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GET ACTIVE

A class at Ireland’s best-equipped Pilates 
studio in Clontarf will stretch you to your 
limit, says Isabel Hayes , and you’ll discover 
muscles you never even knew existed

I
’M stretched out on my 
back on a bench called the 
Cadillac, gazing at what 
appear to be fluffy hand-
cuffs above my head. 

My legs are swung to the far 
left-hand side of the bench, where 
my toes curl around a pole. My arms 
are above my head, tightly gripping a 
pole on the opposite side. The result: 
the whole right-hand side of my body 
is stretched as I take on the shape of 
a human letter ‘U’. I did not think my 
body was capable of this.

“Breathe in and breathe out,” 
reminds my instructor Anna. Ah 
yes, breathing. Always a good idea. 
That’s why I’m slowly going purple. 
I take a long shaky breath and my 
side stretches out even more as my 
lungs expand. Holy God. 

Second breath and my body is 
slowly ceasing to feel like it’s been 
scissored in two. Third breath. In 
fact, this is beginning to feel rather 
good. 

“Now for the other side,” announc-
es Anna. Damn.

I’m in The Pilates Studio in Clon-

tarf for a private Pilates Tower and 
Chair lesson with studio owner, Anna 
Wilson. I’m not a novice to Pilates, 
although you’d be forgiven for think-
ing so. I first got into it in Sydney a 
few years ago and since then, have 
taken part in all kinds of classes — 
in school halls, gyms, studios and 
one-on-ones in private homes. But 
I have never been in a studio with 
equipment like this.

“We’re the best-equipped studio 
in Ireland,” says Anna, who trained 
at the Pilates Centre in Boulder, 
Colorado — otherwise known as 
the Harvard of Pilates training. “We 
have chairs, reformers, towers, foot 
correctors, spine correctors, the Ca-

dillac, barrels, Swedish bars, a neck 
stretcher and even a breathing tool 
which teaches you how to extend 
your breath.”

Right now, I’m working on the 
Tower, an upright frame incorporat-
ing springs and bars that provides 
resistance and supports me as Anna 
guides me through movements that 
seem to defy gravity. Before I know 
it, I’m balancing on pretty much 
just my shoulders, legs high above 
my head as I grip on to the bars and 
remember to breathe.

Pilates is a full-body workout, but 
I usually do mat-work classes where 
it’s all too easy to let your arms hang 
limply by your sides occasionally, or 

give your legs a break when you’re 
doing upper-body exercises. With 
the Tower, my hands and legs are 
constantly meeting resistance, either 
in straps or against the bars of the 
apparatus (turns out those fluffy 
handcuffs are for grabbing on to). 
Soon, muscles I didn’t even know 
existed are burning. As is my core. 

Almost all Pilates core work is 
taught to come from the deepest 
layer of the abdominal wall, known 
as the transvers abdominus. 

As I lie on my back for the next 
exercise, raise my head and chest 
and slowly swing my legs from side 
to side, the resistance from the foot 
straps means I really have to remem-
ber to hold in my abdomen as tight 
as possible. Soon, I’m panting.

I thought Tower Pilates would 
be easier, given that I have so many 
supports to hold on to. But it turns 
out, that’s not the case.

“Tower Pilates helps you bal-
ance your muscles,” explains Anna. 
“You’ve got a little bit of support to 
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*Top 5
THESE FIVE TEAS ARE  
NOT ONLY DELICIOUS 
BUT HEALTHY TOO

Finest Argan Japanese Matcha Green 
Tea 
Regular sachet  €20, Highest grade  €26
www.organicsupermarket.ie
Stronger than reg-
ular green tea, Mat-
cha tea  is thought 
to help improve 
mental alertness and 
increase calmness, 
while also reducing 
stress. Full of antiox-
idant and nutritional properties, it’s great 
for energy levels due to its slow release 
of theophylline, a unique form of caffeine 
only found in tea. This tea is also great 
for detoxing, boosting metabolism and, 
as a result, is said to help with weight 
loss. It is also thought to help lower cho-
lesterol and blood pressure. 

