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African American Wisdom Summit™ 
Fitness and Faith 

Ernestine Shepherd 
 
[0:00:00] 
Nadirah: Welcome to The African American Wisdom Summit, a production of The Shift 

Network. I'm Nadirah Adeye. I'm very excited to introduce today's guest, Miss 
Ernestine Shepherd, who began her fitness journey at the age of 56, eventually 
going on to earn the title of World's Oldest Performing Female Bodybuilder by 
the Guinness World Records. Through her dedication to fitness and faith, 
Ernestine, over time, completely transformed her body and her life. She now 
trains mostly senior women, five days a week, and lives to inspire senior women 
to reach their full physical potential. I'm happy to say that she's been an 
inspiration to me in my own health and fitness journey. 

 
 Miss Ernestine Shepherd, it is such a pleasure to have you join us for this 

summit. Welcome. 
 
Ernestine: Thank you. I'm happy to be with you and talk with a group of people. 
 
Nadirah: Can you share a little bit about how your fitness journey began? 
 
Ernestine: Yes, I can. At age 56, and I had a sister, she was 57. My husband had invited us to 

a church picnic. He said, "You ladies can wear bathing suits." However, my sister 
and I didn't have any bathing suits. We went out to purchase them. We went to 
the store, put them on, and she looked over at me and started laughing. I looked 
at her and I started laughing. She said, "We can't go out in these suits," so we left 
the suits in the store, but we went to the church picnic anyway. We really 
wanted to get in the water, but we just knew we didn't look right. We sat there. 
We saw others swimming. Then some other ladies came over and said that they 
went to a college, at that time it was called Coppin College, and that's where 
they went to exercise. 

 
 So within that next week, my sister and I rushed over to Coppin, and we signed 

up to start an exercise program. That program consisted of aerobics, but when I 
went in there, I told the instructor that there were certain things that I wanted 
to lose and certain things that I didn't want to lose. So he said to me, "We don't 
do spot reducing around here. If you're going to come in and workout, and then 
we'll see what will happen." So that's what I did. I went in and started doing 
aerobics. So that's how we started. 

 
Nadirah: How did you go from doing aerobics to doing more intensive weight lifting? 
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Ernestine: Now, this is the story. After we had started doing the aerobics, the instructor 

noticed that my sister and I, our bodies had begun to change. He said, "You 
ladies need to start lifting weights." Again, I said, "I don't want to do that 
because I don't want to look like a man." He said, "That will not happen." 
Because I was under the impression that's what you would end up looking like. 
He said, "That won't happen. You'll just be toned." So, my sister, Velvet and I 
decided to start lifting weights but, again, I was apprehensive about doing it. 
Velvet started lifting weights and next thing, I noticed her body had begun to 
change. Oh, gosh, the instructor took her out on speaking engagements. Oh, she 
was in the newspapers. She was doing so many things, and there I sat. I wasn't 
doing anything because I was afraid to. 

 
 I had the audacity, one evening, to get angry at the gym because Velvet was 

getting a lot of attention, and I wasn't getting any. I grabbed my bag and left that 
gym and walked home. Velvet came to the house later. She said, "If you want 
this, you're going to have to start working out really hard like I'm doing." So I 
promised her that I would. 

[0:05:00] 
 I started working out like her and then I started noticing my body had changed. 

Velvet said, "You know what we're going to do?" I looked at her, and I said, 
"What?" She said, "We're going to try to motivate and inspire other senior ladies 
to live a healthy, happy, positive, confident lifestyle by lifting weights, eating 
correctly, drinking plenty of water and getting in at least 35 or 45 minutes worth 
of cardio in every day." "But," she said, "one thing that we also have to put in 
there." I said, "What?" She said, "A lot of prayer. You have to pray about 
everything that you do, and it will come true." Well, at that moment, I really 
didn't see what the prayer had to do with it, but I went on and I said, "Okay." 
"Another thing," she said, "we are going to strive to be in the Guinness Book of 
World Records as two of the oldest female sisters in the world." She says, "Now 
we are going to do that. Are you for that?" I grinned and I told her, "Yes." That's 
how we got started with the weights. 

 
Nadirah: Wow. So you did, eventually, get into the Guinness Book of World Records. 

Right? 
 
Ernestine: Yes, I did. Yes, I did. 
 
Nadirah: Can you tell us more about that? 
 
