








Praise for Younger Next Year

“One long, exuberant New Year’s resolution.”

—The New York Times

“Brain-rattling, irresistible, hilarious. If you’re up for it, it could change your life.”

—The Washington Post

“A twenty-first-century fountain of youth.”

—Kiplinger’s Retirement Report

“From the trenches, a real practicing doctor teaches us that normal aging is NOT normal. Harry’s Rules light the path to renewed vitality, and his action steps will change your life.”

—MEHMET OZ, M.D.,
coauthor of YOU: The Owner’s Manual and
YOU: On a Diet; director, Cardiovascular Institute,
Columbia University Medical Center

“I am fifty-four years old and have been on your program for ten months. I purchased a heart monitor, hired a trainer, and exercise for at least forty-five minutes, six days per week. I have lost over thirty pounds and still enjoy my wine. I want to thank you for writing the book that reached me. It was not too late.”

—STEVE M.

“An extraordinary book. . . . It is easy to read, the science is right, and if one follows Henry Lodge’s and Chris Crowley’s recommendations, both mental and physical aging can be delayed. I wish my patients would follow their advice!”

—K. CRAIG KENT, M.D.,
chief of vascular surgery,
New York–Presbyterian Hospital

“A high-octane approach to keeping lean, fit, and active as we age.”

—PETER SCARDINO, M.D.,
Department of Urology,
Memorial Sloan-Kettering Cancer Center

“I can’t thank you enough for turning my life around. I read Younger Next Year about eight months ago, it struck a chord, and I started a serious workout program. I’ve lost sixty-one pounds to date and need to shed another eighteen to reach my goal. Great work, and thanks for adding a number of years to my life.”

—KEITH V.

“I’m glad I read your book in my late thirties. I have that much more time to prepare for the aging process and establish good habits—and I have built more aerobic endurance than I had as a teenage athlete!”

—ANGELO N.

“You’ve put the spring back in my husband’s step and his posture improves daily. It didn’t hurt me to read your book, either.”

—BETSY A.

“A must-read for any woman with a special man in her life. Lively and entertaining, it is packed with important information to help men live longer, healthier, sexier and more vibrant lives.”

—HILDA HUTCHERSON, M.D.,
codirector, New York Center for Women’s Sexual Health;
author of What Your Mother Never Told You About S-e-x

“A breakthrough book . . . written in a lighthearted, humorous style, [its] serious intentions underscore excellent advice.”

—Frequent Flyer

“With optimism, insight, and humor, Crowley and Lodge provide sound information and practical suggestions for living a healthy and active later third life.”

—ALLEN ROSENFIELD, M.D.,
dean, School of Public Health, Columbia University

“Your book changed my life, and I gave many copies to friends. One gave it to her seventy-five-year-old father, who is on oxygen. He was so inspired that he started walking laps around his dining table, carrying his tank with him.”

—ELAINE R.

“Men apparently are reluctant to ask for directions, but can they resist advice regarding their well-being? I think not. Here is a book full of sound information, thoughtfully provocative, fresh, and witty. And better yet, you don’t have to be a man to find this book useful.”

—JAMAICA KINCAID,
author of Annie John and
The Autobiography of My Mother

“A powerful message . . . for all concerned with living long and well, a book in plain English that weaves knowledge of medicine and evolving science together with concrete advice and a thoughtful perspective.”

—HERBERT PARDES, M.D.,
president and CEO, New York–Presbyterian Hospital

“Written with a sense of humor in a chatty style that’s easy to read . . . full of important advice to heed now in order to stay healthy and fit well past one’s retirement years.”

—The Detroit News

“Younger Next Year has changed my life and outlook in countless positive ways. My dad, who died a couple years ago at age ninety, was a star basketball player and a golfer who believed he could continue to improve until his very last days. He worked out every day of his life and was way ahead of his time.

Shortly after his death, I happened to pick up your book. It was like my dad speaking to me, telling me it was time to get moving. I realized that though my job and four kids kept me busy, the wee hours of the morning could rejuvenate my physical and mental well-being. I am now up six days a week before work to swim, run, spin, or do weights.”

—BONNIE B.

“We owe it to ourselves to know that we have the choice to age in good health. This book tells you about it. Read it.”

—JOHN S. REED, former chairman, New York Stock
Exchange; former chairman and CEO, Citicorp

“Younger Next Year will fill you up with facts. But these facts are fun to learn because they are important and because they are described with great joy and passion. I was astonished by how well [the authors] wove sophisticated concepts such as the emotional brain, inflammation, nutrition, and metabolism, into the fabric of everyday life.”

—GERALD D. FISCHBACH, M.D.,
director, National Institute of Neurological Disorders
and Stroke, National Institutes of Health;
dean, Faculty of Health Sciences and the
Faculty of Medicine, Columbia University

“As a nurse practitioner, I would highly recommend your books to any and all adults. Your wonderful books actually have a very real potential to make a huge difference. Our obese nation needs this NOW!”

—DEBBIE B., R.N., M.S., N.P.

“One of our highest recommendations so far on growing old gracefully. . . . Dr. Lodge, a prominent M.D., focuses on developments in cellular and evolutionary biology. Crowley, his guinea pig, is a firm believer in Dr. Lodge’s science and very good at convincing the reader that, if you’re a fifty-year-old man, you’d be an idiot not to start following the rules as soon as possible. . . . Should be read avidly by anyone growing older as well as forward-thinking youngsters.”

—Kirkus Reports

“This may sound a bit odd, but I get great—I mean really great—motivation from reading and rereading this book. I just completed my seventh time reading through it cover to cover. I do not find it boring even after all those times. In fact, every time I pick up on something that I sort of glossed over on a previous visit. It’s incredible, but with each reading I get more committed (maybe even more compulsive) about keeping this new lifestyle going. And working to get better at it little by little. So if you find yourself slipping a little on the exercise, or the nutrition, or maybe a little discouraged about making connections and commitments, sit down and read through the book again. It’s amazing the effect it has on your motivation.”

—TOM C.

“Not a week goes by that I do not utter a silent prayer of thanks that Younger Next Year came into my life. You guys are saving the world, one body at a time. I was on the StairMaster today with my heartbeat at 140. One minute after quitting my heartbeat was 92. I’m three weeks from my sixty-second birthday. You guys belong in the pantheon of the Olympic gods for giving all of us 1) hope and 2) a plan of action.”

—T. GUERRANT

“Chris Crowley [and] Dr. Henry Lodge are on a mission to change your life. What sets the book apart is its ebullient personality . . . [blending] very practical how-to advice with hilarious personal anecdotes.”

—LISA MILLER, Newsweek

“I turned my life around when my physician told me I was headed down a destructive path. I then read the wisdom put forth by Chris and Harry. My next physical blew my doctor away. I am seventy-four and in better shape than when I was fifty.”

—JACK S.

“I’ve been sticking to the program since last July. I’ve lost twenty-three pounds and can now run three miles without dying. Lifting the weights, too. It’s truly changed my life. THANK YOU!”

—ANONYMOUS

“I’m almost fifty-seven and have been following the program for about eighteen months. Over the years I’ve read a ton of self-help books, but Younger Next Year is the only one that has definitely and positively changed my life.”

—MIKE T.

“A friend recommended this book last August. I read it, paid attention, started the hourly exercise program, and took the advice to start something new. In late September I took my first ballroom dance lesson, something I had been telling friends and family that I always wanted to do. It has literally been life-changing. My body is different, slimmer, more muscular, better toned; my posture is upright. The challenge to learn how to dance is huge—it incorporates my brain, my mind, my body. After four months, I entered the ballroom competition in Nashville; two months later the competition in St. Louis—and did fine. I dance four times a week and practice moves every day.

None of my clothes fit anymore. I have more energy, I look better, feel better, am competing with people ten and fifteen years younger than I am. I’m sixty-eight.

I am realizing that Younger Next Year is not just the title of a book, and am hugely grateful to the friend who told me about the book, and to Chris and Harry for writing it.”

—ANNE

“A must-read for everyone who is interested in being active and living well when they are seventy, eighty, and ninety-plus.”

—FAITH PULIS, CEO/president, The Thoreau Club

“Younger Next Year delivers the goods. Confronting the myths and realities of aging, it is a treasure trove of life-enhancing recommendations that prove the so-called inevitabilities of middle age are not inevitable at all.”

—DAVID J. DEMKO, M.D.,

editor in chief, AgeVenture News

“Three years ago, I was a chronic asthmatic—overweight, out of shape, highly stressed, and not having much fun. Today, life is fun again. I compete in masters and corporate track and field (sprints, shot, and discus). The fountain of youth is not a myth.”

—AL U.

“I have lost fifty pounds over the last nine months by eating less, moving more, and changing the way I think. I am sixty-two and look better and feel better and have more energy than I have in the last fifteen years.”

—RON T.
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Welcome to the Revolution

[image: Image] From Chris’s perspective . . .

The three years since Younger Next Year came out have been an awful lot of fun for Harry and me. Harry still has his day job, saving lives and whatnot, but I have this terrific new job. I travel around the country and have a wonderful time—despite my vast age—speaking to groups and generally beating the drum for this Revolution in Aging we talk about. The nicest part? I get to meet a lot of readers of our books and listen to how we’ve changed their lives.

