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 Nearly every biographical article on fit-
ness icon Jack LaLanne describes him as the 
first person to have a regular television program 
dedicated to exercise. However, as Ben Pollack 
explained in his 2018 dissertation, James Paul 
Fogarty beat LaLanne to the small screen by 
more than a year, debuting Your Figure, Ladies, 
on channel WGN-TV in Chicago in 1950.1 Had 
Pollack dug a bit deeper, he would have found 
an even earlier pioneer of TV fitness, Dorothy C. 
Rohrer—known professionally as Paige Palm-
er—who two years before Fogarty began rous-
ing women to follow her through a routine of 
fanny bumps, twists, and leg lifts in the privacy 
of their living rooms while her show played on 
Channel WEWS in Cleveland. 
 Unlike LaLanne, who became an inter-
national celebrity through his nationally syn-
dicated show and relentless self-promotion, 
Palmer’s reach was limited mostly to TV viewers 
in Ohio and western Pennsylvania. Because of 
this, documenting Palmer’s life with accuracy 
has proven challenging. And so, if our aims for 
this essay seem modest—we have focused pri-
marily on verifying the facts of her life and dis-
cussing her ideas on exercise—there is a good 
reason. There are few reliable primary sources 
related to her early life, and those interviews 
that she gave after she was established as a TV 
celebrity, primarily reveal her “public biogra-
phy.” Like the air-brushed stories told by many 
other celebrities, Palmer’s stories about her per-
sonal life are a combination of truth, exagger-
ation, and dissimulation.2 While this essay ex-
plores the gray areas in her personal narrative, 
we want to be clear that we do regard Palmer’s 
contributions to exercise for women as signifi-
cant. She played an important role in the lives 
of thousands of Midwestern women who tuned 
in to her morning show hoping to improve 

their figures and their health. And, her linkage 
of exercise to fashion and beauty was import-
ant in the mid-century. As we will show, while 
not a feminist in the modern sense, Palmer was 
definitely an independent, ambitious woman, 
whose message was simple, exercise was trans-
formative and could be the pathway to beauty, 
charm, and feminine success.3 
 Dorothy Rohrer’s life began in Akron, 
Ohio, where she was born to Paul and Kathryn 
Rohrer on 17 January 1916.4 According to a 2000 
interview, Rohrer (who shall be called Paige 
Palmer henceforth in this essay), was the oldest 
of four children and grew up in a comfortable 
home, thanks to her father’s successful dental 
practice. From a young age, Palmer was not only 
physically active herself, but claimed she also 
led other children to become active. “It started 
when I was seven or eight years old. I was the 
one who taught kids in the neighborhood how 
to play games, put on shows,” she told an inter-
viewer.5 According to Palmer, her unusual en-
ergy and physical skills led her to begin by age 
13, “teaching at the YWCA in Akron: swimming, 
dancing, tennis,” a claim disputed by at least 
one of Palmer’s chroniclers.6 Yet a photograph 
of Palmer preparing to ride a mechanical horse 
at a YWCA circus in 1933 supports the idea that 
she was involved with the Y in some capacity 
during her teenage years. Her description of 
how she came to the game of tennis, however, 
is harder to believe. “Shirley Fry, who went on to 
win Wimbledon, was a friend of mine.” Palmer 
claimed. “Her father had Shirley and me prac-
tice tennis every night of the week. She went 
to Wimbledon, and I taught tennis all through 
high school.”7 Again, Palmer’s memories raise 
questions. Fry was born in 1927, making her 11 
years younger than Palmer. It is just not logical 
that they trained together as children because 
of this age difference.8 
 Palmer maintained that she had also 
opened a dance and artistic expression school 
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at age 16. Called The School of Expression, sev-
eral journalists suggest it was more likely that 
she was at least 18, and the first mention in the 
Akron newspaper appears in 1935 when Palm-
er was already 19.9 Painting herself as a maver-
ick who set her own path, Palmer claimed that 
her parents learned of the school’s existence 
only “when she sent them an invitation to the 
school’s opening.”10 
 Dance and audacity continued to play 
key roles in Palmer’s career trajectory. In a 1951 
interview, Palmer said her father refused to pay 
for dance lessons when she requested them at 
age 11. Her father, Paige explained, wanted her 
to learn to play the violin. 
Instead, in a move worthy 
of Tom Sawyer, she told her 
interviewer that she went 
behind her father’s back 
and talked to the violin in-
structor on her own, nego-
tiating a better price for the 
lessons. “I got the music 
lessons for half price,” she 
explained, “and used the 
other half to pay for danc-
ing school.”11 Unless pre-
teen Palmer had almost no 
familial supervision it is dif-
ficult to know how this was 
possible since Akron had 
more than a quarter mil-
lion residents by 1930 and 
it is not likely her parents 
would be happy for her to 
be roaming the city on her 
own.12 Exactly when, where 
and how long she took 
dance lessons is not known. But dance was her 
favorite activity, and she believed, “I was gift-
ed with dancing. I would see somebody dance 
and I could turn around and teach it. I feel all 
of us are given a special something and mine 
was the ability to teach from the time I was very 
young, and I knew it.”13 Her “school,” began in 
an old run-down house that, again, she report-
edly rented on her own without parental help. 
Palmer later speculated that her landlord rent-
ed it to her at such a young age because of her 
father’s solid reputation in the community, be-
lieving that “if she couldn’t pay for it, [her] father 
would.”14 According to Palmer, “the dance class-
es I held there were enormous. I taught ball-
room dancing, ballet, toe, [and] tap.”15 Nonethe-
less, the school seems to have closed in 1937, as 
advertisements for it stopped appearing in The 

