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ANYONE CAN Shape Up!

“ . . . Linda is a force, a sculptor, reshaping lives in Vicksburg, Mississippi. When Mississippi was named the most obese state, she got out her chisel and she went to work. She engraved healthy choices on restaurant menus and school lunches. She molded exercise classes for women and started a walking club with T-shirts that read ‘Walking Is Cheap, Life Is Precious.’ That’s what our sculptor Linda carved. All over her city. Life is precious, and so is she.”

—LL COOL J, CNN HEROES PRESENTATION, 2010


For my sister Mary.
 We lost you too soon,
 but through your death,
 other women now live
 without regret.
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Introduction

Telling It Like It Is

The battle of the bulge is a fierce one.

To win it, you need a supersize motivator like our hero Linda Fondren. Linda is a force, a sculptor, reshaping lives in Vicksburg, Mississippi. When Mississippi was named the most obese state, she got out her chisel and she went to work. She carved Shape Up Vicksburg and challenged the city to lose 17,000 pounds. She engraved healthy choices on restaurant menus and school lunches. She molded exercise classes for women and started a walking club with T-shirts that read “Walking Is Cheap, Life Is Precious.”

That’s what our sculptor Linda carved. All over her city.

Life is precious, and so is she.

—LL Cool J, CNN Heroes presentation, 2010

FOR THE BETTER PART OF THE PAST DECADE, my home state of Mississippi had the sad distinction of topping the list of the fattest states in the nation, according to the “obesity map” put out by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Mississippi is known as the Hospitality State for its charm and generosity—in fact, we’re one of the top states for charitable giving—but all that Southern comfort comes with a sizable downside: Some 69 percent of our residents are overweight or downright obese. And the fact that most people in Mississippi battle the bulge is no surprise to anyone in my hometown of Vicksburg.

Vicksburg sits high on the bluff above the banks of the mighty Mississippi River, across from the Louisiana state line. It’s known for blues music, Civil War history, and—like most of the South—for over-the-top obesity rates.

Because being fat is the norm here, nobody really realizes they have a problem. If the person next to you also weighs 250 pounds, then you’re average, right? If what’s valued is having some “meat on your bones,” then why get smaller? You don’t realize that fat is a sign that a lot of other things are out of whack in your life when you look like your friends, family, and neighbors.

Fat is the symptom of what our culture is feeding us. Rich or poor, black or white, fat acts the same. It creates diabetes and heart disease, fosters an environment for cancer to grow, and builds other health problems too long to list. In Mississippi, for example, more than 12 percent of adults have diabetes, according to the Trust for America’s Health and the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation. Another 39 percent have high blood pressure. Our numbers might be extreme, but these are problems everywhere in America. The growing rate of obesity in our children and its deadly consequences have made weight more than just a private struggle. It’s a major public health issue.

But if we collectively decide to believe that we are worth investing time and energy in, then we eat better, we start to move and enjoy our bodies, and, in this way, together, we change the culture itself. Before I tell you about what’s been happening in Vicksburg to start this change, let me get a hard truth out of the way:

Most people across this county think they can’t afford to lose weight.

They think they need to join a program that costs a lot of money, or they think they need their own personal trainer and private chef, like all those celebrities they see on TV. They think they need special, magical foods or supplements—gimmicks. And they just can’t afford any of that.

I’m not surprised by one study that found the obesity rate among shoppers at a Seattle Whole Foods was only 4 percent, compared to 25 percent in the surrounding area. Access to fresh groceries is not the only advantage: Money affords you the ability to enroll in fancy weight-loss programs, hire that personal trainer, and even consider surgical intervention.

And then there’s everybody else.

When I look around Vicksburg, I see middle- to low-income folks struggling to feed their families on a tight budget. They are more likely to buy groceries from Walmart than Whole Foods. We don’t even have a Whole Foods around here. Many folks are working two jobs. Some can’t find jobs at all. The unemployment rate hovers around 16 percent, and more than 32 percent of the people here live below the poverty line. Nobody has the time for involved meal planning or intricate exercise regimens. The reality is, most people I have come across in my travels around the state, as well as in other parts of the country, don’t have extra money or a lot of spare time to devote to weight loss, even if they think they should.

