Elite Entrepreneurs

These ladies have taken their passions for being active and turned them into thriving businesses in our community. Find out what it took to stake their claims and achieve their goals.

Gone Guru 

It’s all about the fun, that’s the motto that 41-year-old Lawson Harris (above), co-owner of The Fitness Guru applies to her business, a unique a la carte gym in the DUMBO section of Brooklyn. Harris started dancing professionally and teaching Pilates at the age of 17, “from the land before certification,” she says, laughing. She worked as a Pilates instructor in private studios and as a personal trainer in private homes. In 1999 she, along with husband Michael Feigin, opened her first Pilates studio in Chappequa, N.Y. The two were living in Armonk, had developed a great client base there and wanted to take it to the next level. “We had Pilates, Gyrotonic and mat classes, boxing and Spinning classes. It was really fun and I got to pick out and highlight my strengths as a trainer and group fitness instructor,” she says. Then they started working with pro athletes and began to certify more instructors to help them manage the workload while the business took off. 

In early 2007 they opened The Fitness Guru, a facility that houses all the things they love to do, plus, Harris says “an intelligent cardio and strength training circuit without having to think. If you can read and have an hour then you can get incredible fitness incredibly cheap.” But her expertise doesn’t stop at door of the gym, Harris and Feigin host a daily radio show that airs on Sirius Channel 114 through Lime (www.lime.com) and just recently shot their first fitness video. The duo is also working on a TV show. The concept has them seeking out answers to fitness dilemmas and helping viewers bored with their fitness routines discover new ways to reignite their workouts. “It’s sort of a ‘what else can I do?’ kind of show,” says Harris. “What about kayaking? What about trapeze work? Is that a fitness option? If I want to take up cycling, what kind of bike do I get? We would show them how to get outfitted from a bike specialist. It’s kind of comedic, two real people who are fitness professionals who go out there and do what you would be doing. Fitness is a visual media, you just can’t reach that many people on the radio or in the studio.” 

In tune with her lifestyle spirit and relentless drive, Harris, who found herself stuck in a fitness rut, has just taken up triathlon. “I just bought a bike and I’ve signed up for the Danskin triathlon at the end of September,” she says. “I have a really competitive spirit so the challenge for me is trying to balance my yin and yang; the wanting to win and the just having a good time.”
Running Like a Girl 
Simple and straightforward, the inspiration for the clothing line IRUNLIKEAGIRL is perspective: about life, about training, about who you are as a woman. “Life throws you a lot of curveballs,” says Jennifer Wright-Tubbs, the 35-year-old Iowa native who started IRUNLIKEAGIRL in 2006. “And if you have great things in your life that remind you of your strength and unique qualities then you have an instantaneous reminder of the positive things.” The clothing line is currently available online at www.irunlikeagirl.com, a site Wright-Tubbs tries to use to inspire women to run through their lives in every way possible. 

After moving to Chicago after college, Wright-Tubbs and her husband started signing up for 5K races, “it was the thing to do,” she says “and I fell in love with running. That became my passion.” When she turned 30 she said it was do or die. “In your 30s, there’s still time to recover [from a business venture] if it doesn’t work out, so I went for it,” she says. She wanted to present a simple, straightforward line of inspirational clothing that would give women a mantra to live their lives by. She has since taken her apparel line on the road to a number of event expos to reach women all over the country. “People tell me that it changes their lives,” she says. She’s also made an effort to start sponsoring small groups to help young girls develop self-confidence and strength. Her pilot program took 25 fourth-graders from Columbus, Ohio and merged their active lives with classroom work. Most of the girls had never run, but were encouraged to write in journals throughout the experience, which started by jogging around the block. They even incorporated multiplication tables into the workouts. “The girls had a chant that they had to run to motivate them to learn and keep going,” says Wright-Tubbs. “We compared their test scores between January and June and they were incredible. It just goes to show that being active not only helps your physical well being but also with concentration and self-esteem.” Wright-Tubbs hopes to launch the program nationally and is also looking to work closer with charities, but is still in the research phase. “I want to stay grassroots because that leads to a faithful following. Portraying positivity and maintaining customer service are my priority, but I hope to do more with charity, something that bridges mothers and daughters, something that celebrates that ageless girl spirit.” 

