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When Jack LaLanne opened the nation’s first health club in 1936, 
people thought he was nuts.  When he went on the air 1951 with the nation’s 

first fitness television show, people thought it wouldn’t last. Today, at the ripe young age of 89, 
his TV show is still on the air, he is in better shape than most Americans and he is still going strong.  

In this exclusive WELCOA Interview, fitness pioneer Jack LaLanne talks with WELCOA 
President David Hunnicutt, PhD about LaLanne’s lifetime of fitness and what 

it’s going to take for Americans to get and stay healthy through their golden years.   
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Blazing The TrailBlazing The Trail
The Wellness Councils of America Presents...

Jack LaLanne 
America’s Number One Fitness Expert And Guru, 
And The Nation’s First Physical Fitness Television Personality. 

The Founding Father of Fitness Tells His Story
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A  We l l n e s s  C o u n c i l s  o f  A m e r i c a  I n t e r v i e w  :  B l a z i n g  T h e  Tr a i l  

Q1: When did you get religion about the benefits of
physical activity?

Q2: When did you see changes in your health? 

Q3: I imagine messages about exercise and fitness were
rare, if not radical, at that time.  Would you agree?

Q4: Speaking of your television show, tell us how you
got your start on TV?

Q5: You mentioned offering your television audience
quick nutritional tips.  What types of tips 
did you offer? 

Q6: As a true pioneer of health and wellness, you’ve
seen a lot over the years.  Are you encouraged
about the health status of Americans today, or are
you concerned?

Q7: What do you do to maintain your physical activity?

Q8: What do you do to maintain good nutrition?

Q9: The extreme challenges you’ve designed for your-
self are certainly amazing and very well known.
Tell us about these physical challenges and how
they came about.   

Q10: Obesity is becoming a serious problem among
our nation’s children.  What advice do you have
for parents regarding their children’s health?

Q11: The fast food industry is taking some heat for the
nation’s obesity epidemic.  What do you think
about fast food in the United States? 

Q12: Jack, you’re 89 years old. How do you feel?

Q13: If you could offer any advice to Americans what
would you say?

Q14: Fifty years from now, what do you want people to say
about you?  How do you want to be remembered? 
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Q1:
Jack,
when did
you get

religion about the benefits
of physical activity?
LALANNE: I got religion when I was 15
years old.  I was a weak, sick kid.  I was
such an irritable child that my mother—
just to appease me—would have me suck
on a washcloth soaked with water, sugar
and starch.  By the time I was four, my
baby teeth were all rotted out.  When I
was 13 or 14, I was 30 pounds under-
weight, and I began experiencing god-
awful, blinding headaches.  Not to men-
tion the fact that I was a troublemaker in
school.  By the time I was old enough to
drive, my health was so poor I dropped
out of school for six months.  

Oddly enough, it was during this time
that my mother and I attended a health
lecture that changed my life.  I remember
it to this day.  It was held at the Oakland
Women’s City Club in Oakland,
California.  This man—Paul Bragg—
paced up and down the stage speaking
passionately about health.  I remember
him saying, “My dear friends, it matters
not what your present physical condition
is, and it matters not what you age is.  If

you obey nature’s laws, you can be born
again.”  This advice saved my life.  There I
was, this skinny little fouled-up kid who
couldn’t play sports, who didn’t have
friends, who was constantly getting beat
up—and some guy was telling me I could
be born again.  I listened intently to that
lecture and when I got home that night, I
got down on my knees and prayed, “Dear
God, give me the willpower to stop eating
these foods that are killing me.”   From
that day on, I cut refined sugars and flour
from my diet, I became a vegetarian for six
years, and I joined the Berkeley, California
YMCA.  The rest is history.  

Q2:
That’s an
amazing
story, Jack.

When did you see changes
in your health?  
LALANNE: Almost immediately. Within a
couple of days, or maybe a week, my
headaches disappeared and I haven’t had
another since.  It’s still hard for me to
believe.  And another thing, it changed
my personality.  I had a terrible, uncon-
trollable temper, but after changing my
health behaviors my temper disappeared.
For me, it gives credence to the statement,
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“You are what you eat.”  I was doing
everything wrong.  I was eating all the
wrong things and I wasn’t exercising.
When I changed my ways, I saw results
immediately.  I was taking care of myself,
and my body was taking care of me.  Let
me be perfectly clear: I’m almost positive
that I wouldn’t be talking to you today if I
hadn’t made those changes.  

