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I’d like to dedicate this book to my two wonderful daughters who mean the world to me, Caramel Zeus and Baby Zeus. You have both given my life more meaning and made me feel complete as a human. Love you more than anything – your dad, Black Zeus.






INTRODUCTION

Howareya, I’m Paul, aka Black Zeus: a personal trainer, meathead, gym lover, fitness freak, former footballer and rugby player, dad to two girls, London-living, Irish-speaking Black lad, made in Dublin by way of Nigeria.

I’ve written this book because I believe fitness will change your life for the better. Your body is a powerhouse created to protect you, and you owe it to yourself to move it. It’s the only one you’ve got and most bits don’t grow back, so let’s take care of it. I’ve spent nearly two decades playing professional and semi-professional sport, and training at a high level, in addition to being a PT and qualified football coach. I’ve picked up a lot of knowledge along the way on fitness, regimens and the lifestyle habits needed to support intensive training. And I also know what’s utter crap. I can speak from experience about the pitfalls of training without really knowing what you’re doing – that was once me. [image: Image]

Fitness isn’t about flashy gyms, it’s not about looking a certain way, weighing yourself daily or keeping up with the latest daft exercise trends. You don’t need to have an all-or-nothing approach – it’s not just about suddenly signing up for an Ironman to enjoy the day-to-day benefits of fitness. Making little steps towards wellness is every bit as valuable. You might never have set foot in a gym, never have jogged or played a sport, to be enjoying peak performance. It’s about being active while doing something you love: playing frisbee in the park with friends, dancing with your kids in the kitchen, swimming in the warm sea on holiday. And it can be deceptive too – I’m on the front cover of this book half-naked (and, okay, being a bit of a poser), but it might surprise you that my type of ‘fit’ means I can barely run for a bus, much less any distance longer, because I am seriously lacking in aerobic fitness (i.e. the type of fitness that generates oxygen, transferring it around the body). This doesn’t mean I’m unhealthy, it’s just that I choose to put my main focus into weightlifting, and any cardio I do will detract from my lifting gains.

Health and fitness underpin our entire wellbeing and, frankly, I don’t give a rat’s if you’re roller skating, curling or playing Muggle Quidditch – I just want you to move. Your body is a beautiful thing. You may not think that right now, but once you read about what’s going on behind the scenes to keep you alive, I think you’ll learn to have a profound respect for it. And knowing that you can feel and look better every single day, as well as prolonging your life, all by sitting down a bit less, is a no-brainer. The body is designed to move – it’s begging you to, to help future-proof your health.

The mental benefits are every bit as (or even more) important – exercise can make you more focused, less stressed and more resilient to what life has to throw at you. Harvard psychiatry professor John Ratey says it even rivals prescription anti-depressants like Prozac for its mood-boosting qualities, particularly when done at a level that burns around 1,600 calories a week. It’s why GPs now often ‘prescribe’ exercise, as part of a wider plan, for patients suffering low mood. I can definitely vouch for it affecting my frame of mind – I’m satanic if something gets in the way of me exercising.

If you are new to fitness or trying to get back into it after a pause, we’ll get to the root of what’s been holding you back and wave bye-bye to any PE PTSD that might be lingering. Getting out there is nothing to be afraid of. In fact, it’s the opposite: it’s the gift that keeps on giving, making you feel good inside and out. If you’ve picked this book up thinking that you hate exercise but do it begrudgingly, then you just haven’t found your thing yet. There is a form of exercise out there that you will love, and by the end of the book you’ll have found it. And if you’re already a certified training maniac, I will show you how to achieve even greater things than you thought possible. Understanding the science of what’s happening inside your body every time you move means you can harness it to get the specific results you’re looking for, to smash beyond a plateau, beat any obstacle and boost your performance, whatever your level.

