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I will follow that system of regimen which, according to my ability and judgment, I consider for the benefit of my patients, and abstain from whatever is deleterious and mischievous.

—HIPPOCRATIC OATH

 

 

When we replace the missing hormones in older people—replace them to the level of younger people—a very exciting thing happens. Cells start to respond and actually grow younger in terms of their physiology and in terms of their function.

—DR. RONALD KLATZ, PRESIDENT, THE
 AMERICAN ACADEMY OF ANTI-AGING
 MEDICINE, AS QUOTED ON
 WWW.THIRDAGE.COM






PREFACE

I first wandered into the odd world of anti-aging medicine while working as a science writer for BusinessWeek. It was 2005, and I was reporting a story on a new wave of drugs designed to help children who couldn’t grow properly. The biotechnology innovation known as human growth hormone (HGH) was the most widely accepted treatment for these children, and parents were still clamoring for it. But as I called various doctors to report the story, some of them told me they were disturbed about an entirely different trend they were seeing: Aging adults wanted to take HGH, too.

I wondered, why would any fully grown adult need growth hormone? That single question opened my eyes to an emerging specialty called anti-aging medicine. The deeper I dug, the more fascinated I became with the bizarre and ever-growing medicine chest of drugs anti-aging doctors were prescribing—and the hordes of patients who seemed to have no idea that these treatments could be seriously risky.

In 2006, I wrote a cover story for BusinessWeek called “Forever Young: Selling the Promise of Youth,” which questioned the claims anti-aging doctors were making about HGH and other substances they prescribed. That story attracted many more reader responses than anything else I have ever written.  Some patients who had tried anti-aging regimens e-mailed me with horror stories about side effects they had suffered. Others defended their anti-aging habits. One man even called me to beg for the phone number of the anti-aging doctor who was the main character in my piece. (I refused.)

I knew I had much more to say about anti-aging medicine. Most of all, I wanted to set out my views about what seemed to be outrageous promises anti-aging doctors were making.

To research this book, I spent several months interviewing and shadowing the best-known doctors in the field of antiaging medicine, as well as some of their patients. I spent time with the entrepreneurs who started chains of anti-aging clinics, and I attended conferences put on by the American Academy of Anti-Aging Medicine and its rival, Age Management Medicine Group. I scoured literature on hormone replacement and interviewed scientists and doctors who were trying—mostly in vain—to warn patients away from the most heavily touted regimens.

None of my reporting was done under cover; every person I interviewed knew that I was a journalist. Although I did submit myself to an anti-aging workup while reporting the BusinessWeek  story, I never tried any of the drugs or supplements that were recommended to me. By the time you get to the end of the book, you should understand why.

Anti-aging doctors believe they’re acting in good faith and truly helping patients. I understand that. Yet most of what these physicians present to patients are rosy promises about hormone replacement—promises that are not always well supported by scientific evidence. This book is my chance to present the other side of the story. I have examined the facts and laid out my conclusions in these pages.

All quotations in this book were said to me or to my research assistant, unless otherwise noted. All quotations from books are accurate according to the editions I consulted. Most importantly, all patients and relatives of patients who appear here are real. I urge anyone who is tempted to try anti-aging remedies to read their stories and learn from them.

And remember this: Sometimes doctors are wrong.






CHAPTER 1

"Physician, Heal Thyself!"
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You wake up on Monday, bound out of bed, head for the medicine cabinet, and grab a syringe filled with human growth hormone. With no hesitation, you stick the needle into a fold of skin on your thigh and press the plunger. Then you open a tube of estrogen cream that you bought from the neighborhood pharmacist and rub a dollop of it into your arm. You’re 56 years old, but your hot flashes are a distant nightmare, and you wake up with the energy of a 20-year-old. You attribute your newfound youth not only to the growth hormone and the estrogen but also to the sleep-promoting hormone melatonin, which you take every night. You’ve heard that some hormones can cause cancer, but you’re not too worried. Your doctor at the local anti-aging clinic told you the cancer fears are overblown. You’re just replacing the hormones your body made naturally when you were younger, he says. There’s nothing dangerous about that, right? If there were, surely all the 20-year-olds would have cancer!

Before you leave for work, you head for the kitchen, where you whip up a fruit smoothie and gulp it down with 35 supplement pills. You take a multivitamin that was made just for you by the pharmacist, plus dozens of herbal preparations that he told you would guarantee a long life. You’re getting your menstrual period again, because your anti-aging doctor told you to cycle your estrogen with progesterone—changing the dosage week by week to mimic what your body did when you were in your prime. It would do so much more than relieve your hot flashes, he promised. It would make you feel young again. The famous actress Suzanne Somers takes hormones like this, too, and she says she feels fantastic. She would never give out dumb advice, right?

