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THIS BOOK IS DEDICATED TO
EVERYONE WHO REFUSED TO
GIVE UP

 

AND TO BOB MENDOZA,
WHO REFUSED TO GIVE UP ON ME



FOREWORD HO!


“OXYGEN IS THE BIG CHEESE.”

SUSAN POWTER, fitness guru

Moses received his marching orders from a burning bush, Einstein from a star beam he imagined riding across the universe.

My marching orders were slightly less dramatic—more like a pebble that I accidentally stumbled over while going somewhere else.

The last thing I ever intended was to write a book about losing weight. Heaven knows there are enough books, enough theories, enough diets, and if you really wanted to, you could try a different one every day (probably every hour) of your life.

But then I accidentally tripped over this rather amazing discovery and suddenly had no choice. When Christopher Columbus deduced the world was round, he could have just as easily sat around in those plumed hats and tights playing tiddlywinks, but hey, he knew the earth was not flat and it was his mission to prove it.

That’s sort of how I feel. I’ve discovered a really cheap, really convenient, and really effective way to lose weight. And it’s my mission to get the word out.

It all started when somebody gave me a series of motivational tapes by Anthony Robbins, the self-help guru whose late-night infomercials are enough to inspire a sea slug. I’d love to tell you I sat down immediately, listened to each and every tape, and suddenly became a genius, but the truth is I didn’t get around to listening to most of them until a few years later.

While driving home to my mother’s house for the mandatory Thanksgiving turkey, I happened to plug in a cassette in the series that talks about energy: how to get it, how to keep it. Since this was a subject I was miserably lacking in, I decided to pay attention.

At the time, I had about as much energy as a dead goldfish. I’m a single mom of a then-one-year-old. Need I say more? Between diapers, fevers, and rent payments that seemed to be due every five minutes, energy was not a word in my vocabulary. It was obviously Tony Robbins’s favorite word.

Even his voice was infectious. I almost felt like stopping the car and doing a polka. He talked about energy and how the best way to get it was to breathe. Since I was presumably already breathing, I didn’t think it’d be too much trouble to breathe a little more.

So I did.

Now, you’ve got to understand something about me. This cassette was the seventeenth in the series and so far I hadn’t followed through on any of them.

But breathing was so simple, so undemanding.

Maybe I’d even follow through on his suggested twenty-one-day breathing program.

If he’d asked me to swear off chocolate or run up ten flights of stairs, now that would have been a different story. But all he wanted in return for all this boundless energy was ten deep breaths three times a day. I could fit that in between meals.

Besides, what did I have to lose? I didn’t have to buy anything or go anywhere or even stick with it longer than the average lunar cycle.

Well, to make a long story short, I followed through with the breathing—all twenty-one days. And guess what?

Tony was right. I felt as if somebody finally flipped the switch. I actually had energy for the first time since my daughter, Tasman, was born. She had to be wondering what in the heck was going on. Her draggy mommy had suddenly turned into Jim Carrey. Once, I’m pretty sure I even saw her wanting to stick her finger down her throat, roll her eyes, and say, “Chill, Mom.” But luckily, this was before she could speak.

The other miraculous thing that happened in those twenty-one days is I dropped ten pounds.

Like I said, losing weight was the furthest thing from my mind. Sure, I had amassed an extra ten to fifteen pounds in the process of having a baby, but after you’ve been in labor for seventeen hours, nothing seems too ugly or unacceptable ever again. My body seemed pretty insignificant in the whole scheme of things.

I had figured I would lose the weight later—like maybe when Tasman graduated from high school.

And then suddenly, like magic, my extra weight was gone. At first I thought I was being rewarded for finally sticking with something.

But then I remembered Louisa.

We’d met three years before at a leadership training seminar in Connecticut.

The “training” included everything from healing old parental wounds (I once had to write a joint letter to my dad, Nelson Rockefeller, and Jesus Christ) to being videotaped giving a seminar while Bob, one of the leaders, stood on his head, juggled tangerines, and did everything he could think of to distract you. But the crux of the whole program was a breathing process called rebirthing.

Without going into a lot of detail, let me just say that rebirthing is a powerful breathing exercise that you do for about an hour once a week or so. It works on a lot of stuff—mostly emotional issues that have been lodged somewhere in your body, keeping you from experiencing joy, happiness, and that movie deal with TriStar.