There are carefully devised workouts in the book, from gym-based weightlifting to plyometrics and yoga, to cardio-based sports like running, put together by me along with some insights from some of the world’s top experts in those areas. At different times of my life I’ve tried them all. There’s no ‘perfect’ exercise, no one-size-fits-all, but by finding something you actually like, it will feel like a challenge rather than a chore. The plans I give all have one thing in common: they will get you moving. You might be someone who is HIIT-mad and only wants to focus on that, or you might like to see these as a pick ‘n’ mix, alternating between several to keep things varied. It’s all good! We’re all different and our needs and goals vary depending on factors such as our current condition, age and what we like doing. Similarly, how we respond to exercise will be slightly different.

We’ll also be talking nutrition, lifestyle and how to harness the mentality of a top athlete to ensure you achieve your health goals, whether that’s feeling more energised, getting stronger, trimming down or building muscle mass to make you more powerful.

Benefits of exercise


	
[image: Image] · Aids healthy weight management
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[image: Image] · Tones the body by causing fat-loss and muscle gain
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[image: Image] · Gives you more resilience so you’re better able to cope with life’s curveballs
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[image: Image] · Makes you feel better in yourself generally

	
[image: Image] · Gives you a more positive outlook and opens you up to new opportunities



The life and times of Black Zeus

Firstly, let me introduce you to my alter ego: Black Zeus. If you’re familiar with Greek mythology, you’ll know that Zeus was the chief Olympian god, of the sky and thunder. Sounds a bit grand for a tracksuit-wearing north Dubliner (living in south London) to be comparing himself to Zeus, but hold on – don’t bin the book just yet! – let me explain. There are many things I admire about the fella. For one, he tried to keep everyone happy by being fair. Also, he was carefree and made a point of laughing a lot. For Zeus, the success of others made him happy, not envious. And these are traits that I aspire to. Okay, Zeus was a bit of a rogue, what with his occasional spot of kidnapping and cannibalism, but I’ll aim to draw the line there.

And who the hell am I to be telling you what to do, I hear you ask? A fair question. I have been a PT for ten years and, before then, since my teens, I’ve played football and rugby to professional and semi-professional levels. I’m also a powerbuilder (a combo of powerlifting and bodybuilding), so spend most days in the gym building my strength and shifting tin.

I had my first taste of the gym aged fourteen, when my friends and I would sneak into our local one in Dublin. I was naturally lean and I wanted to put some meat on the bones. After a few weeks of lifting weights I noticed my biceps getting bigger. There was something kind of magical about putting in the work and seeing results fairly quickly. I was soon hooked and the iron jungle has been my second home ever since. For the best part of a decade I combined strength training with cardio. I’ve done so many types of sports in my quest for fitness, I’ve pushed them all at some stage.

I grew up in Dublin, the second youngest (and prettiest) of six sports-obsessed boys who were all tough as old boots. All of us were named after saints, although I’m afraid we didn’t tend to live up to the virtuous behaviour of our biblical namesakes! There was never a dull moment at home; it was always go-go-go. My dad had arrived in Ireland from Nigeria in the 1970s to study medicine and Mumsy followed afterwards with my oldest brother in tow. We lived in a lively Dublin suburb with loads of open green space and a little forest on our doorstep – almost all my memories revolve around being outside, running, playing football with all the neighbourhood kids. It was a brilliant community, where my dad was the local GP and we were easily spotted as ‘the six Olima lads’. Mama Zeus started an IT business, which really took off. It was a time when many women would have been stay-at-home mums, especially as there were so many of us kids to look after, but she is so entrepreneurial. She’s been a massive inspiration to me on that front. Both my auld fella and lady would always tell us that hard work was the key to success (I’d often get this ear-bashing when I was playing video games instead of doing my homework).

Strong values were drilled into me as a kid and became even more engrained playing sports.

Ever since school, I’ve always tried to bring people up with me. I wouldn’t stand by watching someone be bullied – that cool-kid hierarchy was so far away from what I felt. I always made an effort to watch out for the smaller guy in the class, or the quieter, more shy one. I think that must be part of the reason I became a trainer – I want everyone to feel included, to help build people up (especially when arseholes were trying to take them down) so that we all feel empowered, like we can take on the world together. It makes us better humans.

