
Rick Butgereit, 61, Sandy Springs
Rick Butgereit admits he had packed on a few pounds 

before the pandemic. A friend’s nagging got him into 
weightlifting and running. But within a few weeks, 
knee pain drove him to a doctor who diagnosed arthri-
tis. Butgereit realized low-impact options like rowing, 
swimming and biking were his best bet. Since the father 
of six and stepdad of two had a stash of old mountain 
bikes at home, he went with wheels first — with reser-
vations.

“I honestly didn’t understand why people would 
want to do it,” said Butgereit, the chief marketing offi-
cer of a software company. “But I started riding about 
2 to 5 miles and started liking it. On a bike, the view 
always changes. I never got bored, and I started losing 
time doing it.”

Soon neighborhood outings expanded to area trails. 
It wasn’t long before he needed a sleeker bike, a mirror 
and padded pants and gloves.

“Bikes were hard to get last spring, and I didn’t get 
one until May,” he said. “This one has 27 gears, and I 
can easily ride 15 to 20 miles on it.”

The extended rides had side benefits as well. The 
knee pain disappeared. Butgereit started losing weight. 
His kids, who have Apple watches, bought him one to 
track his progress.

By Ben Mims
Los Angeles Times

I remember the last 
thing I cooked before the 
shutdown last year. I had 
made my baking friend 
Edd Kimber’s Salted 
Black Cocoa Sablés, and 
as I served the cookies 
to a couple of friends I’d 
invited for dinner, one of 
my guests, commenting 
on the developing news, 
remarked, “I mean, 
I’m not even sure if we 

should be here right now, 
doing this.” We all mur-
mured quietly in agree-
ment and then anxiously 
grabbed a cookie. The 
next day, the shutdown 
was announced.

Prior to this day, by and 
large, cooking enthusiasts 
cooked more for pleasure 
than out of sheer obliga-
tion, while many others 
had to cook out of neces-
sity, like parents, care-
givers and those in multi-
generational households 

where not cooking is not 
an option. But after that 
day, those of us who were 
able to enjoy leisurely 
cooking had to switch to 
cooking for survival. The 
new mission? Keep the 
pleasure going in some-
thing that now existed 
in a world temporarily 
devoid of it.

Suddenly, the audi-
ence for cooking maga-
zines and newspaper sec-

2020 changed cooking for the better in many ways
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The pandemic has shed a 
blinding light on too many Ameri-
cans’ failure to follow the well-es-
tablished scientific principles of 
personal health and well-being. 
There are several reasons this coun-
try, one of the world’s richest and 
most highly developed, has suf-
fered much higher rates of COVID-
19 infections and deaths than many 
poorer and less well-equipped pop-
ulations.

Older Americans have been par-
ticularly hard hit by this novel coro-
navirus. When cases surged at the 
end of last year, COVID-19 became 
the nation’s leading cause of death, 
deadlier than heart disease and 
cancer.

But while there’s nothing any-
one can do to stop the march of 
time, several leading risk factors 
for infections and deaths stem from 
how many Americans conduct their 
lives from childhood on and their 
misguided reliance on medicine to 
patch up their self-inflicted wounds.

After old age, obesity is the sec-
ond leading risk factor for death 
among those who become infected 
and critically ill with COVID-19. Sev-
enty percent of Americans adults 
are now overweight, and more than 
a third are obese. Two other major 
risks for COVID, Type 2 diabetes 
and high blood pressure, are most 
often the result of excess weight, 
which in turn reflects unhealthy 
dietary and exercise habits. These 
conditions may be particularly 
prevalent in communities of color, 
who are likewise disproportionately 
affected by the pandemic.

Several people I know packed on 
quite a few pounds of health-rob-
bing body fat this past year, and 
not because they lacked the ability 
to purchase and consume a more 
nutritious plant-based diet or to 
exercise regularly within or out-
side their homes. One male friend 
in his 50s unexpectedly qualified 
for the COVID vaccine by having an 
underlying health condition when 
his doctor found he’d become obese 
since the pandemic began.

A Harris Poll, conducted for the 
American Psychological Associa-
tion in late February, revealed that 
42% of respondents had gained an 
average of 29 “pandemic pounds,” 
increasing their COVID risk.

So what can we learn from these 
trends? Tom Vilsack, the new Secre-
tary of Agriculture, put it bluntly a 
week ago in Politico Pro’s Morning 
Agriculture newsletter: “We cannot 
have the level of obesity. We cannot 
have the level of diabetes we have. 
We cannot have the level of chronic 
disease … It will literally cripple our 
country.”

Of course, in recent decades 
many of the policies of the depart-
ment Vilsack now heads have con-
tributed mightily to Americans’ 
access to inexpensive foods that 
flesh out their bones with unwhole-
some calories and undermine their 
health. Two telling examples: The 

Let this be a 
wake-up call 
to start living
healthier

Obesity continued on S3

Unhealthy diet greatly raises 
risk of dying from COVID-19.

HEALTHWHAT WE’VE LEARNED
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In 2020, with 
endless time 
on our hands, 
searing chicken 
breasts, roasting 
vegetables, 
making a pot 
of rice — these 
skills became 
paramount to 
a whole new 
generation of 
formerly reluctant 
cooks. 
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Our pandemic year: 

New challenges, 
new habits

By Helen Cauley  |  For The AJC

The last year has brought unprecedented, sweeping change to almost every aspect of 
life. Months of staying at home upended the way life used to be — and may never be 
again. Some people embraced the change as an opportunity to shift gears, try something 
new, take on different challenges. Here are three people who used the last year to ex-
pand their horizons.

Chamblee’s Kim Fredrickson, pictured 
above at her boutique, hosted many 
eclectic events before moving her business 
online last year. COURTESY OF KIM FREDRICKSON

For Rick Butgereit (right), getting into 
biking during the pandemic offered a way 
to get fit without hurting his knees. It also 
became a new way to connect with his kids. 
COURTESY OF RICK BUTGEREIT

Kathryn Stebbins of Johns Creek has been taking courses 
in making jewelry at Kennesaw State’s Osher Lifelong 
Learning Institute. She found she learned better from in-
person classes than online. COURTESY OF KATHRYN STEBBINS
















