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INTRODUCTION


If you’re healthy, you have more wealth than money could ever buy. But are you as healthy as you could be? Even if you’re doing a hundred things right—watching your weight, working out a few days a week, eating plenty of fruits and vegetables, limiting food with too much sugar or saturated fat, feeding and challenging your brain, nurturing your spirit as well as your flesh—there’s also a lot more you can do. Fortunately, Healthiest You Ever is designed to offer you a full year of actionable information in seven categories, one for each day of the week, so you can do something every day to improve your health and fitness. The categories are as follows:


Monday: Diet and Nutrition


Tuesday: Strength


Wednesday: Mental Agility


Thursday: Endurance


Friday: Flexibility


Saturday: Recreation


Sunday: Rest


As you work your way through the book you’ll notice that the fitness items progress from the easiest or beginning levels of each activity to the harder, more difficult items. This way, you can start slowly and build toward improved flexibility, increased strength, and bolstered endurance. Some of the suggestions overlap, but each offers a new aspect, a new level, or a new attitude that can lead to progress or a deepening of your practice. The entries on rest include everything from actual sleep to meditation to spiritual renewal. And throughout the book you’ll also find a wealth of recreational activities that will bolster your fitness—and your fun!


Together, the 365 entries found within will provide you with a game plan for vastly improving your overall health and fitness. The mere fact that you’ve picked up this book means that you’re someone who takes personal responsibility and who strives to become an ever-better version of yourself. All you need to do is put the plan in motion by picking up the proverbial sword and marching boldly forward—one day at a time. So, hurry up, turn the page, and get started!




WEEK ONE


DIET AND NUTRITION | MONDAY


“Eighty percent of weight loss comes as a result of wise food choices.”


—Fitz Koehler, fitness expert


Keep a Food Diary for at Least a Week


Do you even know how much and when you eat during a typical day? Most people don’t. The best way to learn is to keep a food journal for at least a week. Using a notebook, your iPad, your smart phone, your running log, or a calendar (something you can keep a record in), write down everything you eat and when you eat it. Don’t cheat! List even the breath mints you chew on during meetings. It’s also helpful to note where your eating has taken place—at your desk? in the cafeteria? in front of the TV?—and how you were feeling at the time—super stressed? depressed? tipsy? This will help you identify your eating triggers and whatever bad habits you may have formed regarding eating.


After a full week you’ll have a good idea of the what, when, where, and why of your eating patterns. From the brief discussion here, you should be able to see from your food diary where you’re making your nutritional no-noes. How often have you skipped breakfast? How often have you eaten high-fat foods like junk food, desserts, and fried food? What are your snacking habits? How many fruits and vegetables do you eat in a typical week? How often do you eat because you’re feeling blue or stressed, rather than hungry? Which foods do you gravitate toward to elevate your moods?


STRENGTH | TUESDAY


“When you first start weight training, don’t be surprised if you actually gain weight. This is a normal reaction for many people. The average person starting an exercise program may gain 3 to 5 pounds. If you’re among these people, you’ve successfully gained lean body mass or muscles. Congratulate yourself. You deserve a pat on the back for all your hard work!”


—Shirley S. Archer, fitness professional, Stanford University School of Medicine


Check Your Body Composition


Your body composition refers to the percentage of fat and percentage of fat-free body mass that makes up your total body weight. Fat-free mass, also known as lean-body mass, consists primarily of muscle tissue, bones, and blood, essentially all the rest of your body that is not fat.


Research suggests that the ideal percentage of body fat for men is 15 to 18 percent. For women, the ideal range of body fat is 22 to 25 percent. It’s important to remember that these are suggested ranges. Some individuals with a higher percentage of body fat who are regularly active may still be considered at a healthy weight.


When you begin your improvement program, you might want to measure your body composition. This way, you’ll have a baseline against which to measure the effectiveness of your program over time. You can see how much muscle mass you have when you get started. Every six weeks or so, you can check to see how much more muscle mass you have developed. If you’re a person who is motivated by numbers, this is a concrete way to stay excited about your progress.


MENTAL AGILITY | WEDNESDAY


“Exercise doesn’t make you smarter, but what it does do is optimize the brain for learning.”


—Dr. John J. Ratey, MD, Harvard Medical School


Exercise for Thirty Minutes a Day


Regular exercise is essential if you’re looking to preserve your mental acuity. Aerobic exercise helps get the blood coursing through your system, carrying oxygen and glucose to your brain—two substances the brain needs in order to function. Regular exercise can also prod the brain into producing more molecules that help protect and produce the brain’s neurons. Though studies are still underway to establish the link between exercise and increased brain neurons, many researchers—including those involved with Alzheimer’s disease research—are studying the protective effects of regular physical exercise on the brain’s neural paths for transmitting signals.


The U.S. federal guidelines for exercise say that getting at least thirty minutes a day most days a week will help prevent heart disease, osteoporosis, diabetes, obesity, and now, perhaps, Alzheimer’s. If you do nothing else, a brisk thirty-minute walk every day will do wonders for your brain health.




IT ALSO KEEPS YOUR BRAIN YOUNG


As you get older, exercise becomes even better for your overall brain health. Neuroscientists have shown that in aging populations (usually those over age sixty-five), sustained, moderate exercise participation enhances learning and memory, improves the function of the neocortex, counteracts age-related and disease-related mental decline, and protects against age-related atrophy in brain areas crucial for thinking and learning. Exercise has been cited by several researchers, including those at UC Irvine, as being the number one factor in sustaining brain health and the ability to make new neurons in an aging brain.





ENDURANCE | THURSDAY


“My attitude is that if you push me towards something that you think is a weakness, then I will turn that perceived weakness into a strength.”