Marketing trends keep giving us new weight-loss and exercise strategies, yet as a nation—not just here in Mississippi—we are heavier now than at any other time in our history. I believe it boils down to a disconnect between what we believe should be true and what actually is true. The messages we are getting from the media—from advertising to magazines and TV shows—are setting unrealistic goals for obese women. And few solutions attack the real issue—that dieters are being ruled by their social interactions and by beliefs and assumptions about themselves and what is possible for them. These attitudes and behaviors are setting a tone for their family and community. And so the vicious cycle continues.

When my sister died of cancer after suffering with obesity for most of her life, it caused me to really examine what I could do to help others in her situation. I realized that my own interest in fitness might be the key, so my husband and I opened a health club for women called Shape Up Sisters in Vicksburg. As you’ll see in the coming chapters, I realized that in order for my clients to achieve their goals, it was going to take a shift in the way the whole town looked at food and exercise. I knew that for any weight-loss program to work on a large scale, it would need to be low-maintenance and cost-effective. I also knew we needed to use the greatest weapon we have: the ability to help each other.

So in the fall of 2009, I created a simple lifestyle program for all the residents of Vicksburg to follow for 17 weeks. I inspired City Hall to declare Shape Up Vicksburg an official city program, and I convinced local restaurants to create “Shape Up” low-calorie menu options. I created free nutrition and fitness classes that I gave at the public housing authority, at schools—at any place that would have me. The 2,500 residents who signed on to the Shape Up Vicksburg program could track their weight loss online or at weigh-in stations at Walmart and the local medical center.

During the initial sign-up meeting, people of all sizes and colors showed up. Men came and women came, many with children in tow. They had more in common than just the problem of being seriously overweight: They shared the struggle of finding work that would keep their families secure; they shared the hope for a better future; and, most of all, they shared the desire to know more about how to be healthier and eat more nutritiously.

Poverty, race, and obesity are linked together like a chain: For the better part of this decade, Mississippi had the highest rate of obesity in the country (though the state has now been edged out by its neighbor Louisiana). Mississippi also leads the country in percentage of adults who don’t exercise. (But if they gave a gold medal for porch sitting, you bet we’d be the winner.) Those people who came to the meeting, they needed more than just me, for sure, but I was the opening in a line of possibility.

After the end of the official 17-week challenge, the weight lost by hundreds of Vicksburg locals added up to a collective total of 15,000 pounds. The goal had been 17,000 pounds, so we didn’t technically reach our goal. But we all still won.

The reason why: It was never about the number. It was about prompting action, getting people who felt they were too “stuck” to move. It was about coming together to help each other do more than what we could do alone. Together we accomplished more than just weight loss; we created a fundamental shift in attitude, instilling a belief that something beyond the present reality was possible. Shape Up Vicksburg became a health and fitness movement.

Today in Vicksburg, upwards of 100 people still show up every month for our free walks around city parks and through urban neighborhoods, and I have opened the gym on Saturdays, free to anyone who wants to break a sweat. Most weeks it’s packed tighter than the Baptist church on Easter. In a culture that has us eating fried food, sitting on the couch, and believing that nothing is ever going to change in our lives for the better, every day I see people who want to lose weight and gain some kind of control over their health—and over their lives in general.

People around the country have wanted to know the nittygritty of what I started in Vicksburg. I was honored to be a CNN Hero in 2010 and have spoken to hundreds of groups, from city hall meetings to women’s groups to law students at Harvard University. And I see in the letters and e-mails that flow into my office each week people always ask me the same thing: “I was so inspired by what you said. Can you tell me what to do?”

This hunger for weight-loss wisdom is what led me to write the book you’re holding in your hands. What does it take to inspire an entire town to lose 15,000 pounds in a state that long held the nation’s “heavyweight” title for the highest obesity rate? And how can that help you change your own life for the better? Listen up and I’ll tell you.

