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L
yn Wilkinson is the viva-
cious owner of The Pilates 
School in Harwich. Her 
studio at 657 Main St. 
looks like a fitness center, 

with exercise equipment, open floor 
space and mirrored walls. But it is pri-
marily a classroom where Lyn’s mis-
sion is to teach her clients to use their 
muscles in new ways. Lyn believes 
that the strength that comes from 
Pilates can transform lives.

It transformed her, she said. In 2005, 
Lyn weighed almost 40 pounds more 
than she does now. “I was physically 

fit by any doctor’s definition: I had the 
blood work of a woman half my age, 
I walked 25 miles a week and I could 
bench-press 120 pounds. I was really 
strong, but my back hurt all the time 
and I couldn’t do a sit-up. I knew I 
was missing something.” She and her 
former husband had moved to the 
Cape from California two years earlier 
when she tried a Pilates class in Dennis. 
“Oprah had been on the cover of her 
magazine with her bare tummy hang-
ing out and crediting Pilates. I tried it 
and thought it was amazing from the 
beginning.”

Lyn is 56 but looks just over 40. 
She had always been health conscious, 
aware of eating right and exercising, 
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Lyn Wilkinson instructs Janet Weatherbe of Yarmouthport during a one-
on-one Pilates class at her studio, The Pilates School in Harwich.“ The 
studio tagline is “Reforming Lives,” and Lyn is a living example. “I was a 
chubby girl selling auto parts. Now I am a slim, fit woman running my own 
Pilates studio.” 
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but for her, Pilates was a missing piece 
of the puzzle. She felt better after the 
first lesson and began to go twice a 
week. Lyn had always battled with her 
weight. About two months after start-
ing Pilates, she went to buy new jeans. 
“I sat in the dressing room at Marshalls 
and cried because I had gone from a 
size 12 to an 8, then to a 4 and hadn’t 
recognized it.” Over the course of a 
year, her back pain was gone, and had 
not returned. She was so amazed by 
the transformation that she upped her 
classes to three a week. The physical 
strength she gained from Pilates also 
gave her the inner strength to face the 
fear of supporting herself after her 
divorce. She had found her purpose, to 
teach Pilates.

Lyn keeps classes small, only four or 
five clients, because she believes her 
role is to watch them carefully and 
help them learn to use their muscles. 
Actually, it is the body that is doing 
the learning, Lyn said. If we have been 
doing something our whole lives, it 
may take thousands of repetitions for 
our muscles to learn to move in a new 
way. Pilates uses the term “recruitment” 
to describe this concept. Lyn defines 
Pilates as “stretching with strength 
and control.” Unlike yoga, which most 
often consists of holding poses, Pilates 
requires flow and movement. The 
equipment: the reformer, the chair and 
the tower, helps the body use its own 
resistance to build strength.

In her studio, Lyn unfolds what looks 
like a wooden cot. Underneath is a 
series of springs and pulleys. This is 
the reformer, very much as Joe Pilates 
designed it, she said. 

Joe Pilates was born in 1880 in Ger-
many. Greek by ancestry, fitness was in 
his genes. His father was the trainer for 
the German national gymnastics team. 
Joe immigrated to England in his 20s 
to be a circus performer and to train 
boxers. During World War I he was 
sent to an internment camp on the Isle 
of Man. He began to train and reha-
bilitate his fellow inmates through ex-
ercise. He developed a piece of equip-
ment, which he called the “universal 
reformer,” using hospital springs and 
beds. He taught that the muscle in the 
center of our bodies, the transversus 
abdominis, is where most movement 
originates; it is the powerhouse muscle. 
Some current Pilates schools call it the 
core. 

After the war Joe gained a lot of 
attention because of the care he had 
given to the people in the camp. An 
influenza epidemic had broken out 

and many of the prisoners were not af-
fected. He returned to Germany and in 
1925 was invited to become a physical 
trainer for the Brownshirts, precur-
sor organization of the Nazi party. He 
refused and left Germany for America. 
On the trip across the sea, Joe met 
Clara, the woman who was to become 
his second wife and business partner.

In New York, Joe rented a studio 
in a building that housed the Martha 
Graham Dance Company and a few 
years later George Balanchine’s New 
York City Ballet. His program, which 
he called “contrology,” started to heal 
dancers. As his reputation grew, all 
kinds of New Yorkers came to him, 
Wall Street executives and “ladies who 
lunch.” He taught from 1926 until his 
death in 1967. He wrote two books, 
“Your Health” (1934) and “Pilates’ 
Return To Life Through Contrology” 
(1945). He studied animals in his 
youth to understand the science of 
movement. He felt physical fitness was 
the right of everyone.

About 12 of Pilates’ apprentices, 
now called elders, continued his clas-
sical work. Lolita San Miguel, still 
running programs at 78, was a ballet 
dancer who studied with Pilates. She 
and another dancer, Cathy Grant were 
the only two practitioners to have 
been officially certified by him. Lyn has 
taken workshops with San Miguel, and 
feels lucky to have been so close to one 
of Pilates’ protégés. 