—Michael Jordan


Understand the Difference Between Strength and Endurance


Muscular strength and endurance are equally important, and they are closely related in that it requires a certain amount of strength to develop endurance. For example, in order to develop upper body muscular endurance through pushups, you must have the strength to do at least one pushup. The inability to do a pushup is a lack of strength, not a lack of endurance.


For the most part, the same exercises are used to increase muscular strength and endurance. The only difference is the amount of resistance and the number of repetitions one completes in a set. In general, muscular strength is best developed by high resistance (heavy weight) and low repetition (short time period) exercises, while muscular endurance is improved by using less resistance (low weight) and higher repetitions (or a longer time period).


You can have strength without endurance. However, it is nearly impossible to develop muscular endurance without also developing strength. There are weightlifters who can bench press over 500 pounds, as long as they only have to push it up one time. However, some of these lifters are unable to do twenty pushups. So endurance training supplemented with a weight program is beneficial.


FLEXIBILITY | FRIDAY


“Flexibility falls under the ‘use it or lose it’ rule. You have to practice consistently, and the one thing people tend to forget is that strength and flexibility go hand in hand.”


—Nathan Brown, martial arts instructor


Practice a Variety of Stretches


Exercise books and videos offer differing advice on what stretch to do, how long to hold a stretch, how often you need to stretch, and so on. The answer to all of these questions is different from person to person and every expert will give different advice. What is important is that you make sure to take the time to lengthen your muscles in some way. It helps to know the four types of stretches:


• Active: This type of stretching is usually used within the warm-up of a training session. You can take almost any stretch and make it active by moving in and out of the stretch using your breath.


• Dynamic: This is another efficient technique within the warm-up. It involves momentum and muscular effort in order to move primary joints that are going to be used during activity. Big shoulder circles, leg swings, hip circles, and standing spinal rotations are all considered dynamic stretches.


• Passive: A passive stretch is considered a relaxing, cooling, and calming type of stretch. Passive stretches do not require you to hold your body weight while lengthening a muscle. These are mostly done in the seated or lying down position, and exhaling is emphasized to recruit the relaxation response.


• Static: A static stretch is one that has no movement involved but muscles are recruited to hold the position. These exercises are usually, but not always, weight bearing in nature. Holding a High Lunge with your arms over your head, a Downward Facing Dog pose, and a Kneeling Hamstring Stretch are all considered static stretches.


RECREATION | SATURDAY


“You can’t get rid of it [fat] with exercise alone. You can do the most vigorous exercise and only burn up 300 calories in an hour. If you’ve got fat on your body, the exercise firms and tones the muscles. But when you use that tape measure, what makes it bigger? It’s the fat!”


—Jack LaLanne


Buy Some Hand-Weights and Use Them to Exercise at Home


Sustaining a brisk pace and steady heart rate is not the only important form of exercise. Increasing your strength is important, too. By increasing your muscle mass, not only do you convert the calories of protein into muscle, but your new muscle gets the calories it needs to function, increasing your metabolism.


In fact, more and more research suggests lifting weights may be one of the most efficient forms of losing weight. Not only are calories required to perform the exercise, but calories are also needed to build muscle. In addition, muscle has a higher metabolism than fat, so when you bulk up your muscles, you will have a higher metabolism and burn more calories, even at rest.




START SLOWLY, BUILD STEADILY


Sports stores sell hand-weights or weighted balls that you can buy. Start there and slowly build toward a more intensive weight-lifting program, at which point you might want to join a gym. Start out by lifting 2- or 5-pound weights, and slowly build your ability to do more and more repetitions. You don’t have to lift heavy weights for the activity to have an impact.





REST | SUNDAY


“A person who has good thoughts cannot ever be ugly. You can have a wonky nose and a crooked mouth and a double chin and stick-out teeth, but if you have good thoughts they will shine out of your face like sunbeams and you will always look lovely.”


—Roald Dahl


Spend the Day Thinking Happy Thoughts


If you want to find happiness and add years to your life, think happy thoughts. When you choose positive thoughts over negative ones, you are more likely to develop an optimistic outlook on life. According to happiness researchers such as Martin E. P. Seligman, director of the Positive Psychology Center at the University of Pennsylvania, and Barbara Fredrickson, PhD, professor of psychology at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, positive people generally have higher levels of optimism and life satisfaction and live longer. In a BBC News report, Dr. Seligman was quoted as saying that he believed that “we have compelling evidence that optimists and pessimists will differ markedly in how long they live.” Dr. Fredrickson has counseled that changing your mindset can change your body chemistry. She has stated that positive feelings literally can open the heart and mind. And there’s more good news. Even if you aren’t normally a happy person, thinking happy thoughts is a skill that can be learned. Work on being open, being an optimist, choosing to think positive thoughts, and seeing the proverbial glass half full rather than half empty.




WEEK TWO


DIET AND NUTRITION | MONDAY


“Although 67 percent of Americans report taking calories into account when making food purchases, nearly nine out of ten have no idea how many they actually need.”


—The International Food Information Council Foundation


Figure Out How Many Calories You Burn a Day


Calories provide energy for your body, but your metabolism decides how it’s going to use the calories you eat. If you take in more calories than your body requires, your body will generally store the extra calories as fat. Therefore, when you consume more calories than you need over a period of time, you gain weight. If you take in fewer calories than your body requires, or burn calories via exercise, your body will call upon the stores of fat to meet its energy requirements. If you do this over a period of time, you will lose weight.


If you are taking in more calories than your body can metabolize and burn as energy and you want to lose weight, you will have to reduce the amount of calories you take in, increase the number of calories you burn through physical exercise, or most likely do both. It is difficult to maintain your desired weight as you age or lose weight without changing the output side of the metabolism equation; that is, you need to boost your metabolism and increase its efficiency by eating healthfully and by exercising regularly and rigorously.