I try to apply this to all of my work, including one of my jobs, which is sports choreography – helping directors behind the scenes on ad sets instruct the star how to move. I’m often hired for campaigns with footballers, rugby players and boxers, where my role is to interpret what the director or photographer wants and then communicate that to the athletes, suggesting specific moves. Filming might be done in a small studio or sometimes on location – for example, I flew out to South Africa with Nike to film the South African international women’s football team and was also being part of the crew for the British Lions tour adverts. This is the best job – it’s so much fun.

If I can’t have fun working, I don’t want to do it. Life is far too short. I kind of see myself as a professional fluffer – trying to give energy, warming people up so that they can go off and do great things. This is essential for PTs everywhere. They are there to motivate and help facilitate others; it should never be about them or their egos.

Now’s the time

There are more gyms and personal trainers in business than ever before; it’s a multi-billion-pound industry where, in the UK, having a membership to a gym or to fitness classes is as common as having a supermarket points card.

Before we start, however, I want you to forget what you think you know about training and fitness. There are so many misconceptions about fitness and training that make it seem like it’s harder than it really is.

I want to cut through the fitness industry’s bollocks, because there’s a lot of misinformation out there – including from brands and leading fitness personalities who are deliberately misleading us, making people think that fitness is much more complicated than it is. But it’s not a mystery; it’s basic physiology – and your radar for bullshit will be state-of-the-art after reading this book. Is it any wonder we’re all confused, when we’re being bombarded with contradictory messages? There are a lot of convincing cowboys out there and it’s no surprise many have amassed a substantial social media following. Glossy hair and glowing teeth, they make it look so easy. Some of these mega-reach influencers don’t even have a basic PT qualification but are posting exercises that thousands – sometimes millions – of fans are copying at home or in the gym. Thing is, though – I’ve seen some of these influencers do shitty clickbait exercise videos for the ’Gram, then do their own hardcore session afterwards, which is the reason they look like they do, though their feed would have you think it’s by doing a gentle pull of a resistance band.

I started parodying some of these videos on Insta, mainly so that I could dress up in a blonde wig and play a background soundtrack of kazoo (a beautiful, much-overlooked instrument). I’ve come under some flak from keyboard warriors for doing so, but I’ve found it’s the people who know what they’re doing the least who love getting offended the most. I don’t discriminate – whether it’s a pal or a favourite fit-girl influencer, I’ll be having a laugh at both. And I’d expect the very same from them, were I to do a ropey instructive video. Bring it on! If you’re putting yourself out there on social media and earning a nice living from it, you need to grow a thick skin and be prepared for people not to tolerate shit advice.

These homework videos really came into their own during lockdown. Honestly, I’m suffering flashbacks from the horror show of some – people using toilet roll as resistance, strange prancing in leotards, some even embroiling their poor defensive pets (who look mortified, tainted by association) in their living room routines. If you didn’t laugh, you’d cry (sometimes I do).

So, if you’re reading this and putting out dodgy reels with no science behind the moves along with WTF form, get ready, because I’ll be slapping you with the back of my glove and telling you to wise up. I’m speaking out not because I’m a hater, but the opposite! I love fitness and want everyone to respect it, finding something that works for them. When I was six years old and painting a banging picture at school, my classmate Sharon came over to me and sighed: ‘Paul, your picture is great. Mine is really bad,’ clearly looking for sympathy. I looked from her artwork into her soft doe-eyes and said, ‘Yes, Sharon, your picture’s shite.’ Cue tears, a bollocking from the teacher, who then ratted me out to my mum. But, Shazza, what if you’d grown up with everyone pandering to you, telling you you were the next Tracey Emin, only for you to find out in adulthood when someone finally had the temerity to set you straight? Mate, I did you a favour, and I’m applying this logic to all the fitness darlings out there.