Q3:
I imagine
messages
about exer-

cise and fitness were rare, if
not radical, at that time.
Would you agree?  
LALANNE:  Absolutely.  We’re talking the
late 1920s and early 1930s.  Fitness wasn’t
something people talked or even thought
about.  When I was in high school, just 15
years old, I started my first gym in 1931.
My first clients were the police officers and
firemen who failed their physical exams.  I
had them all come to my gym—which,
incidentally, was my back yard at the time.
And after spending a little time getting
them back into shape, every single one of
them passed their physicals and went on to
become police officers and firefighters.  

Health and wellness wasn’t a popular
concept in those days.  I remember being
captain of the Berkeley High School foot-

ball team.  I was strict vegetarian.  Can
you imagine a vegetarian in high school in
1929?  It was radical to say the least.
Another strange concept was weight train-
ing, which was something else I was
doing.  Few days went by without me
hearing, “LaLanne, you’re working out
with those weights too much.  You keep
that up and you’ll get muscle bound.  You
won’t be able to run, swim or throw a
ball.”  That was back in the early 1930s,
and not much had changed by the time I
went on television in 1951.  Again, I’d
hear people saying, “I can’t believe that
station picked him up—that muscle guy
getting 80-year-old-people, women and
athletes working out with weights.  Give
him six weeks and he’ll be off the air.”
Thirty-four years later, I’m still on the air.
Back then physical fitness was just
unheard of.    

Q4:
Speaking of
your
television

show, tell us how you got
your start on TV?
LALANNE: I was minding my own business,
just working at my gyms in Oakland and
San Francisco, when I got a call from a
friend managing the ABC Affiliate in San
Francisco, KGO Channel 7.  He told me
they had this 90-year-old guy with a prod-
uct he called the Kebowet.  It was a health
wafer he believed contributed to his
longevity and health.  He wanted to sell it
on TV, but there weren’t any TV shows
appropriate for the product.  My friend
was looking for someone to run a TV show
to fit this guy’s advertisements.  Off the bat
I told him, “What the hell do I know
about television.  I don’t have the looks,
the voice or anything else for television.”  I
tried my hardest to get out of the show,
but before I knew it, I was in a stretch lim-
ousine heading towards Hollywood.  

As we left my drive, this guy says to me,
“Now Jack, if you had a television show,
what would you do?  I’m gonna give you
some time to think about it.  It’s a 45-
minute drive to our Hollywood studios.”
An hour later we pull up to a big, beauti-
ful building with people running all
about.  In his office we sat down and he
asked me again, “Now, Jack, if you had a
television show, what would you do?” 
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Berkeley High School football team. 

I was strict vegetarian.  

Can you imagine a vegetarian 

in high school in 1929?  

It was radical to say the least.”  
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He had a big gut on him so I said,
“Scoot down in your chair and pull your
knees tightly to your chest…now straight-
en your legs…now bring them back…” I
had him do this about 10 or 12 times and
he said, “Man, I can feel it right in my
waistline.”  We went through six or seven
more exercises while sitting in his chair.
He got the picture and asked what else I’d
do.  I told him that I’d give the audience
a quick nutritional tip and inspirational
pep talk every day to keep them motivat-
ed and on the right track.  

And no kidding, just like that he called
his secretary and said, “Mary, get OJ in
New York on the phone.”  Five minutes
later, “OJ, stop all auditions; I’ve found
my man.”  They were auditioning hun-
dreds of people throughout the country,
and if I had known this guy was the one
making the decision, I would’ve been too
nervous.  Anyway, the next thing I knew,
I was on the air with the first-ever health
and fitness TV show.  

Q5:
You men-
tioned
offering

your television audience
quick nutritional tips.
What types of tips 
did you offer?
LALANNE:  First and foremost, “If man
makes it, don’t eat it.”  Think about all the
junk people eat these days.  Cakes, pies,
candy, ice cream and soda pop—it’s killing
people.  We’re not eating enough fresh
fruits and vegetables, and the same was
true back then.  I always told my audi-
ence, “Exercise is king…nutrition is
queen…Put them together and you’ve got
a kingdom.”  

I would also tell my audience that by
not using their bodies they were hurting
their bodies.   It’s not a calendar that
makes someone old—it’s inactivity!  Think
for a second about all those 80 or 90-year-
old folks in nursing homes thinking back
to “the good old days.”  If they’d just get
out there and do something, they’d double
their strength, their energy, and endurance
in as little as six or eight weeks.  Research
shows just how dangerous physical inactiv-
ity really is.  These poor folks in retire-
ment homes have let themselves go, and
they’re dying from inactivity.   
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First and foremost, “If man makes it, don’t eat it.”

Think about all the junk people eat these days.  

