




From a practical point of view, part of the appeal of yoga comes from the
stress reduction that occurs while practicing the postures and concentrating
on the breathing, which we discuss in detail in Chapter 4. Practice yoga long
enough and youÕll discover that yoga is a personal journey as well; you notice
an overall sense of well-being and peace of mind. Yoga can help you relax,
feel more grounded, and experience more joy in your life. For that reason, it
benefits not only your mental and physical health, but also the quality of
your work and daily life.

In this book, we focus mostly on the physical aspects of yoga with weights. We
want you to know that the techniques, exercises, and practices you experience
in this system arenÕt watered down; theyÕre the real deal for body, mind, and
spirit. If youÕre interested in discovering more about the philosophical and spir-
itual aspects of yoga, we recommend Yoga For Dummies, by Georg Feuerstein
and Larry Payne (Wiley).

As a spiritual practice and exercise program, yoga continues to evolve, with
new schools of yoga and new exercise variations prospering every day. Enter
yoga with weights!

. . . And Now There•s Yoga with Weights
Yoga with weights is a hybrid of two powerful, time-tested exercise systems:
yoga and bodybuilding. Working out with weights is one of the best ways to
achieve overall physical fitness, and yoga is renowned as a system of per-
sonal development by which you can cultivate peak performance and achieve
a higher quality of life. By combining these exercise systems, yoga with
weights addresses the needs of your body, but it also goes beyond the physi-
cal dimension of your well-being.

Yoga with weights calls for 1-, 3-, or 5-pounds weights on your wrists and/or
ankles. The weights stabilize your body and help you achieve a higher level
of physical benefit and conditioning. Yoga with weights is a system for the
body, mind, and spirit. If you practice diligently, it can be a way of being and
living through conscious exercise that leads you to discover your true self.

The addition of the weights makes you feel the effect of the yoga training
sooner. The weights train your muscles where to be and where to go. In a
beginning yoga practice, several months could go by before you start to Òget
it.Ó You have to figure out how and where to move different parts of your
body. It doesnÕt take you as long to understand what yoga is about when you
practice yoga with weights, because the weights help you move your body
into the right positions. The weights force you to engage the right muscles.
The added weight also offers a deeper sense of physical grounding, and the
weights challenge your balancing skills more intensely than traditional yoga.
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13Chapter 1: Introducing Yoga with Weights

The Baptiste familyÕs yoga journey
In his lifetime, Sherri’s father, Walt Baptiste, had
an interesting yoga journey, one that prefigures
yoga with weights. Walt started as a body-
builder and later incorporated yoga into his
exercise program. Along with his wife (and
Sherri’s mother) Magaña, he opened the first
yoga school in San Francisco in 1955. (Walt and
Magaña are pictured here.)

Walt won the “Mr. America” bodybuilding title
in 1949. He was the founder and editor of Body
Moderne magazine, a publication for body-
builders devoted to health and fitness. He was
always experimenting with ways to improve his
bodybuilding techniques, and his experiments
eventually led him to breathing and mindfulness
techniques. Rather than grunting, groaning, and
straining in his bodybuilding workouts, Walt dis-
covered how to apply the principals of concen-
tration and breath, as practiced today in yoga
with weights.

Yoga was considered an extremely exotic prac-
tice when Walt and Magaña started teaching
classes in the 1950s. Standing on your head,

contemplation, meditation, and contorting your-
self seemed too foreign and too strange. For
fear of being embarrassed, some of the stu-
dents who came to the Baptiste’s Yoga
Philosophic Health Center in the 1950s asked
the couple not to tell their spouses that they
were taking these weird “yogurt” classes.

Walt understood that yoga was more than a
mere exercise program; he knew that it had the
power to transform people’s lives and empower
individuals in ways that working out simply
couldn’t. And Walt was right. Now you can see
yoga studios and people walking along with
rolled-up yoga mats in every major American
city. By some estimates, 20 million Americans
are taking the yoga journey. Three-quarters of
all health clubs offer yoga classes. The yoga-
client list includes professional athletes,
celebrities, and health professionals. The cur-
rent yoga boom is no surprise; its popularity and
staying power are testaments to its value as an
exercise program that addresses the body,
mind, and soul.
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Weighing the Benefits of Yoga 
with Weights

Before you take the plunge and give yoga with weights a try, you may be
interested in knowing what the many health benefits of yoga with weights
are. HereÕs a catalog of health benefits you may experience if you devote
yourself to yoga with weights.