In this book, I give you the tools to develop a determined mind-set and change your life. It’s filled with daily, flexible, realistic suggestions for action and reflection, designed to integrate into your life as you live it. This is no eat-seaweed-and-do-Pilates-with-skinny-celebrities routine; it’s a mind-shift prescription for real women with real problems.

This book questions the perceived norms in our communities. Norms are not simply habits but are embedded in culture and tradition. They are our attitudes and beliefs and standards we accept without question. I am passionate about reaching women and their families—where they are right now. Shape Up Sisters! combines all that I have learned through my life experiences; I have seen my message influence people at their cores, after peeling back the many layers of cultural and psychological norms, in a way that speaks to their hearts as well as to their minds.

In the South we use the expression “Mother Wit.” The woman who’s got Mother Wit has an unshakable belief in her capabilities and is clear-headed enough not to be fooled. Some of us seem to be in full possession of our Mother Wit from birth; others of us have it awakened through the school of hard knocks. Mother Wit is the essence of this book. It might be an expression that black Southern women are most likely to recognize, but I promise it speaks to all of us regardless of color or creed.

Shape Up Sisters! is built on the central message of my gym, “Positively Reshaping Women.” I’ve structured this book into three interlinking parts. First, I tell the story of my life and how I launched a program that inspired a whole community—and how Shape Up Sisters! can help you believe in your own capabilities to get the life you desire and deserve. Then, through the Mother Wit served up in the second section of this book, I’ll show you how your unknown strengths are greater than your known weaknesses and perceived limitations combined. And finally, in the third section, I’ll give you a practical how-to guide to nutrition and exercise built on the resources hiding right in front of you, because—here’s a little secret—you already have what you need to live healthier.

My job is to show you how this is true so you can be inspired to cast aside the behaviors that are weighing you down, in every sense, and embrace a life filled with far better health and more possibilities. As Harriet Tubman once said, “If I could have convinced more slaves that they were slaves, I could have freed thousands more.”

Now let’s get to it.
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Part 1

What’s Behind Shape Up Sisters
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What I Came From

NO MATTER WHAT YOUR STORY HAS BEEN, you can write yourself a new one. No matter what has happened to you, your past does not define your future. No matter what choices you’ve made in your life, at any moment you can start making different ones. Have the drive and desire to go for it and take a chance on change, because you cannot leave the world the way you found it.

Listen to me here. I know this from personal experience.

I can’t talk about my life without first talking about where and what I came from. The places you have lived can shape you as powerfully as the genes that get passed down from your family members.

Here’s some background: Today, Vicksburg, Mississippi, is the seat of Warren County, 45 minutes west of Jackson, the state capital. About 23,000 people live in town and another 23,000 or so live in the surrounding area. But you can’t understand the place without first talking about its link to the Mississippi River and the Civil War.

A horseshoe bend in the Mississippi River gave birth to Vicksburg. It had long been a hunting and fishing ground for the native Natchez and Choctaw Indians. In 1825 it became a town, and five flags have flown from its bluff—French, Spanish, English, Confederate, and American. The combination of agriculture, the traffic from barges moving supplies up and down the river, and the railroad made it a prosperous place (it was also full of gamblers and saloons). Vicksburg is where Joseph Biedenharn bottled Coca-Cola for the first time, in 1894. It is most famous, however, for its role during the Civil War. Holding Vicksburg was the key to controlling the Mississippi River, so in 1863, she was besieged by Union forces and became a memorable chapter in history, ending the war.

I wish I could say that all was peaceful and prosperous after that, but you all know history wasn’t that kind. In the late 1800s racists murdered some 50 black men in what has come to be known as the Vicksburg Massacre, and the cycle of lynching and voter suppression continued well into the civil rights era.

Today, blacks no longer belong to whites. And Vicksburg’s white supremacists no longer patrol the streets with guns to convince black voters to stay home on Election Day. Yet, we still do. The jobs that left in the boom years have never really returned. Poverty and a resigned sense that “things will always be this way” make for a legacy that’s hard to shake.