Cakes, pies, candy, ice cream and soda pop—

it’s killing people.  We’re not eating enough

fresh fruits and vegetables, and the same 

was true back then.  I always told my audience,

“Exercise is king…nutrition is queen…

Put them together and you’ve got a kingdom.”

Jack and his wife Elaine LaLanne travel throughout the world, lecturing and
inspiring people to greater heights through exercise and nutrition. 
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Q6:
As a true
pioneer of
health and

wellness, you’ve seen a lot
over the years.  Are you
encouraged about the health
status of Americans today,
or are you concerned?  
LALANNE:  On one hand, I’m very encour-
aged by the number of people exercising
today.  There are more people exercising
than I’ve ever seen before.  On the other
hand, there are more fat people today than
ever before in our nation’s history.  Our
message isn’t reaching as many people as it
needs to.  We should be talking to kids in
kindergarten and first grade.  We should
be teaching them about physical activity
and nutrition.  It’s just as important for
developing their brains as is reading, writ-
ing and arithmetic.  

We should also instill a philosophy of
pride and discipline in our children.  No
one should ever forget those two words—
pride and discipline.  It’s what life is all
about.  Pride is about being your best,
looking your best, and being the best per-
son you can be.  Discipline is about being
able to make things happen.  Our children
should have pride in the way they look and
feel, and pride in how they treat people.  

Something else that worries me is the
advertising on television today.  It’s
killing Americans, and we have to do
something about it.  Just watch TV for
an hour and you’ll see people—especially
athletes—selling their souls for millions
of dollars to endorse the very items mak-
ing people fat and unhealthy—cakes, pies
and soda pop.  Athletes should sell prod-
ucts that are beneficial, healthy, and good
for Americans.  Instead, they choose to
sell their souls.  If I counted all the dumb
commercials I’ve turned down over the
years, the money I could have earned
would be in the millions of dollars.  You
wouldn’t believe some of the stuff people
wanted me to endorse—and I didn’t
endorse them because I didn’t believe in
what they offered.  In all honesty, the
people out there who are taking advan-
tage of others, especially those who are
practically killing themselves to get
healthy, just make my blood boil.   There
are all sorts of “health” ads on TV for
three-minute workouts, Buttmaster and
you name it.  People see these commer-
cials, they buy the stuff, and they think
they’ve improved their health.  You can’t
buy improved health.  It comes through
hard work.  A person has 640 different
muscles in their body, and they all need a
certain amount of work and a certain
amount of stretching.  A person must
maintain their cardiovascular health
through exercise.  This is what people
need, not the junk on TV.  People have
to realize that it takes some work, but the
payoff is priceless.  

Q7:
What do
you do,
Jack, to

maintain your physical
activity?
LALANNE:  I’m in the gym every morning
by 5 or 5:30.  I work out for two hours; I
never miss.  My daily workout consists of
an hour to an hour-and-a-half on the
weights and another half hour in the
swimming pool.  As I mentioned earlier,
the human body has 640 muscles, and I
work them all.  One day I work my upper
body, and the next day I’ll work my waist,
arms or maybe legs.  When it comes to
swimming, I have a number of workouts.

“Something else that worries me is the advertising 

on television today.  It’s killing Americans, 

and we have to do something about it.  

Just watch TV for an hour and you’ll see people

—especially athletes—selling their souls for 

millions of dollars to endorse the very items 

making people fat and unhealthy—

cakes, pies and soda pop.”  



In fact, I change my workout every 30
days.  I might tie myself into place and
swim for 30 minutes.  Thirty days later I
might swim sprints, swimming 25 yards,
resting for 10 seconds, and swimming
another 25 yards.  Sometimes I swim laps
for 30 minutes straight.  

I think it’s important for people to
change their routines every 30 days.  We
get bored doing the same things day after
day.  Think about it, if you ate only carrots
for the rest of your life, how bored and
undernourished would you be?  It’s exactly
the same reason people should change their
routine, and it’s exactly why there are hun-
dreds of exercises.  Changing your routine
keeps your mind and body alert, responsive
and safe.  

I also believe in challenging myself.  In
all honesty, any stupid person can die;
dying is easy.  Living is tough.  You have to
exercise and stay fit; you have to eat well
and think well.  People should challenge
themselves to make the most of their lives.
In my lectures, I tell people they need to
forget about the past and their old behav-
iors.  Today is the day—it’s the only
important thing in their lives because it
controls the future.  The only thing about
the past that’s relatively important is not
repeating the same mistakes.  If a person
begins exercising and eating better today,
they’ll be healthier tomorrow, living a
longer, higher quality life.  

I also want people to realize that they
don’t necessarily have to work out seven
days a week, two hours a day like I do.
Really, it’s ridiculous.  It’s an ego thing
with me; I just want to see how long I can
keep this up.  The important thing is,
however, that they be doing something
active.  Inactivity is killing Americans. 