Ernestine: Yes, I can tell you more about that. She also mentioned, "And maybe we can get 

into Ripley's Believe It Or Not." I laughed at that. Anyway, she and I kept working 
very, very hard daily. She came to me one day and she said -- she called me 
Teeny -- she said, "Teeny, if anything were to happen to me, do you think you 
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could keep that promise and really work hard and motivate others and to try to 
make the Guinness Book of World Records and Ripley's Believe It Or Not?" I was 
puzzled by her saying that to me. I looked at her, and I said, "Well, vice versa, if 
anything happens to me, would you be able to continue?" She says, "No. I'm 
serious. Answer me. Will you be able to do it?" To appease her, I said, "Yes." 
Whenever we agreed on something, we did this as children, she held out her 
pinkie finger and I put mine in hers, and we both said, "It's a deal." 

 
 Well, she came to me one day and she said, "You know I awakened this morning, 

and my head hurt me so badly. I don't know what it is." I thought maybe it was 
because she had her hair too tight because we both wore our hair alike, in a 
braid, and we wore it pushed back real tight. I said, "Well try to open it and see if 
that will help." Each time, she came to me with different pains. The next time, 
she said she couldn't see out of one eye. The next time, she said it felt like water 
was running in her ears. Another time, she mentioned that she couldn't use her 
hands. I said, "I think we better get to the hospital if that's going on because I 
don't want you dying over there with your grandson with you." She says, "I'm 
not dying, Teeny. It's just something. I don't know what it is." Later on during the 
week, she called me again and she said when she had awakened, she didn't even 
know who she was but as the time went on, she got herself together. By then I 
knew that we had better do something. 

 
 I called my parents and my baby sister. They went to get her, and they took her 

to the hospital. When she got to the hospital, I was on my way trying to get 
there. But at this particular hospital, they took so long that when I got there, I 
suggested that we go some other place. So we got in the car. She was in the 
backseat and had her head on my lap. 

[0:10:15] 
 I looked at her and I said, "When you get well, I'm going to tell you how you have 

worried me." She just smiled. We got to the next hospital. We asked, did she 
want a wheelchair? She said, "No." She walked in, and she said to them, "I don't 
know why my head hurts like this." So they took her and examined her 
immediately. We were all sitting in the waiting room. I just knew they would say 
that it wasn't anything serious, but they came out and said that she had a brain 
aneurysm and that it had already burst. The water that she felt that was running 
in her ears, that was from the aneurysm that had burst. That was blood running 
in her ears. My sister was a wise girl. She had often mentioned that if anything 
were to happen to her, she never wanted to be on life support if it was really 
something serious. They wanted to try to put her on life support but they said it 
would be to no avail, so the family said, "No." She died right then and there. 

 
Nadirah: Wow. 
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Ernestine: Yes. I was at the hospital. I ran around the hospital, screamed and cried. I said, 
"Now I don't have anyone. What am I going to do?" My baby sister said, "You 
have me." I loved my baby sister dearly but that wasn't who or what I wanted at 
that moment. I wanted Velvet. So, she wanted to be cremated, and she was 
cremated. At her funeral, well, I like to sing and I sang The Lord's Prayer by Gates 
at her funeral. After that, I left that church, I hated God, I hated everyone 
because I couldn't understand why God took her away when she was such a 
good person. She was far better than me because I wasn't a good person like 
her. 

 
 I went in the house. I stayed in there. I wouldn't do anything. As I mentioned, I 

was mean and ugly. I'm ashamed to say it. I'd be in the house, saying bad words, 
just anything, just being ugly. My family, my husband and son tried to get me to 
be a better person, but I didn't want it. Then one night, I was asleep, and she 
came to me in a dream. She said to me, "You're not doing what I asked you to 
do. Get up and do what I asked you to do." I looked around. I didn't see anyone. I 
just laid there. I said, "This can't be happening to me." 

 
 I didn't move right away to do what she wanted. I guess it took me about a 

couple of weeks. I went to a church, not my church. I went to a church and the 
organist was playing a song that she and I loved dearly. It went: Here I am, Lord. 
It is I, Lord. I have heard You calling through the night. I will go, Lord, where You 
lead me. I will hold Your people in my heart." Don't you know, the next thing I 
knew, something that I have never done in all of my -- at that time, I had turned 
57 -- in all of my 57 years. I never was a person that made a lot of noise in church 
because when I saw people doing that, I really thought they were just fooling.  
But boy, oh, boy, I stood up and these words came into my mouth. I said, 
"Restore to me the joy of my salvation. Restore to me the joy of each new day. 
Give me back the love that I once had for You and never ever let me slip away." 
When I did that, I felt like a new person. 

