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Me In 2010
I was born in beautiful Guyana in 1975, and was living in the UK before I was 3-years old. Guyana is where the continent of South America meets the Caribbean. As well as being dense, rich in minerals and ores, Guyana is known for its tasty food dishes. You can imagine then, some of the cuisine I was, and am exposed to.
Many of these foods however, could be your worst enemy if you are or become inactive. Authentic foods such as pepper-pot, metagee, black pudding, dhaal (puri), pine tarts, black cake, curry and roti (Indian flat bread)—the latter being my ultimate favourite dish and if I could eat it everyday I would—and other hip and waist expanding savouries, are filled with fat and high calorie content.
Combine this with my adoptive St. Lucian roots, and my stepfather being a chef whilst I was growing up, added to the culinary delights I was already exposed to. Mouth watering aromas from foods such as bakes (fried dumplings, made to my tanned preference) spicy fish cakes, fried cassava and plantain, even now, brings back warm memories of family togetherness.
With all these mouth-watering delicacies a constant in my life, I inevitably began putting on weight when I hit puberty (aged ten/eleven). Neither my family nor I were overly concerned at the time, as puppy fat or growing into womanhood was seen to be the main culprit. But when I went to the doctor for a physical, and he advised my mother that I was bordering on obesity, (I certainly didn’t look it) naturally she became concerned, and promptly placed me on a diet. Further, many of my biological father’s side of the family suffer from excess weight issues. I hadn’t really noticed until much later, when on reflection, I saw where my culture and genes played a major part in my ever-increasing weight gain.
So, with obesity in my genes, the high energy content of many dishes, along with large portions served, meant I was taking on board far too many calories that my body simply could not burn off. Unfortunately, this now-well-known fact, was not so obvious back then. My calorific intake was more than I expended, consequently, the excess was stored as fat, and the scales crept up and up. I felt sluggish and de-motivated to even attempt being active in or out of school. I grew increasingly low emotionally too, which made me eat more to try to lift my spirits. There began the point where my weight gain became a vicious circle.
As I piled on the pounds, my physical appearance changed, and my clothes no longer fitted. I did not realise that this was the beginning of self-loathing that would follow me for years. At that age, footloose and fancy free, I certainly did not see it coming.
I remember binging and cheating while on meal plans, as I felt I was being forced to reduce my weight. It didn’t help that there were biscuits, cakes and general goody treats at home. I felt ostracised being on a weight reduction plan, and pacified myself by binging in private when I got in from school. I blamed my stepfather or brother, both famous for their sweet tooth. Hence, the result was I put on more weight whilst on a weight loss diet! To state the obvious, that was not the aim.
Then I somehow got it into my head that my family and others became ashamed and embarrassed of me, when I heard what seemed like emphasized ‘negative’ comments from them. This was compounded when I popped out to buy something new for an occasion. I could not find anything that fitted. I subsequently progressed into a mindset of: “embarrassed...I’ll bloody show you embarrassed.” I did not see it as a problem until it really did become one.
Like the Beatle‘s song, ‘The Long and Winding Road’ to a happier, slimmer and healthier me was an arduous task. It took many years to discover that if my mind was not ready to back me up in making a physical change, then there was not much point in my trying. I felt defeated before even starting yet another diet.
There were numerous other elements going on in my teenage years, one being the split up of my parents, which in turn caused other family rifts, and had a lasting effect on me for many years. Regressing back to those days, my thoughts were scattered and erratic, I felt scared, lost, insecure, and my emotions were out of control, leading to many a bad or unsure decision. It would be fair and accurate to describe me during those years as hypersensitive most times. Plus, I was raised to take other’s feelings into account by exercising empathy. Somewhere along the line, I learnt how to take this to an extreme, and took on board school associates’ problems and concerns, (maybe it was a guise to push mine aside.) Not having the answers, I felt at a loss as to how to be of genuine help. Nonetheless, I put a confident delivery on my advice.
I was popular due to my good looks, (according to others) and always made time for friends during my school years, of which I have many fond memories. Apparently, school days are our best, and we should enjoy them while we can. This feedback came from my peers who had progressed to further education, or the 9-5 rat race, and could inject a retrospective view to the good old days. I, and many others, dismissed this advice at the time, I was certainly in a rush to be grown up, maybe because I believed adulthood would rid me of my personal issues, that was all-consuming at the time – ah to be ignorant!
As my weight increased, it was blatantly obvious that I had inherited many of my biological father’s genes, and this was my justification for a long time. It led to feeling angry about the cards life had dealt me, and giving thanks for my blessings such as all my fingers and toes, rarely entered my mind. I was surrounded by thinner people in my family, all my peers were a healthy size, and of course it never occurred to me that they also had hang ups about their bodies too.
I hated going to family gatherings and social events, as finding something to fit was hard enough in itself, forget it looking nice on me! I had to go to branded shops that catered for mature ladies to buy larger sizes. They were, quite frankly, not what a hip, young teenager was seeking. The market simply did not cater for larger than average young teenagers in abundance as it does now, and shops that did, were sure to make you ‘pay’ for it. Everything then, in my opinion, reinforced the message that excess weight issues are bad, smelly, embarrassing and ‘you lot’ should just fade away into the shadows. Is it any wonder for many years I had a very low opinion of myself, based largely on how I looked? I felt like the outcast of my family, and what was perceived as harmless pet names and comments cut extremely deep.
5’1 And 3/4’s!
At 5-foot one and three-quarter inches, and seriously over-weight, no trick was left to assist with my physical appearance. “Never ever wear horizontal patterns! It emphasises your wide-ness.” I was told from an early age, but did not feel like I could do much else to enhance my appearance, with or without horizontals. I was always being told I was pretty, which made me feel worse, as it accentuated the person was not complimenting any other part of me (sensitivity alert!).
Today, there are numerous TV programmes and fashion tips that give indiscriminate advice on how to help make the best, and compliment the shape and size you are. This combined with a much larger selection of designs and sizes on the market, has raised body images from all walks of life, and I say it’s about time too, in fact, it’s overdue (this includes those who are taller or bigger framed minus excess weight). Conversely, I also think there can be a downside to this, as it may encourage some people to continue to put on weight. The ever-increasing weight statistics of this country—and globally—is stifling, and sedentary lifestyles can be a killer. Unfortunately, the fun, loving frolics that were once the province of children playing on the streets, are a thing of the past; signs of the times keep children in their homes, and stuck to ‘thumb’ gadgets or other interactive choices.
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