The pharmacist said his hormone creams were completely natural, made from vegetables, and so much safer than those dangerous menopause drugs the pharmaceutical companies make. Neither his products nor his advertising claims are monitored by government agencies, but why should you care? He’s a pharmacist—he would never sell anything unhealthy, right? And at least he doesn’t expect you to pore over any pesky product leaflets about side effects.

During your last checkup at the anti-aging clinic, you found out that your lab tests show abnormally high levels of the male hormone testosterone. Your doctor said it rubbed off on you when you were intimate with your husband—something you’ve been in the mood for a lot more often since you started your hormone treatments. Your husband was very impressed with the new you, so he made an appointment at the antiaging clinic, too. He told them that he felt a little tired and that his libido was sagging. They prescribed some testosterone gel to restore his virility. And boy, did that testosterone work wonders for your sex life.

As you pour your husband a smoothie, you wonder if it matters that his testosterone gel is rubbing off on you. Sure, most women don’t have so much testosterone, and you did notice some hair growing in weird places. But lots of women use testosterone gel these days to restore the libidinous urges they had in their youth. Plus, it’s a natural hormone, just like what’s found in our bodies normally. It’s perfectly safe. Right?
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Welcome to the new world of anti-aging medicine. It emerged in the 1990s and is promoted with a deceptively simple but incredibly appealing sales pitch: Hormones rage when we’re young and then wane as we age. Therefore we can stop the aging process by replacing the hormones we’ve lost over the years. In essence, we can reset our bodies to their younger selves. The rapidly expanding group of doctors, pharmacists, and entrepreneurs who promote this brand of medicine do much more than erase wrinkles and make varicose veins disappear. Instead, they focus on using drugs to try to stop the biological clock from deep inside the human body. Hormones are the primary building blocks of this new fountain of youth.

Anti-aging medicine may be misguided. And it could be dangerous. But it has grown into an $88-billion-a-year industry in little more than a decade. A small portion of that growth comes from cosmetic products to make us look more youthful, such as the antiwrinkle drug Botox and laser-based skin treatments. But the vast majority of these receipts emanate from high-priced doctors and rogue pharmacists selling expensive, unproven drugs. Some practitioners have promised women that they can bypass menopause by taking estrogens that are more natural than what pharmaceutical companies offer.  Others have assured men that they can safely regain the sexual prowess they enjoyed in their twenties by taking a little testosterone and growth hormone every day. Still others have transformed Chinese herbs and Brazilian berries into miraculous youth-restoring elixirs—and suckered millions of patients into buying expensive subscriptions to have those concoctions delivered right to their doorsteps.

All this marketing muscle, of course, is aimed at treating a nonexistent malady. Getting old is not a disease. The U.S. Food and Drug Administration (FDA) has never approved any therapy to treat aging. And although mainstream medical organizations have issued plenty of guidelines for preventing illnesses that commonly occur late in life, such as heart disease and cancer, none has ever fully endorsed the treatment regimens that the anti-aging industry embraces.

Nevertheless, anti-aging doctors have persuaded millions of baby boomers that they can stop the inevitable march toward Metamucil mornings and Viagra nights. These capitalists have constructed a giant new industry by taking advantage of an entire generation’s deep-seated aversion to getting old. Their task has been made that much easier by the American culture, which has slapped images of beautiful young people all over movie and television screens, newspapers, and magazines. For the nation’s 77 million baby boomers, who are quickly racing toward the Social Security rolls, the idea of being elderly is repugnant. They are the perfect audience for the message that simple, safe substances might cure aging.

Every generation in history has embarked on its own search for the fountain of youth. Legends about magical potions with age-defying powers date back to ancient Greece. Spanish explorer Juan Ponce de León popularized the quest for longevity  in the 1500s, when he surmised that a spring on an island near what is now Florida would restore youth to anyone who sipped its waters.

What makes the modern anti-aging movement different is the loud enthusiasm with which it is promoted. Most of the doctors who have hung out shingles in anti-aging medicine did so after dabbling in hormones themselves and being so wowed by their own results that they passed on their newfound passion to other youth seekers.

