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Twenty-six pant sizes later

Firefighter sheds 178 pounds by dieting, exercise
By Jason Rollinson

Jrollinson@itemonline.com
Imagine waking up for work, looking in the mirror and not recognizing your reflection.


For 36-year-old Norman Langwell, that feeling on March 19, 2006, became a major turning point in his life.


“I woke up one morning to get ready for work and looked in the mirror.  I didn’t know who I was,” Langwell said.


Wearing a size 58 pants, Langwell had reached 379 pounds on the scale and decided it was time for a change.


“Everyone get to the point where they get a wake up call for something,” he said.  “I had tried to lose weight lots of times before, but every time, I tried to do it for everyone else.

“This time, I had decided to do it for myself.”


The husband and father of three knew it wouldn’t be easy though.


“The first thing I did was change my diet, “ Langwell said.  “I got rid of all of the junk food and started working out in the mornings.”


The Goree Unit correctional officer of 7 ½ years quite often feasted at his job.


“I had a habit of eating frequently,” Langwell said.  “I would eat eggs, biscuits and gravy and pancakes at work because there wasn’t a limit on how much food you could eat.  I would then eat what they served for lunch, get off at work around 2 p.m. and eat a sandwich, and then eat whatever my wife cooked at night.”


But that had to end soon.


“Eating so frequently was the first thing I cut out,” Langwell said, “I put the George Foreman grill that I had gotten for Christmas the year before to use.  I tried to think of good food recipes to cook and got on the Internet and did a lot of research.  Everything was pointing to chicken, fish and salads.”


He became more educated on the weight-loss process and exactly what had to be done.


“The biggest lesson I had to learn was that I had to take in less calories than I was putting out,” Langwell said.  “The body will store the extra weight, especially anything over 2,000 calories a day.  I know that if I want to eat tacos or other kinds of fast food, I would have to work that much harder to burn it off.”


Exercising it off


Once he figured out the right kind of diet, he then turned to exercise to help out with his regimen.


“I started out by exercising at Mance Park,” Langwell said.  “My kids run in the AAU Junior Olympics and their coach, Earl Woods, gave me a few ideas on how to work it off.  I started walking on the track, not trying to break any records or anything.  After a month, he wanted to see if I could walk faster so I stayed on the track throughout the summer.  After dropping about 80 pounds, I got bored with it and joined Iron Works.”


At Iron Works he began walking on the treadmill and was told by the owner that for every five minutes walked, to run a minute to the point where it got hard to breathe.


Weighing in at just over 200 pounds, he met Ken Johnson, co-founder of the Seven Hills Running Club, and turned his interest towards running in an extra direction.


“I saw a flyer at the gym about the Seven Hills Running Club,” Langwell said.  “I called Ken up and he told to start street runs and following their paths.  I competed in my first event, the Heatwave 5K at Sam Houston and had lots of fun.  Ken then suggested that I ought  to do a marathon.”


Johnson said Langwell’s success story is rare, but can be reached.


“His story shows what a person can achieve if they put their mind to it,” said Johnson, who’s run 34 marathons himself.  “A lot of people need to get in better shape and running is just one way to make it happen.  Losing weight is a matter of dieting, but long-distance running helps maintain cardiovascular fitness and burn calories.”


Langwell set out in January to run the 26.2-mile Chevron Houston Marathon.


“When I had gotten to mile 20, I started having difficulties,” Langwell said.  “It made me reflect of all the running up the hills, in the rain, the freezing temperatures, the heat, and I thought there was no way that I wasn’t going to finish.”


He said his family gave him the extra motivation need to complete the race.


“A couple of times, I just wanted to give up, but the finish line at the end was decorated so well,” Langwell said.  “Several of the runners got that extra push when they saw their loved ones at the finish line, and I was one of them.  Once you see your family, there’s nothing stopping you from getting to the end.”


Langwell took part in his second marathon this weekend, the Fort Worth Cowtown Marathon.


“I’m choosing to do the Texas Marathon Challenge, which is to run five sanctioned marathons from Sept. 1 to May 31,” he said.  “I’m looking at running Seabrook and Dallas also.”


“Only one percent of all runners ever run a marathon,” Johnson said.  “Anyone who runs one is really accomplished.  It’s really a remarkable achievement.”


Langwell has spent the last five years with the Huntsville Volunteer Fire Department.


“In my five years as a firefighter, I’ve seen some really bad structure fires and terrible automobile accidents,” Langwell said.  “But I’ve also seen the benefits of losing all of the weight when it comes to fire fighting.  I look back from five years ago and wonder if I had hindered by fellow firefighters.  It wouldn’t have been easy to pull me out of a fire at that size.”

Surgery, diet pills not the answer


Anyone faced with the task of losing almost 200 pounds would certainly weigh the lap-band procedure as a likely option, but not Langwell.


“I thought about having the lap-band procedure, but the only thing that really kept me from it was the fact that TDCJ’s insurance doesn’t cover it,” Langwell said.  “Thinking back on it though, that’s the easy way out.  You can get it done and not have to do any exercising.  There’s always going to be medical risks like anesthesia.  That’s a chance you take anytime you have surgery.  But to an obese person, the risk is minor.  Surgery is the last alternative to get rid of the weight.


Of course, there are the traditional weight-loss pills that are widely-popular.


“I tried all kinds of diet pills, but my advice to people is to leave them alone,” Langwell said.  “You don’t need them.  People want to lose weight the easy way, but there is no easy way.  You didn’t put the weight on in a week, and you certainly won’t take it all off in a week.”


Langwell’s transformation has earned him respect from not only his family, but his peers and the inmates he oversees.


“I’ve gotten a lot of respect from the inmates and my co-workers at the unit,” Langwell said.  “I’ve had a few inmates come up to me and tell me that they”re trying to do the same thing.  My co-workers ask all the time how I did it.  Some of them even believe I had surgery.”


But what do you do if you have a hard time getting the desire to work out?


“I ask people who don’t like to exercise:  ‘What is your favorite TV show?, Langwell said.  “Ten I tell them that if they had given up that hour of watching TV, then they would be surprised how big of an impact it would have in a month.”

Vital signs, way of life improve


“I never had high blood pressure while I was head,” Langwell said.  “That’s probably because of the little bit that I did do, like fire fighting and playing in the softball league.


“The highest my cholesterol went up to was 202,” Langwell said.  “Now that I run so much, my normal resting heart rate is around 55 beats/minutes.  When I talked to the doctor about it, he said that it was normal for long-distance runners for it to be that low.  Running clears the arteries out.  I never had diabetes, but if I had approached the 400 pound mark, I could’ve easily developed some severe health problems.”


His daily six-mile run gives him benefits other than health-wise.


“I’ve seen things at 5 a.m. that most people miss in the mornings,” Langwell said.  “I ran by a skunk and didn’t get sprayed.  Running allows a person to see the sunrise a whole lot better.  Plus, you get a lot of time to think about things.  If there are stressful situations going on, like paying bills, then it’s a good stress reliever.”


Now weighing just 201 pounds and wearing a size 32 pants, Langwell looks back on the last two years and believes his transformation truly saved his life.


“Being heavy is not a place that I want to go back to,” Langwell said.  “I want to be able to see my kids graduate high school and see them have kids of their own.”


He hopes his story will be an inspiration for others wanting to shed a significant amount of pounds.


“There’s not a person out there that can’t do what I was able to do with my weight,” Langwell said.  “You have to be ready to do it for no one but yourself.”
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