Q8:
Tell us,
Jack, what
do you do

to maintain good nutrition?  
LALANNE:  For breakfast I have a soy drink
containing 50 grams of protein. I also
take 40 or 50 all- natural, vitamin supple-
ments.  For lunch, I have five pieces of
fresh fruit and four egg whites.  For din-
ner I have 10 raw vegetables finely
chopped, and three ounces of fish. When
I eat grains, I only eat natural whole
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“I think it’s important for people to change their

routines every 30 days.  We get bored doing 

the same things day after day.  Think about it, 

if you ate only carrots for the rest of your life, 

how bored and undernourished would you be?”

Ever the innovator, Jack LaLanne used television to reach out to millions of
Americans with his message of, “Get up, work out and feel better.”  Jack’s original
shows can be seen daily on ESPN Classic, 7-10 a.m. EST and 4-7 a.m. PST.



grains or brown rice. And lastly, my wife
and I always have a glass of red wine with
dinner.  In all honesty, I’d rather see peo-
ple drink a glass of wine than a glass of
milk.  I believe more people are killed by
dairy fat—cream, butter, cheese, ice
cream, and so on—than anything else in
this country.   There is just too much fat
in most dairy products.  

Q9:
Jack, the
extreme
challenges

you’ve designed for yourself
are certainly amazing and
very well known.  Tell us
about these physical chal-
lenges and how they came
about.  
LALANNE: When I turned 40, I was Mr.
America and weight training intensely.
But believe it or not, some people were
still telling me I was too muscle bound
and limited in what I could do physically.
I also realized I was finally over the hump.
I wanted to find something to prove those
naysayers wrong, and challenge myself
physically.   I started thinking about the
fact that no one ever successfully escaped
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“On my 40th birthday 

I swam handcuffed from Alcatraz Island 

across the San Francisco Bay to the 

City of San Francisco.   

I not only proved those naysayers wrong, 

but my little swim made international publicity.  

My swim helped other people realize 

they don’t have to be limited 

if they don’t want to be.” 

Jack LaLanne, on his 70th birthday, pulling 70 boats with 70 people for a mile and a half with his feet and hands tied. 



from Alcatraz Prison in the middle of the
San Francisco Bay.  I decided to attempt
the escape.  On my 40th birthday I swam
handcuffed from Alcatraz Island across
the San Francisco Bay to the City of San
Francisco.   I not only proved those
naysayers wrong, but my little swim made
international publicity.  My swim helped
other people realize they don’t have to be
limited if they don’t want to be.  I
received calls from gyms all over the
nation whose membership jumped 20 or
25 percent.  Some people told themselves,
“Gee, if that 40-year-old guy can do that,
I can do something, and I’m going to
start working out.   

Every three or four years following my
“escape,” I’d try something different,
something more challenging.  One year I
swam underwater below the Golden Gate
Bridge to and back from San Francisco
twice.  Another time I towed a one-half-
ton boat handcuffed and shackled from
shore to shore under the Golden Gate
Bridge.  Another year, on one ski, I skied
behind a helicopter for more than 70
miles between Fairlong Island and San
Francisco.  And my 70 at 70 occurred on
my 70th birthday.  I towed 70 boats a
mile and a half with both my feet and
hands tied.   

On my 90th birthday, I’d like to try
another extreme challenge.  I’m planning

on swimming underwater from Catalina
Island to Los Angeles just as I did under
the Golden Gate.  It should take 22 hours
to swim the 26 miles, and I’ll need to
change air tanks every hour or so.  I’ve
been planning this challenge for several
years now, but I’ve honestly been too busy
to train as thoroughly as I should for such
a swim.  My wife also says she’ll divorce
me if I dare try that swim.  

Q10:
Obesity is becoming a 
serious problem among our
nation’s children. What
advice do you have for 
parents regarding their 
children’s health?
LALANNE:  First and foremost, parents
should set a good and positive example for
their children.  Because children behave as
their parents behave, parents need to live
healthy lifestyles, especially in regard to
exercise and nutrition.  It’s important for
parents to make sure there’s no junk food
in the house.  Too often parents don’t take
control of their kids.  Kids are looking to
peers for examples, not their parents.   And
when these kids get away from home, they
start eating hamburgers and hot dogs and
ice cream and all that junk their friends
eat.  If parents set a positive example and
help their children understand why it’s
important to eat well and exercise regularly,
we’ll be heading in the right direction.  

