfectly circular area of bare ground appeared, my own personal jogging/walking track.


Indeed I put the leash on Jo-Ann, and after her ball fun and my morning jobs, walked around that track until I was up to 50 rounds each morning, one chalk hash mark drawn in for every five “circuits” around the track.


In the summer I hooked up a big box fan and sat a lawn chair in front. If it was too hot I could sit down and rest. Jo-Ann loved to play “tuggy toy” with me and that became part of our morning exercise fun.


Sometimes I will make all my phone calls on my cell as I walk around my track, sometimes I listen to my iPod, sometimes I record my “to do” list into the cell phone. When my granddaughter visits, she jumps out of bed in the morning and accompanies me around my track.


In spring I can smell the honeysuckle and watch the busy birds up close. Some mornings I bring out my kitchen scrap bucket and toss the compost pile with the handy pitchfork. In fall I rake the leaves, and this is also exercise.


I lost 40 pounds with this morning exercise routine and now I do not miss a day. The dog lost 15 pounds and the vet is overjoyed. I get up and do my morning chores, and after I gather my exercise bag, refill the coffee cup, and grab whatever gadget I might need for my morning plan. No machines needed, no fancy doodads, just a backyard, and best of all, no dogs unattended by thoughtless owners to terrorize me and my happy and healthy dog.


~Patricia Fish


[image: images]




[image: images]


My Daughter’s Gift


Action is the antidote to despair.
 ~Joan Baez


I was 5’2” and I weighed over 200 pounds. I never felt motivated to change my eating habits despite how uncomfortable simple activities like showering, dressing, walking, and even sitting eight hours a day at my job as a programmer had become.


I was in the doctor’s office with my daughter, Amanda, when she was diagnosed with end-stage renal disease. The diagnosis presented a challenge I knew I would not turn away from. I was prepared to give her a kidney.


“Amanda, I can give you a kidney,” I assured her confidently.


The nephrologist spoke slowly, not quite looking me in the eye. “Toni, you won’t be considered a viable donor because of your weight.”


Embarrassed, I glanced at my daughter.


“It’s too dangerous anyway,” she smiled, as she reached over and took my hand. “I don’t want you to do it.”


But her sweet acceptance of the situation made me even more determined. That day I made up my mind to lose the weight I had carried for more than 20 years.


“At work, there have been quite a few people who’ve lost weight going the low-carb route,” I explained to Amanda as we discussed diet options. “Charles had success on Weight Watchers. Gail and her husband are on Nutrisystem. And there have been lots of positive results with Jenny Craig, Atkins, and the South Beach diet.”


“You know,” she cautioned, “you don’t really do well when things are strictly regimented.”


“Then I’ll come up with my own version of a low-carb diet.”


My diet consisted of the foods I liked the most and wouldn’t tire of eating on a daily basis. Dinnertime staples consisted mainly of lean, braised steak or oven-baked shrimp and fish, with steamed vegetables completing the meal.


I eliminated all fast food, fried food and snack food. Bread, buns, rolls, donuts, muffins and potato chips were exorcised from the house, eliminating temptation. But by far the most difficult challenge was giving up Coca Cola. I never drank coffee, tea, water or milk. For years, the only beverage that passed through my lips was Coca Cola. Some days I’d down as many as four to six 20-ounce bottles.


Eventually I made new friends: Crystal Light, Nutri-Grain cereal bars, Healthy Choice and Lean Cuisine.


The pain of caffeine withdrawal overshadowed the hunger pains from my decreasing calorie intake. I counted calories religiously and as my daily calories declined my energy level increased. I remembered hearing somewhere that unless you feel hungry, you’re not losing weight. As hungry as I constantly felt, I was sure I must be losing weight.


Keeping the big picture in mind, I weighed in only once a week and wasn’t preoccupied with minor fluctuations. I didn’t have a target weight or an end goal in mind when I began dieting. After all, I wasn’t sure I’d even be able to maintain any sort of diet plan, but watching my daughter grow weaker every day gave me all the incentive I needed to stick with it.


It wasn’t until I had lost 40 pounds that my co-workers, friends, and neighbors even noticed.


“Toni, did you get a new hairstyle?” my boss asked me one day. “It makes you look thinner.”
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