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FOREWORD
The genesis of this book was the result of a website aptly named wonderwalkers.co.nz, which I developed with my colleague and friend Paula Thompson. I emphasise the word ‘friend’, because after all the trials and tribulations we have been through in developing this project, it is remarkable that we even talk to each other. 
I moved to the winterless city of Tauranga in 2003 to take up a role as CEO of Sport Bay of Plenty. Sport BOP is one of about 16 regional sports trusts established throughout New Zealand to be regional arms of Sport and Recreation New Zealand (SPARC), the Crown entity charged with developing opportunities for people to participate in sport and recreational activities. The function of each regional trust is to be the local face of sport and physical activity. It was my first real job, apart from my earlier career as a professional athlete and my continuing role as a full-time mother of four boys. 
Personal circumstances meant that suddenly my life was turned upside down and I was faced with the challenge of working full time, just when my youngest was about to start school. Instead of getting some time for myself, I was thrown head-first into the wonderful and complex world of management in the not-for-profit sector. It was both exciting and daunting: while the work was immensely rewarding, the sport and recreation sector was going through some major changes. And, as we all know, the not-for-profit sector is an enormously difficult environment at the best of times. 
Not long after I had started my new job, Paula made an appointment to see me. She had previously been the CEO of Tauranga City Council and was now a consultant. I was sure she was looking for work, but I was impressed by her sincerity in welcoming me to town and offering her assistance if it was needed. ‘Needed’ proved an understatement: no sooner had I put my feet under the desk than I realised there was an overwhelming number of issues to deal with. I think I rang her the very next day. What followed was quite remarkable. Suddenly I was knee-deep in organisational restructures and hands-on learning about the principles of management, ably guided by one super-intelligent woman. In just a couple of years an organisation that could have shut its doors and no one would have noticed became a thriving and respected body, connected to its stakeholders and providing real added-value to the community. 
Along the way our friendship developed, despite the fact our lives couldn’t have been more different. But we did share a love of animals, particularly our dogs, and we felt most at ease when we were away from the office, out in the fresh air walking our four-legged friends. We soon found the walking meetings were far more productive than those held while fuelling ourselves up on coffee, and at every opportunity we would attempt to solve the problems of the world. 
At that time we were mandated to encourage more people to be more active more often. The scope of our role was broad, from the couch potato to those actively involved in organised and structured sport. The then Labour Government was very keen to promote physical activity in an attempt to change our ever-increasing sedentary lifestyles and curb the onset of a likely obesity epidemic. 
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Helen Vause with Dame Susan Devoy.
Suddenly there were initiatives galore, and taxpayers’ money was being spent indiscriminately on a whole raft of ideas aimed at improving our overall health outcomes. While we recognised the need, both Paula and I were doubtful about some of the ideas, and wondered if they were an indication of levels of bureaucracy gone mad. Was the message really getting through, or were people being put off by the unwelcome warning: ‘Thou shalt exercise or thou wilt die’? 
Unconvinced by the effectiveness of what we were doing, we knew our time at Sport BOP had come to an end. But rather than continue to whinge and moan about what we perceived wasn’t working, we decided after many walks and many wines that we would put our money where our mouths were and take a giant leap of faith and have a crack ourselves. 
So Wonder Walkers was conceived. Our over-arching goal was to find a way for women to enjoy being active, primarily through walking. Why walking? Because it is relatively easy, affordable, and good for the environment. 
But at this time of my life there were personal experiences motivating me, too. I had become increasingly enthusiastic about walking, partly because of an accident that left me facing a long and arduous recovery and re-evaluating my options for staying fit and active. Even though I had long been retired from squash and the world of élite sport, I was still focused on being a super-duper athlete. I was out there running, challenging myself and looking for that adrenaline rush. 
In 2007, all that went out the window overnight when I ruptured my Achilles tendon. Walking was very much part of my journey back to recovery. I really came to love it, by which time I had worked out that you don’t have to go into oxygen debt and flog yourself in order to obtain great benefits from exercise. I also discovered that walking made me feel great. 