Akron Beacon Journal in January of that year.16 
 Palmer graduated from Akron’s Buchtel 
High School in 1934 and generally told inter-
viewers that she had attended the University 
of Akron and double majored in physical edu-
cation and home economics and took a minor 
in nutrition.17 During the 1930s, the University 
of Akron (U of A) was organized into a variety 
of colleges, and the entry point for undergrad-
uates was called “The General College” which 
offered two-year degree programs similar to 
junior colleges. Many students then did two 
more years of work in a higher college at U of A 
to get a regular bachelor’s degree. In trying to 

document Palmer’s time 
and activities at the Uni-
versity, an examination 
of online yearbooks from 
the 1930s and early 1940s 
shows Rohrer as enrolled 
in the General College in 
1937, along with her future 
husband Paul Roush.18 She 
does not appear in any 
club, intramural, or other 
activity photos in the 1937 
yearbook. Rohrer did ap-
parently belong to Delta 
Psi Kappa (a professional 
health and physical edu-
cation society) in 1936 and 
went on to serve as pres-
ident of the University of 
Akron chapter.19 Whether 
she graduated, however, 
is unclear. In the 1940 cen-
sus, when she was then 
24, Palmer answered the 

question about “highest grade completed,” 
with “third year college.” She does not show up 
in either the 1941 or 1942 yearbooks as a student 
at any level. 20

 Palmer’s other claims about her years at 
the University of Akron are also hard to verify. 
In addition to running the School of Expression 
during her first years in college, she claimed to 
have taught tap-dancing classes to other UA 
students because the physical education de-
partment lacked dance teachers.21 As she told 
it, she taught tap her freshman year, and the 
University of Akron then recommended her for 
a position as “the physical education director at 
Our Lady of the Elms, a private girls’ school,” a 
position she reportedly was serving in by May 
1937.22 According to Palmer, she taught her 
charges how to play field hockey and would 

Palmer, shown here at approximately 21 years of age, 
at Portage Lakes, Ohio, participated in a variety of 
sports and activities as a girl and especially favored 
dance.
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“take the girls down to the 
YWCA for swimming. I would 
also choreograph dances, in-
cluding ones to classical mu-
sic. We got great reviews.”23 
In a different interview, 
Palmer claimed that it was 
1934 when she started at Our 
Lady of the Elms and that 
“she was 18, but her 18-year-
old students didn’t know it. 
They called her ‘Miss Doro-
thy.’”24 The same article also 
indicates that around this 
same time Palmer “taught 
physical education . . . at St. 
Vincent and St. Mary,” two 
single-gender Catholic high 
schools in the area.25 Addi-
tionally, Palmer spent her 
summers as an instructor 
at YWCA camps, eventual-
ly serving as camp director 
for the non-YWCA-affiliated 
Clearview Camp in 1939.26