METABOLISM CALCULATORS


In order to determine your ideal caloric intake, it’s crucial to know your metabolic rate, or the rate at which your body burns calories. This number will give you a concrete idea of how many calories you need to maintain your current weight, or how many you need to cut to lose weight. Metabolism calculators are available on many medical websites, such as the following on Webmd.com: www.webmd.com/diet/healthtool-metabolism-calculator.





STRENGTH | TUESDAY


“Running is real and relatively simple … but it ain’t easy.”


—Mark Will-Weber


Add Running to Your Repertoire


Running offers amazing health benefits—and it makes your whole body stronger. Here are some benefits to be gained from running (and you don’t have to run five miles a day to start seeing benefits; add ¼ mile every two days and slowly build to one mile twice a week):


• It improves respiration for both resting and activity-related breathing.


• It improves cardiac output and efficiency and makes your heart stronger.


• It improves circulation, flushes arteries, and lowers blood pressure.


• It improves muscular strength and endurance.


• It increases bone density.


• It improves joint flexibility and mobility.


• It improves bowel functioning.


• It improves balance and movement.


• It increases production of endorphins and improves cognition.


So, even if the thought of running leaves you feeling cold, if you’re serious about gaining strength and improving your overall health and you don’t have any body issues that would preclude running, you should at least give it a try. Start with a slow jog, for short distances, and see if transitioning to running might be easier than you think.


MENTAL AGILITY | WEDNESDAY


“Strengthening neural systems is not fundamentally different [than strengthening certain muscle groups through physical exercise]. It’s basically replacing certain habits of mind with other habits.”


—Richard Davidson, PhD


Exercise Your Brain Too!


Numerous studies have shown that people who lead lives with little mental stimulation experience greater cognitive loss as they age. Their memory fails with greater frequency, and they find it increasingly difficult to work puzzles, perform mathematic equations, and do other mental feats that come quite easily to people who “exercise” their brains often. Maintaining mental acuity is like training to be a professional athlete; you need to do something every day that revs up your brain and flexes your gray matter. Treat your brain like a muscle, one that needs a strenuous workout on a regular basis.




RESPECT YOUR ELDERS … ELDER BRAIN CELLS, THAT IS


Cells in the lining of our mouth and intestines live for only a few days, and red blood cells live an average of three months. But nerve cells—which generate while you’re still floating in your mother’s uterus—can live 100 years or longer! It was once thought that nerve cells weren’t replaced when they died, but recent studies show that new nerve cells can arise in a few regions of the brain, even in older brains. This increases the importance of supporting and stimulating your brain, not only to improve the longevity of your existing nerve cells, but also for production of new nerve cells. Your brain and body do their jobs by ensuring an ongoing process of cellular detoxification and repair, but it’s up to you to provide the nurturance and stimulation required to keep your brain cells awake and alive.





ENDURANCE | THURSDAY


“The five S’s of sports training are: Stamina, Speed, Strength, Skill, and Spirit; but the greatest of these is Spirit.”


—Ken Doherty


Learn How to Take Your Pulse


To monitor your heart rate during endurance training, you will need to know how to take your pulse—both to measure your resting heart rate and your working out heart rate. To measure your exercise heart rate, the preferred locations are either at your neck (the carotid pulse) or at your wrist (the radial pulse). Choose the location that works best for you.


Here’s a handy method to locate your carotid pulse at your neck. Take your first two fingertips and place them outside of your eye on your temple. Slide your fingertips down from the middle of your temple to the side of your neck. You should start to feel the pulse. Be sure not to press on your pulse or to massage your neck. Use a gentle touch.


To find your radial pulse at your wrist, place your wrist palm facing up in the palm of your other hand. Wrap your fingers around your wrist. You should feel the pulse in the area between the bone and the tendons.


Once you locate your pulse, follow these simple steps to count. Start counting immediately. For your exercise pulse, take a ten-second count. Multiply that number by six for your one-minute heart rate. If you’re taking your resting heart rate first thing in the morning, count for a full one minute. A one-minute count isn’t recommended for your exercise heart rate as your pulse will slow down from the time you start taking the count to when you finish. Be sure to keep your legs moving while taking your exercise heart rate. You can either walk or march in place.


FLEXIBILITY | FRIDAY


“Blessed are the flexible, for they shall not be bent out of shape.”


—Author Unknown


Warm Up Before You Stretch for Improved Flexibility


Stretching is perhaps the most important thing you can do to improve your flexibility. However, stretching a muscle without first warming it up will not result in significant long-term improvements in flexibility—and it could lead to damage. If you really want to increase your flexibility, you’ll need to stretch when your muscles are warm and elastic. And, if you want to target specific areas for improvement in flexibility, you will need to develop a flexibility-training program, about which we’ll have a lot to suggest throughout this book.


In fact, to improve your overall flexibility, the ideal time to stretch a muscle is after you’ve exercised and raised your body’s temperature. When you’re weight training, for example, this would be right after you’ve performed your strength-training set for that particular muscle group. Your muscles are warm and primed. Some people prefer to save their stretching for their final cool down after they’re finished with their entire exercise program, which works well if you’re short on time.




WORK STRETCHING INTO YOUR WORKOUT


Try stretching throughout a workout after each muscle group has been challenged. At the end of your complete program, take about ten to fifteen additional minutes for a full-body stretch. This is a great time to simply relax, tune in to your body, and reap the rewards of your gym efforts. Whichever way you prefer, the bottom line is that stretching is good for you and should be incorporated into your workout.