That’s what we both hear, actually, whether it’s from the wife of an old friend at a dinner party in New York . . . or a formerly fat lawyer at a lecture in Tyler, Texas . . . or a newly fit guy who makes me ski with him in Aspen so I can see what he’s done with himself. And always in that language: “You guys changed my life . . . thanks so much.”

They love to talk about it. Three strangers in Colorado insist I come see their friend Billy and hear how they “intervened” (made him read the book). “Look at him now!” they say, and Billy grins and pats his tummy. An optometrist and his wife show up at my door in Aspen to get their books signed—and tell their story. A newly handsome CPA outside Philadelphia says his blood pressure and cholesterol have dropped enough so that his doctor has taken him off drugs . . . and, oh, by the way, he lost 20 percent of his body weight. A beautiful old woman from the South says her husband has gone to hell, won’t ski with her anymore, so she puts the dog in the car, drives 860 miles to Wolf Pass, Colorado, and skis her socks off. She’s seventy-one and will I sign her book? Sign it? Is she kidding? She should be on the cover.

Believe me, we don’t hear these stories once in a while; we hear them all the time. And the report is always delivered with passion, surprise, and delight. I love it. It’s like having a Newfoundland dog lick your face for twenty minutes every few days. A bit much for Harry, I suspect, but about right for me.

And these people are not just readers; they are missionaries: “I’ve read it six times myself, and I’ve given away twenty copies.” “I read it straight through twice and got a copy for my father and my father-in-law.” “I made my husband sit down and read it.” “I’m your biggest fan. I gave away thirty copies.” But that last guy is not our biggest fan. One fellow, a quiet engineer, astonished me by saying that he had given away 200 copies and started a “YNY supper club” for a bunch of friends. Health clubs give away thousands . . . an “unexpected gift” for new members. The president of a huge food company makes his top employees read it. Lots of type A’s—lots of executives of all kinds—hand it out all over the place and talk about it all the time.

Quite the little movement. All word-of-mouth, but quite a few mouths by now. And it’s spreading. We hope this paperback edition will make it easier. The way we age now isn’t just dumb; it’s criminal. We are wrecking our own lives, wrecking the lives of those who love us, wrecking the economy. Gotta quit living like dopes.

One of the nice things is that the people who come up and say that their lives have changed are so tickled. They are proud as punch because they did it all themselves. And they are often just a tad surprised. Because it was easier and faster than they’d assumed. And because they’d lost a gang of weight along the way, which we had not promised. (We still don’t, though it sure does happen a lot.) But the real pleasure is that they are so damn happy. The great bottom line was summed up by a website comment: “Life is fun again.” There you go . . . life is fun again!

And here’s the other part of my terrific new job. I don’t just tell people this is the only way to live. I show them. I ski the steeps and deeps. I do “Ride the Rockies” on my bike . . . six days over the tops with old friends. I row in old-boy races. Hike the hills. Stay in touch. Move! And generally engage in the pleasant business of being functionally the same person I was at fifty. Wish I’d been a better kid at fifty, but hey! . . . this is good enough. Give it a shot. It will change your life.

[image: Image] . . . and Harry’s

More than five million articles have been published in biomedical journals since we first published Younger Next Year, so you might think the science behind the book would need to be updated. But that just isn’t so. True, you don’t have to drink quite as much water as we recommended, but nothing else has changed at all. (That shouldn’t be such a surprise, since the book is all about taking charge of the biology that has run our bodies for millions and billions of years.) In any case, the science was right three years ago, and it’s right now. If anything, the message of Younger Next Year is turning out to be even more important than we realized. Studies are just beginning to look at the role of exercise in the treatment of disease. People with advanced emphysema and heart disease do much better with exercise. People recovering from cancer do better with exercise. Depression does better with exercise.

Furthermore, the science behind emotional biology, which was relatively new when the book was first published, has only gotten more compelling. We are just beginning to tease apart the pathways by which emotion changes our chemistry, even in our very cells, but we do know that exercise changes the cells throughout our bodies at the genetic level. And it’s not just exercise that does this. Caring works the same way. Indeed, the daily expression of DNA in critical pathways turns out to be partially regulated by emotional chemistry. New chemical markers of growth and decay that respond to emotion, connection, and social networks are being discovered, and the results come back over and over again to the rules in the book: Care and Connect and Commit.

As I said, it’s not really a surprise that Nature’s rules for our bodies haven’t changed in the last three years. And they aren’t going to change for the next three billion, either. So you can settle down with Younger Next Year with the certainty that it contains real information that’s worth reading every year or so. Underline it, dog-ear it, pencil your own notes in the margin . . . it’s a loyal friend for the road ahead.

Our contribution, we think, is to make that road radically better for as long as you’re on it. Americans have achieved such staggering longevity that the real problem is outliving the quality of life, not running out of quantity. It is simply a fact that the average American who hits fifty or sixty in reasonable health is likely to live well into his or her eighties. And given the way things are heading, if you’re in that category, you have to plan against the risk of living well into your nineties. That’s a remarkable new way of looking at it! For all intents and purposes, one of the great risks of our age is living far longer than we can live well.

Always remember that the biology of Younger Next Year has no age limits, either up or down. Everything gets slower and more difficult with age, but age alone never makes life bad. I have several patients in their nineties who have had open-heart surgery recently, and all are doing beautifully. All were fit and active before, and all remain so afterward. That’s no coincidence.

At the younger end of the spectrum, we start to age by the end of our twenties, so once you turn thirty, the quality of your life is up to you. It can and should be great if you decide not to give up but to take charge. Younger Next Year is the road map for taking charge. 


PART ONE
Take Charge of Your Body 


CHAPTER ONE
The End of the World

[image: image]

So look, you’re fifty-three, fifty-eight, somewhere in there. Great guy, pretty successful. Good energy. You’re a serious man in a serious life. And besides that, you’re in decent shape, thank God. A solid, weekend athlete. Well, fairly solid. Maybe a little overweight and the bike’s been in the garage awhile, but you could get back there in a heartbeat. You’re Type A at work sometimes, but hey, you get stuff done. You are one of those people who not only had the gifts to do all right, you had the temperament to use them. Good for you.

And a couple of months ago, you open your eyes in the dark and say to yourself, “I am going to be sixty years old! I am almost sixty!” You’re awake the rest of the night.

Or you’re sitting in the office and some twerp is looking at you strangely. Looking through you, sort of. As if you weren’t there. When he leaves, it hits you, “That guy thinks I’m a short-termer. He thinks this is the Departure Lounge, the little punk.” You go around your desk and sit in the chair where the kid just was. An involuntary sigh. “Retire! What the hell will become of me?”

Last one: You’re at a party. A pretty woman goes by. Not that young . . . maybe thirty-eight. And she looks through you, too. Just does not see you. As if you were dead. As if you were sixty. Same thing. That night, in the dark again. “Sixty! I am going to be sixty years old!”

In the morning, you suck it up, go to work. Do your job. Just like the last thirty years. But it’s there, man. It’s there all the time: “I am going to turn sixty. What is to become of me? As if I didn’t know.”

But guess what? You don’t know. The point of this book is that you do not know. And you have the wrong picture in your head. You know what it meant for your old man and his father . . . for your mentor and a few billion other guys. But the rules are changing. Right now. And your prospects are different. Quite different.

Harry—that’s Henry S. Lodge, M.D., my doctor, my coauthor, my close friend—is going to give you enough of the new evolutionary biology in his chapters so that you can understand for the first time how your body actually works. It is going to be a revolutionary insight for virtually everybody, believe me. Once you understand it, and once you do some of the things that will seem obvious to you after that—why, you can choose to live like fifty until you’re in your eighties. In your eighties, my man! We mean it. You may ski into a tree; that’s a different story. Or you may grow a tangerine in your brainpan and be dead in the morning. Fine. But most of us really do not have to age significantly. For decades.

It is better than that. Most of us can be functionally younger every year for the next five or even ten years. That sounds like cruel nonsense or hype, but it’s true. Limited aspects of biological aging are immutable. Like the fact that your maximum heart rate goes down a bit every year, and your skin and hair get weird. But 70 percent of what you feel as aging is optional. You do not have to go there. No joke. No exaggeration, even. There’s a new, tough game out there. And, congratulations, you are eligible to play. You just have to learn how.

Here’s what you think you know: You turn sixty and your feet are on the slippery slope—the long slide into old age and death. Every year a little fatter, slower, weaker, more pain-racked. You can’t hear and you can’t see. Your hips go. Your knees. And that great friend and amusing companion of your youth curls up and goes to sleep in your lap. Except when you have to take a leak, which is every half hour. You get petulant. Your conversation goes stupid. Your teeth are a bad yellow, and your breath isn’t so great, either. You don’t have any money. Or hair. And your muscles look like drapery. You give up. You sit there and wait. Go to the Nursing Home . . . get tied to a chair. Here’s the graph:
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That can certainly happen. In this country, it often does. But it’s a choice, not a sentence from on high. You can, just as easily, make up your mind—and tell your body—to live as if you were fifty, maybe even younger, for most of the rest of your life. If you’re willing to send your body some different signals, you can get off the slippery slope. You can stay on a gently tipped plateau until you’re eighty and beyond. There are guys out there skiing slalom races in their late eighties; I’ve seen it with my own eyes. And other guys that age who are biking in the steep hills outside Barcelona, where Lance Armstrong trains. Not just crawling along, either, like little old guys, but doing it. Going for it. Having a major good time.