Among the claims made by proponents of anti-aging products: Soybeans are a healthy source of estrogen because they make the hormone just like people do. Drugs mixed up in the back rooms of tiny pharmacies are safer than those manufactured in quality-controlled, government-supervised factories. Hormones are unnatural and dangerous when they are extracted from horses but perfectly harmless when they come from pigs. The list goes on. The seemingly twisted logic of these claims makes the anti-aging movement appear to be more a cult than a medical specialty.
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The modern anti-aging movement actually started on the opposite end of the age spectrum, with children. Short children, to be exact. Growth hormone is produced by the body’s “master gland,” the pituitary, which works overtime in the first years of life to transform a child into an adult. Children with defective pituitary glands don’t grow properly. Doctors once treated these youngsters with growth hormone harvested from cadavers, but supplies were scarce. Then, in the 1970s, scientists at the University of California at San Francisco and  startup Genentech invented a gene-splicing technique that allowed them to produce growth hormone in bacteria. This feat of genetic engineering, which was called “recombinant DNA,” became the basis of the multi-billion-dollar biotechnology industry. Human growth hormone (HGH) was among the first of the newfangled drugs that the fledgling industry produced on a massive scale.

Long before HGH became a marketable product, a handful of scientists around the country began thinking about the drug’s potential to reach a much bigger market—aging baby boomers. Among them was Daniel Rudman, a scientist at Emory University who specialized in endocrinology, the study of hormones. The aging of the endocrine system, and the resulting loss of hormones, fascinated Rudman. He knew growth hormone was particularly vital for keeping adults healthy, even after they reached their normal height. It helped maintain a proper balance of fat mass and lean mass and of good to bad cholesterol. It preserved bone density and stimulated the immune system. Adults with severe growth hormone deficiencies suffered a range of problems, from increased fractures to debilitating fatigue. But Rudman thought HGH might be useful as more than just a treatment for those gravely sick individuals. HGH, he thought, might just be the new fountain of youth.

In 1980, regulators at the FDA realized that synthetic hormones would soon become a reality. So they gathered together a panel of experts, including Rudman, to advise the agency. According to a New York Times article, Rudman raved about the hormone’s potential for building muscle and for restoring the tissues of the liver, kidney, and heart. Scientists around the world began designing studies to investigate the potential of HGH as a panacea against aging.

In 1985, the FDA approved Genentech’s HGH to treat growth disorders in children. It would eventually green-light the drug for the treatment of severe growth hormone deficiencies in adults and in some AIDS patients. Pfizer, Eli Lilly, and a handful of other big pharma companies began selling HGH, too.

Federal legislators feared that HGH might be abused by athletes hoping to improve their muscle tone. So the government would eventually take the rare step of making it illegal for doctors to prescribe HGH “off-label”—that is, for any use the FDA had not sanctioned. Some anti-aging medicine seems to fall into that verboten category.

Despite the percolating controversy, Rudman was determined to test his hypothesis that HGH might reverse aging. So the scientist, who moved to the Medical College of Wisconsin in 1988, assembled a group of ten scientists to design a study. They placed newspaper ads soliciting healthy older men for the trial and interviewed everyone who volunteered. They ended up with a group of 21, ranging in age from 61 to 81. Twelve of the men were given injections of HGH. Over six months, those men increased their lean body mass, including muscle, by 9 percent, on average. They lost 14 percent of their fat. “Diminished secretion of growth hormone is responsible in part for the decrease of lean body mass, the expansion of adipose-tissue mass, and the thinning of the skin that occurs in old age,” Rudman wrote in a paper summarizing the study, “Effects of Human Growth Hormone in Men over 60 Years Old.” The problem could be solved, he posited, “by the administration of human growth hormone.”

Rudman’s study was printed in the July 5, 1990, edition of the prestigious New England Journal of Medicine. When the Internet became popular a few years later, Rudman’s words were resurrected and spread around with abandon. The study was  quoted on more than 50,000 Web sites, some belonging to Internet pharmacies that were selling HGH illegally.

Ronald Klatz was among the legions impressed by Rudman’s research. Klatz was working at a medical clinic in Wisconsin as a doctor of osteopathic medicine—a type of internist. He was only in his mid-thirties, but when he looked in the mirror, he could see the aging process starting. “I said, physician, heal thyself!” Klatz recalled in a 2006 interview. Then, in 1992, Klatz suffered a cervical fracture in a car accident and was forced to go on disability leave, according to the New York Times. Backed by $500,000 in disability payments, he conceived of a new medical movement, based on the tenet that hormones could prevent the ravages of old age. He recalled in 2006, “Ninety percent of disease is chronic and degenerative, so that’s where I decided to plant my target. What is the bull’s-eye? Aging.”

Klatz teamed up with an old friend and fellow osteopath, Robert Goldman. A fitness nut, Goldman often showed off photos of himself as a curly-haired youth, dressed in nothing but checkered briefs, setting world records of 321 consecutive handstand push-ups and 161 one-arm push-ups. He was active in the International Federation of Body Building and Fitness and often hobnobbed with famous musclemen, such as Arnold Schwarzenegger. More gregarious than Klatz, Goldman would become an influential proselytizer of anti-aging medicine.