RECREATION | SATURDAY


“We estimate that we get a quarter of a million people. Shoppers come in from all over the country, even internationally.”


—Scott Sandman on the “World’s Longest Yard Sale” spanning 450 miles


Clean House, Free Up Space, and Donate to Local Charities


Having a yard sale is a great way to get a workout, free up space, and earn money you can donate. Advertise that your yard sale will donate all proceeds to charity, and you’ll soon have enthusiastic buyers eager to help you help others. Here are a few ideas for donating whatever is left over from the yard sale:


• Donate to charitable consignment shops. Some communities have thrift stores to benefit the Cancer Society or Catholic Charities or mental health centers for kids. There are also battered women’s shelters that need many items, from household goods to clothing for women who are trying to put their lives back together.


• Recycle using Freecycle.com. If there isn’t one where you live, start a Freecycle branch. The Freecycle network is a virtual organization of and for people who wish to recycle rather than throw stuff into landfills. Find items you need and get them free or post items that you want to give away at www.freecycle.com.


• Recycle nonrecyclable materials. Companies like TerraCycle (www.terracycle.net) are taking packaging materials from products like energy bars and drink pouches and making them into new products, from tote bags to homework folders. You can mail in your used materials or drop them off at a local center.


REST | SUNDAY


“The air was fragrant with a thousand trodden aromatic herbs, with fields of lavender, and with the brightest roses blushing in tufts all over the meadows….”


—William Cullen Bryant


Set Out a Bowl of Freshly Crushed Lavender


Whenever you have a bad day, feel exasperated, and struggle to get out of a foul mood, use some lavender to restore your serenity. Lavender is one of aromatherapy’s most popular scents. Scents like lavender, citrus, rose, and sandalwood can trigger particular memories or experiences associated with them. That’s because your olfactory nerve carries the scent straight to your brain. Use freshly crushed flowers set out in bowl, insert some reeds in a diffuser pot with lavender essential oil, light some lavender-scented candles, or put out some sachets of dried lavender. Allow the scent to lift your mood and remember that you never have to live a bad day over again.




WEEK THREE


DIET AND NUTRITION | MONDAY


“When in doubt, check your diet. Your diet is absolutely key when you’re having issues losing fat. Try to really watch your carbs at night (after 6 P.M.). Try to stick with lean protein and veggies later in the day and you should see a great improvement in your physique.”


—Kris Bierek, founder of Shape-fit.com


Push Past Weight-Loss Plateaus


Ever wonder why heavier people seem to lose weight faster? Surprisingly, the more weight you carry, the faster your metabolism. Having to carry around the extra weight forces your metabolism to fire up. Sounds good, but this creates unwelcome weight-loss plateaus. As you lose weight, your body doesn’t need to work as hard to metabolize food into energy, so it slows down the process. Unfortunately, the only way to combat this plateau is to stick with the diet (and gradually lower caloric intake) and increase the amount and/or intensity of your workouts. The slimmer you become, the fewer calories you’ll need to maintain good health—deal with it.


Increasing the intensity of workouts is a great way to push past the plateaus, but there are also two very doable (no excuses!) tactics for pushing past a weight-loss plateau that anyone can adopt:


• Add a Brisk Morning Walk. The one time when simple aerobic exercise can really boost your metabolism is in the morning. When you first wake up, your liver has burned through your carbohydrate stores, and light aerobic exercise can jump-start the fat-burning enzymes in your liver.


• Eat More Vegetables. Fiber is a non-digestible carbohydrate, but the body tries hard to break it down anyway, using up energy—and boosting metabolism in the process. Plus, vegetables are low in calories, yet high in nutrients, which provides a huge boon for your weight loss efforts.


STRENGTH | TUESDAY


“I was pushed by myself because I have my own rule, and that is that every day I run faster and try harder.”


—William Sigei


Commit to Running a Few Days a Week


First, let go of preconceived ideas about fitness and running. Acknowledge and release old negative attitudes. Maybe you think you will never enjoy running. Think instead about the benefits it provides: new friends, improved energy, a better mood, and healthier lifestyle. Keep in mind that you don’t start running by doing a marathon. Set short workouts as a goal, and be proud of what you accomplish. Learn by taking small steps, and your relationship with running (or walking/running) will become a lifelong love affair.


Think of your running time as an investment in your health that yields invaluable returns. By committing only one half-hour a day (that’s less than 2 percent of your whole day!), you can reap the rewards. You—not other market conditions—control this investment. Regular running is vital to achieving optimal health while also helping to protect you from many preventable diseases. Running costs can be less expensive than what you pay for most life insurance policies, and you realize the benefits while you are still alive.


And if running is too stressful, or something you’re not quite ready to tackle on a regular basis, go powerwalking instead. The point is to move your behind at a rapid clip. Start at whatever level you feel confident about, but start.




GET YOUR MINDSET ON


Take a minute to write down five reasons why you want to get fit through incorporating running in your life. You may be surprised by your reasons, which in turn might change over time. Review your answers in one month, then two, to see your progress.





MENTAL AGILITY | WEDNESDAY


“Most men pursue pleasure with such breathless haste that they hurry past it.”


—Soren Kierkegaard


Do Something Fun to Relieve Stress


Chronic stress kills . . . literally. It’s been widely shown to have disastrous physical effects, but did you know that chronic stress also diverts energy from your brain (fogs up your mind), shrinks your hippocampus (slows memory and learning), compromises neurotransmitters (limiting joy and plasticity), and even emits toxins that attack your brain? Forget zombies, stress eats your brain. Make it a priority to relax. Doing things that are physically and mentally stimulating and energizing is fine, but they also have to be relaxing—with an emphasis on fun.