There are now two major schools of 
Pilates: classical, based on Joe’s work, 
and contemporary, using modified 
methods and approaches. Lyn is not 
too concerned by this. “We have to 
remember that different people that 
came to Joe got different treatment 
depending on their needs. Pilates is 
half art, half science. There are a lot of 
good teachers out there.” That said, she 
advises clients to look for classically 
trained instructors.

Lyn studied Pilates at the California-
based Peak Pilates School and ap-
prenticed at Joe’s Place in Dennis. 
She continues to take lessons three to 
four times a month, and trains with a 
workout partner. Pilates is “having eyes 
on your body” so having a partner is 
essential, she said.

The benefits of Pilates start with the 
first lesson. It should not be hard; it 
is challenging, but done correctly, the 
equipment helps the body achieve the 
positions for the mat work in a way 
that is safe. Because the equipment is 
expensive and difficult to transport, 
many studios offer only mat work or 
classes in only one of the machines. 
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Lyn teaches all of it. 
For her students, the benefits are 

wide-ranging. Ted Borman, 75, and 
his wife, Pam, 69, have been practic-
ing with Lyn for four years. After two 
years, a scan of Pam’s spine showed 
an increased density that her radiolo-
gist called amazing. Ted feels increased 
strength and flexibility in his spine. “It’s 
unlikely my wife will have to push me 
around in a wheelchair when I’m 85,” 
he said. They go to classes three times 
a week. “We do this instead of invest-
ing in long-term health care insurance,” 
Pam said. 

Naomi Turner, the organizing force 
behind the Chatham Orpheum 
Theater restoration, is a professional 
dancer in her 60s with “lots and lots 
of injuries,” including hip and knee re-
placements. “I still want to do it all, but 
I have needs now that need to be met 
in terms of how I can move,” Naomi 
said. “For inner core strength, Pilates is 
an incredible resource. I honestly think 
I might not be walking if it weren’t for 
Pilates.”

Cape Cod author Joan Anderson 
said, “Do I want to come three times a 
week and work on my body? NO...but 
at my age, 70, it’s time to make sure 
I don’t leave any part of me out. You 
are forced to use every single vertebra, 
every single muscle, every single part 
of your body. Since I’ve been doing 
Pilates, I’m completely different than 
I was, but it’s a process. There is no 
hurrying...damnit! It’s an awareness 
thing as much as an exercise thing. I 
wasn’t very attached to my body. If I 
could ignore it, I’d be fine. Now I’m 
much more aware of how much power, 
energy and control I can bring to my 
body.”

Lyn characterizes the Cape as a rich 
area for Pilates because we have a lot 
of older bodies with issues. Her clients 
range from a 26-year-old firefighter to a 
client in her 80s. Pilates is the “anti-ag-
ing exercise,” said Lyn. Gravity pulls you 
down and back; Pilates lifts you up and 
forward. It is not uncommon for clients 
to add height after the practice. People 
with multiple sclerosis and Parkinson’s 
disease have had success stabilizing the 
progression of these conditions and 
have gained help with balance. Lyn also 
has special certification in breast surgery 
rehabilitation using Pilates as the tool.

New classes start often at her studio, 
as it is important to start people at the 
same level. People make friends and 
build community, she said. “I love begin-
ners. I never tire of that look of absolute 
astonishment in someone’s face when 

they use muscles in ways they have 
never done before.”

Born in Orange, N.J., Lyn grew up 
in Morristown. In the 1980s, she was a 
manager for NAPA Auto Parts stores. 
She then became the first woman sales 
representative in the U.S. for Belden 
auto products. In 1989 she moved to 
California where she met her husband, 
Pav; they were married in 1990. They 
ran a building design and remodeling 
business, first in California, then in Har-
wich when they moved here in 2003. 
With Laurie Kaiser, Lyn co-founded 
the Cape chapter of the National As-
sociation of the Remodeling Industry 
(NARI). All of that experience helped 
prepare her for running her Pilates busi-
ness, she said.

In addition to her Pilates work, Lyn 
sings with The Outer Cape Chorale, 
based in Provincetown. She also sang 
with the Masterworks Chorale in New 
York, appearing at both Carnegie Hall 
and Avery Fisher Hall, and sang with 
the Tides Dance Company at the 
Chatham Drama Guild as part of the 
2012 First Night. In addition, Lyn is a 
passionate gardener, harvesting “hun-
dreds” of dahlias each season. It is a 
labor-intensive hobby, she said, but she 
feels she was blessed with the “enthusi-
asm gene.”

Lyn has been a student of Pilates since 
2005 and opened the studio in June 
2010. With 7500 teaching hours, she 
considers herself halfway towards being 
a seasoned teacher. “There is a lot to 
learn about people. I have to know what 
to do that I don’t hurt them. I’m not 
great yet, but I will be I think, because 
I have a knack for it and I really love it.” 
u

Reforming lives
The Pilates School
657 Main St.
Harwich, MA 02645
508-432-2111
www.thepilatesschool.com

www.capecodonline.
com/apps/pbcs.dll/
article?AID=/20111022/
BIZ/110220309&cid=sitesearch 
Read about Lyn Wilkinson’s Pilates 
treatment for Breast Cancer restora-
tion, Cape Cod Times, Oct. 22, 
2011.

www.pilatesmethodalliance.org
The Pilates Method Alliance is a 
national organization for Pilates in 
the tradition of Joe Pilates.
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