And there are other old boys who are not interested in athletics but who are still in great shape and having a vigorous old age. So here’s the lesson of the book: You do not have to get old the way you think. You can do all the same things, almost the same way. Bike, ski, make love. Make sense! Roughly the same energy, roughly the same pleasure. Roughly the same guy. In fact, if you’re a bit of a mess right now, you can become a radically better guy over the next few years and then level off. No kidding.

At the worst, it can look something like this:
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And for 95 percent of you it can look like this:
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If you haven’t been there, you cannot imagine how important the difference is between either of these last two curves and the one on page 5, because you probably can’t imagine how bad “normal aging” is in this country. Take it on faith, it’s bad, and the difference between the curves is profound. We are begging you, Harry and I, we are begging you to get off the slippery slope. It will make a fundamental change in the Next Third of your life.

Harry and I want this book to be fun for you. We want you to sail right through it before you realize just how serious we are. But let us have a candid moment. We are deadly serious. The stakes here—the potential changes in the rest of your life—are enormous. Think about the following numbers for a minute: Harry says that over 50 percent of all illness and injuries in the last third of your life can be eliminated by changing your lifestyle in the way we suggest. Not delayed until you’re a little older. Eliminated! Along with all the misery, expense and lost joy that goes with being seriously sick or badly hurt. You may want to think about that for a minute. You may also want to think about the fact that 70 percent of premature death is lifestyle-related. “Premature” means before you’re deep in your eighties.

Even more important, for me, is Harry’s statement that some 70 percent of the “normal” decay associated with aging—the weakness, the sore joints, the lousy balance, the feeling crappy—70 percent of that horror can be forestalled almost until the end. That is a huge difference. I had some interludes of normal aging in my life, when my joints hurt so much that regular walking was painful and I looked for the cutout in the curb so I wouldn’t have to step up three inches to get on the sidewalk. Think about that. Think about being so puny that you have to rock just a little to get out of a normal armchair. That stuff happens. It will happen to you. It really, really will. And it doesn’t have to.

All this sounds extreme, but it is not. Harry will tell you about the emerging science to prove it. It is head-turning. I will tell you about the life . . . about me skiing like a maniac at seventy . . . long, scary bike trips . . . windsurfing. Caring about stuff. Doing stuff. About getting functionally younger than I was ten years ago. About feeling great, most of the time. This is not chest-thumping nonsense from some old buffoon; this is the demo tape. Listen, you can turn sixty and get functionally younger every year for the next five or ten years. So this is serious business.

What I Bring to the Party: A Report from the Front

My part here is simple: I have lived through my sixties, and I have been retired for a while. At seventy, I have absorbed and followed the message of this book for a number of years, and I am prepared to tell you the exact truth about the process. Mine is the report from the front. Optimistic, sure, but honest and unadorned.

And here’s the good news. I have done pretty well. Not stunningly well: I am not forty. But I am, say, a reasonably healthy fifty. And this despite the following truths: I am an indifferent athlete at best. I am hugely self-indulgent (at one point I was forty pounds overweight). I drink almost every day and I am hardwired for pleasure. Absolutely hardwired. But once I got it into my head what the stakes were and how modest the commitment was—compared to the results—I was there. I did the “guy” thing that we all know about. I made a job of it. You know the mantra: “Suck it up, be a guy, do your job.” Oh, and show up every day. That’s the one thing we all learned how to do in thirty years on the job. Bring that edge to bear on these new commitments and you have it made.

Here’s another nice thing: The process isn’t bad. Some of it—the exercise part, maybe—sounds appalling and you’ll think we’re kidding. But it isn’t and we’re not. I wouldn’t have done some of the stuff for a month, let alone years, if it wasn’t fun, but mercifully it is. Slightly addictive, as a matter of fact. We’ll explain. It’s tough, but it’s fun, and it works.

What Harry Brings to the Party: The Truth

Harry is the real McCoy. A board-certified internist (and a gerontologist), he is, at forty-six, consistently ranked as one of the best doctors in America in national surveys. He is the head of a cutting-edge, twenty-three-doctor practice in Manhattan and on the clinical faculty of Columbia University’s College of Physicians and Surgeons. He is also a serious student of recent developments in cellular and evolutionary biology. His is the report on that science—which has not yet made its way into the medical journals and won’t for a while—and on what he has learned from his own experience treating patients in their fifties, sixties and beyond for the last fifteen years. The science is heavy, but Harry makes it accessible and persuasive. Okay, sort of accessible. But when you read his chapters, the logic—indeed, the near-necessity—of embracing his suggestions doesn’t sound crazy at all.

By the way, the science is sufficiently new that Harry—a profoundly conservative man in this area—warns that some of what he says may turn out to be wrong as research goes forward. But not the basic themes. The revolution he talks about is here, and the science is real. He makes it clear that there are remarkable forces in your body—in your cells, all over the place—that are constantly at work, building you up or tearing you down. Darwinian forces—preservation-of-the-species stuff—that have everything to do with who you are and how you live. In his chapters (we more or less take turns), he tells you what they are and how they work. He also tells you how to manipulate and redirect them to your own ends. Like holding age at bay to a remarkable extent and for a very long time. Not completely and not forever, but a lot more than you can believe right now.

What you’ll learn is partly what you have always known: There are tides in our lives that carry us forward or back. When you’re a kid, the tide is behind you and you go forward, no matter what you do. Stronger, more coordinated, better focused . . . better able to understand and cope. But at some point the tide inside your body goes slack and the free ride is over. And then, in an instant, it turns against you. You get a little weaker, your balance is funny, your bones turn out to be frail . . . you can’t remember things. And it begins to look as if before long the tide will be running pretty hard. And it’s going to sweep you up on the rocks. Where the gulls are waiting. And the crabs. To eat your big fat gut. And your eyes. Take the guck out of your nose and your hair to make a nest. Go up there and eat you. Sorry.

But the interesting thing is that the tide is not that strong. It looks strong, because it’s so steady, so remorseless. Yet it’s manageable, in the sense that you can turn its relentless power to your own purposes. Like using the terrifying force of a wind that is rushing you toward the rocks to sail into the wind and safety. Harry is not a breezy guy, but he’s awful smart and his stuff is worth a close study. All he wants you to do is change the way you live. Fundamentally and forever. Me, too.

Meeting Harry and Getting a New Start

I went to Harry because a pretty, redheaded skin surgeon named Desiree told me to. She had just taken off half my nose with a local anesthetic, and I was still crazy about her, which requires a certain charm. I had just moved back to New York from Colorado, where I’d gone to be a ski bum for a couple of years when I first retired. (I had missed that phase as a kid because I got married at nineteen and had three children before law school.) Anyway, I asked Desiree if she could be my doctor and she said no, but she had just the guy. Smart, decent . . . a terrific person. A WASP, she said, but not a dope, as if that had to be cleared up. He’d been her teacher of something in medical school and I’d like him.

So there I am in Harry’s examining room, wary as a cat. Because (a confession) I don’t like doctors. I don’t like the haughty way they say, “Hi, Chris. I’m Dr. Smith.” (I’m “Chris”? And he’s “Dr. Smith”? What’s that all about? And why do I always have to wait an hour to get this abuse? Lawyers don’t do that. Doctors, man! And then the stuff they do to you!)

Harry has lovely manners and is a conspicuously decent guy. I am still wary. We’ve just been through all this terrible stuff. He’s drawn gallons of blood, taken long, dubious looks in my ears and down my throat, asked lots of vaguely scary questions. And stuck his finger up my butt. Finally, it’s the old “Why don’t you put on your things and come into my office and we can talk a minute.”

You just know he’s going to say, “Uh, listen, I found a little lump up your butt . . . the size of a pomegranate, actually. Probably nothing, but there is some gangrene, so let’s get you booked into the hospital and . . .” I go into his office, and no, he has not found the pomegranate yet. Actually, he says, I am in fairly good shape. Overweight but not bad. The fact that I get regular exercise helps a lot.

Harry is tall and oddly shy for a guy running this big practice. He looks at his computer a lot while he’s talking to you. You wouldn’t say nerdy, because he’s actually kind of handsome, if you think about it . . . well, “nerdy” might cross your mind. He was an oarsman in college and looks it. But he dresses and carries himself so that I think “New England frump.” Which, of course, is fine by me, because I look about the same. I once had a secretary who said, “Chris, you wear your clothes as if you hate them.” Harry and I were cut from the same rumpled cloth in the same part of the world, the North Shore of Boston. We grew up five miles and twenty-five years apart. He drones on. Numbers, parameters. Blah, blah, blah.

Then, because I’m interviewing him for the important position of becoming my doctor, I say, “So, what is it about the practice of medicine that you like most?”

He stops, but only for a second, as if he’d been waiting to talk about it. “What I really like is the notion of long-term relationships with patients and keeping them in good health. Not just curing disease but promoting health, which is a different thing. I would like to help them have a better life, not just cure them of this and that.”