I like to call walking my antidepressant of choice. But of course it’s much more than that. It takes me into the glorious outdoors—a welcome change after years of exercising inside. It gives me time to think, it keeps me sane, and through it I have met many wonderful women who are walkers. And just like the rest of us, they all have their own stories. 
When we set up Wonder Walkers we wanted it to be a place where women could get a daily fix of health without the guilt attached, and with a little humour thrown in. It is an opportunity for women to share whatever their hearts desire in a friendly environment. But we also wanted it to help plug that crucial gap that exists for most women between what we  know is good for us and actually  doing something that is good for us. 
Over time we hoped that women themselves would become the queens of content and we would become a one-stop shop for everything to do with walking. Since the beginning, many wonderful women have contributed to Wonder Walkers. We have been overwhelmed by their humour and willingness to share in order to motivate others. And although we have a great group of experts in particular areas, the members themselves are also a formidable body of experts. 
Frequently people have had experiences to share about walking that have been a really valuable contribution to the forum. And there is absolutely no doubt that many individual stories have set the ball rolling for others, who have just thought to themselves, ‘Hey, if you can do it—so can I.’ A success story from someone in one town has often prompted a woman somewhere else to take on a walking challenge. It’s great to hear these tales from our members. And you don’t need a string of letters after your name to make these things happen. 
There are various reasons why women take to walking and to talking about it, but for many it is about their weight rather than the overall benefits. While we don’t want to get fixated about weight loss, it’s still pretty clear that many women put vanity before sanity. Yet so many still have very little understanding of the science involved in food, how their bodies work, and what their everyday eating has to do with that. 
It is now widely accepted that obesity is becoming an increasingly serious problem and that there are thousands out there with undiagnosed Type 2 diabetes. It really isn’t that difficult to develop the habit of healthy living and eating. Studies have shown the key success factors to be eating breakfast, walking, keeping a food diary and having support. That’s the sort of formula we want women everywhere to understand. 
Our goal is for walking to become the healthiest epidemic in town. It can be achieved, one step at a time. We learn as we go along, getting some wonderful feedback and being inspired by women who have made walking a part of their daily lives. We certainly want Wonder Walkers to contribute to giving women more understanding of how eating and moderate physical activity can improve their overall health status. 
Wonder Walkers has been and continues to be a work in progress for me—in between four teenagers, a husband, a dog, not to mention washing, ironing, cooking, working and the myriad things any woman must do. 
Like all good ideas, this project has inevitably given us some interesting learning experiences. Paula and I consider ourselves IT Luddites, and as time has gone on we have come to understand that with technology, the more you learn, the less you know. I freely admit that at times our enthusiasm has ebbed and flowed—along with our bank accounts, as we invested our own family silver, causing our fiscal Führer-partners to wonder if we had gone completely mad. 
One thing is for certain: walking is finally being recognised as a valid form of exercise. It doesn’t matter whether you walk the dog, whether you are a race walker or an avid tramper. When people ask if you exercise, you should no longer feel embarrassed to say you ‘only walk’. More people these days walk in events than run. 
The important thing is to do it regularly. We at Wonder Walkers believe walking is good for the body, the soul and the environment. It is a real winner. 
Dame Susan Devoy, DNZM, CBE 
Co-founder of Wonder Walkers 
October 2011 



Step by Step
 Step by step 
 Troubles dissipate 
 Energy’s restored 
 Words and fears and worries 
 Set free 
 Wafting away with the breeze of the day 
 Baby is sleeping—or quiet at least 
 Entranced by fresh air and nature’s peace 
 Mother is moving 
 Step by step 
 Finding her rhythm, getting her groove back 
 A nice respite 
 In this new way of life 
 Along the track perspective appears 
 And what’s that sound? 
 It’s laughter I hear! 