Here’s a list of suggestions for activities that will immediately stimulate your pleasure centers:


• A romantic dinner date in your favorite Italian restaurant


• Soaking in a tub filled with luxurious bath salts


• A hot stone massage at your favorite spa


• A long walk through the woods near your house


• Taking your dogs to the beach for the day


• Sitting by the fire while reading a juicy novel


• Stockpiling your cupboard with fresh spices


• Buying new sheets in your favorite color


• Fooling around under the sheets with your partner.


ENDURANCE | THURSDAY


“No one ever drowned in sweat.”


—Dan Gable


Determine Your Target Heart Rate Using the Karvonen Formula


If you’re ready for endurance training, it’s likely that you’ve been conditioning through exercise for a while. If so, you may be one of the lucky ones—your physiological age may be younger than your biological age. If you think you fall into that category, rather than using the usual age formula for calculating your target heart rate zone, you may want to use the Karvonen Formula. The Karvonen Formula, also known as the heart rate reserve method, provides a more personalized estimate of your target heart rate zone. Here’s how:


1. Subtract your age from 220. This is your maximum heart rate.


2. Subtract your resting heart rate (which you’ve determined by taking your resting pulse in Week Two) from your maximum heart rate. This number is referred to as your heart rate reserve.


3. Multiply your heart rate reserve by 60 percent.


4. Take this number and add your resting heart rate. This number is the lower end of your target training zone.


5. Take your heart rate reserve and multiply by 80 percent.


6. Take this number and add your resting heart rate. This number is the upper end of your target training zone.


Again, if you are just beginning endurance training, don’t aim for the upper end out of the gate. Instead, start low and work your way to the upper end of your target training zone.


FLEXIBILITY | FRIDAY


“Experts agree that stretching should be part of an overall exercise program to improve health.”


—Shirley S. Archer, fitness professional, Stanford School of Medicine


Practice Safe Stretch


Safe technique is essential when stretching. For starters, pay attention to your alignment. Avoid excessive arching of the back. Keep your abdominal muscles active with a feeling of tone to provide support for your lower back.


Your stretching movements should be slow and controlled. Do not use force. When you execute the movement, proceed gently to the extent of your active range of motion. This is the largest possible movement you can achieve without feelings of strain. As you hold the stretch and breathe, your muscles will relax and lengthen. Allow the muscle to release into the stretch and increase the size of your stretch as your muscles permit. Always let your muscles lead the stretch. Never force your muscles into a longer position.


Avoid forced or rapid movements as they can trigger a stretch reflex. A stretch reflex is your body’s natural way of protecting you from overly lengthening a muscle and harming the integrity of a joint. If you suddenly force a muscle to lengthen, the stretch reflex will trigger a contraction.


Hold your stretches for fifteen to thirty seconds. According to some research studies, it’s more beneficial to stretch multiple times rather than to hold one long stretch for an excessive period of time. For example, in one study, three twenty-second stretches and two thirty-second stretches achieved greater changes in hamstring flexibility than one sixty-second stretch. Across studies, stretches of longer than thirty seconds in duration have not been shown to be more effective in increasing flexibility. What we do know is that experts agree that flexibility is complex and affected by joint mechanics, muscle and connective tissue, and neuromuscular factors—and that static stretching is effective with the least amount of risk.


RECREATION | SATURDAY


“It is not the handling of difficult hands that makes the winning player. There aren’t enough of them. It is the ability to avoid messing up the easy ones.”


—Alan Sontag


Play Bridge (or Poker) with Three Friends Once a Week


There’s a reason little old ladies love to play bridge, and it’s a good reason—it keeps their memories sharp, and it allows plenty of time for hanging out with people whose company they enjoy. Even gossiping requires and stimulates memory retention. Plus, happiness experts have established that a strong support network is vital to higher life satisfaction levels. Humans were made for loving others. It is from our relationships with spouses, lovers, and friends that we derive meaning and happiness. Having a group of friends to do things with on a regular basis is a path to happiness. So get the cards, call up three friends, and start having some fun playing bridge or another card game.




PEOPLE DO NEED PEOPLE


Your brain “knows” it needs other people and responds by releasing internal opiates—endorphins—that create that lovely feeling we feel when near someone we love and trust. Studies have consistently shown that feeling close, connected, loved, and supported improves your health and overall sense of well-being. Some studies have reported a lowered incidence of anxiety, depression, suicide, illnesses, high blood pressure, heart disease, and even cancer.





REST | SUNDAY


“Massage therapists are trained to knead and manipulate the muscles and connective tissue in the body to help the body find its equilibrium after exercise.”


—Melissa Roberts, theologian and stress management specialist


Get a Swedish Massage


This common form of massage involves a massage therapist applying oil to the body and certain types of massage strokes—namely, effleurage (gliding), petrissage (kneading), friction (rubbing), and tapotement (tapping)—to increase circulation in muscles and connective tissue, help the body to flush out waste products, and heal injuries. Swedish massage induces a feeling of deep relaxation and increases range of motion. Some Swedish massage therapists also use hydrotherapy, or massage through soaking, steaming, or applying jets of water to the body.




NEED SOMETHING STRONGER: TRY ROLFING


Rolfing is a deep massage designed to restructure the body’s muscles and connective tissue to promote better alignment. If you like your massages hard, this one’s for you. Some people claim that the deep tissue massage actually releases deeply buried emotions and that emotional outbursts are common during the course of the ten-session program. So if you’ve got some releasing to do—and who doesn’t?—find yourself a rolfing therapist and let it all out.







WEEK FOUR


DIET AND NUTRITION | MONDAY


“Despite all of the amazing medicines and treatments we have, cardiovascular disease is still the number one cause of death and illness in our society.”


