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INTRODUCTION

MAYBE I’M STANDING IN THE MIDDLE OF A CIRCLE of kids from the Boys & Girls Club of Harlem, in an open, breezy spot in Jackie Robinson Park, as I do every Friday. It’s one of the highlights of my week. The kids really look forward to the workout—especially the overweight ones—because with every hour of jumping jacks, squats and quick feet, they get a little more pride in themselves.

Or maybe Batista and I are in the exercise room at Creative Lifestyles, a residential-care facility in the Bronx, where the staff usually directs exercises for the patients. But on this day, we’re working with the staff themselves because the executives of this nonprofit want their employees to be fit. After all, it’s hard to help others when you’re having trouble helping yourself. So we’re facing a room full of everyday Americans—Latino, black, white, male, female, young, old—and all with different fitness challenges. We work with them for two hours a week doing lunges, push-ups and jump squats for a few months, and we can see the difference in their bodies and their attitudes.

Or maybe a half dozen of us are in a high school working with Dr. Mehmet Oz’s HealthCorps, getting teenagers to realize that obesity isn’t nearly as cool as having a six-pack. We might be in the gym or the auditorium or the cafeteria—which is the most fun of all because it’s a room where the kids are usually wasting time. But once we start challenging them to follow us and work out, that all changes.

Three different City Gym Boys workouts, and one thing in common: not a single weight or weight machine to be seen anywhere. Every one of these workouts involves nothing but body weight exercises.

Why body weight? Because as you’ll see when you read this book, “simple” is our philosophy, whether we’re talking about exercise, nutrition or lifestyle. From the time that I founded City Gym Boys fifteen years ago, we have stressed getting back to basics and using the tools that nature has given us to enhance our lives.

That’s why we’ll never do drugs. That’s why, like our hunter-gatherer ancestors of 50,000 years ago, for every calorie we take in, we make sure to work it off. That’s called balance—nature’s balance. And what could be more natural than using your own body’s weight to help you get in shape? What form of resistance could be more in tune with your own body’s needs than your own body? It’s the perfect counterweight—challenging, and designed just for you.

You wouldn’t mind winning a few bodybuilding trophies like us? You want to play professional football? Well, sure—you’ll have to hit the weight room. But you wouldn’t have picked up this book if you were aiming to be Mr. Olympia.

You picked up this book because you wanted to find a way to get your body in shape and finally realize the potential you’ve always had.

You picked up this book because you didn’t want to resort to a weird diet or a dangerous supplement or a fitness book that required a gym.

You picked up this book because you remembered those school days on the football team or the field hockey team or the basketball team, and the training workouts that were nothing but push-ups and sit-ups and leg lifts—and they worked.

Well, no matter how old you are, who you are, or where you are, body weight exercises are the answer. You can work out any time, any place. Whether in your office, your hotel room, your living room or your backyard, your workout equipment is always with you.

I’m not promising that you’ll look exactly like a City Gym Boy after you read this book. That’s not the goal. But I can promise that you’ll be a better you. It’s time for you to take control of your body and get the fitness results you’ve always desired. And notice that I said your body—not mine or Markus’s or Cisko’s or Betty’s or Steve’s or Klae’s. As we start, you don’t want to try to accomplish something beyond what you can do; that just sets you up for physical and emotional failure. You’re trying to get your best body within your own means. Be true to your own limits. Push them, within your realistic means. That will spell your success.

“What could be more natural than using your own body’s weight to help you get in shape?”

And that’s why body weight exercises are perfect for everyone: It’s resistance training at its best. Your body has its own natural limits and built-in, achievable goals. Resistance training is, simply, going against gravity. Whether you’re using your body as the weight or free weights in a gym, the main benefit of resistance training is muscle building. Now, this isn’t quite as obvious as it sounds. Muscle isn’t simply something to be used to look good or impress your buddies with your bench presses. Muscle is an integral part of the working system of that body you’re about to start working on. Muscle keeps you young. Muscles protect your joints. Muscle burns more calories. The fatter you are, the slower your body’s metabolism. But, the more muscle cells you have, the more fat you’re going to burn. Muscle speeds up your metabolism and creates a furnace in your body.