Making you stronger
Yoga makes you stronger and tones your muscles, but by adding the weights,
you give additional boost to the muscle strengthening and toning powers of
yoga.

When you stress a muscle with exercise or a repeated activity, the muscle
increases in strength and diameter as the muscle fiber expands. In other
words, the muscle is toned. The weight-bearing aspect of yoga with weights
improves the oxygenation of muscles, which promotes the musclesÕ growth
and repair. The stretching improves the flexibility and health of muscles and
tendons. Yoga with weights also reduces the risk of muscle tears and strains
because weightlifting, when properly done, integrates the muscles closer to
the bones.

Building your core strength
You read a lot about your ÒcoreÓ and Òcore strengthÓ in this book. When we
write about your core, weÕre referring to the muscles of your trunk and torso
that support your spine. These muscles are the major players in balancing
and coordination. The core muscles also support your shoulders and hips.
Most people donÕt know it, but the abdominal muscles, which are also core
muscles, are very important for supporting your spine.

Unless your core muscles are strong, you canÕt develop the muscles of your
arms and legs to their fullest potential, in much the same way that tree
branches canÕt grow big unless the trunk of the tree is strong enough to sup-
port the branches.

Your core muscles are responsible for good posture. They keep your back
straight and your shoulders square, and they keep you from slouching. Your
core muscles also support and protect your internal organs. For example, if
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the muscles around your back and abdomen arenÕt strong, sitting up straight
for long periods of time is hard, because the muscles of your back and
abdomen take some of the weight-bearing stress off the smaller muscles in
your head, neck, and even your shoulders. Without strong core muscles,
youÕre more susceptible to back problems.

When most people think of getting stronger, they imagine being able to lift
heavier weights or run faster. But before you can accomplish such feats, you
need to develop the core muscles of your trunk and torso. Deep strength
begins in these core muscles Ñ your power source, the axis around which so
many muscles move. Yoga with weights is a superb program for reaching into
the center of your body to engage, utilize, and exercise the core muscles that
really matter.

Toning your muscles
Yoga-with-weights exercises are designed to work and tone all the muscles of
your body. If you think your arms are too flabby, if you want to develop your
abdominal muscles, or if you want to strengthen your legs, you can find many
yoga-with-weights exercises that target those areas. In traditional yoga, you
can tone and refine parts of your body with exercises. The addition of
weights makes it possible to really dig into a muscle or muscle group and
work it hard. Chapter 15 describes exercises that target different body areas.

Being more beautiful
Beauty is in the eye of the beholder, of course. But beauty is also a matter of
confidence, poise, and bearing. WeÕve seen older people with wrinkles and
thinning silver hair who donÕt fit the standard definition of beauty but who
are nevertheless very beautiful. These people radiate an inner glow that has
ripened during the years. They have a light in their eyes that tells you that
theyÕre very much alive to the world around them and living their lives in a
way thatÕs full of enthusiasm. They have whatÕs sometimes called inner
beauty or an inspired state of being.

ItÕs often said that yoga slows the aging process. What yoga really does is to
help maintain and improve your posture and general health through exercis-
ing and proper breathing. Yoga with weights helps to increase your vitality
and overall well-being so you look and feel younger and more beautiful. It can
give you self-confidence and poise, increase your self-awareness, and make
the light inside you shine more brightly with each decade.
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Addressing your flexibility and 
range of motion
Yoga is well known for making people more flexible, supple, lithe, and limber.
YouÕve probably seen photographs of human pretzels, like the one in Figure
1-1, contorting themselves into different yoga postures. Being flexible is nec-
essary if you want to be comfortable in your body. Think of all the practical
advantages of being flexible. You can reach higher, sit more comfortably on
the floor, sit at your desk for longer periods of time with greater ease, or
stand longer. You have the choice of bending at the waist or squatting when
you want to pick up something from the floor.

Soreness, swelling, and pain relate to the loss of body tissue movement. To
prevent injury and postural changes, it helps if your joints have a maximum
range of motion.

Many people believe that being flexible enough to get into pretzel poses is
the primary goal of yoga. Being flexible does show up over time as a natural
part of the process, but itÕs a secondary goal. You can be a good yoga practi-
tioner without being especially flexible. Yoga with weights combines basic
master techniques from the yoga tradition with physical culture practices.
The goal is to achieve the proper body alignment and breathe correctly in
every move and exercise while cultivating an open mind and heart. You want
to achieve a balanced and overall strengthening effect, not to be as flexible as
a pretzel.