The two doctors set up shop in a Gothic-looking building in Lincoln Park, a ritzy Chicago neighborhood filled with upscale boutiques and exclusive restaurants. The citizens of Lincoln Park were mostly white and had a median household income of about $80,000 a year—just the type of people who would be drawn to anti-aging medicine.

In 1993, Klatz and Goldman found a new ally in Howard Turney, a business executive who was so intrigued by Rudman’s paper that he started traveling back and forth to Mexico to buy vials of HGH for himself. “At 59, I was all used up,” Turney recalled years later. He was exhausted, he said, and disgusted by the belly fat forming in his midsection. His right hand shook uncontrollably. “I looked like my father. I had a god-awful amount of loose skin. In general, I was a mess.” Five months into his HGH treatments, Turney said, his hand stopped shaking, his fat started to disappear, and his muscles were growing. And he hadn’t changed a thing about his exercise habits or diet. “I had worn bifocals for 20 years,” he said. “One day I picked up the Wall Street Journal and I was reading the stock report without them.”

Turney was determined to share his HGH discovery, so he quit his job and opened the El Dorado Clinic in Playa del Car-men, Mexico, in February 1993. El Dorado, named for the fabled city of gold, offered HGH as the shiny path to a long and prosperous life. The clinic’s doctors taught guests how to inject themselves with HGH. “Our deal was, people paid $4,600 for the exam, a three-month supply of HGH, and three nights in the hotel,” Turney said. He started placing ads in publications such as Robb Report, the magazine for millionaires.

Turney heard that Klatz and Goldman were launching a new medical society to promote HGH, so he invited them to El Dorado’s grand opening in November 1993. Klatz and Goldman turned the occasion into the first scientific meeting of their brand-new organization, the American Academy of AntiAging Medicine (A4M). There, in a mansion on the beach—surrounded by smiling 50-somethings who were learning how to inject themselves with HGH—a small group of doctors  established a mission for A4M. They would certify doctors in their new specialty, they decided, and hold conferences to discuss the latest science of anti-aging medicine. “They took that thing and built it into quite an organization,” Turney said.

Klatz described the El Dorado meeting in his 1997 book  Grow Young with HGH. “Anti-aging medicine—the slowing down, stopping, or even reversing the downward course of senescence—seemed to us an idea whose time had truly come,” Klatz wrote. He marveled at the “sexy, energetic, upbeat” people who were guests at the spa. “They talked about changes they had undergone—melting away of fat, increased muscle tone even in the absence of exercise, rapid healing from surgery, disappearance of wrinkles and cellulite, a vastly increased sense of well-being.” It was all because of HGH, he claimed. Klatz dedicated the book to Rudman, who had died in 1994, and hailed the HGH research as “remarkably prescient.” As for the 12 men who got HGH during the study, Klatz declared, they were pioneers. “The invincibility of the aging process had been shattered once and for all,” Klatz wrote. “Like the first people to have received cow pox vaccine, or the first heart transplant recipients, these twelve men had changed the course of history forever.”

Rudman’s experiment fell far short of what some scientists would consider compelling justification for using HGH to halt aging. True scientific proof, equivalent to what the FDA demands before it will approve drugs for specific diseases, requires years of testing on thousands of patients. Some of those patients should be given a placebo or some other treatment, and none should be told whether they’re getting the real drug or a fake. The doctors recording the reactions of study subjects shouldn’t know who’s getting the real drug, either. Such studies  are known in scientific circles as “randomized,” “double-blind,” and “placebo-controlled,” and they are the gold standard of evidence gathering. But Rudman’s study wasn’t even close: His control group got nothing, and the entire cohort was way too small to draw any meaningful conclusions about HGH in healthy aging people.

The many doctors who followed Klatz into anti-aging medicine accepted this imperfect research. They didn’t have much choice: Few studies of hormones were randomized, controlled, or lengthy enough to draw conclusions about their safety and usefulness as anti-aging tools. That’s because it would be challenging to recruit patients to participate in such research. What sane person, after all, would volunteer for a study where he or she might end up taking a placebo for years on end rather than the hormone that might extend life? And who would agree to be exposed to hormones for years when so little was known about how safe it was to do so? The lack of rigorous research presented a conundrum: For every trial such as Rudman’s that suggested hormone use was safe for healthy people, there were other studies that indicated just the opposite. The anti-aging industry had a knack for finding—and heavily promoting—the evidence that appeared to validate their therapies.