—Laurence S. Sperling, MD


Keep Track of Your Cholesterol Numbers


Anyone over thirty—or anyone who eats a high-fat diet—should know their cholesterol levels. If you don’t, ask your doctor for a total lipoprotein profile so that you are aware not only of your total cholesterol but of each component as well. You may have a total cholesterol level that is desirable, but that doesn’t mean your HDL (high-density lipoprotein or “good” cholesterol) and LDL (low-density lipoprotein or “bad” cholesterol) levels are in line. Your total cholesterol level will fall into one of three categories:


1. Desirable: less than 200 mg/dL


2. Borderline high risk: 200–239 mg/dL


3. High risk: 240 mg/dL and over


If you fall within the high-risk range, you have at least twice the risk of heart disease as someone in the desirable range. If you have a cholesterol reading over 240 mg/dL or you have risk factors such as heart disease along with cholesterol readings over 200 mg/dL, your doctor will probably prescribe a cholesterol-lowering medication in combination with a healthy low-fat diet and exercise. You can lower your negative cholesterol and improve your positive cholesterol levels significantly through improved nutrition and exercise. If you want to live a long life, with a healthy heart, arm yourself with knowledge and take control of your cholesterol levels.


STRENGTH | TUESDAY


“Ability is what you are capable of doing. Motivation determines what you do. Attitude determines how well you do it.”


—Lou Holtz


Consider Joining a Gym to Bolster Your Workouts


Lifting weights is one of the most efficient forms of building muscle. While there are still some gyms that cater to the intense bodybuilder, most gyms, like the YMCA and many commercial health clubs, serve the regular person who just wants to be healthier and get in shape. Joining a gym means having access to multiple machines, as well as free weights, or weights not attached to a machine. The best way to start is on gym machines, most of which show the exercise you can do right on them, so you can simply follow the instructions. If you still feel uncomfortable, work with a personal trainer who can show you some basic exercises. Once you get comfortable on machines, you can try “hybrid” machines, or machines where the resistance used is free weights. While you are getting comfortable on these machines, pay attention to those around you. Other people can serve as great instructors, simply by watching.


Eventually, you may feel comfortable using totally free weights, including barbells and dumbbells. The benefit of these weights is that since they are free, you must use stabilizing “accessory” muscles that you may not need to use with machines. Start with light weights and work your way up. When lifting heavier weights, use a spotter, a person who can grab the weight if you feel unable to lift it, for safety reasons. The last thing you want is for a dropped weight to scare you away from this invaluable activity.


MENTAL AGILITY | WEDNESDAY


“I am always doing that which I cannot do, in order that I may learn how to do it.”


—Pablo Picasso


Stimulate Your Brain by Giving It Novel Experiences


Giving your brain new (novel) experiences helps it to form new neuronal pathways, i.e., whatever you focus on will generate activity and growth in the areas of your brain that are required for that activity, particularly if it’s something you’ve never done before. The more you do something, the more synapses your brain fires and creates. Novelty is great because it will stimulate synapses that have lain dormant or create entirely new ones, because your brain is trying to adapt to process and understand whatever it is that you deem important. Here are some ideas:


• If you’re athletic, try something that will flex your cerebellum more than your biceps, something requiring precise movement and muscle control, like dancing.


• If you’re an obsessive reader, try learning table tennis (which is supposed to be one of the best physical activities for your brain because it involves anticipation, memory, analysis, and physical coordination, all at a very rapid pace).


• If you never go more than thirty miles from home, plan a 100-mile trip, mapping out back roads that will lead you somewhere exciting (using GPS is cheating!).


• Learn to read music and play a musical instrument. Reading music and playing an instrument has consistently been shown to stimulate your brain in ways that few other activities can. If you’re already a musician, take up sculpting or fly-fishing.


• Learn a foreign language, and that means learning to speak a foreign language. Join a club that requires you to only speak in the new language—good for your brain and fun!


ENDURANCE | THURSDAY


“I’m the walkingest girl around. I like to work at it—really get my heart pounding.”


—Amy Yasbeck


Measure Your Endurance: Take a Walking Test


All you need is a stopwatch or regular watch and your walking shoes, and then here’s what you do:


• Go to a local indoor or outdoor track where you can measure how far you walk. If you don’t know the exact distance, that’s okay. You can measure your progress in terms of laps.


• Click the stopwatch or note the time on your watch and begin walking. If you don’t use a stopwatch, it helps to start at an easily remembered point, such as on the hour, quarter hour, or half hour. Walk comfortably for ten minutes. If you are not used to walking vigorously, do not push yourself. Simply walk at a comfortable pace.


• At the end of ten minutes, notice how many laps you have walked. Note it down for future reference.


If you want to increase the time of the test, that is okay. Another way to perform this measurement is to go by distance rather than time. Rather than walking for ten minutes, you can choose to walk four laps or you can walk one mile. Whatever method you choose is fine. Be cautious not to push yourself too hard if you are new to exercise.


You can also check your heart rate at the end of the walk. Keep your feet moving and take your pulse (see Week Two). After one minute has passed, repeat taking your pulse. Note down both figures. As you improve you may see reductions in your overall heart rate as well as a more rapid recovery rate after one minute.


Once you have these numbers, you can use them as a measurement of your progress as you work toward building endurance.


FLEXIBILITY | FRIDAY


“You should include flexibility exercises a minimum of two to three days a week in an overall fitness program sufficient to develop and maintain range of motion. These exercises should stretch the major muscle groups.”


—The American College of Sports Medicine


Follow the Rules of Static Stretches


Yes, there are rules for static stretches, and following them will benefit your quest for flexibility. Familiarize yourself with the list and get into the habit of following the rules when stretching for flexibility. The rules are:


• Move slowly to the edge of your active range of motion.


