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WHAT HAPPENED?

Historical photos courtesy of MARK ROMANO, WVU LIBRARIES; modern photos by KATE LONG

» with “high endurance.” People worked physically hard: farming,
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timbering, mining, hunting and gardening, keeping their families fed. Whatever calorie
is a curiosity,” writer Horace Kephart wrote in 1913.
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Staff writer

Ric McDowell helped

start a Lincoln County
summer camp for low-income
kids. “When we first started,” he
said, “we had skinny campers.
We were always trying to find
ways to get food into them.”

Then in the early '90s, “we
started getting heavier campers,”
he said. “We weren’t sure what
to make of that.” By the mid-
’90s, almost all their campers
were heavy.

McDowell was watching the
national obesity epidemic hap-
pen. It began in the mid-1980s,
about the time those heavier
campers were born.

“I'm sure it’'s more compli-
cated than this, but convenience
food and fast food appeared in
Lincoln County in the early
’90s,” he said.

“Pizza came first,” he said.
“Now, when people have the
choice of McDonald’s or cook-
ing at home, it’s McDonald’s.”

Then along came No Child
Left Behind, the federal educa-
tion law. Teachers were pres-
sured to get kids ready for
achievement tests, and “schools
cut back on phys ed,” McDow-
ell said. They also stopped of-
fering home-ec classes. “Kids
don’t learn to cook anymore.”

Many parents also quit cook-
ing, he said. “When we were try-
ing to raise money for the camp,
I suggested a potluck dinner
and people said, ‘That won't
work. People don't cook any-
more. They pick up stuff.’

“Sometimes when I stop for
gas at a convenience store, I
watch people picking up what I
assume is their breakfast. Cook-
ies and chips and wrapped dough-
nut sticks, and I think of the
chemical ingredients in that food.
Who knows what we're taking
into our bodies? Who really
knows why this is happening?”
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Have we always
been this way?

One in three adult West Vir-
ginians — more than 500,000
people — are now obese, at
higher risk of diabetes, heart dis-
ease and other dangerous con-
ditions. One in four West Vir-
ginia fifth-graders has high
blood pressure, cholesterol and
obesity, putting them at future
risk of the same conditions.

Have West Virginians always
been heavy? Is it our culture?

“That’s just not historically
accurate,” said Ron Lewis, a
longtime West Virginia Univer-
sity professor who specializes in
early West Virginia history. “It’s
been the opposite.”

In the early 1900s, magazine
writers traveling through the Ap-
palachian Mountains used words
like “lean,” “slab-sided” and
“stomachless” to describe people
they met there, Lewis said.

“They all said, ‘Here is your
prototypical mountaineer: long,
lean, lanky, high endurance.””

“A fat mountaineer is a cu-
riosity,” Horace Kephart wrote
in 1913. “The hill folk even
seem to affect a slender type of
comeliness.”

“A hundred years ago, life
was hard and punishing for

SEE HISTORY, 4C

S~
k“.‘.;

' 1/2|,5,'noual.§-"'m~?‘ ,il..:'.’

T ONEW
PREMIUM BUTTERED,
GS | TOASTED
\QER. | TOPPINGS | TOA
JOMCKER | cesses, | 2N

!




4C Sunday Gazette-Mail, February 26, 2012

U.S. WEIGHT EPIDEMIC STARTED IN 1980s

Up until the 1980s, about 14 percent of Americans were obese, by actual
measurement. In the mid-'80s, the obesity rate began to climb. Between
1988 and 2008, it doubled. There are no comparable “actual
measurement” statistics on West Virginians before the late 1980s, but
photographs and historical accounts suggest that West Virginia's rate was
below the national average before the 1980s.
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SOURCES: National Health Examination survey (1960-62); National Health and Nutrition
Examination Survey, based on ages 20-74, with pregnant females excluded.

Historic photos by Finley Taylor and courtesy of Mark Romano; courtesy
The W.Va. Collection at WVU Libraries and the W.Va. State Archives. Modern
photos by Kate Long and Kyle Slagle of the Sunday Gazette-Mail.
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most people,” Lewis said. Men
worked the fields and ranged
the hillsides, hunting and trap-
ping. “Food was a full-time job.”