The problem is that people follow these shit workouts and they don’t end up looking like Kim Kardashian (you know, from that picture that broke the internet), so they think it’s something they’ve done wrong. It can put people off for life, affecting their entire wellbeing for the worse. So, what I want to do is set you straight. I’ve made many (seriously – loads) of training mistakes in the past, wasted my time doing pointless regimes that over-promised and under-delivered. I’ve thrown my cash away on supplements that did sweet FA. And then there were the things I didn’t to do which I should have, such as properly preparing my body for training by mobilising correctly and taking time to recover from injury. Basically, I’ve seen it all and I know what will get results and what to sack off. And I’m also aware how mental blocks can sometimes make putting a pair of trainers on feel like a hike up Everest.

How to navigate this book

This is a book to help you on whatever stage of the fitness journey you’re on. If the thought of lashing on a pair of leggings and trainers is intimidating enough, I will hold your hand (not literally – I’m writing this book during the pandemic, so am keeping 2m apart from humans at all times). Or you might be a habitual goer, plodding along to the gym a couple of times a week but only doing semi-effective workouts – I will show you how to breathe new life into your fitness routine and make the time you spend on it so much more useful. If you are an accomplished athlete who wants to reach peak power, I will get you to the next level. By the time you finish this book, you’ll have acquired the same know-how as a Level 2 personal trainer or fitness instructor.

Whether you’re looking for practical advice, motivation or inspiration, there’s something here for you. The first part of the book taps into mindset, and this might be particularly relevant if you have struggled in the past to motivate yourself to exercise or if you have fallen off the wagon. Identifying any blocks from the start, and exploring them, will really help you stay steadfast on this quest. When you’re honest with yourself, you become more committed and you get better results. This book teaches you ways to be accountable to yourself and to your goals; your determination will grow as you quickly start noticing the results of your workouts.

I want you to come away bursting with energy to start or go back to fitness, to get much more from what you’re doing now by working out smarter. Whatever you goal is, we’ll make it happen – and even if you’re currently unsure of what your goal should be, we’ll look into how to set one. You’ll gain an understanding of what hasn’t worked in the past and have a toolkit to fill in any gaps in your knowledge of how your body works, the role of sleep and diet, and what different forms of exercise offer. Think of this book as having a PT – but without forking out vast sums of cash. The way I work as a trainer, reaching clients through my online programmes, is that people sign up as a one-off. The same goes for this book – my guidance lays the foundations for your training success in the future. You learn it once and then you don’t need to keep coming back for more hand-holding – you will have the expertise to direct your own training, even when your goals evolve. The information is this book is targeted to all sexes and age groups, as well as all levels of experience.

You’ll be getting workout plans on a range of sports, which are suitable for all levels, along with practical advice on getting started and excelling, in addition to real-life expertise from some of the fittest people in the world. I could write a whole book on any one of the exercises covered, there’s so much to say about them all. So, what you have here is a decent overview of how and why they work and a brilliant plan for all levels that you can start today. I’ve written each of these plans and called in some words of wisdom from some serious bosses who are experts in that particular sport. I’ve also tried and tested each of these workouts myself, so they have the Black Zeus seal of approval. Many of the movements and exercises described in Part 3 of the book are demonstrated in short videos on my website www.theomegaarmy.com/workout-videos.

While I give you workouts, I am also wary of being overly prescriptive. Learning to tune into your body, in order to understand when it needs to be pushed and when it needs to chill, will be far more useful than stumping up your hard-earned coinage on a trainer month in, month out, telling you exactly what to do. In the short term, PTs can be a brilliant way of motivating you and helping to get you started, but see it as a dirty fling rather than a marriage.

I’m going to be giving you a bit of tough love too, because I know you can handle it. I won’t take any prisoners. If you’re easily offended, put the book down now, because this is a snowflake-free zone! But if you stick with me, you will achieve amazing things.






PART 1 WHAT’S STOPPING YOU?






IT’S GO-TIME

Roll up, roll up, it’s time to get started, folks. If you’re gearing yourself up for your very first trip to the gym or beginning a brand new regime after you’ve been stuck in a training rut, let’s free the athlete within (and it is in there, dormant – I’m telling you – even if it’s currently sharing a home in your gut with some salty snacks).