 While it has prov-
en impossible to verify the 
details, Palmer did work as 
a physical educator in both schools and the 
YWCA in the 1930s and saw it as part of her job 
to “model” proper femininity for her students. 
She often disparaged other female physical 
educators in her later years for being, “. . . so 
masculine. I decided I was going to prove that 
a feminine woman could be a good athlete.”27 
Whether Palmer imparted those ideals to her 
students at Our Lady of the Elms, is not known, 
but seems likely. The faith-based schools at 
which she taught would no doubt have agreed 
with Palmer’s gendered approach to exercise 
that aimed at creating feminine bodies within 
the beauty norms of her era. 
 On 12 June 1937, Palmer married Paul 
Roush, who worked for B.F. Goodrich in Akron.28 
If, as we suspect, Palmer did not complete a 
four-year degree, her marriage to Roush helps to 
explain why she closed her School of Expression 
and took a job at Our Lady of the Elms in May 
of that year.29 The couple had two sons, Richard 
Roush, born in 1941, and Paul Roush, Jr., born 
in 1942.30 However, the marriage did not last. 
Perhaps Paul’s stint in the Navy during World 
War II precipitated some of the problems—or 
perhaps Palmer’s own ambition created too 
much stress for the relationship to survive. We 
can only speculate, as the dissolution of their 

marriage (and exactly when it 
happened) is not discussed in 
any of the articles on Palmer. 
In any case, by January of 1946, 
Paul was married to 22-year-old 
Renee Zanetti, and Palmer was 
on her way to building a new life 
in New York City.31 

The Birth of Paige Palmer 
 While the timeline is not 
clear, the transformation of 
dark-haired Dorothy Rohrer to 
the glamorous blonde known as 
Paige Palmer began in the early 
1940s.32 In one interview Palmer 
claims the changes began when 
“somebody sent my picture to 
New York,” and she won “a na-
tional ‘perfect figure contest.’’33 
In another interview, she sug-
gests that it was 1942, the same 
year she had her second child.34 
Again, we have been unable to 
find an exact date, or the name 
of the contest. However, Palmer 
likely did win something, and, if 
she is to be believed, her prize 

was “a complete wardrobe, luggage and a trip 
to New York City.”35 
 The contest Palmer won was almost cer-
tainly put on by the Richard Hudnut Cosmet-
ics Company that produced the DuBarry line of 
cosmetics. The contest was part of a mail-order 
“school” that in reality was nothing more than 
a training course and marketing scheme to sell 
more cosmetics. The course consisted of six 
weekly lessons on how to apply makeup, eat, 
exercise, and dress. It encouraged women to 
think about coordinating makeup colors with 
what they were wearing, as the makeup indus-
try dramatically expanded shades and color 
offerings in the 1940s.36 Palmer, who had tak-
en a class in textiles at the University of Akron, 
found this particularly interesting.37 In 1941, the 
year before Palmer was supposed to have won, 
21,000 women across the nation participated in 
the “DuBarry Success School” and followed its 
strategies from home.38 The members took “be-
fore and after” photos that were submitted to 
judges who then decided who to invite to New 
York.39

 In New York, the Hudnut company 
also ran a women’s studio called the School 
of Charm that offered six-week courses in eti-
quette, beauty, fashion, and exercise. Hudnut’s 

The True Pioneer of TV Fitness

In 1942, while husband Paul Rousch served 
in the Navy, Paige submitted photos of her-
self to a beauty/perfect figure contest and 
won a trip to New York City. 
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School of Charm was not the first to include 
exercise as part of its offerings. Elizabeth Ar-
den began including exercise at her New York 
salon in 1930. Arden’s spacious facility located 
on Fifth Avenue in New York had an entire floor 
dedicated to exercise and diet advice.40 It was 
run by Ann Delafield who later left Arden and 
helped develop the DuBarry mail order courses 
and worked at Hudnut’s New York studio. Dela-
field became Palmer’s role model and mentor: 
“[Delafield] told [Palmer that] I had the ability, 
the training, all it took. She taught me I could be 
a star.”41