Niks Tea Irish Brew Bedtime Kiss Cost 
€4.99  www.nikstea.ie 
Niks own Irish brew 
maybe the answer to 
your sleep problems. 
Bedtime Kiss has 
been developed to 
help those suffer-
ing from insomnia 
and disrupted sleep 
patterns in a natural and healthy way. Its 
ingredients include Valerian root, lemon 
balm and passion flower among other 
great herbs for calming and helping a 
stressed system. Important to note that 
it’s not recommended for pregnant or 
breastfeeding mothers.

Yogi Tea Organic Stomach Ease Tea 
€3.99  www.nourish.ie  
Based on the Ayurvedic recipe of herbs 
and spices, yogi’s organic tea can help 
soothe stomach upsets and promote 
digestion health. Its combination of 
fennel, peppermint leaf and liquorice is 
traditionally believed to support the  
digestive process. Perfect 
for after meals or to help 
ease indigestion. Consult 
your doctor if you are taking 
blood-pressure medicines, 
or nursing or pregnant  
before sampling this tea.

Diplomat Lemon & Ginger Tea 
€1.19  www.aldi.ie 
Diplomat’s tea is not only affordable but 
the perfect way to warm up 
during the winter months. 
Refreshing but caffeine-free, 
this lemon and ginger tea 
can help with circulation, 
digestion and gentle detox-
ing. This tea is yummy and  
cleansing too. 

Tesco Finest Green Tea with Mint 
€3.99  www.tesco.ie
From the Tesco Finest range, 
this Sri Lankan green tea 
is blended with oregano 
and peppermint for a crisp, 
clean but delicate flavour. 
Affordable but delicious, this 
unique combination tea can 
be a great way to keep you 
refreshed during the day.
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TOMORROW... PARENTING  
ADVICE FROM DAVID CAREY
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‘ Sitting for long  
periods of time can 
result in the gluteal 
muscles wasting 
away from not being 
used and from the 
constant pressure’

The importance of a    toned bum to reduce lower back pain

T
HERE is a lot of focus 
and attention these 
days (especially for 
women) on having 
the perfect body, with 
heavy emphasis, it 

seems, on having a toned bum. 
We are bombarded daily with 

images of the perfect bikini body — 
supermodels and celebrities on the 
beach with perfectly honed phy-
siques, and not only that, they are 
now bringing out jeans specifically 
designed to pinch and lift your 

bum to achieve the desired shape!
Men are also targets of similar 

advertising campaigns in which 
ideal bodies are pushed to the fore 
as an expectation of the norm, so 
the pressure really is on both sexes 
to achieve an ‘ideal’ look. 

I believe that everything is 
achievable with the right pro-
gramme, diet and attitude, but 
there are also other reasons why 
having a more muscular bottom is 
advantageous, ultimately benefit-
ing your body as a whole. 

The gluteal muscles, which make 
up the buttocks, are actually a 
group of three muscles: the gluteus 

EXERCISE maximus is the largest of the three, 
and is one of the strongest muscles 
in the body. You use these muscles 
every day, even just by walking.  

Sitting for long periods of time, 
which many of us do, can result 
in the gluteal muscles actually 
wasting away from not being used 
and from the constant pressure. 
This can lead to lower back pain, 
bad posture and lower leg injuries, 
which, in turn, will have a knock-on 
effect throughout the rest of your 
body and your training regime. 

Lower back pain can be the 
most common injury associated 
with weak ‘glutes’. It was an area I 

worked hard on during my athlet-
ics career as this is where my main 
power output came from during 
a sprint, specifically when I start 
out of the blocks. Strong glutes 
provided support and structure to 
the lower back and spine, an area 
prone to overuse injuries. 

Lower back pain can occur 
whether you exercise regularly or 
not, and often people assume that 
lower back pain is caused, under-
standably, by their lower back. 
However, experts agree that having 
strong gluteal muscles actually 
supports the work that the spine 
is doing, but more importantly, 

it removes the amount of stress 
placed on the spine during normal 
movements, such as bending, lean-
ing forward etc. 