[0:15:32]  
 If anybody knows what it is to finally really know God, your whole life changes. 

At that moment, I decided that I was going to be a better person not only for 
myself but to try to help as many people as I possibly could, to be healthy and 
also to try to do what she wanted about that Guinness Book of World Records. 

 
 In the meantime, I developed, while I was home being mean and ugly and nasty, 

I developed high blood pressure, acid reflux, anxiety, panic attacks. You name it. 
I had all of that. These are the things that I developed. Am I talking too much? 
You let me know. 

 
Nadirah: No. Please. We are here to hear your story. 
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Ernestine: I developed all of those things. There was a friend who had began working out 
with Velvet and me. I called him, and I told him, I wanted to go back to the gym 
and start working out again to try to fulfill my sister's dream. I asked him, would 
he help me? He said he would. 

 
 While I had gone back to work, and this person Raymond Day, would come to 

the store three days out of the week and picked me up. I carried my workout 
clothes with me. I would go to the gym, change my clothes, and he trained me. 
He worked hard. I did everything that he told me to do. I even went above the 
call of duty doing the things because I was on a mission. Then he said to me one 
day, "I think I'm going to send your picture in to Essence Magazine because 
they're looking for seniors to put in their book." I smiled. I said, "What will 
happen?" He said, "I told you. They would put you in their book if they like what 
they see." So he took a picture of me, and sent it in to Essence Magazine. 

 
 Well, God had it that they liked what they saw. I was 62 years of age at that time, 

and I was in their book. From there, I was called with the show -- oh, my 
goodness, I can't think of the show. I was on this show with Barbara Walters. I 
appeared on there, and I told them how I started working out. Essence called me 
again, and I was in two other books. From then on, my friend, Raymond, took me 
to various bodybuilding shows. This one particular bodybuilding show that I went 
to, there was a trainer there. He was the former Mr. Universe, Yohnnie 
Shambourger. I was sitting in the audience, and he saw me. He came over, and 
he said, "Miss, would you like to present the trophies to my winners?" I looked 
at him, and I smiled. I was flattered. I went on the stage. I presented the trophies 
to his winners. I then loved being onstage. Each time he had a show, I was there. 
Each time, he had me to present the trophies. 

[0:20:00] 
 So, Raymond Day and I had gone to the Mr. Olympia, and there was Yohnnie 

Shambourger. Ray said -- he called me Erne -- he said, "Erne, there's Yohnnie 
Shambourger. I've done all I can do. Maybe he can help you because you want to 
be in that Guinness Book of World Records." He said, "Go and ask him would he 
train you?" So I went over to him, and I asked him would he train me? I told him 
what my dream was. He said, "My goodness! I already thought you were a 
bodybuilder. But I will train you, but you're going to have to do everything that I 
ask you to do. Will you do that?" I looked in his face and smiled and said, "Yes, I 
would." 

 
 I said, "What do you want me to do first?" He said, "I want you to have someone 

take pictures of you in a bathing suit and send them to me." Raymond took the 
pictures, sent them to Yohnnie then Yohnnie sent a program to me to do 
different exercises to really change my body more because my big problem was 
my body has always had big thighs. I was what you call skinny fat. My upper body 
never was very large, so it didn't take much for me to tone that. The lower body 
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was the one where the work really, really had to be done, squats and things like 
that. So after he had gotten me where he wanted me from training online, I 
went to his center and I started training at his center. Then he said, "You're 
ready to do your first competition." I was in shock. I said, "You really mean that?" 
He said, "Yes." So, I did the first competition. When I got ready to do that, there 
was my husband sitting in the audience. I'll tell you later. My husband and son, I 
could not have accomplished anything without their support. My husband is the 
wings beneath my sail -- beneath my wings. 

 
 Anyway, I got on the stage, and I peeked out. My husband was looking. I said, 

"Oh, God. What is he going to say with me in this outfit?" Because I had given my 
life to the Lord and there I was, standing up there in a skimpy suit. He looked, 
and he smiled. I did the competition and in that competition, I think I came out 
in first place. After that, I got my trophies, and I went home. Finally within about 
a month's time, Yohnnie got a call from Guinness Book of World Records. They 
said they thought I was the oldest female competitive natural bodybuilder in the 
world and as soon as they would check it, they would let us know. 