 Palmer stayed in New York City for the 
next several years and began working for Cohn-
Hall-Marx, one of the largest textile companies 
in America. Her job “was to find out what the 
fabric colors would be for the upcoming year, 
then go to the cosmetic houses and show the 
girls the fabrics so they’d know what colors 
would sell. The company used to send me all 
over the country to promote fabrics and fash-
ion.”42 In addition, Palmer was asked by her 
bosses to begin making some short television 
spots that played on televisions inside New York 
department stores as part of a plan to sell tele-
vision sets to the public and to sell more fabric 
and clothing.”43 Her time in New York allowed 
her to become friends with fashion designers 
and models and she adopted an aura of fashion 
sophistication that helped make her TV show a 
success when it launched in Cleveland in 1948. 
 The emphasis Palmer would place on 
“figure” throughout her career (and the various 
aides that could be used to attain it) was driv-
en by an understanding of appearance as one 
of the few means women had to improve their 
self-esteem, their home lives, and their career 
prospects. Many of the mantras and strategies 
that Palmer employed first in her School of 
Charm and Fashion Modeling in Cleveland (first 
advertised in 1947), and later on her television 
program were derived from the life changing 
lessons of the DuBarry Success School. Palmer 
would tell the women who came on her show to 
“make the best of what you’ve got.”44 The quest 
for the “perfect figure” was less about achieving 
an abstract ideal than maximizing the appeal 
one already had with a combination of fitness, 
nutrition, fashion, and beauty products.45 As 
much as her methods focused on “reducing,” 
Palmer also offered advice on gaining weight; 
Palmer’s “perfect figure” was not dangerously 
thin.46

 When Palmer swept back into Akron 
for Christmas in 1945, fresh from three years in 

the Big Apple working at Cohn-Hall-Marx, The 
Akron Beacon Journal reintroduced her to the 
community: “Paige Palmer, New York fashion 
designer, has returned [from the] east . . . she 
is the former Dorothy Rohrer Rousch.”47 Despite 
the publicity, Palmer did not stay in Akron and 
instead headed west, to California, where she 
later claimed she earned an MA in physical edu-
cation from the University of California at Berke-
ley, ran several modeling schools, and edited a 
women’s fashion magazine called Milady.48 
 In July 1947, Palmer resurfaced in the 
pages of The Akron Beacon Journal, adver-
tising her own “School of Charm and Fashion 
Modeling” that offered women the opportuni-
ty to cultivate “Charm, Poise, Personality” and 
asking, “Why miss a chance to insure [sic] your 
future success?”49 This emphasis on “success,” 

Advertisements such as this one appearing in The Akron Beacon 
Journal in 1947 show Paige working for the Silhouette Salon.” 
Proclaiming herself as the “figure and fashion authority of New 
York and Hollywood,” Paige chided women into believing their 
less-than-beautiful looks were due to neglect. 
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particularly of the professional variety, is com-
mon in these advertisements. A few advertise-
ments for the school did urge women to employ 
“charm” to “win your man,” but most focused 
on “charm” as a means to improve one’s career 
prospects, pitching Palmer’s services primar-
ily to the young, single women of Akron (who 
likely would have been in a better position to 
attempt modeling work), than the housewives 
that would serve as her steadfast television au-
dience.50 Palmer described herself as “Paige 
Palmer of Hollywood & New York” in these ad-
vertisements, positioning herself as the sophis-
ticated insider of the two hubs of fashion, beau-
ty, and health in the United States.51 Whether 
Palmer included exercise in her charm school 
sessions is unknown, but it is not mentioned in 
any of the ads examined for this essay.52 

Breaking the TV Barrier
 It will come as no surprise that there 
are also several versions of how Palmer got her 
start on WEWS in Cleveland. Channel 5 was the 
first television station in the State of Ohio and 
it went on the air for the first time in Decem-
ber of 1947. When it began broadcasting it had 
very little in the way of programming ready to 
go, but the station did have a small, dedicated 
crew that included several highly competent 
women. In Palmer’s version of the origin story, 
she happened to meet Jim Hanrahan, the di-
rector of WEWS while she was home on a visit 
from New York. He saw her as a celebrity and 
immediately asked her, “When can you start 
your show here?” At that time, she explained 
in an interview from 2000, “I had no intention 
of coming back to Ohio. I had become a New 
Yorker,” but the idea of having her own show 

on TV was intriguing and so she agreed to a 15-
week contract and claimed that she had “com-
plete authority on producing and planning the 
program.”53 The show proved popular, and so 
she signed for 26 more weeks. “When 26 weeks 
came up, they asked me to stay,” she explained. 
“They just took it for granted I was never going 
to leave.” She nearly did not, her show ran for 
the next 25 years.54 
 Historians Mike and Janice Olszewski, 
author of Cleveland TV Tales, tell a different 
story of Palmer’s start at the station. “We all re-
member Paige Palmer,” they wrote:

She was able to get her foot in 
the door, but it wasn’t easy. Paige 
was running a charm school out 
of a broken down house in Ak-
ron, and she was so down and 
out that her friends had to chip 
in and get it repaired. Some time 
back she had won a beauty con-
test and posed for “naughty but 
nice” calendar paintings, but 
those didn’t pay that well. Paige 
had a few other fashion-related 
jobs, and then the call came . . . 
they offered her a ladies show 
with fashion tips and exercises 
that were pretty much a waste of 
time. Most of them centered on 
bumping your butt up and down 
on an exercise mat. Or, you could 
pull huge rubber bands to tone 
up flabby arms. . . . all available by 
mail order through ‘Paige Palm-
er’s Exercise Equipment.’ For 
many years, Paige also smoked 
four packs of cigarettes a day.55 

However the initial contact was made, The Paige 
Palmer Show debuted on 13 January 1948.56 
The station initially juggled the daily program 
around various time slots to accommodate the 
addition of new WEWS programs that came on 
line and to fit Palmer’s schedule, which soon in-
cluded her flying to Pittsburgh every Monday to 
record “Poise and Personality” for WDTV (later 
renamed KDKA) TV’s audiences.57 
 Palmer’s show evolved over time, grad-
ually incorporating more segments to supple-
ment the central exercise component of the 
program.58 By 1965, Palmer’s show included a 
“Beauty Clinic” in which “Clinic Gals” followed 
Palmer’s exercise regimen and then regularly 
received “individual advice on diet, grooming 

The True Pioneer of TV Fitness

Paige Palmer occasionally took her show on the road or to the 
seas, as this 1957 image indicates.
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and figure improvement.” Chosen from among 
Palmer’s viewers, the “Clinic Gals” returned on a 
regular basis to show their progress and there-
by demonstrate Palmer’s expertise.59 Palmer 
also attempted to foster community among 
her audience in other ways, running segments 
like “Share Time” to “recogni[ze] . . . women in 
the Greater Cleveland community who do out-
standing welfare work.”60 
 Palmer’s abiding concern was not to 
“liberate” Cleveland women from the home, 
but to point women to the types of self-trans-
formation that were already in reach and that 
did not fundamentally disrupt their lives or per-
ceived femininity—a set of exercises in front of 
the television set, a new dress or hat, or a vol-
unteer position in the community. Other seg-
ments similarly sought to educate children and 
homemakers. “Art Forms” was a segment that 
aimed to bring “art and the appreciation of art 
right to the homemaker.” “Who Pays” featured 
a justice panel of attorneys, bar association 
members, and “Court Judges from Probate, Ju-
venile, and Domestic benches.” And, for a time 
she also ran a feature called “Sex Education for 
the Pre-Schooler.”61

 Palmer’s show was broadcast live, as 

was nearly all early television, and we were un-
able to find full recordings of any of her shows. 
One very short clip of Palmer watching a young 
woman walk across a marked floor exists as part 
of a 2007 commemorative broadcast made for 
the station’s sixtieth anniversary.62 You can hear 
her voice on her two instructional records, the 
45 RPM “Stretch Rope Exercises in Hi Fi” that 
contains nine exercises, and the LP “Exercise to 
Music with Paige Palmer.” She also wrote two 
exercise books—Fitness is a Family Affair (1966) 
and the much less substantial The Senior Citi-
zen’s 10-Minutes-A-Day Fitness Plan (1984).63 
 Palmer begins the “Exercise to Music” 
LP by describing herself as the “physical direc-
tor for millions of beautiful women.”64 The re-
cord includes forty-five minutes of stretching 
and exercises, all with an organ playing in tune 
with Palmer’s prescribed movements. Palmer 
guides her listeners through bodyweight exer-
cises that focus on repetitive, dynamic move-
ment. One sequence, for example, involves 
jumping from a squat to a lunge first forward 
and backward and then side to side.65 Most 
exercises last no longer than a minute and a 
half and she rests about ten to twenty seconds 
between exercises.66 Throughout the record, 
Palmer inspires her listeners with the promise 
of weight loss, claiming, “And girls, be sure and 
keep your shoulders on the floor because this 
helps to slim the waistline at the same time, 
you’re taking the excess inches off the hips.”67 
 Palmer’s book, Fitness is a Family Affair 
(1966) also makes use of the “stretch rope” and 
what she called the beauty bar, a rigid bar that 
could be attached to the stretch rope to make 
it work somewhat like a barbell.”68 Many of the 
exercises could be completed, however, with-
out equipment or with household items such 
as a broom and a chair.69 Palmer’s prevailing 
concern in the book seems to be convincing 
her reader that exercise is not a complicated, 
arduous process, but an easy, pleasant means 
to keep oneself and one’s family happy and fit. 
“Attractive families are active, healthy families,” 
she writes.70 There are several exercise plans to 
choose from, including a ten-minute plan of 
seven basic exercises designed for the whole 
family: 