Q11:
The fast
food
industry

is taking some heat for the
nation’s obesity epidemic.
What do you think about
fast food in the United
States, Jack?  
LALANNE:  It’s terrible! It’s why so many
Americans are overweight and obese.  It’s
killing us and it’s killing our children.
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“If someone’s looking to lose or maintain weight, 

they should consume somewhere in the 

neighborhood of 1,500 calories per day, 

and exercise regularly.  When someone consumes 

1,200 calories in one meal, they’re not exactly 

on the fast track to maintaining or losing weight.   

In all honesty, it’s no wonder we’re so fat.”  



Most people don’t understand fast food
hamburgers have anywhere from one
thousand to twelve hundred calories.
That’s about the number of calories—in
just one meal—a person needs over the
course of their entire day.  If someone’s
looking to lose or maintain weight, they
should consume somewhere in the neigh-
borhood of 1,500 calories per day, and
exercise regularly.  When someone con-
sumes 1,200 calories in one meal, they’re
not exactly on the fast track to maintain-
ing or losing weight.   In all honesty, it’s
no wonder we’re so fat.  

Q12:
Jack,
you’re
89 years

old. How do you feel?
LALANNE:  I don’t feel any different than I
did when I was 40.  I’m keeping busy and
active and I love it.  My lectures and juicer
keep my on the go.  Have you seen my
juicer?  It’s great.  It’s the most successful
product in the history of television adver-
tising, and we’re selling them around the
world—France, Germany, England,
China, Russia, everywhere.  

This juicer is the real deal.  Doctors
want us to consume six servings of raw
vegetables and five pieces of fresh fruit per

day.  And it’s not always easy.  But with
my juicer, you put your six raw vegetables
in the juicer—a whole potato or tomato,
maybe a cucumber, whatever.  In 25 sec-
onds, you’ve got a day’s worth of fruits and
vegetables right there in your glass.  You
go to a restaurant and the vegetables you’re
served consist of a piece of lettuce and
maybe a little piece of tomato.  By juicing,
you get the whole thing.  And when
you’ve made your juice, you’ve also got the
pulp to make a variety of wonderful
things—healthy deserts, soups, you name
it.  It’s been great.  We’ve received all sorts
of letters with people saying our juicer
saved their lives, they’ve lost 40 pounds,
they’ve never felt better, their aches and
pains are gone, or they’re sleeping better.
It’s all because they’re putting live, vital
foods into their bodies.

If you put dead foods in your body,
pretty soon you’re going to be dead. By
eating poorly, you’re working on dying.
People need to work on living.

Q13:
If you
could
offer

any advice to Americans,
Jack, what would you say?  
LALANNE:  The first thing I’d say is don’t
lose your sense of humor.  That’s the trou-
ble with people today.  People today are
much too serious.  We have to laugh a lit-
tle bit.  Life is wonderful!  Life is great!
It’s fantastic.  You’ve got to laugh and
enjoy yourself.  I tell everybody, “This is
the moment I’ve waited for.  This is the
moment, boy.  Enjoy it.”  Too many peo-
ple have a mindset where they think, “Oh,
I used to do this,” or “I used to do that.”
Well, how about today?  

People need to work harder at living.
As I said earlier, anybody can die.  Hell, I
don’t care how long I live.  It really doesn’t
mean that much to me.  I do, however,
want to be active while I’m still living.
My wife and I go to rest homes, and we
see these poor people just sitting around
being miserable and sick and tired with
their aches and pains.  It just kills me to
see it.  If they’d just eat right, try juicing,
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“People today are much too serious.  

We have to laugh a little bit.  

Life is wonderful!  Life is great!  It’s fantastic.  

You’ve got to laugh and enjoy yourself. 

I tell everybody, ‘This is the moment I’ve waited for. 

This is the moment, boy.  

Enjoy it.’ ”



and get up and get some exercise, their
lives would be dramatically improved.  

We also need to change what kids are
eating, especially in schools.  Just look at
what they’re being fed sometime.  It’s hor-
rible, if not criminal.  It’s also a major rea-
son older people have a hard time eating
better themselves.  They were fed poorly in
school, they’ve developed bad habits, and
those habits are hard to change.  They’ve
become ingrained in their behavior.  

Lastly, do you know what the power
underneath my muscles is?  It’s my wife.
Without her, there’s not much to me.
She’s a helluva lady.  She’s come all this
way with me.  Sometimes this profession
is tough.  Moving all the time, negative
publicity—especially when I first got start-
ed.  But she’s the one who’s kept me going
all these years.  

Q14:
Jack,
50
years

from now, what do you want
people to say about you?
How do you want to be
remembered?   
LALANNE:  I’ll be here in 50 years—stick
around and find out.
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