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JACK LALANNE: A TRUE HEALTH CARE PROVIDER

It was sad news January 23, 2011, when I heard that fitness legend, Jack Lalanne, died at the age of 96.  I watched his TV show with my Mom when I was in elementary school.  Neither one of us exercised while watching; my Mom led a sedentary lifestyle, and I exercised for hours at other times in the day.  Lalanne enforced that my love of exercise meant a lot more than fun.  I took very seriously his message that I needed to treat my body well–a message he motivated me to echo.  I had the honor of meeting Lalanne about five years ago, which gave me the opportunity to tell him his impact on my personal and professional life.  In 2008 I was a guest on his radio show, led by his wife, his nephew, Chris Lalanne, and himself.

I saw Lalanne in a restaurant in Morro Bay, CA, just 45 minutes from where I live in Paso Robles, CA.  I walked through the restaurant with my sister and three 13-year-old girls.  I saw him when we passed his table, and I said to my family, “He’s here!”  They asked, “Who’s here?”  I said, “He’s here!  He’s here!”  “Who?”  I’m sure the young girls were thinking Brad Pitt or Johnny Depp.  “Jack Lalanne!”  The young girls gave me a blank look, but my sister knew who he was.


I went to his table and introduced myself.  He gestured to the two ladies with him and said, “This is my wife and this is my mistress.”  He invited me to sit down.


“My Mom and I watched your show when I was in elementary school,” I shared.


“Did I get your Mom moving?”


“Oh, no. She just sat and watched.”


“I guess I wasn’t a very good motivator.”

I went on to explain that he motivated me to take care of my body, which I turned into a professional passion.

This is an excerpt from the program that I received at Lalanne’s memorial service:


In 1936, Jack Lalanne started a one-man revolution and never slowed down or looked back.  His appeal is timeless, spanning cultures and bridging generations.  A motivational and cultural icon, Jack is the “Godfather of Fitness,” moving Arnold Schwarzenegger to say, “Jack is the foundation of fitness in America and in the world.  He is a great role mode[l] and he is my hero.”



It was not always this way for Jack.  “As a kid,” Jack flatly states, “I was a sugaraholic.  I was a junk food junkie!  It made me weak and it made me mean.  Mom prayed . . . the Church prayed.  At the age of 15 when I heard pioneer nutritionist Paul Bragg speak, I finally realized that I was addicted to sugar.”  Bragg promised that if Jack were to exercise and eat a proper diet he would achieve good health.  With great determination, he set out to build a totally new Jack Lalanne.  The Jack Lalanne that we know, love and honor today.


Lalanne wasn’t just a convert who taught what worked for him.  He was very knowledgeable about the human body and attained formal training at a chiropractic college from which he graduated.  Instead of treating conditions and rehabilitating people, he recognized the power of prevention, another aspect of his career that I echoed.  In 1936 he opened the first modern health club.  He experienced an onslaught of negativity from the media and physicians, including claims that weight training would cause heart attacks.  As a precursor to proving critics wrong, people lined up to join his club.  There he also developed exercise equipment like the leg extension machine, a design that is still used today.

Lalanne knew that he could reach more people through television and started the Jack Lalanne show in 1951, which ran 34 years, eventually airing across the world.


As a health and fitness consultant, I hear so many people in their forties say, “Ya.  I know I’m carrying a few extra pounds.  That’s what happens when you get older.”  At the age of 42, Lalanne “set a world record of 1,033 pushups in 23 minutes on You Asked for It, a TV show with Art Baker.” I hear so many seniors say, “I’m too old to exercise.”  At the age of 60, Lalanne “swam from Alcatraz Island to Fisherman’s Wharf, for a second time handcuffed, shackled and towing a 1,000-pound boat.”


I attended Lalanne’s memorial service February 1, 2011, at Forest Lawn Cemetery in Hollywood.  The service was held in an auditorium on the property.  Knowing that the service was open to the public, I arrived an hour early.  There was a reception already in progress for invited guests.  We peons had to wait outside until the scheduled service time of 1 p.m.  There were only about 20 of us who were waiting to go inside.  20!  There were only 20 people from the general public.  There was no long stream of traffic stretched to the freeway.  There were many empty seats in the auditorium.  There were no Paparazzi (would they have photographed me?).  I kept thinking, “Where is everyone?”  If Schwarzenegger could clear his busy schedule, why couldn’t the thousands of other people he affected do the same?


The service was beautiful, entertaining, and upbeat.  Even in death Lalanne was inspiring.  There were about 15 speakers, including other fitness experts that he influenced, like Richard Simmons and Denise Austin.  Schwarzenegger definitely stole the show.  He was so funny.  Who knew?  I didn’t get to meet him, but I did meet Simmons and Austin, who were lovely.

I left the service wondering how Lalanne could have been in our lives for 96 years and America is a fatter nation than when he opened his first gym, and there is no sign of the obesity epidemic reversing.  Two-thirds of Americans are overweight and half of them are obese.  How are we going to spread his word and make sure that future generations understand the impact of his work?  If he couldn’t motivate our country to be a healthy nation, then who can?

Speaking for my own health, Lalanne’s sermons worked on me.  Thanks to him, I have never smoked, injected, or snorted anything.  I don’t drink alcohol, and during the few years of my life when I did, it was very little.  Besides the two weeks when I suffered from infectious mononucleosis, I have always exercised, through injuries, other illnesses, and the sluggish affects of severe anemia secondary to undiagnosed celiac disease.  No excuses.  I continue to play with my diet to determine the healthiest menu for my body, because as Lalanne said, “Your health account is like your bank account: The more you put in, the more you can take out.”

Lalanne, I have a few of my own sayings that I think you would have liked.  Thanks to you, I have the strength to believe, “’You have to have a vice’ is proclaimed by those without discipline.”