Bingo! “What do you mean?” I ask innocently.

“Well, I’ve always been interested in aging as well as internal medicine. I actually got board-certified in both, although I’m not sure how separate gerontology is from internal medicine.”

Then he turns and quietly drops the bomb.

“What I am sure of is that there is a fundamental revolution at hand in the way people age.” He pauses and thinks how to get at it. “In the old days . . .” And he goes into the business about the slow, steady curve from fifty to death on the one hand and the new plateau on the other. Actually draws the lines in the air with his hand. “And you could be on the frontier of that change.”

“Me?”

“Yeah. With your numbers . . .” He fools around with the computer. “Yup, this is pretty good. Uh, you don’t smoke, and with these numbers and a more aggressive exercise habit, you could go on about the way you are today until you are, say, eighty. Maybe ninety. In fact, if you do a few things, you can actually be functionally younger. You’re already in better shape than most of the men who come in here for the first time, but yes, you could be younger next year in all the ways that matter. Younger next year and for quite a few years to come.”

I go over and sit in his lap. “True?”

“Yeah. You ski. Well, you can ski hard through your seventies. Slow down and eventually go to cross-country at some point in your eighties. Bike . . . you can do that forever. There will be a certain decline eventually, but basically you can be as athletic, vigorous and alert as you were at fifty until you’re eighty or older. And for the first five or more years you can be functionally younger.”

“What do I have to do?”

“It’s hard to summarize, but there are three things.” Did you ever notice how there are always three things? “Three things,” he says. “Exercise. Nutrition. And commitment.

“The biggest one—and the biggest change for most people—is exercise. It is the secret to great health. You should exercise hard almost every day of your life—say, six days a week. And do strength training. Lift weights, two of those six days. Exercise is the great key to aging. This long slide . . .” again, the arching curve with his hand in the air, “can simply go away. Or go up for quite a while. And you can be yourself for the rest of your life.”

I have about four hundred questions, but, uncharacteristically, I sit and wait.

Harry goes on. “Nutrition, too. You should eat the way you know you should eat but probably don’t. If you possibly can, you should get down to your true weight. You’re . . . “peek at the screen, “one ninety-four. You should be . . . what? What’s your normal weight? One seventy-five?”

“One sixty-five, I guess. Maybe less. I rowed a little in college at one fifty-five and weighed about that until I was in my forties.”

“Okay, if you could get back to one seventy someday, that would be great, but don’t stew about it. It’s much more important to exercise, regardless of what you weigh, and then learn to eat rationally from here on out. Quit eating the things that you know are rotten for you, like fast food and lots of fats and simple carbs. And eat less of everything.” He says dieting is dumb and doesn’t work, but that my weight would drift down, over time, if I exercised the way I should and quit eating junk.

“How about genes? I thought this was all decided at birth, and I could just sit back and take my beating.”

“No,” Harry says emphatically. “That is a profound misunderstanding and a lousy excuse. Genes are maybe twenty percent of it. The rest is up to you.”

“Booze?”

He looks back at the screen again. “Social drinker,” he quotes me from the questionnaire. “Two drinks a night.” Then those lovely manners cut in, and he does not lean across the desk and shout “LIAR!” He just does the familiar thing about how a glass or two of wine is good but more than that is a negative. A lot more can be a real negative. Obviously.

“Commitment.” He shrugs, as if to say this next part is harder to talk about. “What I mean is, you have to be involved with other people. And you have to care about something. Goals. Charities . . . people . . . family . . . job . . . hobbies. Especially after retirement, you have to dig in and take hold or things can take some bad turns.” He stops, stuck for a minute, struggling a little. “It’s specific to you. And it’s awfully hard to generalize, but there have to be people and causes you care about. Doesn’t seem to matter much what the causes are. They don’t have to be important to society or make money, as long as they’re important and interesting to you. There have to be people you care about and a reason to keep yourself alive. If not . . .” a little smile, “you’ll die.”

“That’s it?” I ask.

“In a nutshell, yeah.”

“Okay.” I’m ready to go. “How much exercise? What do I eat?”

But that’s the rest of the book. You’re going to like it. It’s going to save your life.


CHAPTER TWO
How’s Your Wife?

[image: image]

Before Harry gets his turn to talk, let me ask you a funny question: How’s your wife? Or your lover or close pal? Whoever you got . . . whoever’s got you?

How’s she doing with the idea of your aging, of your retirement? Is she basically life-affirming or has she had about enough? Is she on your side? Or on your case? Does she like you? Do you like her? What do you think of each other, anyway, now that you’re getting older? Okay, here’s the real question: Is your union strong enough so it can be made into the foundation for the very different life that’s coming at you both, at about a hundred miles an hour? Can you use the old stones, use the old beams, use the old love? Are you in this thing together?

Here’s why I ask. It’s too damn hard to do this thing alone, that’s why. And it’s a real help if you happen to have someone who loves you and whom you love. That may come as a little surprise to you. Some guys have a wistful way of thinking, boy, if I could get the hell out of here and get my mitts on young Suzie Q, then, by God, my life would begin. Or if I could just go out there and mess around for a while . . . just a few years.

Well, maybe. But I’ve got to tell you, I don’t think so. I was single for a long, long time, and I actually loved it . . . had a fine, dangerous time. Excellent. Just like the movies. But that was then and this is now. I happen to know that this next phase—turning sixty or seventy and retiring—is a lot easier if you have a partner. And if your partner has you.

Look, if you don’t have someone—or if your relationship is an absolute horror—fine. This book is certainly not intended just for married folk. There are other ways. Friends will do the job. Just one close friend does miracles. Networks of like-minded souls, too, especially if you’re tied together by a passion for something. The great trick is to be connected so that you go into this next phase with some support. We were designed to function in packs. Strays get the sniffles. Especially with winter coming on.

Later, Harry is going to tell you some wild stuff about how mammals are actually hardwired to function in groups. How we have this separate brain for it. Weird but true. The disposition to work in pairs and groups runs deep in our bodies and our minds, and we cannot get away from it. So, let’s go back to my question: How’s your wife? Or your partner or your one close friend? And to our excellent advice: If you happen to have a decent relationship, don’t piss it away in the vortex of change that’s bearing down on you in retirement. You’re going to need it.

It’s worth mentioning this little point because a surprising number of men do exactly the wrong thing. A lot of relationships that have lasted thirty years or more suddenly implode when the players reach their fifties and sixties. People give up, just when those relationships could be turning into something pretty damn good. Perhaps because of the stress of retirement, or the pressure of suddenly spending so much time together. Who knows, but it happens. And it’s not always a great idea, because this is a time when you need some serious company and some serious roots. A time when a lot of roots are being pulled out and things are getting a little scary.

I am an optimistic chap, and you should be, too. Much the best approach to life. But let us have another candid moment. Turning sixty can be awful damn bad if you don’t watch out. And even if you do. Think about it. Some people actually die in their sixties. Not hit by cars or fallen off their bikes. Just die, of semi-natural causes. Like heart failure and cancer-of-the-this-and-that. It is highly unlikely that you will die, of course; I understand that. Especially if you do the stuff that Harry and I talk about. But death is out there somewhere, and it can make you moody. You keep hearing the waterfall in the distance, and you wonder all the time, What’s that noise? As if you didn’t know. Scary. Very, very scary. One of the basic rules of this book is this: “Be a guy; suck it up; do your job.” Great advice, but it can be hard. And it’s nice to have company. Preferably someone you know pretty well. You’re going over the falls alone, babe, but it’s nice to have company for as long as you can. Especially when you’re lying there, listening to that cataract in the night. We are pack animals. Snuggle up.

Plan and Scheme and Get Ready

Harry and I talk a lot in this book about retirement, even though there’s a good chance you haven’t retired yet and won’t for a while. We do so because it is such a huge deal and it makes plenty of sense to get ready for it as early as possible. To simplify our storytelling chores, we talk as if everybody’s on the edge of retirement right now, or already retired. If you’ve got a lot of time to go, great. Our modest suggestion is to do something that no one does in this country: Think about it. Plan and scheme and get ready. Build new networks of friends and commitments that will be there when the job ends. Think just a teeny bit about building a new you—and a new relationship with your partner, if you happen to have one. If you’re planning on working part-time or at something new—and a lot of you are going to be doing that—get your lines out, use your connections right now. Figure out what you’re going to do and how to do it while you’re still a player. Retirement can be a fascinating and life-enhancing experience . . . one of the most interesting and important things that will ever happen to you. But it ain’t easy. And it’s dumb to sail into it without giving it some serious thought. Okay, back to the story.

One of the basic reasons not to be alone as you head into your sixties is that retirement is so tricky in this nation. Science has given you another thirty years. Hell, forty for some. But not the dear old firm. They want you out tomorrow, and they’re going to get what they want. With a terrible suddenness. From one day to the next, you’ll go from being a critically important element in a complex social organism, a member of the pack, to being a guy on the street with a lot of shattered connections. Maybe you’re a consultant or you go to the office a bit. But it doesn’t matter, you’re history. They’ll mourn you like crazy for about thirty seconds, and then get on with their lives: “Jeez, I miss Old Billy. Can I have the rest of his lunch?”