 
 So they checked, and they found out that I was. They asked me to come to 

Rome. So, Yohnnie and I and my other trainer, my husband, we all went to 
Rome. When I got to Rome, I arrived in Rome, March 16th, that was my sister's 
birthday. When I got off the plane, the car they had waiting for us, the tag 
number on that was 316, her birthday. When I got to the hotel, music was 
playing in the lobby. The music that they were playing was her favorite song. 
"When you walk through a storm, hold your head up high and don't be afraid of 
the dark." You know that. "You'll never walk alone." I stood there, and the tears 
gushed in my eyes. I said, "This really can't be happening." But it did. 

[0:25:05] 
 I carried her ashes, some of her ashes, with me. I didn't let anybody know that I 

had them. I hid them in a pair of tennis shoes. At one quiet, appropriate 
moment, I spread those ashes as far as I could in Rome, and I said to my sister, 
"We made it." That was really, really one of the best things since I have been 
doing this weight training whatever, to happen to me, and I treasure that in my 
heart. 

 
 When I came home, don't you know, I got a call from Ripley's Believe It Or Not. I 

went to New York, and I was in that book. I want to cry because it just touches 
me. It really does. Then I ended up on various television shows, which was 
wonderful, spreading the word like she wanted. Working at different health 
organizations, AARP, United Health, you name them, I've worked for them. I 
think about the people, lives that I've touched and I say this, that they've 
touched mine too because you can't do anything without the love of people. If 
people didn't love me, I wouldn't be doing the things that I'm doing.  
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 I always tell people when I'm doing my class, I tell them, "I have more years 
behind me than I have in front of me. What I have left, I want to help as many 
people as I possibly can." I tell them, "All you have to do, use my mantra. Be 
determined, dedicated and disciplined to be fit. If ever there were an anti-aging 
pill, I just call it exercise." I tell them that. I also say at the end of my classes, 
"You are my sunshine. You make me happy when my skies are gray." Because all 
the things that I do -- in life, you do have some gray skies but being around other 
people, it just helps me so much. I love everything that I do. 

 
 I was able, from exercises, to get off quite a bit of the medications that I was 

taking. I tell people that they too can get off some of the medications. Not all of 
it but it can lower it. It's just wonderful just being around everybody. It's 
wonderful that you wanted me on this radio station. I thank you from the 
bottom of my heart. 

 
Nadirah: Absolutely. I'm so touched. Do you need to take a moment? 
 
Ernestine: No. I do this -- anyway, these are tears of joy because my sister has been dead 

for 24 years and don't you know, I've kept her dream alive. I love every day 
anybody who would ask me her story. I love to tell it all of the time. I'm sincere 
about everything that I do. I practice what I preach. I'm okay. 

 
Nadirah: Okay. It's beautiful and it's so clear that Spirit has been moving you. It sounds 

like once you were willing, Spirit just started moving things into place for you and 
God has been working in your life. Can you share what your current routine is? 
What are the things that you're doing now in addition to teaching? What's your 
training program right now?  

[0:30:18] 
Ernestine: Okay. First of all, I work out for about an hour and 45 minutes, my own workout. 

I do the entire body. On Mondays, I will do chest and I also do biceps. On 
Wednesdays, I do shoulders and triceps. On Fridays, I do back and legs. That's 
hitting every part of the body. I never do the same thing, back to back, because 
you have to give the muscles a chance to rest. At least, I have to give mine a 
chance to rest. So that's what I basically do. Then I'm out every day. I either run 
or walk, and I'm out there for two hours just about every day. Sundays, well, 
Sundays, I take off, but most of the time I'm out running or walking. That helps 
me with my peace of mind. It just does so much. It really does. 

 
Nadirah: Are you still working with a trainer? 
 
Ernestine: I always have a trainer. I don't see him as often as I did. When we get ready to do 

a show then I'll go to his center. But all the workouts that I do are the ones that 
he had set up for me, and I'll just follow that. I follow that regime all the time. 
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Nadirah: Do you set fitness goals for yourself or does he encourage you to keep pushing? 
Are you at a state where you're continuing to set goals or strive, or are you 
maintaining where you are? 

 
Ernestine: What I'm doing right now, I'm actually maintaining because, well, if God is 

willing, in June, June 16th, I'll be 80, so what I'm doing, I'm just maintaining. I'm 
constantly doing the same things over and over again. Maybe I may do more 
reps or more sets, things of that nature, but he's very mindful of me not getting 
injured. That's why we keep things the same way. If I were to get ready to 
compete, again, I would go to him where he would really be able to watch me 
and make certain that the new things that he's introducing would be conducive 
for me to do. 