This section is all about working out what you want to achieve, and bringing body and mind together to make it happen through setting smart goals. We’ll be harnessing your inner strength for outer power, laying the groundwork for the physical work that follows in the next section. I’ll be drawing on some popular theories too, devised by thinkers far brainier than myself, about the secrets to growing confidence, grit and success.

I speak from experience when I say there is no workout harder than getting your mind in gear, ready to take positive action in your life towards better health and wellbeing. The deadlift I do at the gym every week is a doddle by comparison! You will become an unstoppable force of nature, all by doing it your way. When you find an activity you love, your body will love doing it too. It doesn’t take a genius to know that the mind and body are intrinsically linked, so boosting one will boost the other. There’s an emerging trend for fitness that targets both the body and mind; there are even mental health gyms cropping up, helping people tap into what they want to achieve, thereby making the most out of their sessions. Having a mind–body connection will not just support good mental health, motivating you to exercise in the first place – it’ll maximise your performance when you do.


‘I was extremely shy as a kid, to the point my parents thought there was something wrong with me. It wasn’t until they watched me playing sports they realised that was the way I expressed myself, becoming a leader on the pitch. Sports became an outlet for me, a way of coming out of my comfort zone.’

EMILE HESKEY, FORMER ENGLAND AND LIVERPOOL FOOTBALLER



To me, there are four pillars of fitness, and you’ll notice that I come back to these time and time again, because they underpin our whole health – body and mind.

1. Athleticism

This is the pinnacle of fitness – if you are training, whether a beginner or elite athlete, you’ll soon find that energy, agility and endurance are key to your success, whatever your exercise of choice. And the good news is that you don’t need to be a born athlete to excel. That myth has been doing the rounds for too long and sometimes (and understandably so) holds people back. You might think, for example, What’s the point in dusting off the bike? I’m not built like Victoria Pendleton, so I’m going to stay within my comfort zone. But if you work hard, it’ll pay dividends.


2. Strength

This manifests itself differently depending on the training you’re doing. Whether it’s the strength that comes from lifting weights or from cardiovascular training, it’s a fundamental foundation of fitness. Clients often come to me saying they want to follow a regime that will make them look a certain way, but I always tell them to start by building strength and that will lead to aesthetic changes. It’s often the case that while weight loss is their initial goal, in the end it’s the fact that they feel so much better that gets them hooked.

3. Diversity

If you get anything out of reading this book (and you bleedin’ better), it should be finding your ‘thing’. Even if you were the chubby kid at school, or the gangliest one in the class with two left feet and the last to be picked for games, I promise you there is a form of exercise out there that you’ll enjoy. So throw away any memories of inadequacy, because I’ll help you find your thing if you haven’t already. Success (whatever that looks like for you) will be far more likely when you find something you like doing, be it CrossFit or trampolining.

Similarly, if you have been put off by the depiction of the wellness industry as being dominated by long, blonde Aphrodites wearing £100 leggings, then take heart in the fact that it seems to be gradually becoming more diverse. Thank feck. That exclusive, elitist clique is the antithesis of true sport. If that’s making you feel like an outsider, look towards our incredible professional athletes, Olympians and Paralympians who represent true diversity and who are an inspiration of strength and power. Don’t be looking to Johnny-what’s-his-chops on Instagram, oiled up with his orange fake tan and little-sister shorts – there’s no inspiration to be found there.

4. Confidence

There’s not a lot in life that isn’t affected by confidence. It will unlock your potential, propelling you forwards with a tenacity that allows you to achieve your goals. And lacking it will do the opposite. You might be lucky enough to have been born with buckets of confidence or had an amazing family who instilled it in you and nurtured it from a young age. Or maybe it hasn’t been quite so rosy and confidence is a skill you need some help adopting. Mental strength underpins everything, and it’s absolutely something that can be learned. It’s by far the most important pillar, and it’s why I’ll be banging on about it throughout the book.