Louisa, who came to Connecticut from some college town in Wisconsin, was one of those people I’m sure you know. She was drop-dead gorgeous except for one small detail. Or rather large detail. She was forty pounds overweight. You know the type I’m talking about, the kind of person that everybody delights in whispering about behind her back. “Man, wouldn’t she be a knockout if she’d just lose that … [under the breath, as if it’s a dirty word] weight?”

Well, to make a long story short, in the course of the six-month training, Louisa did lose that weight. And the most remarkable thing was that she wasn’t trying to lose it. She’d more or less come to terms with being what the Surgeon General calls “obese.” After thirty years of being first a hefty child, then a plump teenager, and finally, an overweight adult, she had just accepted her life’s fate. Oh sure, she went through a stage—if you can call twenty years a stage—where she tried all the fad diets, all the exercise gizmos, all the get-togethers of overeaters, scale watchers, etc. But by the time I met her, she had thrown her hands in the air and said, “I give up.”

Then a funny thing happened. The weight that Louisa had assumed was her fate literally dropped off when she began breathing a lot.

And no, she didn’t start some new exercise routine—except a few walks through the beautiful woods around Bantam Lake where she was renting a cabin. She didn’t alter her eating habits. In fact, the only variable that really changed was that Louisa started breathing in more oxygen and breathing out more carbon dioxide.

At the time, everyone proclaimed it a miracle. Maybe it was the change in scenery. Maybe it was the fact she’d left her stressful job as a pharmacist. Maybe it was … I mean, who was going to believe that something as simple as breathing could help a person with a perpetual weight problem drop the pounds that every other scheme had failed to do.

She wasn’t trying to lose weight. But it happened.

I began putting two and two together. Could it be that all the extra oxygen burns up fat?

Then I met Bobbi. I casually mentioned this crazy theory I’d come up with about breathing and losing weight. She stared at me for a couple seconds and said, “So that’s what happened!”

About twenty years ago, Bobbi had run across a self-help book that promised a better life in ninety days. It included a lot of exercises involving goal setting, affirmation writing, and visualizations. But it also included what Bobbi described as “this very relaxing breathing exercise,” which she faithfully did every night.

In ninety days, Bobbi had met all of her goals. But something else interesting happened, as well. Bobbi inadvertently dropped twenty pounds.

“To this day, I always wondered what had happened with my weight,” she said.

The mysterious cure.

People losing weight without knowing why.

Then I interviewed Gay Hendricks, a renowned therapist who has been using breathing as a transformational tool for more than twenty years.

We were talking about the physical benefits of breathing and I asked him, “Have you ever known anyone to lose weight—you know, kind of on the side?”

“Hundreds and hundreds of people,” he said nonchalantly.

That did it.

I decided to launch a serious investigation. This book is what I found out.



PART ONE
THE PROMISE


“THE THING WE KNOW BEST IS
THAT OF WHICH WE ARE
THE LEAST CONSCIOUS.”

 

SAMUEL BUTLER
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YOU DON’T HAVE A WEIGHT PROBLEM, YOU HAVE A BREATHING PROBLEM


“IF I SHOULD HAPPEN TO FORGET, PLEASE REMIND ME TO BREATHE.”

JUDY GARLAND, to her friends, in the last days

Grapefruit, chromium, algae. You’ve tried them all. You’ve read every diet book that’s ever been written. You’ve aerobicized to every workout video that’s ever been made. You’ve sent in your check, cash, or money order for every piece of exercise equipment that’s ever been advertised on late-night TV.

But you’re still fat.

In fact, you probably weigh more today than you did when you first noticed (how many months or years ago has it been?) that it might just be in your best interest to drop a pound or two.

Has it ever occurred to you that something is missing, that some piece of the equation has been misplaced or forgotten or maybe even purposely hidden?

It’s not as if you haven’t tried.

And tried some more.

Could it be that all the trying is only getting in the way?

It’s ironic really. We pay Gestapo-like attention to the food we eat. We count fat grams with religious fervor. We tally calories with frenetic abandon. And yet we totally overlook the critical element that fuels our cells. We ignore the one ingredient that provides our body’s energy.