1. Run in Place or Jump Rope; 
2. Deep Knee Bends [modified squat]; 
3. “Row Boat” [row with stretch band]; 
4. Bicycle Exercise [legs perpendicu- 
  lar to the floor]; 
5. Sit Ups or Tummy Tights;

WEWS was the first TV station in Cleveland and it began broad-
casting in December 1947. Palmer began her show in January 
1948 and it ran for the next 25 years. As seen here, her two-year-
old son, Perry Brown, helped her demonstrate exercises in the 
mid 1950s.



Summer 2022 7

6. Leg Lifts [with pillow];
7. Push-ups for Men & Modified  
  Push-ups for Women [on knees].71 

Palmer’s “Daily Seven” are still routinely per-
formed in many calisthenic-based fitness class-
es today and were not original to her.72 There 
are no promises of miraculous weight loss or 
health improvements to be had by ten minutes 
of exercise a day; these are maintenance exer-
cises to be used in conjunction with some of 
Palmer’s basic advice on nutrition: “Most of us 
eat too much. We have to learn to cut down and 
eat the right foods.”73 The “right foods” included 
whole wheat and whole grains as well as two to 
four daily servings of fruits and vegetables and 
limiting starches and sugars.74 
 The longer exercise plans in Fitness is a 
Family Affair are geared directly to the mem-
bers of normative heterosexual nuclear families, 
with exercises designated for father, mother, 
and children. A third of the book is dedicated 
to exercises for women, and considering the 
chapters on nutrition, the outdoors, and the 
general benefits of exercise that take up anoth-
er third of the book, it is safe to say that Palmer 
considered women the primary readers for her 
book and therefore tailored more chapters to 
them. Palmer begins by pointing out all of the 
“exercises” women already do on a regular ba-

sis—“making beds . . . put[ting] your nylons on . . 
. planting the garden . . . carrying home the gro-
ceries,” and suggested that women can modify 
their housework to make them even better ex-
ercises, “conditioning” arms while making the 
bed, “slimming” legs while putting on nylons, 
and practicing proper posture while driving, sit-
ting at a desk, and performing other chores.75 
This reframing of normal physical activities as 
appropriate exercise for women is worth not-
ing, as is the fact that no men appear in any of 
the illustrations for housework or other kinds 
of normal household activity. This is the same 
gender binary that Palmer herself navigated 
throughout her career, maintaining her identity 
as a working professional while also mothering 
three boys.
 Palmer rarely mentions her children, or 
her three husbands, in the surviving interviews 
and so little is known about the nature of her 
own family life. Although one source suggest-
ed that Palmer’s decision to return to Akron in 
1947 was to “give her sons a home,” there are 
no other hints about who cares for the children 
while she is at work, or whether they stay with 
her, her parents, or her ex-husband.76 Palmer 
did reveal in a 2000 interview that she hired a 
couple who helped keep the house and look 
after her three boys in the early 1950s: “I never 
would have been able to have had a television 

show without them.”77 
 This certainly does 
not invalidate Palmer 
as a mother or caregiv-
er, but it does illumi-
nate the gap between 
her life and the lives of 
the women who were 
her primary audience. 
Palmer could have 
imagined a different fu-
ture for her audience in 
the pages of Fitness is 
a Family Affair–a future 
closer to her lived expe-
rience and one in which 
mothers were not both 
the sole caregivers for 
their children and also 
the only adults who 
performed housework. 
Instead, Palmer’s sup-
port of women’s profes-
sional labor seems to 
have been largely con-
ditional, for in her eyes, 