 Loneliness fading 
 Music to my ears 
 For now, no cares 
 Just movement and mateship 
 and finding our way 
 Bit by bit Step by step Day by day 
 Everything’s going to be OK 
 Walking is the way Walking is the way 
Emma Darragh-Heath 2002 


Chapter 1
INTRODUCTION
Walking has arrived well and truly as a very popular pursuit for exercise, health and fitness, for holidays and adventures. And it has taken on a competitive edge, too, among small groups of friends, individuals challenging themselves with pedometer readings, and the thousands now lining up to walk half-marathons and other events. It is no longer the default activity for women who are too unsporting or old to jog, cycle or hit balls, although it suits them well enough as an active lifestyle choice. 
All over the world, where those out pounding pavements in the mornings and evenings would once have been mostly joggers, walkers are out there, too, in growing numbers. Governments and health organisations are reporting—and researching—big increases in the numbers of walkers of all ages, including those reaching midlife years and beyond. 
Walking has a particular appeal to women for many reasons as they adapt to the changing stages of life—from pushing prams or combating work stresses, to battling their bulges and warding off ailments in later life. It suits women because it fits in throughout the balance of career and family, and because, more than most men, they like the social aspect of walking about in little groups, nattering, supporting each other and maintaining networks in this particular way. Whether you are the managing director of your own home and family, retired or in full career flight, walking is a great option for many women. 
Smart, health-conscious women everywhere are working this out in their droves at all ages, but the baby boomers in particular are pulling on gear their mothers wouldn’t have been seen dead in, to step out and keep up with life and wellbeing in every way. Walking is working for them because they can go as far as they like whenever they like, whenever they want and with whomever they like, to achieve all manner of goals. The motivation might be fitness, weight loss, companionship, better health, or a mix of all those things. 
The surge in the popularity of walking didn’t just happen overnight, although the really significant lift in numbers of walking women has come about in recent years. And like most things that become widely established in our lifestyles, the momentum has been kept up by a number of things that are all working together in the walking world and continue to recruit new members. 
For example, walking has caught the attention of many researchers in universities who have run many trials on walkers of all ages. They are regularly reporting on the overall benefits of walking and enlightening us with more specific results on a whole variety of things from health impacts to social outcomes. Many governments and local authorities have got behind walkers, investing in the development of walkways and public health promotions to encourage citizens everywhere to embrace this trend in active living. Business has kept pace alongside in the sport and fitness sector, with a rise in sporting goods shops and products, personal trainers, sponsorships and special events. The media has been paying more attention to the subject too, and there are lots of websites and magazines providing useful, well-founded information to walkers everywhere. 
In this book we take a look at the walking world, and talk to walkers and to some of the experts who advise them. Health benefits and walking techniques are obviously an important part of the story. Tips and warm-up techniques, well-designed step-by-step guides for building fitness and stamina, preventing injury and treating it when it does crop up, are points of interest, too. Many of the walkers we talked to had learned hard lessons about not paying sufficient attention to some of these things, and have either paid with injuries, failed to reach their goals or temporarily derailed their walking schedule. The walking wounded include the author of this book and getting back on my feet has invariably involved the support of a professional, or at least putting more thought into how I go and seeking relevant information. 
Women who are serious about walking are interested in knowing more about how their bodies function. They are interested to know more about eating well and what foods to choose to sustain energy and to maintain a healthy body weight. For many, that includes getting good advice on how to lose the kilos that have crept on and kicked off the desire to get more active. And no book on walking would be complete without some tips and strategies from a motivation expert on how to get going and stay committed. 
Walkers these days are less likely to be out in floppy track pants and any old sneakers. They are far better educated about the need to wear functional clothes and shoes, especially designed for their chosen activity. We consider the options, the good and bad choices in the bewilderingly large array of what is out there, and how to choose what’s best for different conditions and individual needs. Before setting out with the credit card, wise women are looking up information on how to buy what will work best for them. 