Mississippi has a tortured past, but it also has an evolving future. I confronted my past when I married a white man and moved back to my hometown to help make a difference. But, there are a few things you need to know first.

Comedian Steve Martin had a joke that began, “I was born a poor black child . . .” Well, in my life it was no joke. I was one of 13 children born during a time in the South when it was not okay for people who looked like me to walk through the front door of nice establishments. We lived in a series of shotgun houses, wherever we could afford rent, in different parts of Vicksburg. We were poor, plain and simple. A decent meal was hard to come by. I remember eating sugar sandwiches when there was nothing else to put between two pieces of white bread.

There were some bright spots, though. For instance, sometimes in the summer we would stay with our Aunt Francis and Cousin Jenni in the country outside of town known as Rose Hill. Jenni owned a small store that was a gathering place for blacks and the core of the Rose Hill community. On Sunday after church, the store was the most crowded, and it was the place we kids grouped together, eating candy and playing.

Aunt Francis was a big woman who could cook anything and always wore an apron. I see her as Aunt Jemima from the syrup ads because she always had a bandanna on her head. We would listen to her ghost stories at night and her tales about working the cotton fields in the daytime. She was always rubbing us down with her healing herbs if we were sick. Aunt Francis had a garden around her house, and most of the food we ate came from her land. I can’t remember opening a can of anything. We were shooed away from playing near the vegetable gardens, but we had chores like feeding the chickens and hogs, gathering kindling and wood for the stove, helping churn butter, and making ice cream. When we weren’t doing chores, we played tag outside, running and chasing each other. Although we were poor, those times we stayed with Jenni were the most healthy and wholesome of our young lives.

Back at home in town, my mother was always exhausted from childrearing and working the night shift at Goldie’s Trail Bar-B-Que. She was 5 feet 2 inches tall and weighed well over 200 pounds. I can’t remember a time I saw her happy. She was always yelling at us. Perhaps the lingering memory of being abandoned by her own mother as a child kept her sad, upset, and confused.

In one of her confused moments, I was hurt badly in a kitchen accident. With so many young kids to control, she had a habit of throwing a shoe at us when we were rowdy or disobedient. One time she meant to throw her shoe at me but instead threw the butcher knife in her other hand that she’d been using in the kitchen. I don’t remember what happened, but my siblings tell me I was taken to a veterinarian—maybe because there were no doctors close to us, maybe because good doctors didn’t treat black folks back then. I don’t think I’ll ever know for sure. The veterinarian bandaged my wound, but the bleeding would not stop, so they finally took me to the hospital. The emergency room doctor told my family that the knife came 2 inches from my heart.

My mother must have been sick for a long time before she finally went to a doctor herself, but by then the cancer that started in her uterus had spread throughout her body. Her only relief was a morphine drip. They gave us her cancer diagnosis, and she was dead within months. She was only 39 years old.

She died when I was in seventh grade, and that’s when I quit school. There was no one to tell me to keep going. My father’s presence in our lives was random at best. I still can’t tell for sure if there were simply too many of us for him to support or if he just up and left us. I want to believe he could not get help, so he did the best he could by dropping off a couple bags of groceries to the house once a week. It was never enough though, so we quickly learned to steal bread and whatever other food we could lift from the local Piggly Wiggly grocery store as a way to feed ourselves. We were left to raise each other, a pack of children with no guidance.

My sister Pat and I were just becoming teenagers in the midst of all this, and we were drawn to what we thought was the exciting world of the juke joints, where we could get the attention of adults, mostly men. An older man—he was 21, I was 14—wanted to be my boyfriend, and I was grateful for the attention. He asked me to dance, and I said yes, both of us smiling, me out of shyness.

I had never been told about sex or contraception, and I got pregnant. I knew even less about being a wife and mother, but because I had been to church often as a child, I did believe my boyfriend was supposed to honor God and marry me because I was carrying his child. My upbringing in Rose Hill Baptist Church helped frame my faith. I know for sure that my faith, even though sometimes it has been as small as a mustard seed, has seen me through many storms.