The True Pioneer of TV Fitness

Female sporting celebrities such as pro golfers Mickey Wright (left), Betsy Rawls, and Patty Berg, 
joined Paige Palmer (right) in 1961 at the Sleepy Hollow Country Club to film championship golf 
lessons. The instructional films aired in eight-minute segments over three weeks on WEWS.
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motherhood came before all else. “Get yourself 
a hobby,” she wrote, “which someday can turn 
into a vocation when your children leave the 
nest.”78

 The other exercises recommended for 
women in Fitness is a Family Affair promoted 
a similarly reductive view of the world available 
to them. A chapter called “Romantic Magic,” 
directs women to perform exercises that were 
meant to make them more attractive to men 
and implies that women should take a passive 
role in their romantic relationships.79 There are 
exercises for “kissable lips,” such as Baby Talk: 
“Blow into your lips and make a bll-bll sound just 
like a baby does,” and Lip Stretch: “Put your little 
finger in the corner of your mouth and stretch 
the lips first to the right and then to the left. Re-
peat 6-10 times.” 80 The chapter also contains 
advice on “Remove the Hump . . . Prevent Facial 
Sag . . . [Develop] Eye Appeal . . . and “Beautiful 
Bosoms” as well as leg and waist exercises and 
a skin care routine.81 It seems almost too obvi-
ous to state, but there are no comparable chap-
ters for men. Instead, men are given a near mo-
nopoly on arm exercises in Fitness is a Family 
Affair, further reifying the gender stereotypes. 
Men should be muscular while women should 
be kissable. 
 Palmer was quick to understand the 
power of television to sell products just as Jack 
LaLanne was doing on the West Coast. She be-
gan selling self-branded exercise equipment, 
as well as leotards and exercise clothing like 
she wore on the show, along with other “Paige 
Palmer” products. When faced with criticism 
that she used her own products continuously in 
her shows, Palmer responded, “I’m just interest-
ed in people’s health,” and that “she resent[ed] 
people who t[ook] advantage of health-minded 

folks.”82 But a show like Palm-
er’s required outside sponsor-
ships, and so she also delivered 
live advertisements for depart-
ment stores, cosmetics com-
panies, appliances, and other 
items targeted at women with 
impressive panache. The fund-
ing model of live television in 
the 1950s demanded some-
one who could act as an en-
tertainer and as a saleswoman, 
and Palmer was eminently 
equipped to be both. In 1960, 
Women’s Wear Daily wrote 
that in Cleveland, “TV personal-
ity Paige Palmer has sold more 

hats, nightgowns, furs and swimming suits this 
year than any other person in their city.”83 

Conclusion 
 Palmer was forced to end her show in 
1973 after 25 years on the air. She stopped be-
cause she developed Meniere’s disease, a disor-
der of the inner ear that affected her balance 
and made her susceptible to vertigo and hear-
ing loss. Following her retirement, she did a ra-
dio show for WELW until 1983, and then as her 
vertigo eased, she began traveling internation-
ally and writing travel books filled with advice 
for her readers.84 
 During her 25 years on the air, howev-
er, Palmer entered the homes of thousands of 
women as her show reached throughout Ohio, 
western Pennsylvania, and even into Southern 
Ontario.85 Palmer’s appeal was that she filled her 
hour of airtime with much more than just ex-
ercise and healthful tips. She loved fashion and 
makeup and hats and jewelry, and so brought 
in New York fashion designers to talk to her au-
dience and brought local women to the studio 
for makeovers. Although she was not coaching 
women to be good athletes, she succeeded in 
her goal to become a physical educator while 
still being a feminine role model, instilling in 
her viewers the same appreciation for “the fem-
inine” that she herself embraced. 
 Palmer’s message was essentially that 
beauty coupled with fitness empowered wom-
en. In an interview with Debbie Hanson in 2008, 
Palmer explained that while she supported the 
idea of equal rights for women she did not be-
lieve in “burning bras,” and that she had walked 
out of a meeting in Washington at which Glo-
ria Steinem and Betty Friedan were speaking. 
Her basic attitudes fit well in the zeitgeist of 