• Concentrate on the muscle being stretched.


• Exhale, relax, and allow your muscle to release gradually.


• Inhale, check your alignment.


• Exhale, relax, and continue to lengthen.


• Start with a fifteen-second stretch, work up to twenty or thirty seconds.


• Always move deliberately, with control.


• Increase the stretch as the muscle releases, always working the edge of tension.


• Always feel the stretch in the belly or the central area of the muscle.


• If you feel any pain or tightness in your joint, ease up on the stretch. Pain in your joints means you are stretching too hard.


• Stretch during and at the end of every weight training session.


• Do NOT bounce.


• Do NOT move quickly.


• NEVER apply force.


• Do NOT lock your joints.


• Do NOT go beyond a joint’s natural range of motion or hyperextend your joints.


RECREATION | SATURDAY


“I don’t know if it’s just me or everyone, but the whole vibe with skiing is not so much thriving on competition against others as it is against myself and the clock.”


—Picabo Street


Go Cross-Country Skiing


During those winter months when running may not be an option, why not break out the cross-country skis? A 150-pound person can burn up to 900 calories per hour as she strengthens the muscles in her shoulders, back, chest, abdomen, buttocks, and legs using the kick and glide technique. If you’re looking forward to starting a cross-country routine, we recommend preparing with exercises that work the upper- and lower-body muscle groups such as cycling, walking, swimming, and rowing.




NO SNOW DAYS


As cross-country skiing requires snow, participating in sports or activities that will bolster your skills can make the months between snowfalls productive: Some popular cross-training activities that will improve your cross-country skiing include:


• Cycling (outdoor or stationary)


• Hiking


• Rock climbing


• Inline skating


• Elliptical trainer


• Stair machine


• Nordic Trak (ski machine)





REST | SUNDAY


“While making this portage I saw many splendid specimens of the great purple fringed orchis, three feet high. It is remarkable that such delicate flowers should here adorn these wilderness paths.”


—Henry David Thoreau


Refresh Yourself in a Scented Bath Amid Orchids


You don’t need a reason to indulge in some sensual pleasure. Fill your bathroom with blooming orchids for a super sensual feast for the eyes. Orchids such as oncidiums, cymbidiums, dendrobiums, and paphiopedilums are known for their lush and colorful blooms that can last for weeks. All they need is a little light, warmth, and moisture (bathrooms are perfect places for them). Stick them in antique urns, glazed pottery, or terra-cotta pots. Group them along the window sill, on jardinière shelves, or around a Victorian plant stand. Put on some music. Draw a bath. Drop in your favorite scented oil and a few exquisite orchid blooms. On a bathtub tray or a small table nearby, place a flute filled with sparkling apple cider or champagne, a chocolate truffle, a scented candle, and even a book that inspires you. Take your time, luxuriate, and let the cares and concerns of your day float way. Permit your mind to fill with peaceful, joyful thoughts. When you step out of the bath and back into your world, you will feel renewed and ready to meet whatever challenges may be coming your way.




WEEK FIVE


DIET AND NUTRITION | MONDAY


“Your body is the baggage you must carry through life. The more excess the baggage, the shorter the trip.”


—Arnold H. Glasgow


Lose Belly Fat


In a study of Kaiser Permanente patients in Northern California, middle-aged people with excess visceral fat—more commonly known as belly fat—were nearly three times more likely to suffer from dementia in their seventies and eighties than people with little to no belly fat. The researchers found these people have a much higher risk of having that visceral fat surrounding internal organs deep in their abdominal cavity. Doctors theorize that this fat may release toxins associated with atherosclerosis or the buildup of plaque in the brain that is frequently present in those afflicted with Alzheimer’s. The study identified people who were 30 pounds or more overweight who had developed belly fat in their forties as 3.6 times more likely to develop dementia. They reported that the risk for a man with belly fat goes up when his waist exceeds 40 inches; for a woman, it’s 35 inches. Doctors recommend a combination of weight training and aerobic exercise that targets the whole body (not just the abdominals), a low-fat diet, and minimal sugar. Surprisingly, recent research has suggested that including dairy products and getting plenty of sleep may help when it comes to battling belly fat.


STRENGTH | TUESDAY


“Water provides 12 times the resistance of air, so as you walk, you’re really strengthening and building muscle.”


—Vennie Jones, aquatic fitness coordinator


Warm Up by Taking a Walk in Shallow Water


A great way to warm up your muscles before a weight-lifting workout is to take a walk in shallow water, shallow meaning no more than chest deep. Once in the water, swing your arms freely as if walking on land. This will help your balance and loosen up your back muscles.


Breathe naturally. Concentrate on maintaining good posture with your shoulders relaxed and above your hips and abdominals engaged. Avoid leaning forward excessively. Make sure the opposite arm and leg are moving forward.


Variations to bolster the warm-up:


• (harder) Hold hands out of the water.


• (harder) Walk with elbows in and arms extended outward to increase resistance, while maintaining neutral spine.


• (harder) Increase speed of walking.


Other warm-up ideas include jogging, hopping, traveling lunges, jumping jacks, knee lifts, kicks, rocking, cross-country skiing, bounding, skipping, or backward traveling moves.


MENTAL AGILITY | WEDNESDAY


“It’s cool to be geeky, and sports don’t get much geekier than Ping-Pong.”