Klatz was fond of telling stories about real people who said HGH changed their lives. In his book, he wrote about El Dorado’s founder, Turney, and about Paul Bernstein, a 64-year-old who enjoyed injecting HGH, as did his 53-year-old wife. “The awesome power of GH to bring about total rejuvenation unlike any medicine that has ever existed can perhaps be appreciated by the stories of the people who have experienced it firsthand,” Klatz asserted.

Klatz devoted an entire chapter to Edmund Chein, a California doctor who, at age 42, decided to give himself the hormone profile of a 20-year-old. He started taking HGH and four other hormones, and claimed to have cured his cholesterol and weight problems within six months. Turney’s clinic inspired Chein to start up an HGH center in the United States. Klatz wrote, “doctors now routinely prescribe aspirin to thin the blood and prevent heart attacks. Yet its approved use is as an anti-inflammatory drug for headaches, pain, and fever.” He described Chein’s thought process: “It is much further afield, he points out, to use aspirin for heart disease than to use growth hormone for aging.”

To test his HGH treatment plan, Chein teamed up with a former Rudman colleague, L. Cass Terry, a neurologist who was also taking HGH. Together they analyzed symptoms and blood tests from 800 patients who visited Chein’s clinic between 1994 and 1996, Klatz said in his book. The research had not been published in a peer-reviewed journal, which would have required scrutiny and sign-offs from independent scientists. Nevertheless, Klatz printed the study, complete with charts and tables. But there was no control group, so everyone in the study was taking HGH. And the reported responses to the drug were mostly the self-described observations of 202 of the patients. The results were stunning: Patients reported an 88 percent improvement in muscle strength, an 84 percent boost in energy, and a 75 percent improvement in sexual prowess.

Klatz seemed to downplay the side effects. Some patients in Chein and Terry’s study suffered minor pains and fluid retention, but those annoyances went away after a couple of months, Klatz wrote. And even though some scientists worried that growth hormone might cause cancer to grow, Klatz said,  there were no reported cases of cancer among the 800 patients. Surmised Terry, “It could be that there is some sort of protective effect from growth hormone replacement.”

By the late 1990s, Klatz and Goldman were luring 3,000 visitors a day to A4M’s Web site, which they dubbed the World Health Network. They launched their own publication and called it the International Journal of Anti-Aging Medicine. On their Web site, they posted a “longevity test”—a multiple-choice quiz that purported to tell people how long they would live. Klatz and Goldman did not understate their goals for the new medical society: “Anti-aging medicine will be the most profound social and economic issue of the 21st century,” they wrote, “restructuring and redirecting the trillion dollar plus a year economics of health care in radical new ways.”

Klatz and Goldman appeared to be on the leading edge of a hot trend. By the mid-1990s, the first of the baby boomers were turning 50. And the consumer-products industry eagerly embraced the term “anti-aging” as a way to sell products to help them hide their age. In 1994, Revlon launched its Age Defying makeup collection. That same year, Avon introduced Anew, a line of cosmetics with names like Rejuvenate and Advanced Wrinkle Corrector. Anti-aging was a catchphrase with selling power: Between 1994 and 1996, Avon’s sales grew 12 percent, to $4.8 billion, and Revlon’s skyrocketed 25 percent, to $2.2 billion.

Then came a drug that would transform the anti-aging market forever: Botox. Derived from the deadly botulinum toxin, Botox was originally developed to treat a handful of rare muscle disorders. Then doctors discovered that it also smoothed wrinkles, literally paralyzing the facial muscles that make frown lines.

Injecting Botox seemed a drastic way to regain youth, but much to the surprise of the scientists who worked with the toxin, boomers loved it. Mitchell Brin first came across Botox in the early 1990s, when he was a young scientist at Columbia studying potential remedies for facial spasms. “We treated these patients, and what would happen is that the wrinkles on the treated side would go away,” Brin recalled. Still, he couldn’t imagine any company being able to sell it as a mass-market beauty treatment. “An anti-aging product looked very exciting, but it was an injection,” Brin said. “That was scary at the time.”

The manufacturer of Botox—Irvine, California-based Allergan—had won FDA approval in 1989 to market the toxin as a treatment for eyelid spasms and crossed eyes. Allergan hired Brin in 2000 to help further expand the market. Doctors were already using Botox off-label to treat everything from migraines to urinary incontinence. But Allergan’s execs realized that the only way to make a real profit from Botox would be to sell it as a wrinkle eraser. Allergan started designing large-scale studies so it could win the FDA’s blessing.

In 2002, the FDA approved Botox Cosmetic, and Allergan was utterly transformed. In the three years following the approval, Botox sales nearly doubled, to $831 million. By the end of the decade, the wildly popular injection would be a $I-billion-a-year blockbuster.