“Of course you can, old boy. Here, I’ll just take a little bite on the way.”

As if you were dead.

That’s hard. All that support, that whole network of colleagues and friends and enemies, the great flywheel of your life: things to do . . . things to be proud of or to fear . . . places you fit in . . . places you don’t. All gone in an instant. And not much around in this society, with its nutty insistence on the nuclear family and faceless cities and no roots, to take up the slack. We should change the way we’ve organized society so that we make better use of the Next Third of our lives. We should foster commitments and communities that will last a lifetime, and I believe we will. Because it’s so obvious. But not in time for you. American society has been rushing down this weird, atomizing, isolating track for a hundred years now—making us into rounder, smoother pieces for the global economy we’re all so nuts about—and it’s not going to stop on a dime, even though it should. So you’re on your own.

Guys in this country think that’s okay. We think we’re cowboys and individualists who just happened to drop in to work for a while before we head on down the road. Dropped in for, you know, thirty years, but still the same independent guys we were, way back when. We think we have this inalienable core of individuality and solitary strength for the flinty-eyed ride into the sunset at the end of the movie. Like Alan Ladd riding off at the end of Shane. Guess what, partner. That was a movie. When the time comes for you to get on your horse and mosey off into retirement, you’ll have a lump in your throat the size of Canton, Ohio. Where you probably should have stayed in the first place. And you’ll be scared. The lucky ones will be saying, “What will we do now?”

I can answer that for you. For good or ill, you will invent a whole new life in a weird new world, the two of you, if there are two of you. You’re going to build a new homestead. And it will have to last a lot longer than the rolling of the credits. In the old days, men could more or less count on dying a few years into retirement, but not you. You will probably last for twenty years, maybe thirty. Almost a third of your life! So the new spread better be pretty strong . . . pretty cozy. And homesteading is mostly couples’ work.

If you happen to be blessed with a relationship that can bear some weight—or if you can retool and reinvent what you’ve got so that it can take the strain—then the great likelihood is that you two are going to be each other’s primary resource for a long damn time . . . perhaps the rest of your lives. Primary company, primary joint-venturer, primary encourager or dissuader—the works. For an awful lot of us, it’s going to be a huge part of the social structure for a while. The best relationship in the world cannot, and should not, be a substitute for everything you got out of your job. That’s nuts. But it is going to be a primary resource, almost for sure. So start the emotional negotiations early. You are real partners now, whatever it’s been like in the past. Talk as openly as you can and figure out who’s interested in doing what, who can bear what loads.

And do new stuff together. Think, for example, about the heavy exercise program that Harry and I will be touting in the rest of the book. If there’s a chance in the world of doing that together, or even some of it, it is way more fun and way easier. You may think, “Why, hell, she doesn’t care about that kind of thing.” Or, “She couldn’t keep up.” Maybe that’s right. Or maybe not.

Give you an example, close to home. When my wife, Hilary, and I met, the gag was that she never went outdoors, except to go to clubs, and only wore black. We moved to Colorado, and she shrugged off that persona like Superman changing in a phone booth. In a heartbeat she was skiing, hiking, biking and Lord knows what. Not a real “athlete” by any means. Neither am I. But into it. And when we came back east and I got into what I call Harry’s Rules, she was offish at first. But then she got into that, too, and we went at it neck and neck. All right, not quite neck and neck: I’m a touch crazier and still a little stronger than she is, despite her slight age advantage, but we do a lot of it together. A couple of days a week, say. And I cannot tell you how much better that is.

Think about it: six o’clock in the morning . . . dark out . . . time to struggle off to that wretched gym. It’s so much easier if there are two of you. You go out together, you do it together, you come home together soaked in sweat in the freezing air. To the coffee and the paper. And you both feel great . . . pump each other up. Nice.

Or this summer at the lake in New Hampshire, where I’ve always done a bit of rowing. This summer, Hilary suddenly got into it. We’re off, side by side, she in her Alden Ocean Scull and me in my Little River Whitehall. At dawn, usually, with the loons laughing at us, in still water before it gets hot. I often go farther, but not always. Mostly, we do it together, and I can’t tell you how nice that is. Biking these days . . . same deal. No one would have predicted that ten years ago.

So don’t be too sure that your partner won’t get into the exercise stuff. She may fool you. Also, in the Next Third, there are important things that she’ll be better at than you are. Making new pals, maybe. Keeping the children and grandchildren in your life, where you can do one another some good. Pursuing connections and commitments and networking for both of you. Those are critical areas where she may do the heavy lifting.

Hang On Tight

In a way, marriage in the Next Third is easier. It’s like farm couples in olden times: less divorce and less angst because both players, husband and wife, had such important roles, keeping the farm going. Same here: you both have such important roles keeping your new lives going that, intuitively, you’re going to show each other more respect, pay more attention . . . simply care more about each other than you have in the past. And by the way, that nutcase testosterone flood ebbs a bit. That helps.

Another candid moment. Some older men are suddenly tempted to take a sideways glance at their wives and think, Hey! There’s been some mistake here. There is an old person in my bed! I’ve got to get out of here! As if you were so great-looking, you know, with your little belly there, and your stinky teeth. But never mind, it happens. There’s a convention in our society that men age better than women. Not when they’re dying, of course—which happens five years earlier for men! We don’t look that much cuter when we’re dead. But guys forget about that . . . think they’re Paul Newman . . . gonna live forever. So, never mind that there’s an old man in her bed . . . you’ve got to get out of here.

It is our presumptuous view that that is a rather cheesy sentiment. Probably a projection of your own fears about what’s happening to you more than anything else, and not a good basis for action. We are not going to say anything in this book about divorce, young wives, and all that. Too idiosyncratic . . . too personal. But we do have an idea. Instead of sitting there, in silent, mounting gloom, thinking what’s wrong with each other, how about embracing each other’s vitality? How about a timely, resounding “Yes!” to each other at this critical moment, when you can both use it? How about taking stock of what’s best and strongest about each other and recommitting to each other’s vitality? Not a bad idea.

Having said that, there are limits to what your partner can do for you. You won’t believe it, if you’re in your forties and still full of yourself, but there is a real risk that you will try to put too much reliance on the relationship in the early stages of retirement. Men—even great guys like you and me—are a bit dumb about preparing for retirement, as I said. We go into denial and stay there. So, when the day does come, an embarrassing number of us turn, with something like tears in our eyes, and expect our partners to take up the whole burden of keeping us interested, loved, hated, amused. Sorry, gents, they can’t. They cannot and should not bear that burden. Let’s say they’re nuts about you—which may or may not be true, after the rotten way you’ve behaved the last thirty years—but even if they are, they cannot shoulder that huge load and shouldn’t have to.

You’re going to have to work at connecting and committing to other people, other groups, to make your life work. You are going to have to exercise your charm, your persuasiveness, your ability to get excited about stuff and bring others along—attributes developed over a lifetime—just as you have to exercise your physical body. The more broadly and variously you can manage to connect and engage with others during or in anticipation of retirement, the better off you’ll be.

But that’s all subtext for now. The black-letter rule for this particular chapter is this: Get in touch with your wife or significant other or best pal, if you just happen to have one. Recalibrate, restructure and strengthen your deal, whatever it is. And head into the Next Third as full partners . . . homesteaders in tough, sometimes hostile new country. You’ll have much better luck and more fun doing it together. Start with this book. Ask your partner to read it and talk it over. Use Harry’s insights into evolutionary biology to trick your bodies and minds into staying strong for the next thirty years.

You’re a couple of kids in an old Western, and you’re going to knock over the Darwinian Casino together . . . live on the loot forever. She’ll be waiting with the horses down by the river. Or you will be. And you’re both going to ride for your lives. It’s a romantic story . . . surprising after all these years . . . and you’re in it together.


CHAPTER THREE
The New Science of Aging
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When I had been in practice as a general internist for ten years, I sat down and took stock. What I saw changed my life, the way I practice medicine, and ultimately led to writing this book with Chris. Things were going well. I loved my job, I loved my patients and I had wonderful colleagues. But the patients who had been with me from the beginning were coming into their late fifties, sixties and seventies, and things were happening. Some had become friends as well as patients, but most I saw only occasionally—once a year for their physicals and from time to time as problems came up. The annual checkups were like time-lapse photography, and in those jerky pictures I saw people I cared about getting old at an alarming clip. Many were sedentary, but even those who were moderately active were becoming increasingly overweight, out of shape and apathetic. And some were getting seriously sick. They were having strokes, heart attacks, liver problems, cancers and bad injuries. A number had died, and the timing did not seem to make sense.

One of the hardest things about medicine is delivering bad news: “We’ll need to do some more tests” . . . “This looks suspicious” . . . “Why don’t you sit down so we can talk?” All the euphemisms we use to say that life has suddenly—and irreversibly—taken a bad turn. I became increasingly aware that most of these conversations were happening long before they should have, and for reasons that were clear and avoidable.