“Today, doctors urge us to get
our bodies moving,” he said. “A
hundred years ago, nobody need-
ed to urge people to be active. If
they weren't active, they didn't eat.

“Now they tell us not to eat
processed food so we won't
have a heart attack. Processed
food didn’t exist back then. They
burnt up every calorie they ate.”

Until the 1980s, few West Vir-
ginians are overweight in
archival photos. In
the 1960s and
1970s, during the
poverty war, Amer-
icans got used to
seeing pictures of
bone-thin West Vir-
ginians on the
evening news.

Only 13.4 percent
of Americans were
obese then. Nobody
was measuring obe-
sity in West Virginia.
There seemed no
need to do so.

Now, one in three
West Virginians is
obese, at higher risk
of diabetes, heart attack, stroke,
and other conditions their an-
cestors didn’t worry about.

The price is huge. In 2009, in
“The Future Costs of Obesity,”
health care economist Ken Thor-
pe reported that obesity-related
diseases cost West Virginia $668
million in 2008. That number
will rise to $2.4 billion by 2018,
conservatively, he said, if noth-
ing changes.

How did this happen?

In the late 1970s, Dr. Bob Walk-
er — now state Health Sciences
chancellor — worked as a primary
care doctor in rural, mountainous
Lincoln County. “Families tend to
pass a diet down through gener-
ations, he said, “and historically,
our diet was geared to hard work.
Work caused people to burn a lot
of calories, timbering, farm work,
coal mining, labor of different
Kkinds.

“Rural people often got up
early and ate an enormous meal,
generally biscuits, gravy, eggs,
bacon. They’d pack a high-car-
bohydrate, high-fat lunch in a
pail to take with them, to sus-
tain them through the day.

“So our diet has definite his-
torical roots. The problem is,
those kinds of jobs have disap-
peared, and we haven’t changed
the way we eat. So now we take
in a lot of calories and fat that
don’t get burned off.”

In the mid-1980s, Americans
— including West Virginians —
started gaining weight. On the
national obesity chart, the rate
stays steady until the late ’80s,
then the line zooms upward. Be-
tween 1980 and 2000, national
obesity doubled.

Why? Nationwide, scientists
and researchers say that, start-
ing in the 1980s, Americans
were overtaken by a perfect
storm of:

m Processed food: Manufac-
turers developed cheap calorie-
dense, microwavable foods.

m Food marketing: Food ad-
vertising saturated the airwaves.

m Soda pop: In 1997, the av-
erage American consumed 53
gallons of soda pop, a 51 per-
cent increase over 1980.

m Extra calories: From 1971 to
1974, the average American man
took in 2,450 calories a day. By
1999-2000, it was 2,618.

m Eating out: In 1977-78, peo-
ple ate 18 percent of their food
away from home. By 1994, that
was 32 percent.

m Fast food: Portion sizes kept
growing

m Microwaves: Families and
schools quit cooking.

At the same time, Americans
became less active:

= Twenty six percent of Amer-
icans — and 32 percent of West
Virginians — now get no exer-
cise at all off the job.

m Most West Virginians now
work lower-activity jobs.

= In many families, both par-
ents work.

= In 2009, more than 60 per-
cent of West Virginia high school
students got no physical educa-
tion. Many schools have can-
celled recess.

m In 1969, 48 percent of Amer-
ican children 5 to 14 walked or

35

percent of W.Va. residents
say they engage in
regular exercise

33

percent of W.Va. residents
say they do not engage
in regular exercise

biked to school. By 2009, it was
13 percent.

= Computers, TV and other
screen activities keep kids in-
active.

As Americans grew heavier,
West Virginians grew heavier
faster. Sometime between 1980
and 1992, West Virginia crossed
above the national average.

Why? Appalachian re-
searchers and historians say
West Virginia faces particular
challenges that accelerate the na-
tional trend:

= Chronic poverty. In counties
where more than 35 percent of
people are obese, the poverty
rate ranges from 20 to 40 per-
cent, compared with 18 percent
statewide.

m Education level.
In the heaviest
counties, six to 12
percent of people at-
tended college, com-
pared with 17 per-
cent statewide.