—Susan Sarandon, actress and co-owner of SPiN Gallactic, a Ping-Pong club in New York


Exercise Multiple Areas of Your Brain by Playing Table Tennis


Daniel G. Amen, MD, author of Making a Good Brain Great, is a major enthusiast of table tennis, calling it “the best brain sport ever”: “It is highly aerobic, uses both the upper and lower body, is great for hand-eye coordination and reflexes, and causes you to use many different areas of the brain at once as you are tracking the ball, planning shots and strategies, and figuring out spins. It is like aerobic chess.” He also noted that it is the second most popular organized sport in the world, and has been an Olympic sport since 1988.


Popularly known as Ping-Pong, table tennis requires amazing reflexes, practiced technique, and chess-like strategy. Because the volleys come fast and furious, your brain and muscles have to communicate and respond with lightning speed. Advanced players soon learn to conceal their return’s directionality and to add spins that make the game even more challenging. “Everybody I meet either knows somebody or they themselves were at one point a terrific Ping-Pong player,” reported Marty Reisman, the 1958 and 1960 United States Open table tennis champion. “Only a small group is cognizant of the extreme skill required to play the game.”


ENDURANCE | THURSDAY


“The body’s capacity and the soul’s capacity, the body’s speed and the soul’s speed, go together. Running and physical fitness help us both in our inner life of aspiration and in our outer life of activity.”


—Sri Chinmoy, international spiritual leader, artist, and activist


Amp Up Your Running Program


Running is one of the best aerobic exercises you can do. Aerobic exercise does for the body what no other activity can because of a crucial process: the utilization of oxygen. You take in oxygen all the time just by breathing, of course. But when you run, you take in greater amounts of oxygen, and it is delivered more deeply into the body because the heart, lungs, and muscles are working harder. Circulation increases and with it, oxygen delivery. This is beneficial for your body and makes you feel good. But even more important for building endurance and increasing stamina, you need a strong focus on aerobic exercises—and running is king.


The body loves regular bouts of oxygen-rich running and like a welcome houseguest makes accommodations for this. The body actually craves a higher aerobic level. The accommodations are the training benefits that improve the working of the body not only during exercise but also while at rest. Plus, when you run, you use one of the body’s major tools: its muscles. Running helps to keep your muscles functional and strong, which is essential to endurance.


Ask your doctor if you’re healthy enough to amp up your running program. You may want to consult a specialist, too, like an orthopedist or someone who handles sports injuries. You may need to prepare your body first before you begin hard running two or three times a week, particularly as you increase frequency or intensity.


FLEXIBILITY | FRIDAY


“As you inhale think of lengthening and creating space, and with the exhale think about moving into that space and deepening the stretch.”


—Jeff Levine, Krav Maga instructor


Breathe Properly When You Stretch Your Muscles


Controlling your breathing enables you to control other functions of your body, such as heart rate, blood pressure, and respiration. Additionally, conscious deep breathing generates more oxygen for the body and keeps vital lung capacity from decreasing. This can be helpful for cardiovascular activity because it allows more oxygen into the lungs with each breath.


Taking the time to breathe deeply helps to improve your posture and can keep your body from becoming tight and tense. When your body becomes tight and tense, it is very hard to get muscles to lengthen and become more flexible. This is one of the reasons why it is very important to breathe deeply when you are practicing your stretch routine. Through your breath you can stimulate a part of the nervous system that activates the relaxation response. Once you are able to relax you will sleep better, recover from exercise faster, get better from illness faster, and deal with the stresses of life more efficiently.


The best way to use your breath when you are working on a stretch is to inhale as you come up out of the stretch just slightly, then exhale as you move back into the stretch, maybe a little bit further on each sequential breath. Remember: Do not force any stretch. If you use your breath appropriately it will help you relax more into the stretch. Forcing a stretch will make the muscle you are trying to stretch contract and will limit your range of motion. Another way to think of proper breathing is as you inhale you lengthen, as you exhale you deepen the stretch.


RECREATION | SATURDAY


“I haven’t had sex in eight months. To be honest, I now prefer to go bowling.”


—Lil’ Kim


Join a Bowling League


You might not know that the ancient Egyptians enjoyed a good game of bowling. Of course, their balls were stone and players at opposite ends of the lane threw their balls (a big one and a smaller one) at the same time. Today many bowling leagues are looking for a few good participants. Of course, you can bowl alone if that makes you happy, but many people believe that bowling is a game best enjoyed in the company of family or friends. Getting out for a few hours of bowling is good for shifting the constant pressures of home and work and decreasing stress levels while strengthening your friendships by engaging in pleasurable activities with your bowling partners.


While bowling is not the most aerobic of sports, it will get you moving, and something is better than nothing. By signing up for a league, you’ll be responsible for showing up for league play every week and expected to do your best. Plus you’ll likely burn 219 calories an hour that you might not otherwise have burned.


REST | SUNDAY


“Cooking is like love. It should be entered into with abandon or not at all.”


—Harriet Van Horne


Cook Your Favorite Dish for Yourself


Cook up something spectacular such as the comfort food of your childhood, an exotic creation you first tasted on your honeymoon, or even a savory palate-pleaser you learned to cook when you were dating that foreign guy or girl. If you are a working parent, then it’s unlikely you ever cook just to please yourself. So once in a while, cook what you want to eat instead of only what the kids will eat. They can nibble on pizza, ordered in, while you happily savor every bite of that Moroccan tangine chicken, New England crab cakes, Midwestern meatloaf, Southern fried chicken, or other favorite. You know how happy you feel eating your favorite food. That’s why it’s your favorite.




WEEK SIX


DIET AND NUTRITION | MONDAY


“In only thirty days of eating nothing but McDonald's I gained twenty-four and a half pounds, my liver turned to fat and my cholesterol shot up sixty-five points. I nearly doubled my risk of coronary heart disease, making myself twice as likely to have heart failure.”
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