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Foreword

When Bill and Trey approached me about writing the foreword to this book, I didn’t give it a second thought. Anyone who is passionate about health and fitness will tell you that helping those who want to improve their well-being is very gratifying.

I landed in California State Prison in 1996, and within months of my arrival the weights were being loaded onto bulldozers and taken away from us prisoners. I was out of shape and now faced an arduous task of getting fit. Or so I thought.

Many people believe that it is impossible to get big or gain muscle without the use of free weights. Well, that is far from the truth. Granted, without weights you won’t get huge. But with proper training, diet, and rest you can get in great shape and look good at the same time. Back then, I knew nothing about strength, endurance, or explosive training, let alone building size and power with the use of my own body weight. But, because I was around hundreds of inmates every day, it was easy for me to network and gather many different weight-free exercises—and it didn’t even take as much time as you may think.

It is a common belief that prisoners are in such good shape because we spend hours working out. From what I see every day and from my own experience, forty-five minutes to an hour a day four to five times a week is all anyone needs to get in excellent shape. Couple that with determination and consistency and you’ll be on your way to a better you in no time.

Whether you are looking to build muscle, burn fat, or just try something new, within the pages of this book you will find workouts that not only are challenging but will put you on the path to reaching your ultimate goal—a healthy body and a strong mind.

—J. Pinedo, K-14865


Introduction

In the mid-1990s, the California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation removed weights from all of their prison yards and left inmates to create their own exercise programs based on body-weight exercises. The result? Fit and healthy inmates who have learned to use their bodies as functional pieces of equipment with exercises like squats, pull-ups, and push-ups to build their stamina, burn off excess body fat, and increase their strength.

Being in shape is a matter of life or death for these inmates. Either they are fit enough to fend off an attack or they could end up in the morgue. It’s that simple. But your life depends on you being fit as well. You likely don’t have to worry about being attacked by a gang member with a makeshift knife, but you do have to be concerned about both staying healthy and improving your health. Fortunately, you can achieve a hard body without doing hard time and building up muscle and endurance isn’t as time intensive—or as expensive—as you may think.

You may be thinking: “Of course inmates are in incredible shape! They don’t have anything to do but exercise.” Inmates do have a lot of free time, but they’re only allowed to use a small portion of that time to exercise. In fact, most of the felon-approved workouts that we share with you here take less than sixty minutes to complete. And, since these workouts can be done anywhere from a prison cell to the privacy of your own home, the time you save by not driving to the gym will be well spent.

But perhaps more importantly, you’ll learn without a shadow of a doubt that the only piece of equipment you need to get in shape is your body itself. No shakes. No supplements. No gym fees. No home equipment. No magazines telling you how easy it is to get fit (it has never been easy, nor will it ever be easy). No personal trainers. No fancy clothes. No smoothies. No pills. No energy drinks that make you jittery and send your heart beating out of your chest. All you need is you—and some objects that you likely have lying around your house already.

You don’t even have to be physically fit to get started on this program. When we first started asking inmates about their fitness routines some of the men told us that they lacked strength when they were first incarcerated, and others couldn’t run a quarter of a mile when they first started serving their time. But little by little they found themselves getting stronger and running faster, and the well-balanced inmate workout plans you’ll find here will help you do the same. However, these workout plans will benefit different people in different ways: If you’re already muscle-bound, you’ll learn how to improve your range of motion with exercises like butterflies and cherry pickers. If you’re already an aerobic bad-ass, you’ll learn how to increase your strength with push-ups, squats, lunges, and prison dumbbell exercises. And if you’re just starting out, you’ll find combinations of aerobic routines and weight-training exercises to help you dodge a bullet or pry a shank from the hand of a fellow inmate—even if, in reality, that bullet is just a toy thrown by your three-year-old and the shank is a wallet you’re trying to pry out of the mouth of your golden retriever. You’ll also find tips that tell you how to enhance your personal workout program and help you eliminate exercises from that routine that often lead to injury.

So read on to find out what the inmates have to share about their personal routines, learn how to stretch properly, find an exercise philosophy that’s right for you, and start working out—with conviction.
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PART 1

Prison Dumbbells and At-Home Ingenuity

While the majority of the exercises and workout routines that you’ll find throughout the book require nothing more than your own body weight, occasionally you will need to use some equipment. We’re not talking about expensive free weights or an exercise machine that will sit in the corner of your basement for years, though. If an inmate doesn’t have access to these materials, you don’t need to use them either. Instead, look around your house and you’ll find that you probably already have everything that you need. You just need to learn how to turn these everyday items into workout gold.