However the walking bug caught with women, a lot have been surprised at the effect it has had on their everyday lives, the fun they have had, the friends they have made and just how far it has taken them. A lot have stepped up the pace from a neighbourhood circuit to go further afield in groups or alone, to enter walking events or take wonderful walking holidays. Their walking, combined with the networks they have made and to some extent the ease of access to information on the internet, have propelled them much further than they had expected. Many a dream has been fuelled by reading the tales of others who have gone further, ahead of them, to reach big goals in faraway places. 
We sought out many women at all ages and stages in life to talk about walking and its role in their lives. Not all of them feature in this book, and even though the stories they shared are about their own personal journey, they are similar to the stories of all women who walk and who have made similar discoveries on the way. 
Our cross-section of women chose to start walking at different points in their lives, for a range of reasons that could be common enough to any of us. They wanted to get fitter and lose weight, and they wanted to get out with their babies and toddlers in the company of others like themselves. Some wanted to exercise and found groups and online walking buddies to jolly them along. For some, walking was the path to recovery from accident, illness or major life upsets. The going was tough, but the outcomes were rewarding for those who were working with serious health and weight issues. 
They are an inspiring bunch of women who found motivation and determination. If they can do it, so can almost any woman with a body in reasonable working condition. We can all get walking if we want to, and we’re likely to be very glad for years to come that we put on those walking shoes and made the decision to get going. 
PROFILE
 Turning life around with courage, walking poles and a pig-cell transplant 
Karen Skinner found out she was an insulin-dependent diabetic when she was 24 years old. Over the next quarter-century she became a wife, a mother of three, a homestay host to international students, and worked at various part-time jobs. She ran a busy family and home, and had a big circle of friends, a regular exercise schedule, and an ongoing battle with her sometimes fragile and alarming health. 
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Karen and Ken Skinner out walking.
Approaching the milestone of her 50th birthday, Karen made some very significant choices in her search for options to potentially improve her health and wellbeing. In late September 2009 she was selected as one of the first four volunteers to take part in a controversial clinical trial that involved transplanting insulin-producing pig cells into her body as a treatment strategy for Type 1 diabetes. In June 2011 her journey through the pig-cell trial, and the very positive outcome it has brought for Karen, was the focus of the television documentary  Xeno. 
At the same time as she prepared for the clinical trial, Karen also decided to try Nordic walking in a bid to find an effective, fun and sustainable exercise routine that would be great for her health now and well into her mature years. It also needed to be a realistic exercise regime she could manage within her endless cycle of blood tests and the alarming swings in blood sugar levels that could suddenly plunge her into crisis, apparently without warning. Nordic walking would provide her with a good workout over a shorter time and distance than regular walking. Besides, her inability to sense the fall in her sugar levels made going out for longer periods downright dangerous. 
Although very regular exercise and fitness had been a significant part of her very positive approach to living with diabetes—and battling the weight gain that comes with taking insulin—Karen had been pinning her hopes for some years on being selected for the pig cell trials. A year later, with the trial over, she’s feeling fantastic and her dependence on insulin has fallen significantly. 
The pig-cell transplant process was developed by Professor Bob Elliott at his research and development company, Living Cell Technologies. The expectation of pig-cell transplant is to greatly reduce dependency on insulin, or possibly even free people with Type 1 diabetes entirely from their daily regime of insulin injections. 
The transplant process involved taking cells from the pancreas of piglets, coating them with seaweed gel and implanting them into the abdomen of patients, where they have been proven to manufacture insulin and help control blood sugar levels. 
Professor Elliott’s trial is absolutely pioneering stuff in research into the treatment of Type 1 diabetes, and the world of science (and diabetics) is watching with great hopes. The élite little group of piglets providing the cells for transplanting are kept in quarantine in the sub-Antarctic Auckland Islands, where the purity of the herd they are bred from has been ensured through about 200 years of isolation. 