It was not that I had missed a diagnosis or failed to spot something on an X-ray. I had done what doctors do well in this country, which is to treat people when they come in with a disease. My patients had had good medical care but not, I began to think, great health care. For most, their declines, their illnesses, were thirty-year problems of lifestyle, not disease. I, like most doctors in America, had been doing the wrong job well. Modern medicine does not concern itself with lifestyle problems. Doctors don’t treat them, medical schools don’t teach them and insurers don’t pay to solve them. I began to think that this was indefensible. I had always spent time on these issues, but I had not made them a primary focus. And far too many of my patients—including some very smart and able people—were having lousy lives. Some were dying.

I had some further thoughts at that ten-year review. Most modern medicine is what lawyers and bankers call transactional: a one-shot deal. You blow out your knee, you have a heart attack, and you see a specialist. A short, intensive period of repair or cure follows, and the parties go their separate ways, probably forever. I realized that my practice was entirely different. I was likely to have long relationships with people . . . twenty, thirty years. That’s one of the best things about being an internist. But that privileged, long-term look into patients’ lives has put me on a different footing from that of the specialists. I am “on notice” of how my patients are living, and of how they are dying. I am “on notice” that the normal American way of life—and especially the American way of retirement—is dangerous and sometimes lethal. I am “on notice” that, no matter how great our medical care, we all need great health care, too—and very few of us get it.

It is inexplicable that our society, plagued by soaring medical costs and epidemics of obesity, heart disease and cancer, cares so little about these things. The simple fact is that we know perfectly well what to do. Some 70 percent of premature death and aging is lifestyle-related. Heart attacks, strokes, the common cancers, diabetes, most falls, fractures and serious injuries, and many more illnesses are primarily caused by the way we live. If we had the will to do it, we could eliminate more than half of all disease in men and women over fifty. Not delay it, eliminate it. That is a readily attainable goal, but we are not moving toward it. Instead, we have made these problems invisible by making them part of the “normal” landscape of aging. As in “Oh, that’s a normal part of growing older.”

“Normal Aging” Isn’t Normal

The more I looked at the science, the more it became clear that such ailments and deterioration are not a normal part of growing old. They are an outrage. An outrage that we have simply gotten used to because we set the bar so shamefully low. A lot of people unconsciously assume that they will get-old-and-die: one phrase, almost one word, and certainly one seamless concept. That when they get old and infirm, they will die soon after, so a deteriorating quality of life does not matter. That is a deeply mistaken idea and a dangerous premise for planning your life. In fact, you will probably get-old-and-live. You can get decrepit, if you like, but you are not likely to die; you are likely to live like that for a long, long time. Most Americans today will live into their mid-eighties, whether they’re in great shape or shuffling around on walkers. And that number is rising over time, too, so you may well live into your nineties, whether you like it or not. Which is good reason to make the Last Third of your life terrific—and not a dreary panoply of obesity, sore joints and apathy. “Normal aging” is intolerable and avoidable. You can skip most of it and grow old, not just gracefully but with real joy.

This was my epiphany. I thought, “I cannot, as a doctor, sit here and watch people I care for, and care about, go down a road that is leading them to an awful place without doing something. It is not enough to wait for the car to crash and then do a good job of treating the injured and dying.” If 70 percent of the serious illness I see is preventable, then it’s my job to prevent it. The good news on this front is that you do not need to wait for a presidential commission or a national health initiative to do something. This fight can be led, fought and won one person at a time. Starting with you.

As I have looked at the steady stream of people coming in for their first visit over the years since that epiphany, I have been struck by just how many of them suffer the downright bad health that seems to be the American lot these days. Not just older people, either; the horrendous effects of idleness and a rotten diet show younger and younger. With each new patient, I have the same talk I had with Chris, and if the patient is at all responsive, a new collaboration begins. The great news is that most people get it, and a lot of them have gone down the path toward getting younger.

Change on the Cellular Level

We are in the midst of a revolution in the science of aging. It is part of a larger revolution in our understanding of how our bodies work at the cellular level, and it has opened the door to healthy aging. The science behind this revolution is vast and extraordinary, covering fields as diverse as cell physiology, protein structure, biochemistry, evolutionary biology, exercise physiology, anthropology, experimental psychology, ecology and comparative neuroanatomy. Definitive conclusions from this research are still emerging, but the basic lines are clear enough that men and women from forty to ninety should act on them now. If they do, they can live radically better, happier, healthier lives than their parents, grandparents or anyone else in all of biological time.

Let’s back up. Ten years ago, the basic science of health was unknown territory—the huge blank space on the map. But we have finally learned enough from studying disease to understand health. As it turns out, health is biologically more complicated than disease. In disease, the train has gone off the tracks and the laws of physics take over. The crash is terrifying and destructive, but the science is simple. Health is the reverse. It has carefully designed control mechanisms to keep the train on the tracks. The science of those mechanisms—the blueprint for our bodies—is phenomenally complex. Luckily for us, the controls are simple to operate. You need to understand only two basic, background points about the evolution of your biology to take charge of your health.

The first is that the human body is not a neatly integrated design package. The wonderful but wacky biological commune you call your body was cobbled together by nature from parts that evolved in different species millions, even billions, of years apart. Your opposable thumb, wiggling down there at the end of your arm, and a couple of extra pounds of brain are the only parts of you that are distinctly “human.” Everything else is from another species. And don’t think chimps here: We are talking bacteria, dinosaurs, birds, worms, gazelles, lions—the list goes on for pages. Your body, created with great optimism and fanfare by your parents in 1950, or 1930, or whenever, is mostly made up of cells whose basic structure and operation were developed by bacteria billions of years ago. The messages that run these cells are not the conscious thoughts that gave rise to the Renaissance or constitutional government. They are not thoughts at all. They are primitive electrical and chemical impulses that predate the dawn of consciousness by many aeons.

The second point is that you can control your deeply primitive cells with your miraculous, Renaissance-creating brain, but not in the way you would expect. You have to talk to your body in code and follow certain immutable rules. We’re here to give you the code and explain the rules. Not our rules, by the way. Nature’s rules, and you can’t get around them.

Some Good News . . . With a Catch

You inherited a biological fortune. You have a stunningly good body, whether you think so or not, and a truly amazing brain. As a matter of fact, you actually have three separate truly amazing brains, from three very different stages of evolution, all working together. In simple terms, you have a physical brain, an emotional brain and a thinking brain. Although they are chemically and anatomically distinct (neurosurgeons can separate them like sections of an orange) and have different purposes, all three are densely wired together to get you through your day.

But here’s the catch. Your body and brains are perfect for their natural purposes, but none of them was designed for modern life: fast food, TV or retirement. They were designed for life in nature, where only the fittest survived. Most of your body parts have as little business in a mall as a saber-tooth tiger. Left to their own devices, your body and brains will consistently and without fail misinterpret the signals of the twenty-first century.

Decay Is Optional

There’s a critical distinction between aging and decay that you need to keep in mind from here on in. Aging is inevitable, but it’s biologically programmed to be a slow process. Most of what we call aging, and most of what we dread about getting older, is actually decay. That’s critically important because we are stuck with real aging, but decay is optional. Which means that most of functional aging is optional as well.

There is an immutable biology of aging, and you can’t do anything about it: hair gets gray, gravity takes its toll and movies go to half price. Your maximum heart rate declines steadily over time, regardless of how active you are. That’s big. Your skin degenerates, too, regardless of lifestyle. So you will look old, no matter what. But you do not have to act old or feel old. That’s what counts. We haven’t figured out a way to last forever, but aging can be a slow, minimal and surprisingly graceful process. And even on the appearances front, there is a huge difference between a great-looking, healthy older person and one who has let go.

Nature balances growth with decay by setting your body up with an innate tendency toward decay. The signals are not powerful, but they are continuous, they never stop and they get a little stronger each year. Chris refers to this as the relentless tide, which is a good metaphor. Whatever you call it, in our forties and fifties our bodies switch into a “default to decay” mode, and the free ride of youth is over. In the absence of signals to grow, your body and brain decay, and you “age.” We may not like that arrangement today, but we are certainly not going to change it. What we can do, with surprising ease, is override those default signals, swim against the tide and change decay back into growth.

So how do we keep ourselves from decaying? By changing the signals we send to our bodies. The keys to overriding the decay code are daily exercise, emotional commitment, reasonable nutrition and a real engagement with living. But it starts with exercise.

You have to exercise all the time because it’s who you are. More importantly, it’s also who you were. What you came from, hundreds of millions of years ago. Your body is a gift from trillions of ancestors, and the fact that you’re here means that every single one of them survived. Each one of them got it right; each one passed on a little more strength, speed and smarts to the next generation.

Our bodies and minds are precision instruments designed for succeeding in harmony with the natural environment. We are literally constructed to grow in good times—to be alert, to hunt, to explore, to work together, to build, to laugh, to play, to run, to heal, to love . . . and to survive. To do all this, we need our bodies and minds to be strong, active and completely in sync.

On the other side of the biological equation, however, we must allow decay to occur when necessary, because every ounce of body structure takes energy to maintain. Every muscle fiber, every scrap of bone and cartilage, every brain connection, every skin cell and even every thought consumes its share of fuel. Each has to contribute to survival and reproduction or it decreases the odds of genetic success. So in bad times, in stressful times, in drought, famine or winter, we are built to shut down, to hibernate, to retreat—to atrophy and decay as quickly as possible. From the point of view of the species, once the years of childbearing and rearing were done, this may have been a good way to age. In that mode, less food is used and, of course, death comes sooner to make room at the trough for the next generation. That’s the Darwinian code for aging. That’s how nature designed your body, and it’s why decay becomes a little more insistent each year. It’s circle-of-life stuff. Sound good to you as you head into those years?