Figure 1-1:
Author
Sherri

Baptiste in a
yoga pretzel

pose.
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Improving your circulation
Whenever you exercise, you improve your blood circulation. After you stretch
or contract a muscle in a yoga-with-weights exercise and the muscle relaxes, it
becomes flooded with blood! Flooded with blood may sound like the title of a
horror movie, but this blood inundation is good for you because it increases
the flow of blood to your muscles, and blood delivers nutrients. Your muscles
become stronger and healthier because they receive more nutrients. Stretching
also helps renew muscles and muscle fiber.

Creating body awareness
Yoga with weights builds body awareness. You can think of yoga with weights
as a dialogue between your mind and body. As you exercise, your brain sends
a message to a part of your body telling it to move in a certain direction, and
your body sends a signal back to your brain saying that the body part can
make the desired motion or canÕt move any farther. When your brain receives
its signal, it sends out another signal asking the part of the body to become
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Indian club, anyone?
If you think yoga with weights is new under the
sun, think again. As an exercise discipline, com-
bining yogalike postures with weights is many
centuries old, except that the ancient practi-
tioners didn’t lift weights as we know them.
They lifted heavy wooden clubs called gadas, or
Indian clubs. After the British colonized India,
they recognized the value of exercising with
Indian clubs, and swinging Indian clubs became
an exercise activity in Britain and then in the
United States in the late 19th and early 20th cen-
turies. In some respects, yoga with weights is a
return to an exercise program that was prac-
ticed in India for centuries and was well known
to American and British exercise enthusiasts
100 years ago.

Indian clubs are shaped like bowling pins. They
range in height from 2 to 21⁄2 feet and weigh
between 1 and 7 pounds. If you could time-
travel to an American gymnasium in 1910, you’d
see an assortment of Indian clubs painted with

colorful designs lined up against the wall. The
clubs have since become collector’s items. Look
up “Indian clubs” next time you visit eBay
(www.ebay.com), the online auction house.
You’ll see some beautiful examples.

Physical trainers liked the clubs because they
permitted you to build muscle strength while
maintaining the range of motion in your arms
and shoulders. Exercising with Indian clubs was
sometimes called circular weight training. In
traditional weight training, sometimes called
linear weight training, you isolate one muscle or
one muscle group as you lift. This isolation can
make you stiff or muscle-bound after you train
for a while. But by swinging Indian clubs, you
can build strength while retaining your grace of
motion.

Yoga with weights and circular weight training
share some common traits. Both work your
muscles, and both help your muscles retain
their agility, flexibility, and range of motion.
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more active or relax a little more. This ongoing dialogue amounts to a self-
exploration of your body. In a very profound way, it makes you more aware of
your body and enables you to extend the physical limits that you thought
your body was incapable of reaching.

For the past several years, Sherri has worked with an older man who had
polio in his youth. Her experiences with this man have shown her just how
beneficial yoga can be to body awareness. He can now bend over, sit up, and
walk with more ease, confidence, and coordination. In general, his muscle
strength, range of motion, and overall sense of well-being have improved.
Through his commitment and practice, yoga has been supportive and helped
him rewire some of what we call the nerve highways and pathways that polio
had damaged.

Focusing on your balance and coordination
Most of the yoga-with-weights exercises in this book challenge your ability to
balance and your coordination. Balancing is discovering how to work mus-
cles in opposition to one another. When you balance on one leg, for example,
you flex, or integrate, some muscles, and you relax others. If you flex or relax
the wrong muscles, you lose your balance. Yoga with weights helps you
understand which muscles to contract or relax in an action, and in so doing it
teaches balance and coordination.

Balancing improves your ability to direct your thoughts or stream of concen-
tration. You develop skills of concentration in order to balance. Balancing
fires the neurons of your brain. It helps clear the nerve highways and path-
ways so you can focus better. Recent studies in brain elasticity indicate that
exercises that develop coordination and balance stimulate the brain to create
new maps and communication pathways, keeping the brain healthy and vital.

Building bone density
Loosely speaking, Òbone densityÓ refers to how strong and dense your bones
are. To be specific, bone density is a measure of how tightly packed the cells
and molecules in a bone are. The more tightly packed the tissue is, the higher
the bone density, and the healthier the bone. Low bone density increases
your risk of fracturing or breaking a bone.

As they age, most people lose bone density, partly because their bodies canÕt
absorb the calcium and minerals they need for strong bones as readily as they
once could. Bone density decreases gradually in men and women starting at
age 30; in women, the decrease is more pronounced after menopause because
estrogen, the ovarian hormone, plays a role in maintaining strong bones.
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