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Foreword [image: image]


Much has happened since I first considered writing a book on physical fitness. The original title Fit at Forty referred to the period when I lived in New York City in the late ’90s.


My body was beat after a year of non-stop filming. I flirted with the idea of taking a break from Hollywood to get my third-degree black belt in karate. Taking the elevator down to 64th Street, I jogged across Lexington Avenue to my favorite gym to gather my thoughts during a workout.


I didn’t write the book then. A few years later, I earned my third Dan black belt during a tough grading. The manila folder with book ideas disappeared into a dusty cabinet. At some point I changed the handwritten title on the front to Fit 4-Ever.


As always my friends and family kept asking me for advice on diet and exercise. My desire to write the book was still there, smoldering under the surface.


Fast-forward to ten years later. I was asked to be a host of a radio show back in my home country of Sweden. The format of this popular summer program is that the host to talks about a specific topic of his or her choice for ninety minutes, interspersed with music. I decided to talk about my dad. During an emotional live broadcast, I relived my childhood’s tears and joy. After being away from Sweden for so long, I realized how important it was to me to finally feel understood and embraced by my fellow countrymen. The memories of that afternoon broadcast still make me choke up.


Because of the reaction to this broadcast, the idea of writing a book about my life and my adventures in Hollywood was brought forward by a number of Swedish publishers. One publisher mentioned another idea: a fitness book. I thought about it. Instead of writing a traditional biography or an exercise manual, the result was an autobiographical fitness book. As one comedian put it, “I knocked up two birds with one stone.”


I decided to write a book not only filled with personal training advice, but one that also tries to explain how physical training literally saved my life as a teenager and later became an unshakable part of it.


“A healthy man has many wishes. The sick man only one,” says an old Indian proverb. Life is a gift for us to enjoy. A strong body is essential for good health. Without our health, we cannot fully experience the wonderful world around us.


The fact that my book is now being published in the United States makes the whole experience so much sweeter. Everything I’ve accomplished in the past thirty years has happened because I decided to come to America. The first act of my story takes place in Scandinavia, but the more exciting parts happen across the Atlantic.


So, very fittingly, I sit here in a hotel suite in Los Angeles finishing the manuscript for my book. Tomorrow at 5:30 a.m., I’ll be in the hotel gym with a pair of dumbbells in my hands.


C’est la vie . . .


I sincerely hope that physical fitness will be as important a part of your life as it has been in mine.


/ West Hollywood, April, 2014
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BRIEFING



TRAIN TO LIVE—AND SURVIVE


Life can sometimes feel like a movie that’s too long, where the characters and story don’t make sense. Remember that it’s your life and you can write your own script. You can always choose to change yourself, to seek out new paths for a more harmonious and joyful life.


The choice is yours here and now. After all, you’re the star of your own life. Play it well and enjoy the movie.
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A very young Ivan Drago


It may be hard to believe, but the super athlete Ivan Drago wasn’t the athletic type during his childhood or early adolescence. On the contrary, I was “morbidly weak,” as they say up in the grim northern Swedish provinces.


“You who are small and weak must go to the Salvation Army Hall. I who am big and strong will go party and have a ball!” said my Swedish uncle Sture, an amateur boxer and amateur comedian. He grinned and unbuttoned his shirt, flexing his hairy, muscular chest.


One of my earliest blurry childhood memories is from a hospital in Stockholm. I remember the dim lights and the smells. Ether vapors, disinfectants, or whatever it may have been. I lay alone in my hospital room staring up at the ceiling. As a four-year-old, I had croup, a viral disease of the respiratory tract that resulted in an acute shortness of breath. Later, my parents told me that they thought I would die when my face turned blue and I couldn’t breathe. After this disease, “Little Hans,” as I was called at the time, developed persistent allergies and asthma. I wasn’t allowed to be outside playing with the other kids. My eyes were swollen in the summer and I had to walk around with a black pirate patch, holding in place a cotton ball soaked in boric acid. I kept moving the patch from one eye to the other depending on which eye hurt the most. Half asleep, my mother would stay up with me through the night when I had my asthma attacks and couldn’t breathe.
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A newborn Hans Dolph Lundgren


The asthma affected my physical and emotional development. I could play simple kids’ games, but I couldn’t participate in any organized sports. Instead, I ended up focusing on wimpy indoor activities like music and painting. I suffered during both my grade school and junior high school PE classes. When it was time to pick teams, I was almost always chosen last. Just ahead of some girl with no athletic talent to speak of.


I became a target for bullying from the bigger boys at school.


These are memories that I carried with me for some time. The good news was that, even though I was unaware of it at the time, I had started to build up a need for affirmation and comeback. This inner strength would be of great help to me later in life.




“YOU WHO ARE SMALL AND WEAK MUST GO TO THE SALVATION ARMY HALL. I WHO AM BIG AND STRONG WILL PARTY AND HAVE A BALL!” SAID MY SWEDISH UNCLE STURE. HE GRINNED AND UNBUTTONED HIS SHIRT, FLEXING HIS HAIRY, MUSCULAR CHEST.





Have you decided to invest in exercise? Congratulations. You’ve made a decision that will make you feel better both physically and mentally. If you’re not used to regular exercise, you’ll be surprised how quickly your body responds to it. If you’re already exercising regularly, you’ll know that the human body was created to move and it feels good to get it moving. Human beings are extremely adaptable. Not just in relation to the environment, but also in relation to themselves. Homo sapiens have survived as a species because we have a tremendous ability to change.