Unleash your power

I’ll be bandying about the terms ‘fitness’, ‘health’ and ‘strength’, but in reality it’s not always easy to define these, as they mean different things to different people. Am I fit? Yes, I can lift small donkey (I can but I don’t!), but I’d be completely knackered jogging a 5k. On the other hand, the Kenyan marathon record-holder Eliud Kipchoge can zip around 26.2 miles in just under two hours, but I can’t imagine his bench-pressing is up to much. He and I are both ‘fit’, because fitness comes in different guises.

I’m also not saying my passion, which is lifting weights, combining powerlifting and bodybuilding (powerbuilding, if you will), is the best thing you can do to build overall fitness. It’s not. Ensuring my body can lift a few hundred kilos at one time means that my rigorous conditioning programme would be damaged if I did another type of exercise, like more cardio. So, some people would look at me and think my type of fitness is skewed in one direction, that I’m not an all-rounder – and they’d be right. (And that includes my mum, who doesn’t like me lifting heavy weights and still laments my naturally lean frame, last seen in the late ’90s!) If you want to work to an elite level, there comes a point where you’ve got to give the discipline of your choice no less than 100%, because throwing anything else into the mix will make you less good at it. If you’ve ever watched something like the World’s Strongest Man or Woman competitions on TV, you’ll see the extreme lengths that these athletes go to in order to be on top of their game. Eyes bulging, noses bleeding, veins popping – it’s the Wild West of sports. They are totally and completely dedicated; nothing comes before the sport for them – not even family. At that level, to be the best, you have got to want it so much that everything else in life takes a backseat.

When I think about what makes me feel healthy, it comes down to energy and strength. Having the energy to keep up with my kids, lug the two of them (and their infinite kit) around, kick a ball about in the park. It’s being able to do tasks efficiently and with strength, without discomfort. So, yes, you can absolutely be fit up to a level that won’t have Ellie Simmonds quaking in her togs. And what I come back to time and time again is that this isn’t about looking a certain way – it’s about your body having the power and energy within it to achieve the tasks you want it to. That might be bouldering, Pilates or salsa dancing. And when you challenge your body and condition it, it will naturally affect what you see on the outside, but to me that’s not the priority.

The pitch, the ball and me

I know first-hand the importance of finding something in life you’re passionate about – both in fitness and in all other parts of life. As a kid, football was my be-all and end-all. I was naturally sporty from the get-go and I never had any trouble making friends because I was always around to kick a ball about, and football was everything to the local kids in the suburb of Dublin where I grew up. I had a reputation really early on for being ‘the Black lad who’s deadly at football’. If you were on my team, you’d be winning! As a teenager, I played for the top Dublin youth teams, putting way more energy into training and matches than I did into school lessons and homework.

When I’d finished school and was about to start a course at a local college (electronic engineering, which was very much not my life-long dream), I got a call to see if I wanted to try out for West Ham. Er… getting paid to play football? Yes, please. So I packed my trunk and off to the UK I went.

I was raring to go, really believing I was on the edge of something massive. But the trial for West Ham was a disaster. So, I was temporarily transferred to Scunthorpe United and was there for four weeks. I was nailing it in the training, and we were building up to play against Sheffield United; it was going really well. But when the day of the match came, again I didn’t perform well. I had been running every day to make sure I was super-fit, so that nothing would get in the way of playing for Scunthorpe; I was fit as a fiddle. But when we played that match against Sheffield United, I had my hands on my hips, gasping, in the first five minutes. I could barely last the first half; I couldn’t even breathe. I had been training hard, but not training smart, and at that stage, when I was only nineteen, I didn’t know enough about the body to figure out what was going wrong and what I really needed to do to progress.