Palmer’s definition of exercise for women was not particularly strenuous. In Fitness is 
a Family Affair, she included tasks such as cleaning the bathtub or putting on stockings 
among her list of beneficial exercises, and showed no arm-strengthening exercises using 
weights. She did include exercises to create “kissable” lips.
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what historians call the Long Fifties (1947-1963), 
when American women were encouraged to 
once again become stay at home mothers and 
leave America’s labor force.86 The reassertion of 
femininity as a crucial part of American wom-
anhood, coupled with the new medium of tele-
vision and its daytime programming aimed at 
housewives, gave Palmer both the message 
and medium she needed to build a midwestern 
empire.87

 Fashion also played a key role in both 
Palmer’s show and the larger national conver-
sation about the ideal postwar American wom-
an. Designer Christian Dior’s 1947 show intro-
duced “The New Look,” and the world quickly 
embraced his hyper-feminized silhouette glori-
fying large breasts, small waists, and extremely 
full skirts.88 As historian Elizabeth Matelski de-
scribed it, the New Look “reflected the combina-
tion of social repression and sexual exploitation. 
Hemlines fell to mid-calf length and flared skirts 
were held out by starched crinoline petticoats. 
. . . Young women compared their tiny waists 
and exulted in their measurements, which had 
now become the most important numbers in a 
woman’s life.”89 Palmer was undoubtedly hap-
py to tell her viewers and the members of her 
charm school how to work toward these socially 
supported goals.
 Palmer won multiple awards for “The 
Paige Palmer Show,” including a Cleveland 
chapter of American Federation of Television, 
Radio Artists award for beauty instruction; a 
Golden Slipper from the National Shoe Institute 
for her work as the director of WEWS’s women’s 
programming; and an award for television fash-
ion reporting from the New York Couture Busi-
ness Council, among other honors.90 If awards 
for her work as a fitness icon seem lacking, it is 
important to consider that TV was regional un-

til well into the 1950s. Palmer’s show never had 
a national reach, and it is impossible for us to 
suggest why Palmer’s television show was not 
picked up and syndicated nationally when we 
are not able to view even a single episode. If we 
had to guess, however, one thought would be 
that Palmer’s views on beauty, fitness, and fem-
ininity had begun to fall out of fashion by the 
early 1960s when TV was becoming more na-
tionalized. Her local Cleveland guests and fash-
ion tips may have also begun to feel a bit out of 

The True Pioneer of TV Fitness

American women could exercise along with the self-proclaimed 
“physical director for millions of beautiful women” using their 
own record players and this LP, Exercise to Music with Paige 
Palmer. It contained 45 minutes of exercises and stretches co-
ordinated to organ music. The back of the jacket contained il-
lustrations of the various body positions used in the routines: 
stride position, deep knee bends, lunge, leg flex, torso lift, fanny 
scoots, fanny bumps, shoulder stands, and “perfect position” 
body alignment on the floor.

Palmer was an excellent pitchwoman and sold a variety of products bearing her name. Her rubber “stretch” rope could also be con-
nected to a bar or wand, as shown on the right side of this label, for additional exercises.
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date in the era of Twiggy, hippies, the Vietnam 
War, and the fight for Women’s Rights. Anoth-
er factor may have also been her advancing 
age and the meteoric rise of Debbie Drake, the 
younger and more shapely exercise personali-
ty whose “Debbie Drake Show” was syndicated 
nationally in 1961.91

 Paige Palmer had a long and successful 
life, accomplishing a great many things. She not 
only began one of the longest-running fitness 
television programs in the United States, but 
she also marketed her own line of women’s fit-
ness products, served as president of the Amer-
ican Women in Radio and Television (AWRT) for 
a time, wrote at least eight travel guides, and 
claimed that she had even interviewed the Da-
lai Lama.92 Palmer spent a lifetime working to-
wards a fitter self, exercising a youthful curiosity 
and energy that served to keep mind, body, and 
spirit healthy and lively. It was this broad vision 
of fitness that Palmer peddled on her TV show, 
a vision that allowed women of the post-war era 
to embrace their femininity, embrace domestic-
ity if they chose, while also encouraging women 
to pursue opportunities outside the home that 
might give them greater financial indepen-
dence. There are definitely aspects of Palmer’s 

life that demonstrate an altruistic nature, but 
she was also an entrepreneur who viewed her 
audience as an untapped market and used the 
new medium of television, as LaLanne and Deb-
bie Drake would, to market both her products 
and herself, thereby becoming a wealthy wom-
an. Paige Palmer passed away on 21 November 
2009 at the age of 93.93 
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