As number three of the first four selected for the trial, Karen was to start her year-long clinical trial on 19 January 2010, and the day couldn’t come fast enough for her. Not surprisingly, this bright, positive and brave woman caught the eye of documentary makers and media keen to take her story and the controversial trial to the world. Quite often as they tracked her progress with the pig-cell treatment, the storytellers filmed Karen out and about on her Nordic walking poles, with her walking group. 
Once the camera crew turned up, Karen had to fess up about her condition to her new walking buddies. ‘I had always been very private about it, but at that stage I had to tell them and, although they had had no idea of what I was coping with on some days, they were great about it.’ 
Long before any thoughts of pig-cell transplants, Karen had kept up a walking routine in which all things—such as frequency, distance, fitness, level of commitment and walking companions—changed as her life changed apace with the growth of her young family. For a couple of years as a young mother, she had snatched time with girlfriends to stride along the beach on many mornings before daybreak. Whenever she lacked a walking buddy, she would set off for a few kilometres around the neighbouring streets, listening to her radio she went. In the evenings her husband, Ken, was a regular companion for pounding the pavements. 
‘I like to have company. Part of walking for me is socialising. Having a natter to women friends and catching up on our lives. And discussing things, too. I think that the companionship of walking with other women is an important part of the exercise to most women. Rather than facing silence or giving up and staying home, I’d have a talkback host along as my companion when I walked alone. But men can’t be bothered talking when they walk. Ken says I’m always trying to get his attention about a hundred and one things because I’m so keen to talk to him on our walks,’ laughs Karen. ‘I know they think woman talk too much, but I just love the chance to chat as we go. It’s all part of it for me. And, without a doubt, the enjoyment of company helps me to walk further and for longer periods.’ 
With the very big step of joining the pig-cell trial close to becoming a reality, Karen decided to check out one of the regular Nordic walking demonstrations held in the city by coach and advocate for the sport, June Stevenson. 
‘I wasn’t quite sure why I had gone. It looked pretty strange, and at first I couldn’t do it anyway. But I got the hang of it and then I loved it. This was going to be my new sport.’ 
Aware she would be wanting company out walking with her poles, Karen was quick to find a small group of others keen to master this style of walking and make a commitment to regular walks. Over a year later, they are meeting first thing on Saturday mornings at different locations for a vigorous walk—and of course a coffee and a catch-up. Often, they will walk for as long as three and a half hours, with the coffee stop already pinpointed on their route. They try to go to new places and vary the terrain they walk on—flat paths, grassy parks, beaches and slopes, in whatever combination. 
‘We have all got much better at it, but you still have to think a little bit about what you are doing and how you are using your poles to get the most out of it. If you talk too much, you lose a bit of your technique.’ 
The benefits of the pig-cell transplant to date and the regular schedule of Nordic walking have combined to greatly improve Karen’s overall wellbeing, her fitness, her strength and her figure. She estimates she’s lost nearly four kilograms with the combined effects of the extra exercise Nordic walking gives over regular walking, and her drop in insulin intake. 
‘All round I just feel so much better. I feel very positive, I have more energy, I feel fitter, I have a clear head, and I am loving getting outdoors more often. The chance to be part of this trial has been fantastic, but the Nordic walking has been very much part of getting to where I am now at. Health is always front-of-mind for me: I never can take it for granted, and so I am always very keen to get out there and get walking.’ 

Chapter 2
WALKING FOR GOOD HEALTH ACROSS A LIFETIME
A raft of studies puts walking very high on the list of activities that boost our health and fitness and significantly reduce the risk of many health conditions. As we age it is also a proven and positive tool for battling whatever health conditions we might find ourselves facing. 