Scunthorpe told me I needed to get match-fit before they’d consider signing me. It was pretty disappointing; I’d built up a great vibe with the coaches and players, feeling part of the team. While they recognised I had the talent, they highlighted how lacking I was in endurance. From there I went to Bristol Rovers and began a few years of hopping from team to team, waiting for a big break that would get me spotted. I was living in a flatshare in Bristol with four lads and working my (football) socks off, now playing for Taunton Town, trying to raise my fitness so that I could return to Bristol Rovers. When I turned up to Bristol’s stadium expecting to trial in a pre-season friendly against Swansea, it turned out the manager hadn’t confirmed my trial and instead there was some Rickie Lambert fella on the pitch, playing in my position. And, as it turns out, Rickie’s career took him from Bristol Rovers to Liverpool FC (to add insult to injury, they’re the team I’ve supported since I was in short trousers). He went on to play international football too, being capped many times for England. Had I played that day as I was meant to, would I have been heading off to the Premier League? Rickie Lambert, did you steal my career?!

Who knows how it might have panned out that day if I had trialled. Maybe I’d be living it up in a Merseyside mansion, making cameos on The Real Housewives of Cheshire. One can only dream. Anyway, I figured I had been dropped by Bristol. My agent hadn’t even bothered to tell me. I started questioning whether football was for me. I really believed that if you wanted something enough it would happen, but it just wasn’t coming together. Looking back, though, I can see now that this wasn’t the course I was meant to take.

I got invited to play for Dagenham & Redbridge, who had just been promoted into the League from the Conference. I was in the reserve squad and travelling from London to Dagenham every day, taking two tubes or driving the A406 for over two hours I stayed for two years playing reserve football, never quite able to break through to the first team. While there, they put me out on loan to the semi-pro leagues and, again, it just felt like I was treading water, in some kind of limbo, waiting for something big to happen. Having felt on the cusp of achieving a career in top-tier football, it felt as though that dream was slipping through my fingers. And I was fed up. It occurred to me that maybe football just wasn’t my thing; maybe this wasn’t meant to be. That’s a pretty hard realisation to come to when, for so many years, since being a kid scoring all the goals for my local teams in Dublin, I had envisioned a future playing with the pros. I’ll admit, I wallowed a bit… Where had it gone wrong? Could I have trained even harder, made better decisions, had better expert advice? Probably. Scunthorpe was the point it could have gone either way – maybe if I’d been better prepared fitness-wise, it could have been a stepping stone to the Premier League. Who knows?

When I left Dagenham & Redbridge, I ended up signing with Grays Athletic, a team in the league below. They were a professional outfit in that they trained every day, and it was good to be part of their first team for once, as previously I had always been with the reserves, which was frustrating to say the least. So I felt happy to be on the front line, being part of the team and wearing the kit with pride. I’ve noticed that there’s a bit of a trend now for young players who’d prefer to play for the reserves of a Premier League team than for the firsts of a second-tier team. I would totally challenge this ethos as, having done both, I can say for sure that playing for the first team – even if it is for a less prestigious club – is so much more motivating.

I’d played a season at Grays, all the while still being obsessed with watching football on TV. Whoever was playing and whatever league, I’d be glued to the screen, analysing every move, trying to work out the strategy, thinking about what I’d do differently were I the trainer. I just loved it. I decided to get a coaching qualification with the view to someday being a professional coach, so I studied to get my FA level 2 coaching badge. Around this time I moved down another league to play for Thurrock. Just like getting my football coaching qualifications, I decided to diversify my skills more and started earning my fitness instructor qualifications. I felt like this made sense, given my passion for fitness as well as being naturally sociable and upbeat, so I was keen to combine these to help people get in shape. I loved studying to be a PT. I was in my element learning about how the body works, what happens to it during exercise, the amazing ability it has to adapt and get stronger. It was pretty different from school, where I couldn’t care less about finding pi or identifying v-shaped valleys. I’d been banging the gym for about seven years by this point and seeing good enough results, but doing this course was a game-changer for me. Suddenly I was learning about the science behind what was happening to me and how the different factors all came together in a jigsaw. It was heaven. I dived in and was immediately hooked.