It is important to try to do both 
lower and upper-body exercises. I 
see a lot of people just focusing on 
the latter in gyms, so make sure 
for every upper-body exercise 
you do, you follow it with a 
lower-body one. Some great 
bum exercises include:
• Squats 
• Lunges and side lunges
• Step ups, using your stairs
• Hill running
• Running up steps.

GET ACTIVE

Pilates: a lesson 
in poise, posture 
and precision
help you do a full-body exercise, 
which might sound easier, but 
it actually makes for a harder 
class. If you don’t have support, 
you’re probably just using your 
pet muscles, the ones you go to 
all the time. 

“Having the support in place 
helps you to get away from 
using your pet muscles and 
find underused muscles. It 
means you’ll have to really work 
out, it’s going to be hard. You 
should be shaking using your 
underused muscles.”

Well, I’m shaking like a leaf 
right now so I must be doing 
something right. Thankfully, 
we’re done with the Tower and 
next up is the Chair. 

This looks like a harmless bit 
of equipment — a padded seat 
with a spring-loaded paddle on 
the base. But once Anna sets me 
up and I place my feet on the 
paddle, I’m immediately taken 
aback by how heavy it is. 

“Now for footwork,” says 
Anna, and I start a fairly simple 
exercise of pushing the paddle 
up and down with my feet. 
Except it’s not that simple at 
all — within seconds, some 
new-found muscles right above 
my knees are burning like hell. 

I like to think my leg muscles 
are fairly strong from running, 
but there is no way I have ever 
worked my legs out in this way 
before. Next up are one-sided 
leg exercises, where I quickly 
discover that while my left leg 
is okay, my right one is weak 
and shaky.

Like the Tower, the Chair 
is about discovering which 
muscles are weak and need 
more attention. Anna sees a lot 
of athletes, tennis players and 
golf players, who come in to 
improve their weaker muscles 
and achieve full-body balance. 
It may look like a small piece 
of equipment, but it’s capable 
of giving a full-body workout, 
with exercises from push-ups 
and tricep presses to full-body 
extension exercises and, ahem, 
the upside-down push-up.

That’s is what I’m attempt-
ing right now. With my arms 
gripping the sides of the chair, 
I breathe deeply, squeeze my 
poor abdominal muscles one 
last time and lift my legs as high 
off the floor as possible. Ouch.

“That’s a full-body workout 
right there,” says Anna en-
couragingly, as I shuffle out of 
the studio and straight for the 
water cooler. And she’s right. 
The next day, I’m still feeling 
the after-effects on those newly 
discovered muscles, but I’m also 
feeling taller and more flexible 
with better posture.

I’ll definitely be back for 
more.

The Pilates Studio in Clontarf 
offers group Tower and Chair 
Pilates classes for €22 (€16.50 
when you buy 20 classes) and 
private sessions for €60. 
Visit www.pilatescentre.
ie for a full class 
schedule
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TOMORROW... AMANDA BRUNER ON 
MAKING HER KIDS MORE CARING

THE Pilates Studio in Clontarf teaches classical Pilates, 
in the same way as its founder, Joseph Pilates, who  
created the exercise in the 1920s. It’s a series of controlled 
movements that help to strengthen your core, posture and 
breathing, while giving a full-body workout. 

Devotees report improvements in flexibility, posture 
and abdominal strength and decreases in back, neck 
and joint pain. It’s suitable for everyone, including older 
people. 

As well as increasing your abdominal strength, Pilates 
is good for strengthening your pelvic floor, making it 
an excellent choice of exercise for pregnant women and 
those who have recently given birth.

‘Within seconds, 
some new-found  
muscles right 
above my  
knees are  
burning like hell’

PILATES EXPLAINED

CHEWING GUM

Obviously, it has to be 
sugar-free — but people 
who chewed gum ate an 
average 68 fewer calories at 
lunch, according to research from the  
University of Rhode Island. 

It also reduced their cravings 
for fattening treats, and those who 
chewed were found to burn 5pc more 
calories than non-chewers.

KIDNEY BEANS

Packed with fibre and protein, these 
little guys will also keep you fuller for 
longer and are great for bulking up 
winter stews.

Foods for  
fat loss

S
TOCK up on crackers and 
grapes and get out that 
cheese board — apparent-
ly, scoffing cheddar and 
grapes could, bizarre-
ly, help you lose weight.