The success of Botox gave rise to a whole new category of products called “medical aesthetics.” There were dermal fillers made of substances such as collagen, which could be injected into the face to tone down fine lines, and lasers to smooth out wrinkles, suck out cellulite, and even out skin color. Some of the world’s largest companies embraced the term “anti-aging,” including Johnson & Johnson, which partnered with start-ups  to develop laser-based wrinkle removers and launched an antiaging line of Neutrogena skin-care products.

Even though Allergan never marketed Botox using the term “anti-aging,” its success surely gave Klatz and Goldman a boost. Botox made it acceptable for healthy people to get injections to preserve their youthfulness. The drug was so cool that doctors started holding “Botox parties,” where groups of women would chitchat over cocktails while waiting their turn to get their wrinkles erased. Men started doing it, too. Suddenly getting a needle stick to stay young was in vogue. And it wasn’t such a far cry from injecting poison to smooth out your face to shooting up hormones to restore your libido. Even the executives at Allergan recognized their role in creating a new industry—albeit one that they tried to disassociate themselves from. “I understand that people are experimenting with things like human growth hormone,” Brin said. “I would have profound caution, until there are rigorous, controlled clinical trials, with the fine endpoints that are really going to establish efficacy.”

Anti-aging clinics embraced Botox and all the other new tools wholeheartedly. Come get a prescription for HGH, some doctors promised, and we’ll get rid of your wrinkles while you’re here.
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A4M’s meteoric rise continued unabated, even as a string of legal mishaps cast serious doubts on its most famous pioneers. In 1995, the California Medical Board sanctioned Edmund Chein and put him on probation for, among other infractions, falsely claiming that he was an attorney. The Los Angeles Times reported that Chein’s anti-aging clinic was distributing an article titled  “The NIA’s Position on Growth Hormone Replacement Therapy in Adults,” which erroneously stated that the federal National Institute on Aging had promoted the idea of giving growth hormone to healthy older people. In 2000, the California Medical Board tried to revoke Chein’s license after alleging that he had improperly diagnosed a patient and then prescribed her growth hormone. The revocation was overturned.

In 2002, the California Medical Board charged Chein with 13 counts of negligence, incompetence, improper prescribing, inadequate record keeping, misconduct, dishonesty, and the unlawful dispensing of controlled substances. The 16-page accusation laid out the case of an unnamed patient who had sought treatment for emphysema at Chein’s Palm Springs Life Extension Institute. Chein prescribed him testosterone, HGH, and other drugs, the complaint said. In 1999, Chein allegedly gave the patient HGH that had been mixed with insulin by two unlicensed employees in a back room at the anti-aging center. The patient suffered seizures and insulin shock. In 2005, Chein settled, agreeing to five years of probation, a $10,000 fine, and state monitoring.

Trouble also caught up with A4M founding physician Ward Dean. A West Point graduate and army flight surgeon, Dean had become fascinated with life extension long before he attended medical school. He served on the board of the American Aging Association, helped plan A4M’s first gathering in Cancun, and actively recruited other physicians to the new organization. He might have achieved the same stature as Klatz and Goldman in anti-aging circles—were it not for the fact that he stopped paying his income taxes in 1997. Dean read a copy of the U.S. tax code, and he was positive that no one was legally obligated to pay taxes on income. “All of the other taxes had a  specific code section that told clearly who was liable for a particular tax,” he wrote on his Web site. “‘Income Tax’ was not even listed!”

In March 2005, the U.S. District Court for the Northern District of Florida indicted Dean for filing a collection of fake W-4s and 1040s that listed his taxable income from 1997 to 2002 as $0. (He had really earned $1.2 million during those years and owed $300,000 in taxes, according to court documents.) All together, Dean faced seven counts of tax evasion. In 2005, a jury convicted him on all counts, and he was sentenced to seven years in prison.

In a letter he wrote from the Federal Prison Camp in Atlanta four years later, Dean vowed to return to the anti-aging world after his release in June 2012. “I’ll probably continue as the Medical Director of Vitamin Research Products in Carson City, Nevada,” Dean wrote. “Prior to my trial, I was also working with International Anti-Aging Systems, in the United Kingdom, to develop a very sophisticated aging measurement system.” He planned to keep his distance from A4M, however. His major gripe about the organization’s approach to anti-aging, said the prisoner, was its “over-commercialization of the concept, prior to the proper scientific foundation having been laid.” Still, he added, “I have to give Drs. Klatz and Goldman a lot of credit for popularizing the concept of anti-aging medicine.”