= Environmental
risks in water and
air. West Virginia
University re-
searchers have doc-
umented an associa-
tion between lung
cancer, heart disease,
and birth defects and
proximity to coal
mining operations.

m [solation. The
heaviest counties tend not to be
near Interstate highways.

As West Virginia’'s weight
rose, more West Virginians de-
veloped chronic diseases asso-
ciated with obesity, until the
state led the nation in diabetes,
heart attack, hypertension and
kidney failure.

In 2011, the federal Centers
for Disease Control released a
map of counties with the high-
est diabetes rates. A deadly
swath cuts down through the
Appalachians to the Gulf Coast,
almost exactly overlapping the
“obesity belt.”

Almost every West Virginia
county is firmly inside both belts.

Back to the 1900s

In the early 1900s, historian
Lewis said, West Virginians died
mostly of contagious diseases
such as tuberculosis, pneumonia
and influenza. Today’s Killers
— diabetes, heart disease and
hypertension — were low on the
radar screen. Contagious dis-
eases killed people before chron-
ic diseases could.

As West Virginia has gotten a
grip on contagious diseases,
chronic disease rates have risen.

“The way we think about eat-
ing, culturally, makes a differ-
ence too,” Lewis said. Through
the first half of the 1900s, West
Virginians associated fat and
eating with prosperity and
health, he said. “When people
thought of a fat person, they
thought of a rich person.” Dur-
ing the Depression, “eating was
even more strongly associated
with good health.

“Food also has powerful social
meaning in our culture,” he said.
“West Virginia’s rural history is
filled with church socials and
community dinners. People
show love and hospitality with
food. It’s often a gift of sorts, and
it’s up to you to show your ap-
preciation by eating a lot of it.

“That worked OK as long as
people stayed physically active,”
he said.

Through the °50s, into the
70s, he said, “we still had an ac-
tive culture.” Children still played
outside all day. Most rural peo-
ple raised gardens.

But the culture itself has
changed. In the 1980s, fewer
West Virginians raised gardens
and more people had desk jobs,
“but people still kept that tradi-
tional association between eating
heartily and health.”

By 2008, the average West
Virginian was 20 pounds heav-
ier than he or she was in 1998.
The diabetes statistics began to
climb. “Something went out of
balance,” Lewis said.

“The way we eat is in some
ways a product of our history
and culture, mixed with mod-
ern advertising,” Dr. Walker
said. “That does not suit us well
as we move into modern life
where we drive a four-wheeler
instead of walk up the hill and
use a chain saw instead of a
crosscut saw.

“We've got to find ways to
talk about that, as a state.”

Reach Kate Long at
304-348-1798 or
katelong@wvgazette.com.

“The Shape We're In” was written with the help of the Dennis A. Hunt Fund
for Health Journalism, administered by the California Endowment Health
Journalism Fellowships, at the University of Southern California’s Annenberg
School for Communication and Journalism.

Send us your point of view

Do you remember a time when West Virginians were active and less
heavy? What do you remember? Tell us the view from your piece of
the puzzle. The Sunday Gazette-Mail welcomes thoughtful responses
of 300 words or fewer. Include your name, address and phone num-
ber. Send emails to gazette@wvgazette.com, or letters to:

The Shape We're In
Sunday Gazette-Mail
1001 Virginia St. E.
Charleston, W.Va. 25301

SHAPE SHIFT
CHANGING W.VA. WEIGHT: 1988-2008

Between 1988 and 2008, West Virginia men and women gained about a
pound a year. If Centers for Disease Control statistics went back further,
they would probably show that West Virginia's steady weight gain started
in the mid-1980s, when the national epidemic began.

210
= 201.9
5 190
‘o
E 182.4
o 170
[=)]
g 165
>
L 150
142.2
130
1988 1992 1996 2000 2004 2008
B W.Va. men M W.Va. women SOURCE: West Virginia Behaviroal

Risk Factor Surveillance System
KYLE SLAGLE | Sunday Gazette-Mail graphics




	What happened
	Whathappened 2