Marathon Mavens 
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The story of the inaugural Hamptons Marathon is not far off the movie mantra made famous by Field of Dreams: If you organize it, they will come. Forty-two- year-old Diane Weinberger and 40-year-old Amanda Moszkowski, who met in the sandbox where their children played, were both spending weekends in the Hamptons while they trained for marathons. Weinberger, who started running after college, and Moszkowski, who picked up the sport when she turned 35 after having her second son, were training for the 2005 NYC race when they realized that they had to go back into the city if they wanted a training race longer than a 10K. “There were no long races out there,” Weinberger says. “When you’re out on the roads on weekends there are a ton of runners out there, but no long races.” “It was just one of those ideas that popped,” Moszkowski says. 

Two years in the making, the gun for the inaugural Hamptons Marathon and half-marathon goes off on September 29. But the truly amazing thing is the race sold out with more than double the entrants the ladies were hoping for. “The registration went live in February,” Moszkowski says. “We got a few interested people, very slowly at first. Then, as word spread, it went crazy and then it was like wildfire. We would have been happy with 250 runners and we had close to 500 when we closed it.” Even more amazing are the big names that have come knocking on their doors to sponsor the race, including Nike, JetBlue and Smartwater. “We’ve been fortunate,” Moszkowski says. “We hit on a great idea and got great sponsorship for a first-year race.”

The race date was chosen because it made for a perfect training opportunity for runners training for the NYC, Marine Corps and Chicago marathons. “A lot of people who didn’t get into NYC have an alternative for a fall marathon,” Weinberger says. The ladies are so close to their race that they even participate in training runs on Sundays in East Hampton in which Nike sends out trainers to take 15 to 20 runners out for 6- to 15-mile runs to prep for the big event.

Both ladies credit the support of the local Hamptons community with making the race preparations easier. There hasn’t been a marathon in the Hamptons since 1987, and while the course isn’t easy or flat, it has a lot to offer its participants, including great views and lot of gorgeous shady areas, not to mention the best spectators. “The best part of this, for me, is the fact that we didn’t know what to expect in terms of enthusiasm surrounding this race and people think it’s the greatest idea,” says Moszkowski. 

“I’ve been coming out to this community for 12 years spending my summers here,” Weinberger says. “I only knew the New Yorkers who came out here. I have been exposed and welcomed into the local community and I’ll continue many of these friendships for many summers to come. I feel I’m part of the East Hampton community now.”

Training for the Dinner Table 

Let’s face it: Food is a big issue in this country. Whether it’s fad diets, organic food, natural ingredients, proper fuel for athletes or serious health issues, food is literally and figuratively on our lips all the time. “We are a very educated population,” says Heather Bauer, RD, and owner of Nu-Train, a nutrition practice in NYC, “but we still don’t know how to eat.” The 29-year-old nutritionist was drawn to the field because of a love of food and a desire to help others. “I was always a competitive runner and I took up distance running after college and that furthered my interest in nutrition,” she says. “It was fascinating for me to see that how you ate had a direct impact on your performance. It was that combination of sports and food that brought me to nutrition.” 

After moving to New York, the Maryland native began working at a medical center and then took an opportunity at Equinox Fitness Clubs to build her own program for the gym’s clients. “I had to learn to understand New Yorkers and their specific needs,” she says. That meant dealing with the routines of corporate clients, commuters, business travelers and also lots of Type-A athletes. In other words, a lot of people who want to eat healthy but don’t have the time to cook. “For me it was important to hone in on where they lived and worked and to find out what options were near by,” Bauer says. “We wanted to teach them how to make good picks on the plane, at the airport and at business meetings. You can’t change people’s lifestyles but you can change the choices that they make. You don’t want to create a formula and then try to change their lives to fit it. It won’t work.”

When Bauer started Nu-Train (www.nu-train.com) in 2001 the concept was to offer a service like personal training but with eating. “It’s like behavior modification,” she says, “retraining people how to eat.” In the last six years her business has grown to include a broader clientele. In September Bauer plans to add another nutritionist to her Upper East Side location and is looking into opening another location downtown in January with three more nutritionists. The key to her business, she says, is accountability. Clients can keep a food journal on the website or fax them in to the office to let nutritionists keep tabs on how they’re doing. “We give people the tools and a lot of information in the first session,” she says. “I don’t want someone to feel like they have to come back to get the good stuff. People feel like they have a lot of support. One-on-one, face-to-face intervention is the most successful for weight loss, but busy New Yorkers can’t always do that, so knowing they can send questions or do it all online is helpful.”

Bauer’s first book is coming out with Hyperion Books in April; it focuses on helping the overworked business community remember to slow down and take the time to live healthy lives. “People work really long hours, commit their lives to work and lose themselves,” says Bauer. “When you eat healthy you feel better, then you’re more inclined to start exercising. That’s opposite than what a lot of people think, they think it has to start with exercise, but even when you’re busy you can make good choices.”

