


W ally Fischmann and Henry Tseng met in
1978 at a 6:30 a.m. exercise class at the

Westside Family YMCA in Los Angeles. Tseng, a past
president of the Rotary Club of Hong Kong, had
retired to Los Angeles in 1975 and joined the Rotary
Club of Westwood Village (Los Angeles) the next year.

The two became fast friends, and their work-
outs were soon followed by breakfast a few times
a week – and Tseng’s invitation to Fischmann to
join the Rotary club. They remained steady work-
out partners for almost two decades until
Fischmann started missing classes and finally quit
coming to the Y altogether. The reason: Parkin-
son’s disease.

Fischmann had been diagnosed in 1984. But
as the years wore on, his symptoms – which
included a shuffling gait and slurred speech –
had grown more pronounced, making him self-
conscious about participating in the exercise
class.

“When Wally explained that he had Parkinson’s
and that he felt embarrassed and awkward because
he couldn’t do most of the exercises, I was deter-
mined to find some exercises that he could do,”
recalls Tseng. In the fall of 1995, the two friends con-
vened a small group that included a neurologist from
the University of California, Los Angeles; a rehabilita-
tion therapist; and a Westside Family YMCA aerobics
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instructor to come up with a physical fitness regimen
appropriate for Fischmann.

But they quickly saw that the approach had
implications far beyond one person’s needs.“When
we realized that there are many others with Parkin-
son’s in Southern California, across the country, and
around the world, Wally and I decided that we had
better create a more formal organization to take
advantage of the international scope of Rotary and
the YMCA,”Tseng says.The result was a fitness and
conditioning program they named Parkinsonians
Learning Lifelong Useful Skills/Parkinson’s Exercise
Program, or PLLUS/PEP, launched in 1996.

Parkinson’s disease was first described in 1817
by London physician James Parkinson. It’s a slow-
ly progressive, chronic disease that affects a small
cluster of cells in the midbrain known as the sub-
stantia nigra. Their gradual degeneration causes a
reduction in the chemical dopamine, which can
result in the classic signs of Parkinson’s: tremors,
slow movement, stiff limbs, shuffling, and bal-
ance problems.

Although the disease is not fatal, there is no
cure, no known cause, and no prevention
method. An estimated 1.5 million people in the
United States are affected. Worldwide, at least
four million people have Parkinson’s, according to
the World Health Organization. It is most often

in need
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Top: Alice Cassata
does curls to
strengthen her
biceps.

Bottom: Fischmann,
Dea and Miriam
Moorman do a 
triceps exercise.

For more information on PLLUS/PEP, including how to order the video, visit www.pllus.org or contact 
Ann Samson, Westside Family YMCA, 11311 La Grange Ave., Los Angeles, CA 90025; phone: 310-477-1511.
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associated with older adults, though about
15 percent of patients are diagnosed before
age 50.

Parkinson’s patients often are embarrassed
or self-conscious about their conspicuous
symptoms. However, in recent years as several
high-profile public figures – former boxing
champion Muhammad Ali, actor Michael J. Fox,
former U.S.Attorney General Janet Reno – have
acknowledged that they have the disease,
public awareness has grown and the stigma
has lessened.

While drugs can ease some symptoms, exer-
cise is very important because it reduces stiffness,
improves mobility, and increases stamina,
explains Dr. Jeff Bronstein, assistant professor of
neurology at UCLA and director of the UCLA
Movement Disorder Program. Bronstein, who
helped develop the PLLUS/PEP regimen, also
points out that since people with Parkinson’s
have normal life spans, they need to exercise to
protect themselves from heart disease, high
blood pressure, and stroke, just like anyone else.

Likewise, the depression that often accompanies
Parkinson’s can often be alleviated with exercise.

Ann Samson is a member of the Westwood
Village Rotary club and executive director of the
Westside Family YMCA. “I got involved when
Henry came to me and asked if there was some-
thing we could do to help Wally,” she says,
calling PLLUS/PEP and the YMCA “a perfect
match.” With the help of Bronstein and Rachel
McCoy-Bedford, now the PLLUS/PEP class
instructor, the Westside Family YMCA staff
developed exercises for balance, flexibility,
strength, and range of motion.