 
Nadirah: Are you still competing at all? 
 
Ernestine: Well we haven't done anything in about two years. What we do, we've been 

traveling, doing motivational speaking and training people out of town, things of 
that nature. So I have to still stay in shape because the people still want to see if 
I can do the push-ups and the things that I was doing. I always mention to him 
and to anyone that was training me, I really never ever wanted to be with big 
muscles, to look masculine. Yohnnie Shambourger said to me -- he calls me Miss 
Erne -- he says, "Miss Erne, you will not have to worry about that. What I'm 
doing and what I have done to create a body that when others see you, they too 
know that they can achieve the same thing.' 

 
 Everything that I do is natural. When I say natural, it's how I eat. My protein, I do 

not take any type of supplements. I never wanted to do that. I drink plenty of 
water, things of that nature. Everything is natural because at my age, I don't 
know what certain supplements would do to me, so I don't bother with any of 
those things.  

[0:35:16] 
Nadirah: Do you ever find that you lose your momentum or you need ways to get 

reinspired in your workout, in your fitness program? 
 
Ernestine: No. I don't need anything to reinspire me because I enjoy everything that I do. I 

really do. It just makes me feel good. The only thing I do, I thank God each and 
every day that I'm able to get up and to continue what I started. I'll do it as long, 
as I said, as God will allow me to do it. 

 
Nadirah: Wow. Do you have anything that you want to -- I mean, you've said so much. I 

really like the be determined, dedicated and disciplined to be fit. I love that. Do 
you have any final words that you would like to leave us with, anything that you 
want to say to people who maybe have been thinking about, "Oh, I'd like to get 
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fit or feel better physically, but I just don't feel like I can start now or I feel too 
old to start now."? 

 
Ernestine: Oh, gosh. I always tell people that age is nothing but a number. I tell them that 

all of the time. It really is. Most people, they'll hear somebody say, "Oh, you can't 
do this. Oh, you can't do that." Don't listen to them. Just keep moving. Don't 
stop. Set a goal and say that this is what I'm going to do, and stick with it. That's 
what I tell everyone. I would like to share a creed that I live by, with you if we 
have enough time. 

 
Nadirah: Yes. Please. 
 
Ernestine: Okay. My sister gave me this creed. She didn't write it, but I use this everywhere 

that I go. I live by it. It's by Christian D. Larson. It goes:  
 
 "I promise myself to be strong that nothing 

can disturb my peace of mind. 
To talk health, happiness, and prosperity 
to every person I meet. 
 
To make all my friends feel 
that there is something worthwhile in them 
To look at the sunny side of everything 
and make my optimism come true. 
 
To think only the best, to work only for the best, 
and to expect only the best. 
To be just as enthusiastic about the success of others 
as I am about my own. 
 
To forget the mistakes of the past 
and press on to the greater achievements of the future." 
 
These two lines, this is something I do every day of my life. 
 
"To wear a cheerful expression at all times 
and give a smile to every living creature I meet. 
 
To give so much time to improving myself 
that I have no time to criticize others. 
To be too large to worry, too noble to anger, too strong for fear, 
and too happy to permit the presence of trouble." 
 
And the last two lines. 
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"To think well of myself and to proclaim this fact to the world, 
not in loud words but in great deeds. 
To live in the faith that the whole world is on my side 
so long as I am true to the best that is in me." 
 

 That's how I try to live every day of my life. 
 
Nadirah: That's so beautiful. I'm so deeply appreciative to have gotten to speak with you. 

Again, personally -- I said this before we started the session. My own fitness 
journey, in part, was inspired by seeing you and realizing that -- I was, like, 
"That's a journey I want to be on." 

[0:40:25] 
 I remember seeing you in an interview, and you just seemed so at peace and so 

inviting. I'm glad to be able to hear more from you and that this is part of your 
mission. You're definitely doing your work. Personally, I want to thank you and 
also, again, just thank you so much for taking the time to speak with us for this 
summit. I really appreciate it. 

 
Ernestine: Thank you. I hope I didn't talk too much. 
 
Nadirah: No. It was beautiful. You spoke just the right amount. 
 
Ernestine: Oh, my, gosh, thank you. 
 
[0:41:15] End of Audio 
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