Perhaps not. From an individual’s point of view—from your point of view—there are problems. This is an appalling way to live, for one thing, and it does not make sense, for another. We live in temperature-controlled houses, not in an ice age, and most of us have far too much to eat, not too little. In the absence of paralyzing cold or famine, you might think our bodies would begin to adapt away from the semi-hibernation defense. But it was only a hundred years ago that we escaped those pressures—a staggering event in human development but a nonevent in evolutionary time. Our physical mechanisms have not adapted at all to the modern world of retirement, and they are not going to. Indeed, they have not changed one bit from the systems that were devised, over millions of years, to function in a knife-edge world where there was never enough to eat and always a surfeit of danger. Evolutionary change may happen, but not for many millions of years, so you may want to make other arrangements. You may want to come to grips with your old, Darwinian body right now . . . see what you can do to force some adaptation in your own lifetime. Remember, without your input, your body will constantly misinterpret the signals of today’s world. It will trigger the “default to decay” setting. You’ll start to deteriorate, to die. To understand why, we need to look at both the good times and bad times in nature, and how our ancestors adapted to them using the mechanisms and signals that are still part of us today.

Springtime on the Savannah

Let’s start with the signals to grow, to get younger. It’s springtime on the African savannah: a time of plenty in the place where we grew up. The rains have come, the grass is lush and the water holes are full. Predators are relatively few, and not a major threat. They demand alertness and respect, but not anxiety. Prey abounds, but the antelope, nuts and berries are scattered over a wide area, so hunting and gathering require hours of walking every day. Even today, Bushmen in the Kalahari walk eight to ten miles every day, foraging for food, with intervals of running and sprinting when they hunt. That exercise—the physical work of hunting and foraging in the spring—has always been the single most powerful signal we can send that life is good; that it’s spring and time to live and grow.

In response to the chemical signals sent by that exercise, your body becomes lean, powerful and efficient. Excess fat becomes superfluous because the energy supply is fairly constant. Your body keeps a modest fat reserve to guard against hard times, but more than this is just a liability because lugging it around takes energy and slows your reaction time. Bone strength and joint health increase to handle the repetitive shock loading of the travel. Your heart and circulatory functions increase to supply the blood and oxygen to your muscles. The muscles themselves become strong, supple and more coordinated. Immune function increases to repair the ongoing wear and tear—the sprains, cuts, bruises and minor infections that accompany active outdoor life.

Your brain changes, too. As it gets these consistent physical signals from your body, it develops a chemistry of optimism: the ideal mood for hunting. Lab animals in similar exercise environments show actual physical and chemical brain changes, leading to increased curiosity and energy, an increased willingness to explore, increased interactions with group members, increased alertness and what looks for all the world like increased optimism.

Lean, fit, happy, optimistic, energetic, brimming with vim and vigor: these were nature’s design specifications for you in the ideal environment—what you were built to be in the spring. This is the good life, and it’s out there waiting for you. A life characterized by strong, aerobically fit muscles, a healthy heart, lean body, good bones, good immune system, high sex drive and an alert, inquisitive, optimistic mind geared toward working well in groups and building strong social networks.

We’ll show you how to get there, but before we do, let’s look at the dark side, at the way we live now. Let’s look at our modern lifestyle, with junk food, too much TV, long commutes, job stress, marital stress, poor sleep, artificial light and noise, and perhaps worst of all, no exercise. Or retirement, which can just substitute boredom and loneliness for job stress and commuting. Springtime on the savannah? Not hardly. In nature, this lifestyle sends signals of deadly peril, and your body and brain make deadly changes in response.

In a paradox that you absolutely have to understand, endless calories and lack of exercise signal your body that you’re heading into a famine that you may well not survive, and in response, your body and brain head into a low-grade form of depression. Ironically, in nature, depression is normal. It’s a critical survival strategy. Let’s look at real nature for a moment—not the beautiful sunsets, the songbirds trilling in the garden and Bambi and Thumper playing tag in the glade, but the killing fields. The nature where 50 percent of antelope foals are torn apart by coyotes in the first two weeks of life. Where kill or be killed is not a metaphor, but deadly real, every day. The nature where there is no margin for error. Not a small margin, but none. Adapting to good times is easy, adapting to bad times—to drought, winter or danger—is critical. Dead animals don’t reproduce.

So, winter comes to the tundra. Darkness falls. Temperatures plummet to twenty below zero. Blizzards howling down from the north bring sleet, then snow—drifting to ten feet, burying food, driving prey into burrows, making it impossible to move. Most of what little food you get is burned up shivering just to stay alive. You start the long starvation of winter. As the months drag on, you wear down to skin and bone. The fat you built up over the fall steadily melts off as you battle cold and famine. You are locked in a slow race with death as you wait for spring.

What is hard for us to grasp today is that this was a regular, normal part of our human experience, and that depression-as-ultimate-defense lies deep within our bones. We used it every winter, and in every time of drought or famine. We survived by getting depressed. Not clinically depressed, or Prozac depressed, but survival depressed, as in let’s slow down the metabolism, build up the fat stores, withdraw, turn inward, hibernate, cut everything back to bare minimum. Shut down and survive by letting all but the most critical systems atrophy and decay.

In fact, all chronic stress works the same way. Chronic stress, whether physical or mental, tells your body that the environment has changed for the worse and that you’re in for a long-haul survival challenge. Low-grade depression combined with physical decay is your body’s preferred state of health for this situation. The thing is, the signals for this particular state of health are pretty much the lifestyle of the standard American retirement: being sedentary, withdrawing from social contact and eating everything you can get your hands on. These are the primary signals of famine or winter, and your body will respond. With the unerring certainty born of billions of years of survival, it will respond to your behavior.

Being sedentary is the most important signal for decay. Your body watches what you do, your physical behavior, every day, like a hawk. In nature, there is no reason to be sedentary except lack of food. Remember that we grew up in Africa. No matter how plentiful the game, it rotted in hours. No refrigerators, no convenience stores, no microwave popcorn. You had to get up and hunt for hours every single day. The only reason not to go out and hunt was famine. Regardless of how much food you eat, that’s what you tell your body every day you don’t exercise. And on those days you’re telling your body that it’s time to get old. To rot. To get survival depressed—low energy, apathy. To store every scrap of excess food as fat, dump the immune system, melt off the muscle and let the joints decay. Time to find a cave, huddle in the corner and start shivering.

And this all starts in a heartbeat, because the decay signals get sent continuously, no matter what you do. That’s the tide Chris talks about. Your body tissues and neural circuits are always trying to decay. Muscle, bone, brain: always trying to melt, like ice-cream cones in the sun. The good news is that the decay signals, though constant, are weak. If you don’t send any signals to grow, decay will win, but even a modest signal to grow—a decent workout, even a good, stiff walk—will drown out the noise. Thing is, you need to do something every day to tell your body it’s springtime. That’s the key to this book. It isn’t complicated, but you have to work at it every day.

Keep in mind that decay is not biological aging. Decay is the dry rot caused by our modern, sedentary lifestyle. Decay comes from turning on the TV when the sun is out. From cracking that beer while you watch. From every drive to a fast-food place to get a supersize order of fries or a soft drink full of sugar and caffeine. From riding around the golf course in an electric cart. From sitting home alone.

Decay comes from giving up on life and failing to engage. But decay can be stopped—or radically slowed—by using the Darwinian mechanisms we’ve talked about. Aging is up to nature, but decay is up to you.

The Brain Chemistry of Growth

Let’s say you’ve decided to choose a “springtime” state of health. How do you get your body to comprehend your choice? Some of it happens automatically in your muscles and other tissues as you exercise, but a critical component is controlled by your brain. Not your thinking brain, but your physical brain—the one that came to you from millions of years back.

This brain is deaf, dumb and blind. Literally. Apart from smell, it has no direct connection to the world. Inside your skull, it is always dark, wet, a little salty and 98.6 degrees. Your physical brain knows only what you tell it by the way you live your life. Your physical brain and body evolved in a harsh world, with no second chances, and their mechanisms are as fundamental as the orbit of the earth around the sun. Until the day you die, they will believe, with relentless certainty, that you still live in nature. That’s why the way you choose to live your daily life determines your state of health—good or bad, whether you like it or not. Health is your physical brain’s perfect adaptation of your body to the world it thinks you live in. This is not about disease, that’s different. No one chooses disease. It’s just plain bad luck, though often piled on top of bad health. But you choose your state of health. You can see this as a burden or a privilege, a gift or a curse, but you can’t put it down and you can’t get away from it. That’s great news, if you understand the rules, because it’s not that hard to take over the controls.

Taking charge starts with a look at how the whole system was designed, and that takes us back to the beginning. The first stirrings of life began 3.5 billion years ago, with our direct ancestors—algae, yeast and then bacteria. That pedigree is not humiliating, it’s awe-inspiring, and we should be grateful for it. We do ourselves a great disservice by thinking we can divorce ourselves from evolution. Your family tree goes back 3,500 million years, and every second of it was spent perfecting the body and brains you inherited. Not one second of wasted time, mind you, but 3.5 billion years of making you perfect.