Turney, the HGH connoisseur who started the El Dorado longevity spa in Mexico, injected the hormone for the next 14 years, but not at El Dorado. Less than two years after it opened, Turney grew fed up with Mexican politics and abandoned the clinic. “The governor, the mayor, the police chief started coming for  mordidas—payoffs,” Turney said. “So I took the list of patients and split them up among 26 doctors in the United States who  wanted to do this. We coined a protocol, ‘adult pituitary deficiency, ’ and they still use that to justify prescriptions to aging people. It’s viable. I think it’s very viable.”

In 1995, Turney legally changed his name to Lazarus Long, the name of a recurring character in books written by Robert A. Heinlein, a libertarian science fiction writer. Heinlein’s stories championed self-reliance and individual thinking—not to mention the fantastical idea that people could live forever. The fictional Long partook of a rejuvenation treatment made from blood grown in test tubes. He was 224 years old and defying death at every turn. “I always identified with the character,” Turney said. “I checked Internet phone books all over the world. I could find only one other Lazarus Long, and he was in Australia. I thought why not?”

Turney stopped injecting HGH when concerns over illegal doping in sports led many doctors to stop prescribing the hormone. Then he tried to start his own country called New Utopia, located on a 400-square-mile island 160 miles west of Grand Cayman Island. “I’m building the Venice of the Caribbean,” he said. “Instead of roads it will be waterways. Instead of cars it will be gondolas and water taxis. There will be a big medical center with a whole wing for anti-aging medicine.” New Utopia would be a principality with no taxes and no real government, and he would call himself Prince Lazarus, Turney said. “The intrusiveness of government has always been a problem for me,” he added.

Turney hoped someday to start taking HGH again. “If I can do it without causing grief to anybody, I’d like to get back on it. Not here. In New Utopia.”

In 1999, the Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) accused Turney of selling $350 million in unregistered bonds to fund New Utopia. He spent ten months trying to prove to the  SEC that even though he had written on his Web site that he was considering a bond offering, he had not actually issued any bonds. In 2000, the SEC issued an injunction alleging Turney had raised $24,000, but it waived all penalties based on his inability to pay. A decade later he was still trying to raise money for the project. But he was confident that his utilitarian dream would come true and that it would provide a home for fellow HGH enthusiasts.

Where other anti-aging pioneers went astray, Klatz and Goldman forged ahead. On his résumé, Klatz listed patents he had secured for a handful of medical devices he had invented, including a brain-cooling instrument and a gizmo meant to improve blood circulation. There was no indication, however, that the products ever made it to market. Klatz also boasted about being named a “top 10 medical innovator in biomedical technology” by the National Institute of Electromedical Information. But the Web site of this nonprofit “institute” gave very little insight as to its credentials.

Goldman, too, seemed prone to self-importance. Among achievements he listed on his résumé was that he had served “as an affiliate at the Philosophy of Education Research Center, Graduate School of Education, Harvard University.” According to Harvard, affiliates weren’t teachers or researchers. Rather, they were ordinary people invited to attend public presentations and sometimes to lecture on “topics of interest.” But to the unfortunate laypeople placing their trust in these pioneers of anti-aging medicine, the mere mention of Harvard might be enough to make Goldman look like academic royalty. Goldman also wrote that he was “the recipient of the Gold Medal for Science, the Grand Prize for Medicine, the Humanitarian Award, and the Business Development Award.” From where, though?

Klatz and Goldman held an annual conference in Las Vegas, Nevada, which they christened the World Congress on Anti-Aging Medicine. In the early days of A4M, the World Congress was a lowbrow affair held in a circus tent, which was pitched between two buildings at a hotel off the Strip. But as the organization grew richer, Klatz and Goldman moved their flagship event to the ritzy Venetian Hotel, a palatial 36-story casino on the strip, where every guest room was a luxury suite with a sunken living room, a dining nook, and remote-controlled Roman blinds.

Despite its overinflated title, the World Congress—at least the exposition—appeared little more than a hormone trade show, where hundreds of distributors touted their hormone-packaging services. A cavernous exhibit hall housed up to 400 companies, each of which paid up to $15,000 for a booth to display its wares.

A4M points out that its expositions are separate from its educational conferences. Exhibitors are invited on a first-come first-served basis, and A4M does not vouch for any of the products or services on display. Not surprising since the expositions became a magnet for all manner of snake-oil salesmen pushing anti-aging cure-alls. Tooth-whitening products and multivitamins shared the floor with the likes of the Cellubike, an exercise bike with infrared lights that purportedly erased unsightly cellulite. “Hi, have you ever had a colon cleanse?” shouted an exhibitor cheerfully to convention attendees sauntering through the exhibit hall one year. His company was pitching a $10,000 machine that flushed out colons, purportedly so they wouldn’t become breeding grounds for polyps and cancer. A colon cleanse could even shave those unwanted love handles, the exhibitor said, as he held up a photo of what one could only assume was a happily cleaned-out patient. “He lost 12 pounds. He had a big ol’ gut before.”

