
becoming untenable. I was too young 
to be so debilitated.

Relief at last 
“Early in my treatment, my doctor 
told me that the water would be good 
for my knees, but I hesitated for a year 
and a half, trying to convince myself 
that constant physical therapy would 
keep me pain-free. In 
fact, I had a laundry 
list of excuses for not 
getting into the water: 
I worried about how 
I’d look in a swimsuit. 
I worried about los-
ing my contacts in the 
water. I worried about 
showering at the gym.

“Then a friend took me to a water 
aerobics class at her gym. Being with her 
made me feel less apprehensive, espe-
cially after she introduced me to her 
‘mermaid’ friends. They were welcom-
ing, nonjudgmental and supportive, 
and all of my fears were allayed. How I 
looked wasn’t important. My contacts 
were safe with my head above water. 
And I quickly fell into a shower routine. 

Let me know what’s inside,” 
I shouted to my family 
through the window of the 

rental car as they walked toward 
the food market. I wanted to go 
with them, but after eight hours 
touring a new city in the summer 

heat, I couldn’t walk another step. 
As a certified foodie, I’d spent years 
in search of the perfect yeast donut 
or the most uniquely flavored ice 
cream, and I was frustrated to miss 
this mecca of culinary delights—it 
probably would have been a high-
light of my whole vacation. 

“Before we left, I wondered if the 
osteoarthritis in my knees would 
interfere with our sightseeing, but I 
tried to forget about it and focus on 
enjoying the family time. Still, at 
a certain point, I could no longer 
pretend I was okay. I lagged behind 

wherever we walked. Each time I 

had to scan the street for a badly 
needed bench, all I could think was, 
I just want my knees to go back to the 
way they were before.

Feeling powerless 
“I’ve never been an athlete, but I 
always enjoyed step aerobic classes. 
One day, after 24 years of classes, my 
left knee suddenly started to hurt. 
I tried wearing a copper compres-
sion sleeve during class to ease the 
discomfort, and I took over-the-
counter  anti-inflammatories, but 
they didn’t help. I ultimately decided 
to stop taking the classes, but I didn’t 
think it was serious—I assumed my 
knee would heal on its own. 

“I was able to disregard the pain 
for a while, but all of a sudden, I 
couldn’t walk more than a block 
without stopping to sit. Whenever 

I was confronted by a flight of stairs, I 
would count the steps and struggle 
with each one. When I took my daugh-
ter shopping, I avoided stores with no 
seats. I even stopped taking the dog 
on walks. I did everything I could to 
try to forget my knee problem, until a 
friend asked me why I was limping. I 
instinctively denied it, but that’s when 
I realized the problem wasn’t going 
away—I was just modifying my life-
style to accommodate my pain. 

“On my first visit, the orthopedist 
found that the cartilage on the inside 
of my one knee had worn away, and the 
second knee was close behind. He told 
me I would need a double knee replace-
ment, but encouraged me to hold off as 
long as possible. Replacements only last 
about 20 years—getting the surgery so 
young, I’d almost definitely need a sec-
ond surgery in the future.

“I went for months of physical ther-
apy. It was painful and difficult, espe-
cially at the beginning. It also didn’t 
provide lasting relief: The pain would 
always return. I tried gel shots, and 
although they helped initially, their 
effectiveness would wear off after 
about six months. The situation was 

Working out in a pool is ideal for arthritis sufferers, says Howard 
Chansky, M.D., chair of orthopedics at the University of Washington. 
“Osteoarthritis can be so debilitating that people are unable to exercise on 
dry land,” he explains. “But water removes the load on your joints and allows 
you to move without pain.” The reason: The water cushions the joints to 
make normally painful movements effortless while still toning and strength-
ening the muscles around the joints to decrease pain. Indeed, in a study in 
the Journal of Rehabilitation Medicine, 44% of osteoarthritis patients who did 
land-based exercise reported discomfort afterward, compared to only 11% of 
patients in the aquatic group. And since water provides 15 times more resis-
tance than air, muscles have to work up to 800% harder, yielding big results 
in little time. To get the benefits, follow Risa’s lead and try a water aerobics 
class three times a week at your local gym or community center. Or hop into 
the pool and try these three moves while standing in chest-deep water.

HOW WATER AEROBICS COMBATS     ARTHRITIS PAIN
Noodle kicks

“During that first class, as we 
moved through the water, we laughed 
and sang and cheered one another on. 
It was challenging to adapt to the feel 
of the weights in the water and to bal-
ance on a noodle, yet I felt empowered 
to lift and kick my legs. Honestly, I felt 
like a kid again!

“I joined the gym, Life Time 
Fitness, that very day and started 

taking water aerobics 
classes three times a 
week. Walking became 
painless again almost 
immediately. It was 
right out of the movie 
Cocoon—I had my life 
back, thanks to the 
magic of the water! 

“These days, I’m in the pool five to 
seven times a week. Six months ago, I 
found a new obsession in pickleball—
a cross between badminton and Ping-
Pong using a Wiffle ball. I thought I 
was forever destined to sit on the side-
lines, but water aerobics keeps knee 
pain at bay. I never dreamed I’d be 
able to race across any court, joyfully 
volleying from side to side without 
pain!”  —Risa C. Doherty

Maintaining balance calls on the core 
muscles and encourages good posture 
to balance weight on the joints.
TO DO: Hold the noodle in 
front of you with your 
arms extended a few 
inches below the 
surface of the water. 
Kick one leg straight 
up to tap the noodle 
with the top of your 
foot. Do 15 reps on 
each leg.
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“Walking became 
painless again 

almost immediately. 
I had my life back, 

thanks to the magic 
of the water!”

movement as medicinehealth
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Noodle leg press
Hopping strengthens the muscles 
around the knee to eliminate pain. 
TO DO: Hold the ends of a 
pool noodle, bend it to form 
a U shape and push it under 
the water. Step over the 
noodle with one leg 
then the other, then 
step back over to return 
to start. Do 15 reps. For 
an advanced version, 
jump over the noodle 
with your legs together.

This press strengthens the thigh mus-
cles to relieve pressure on the knees. 
TO DO: Hold the ends of a pool 
noodle, bend it to form a U 
shape and push it under the 
water. Step on the middle 
of the noodle, release the 
ends and press it down 
to the floor, straightening 
your leg. Bend your knee 
to let the noodle rise up 
and grab the ends. Do 
15 reps on each leg.

Osteoarthritis left Risa Doherty, 56, limping 
and perpetually searching for a seat…until 
she discovered the gentle cure that alleviated 
her pain and helped her lose 47 pounds!

“Water aerobics cured my pain!”

Risa C. 
Doherty, 
Roslyn 
Heights, NY

Noodle step-over