When you decide to change something in your life, for instance your exercise habits, you need to understand why you want that change. Only then can you achieve a lasting change. Lasting change should be the goal of any major effort we make in our lives.


Getting in shape is not only about making the clothes in your closet fit a little better. Looking good at the beach. Being able to lift heavier weights at the gym. Sure, these positive effects may be goals, but they’re actually just perks that come with the territory. Understanding why you need to get in shape is more important. This knowledge gives a real meaning to your training. Once you understand your overall goals, prioritizing your training regimen will become easier.


For me, physical fitness is both a reward and a source of energy. It builds my physique, but it also increases my mental focus. Training has been part of my life for so long that it would be difficult for me to function without it. I might be able to survive physically, but it would be harder to go on mentally.


In my youth, it was precisely through sports and training that I found myself. I realized that I too had the ability to accomplish something special with my life. As a young boy, it wasn’t just in the schoolyard that I felt like a loser. It was even tougher on the home front.


My father was a well-educated engineer, army officer, and high-ranking government official. He was also manic depressive, sometimes bordering on schizophrenic. He had a volatile temper that was extremely unpredictable, to put it mildly.


I believe that his emotional outbreaks came in response to his—in his own eyes—unfulfilling and failed career. Without warning, he could flare up and become extremely violent. He took out his inner frustrations on me and on my mom with a vengeance. With fists, boots, my soccer shoes, rolled-up newspapers, and any other weapon that happened to be in the general vicinity.


These assaults hurt me physically, but also made me shut down emotionally. It may sound strange, but you can get used to physical abuse. You find strategies to survive and even retaliate. I fought back by trying not to scream, cry, or show any pain when he hit me. I wasn’t always successful. I just lay there, took the pain, and swore to myself that one day I would be able fight back.


But years later when that day finally came, I couldn’t do it. I was a black-belt karate champion and strong enough to take him on. By then, Director K. H. Lundgren, (MSc, MBA), had calmed down emotionally. And somehow I still loved and respected my father. I couldn’t just walk up and slug him in the jaw for what he had done to me.
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With Mom and Dad


The psychological damage done to me during those years was actually worse than the physical pain. This probably holds true for most similar childhood experiences. When my dad had his dark periods, he would tell me that I was worthless and that I would never become anything good. My self-esteem deteriorated further because I could not protect my own mother from his violent outbursts. To me this was yet another confirmation that I was a useless weakling who couldn’t do anything right.


Of course, my childhood wasn’t all bad news. Things got better when I slowly recovered from my allergies and asthma. I started jogging around the block, adding a loop a week, to strengthen my weak lungs.


One day, as an eleven-year-old, I noticed a colorful ad in a weekly magazine. It featured a picture of slick-haired Swedish strong man Arne Tammer, who flexed his huge biceps and declared: “Give me fifteen minutes a day and I will give you a new body!” This was the Scandinavian version of “The Bully of the Beach” campaign with Charles Atlas. I immediately ordered a twelve-week course and eagerly began training in our kitchen with my best buddies. Push-ups, sit-ups, and squats were the exercises that we used to beef up our pale, scrawny bodies. We rushed like mad through an obstacle course we had constructed behind our suburban home.


Through my supreme effort and tears I gained a new insight: I hated to lose.
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In those days, fitness training was an unfamiliar term to the common man. Yes, there was the odd “strong man” who lifted weights. People played classic Swedish sports like soccer and hockey. The average person was in pretty good shape. Daily exercise was a natural part of one’s life. Not something that people discussed or read books about.


For a teenager in the sixties and seventies, exercise was just a natural part of one’s day. Video games had not yet been invented and parents woke their kids up on weekends with the order, “Go outside and play!” I would happily walk or cycle five miles daily, sometimes longer, to go to school or visit friends. The diet was also different. I was lucky to enjoy one Coca-Cola once a month as a child. Later, as a somewhat more privileged teenager, I was allowed perhaps one Coke a week.


Today, a sedentary life in front of laptops and TVs have become the norm for most young people. More and more alarming reports about obesity, diabetes, and depression among our youth appear in the media. It’s not that I believe the younger generation should immediately go out en masse to start playing sports and lifting weights. However, a better understanding and a greater awareness of physical activity and exercise are necessary to reverse a disturbing trend. What we lack today in the form of natural physical activity, we can compensate for with regular and varied physical training.


You might think that all this sounds a bit extreme, coming from a fitness fanatic who doesn’t do much more than staying in shape for action scenes on the silver screen and glamorous appearances with beautiful women on the red carpet.


“Hey! Of course Dolph has to exercise regularly! His various movie roles require it. His whole career’s built on looking fit and being tough. It’s easy for him to take time out to train. His life is nothing like the average guy’s.”


Okay, living and working in my world may be different compared to many people, but my attitude toward exercise has to do with much more than being an actor.


Ask yourself what physical training and sports mean to you, in your life. Is it something you do just for the summer’s first beach visit? When you look a bit too chubby in the mirror? To be less out of breath when you climb the stairs to your office? Or have you made physical exercise an integral part of your life?


If I had to prioritize the things that I value in my life, it would look something like this:


1. The health and happiness of my family
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