The Las Vegas extravaganza also drew legions of doctors who were curious to learn about this new branch of medicine. Klatz and Goldman trotted out the Rudman research and other papers on hormones, and they recruited guest lecturers to talk about hormone replacement. A4M’s membership ranks had grown to 7,000 by 2000. Five years later, the organization had 11,500 followers, and at the end of the decade it boasted 20,000 physician members in 100 countries. By that time, A4M was staging 30 conferences a year all over the world, from Bangkok and Shanghai to Melbourne and Mexico City. At each event, devotees greeted Klatz and Goldman as gurus of this new brand of medicine.

But their theories were still dismissed by mainstream scientists, so Klatz and Goldman found new ways to get the message out. They published new medical journals, some of which seemed devoid of rigorous scientific review. In volume 10 of A4M’s journal Anti-Aging Therapeutics, for example, a doctor named Patrick Hanaway wrote a paper describing how to personalize hormone treatments. The article suggested a regimen of tests to figure out how best to prescribe HGH and other hormones to each patient. “Hormonal assessments, based upon this 3-dimensional perspective of urine, serum, and saliva, will help generate the best answers in meeting the needs of each individual patient,” he wrote. Hanaway happened to be the chief medical officer of Genova Diagnostics, a company that sold more than 125 different medical tests.

A4M combined commerce with education. The organization staged continuing medical education (CME) courses, which awarded credits that doctors could use to maintain their licenses. The Las Vegas conference doled out dozens of CME credits. And in 2004, A4M launched a fellowship program, which issued its graduates certificates in anti-aging medicine.  Doctors simply had to complete eight modules—weekend seminars taught by other anti-aging doctors at swank hotels like the Bahia Mar Beach Resort & Yachting Center in Fort Lauderdale, Florida. A4M advertised the program as the equivalent of a board certification in a legitimate medical specialty. Even Klatz and Goldman claimed on their résumés to be “board certified” in anti-aging medicine.

But there was no such board certification. Real medical specialties had to be approved by the American Medical Association Council on Medical Education and the American Board of Medical Specialties—neither of which recognized anti-aging as appropriate for certification. Those organizations’ written guidelines required that “the emergence of a new medical specialty must be based on a substantial advancement in medical science and represent a distinct and well-defined field of medical practice.” They also demanded that anyone tasked with certifying doctors must be free of conflicts of interest. Since it looked like A4M’s members themselves would stand to profit from the growth of the specialty they invented, it seemed like a long shot that anti-aging would ever be approved as a recognized medical specialty. A spokeswoman for the American Board of Medical Specialties said her organization once got a call from A4M but never a formal application. “They may have realized they couldn’t meet the requirements,” she said.

A4M did not explain why it believes the term “board certified” is accurate, but it stated that “of approximately 270 specialist medical societies and medical boards, only 24 . . . in total have been approved by the American Board of Medical Specialties.”

Many doctors, following their leaders Klatz and Goldman, promoted themselves as “board certified” in anti-aging medicine nonetheless. In 2005, the Texas Medical Board fined Lane Sebring $500 for placing ads that used the phrase “board certified  in anti-aging medicine.” Two years later, it levied a $250 fine on Theodore Piliszek for the same violation. And after San Diego doctor Robert Sterner was caught improperly prescribing marijuana in an undercover sting, the California Medical Board set out to revoke his license. Sterner “mistakenly believed he was properly certified by the American Board of Anti-Aging Medicine,” according to court papers. Sterner was put on probation for seven years. He stopped referring to himself as board certified in anti-aging.

But whenever one anti-aging doctor stumbled, another three or four popped up to fill the demand for hormones. And they had no trouble finding patients like Howard Turney, who, like his idol Lazarus Long, would do anything to stay young. At 78, many years after his El Dorado adventure had ended, Turney felt good enough to play racquetball for an hour each day. But he craved the HGH that had sharpened up his eyesight and made his hand stop shaking. He only wanted a little bit, he said—not enough to endanger his health. “Lemonade can be dangerous if you drink too much too quickly. Anything can be dangerous if you overdo it. Lemonade in moderate amounts is good for you. It’s the same way with growth hormone,” Turney said.

Behind every Howard-Turney-turned-Lazarus-Long were thousands more people who were completely won over by the anti-aging hoopla. Some dabbled in one or two supplements for a short time; others embraced extreme hormone replacement as a lifelong regimen. But the sheer ignorance these patients had about the substances they were ingesting could seriously harm them. Misinformation could prove to be the poison that tainted the fountain of youth.
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