 

 

Prison Dumbbell

Many of the exercises you’ll find in Felon Fitness require a simple form of resistance. You can add that resistance to your workout by using a “prison dumbbell,” a homemade weight consisting of magazines tied together by strips of bed sheets and secured with tape. Believe it or not, you can make your own prison dumbbell with little effort. All you need are the following:

[image: ]   Magazines

[image: ]   Heavy-duty tape

[image: ]   A set of bed sheets

[image: ]   Scissors

[image: ]   A scale (if you want to be precise with the weight of the dumbbell)

You’ll use this homemade weight for curls, flys, front raises, lateral raises, lawn mowers, upright rows, kick-outs, hammer curls, overhead presses, bent-over rows, and more. To make a prison dumbbell follow the directions on the next page:
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1.  Once you have your materials ready, start by ripping the bed sheets into five equal strips, each 2 to 3 inches in width and at least 30 inches in length. Note: If you’re having trouble ripping your bed sheets, scissors will certainly come in handy; they’re hard to come by in prison, but feel free to make an exception.

2.  Next, stack your magazines on top of each other evenly. Twelve magazines of equal size will weigh approximately 10 pounds, and a stack of forty magazines will weigh between 30 and 35 pounds. You can easily adjust the weight of your dumbbell by adding or subtracting the number of magazines to suit your current level of strength/conditioning.

3.  Tie one strip of your ripped sheet around the center of the stack of magazines. Tie the strip as tight as possible. Then tie a second strip on the left of the dumbbell, and a third on the right side. Make sure all three strips are tightened evenly. If not, your dumbbell will be uneven, which may cause unbalanced muscle growth and possible injury.
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4.  Next, tie a fourth sheet strip to the sides of your stack of magazines to secure the paper in position.
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5.  To finish up you need to create a handle for your dumbbell. To do so, roll up a magazine into a firm bar about 1½ inches in diameter. Once the magazine is rolled up you can either tie a shoestring in the middle of it or just tape the magazine so it doesn’t unravel. The handle you just rolled up will have a small hole at the end of both sides like a telescope. Insert your fifth sheet strip through that hole, tie it around the stack of magazines, then secure with tape, and check for areas that might be loose. Any wobbly sections should be addressed with more tape or additional sheet strips.
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Once you’ve finished constructing your prison dumbbell, it should look like the following:
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WORDS FROM THE YARD:

MANUEL MEZA, H-37966

A prison dumbbell consists of about forty magazines (GQ, Stuff, King, Latina) [that] are all close in size, with good weight to them. Legal paperwork, transcripts, Case Law of at least 15 inches thick, combined with the forty magazines will give you about 50 pounds or so.


	
You can and will use different grips for different exercises while incorporating the prison dumbbell. Shoulder raises, upright rows, bent over rows, and reverse curls use an overhand grip. Curls and concentration curls use an underhand grip. Experiment with how you hold the dumbbell and use what feels most comfortable for you.
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overhand grip
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underhand grip
	
  TRAINER TIP  


If you don’t want to make your own prison dumbbell, you can also buy weights that suit your fitness level. Start by trying out three pairs of dumbbells (15 pounds, 20 pounds, and 25 pounds, for example). If you use them consistently and feel you’re strong enough, purchase heavier weights, but keep the ones you have in case you need them down the line.



At-Home Ingenuity

The prisoners use their creativity to make dumbbells out of magazines and bed sheets, but since you have more items at your disposal you can be even more creative. If you don’t have magazines handy, use buckets of water to double as your gym equipment. Just measure the weight of the bucket on your bathroom scale and you’re good to go. If you don’t have buckets, gallon milk jugs or soup cans are a great size for shoulder, biceps, and triceps exercises. You can also use phone books if you’re looking for something hefty. And if you’re doing curls you can attach something (cans of paint, for example) to a broom for extra weight.

  TRAINER TIP  


We recommend the use of actual dumbbells if you need to lift weights that are precisely calibrated to weight amounts that are exact to the pound. Working out with magazines will have the same effect as lifting iron dumbbells, but actual iron dumbbells will be a bit more consistent in terms of their mass.



Besides dumbbells, other kinds of gym equipment can be improvised from household items. For example, if you can’t do push-ups from a horizontal position, place your hands on something higher than the ground—a bench, the seat of a chair, the back of your couch, a coffee table, or the back bumper of your car. These will aid your chest and leg work during diamond push-ups, wide-grip push-ups, plyometric push-ups, bench dips, Bulgarian/Romanian squats, step-ups, and more. Doing back exercises is tricky, but you can compensate by using exposed beams or strong pipes for pull-ups. If you have kids, you can even do pull-ups on their swing set.

There are many options out there that we haven�t discussed here, but use your imagination and feel free to be inventive�our inmates certainly are.

  TRAINER TIP  


Enjoy exercise outside during the spring, summer, and early fall. The sunshine will boost levels of vitamin D, improve your mood, and keep you from colliding with objects in your home.
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PART 2

Exercises

In this section you’ll find a variety of exercises for each body part that inmates really do on the inside. Keeping your workout routine varied and exciting with these different exercises will prevent injury, boredom, and plateaus. Definitely repeat the exercises you enjoy, but also challenge yourself with exercises you don’t particularly like. People often stay away from the exercises that are most difficult for them, highlighting where they are weakest. Instead of accepting defeat, make your weakness your strength by attacking the exercises you hate. For example, if you are great at push-ups but can’t do a squat with good form, don’t get stuck in a push-up rut. Stay on your feet and address your issues with the squat, and you’ll thank yourself when you begin to see progress.
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