Weight alone isn’t the only way to change resistance; you can take your workout to the next level by adjusting the angles in your exercises. Your body needs shock to change, and switching angles of resistance can give you that shock, creating the ripple effect of transforming your body.

With the simplest strategies, we are going to show you that the key to getting your own bangin’ body is as simple as any daily routine in your life—with far more rewarding results. For City Gym Boys, staying fit is all about lifestyle. Once something becomes part of your lifestyle, it’s effortless. And once it starts turning your life around, it becomes the focus of your day.

“At this point in my life, staying in shape is the only option”

When people see me at festivals, parades or modeling gigs they ask, “How do you do it?” The simple answer is that at this point in my life, staying in shape is the only option. Like eating, hydrating and sleeping, fitness has become a fundamental part of my life.

Body weight workouts have the power to put you in that same place, too, no matter who you are. Maybe you’re a housewife with three kids, and after meals, laundry and soccer practice, you can’t find the time (or money) to maintain a gym membership. I’ll show you how to move the furniture in your living room, throw on some sweats, and get to work—right here, right now.

Maybe you’re a college student, stressed out by final exams, trying to keep from reaching for that last sugar doughnut in the box on your desk. You need to clear your mind, but the gym is closed. Well, I’m going to show you what you can do right now in your dorm room to get your blood pumping and your mind working again.

Maybe you’re a middle-aged guy, intimidated by the gym and the bangin’ bodies all around you (or just your own reflection in the mirrored walls). Fair enough. No one has to see you huff and puff to reach that twentieth push-up when you’re doing it in the comfort of your own weight-free bedroom. But huff and puff you should, and huff and puff you will.

Of course, if you can do our body weight workouts anywhere, at any time, that leaves you little room for excuses. But I have a feeling that, by now, you’re done with excuses. This time, you’re serious about change.

So are we.
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The Original City Gym Boys (left to right): Luis, Flex, Ishmel, Charles and Marshall. © 1997 Jonathan Atkin

CHAPTER 1

HOW IT ALL BEGAN

THE WEIGHT ROOM AT THE ANCIENT CITY GYM IN lower Manhattan that was called Carmine Recreation Center was cramped and moldy and noisy. It smelled like sweat and old socks. And I loved it.

Carmine Recreation didn’t have televisions playing CNN or CNBC or MTV above the treadmills. It didn’t serve wheatgrass cocktails at a juice bar. Businessmen didn’t store their designer watches in padlocked lockers. Women in leotards didn’t watch themselves in mirrors, waiting for their phones to ring.

Carmine Recreation Center was home to regular New Yorkers who couldn’t afford fancy gym memberships and who took their workouts seriously. And no one took his workouts as seriously as I did. From my first few days in the gym, sixteen years ago, that century-old brick castle—with its winding, windowless corridors and its tiny running track perched above the noisy, sweaty basketball court—felt like home.

I knew I’d found my place. And I knew I’d found my passion.

I had just started fashion modeling in those days, but that was simply a job for me; it wasn’t my purpose. But when I started to work out seriously, I was immediately hooked, because the more I molded my body, the better I started feeling about myself. And while I was changing the way I looked from the outside, I was also changing the inside: A shy kid from Queens who’d been searching for his calling was becoming a man with confidence.

The clang-clank of the weights, and the grunts of the lifters around me became the sound track to my mission. The regulars in the weight room became my supporting cast: “You’ve got it, little man! Stick with us, little man—we’ll show you how. You’re a natural!”

“The more I molded my body, the better I started feeling about myself”

And it turned out I was. Before I walked into that city gym, I’d always been active, in fairly good shape. I didn’t have a strong physique, because I’d just never trained that hard. I wasn’t expected to have a bangin’ body, and I never thought I could get one.

But from my very first workout at the city gym, I wasn’t cut any slack. “You’re going to start training your hardest right now,” said Luis, a handsome Puerto Rican guy with a model’s looks. “No letting up,” said Marshall, a light-skinned African-American guy with very long, thick dreads. I had to give them my best. They demanded it.

Now, keep in mind: These guys were hardcore. They didn’t pay attention to advertisements in fancy magazines that tried to tell them how to look, what to wear, or what to buy, because they made their own rules. They didn’t get brolic (that’s New Yorkese for “muscular to the maximum”) because
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