I was 15 when I got married to that man. But he left me soon after, so I was alone with a baby to raise. I moved to California, partly to escape him for good and partly because I heard some cousins in California say that welfare there offered enough money to actually live on. So I packed up my 3-year-old baby girl and got on a Greyhound bus, with just a phone number in my pocketbook. No one knew we were coming.

Eventually my daughter and I landed in the San Francisco Bay Area, where we stayed with some cousins who lived in Richmond. I didn’t have much education, but I had always enjoyed learning and reading whatever I could. I enrolled in night school at Richmond High to get my GED. One day at the welfare office I saw a flyer for a job-training program at Linton Business College that was free to welfare recipients. They paid for your childcare and lunch, which is what made it possible for me to enroll. I signed up right there.

My cousins thought I was crazy. “What do you want to do that for?” they said. “If you get a job they’ll cut your welfare.” But I didn’t want to sit on the steps in front of the apartment day after day, bored and singing the blues. More than anything, I didn’t want that kind of future for my daughter. So I went to the training program and I never missed a class. I learned everything I could about bookkeeping and typing.

As serious as I was about having a better future, keep in mind that I was 19 and still wanted to get out and kick up my heels, so on the weekends I would go to parties with a girlfriend of mine I’d met while attending Linton Business College. Her name was Cynthia. She was beautiful with short hair, thin like me, but had no children. She had fancy clothes and rode in nice cars—a reality I did not understand, but felt mesmerized by.

I graduated from Linton in June of 1975 and applied for various jobs, but nothing came through. One day I was out of money and my daughter needed something to drink, so I fell back on what I had done to get by growing up. This time I got arrested for shoplifting a carton of milk. Luckily, it was my first time, so I was able to avoid jail by doing some community service. The whole experience scared me so badly that I never shoplifted again.

Eventually I got a job in San Francisco at Bank of America under a federal program to foster equal opportunity for minorities and women. I started at the bank as a clerk typist and later was promoted to trust administrator, investing money for cities and counties. Because I was black and female, employers who wanted to comply with the Equal Employment Opportunity Act that passed in 1972 saw me as a favorable applicant. I think at no other point in history would a single, black mother who had gotten her GED while on welfare have been considered so highly employable. I’m thankful for that opportunity.

Working at a bank, I was around real wealth every day, exposed to people who had estates and second homes and trust funds for their children. I wanted to know what all that was like, and I thought if I had nice things, I would be the kind of person others immediately respected and admired. Looking back, I understand how naive I was, but you know, we all have to live and learn.

My friend Cynthia quit the college, and I did not see much of her after that. On occasion she would show up at my apartment and ask if she could stay for a while. She never stayed long. Cynthia slept during the day while I went to work.

So, when I first heard Cynthia was found dead on the side of the road—her killer never found—and had been a prostitute, I felt ignorant as I thought about the secret she had kept from me. I never even knew Cynthia’s last name. I knew she lived with her sister, liked to listen to Chaka Khan, took black pills, and enjoyed singing. She would argue often with her sister and storm from the house with me trailing after her. Her sister told me once, “Don’t get messed up in what Cynthia is doing,” but never said what she was doing, and I never dared to ask.

The closest I’d come to being around prostitution was my cousin who danced in a strip club in San Francisco. She never talked much about what she did; she only told me, “It’s not for you.”

Three years later, when I was 24, I met Sheila. We both worked in San Francisco and had a routine of driving into the city on Fridays and taking the bus on weekdays. Commuting together on Fridays, Sheila would take me to bars in Oakland, introducing me to life in



























The information in this book is meant to supplement, not replace, proper exercise training. All forms of exercise pose some inherent risks. The editors and publisher advise readers to take full responsibility for their safety and know their limits. Before practicing the exercises in this book, be sure that your equipment is well-maintained, and do not take risks beyond your level of experience, aptitude, training, and fitness. The exercise and dietary programs in this book are not intended as a substitute for any exercise routine or dietary regimen that may have been prescribed by your doctor. As with all exercise and dietary programs, you should get your doctor’s approval before beginning.
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