It never even occurs to us to think about the amount of oxygen we consume. Yet 70 percent of the body’s wastes are processed through breathing. Dr. Lawrence Lamb, a former medical consultant to the President’s Council on Physical Fitness, says it’s odd that we spend all this time monitoring what we take into our bodies and then completely ignore what or how it comes out. We don’t even consider that the problem may be how the body is actually working.

Look at it like this: If your car’s not running right, you don’t keep trying different types of gasoline, different brands of motor oil. You take it to a mechanic and tune it up. You work on the heart of the problem: the system that runs the gasoline and the oil.


Good Breathing Is the Key to Weight Loss


Our bodies process three things: food, liquid, and oxygen. And while we might enjoy the food and the liquid more, it’s the oxygen that actually provides the fuel that runs our body. Oxygen, through a process called oxidation, chemically changes food and liquid into energy. It’s this “oxygen fire” that contracts our muscles, repairs our cells, feeds our brains, and even calms our nerves.

Not only that, but breathing is our body’s chief cleansing tool. Every day, our body burns off some seven hundred billion old cells. These old cells are toxic and must be removed from our system. This is a normal, natural process of the body and nothing to worry about unless for some reason this toxic waste material is not eliminated at the same rate it’s being produced. As long as we’re breathing properly and getting plenty of oxygen, there is sufficient energy and the waste is easily eliminated. The problem comes when we don’t take in enough oxygen.

You see, the body can store up food and liquid, but it can’t store oxygen. Every minute that we are alive, we must continually provide our cells with a stream of fresh oxygen.

In fact, one of the main reasons exercise burns fat is because it increases the rate of oxygen that’s delivered to your cells. When you run, for example, you increase your oxygen intake from seven or eight liters per minute to thirty-four or more liters per minute. Consequently, your body has oxygen to attend to all its energy needs.

If your body has accumulated excess fat, that means your body doesn’t have the oxygen or the energy it needs to process the food you’re taking in.

Take a roomful of people (any room, any people) and line them up by how much weight they could stand to lose. Creeps that are thin and lithe and obviously in shape go on one end. Those who need a personal consultation with Jenny Craig herself go on the other.

Okay, now take that same group and line them up by how much oxygen they consume. With the exception of one or two, your lineup is going to look exactly the same.

My point? People who need to lose weight don’t take in their full capacity of oxygen. And while you might argue that it’s the extra weight that causes them to breathe less fully than their skinny counterparts, the truth is the skimpy breathing is the catalyst for the weight problem. Not to mention, many other problems that you’ll learn about in this book.


TAKE A BREATHER
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A QUICK EXPERIMENT

SIT up straight and rest your palm on your lower belly. Okay, now take a breath. Which way did your belly move?

If your belly sucks in and flattens on the “in breath,” you’re breathing backward. If your belly relaxes and even expands, you are way ahead of the game. The exercises in this book will come quite easily for you.



If you look in the dictionary, the definition of food is anything your body takes in to maintain life and growth. So strictly speaking, oxygen is food. It’s the fuel that burns the fat, the source of all energy, the ignition key that makes sure everything that bodies do gets done.

And yet we take our breathing for granted.

We certainly don’t relate it to our weight problem.

Why should we? Everybody breathes. Everybody takes in oxygen.

But not everybody takes in the same amount of oxygen.

Most of us, in fact, suffer from what doctors call “futile breathing,” meaning we get a quarter to a fifth of the oxygen our lungs were designed to hold. That’s a major deficit. A major problem for your cells, which are trying desperately to process food, provide energy, and be the all-knowing dynamos they were meant to be.

When you don’t get enough oxygen, you literally strangle your cells. It’s like putting a noose around their necks, making it very difficult for them to do their job. As hard as they might try, they can’t process food properly. They get bogged down, filled with sludge, and you, consequently, run out of energy.

You literally work at one fifth of your potential when you don’t get enough oxygen. Your body slows down, gains weight, and becomes even more stubborn about changing.

The other startling fact is that 90 percent of us practice futile breathing in one form or another. That means nine out of ten of us aren’t getting enough oxygen.

An average pair of lungs can hold almost two gallons of air. Most people settle for a measly two or three pints. It’s no wonder we’re getting fatter by the day.

If you’re like most people, you’re probably scoffing. Or at least scratching your head. You’re thinking something to the effect of, “You mean to tell me that all I have to do to lose weight is to change my breathing? That something this simple is actually going to work when every other gizmo, gadget, and pill didn’t?”