Around this time I got a job at a gym in London as a fitness instructor. So, at this point I was earning my keep playing semi-pro football in Essex and being a personal trainer/fitness instructor at the gym two hours away in west London. I was on the road a lot over those three years.

At this stage I’d also started on the next round of study for football coaching, doing the UEFA B course, and I started thinking that while I absolutely love the beautiful game, I maybe didn’t want to be a full-time coach. I asked myself what I loved and told myself to focus on that, job-wise – so strength and conditioning was the way forward. I played for a few more teams after Thurrock (I had more clubs than Tiger Woods), but it became clear in my mind that the body was where it was at for me. I had almost finished my UEFA B course when I dropped out and put my energy into a strength and conditioning learning course. It made me rethink football too. Football had been my life for so many years, but the more I learned about the body and how it could be conditioned, the more I wanted to move away from football training with its focus on cardio, primarily through running. I was tired. Tired of running endlessly. Tired of the long commutes to training. I wanted a new challenge, to redirect my fitness and put my body through its paces to see how strong and powerful I could become.

I left semi-pro football and it felt like the right decision. I’d lost the love for it, and I felt a bit battered from being passed from club to club just to try to earn a living. I had given everything I could by that point, and in life sometimes you need to learn when to walk away. I am a big believer that as soon as one door closes, another opens – you just need to be willing to see opportunities when they come your way.

Stop saying ‘tomorrow’


‘Many a false step is made by standing still.’

CHINESE PROVERB



If exercise is something you’ve been meaning to do but keep putting off, it’s time to seize the day. Years from now, you’re far more likely to regret the things you didn’t do than the things you did. It’s often a heartache for those unable to move like they used to – whether through older age or maybe being less mobile through illness – that they wish they could move more. So, what’s stopping you today? Here are the most common excuses I hear (and I give some of my solutions for them a little further on):

It’s too late to start, I’ve haven’t exercised before and it hasn’t done me any harm

Sorry to break it to you, but you probably have been causing damage to yourself unknowingly, and starting now can help reverse that. It’s never too late; whether you’re 5 or 105, you will benefit, physically and mentally, from even a small amount of exercise, so don’t let age be your excuse. And remember, if you have kids, you will be setting them an amazing example by embracing exercise, teaching them it’s an essential part of life.

Exercise is boring

Your cousin Sunita swears by spin, she’s been going for months and is radiating health. You tried it and loathed every minute – the bright flashing lights, rave music and hyperactive instructor make you want to scream into your sweat-soaked headband. So, don’t go back! Find something else, because there’s no one-size-fits-all. We are unique beings; one person’s hell is another’s heaven. For me, heaven is the sound of clinking iron in a gloomy, stinking, cave-like lifters’ gym, but I have no doubt that that would have many running for the hills, especially if you’re an outdoorsy type (in which case you might literally be running for the hills).

I know nothing about the latest fitness trends

Fuck that. Those who take their dog for a good brisk walk every day, week in, week out, come rain or shine, will likely be among the fittest people you know. Are they doing HulaFit? Mate, they have no clue what that is. And they don’t need to!

Sports and gyms are just for the super-athletic, not for the likes of me

As someone who has a naturally lean frame, I remember sneaking into gyms as a teenager, in awe of the stacked bodies I was seeing, mine being more of the weedy variety. And I know what it’s like to walk into a room and feel like you stand out – during my childhood this was usually the case because of my skin colour. It’s not always easy, and if you’re someone who feels uncomfortable even wearing the kit, try to remember that people are focusing on their own shit and not looking at you. Starting is the hardest part and it gets easier each time you do it.

Exercise is just another thing to feel guilty about when you can’t do it

Life does sometimes get in the way and you won’t be able to make every session, whether that’s due to other commitments or because you’re just not in the mood. It’s important to listen to your body, and there’s a subtle difference between not feeling able to exercise and not being arsed to. If you’re finding one day that you want to work out but you’re having to drag your sorry self off the sofa, just get into your kit and do two minutes of your workout. If you’re still not feeling it, sack it off that day – it’s not meant to be.
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