For most people walking is a natural thing to do, and it is the natural way to keep our bodies trim, fit and functioning well, without the need for expensive gear or gym memberships. Trouble is, though, that we live in a fast-paced world where millions are bent over desks for long hours and whisk from A to B on four wheels. Getting about on foot is no longer part of daily life for many people—unless you count crossing the living room to the kitchen! Indeed, taking time out for a walk can almost seem to be a luxury. Yet walking is still essential to health and to living well. And, hectic lives or not, many are now realising it is an easy and practical way to keep organs working well and having a strong frame that is good for a lifetime! 
Regular walking is a great habit at every age because it: 
	 improves fitness 
	 improves physical function 
	 strengthens the heart 
	 helps control cholesterol 
	 helps control blood pressure 
	 improves circulation 
	 helps keep bones healthy 
	 benefits the brain 
	 alleviates depression 
	 helps with stress management 
	 helps with weight control 
	 helps prevent disease. 


While some health problems can arise in youth, the risks and the list of potential health issues get bigger as we move through the decades. Advocating and encouraging people to take up walking as part of an active lifestyle is a common theme in the health promotion messages of most leading health agencies and health foundations. These organisations make sure we are aware of the latest health research and the benefits of staying active, and some are leading the way by establishing walking groups for people of all ages and stages. 
In Australia the Heart Foundation, for example, has invested considerable resources into setting up and promoting its very successful Walking for Heart groups right across the country. They now have about 1200 groups, and more than 16,000 lucky Australians are reaping the benefits of walking in groups that have been well organised and maintained for them. They report over 700 new members registering every month and an incredibly high retention rate of 97.5 per cent. They have set an enviable record and benchmark for other organisations in many countries who are working to get their citizens walking. 
Therapeutic effects of walking
As well as having tremendous value in maintaining wellbeing and preventing or at least allaying some of the issues of aging, for millions of people walking is a recovery tool or support for coping with health problems. Following are just a sample. 
Mental health
Walking releases those happy ‘endorphins’ that lift the spirits and help to relieve depression. It improves the all-round feeling of wellbeing, both physical and mentally. Walking in groups brings the added benefit of socialisation, helping to alleviate any sense of isolation. With a little practice, deep and rhythmic breathing also adds to the overall sense of wellbeing. Feeling better after a good walk is almost guaranteed. 
Obesity
This is a significant issue across all age groups, and is the primary reason many a walker cites as their motivation for pounding the pavements. Many women battle all their lives with the balance between how much they eat and how much of it they burn off. Combined with a healthy diet, walking is an ally for many a woman in her personal weight-control programme. It is most effective when it involves brisk walking on a near-daily basis for at least half an hour. 
Diabetes
Alongside the obesity bulge, Type 2 diabetes is on the increase in world health statistics. Regular walking is estimated to slow the risk of developing this condition by from 33 to 50 per cent. 
Stroke
Most people who have strokes are into their senior years, and those whom it doesn’t kill are often left with disability. While walking is an effective tool in recovery and regaining mobility, it is also been proven to help stave off the development of high blood pressure, which is a contributor to the risk of having a stroke. 
Cancer
Walking and being active is shown to reduce the likelihood of developing a number of cancers, particularly bowel cancer. For many people who have had cancer, it has also been effective in lowering the risk of their disease recurring. 
Osteoporosis
As women age beyond 50, there is a much increased risk of developing osteoporosis, which causes bones to weaken and break. Brisk walking with good posture is a great help to maintaining healthy joints and all-round strength. 
Heart disease
This one is right up there with the most common causes of death. Regular walking helps keep the heart strong and helps in most recovery programmes from heart problems. 
PROFILE
 Breast Cancer Nordic walkers 
In 2004, at the age of 41, Mary Anne found she had breast cancer. The cancer was beyond stage one, and she had a mastectomy but chose not to undergo chemotherapy. Soon afterwards she took a trip to Europe where she saw people out Nordic walking. It struck a chord with her, and she immediately wondered if this sport could be beneficial for women like herself. It looked like a great form of exercise for working towards rebuilding strength and increasing the odds against the likelihood of the cancer returning. 