The answer, quite simply, is yes. The most profound truths are often the simplest.

Let me just say right now that if you want to lose weight, you can do it by pumping up your breathing. It’s not hard. It’s not demanding. And you don’t even have to touch your toes. In fact, you are going to feel so much better after you start breathing properly that you won’t even be tempted to return to old patterns of futile breathing.

Unlike diets that require self-sacrifice, mental angst, and calculators to tally calories and fat grams, this plan is something you’ll actually look forward to doing. In fact, I guarantee you’ll never breathe the same again.

Another guarantee I can make is that if you bothered to pick up this book (meaning you probably have a vested interest in dropping a pound or two), you aren’t breathing the way you should. If you were, you’d be too busy winning Nobel Peace Prizes or plotting your next expedition down the Amazon or at least dreaming up some new fun menu for tonight’s dinner.

If you correct futile breathing patterns, you will lose weight. It doesn’t matter if you are ten pounds overweight or a hundred pounds overweight. I can’t guarantee that you will eventually look like Cindy Crawford, but I can guarantee that if you pump up your breathing, your health will improve and that physique that you’re constantly carping about will shape up. If you practice the breathing exercises in this book, your body will automatically kick into a higher metabolism, your energy level will explode, and you can kiss your weight problem good-bye.

Congratulations! You just bought a book that will change your life forever.


TAKE A BREATHER
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DEEP BELLY BREATHING

THERE are thousands of ways to breathe. But the two major categories that most of us fall into are either chest breathing or abdominal breathing. Chest breathing is inefficient and requires more breaths per minute than abdominal breathing. It also forces your heart to work harder, your blood pressure to rise, and your nervous system to pretty much stay on “red alert.” So before we go any further, let’s get the hang of deep belly breathing. This is the wall on which everything in this book will hang.

I like to start by lying down, relaxing.

Place a book on your stomach, right below the bottom of your rib cage. Take a deep, slow inhale through your nose, letting your belly expand like a balloon. Make sure the book is rising with each inhalation.

Now, let your abdomen fall as you exhale slowly through your nose. Press the air out, bringing that book back down.

Ahh! Now don’t you feel better?

If you habitually breathe from your chest, breathing from your belly may feel uncomfortable at first. You might even feel you’re reeling out of control. Trust that you’re in no danger and the feeling will soon pass.

It’s like learning to brush your teeth with your left hand when you’ve been brushing them with your right all these years. It just takes a while to get the hang of it.

Feel free to practice this breath every chance you get. You don’t have to lie down. You can do it while driving to the grocery store. Just focus on breathing deeply and rhythmically into your belly, which should expand every time you inhale. Try to exhale a little longer than you inhale. This helps your body cleanse out toxins.

Eventually, deep belly breathing will become second nature and every breath you take will be fuller. Every breath will automatically deliver a fresh supply of oxygen to your once-starving cells. They’re going to feel so good that they’ll probably throw a party.

As often as possible, just focus on how you’re breathing. Inhale into your belly. At first, it might seem like nothing much is happening, but eventually you’ll really notice your belly filling up, your rib cage expanding. You’ll become aware of how you breathe and how it affects every aspect of your life. Don’t let this breath’s simplicity fool you.
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THE WHOLE BREATH AND NOTHING BUT THE BREATH


“HE LIVES MOST LIFE WHO BREATHES MOST AIR.”

ELIZABETH BARRETT BROWNING

I don’t blame you for being mad. I can’t fault you for stomping your feet, pounding your chest, and screaming, “Why didn’t somebody tell me this before?”

In our culture, we’ve become so focused on our minds that we’ve practically forgotten about our bodies. We’re so busy paying attention to our brains that it never occurs to us to listen to what our bodies are telling us. About the only body sensations we even notice are when our backs ache or our heads pound. We certainly don’t pay attention to our breathing.

Yet, breathing is the single most important thing we ever do. It’s the first thing we do and the last. Go without it for three minutes and you’re dead.

Breathing, quite frankly, is the most underrated activity on the planet.

Historically, this was not always the case. For many years, the pnuema (breathing) theory dominated the healing arts. The ancient Greeks recognized the power of the breath. It’s a central tenet of most Eastern religions. Know the breath, they believe, and know God. Early Hebrews used the word “breath” in context with soul. And the Bible says God created Adam by breathing life into his nostrils.
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