The Information Age

About half of your basic metabolic machinery comes directly from bacteria, unchanged, ticking along perfectly for millennia. These single-cell ancestors, together with yeast and algae, lived in a constant street fight where every cell competed for itself alone. All advanced organisms, from worm to human, have organized multiple cells that work together. The whole is greater than the parts, for the same reason that organizations are often more successful than individuals: communication.

Simple organisms communicate by leaking chemicals directly between cells. It’s the origin of your sense of smell, which is your most primitive sense: the way the smell of coffee and bacon in the morning wakes up your whole body is a good example of how well it works. In general, however, the more cells in a body, the more information needed to make it all work, and as we evolved larger bodies with more sophisticated tissues, we developed primitive nervous systems, along with the blood-borne chemical signals we call hormones. As we continued to evolve, the neural and hormonal systems became ever more complex and adaptable, and allowed us to explore an ever-expanding range of biological possibilities.

Today, you are awash in information. You have billions of cells, and each one is constantly signaling its neighbors with highly nuanced chemical messages. Every scrap of tissue has a rich network of nerve connections and hormonal receptors, and millions of their signals fly around your body all the time. All the traffic on the Internet and all the phone calls around the world are dwarfed by the information traffic in your body.

That’s not a metaphor. You send trillions of internal signals all day, every day, from the moment of your conception until you die. You talk to your body all the time in a constant stream of chatter, day and night, year in and year out. You won’t, and indeed you can’t, shut up. And all your tissues, every single part of your body and your brain—they listen to you, all the time. They hang on your every word, obey your every command. But they don’t speak English. They read the language of your body. And you will shudder when you learn what you’ve been telling them.

The Language of Nature

Five hundred million years ago, give or take, our early invertebrate ancestors (snails and jellyfish and such) developed most of the neural hormones and brain chemicals we use today—chemicals very similar to Valium, adrenaline, cocaine and morphine. We didn’t invent any of this stuff when we came along; we just bought it off the rack as we moved up the evolutionary ladder. It’s true. Worms and snails run their bodies and nervous systems with the same chemicals and hormones you’re using right now as you read these words.

It took another couple of hundred million years to get from worms to the first brain, but finally the fish figured it out. Salmon have the same basic, physical brain you do, or, more accurately, you have theirs. The fish passed it on to the amphibians, who spun off dinosaurs, reptiles and birds (more ancestors: it’s getting crowded on the family tree), and they all kept refining that physical brain. Structurally, it sits right at the top of the spinal cord, sorting millions of inputs every second and coordinating the output to match.

We split off from reptiles two hundred million years ago, but we carried their gift, the physical brain, with us, largely unchanged, and it runs our bodies today. It’s your purely physical brain, but what a brain it is! No feelings, and no true thoughts, but phenomenally complex physical reactions. It’s a work of art, a miracle in its own right, an absolute treasure. Think of a marlin leaping out of the water or a hawk swooping down on its prey. The sheer athletic poetry of motion is a function of this brain. So put aside all your conceptions of fish, reptiles and birds as lower life-forms. There is not a single bird alive that you can match for physical grace and coordination.

Neuroscientists label this brain the reptilian brain, the hindbrain or the primitive brain. Each label carries with it the dismissive suggestion that this is some crude piece of machinery along the road to the perfection of our human neocortex. The reverse is far more accurate. The physical brain runs our bodies, and it does so with near seamless perfection. Try to use your thinking brain to ride a bike and you’ll end up surfing the pavement on your face. Then watch old footage of Greg Louganis, spinning and tumbling through space in a perfectly coordinated free fall and entering the water without a trace. That’s all completely automatic, not a thought to be found. It’s the physical brain, and yours is innately as powerful as his.

Your physical brain also runs your metabolism, ceaselessly gearing every organ, tissue and cell to the immediate energy demands of the moment. Automatically monitoring every conceivable aspect of your physical being and keeping your whole body in a supreme harmony. That’s why exercise is the master signal for growth, because it’s the language of your physical brain. Celebrate this brain, and understand that it operates on some miraculous autopilot level every moment of every day. This is the brain that does exactly what you tell it to every second. This is your body’s master control center.

You need to reconnect directly to your physical brain. You’ve shut it in the closet long enough. After days at the office, nights in front of the TV, this miracle machine is waiting for you to take it out for a spin. To not do this is a dangerous waste. Because there is also a dark side; there is also decay.

Life is energy. That’s all that matters to nature. For 3,500 million years, life has walked a razor-thin edge between energy and exertion. Biologically, there is no such thing as retirement, or even aging. There is only growth or decay. And your body looks to you to choose between them. Fast food, sedentary lifestyles, modern stress, loneliness, retirement and old age have no evolutionary basis. Your physical brain does, and it is ancient and primal beyond anything you can imagine. Billions of years of life, but especially of death, have honed it to shut down nonessential functions with the ruthless efficiency of the shark, from which it came. And like the cold, dead eyes of the shark, this brain has no care for your happiness, no thought about your retirement. It is a ceaseless machine, in relentless pursuit of the perfect match between input and output—between growth and decay. It does its job every second of every day, whether you like it or not, whether you know it or not, and whether you take charge of it or not. With that in mind, think about what your physical brain learned from the way you lived today, and think about whether it told your body to grow or decay.

Stepping Out of the Crucible

The game has changed for us because we have luxuries and choices in our modern lives that have no parallel in our biology. In a remarkable triumph of ego over intellect, we simply assume that we were “made” for this life; that we were purpose-built for life in the twenty-first century. That is a deeply mistaken view, and one we must get over.

Unique among all the generations of living creatures that have wandered this earth for more than three billion years, we have stepped out of the crucible of evolution. We simply stood up and walked out of nature. Most of us are not likely to face starvation. We are not hunting or hunted. Life for us is not the razor-thin line between famine and plenty. From the point of view of shaping our species, death by starvation or cold has gone away. For the first time ever, there is enough to eat and no one capable of eating us. It is impossible to overstate the importance of that development or the depth of the change. Almost incomprehensibly, the great problem of our time is surfeit. And idleness. Our ancestors ran for their lives for hundreds of millions of years, desperately searching for food, storing it up in their bodies against the certainty of drought, ice and starvation. And then, in a twinkling, all that was gone and a fundamental law of creation ceased to apply. This is arguably the most profound shift, ever, in the way the world works.

Understandably, our Darwinian bodies and primitive brains are not going to catch up with this astonishing state of affairs. We live, in this new safety, in this new time of plenty, like drunken sailors freshly delivered from terrible peril. And sure enough, we have become ill. We forget our roots, forget our past, forget how our bodies and our minds were made, and we contract terrible and weird new sicknesses. Our bodies do not know how to “read” this plenty, and we eat ourselves to death. Our minds do not know how to “read” the absence of danger, the absence of the need to hunt or gather—the idleness. And we soften to death. Our amazingly effective hearts start to fail us in epidemic numbers, and in ways that have no parallel in nature.

In short, we have adopted a lifestyle which—for people designed as we were designed—is nothing less than a disease. Think about that. Our lifestyle—especially in retirement, especially in this wonderful country—is a disease more deadly than cancer, war or plague. We live longer because of modern medicine, but many of us live wretchedly and many of us die much younger than we should. The point of this book is that we have to learn to cure ourselves, or, in the midst of all this plenty, we will live and prematurely die in unnecessary pain—in bodies that believe they are in the grip of famine.

So how do we choose between decay and growth, between older and younger? We are not going to become hunter/gatherers again. Or even farmers, as farmers lived a hundred years ago, by the sweat of their brows. So, instead, we have to simulate a little of life in the survivalist world. We have to play on the physical stage in order to take control of our Darwinian bodies, and our minds, too—since they are so intimately wired together that it is useless to think of the well-being of the one without the other.

The take-home message is simple. Everything you do physically, everything you eat, everything you think and feel, every emotion and experience changes your body and your brain in physical ways that were set in stone millions or billions of years ago. Physical exercise and involvement in life trigger great waves of “grow” messages throughout your body and mind. If you send the right messages, you have several billion years of evolution and trillions of ancestors on your side, sending out primitive messages by the billions, making you stronger, more agile, smarter . . . better able to take hard knocks. Exercise is the only way to engage your body and your physical brain, but if you do it, you will get “younger.” Not completely, but to an astonishing degree.

The physical messages you send by being consciously and steadily active, and the emotional messages you send by being engaged in the great hunt of life, can override the default message. With relatively little effort, you can mimic a younger man in his prime—exercising, interacting, making love—and your body will go along. Remember, the tide is relentless, but it is not that strong. If we are relentless ourselves, if we are active and engaged every day, we can resist and even swim against the tide into very old age. It takes work and routine, but that’s what most of us have had all our lives. Bring those gifts and that discipline to bear on this new set of problems, and you can set the realistic goal of living like fifty until you’re eighty and beyond.
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“Harry’s Rules will change your life.”
MEHMET Oz, M.D., coauthor, You: The Owner’s Manual
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