‘We know regular exercise can be an important weapon in significantly cutting the odds of a recurrence of breast cancer. But Nordic walking has a particular benefit to women who have had mastectomies, because it engages the upper body and helps to rebuild strength. After a mastectomy you are left with scar tissue, and pain and difficulty with shoulder and arm function. Many find it pretty hard to use these parts, and try to protect themselves as they struggle with all the physical demands of daily life. Yet it is vital to work on this to get back the full range of shoulder motion and get back into better shape.’ 
Mary Anne bought her poles in Europe and resolved to embark seriously on this course of self-help, but soon she realised she wanted to do more than go out and walk alone. She wanted to spread the word to other women in the same boat and get them out there walking with her. If she was to do that successfully, she would need to learn more about it first and be prepared to help others learn to use Nordic walking poles. 
Back home she went to university and studied to become a personal trainer. She then set about establishing two now very successful Nordic walking groups for women who have had breast cancer and mastectomies. She had come up with the very sort of activity that had strong appeal, and a front-page photo and story in the local newspaper helped spread the word. Women battling other health issue were also welcomed into the walking group. Today there are around 40 members spread across two groups in her city. 
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The breast cancer Nordic walkers walk along a beach.
They are a very determined bunch: rain, hail or shine, they are out there on the beach or nearby, doing enough laps to clock up at least 5 kilometres or more, and many do 8 kilometres. Both groups walk for an hour twice a week, and before and after they will run through a routine of warm-ups and stretches. 
‘Everyone is very committed,’ says Mary Anne. ‘No matter what the weather, we always walk unless our date falls on Christmas Day.’ 
Mary Anne provides the poles, because she feels first-timers might not yet be ready to make the commitment of buying their own, but she wants to give them every opportunity to take the plunge in their own time. She’s a pioneer in this initiative and a volunteer, putting considerable time and work into her flourishing walking groups. 
‘I do it for love and because I can. I find it very rewarding to see women taking this up and getting stronger. Then they start to make bigger changes in their lives as they start to feel better or just plain start to feel great. Soon enough, plenty will be telling me that they are off to the gym, too, or that they have started doing pilates.’ 
‘I call them the Nordic Talkers. Because of course women love to talk, and being able to do this when they need to—and feeling they are among friends who will listen and who understand—is a natural spin-off of our walks together. Often as not, though, it’s not just cancer they are talking about; they just enjoying talking about all sorts of things, like everyone else. And being part of a walking group is a great way to keeping up motivation.’ 
One of her regular walkers credits Mary Anne with putting her on the path to better health and happiness. She says finding good company to walk with has brought her great enjoyment. It has also been a strong tool in managing her Type 1 diabetes and in her recovery from a mastectomy. 
In the course of encouraging women with breast cancer to take up Nordic walking, Mary Anne has met others whom she realised could benefit from this sort of exercise if they were given encouragement and the opportunity. Recently she has provided that opportunity for a small group of women with brain injuries. Every week she takes a group of women walking who are struggling with recovering from the quite devastating aftermath of brain injury. For them the walking poles give them tools to get mobile, providing extra stability and overall support. While they work to improve overall fitness, they significantly increase the movement of muscle groups and the lateral mobility of the spine. They are an aid, too, to regaining co-ordination. 
The eight women who have joined Mary Anne’s group are aged in their 40s and 50s, and they are each tackling a range of post-injury issues on the tough road to recovery with her help and with the support of each other. 
‘We car pool to meet up in quiet flat places where they can try it in reasonable safety. We have to be very careful about the routes we choose, and we move pretty slowly, but it’s very encouraging to see everyone trying hard and making progress. They would find it really hard to try doing something like this on their own. I just love doing this. I love to walk myself, but I get such a buzz out of working with all these women. It is a real privilege. Of course there are no guarantees for any of us, but trying is so much easier when everyone has support and a good plan for helping themselves.’ 
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