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by Emily Richman
When I was about 9 years old, I begged to play 
little league with my brother. I was the only 
girl on the team and I wasn’t any good, but I 
liked playing. The night before each game, I 
stretched my damp-from-the-washing-ma-
chine uniform top over the large lounge chair 
in the living room to make sure it would fit 
my round little body. I was hyper aware of the 
visible outline of my belly when I tucked in 
my uniform, but we weren’t allowed to leave 
them untucked. Running from base to base, 
I imagined what the crowds were thinking 
about my jiggly belly underneath my little 
league getup. I was 9 years old and somehow I 
already knew, just by being in the world, that I 
was too fat to play sports.

Growing up, I don’t recall seeing any fat ath-
letes. The first I ever saw was Cheryl Haworth, 
a US Olympic weightlifter who was photo-
graphed for a book that showcased athletes’ 
bodies against a black backdrop. She was big 
and powerful and standing next to images of 
toned and muscular thin women. She looked 
majestic. I was 31 years old.

For all that time, I had thought that fat bod-
ies were inherently unathletic. Why would I 
imagine otherwise when I hadn’t seen a fat 
person, let alone a woman, being athletic in 
my lifetime?

Fast forward to the spring of 2018. I had 
been doing yoga for almost a year and I was 
rehearsing for a very physical role in a play. 
Nothing about those things seemed “athletic” 
to me. Because I was the one doing them. And 
I’m a fat woman. And fat bodies aren’t athletic.

I met a man through a dating app. A thin, 
strong, athletic man who loves to hike and 
kayak and backpack. After we went out sev-
eral times, he said he was concerned that our 
lifestyles weren’t compatible because he likes 
to be “outdoorsy” and I don’t seem to have 
that as a priority.

I was crushed. All the shame of childhood 
rushed back. I told him that he was right, I 
didn’t have an attachment to those activi-
ties, but I had also never really tried them. 
“My family weren’t hiking, camping, kayaking 
people.” I told him. “If you don’t grow up doing 
those things, how do you get involved in them 
without introduction? Have you ever seen a 
woman of my size in an ad for hiking boots?” 
I asked. He was silent for a while and then he 
responded, “No, I haven’t.”

I asked him to take me on a hike and he was 
happy to oblige. We’ve been on quite a few 
now, the most recent with an incline that felt 
like a damn roller coaster, but I love it. I have 
to stop several times to catch my breath, but I 
keep moving upwards and the view at the top 
is worth every minute of exertion.

Then he took me on a long hike around a 
lake where he used to go fishing. About one 
quarter of the way around, he asked if I could 
go the full loop. I told him I wanted to and he 
didn’t question it. He didn’t see any limitation 
in me. I hiked three miles around a beautiful 
lake and when I finished, I cried because it 
didn’t occur to me that I could do that until I 
did it.

Around the same time, I started taking weekly 
yoga lessons. My instructor uses blocks, 

Fat Athlete
bolsters and other props to help modify poses 
to fit my body, not the other way around. If 
something like yoga, an elegant and athletic 
activity can be modified to fit the needs of my 
body, why wouldn't this be true of other activi-
ties? There are modifications for athletes with 
prosthetics, with injuries, and with mobility 
devices. Why couldn’t sports be modified to fit 
the needs of my fat body?

It's simple when I look back on it now. The 
world had convinced me that my body was 
my own moral failing and I did not deserve to 
have the joy and pleasure of athleticism and 
sport. I did not deserve access. My world is so 
much bigger—full of pleasure and joy now—
with the inclusion of movement and athleti-
cism in my life. My yoga teacher has asked if I 
would consider getting trained as an instruc-
tor to help at her studio and I’m considering 
it. Both because I enjoy it and because I want 
to be an example to other large-bodied people 
that they are allowed to enjoy their bodies in 
an athletic way.

So, to the thin-bodied folks out there: Please 
don’t assume that fat-bodied people aren’t ca-
pable of sharing and enjoying movement and 
athleticism. Invite them on that hike or to play 
backyard football with you. Show your kids fat 
athletes and celebrate their success not as an 
anomaly, but as a natural diversity of bodies 
that engage in sports. There might be a little 
round 9-year-old that needs your encourage-
ment to make it around all the bases.

Emily Richman is a mental health coun-
selor, speaker, theatre artist, and stand up 
comedian in Eastern Washington. 
 www.emilyrichman.com

by Steve Ghan
When I was a boy, I, like most Boy Scouts, was 
taught to leave my campsite in at least as good 
a condition as I found it. I loved hiking and 
camping, and appreciated arriving at a camp-
site free of garbage and human waste. I have 
taken that lesson to heart, and always pick up 
trash not only at my campsite but along the 
trail as well. 

As an adult my world has grown. I have ap-
plied that ethic to my impact on the world. As 
a climate scientist I am keenly aware of the 
impact of otherwise harmless gases like car-
bon dioxide on the energy balance, and hence 
climate, of the Earth. Carbon dioxide is not a 
pollutant in the sense of a toxic chemical, but 

by warming the Earth it is making weather 
more severe, depleting mountain snowpack, 
spreading wildfires, and flooding coastal land 
with seawater. 

So I reduce my carbon emissions by using my 
bicycle (which I ride for several other reasons 
as well) for local transportation, using my 
plug-in hybrid car for longer trips, and by eat-
ing a vegetarian diet. 

But of course my actions alone are not suf-
ficient to prevent global warming. Since it is 
a global problem involving a gas that stays 
in the atmosphere for decades to centuries, 
carbon emissions from the activities of ev-
eryone must be reduced quickly to avoid the 
most severe impacts of climate change. That 

Leave No Trace 
will require policies that drive down global 
emissions.

We as a species must collectively embrace the 
ethic of leaving our Earth for future genera-
tions in at least as good a condition as we 
found it. In future columns, I'll describe a path 
forward on a climate policy that will be ef-
fective at reducing global carbon emissions 
while also being good for people, good for the 
economy, and consistent with common values 
of people across the political spectrum.

Steve Ghan leads the Tri-Cities Chapter of 
Citizens Climate Lobby. 
citizensclimatelobby.org 
fb.com/groups/WAtricitiesCCL
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