Yes, scientists have long been ob-
sessed with what they call the ‘French 
paradox puzzle’ (ie. how come our  
fellow Europeans on the continent 
can gorge on all those amazing chees-
es and not get fat?), and think they’ve 
finally found the reason.

According to a Danish study, pub-
lished in the Journal of Agricultural 
and Food Chemistry, healthy men 
who ate cheese had more butyrate in 
their poo, a compound produced by 
gut bacteria which has been linked to 
reduced cholesterol.

So, dig out that dusty fondue set 
and tuck in — along with these other 
unexpected weight loss-supporting 
foods...

RED WINE

Earlier this 
year, 

resveratrol, a polyphenol or micronu-
trient found in grapes, was found in 
a study in the International Journal 
of Obesity to actively help burn fat.

Professor Min Du, at Washington 
State University, said: “They convert 
white fat into beige fat which burns 
off lipids [fats], helping to keep the 
body in balance, and prevent obesity 
and metabolic dysfunction.”

So yes, you can have another glass 
and not feel quite so guilty about it.

CINNAMON

The spice of the festive season, it’s 
also a secret metabolism booster — 
particularly helping the body to break 
down sugar. 

It reportedly improves the way fat 
cells respond to insulin, making them 
process sugar more efficiently. 

A daily spoonful on your break-
fast porridge will help balance out 
blood-sugar levels, making you less 
likely to reach for your elevenses 
treats too.

And, if you pop a stick or two in 
your mulled wine, that can only help!

RED MEAT

It gets a lot of bad press due to its 
links with cholesterol, and now, 
the World Health Organization has 
announced that red meat is “proba-

bly” carcinogenic 
to humans, while 
processed meats 
are now classi-
fied as being as 
carcinogenic as 
cigarettes, but 
bear with us on 
this one. 

The proteins in red meat will keep 
you feeling fuller for longer and help 
to maintain muscle mass, which helps 
to burn calories. 

So, while you should go light on the 
bacon and sausages, and not eat steak 
for dinner every night, the odd sirloin 
will sate your hunger for longer. 

CHILLI PEPPERS
These bad boys contain capsaicin, the 
active compound that makes them 
burn your mouth. 

A study in the International Jour-
nal of Obesity also found that eating 
chilli peppers “increased satiety and 
reduced energy and fat intake” — or 
in other words, make you feel full for 
longer and stop you eating so much.

MELON

Cantaloupe, honeydew and water-
melon might be the taste of summer, 
not autumn, but they’re packed with 
nutrients for the very few calories they 
contain, and all the water in them will 
help keep you feeling full for longer 
too — so have some slices with that 
porridge for the perfect nutritious, 
filling breakfast.

DIET

‘Cinnamon  
reportedly  
improves the 
 way fat cells  
respond to  
insulin, making 
them process  
sugar more  
efficiently’

According to a new study, cheese can help keep you slim.  
Kate Whiting sticks a Camembert in the oven and mulls over  

some other surprisingly good-for-you foods

Cheese is now  
said to support 

weight loss 
Dinner dash
CHICKPEA AND RED  
ONION BURGERS / SERVES 4

YOU WILL NEED:
400g can chickpeas, drained
Zest 1 lemon, plus juice 
1 tsp ground cumin
1 tsp garam masala
15g natural yoghurt 
1 egg
100g fresh breadcrumbs
1 small red onion, diced
1 tbsp rapeseed oil 
4 wholemeal pitta breads, and salad leaves to serve

METHOD:
Place the chickpeas, lemon juice, lemon zest, cumin, 
and egg in a food processor and process. Place 
the mixture in a bowl with 80g of the breadcrumbs 
and the onion and mix. Form the mixture into four 
burgers, place the remaining breadcrumbs on each 
side and chill. 

In a frying pan, heat the oil until hot and fry the 
burgers for four minutes on each side making sure 
they don’t burn. 

In a bowl, mix the natural 
yoghurt with the  
garam masala. 

Serve the 
burgers in a 
toasted  
wholemeal 
pitta bread 
with leaves and 
a dollop of the 
spiced  
yoghurt.