Since then, hundreds of people have attend-
ed Westside Family Y’s Parkinson’s exercise class,
which meets for an hour three times a week.The
class is free to YMCA members; nonmembers
pay a nominal fee. “It’s been the most reward-
ing program we’ve started in the past eight
years,” says Samson. “We see the benefits to
the participants, and most importantly, family
members know their loved ones are doing
something that makes them feel good about
themselves.” The class has spawned a support

group, and members meet twice each month to
share their thoughts and experiences. Guest
speakers have included psychologists and physi-
cians, says George Dea, a past president of the
Westside Village club and a Parkinson’s patient
himself.“We discover things about dosages and
exchange information on reactions, new drugs,
and other medicines,” he says. “You might find
that four or five people in the group have had
the same drug reactions as you. It gives us a
feeling of closeness. One fellow loved to read
and report on all the literature about new med-
ications and the status of the approval process,
which was very helpful.”

Dea, a former assistant dean at UCLA’s
School of Theater, Film and Television, recruited
film school students to make the PLLUS/PEP
exercise video.

The video, he explains, is intended to help
homebound patients benefit from the cama-
raderie of the class.“When you do the exercises
with other people who have the disease, it’s a lot
more supportive than if you do it alone,” says

Dea.“The class does a lot of things. It helps with
posture, strength training, balance, breathing,
and talking – we work on loosening up the jaw
and joints.”

The exercises include basic warm-ups, stretch-
ing, gentle cardiovascular work, strength training,
and a cool-down. “If you were to look at the
video, the exercises look very easy,” Dea says.
“But if you have Parkinson’s, they’re very tough.”

Fischmann attributes his ability to cope
with Parkinson’s for the past 20 years to the
PLLUS/PEP exercise class and says his doctors
are impressed by how well he’s doing.“They say
the class has helped keep Wally healthier than
other patients,” says his wife, Madelyn. “They
believe the class keeps him going.”

Since 1996, the Westwood Village Rotary
club and the Westside Family YMCA have
worked to promote and expand the program to
other YMCAs and community organizations.
“It’s a great project that just about any Rotary
club can get involved with,” says Ron Lyster,
who was club president during PLLUS/PEP’s
inaugural year.

Peter More, the 2003-04 president, says
club members have exhibited PLLUS/PEP at six
RI conventions, including the 2004 convention
in Osaka, Japan, and have been amazed at
how many Rotarians visit the booth. Many who
stop by say they have friends or relatives with
the disease.

In 2001, PLLUS/PEP went international when
Westwood Village Rotarians teamed up with the
Rotary Club of Singapore West to bring an exer-
cise instructor to Singapore to train about 100
caregivers and physical therapists in the
PLLUS/PEP approach.The project was funded by
a $3,000 Matching Grant from The Rotary Foun-
dation of RI, as well as $2,000 raised by the two
clubs and $1,000 from the District Designated
Fund of District 5280 (California, USA).

Dea says four PLLUS/PEP programs are cur-
rently running at YMCAs throughout Southern
California, plus the Singapore project. He adds
that the club has received inquiries from Rotary
clubs throughout the United States and other
countries.Westwood Village Rotarians also have

raised money to publish a PLLUS/PEP newsletter,
maintain a Web site, produce copies of the
videotape, and even help pay for improvements
at several of the YMCAs that serve as PLLUS/PEP
sites. Other funding comes from the American
Parkinson’s Disease Association. DuPont Phar-
ma, a U.S. drug company, also donated $10,000
to produce the exercise video, which has been
translated into Spanish and is available in PAL
and NTSC formats for use worldwide.More than
1,000 copies have been distributed.

PLLUS/PEP founders are proud that what
began with one Rotarian’s determination to help
a friend in need has blossomed into a program
that could help thousands.“This is Rotary work-
ing for the entire community,” says More.

“We know there are many people out there
with Parkinson’s because whenever we go to a
convention, so many people come up and tell
us,” adds Dea. “But we’ve got to get the word
out, and that’s where Rotary can help.” ■

Anne E. Stein is a frequent contributor to The
Rotarian. She is based in Evanston, Ill., USA.

‘It’s been the most rewarding program we’ve
started in the past eight years.’ – Ann Samson


