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About the Author

Dr Dawn Harper works as a GP in Stroud, Gloucestershire. She studied at Charing Cross and Westminster Medical School. Since 2007 she has been one of the presenters on the BAFTA winning Embarrassing Bodies on Channel 4 and presented Born Naughty?. She has also appeared regularly on ITV's This Morning, Channel 5's The Wright Stuff and was on the celebrity series of The Island with Bear Grylls. She is a regular on LBC, Talk Radio and Woman's Hour and works closely with Public Health England on a wide variety of health campaigns and with Jamie Oliver on the Sugar Smart campaign.


About the Book

DO YOU WANT TO LIVE WELL TO AGE 101 AND BEYOND?



	Is your lifespan simply predetermined by your genes?

	Can a healthy lifestyle dramatically improve your chances of reaching a very old age?

	Is longevity affected by where you live, the car you drive, your choice of pet or your level of sexual activity?

	Can you pay your way to living longer with private healthcare or expensive medical scans?





Dr Dawn Harper will show you how achievable changes on a daily basis really can alter your future. Assessing the major factors that determine how long we live, she gives practical advice on the measures we can all take to beat the odds and live significantly longer. The earlier you start to invest in your own longevity, the more likely you are not just to live longer but to live your latter years in good health with a better quality of life.

Alongside the practical tips in each chapter, Dr Dawn will also introduce some wonderful centenarians, for whom age really is just a number. Drawing on the wisdom of those who are living the latter stages of their life with joy, health and happiness, we will hear first-hand the secrets to their thriving old age.
 
In short, this book will tell you how to live well not just today and tomorrow and next year but all the way to age 101 and beyond!


Thanks to Victor van Amerongen for all his invaluable research, without which this book would still be just a twinkle in my eye.

  
INTRODUCTION 

We are living longer. A girl born in the UK today can expect to live beyond her 83rd birthday, and a boy halfway into his 80th year. But living long doesn’t necessarily mean living well. I have met far too many elderly people who have little or no quality of life, and many people who fear old age because they’ve watched their loved ones deteriorate physically and mentally in later life.

I really believe it doesn’t have to be that way.

In this book I am going to show you how you can invest now for your later years to improve your chances of enjoying them to the full. There are two lovely quotations – I don’t know where they originated, but I’d like to remind you of them now. The first is: ‘I don’t want to arrive at the pearly gates wearing incontinence pads and dribbling, in a wheelchair. I want to screech in wearing purple, a glass of champagne in hand, saying “Thank you for the ride!”’

We may want to receive a card from the Queen on our 100th birthday – but we would also want to be aware of the significance of the card, and remember who the Queen is. I also doubt many of us want to work towards a healthy old age but make our younger years a misery in the process. And this is where the second quote comes in: ‘Giving up everything you enjoy doesn’t actually make you live longer; it just feels like you do!’

That is precisely why I wanted to write this book. There is nothing in here that will recommend a hideously restrictive diet or living your life as though you are training for a marathon or about to climb Mount Everest. In fact, this book does the exact opposite. It shows you how small, achievable and sustainable changes really can alter your future.

I have always said that there is no such thing as an unhealthy food, but there are plenty of unhealthy diets – and in this book I show you exactly what I mean. In my over 21 years in general practice, I have gained hundreds of simple tips for living longer, and living better, all of which can make a significant difference if you incorporate them into your life. I want to share these tips with you now. I think you will be pleasantly surprised by how easy some are to achieve.

Before I start, let me show you what I mean by living well into old age. Let me introduce you to a patient of mine. Ethel married her childhood sweetheart, an army man a few years her junior. When I first met them they were celebrating 60 years of what was clearly a very happy marriage. Her modest flat is filled with pictures of him in uniform. Her late husband was one of my first patients when I joined my practice. He was a very dignified gentleman, and when I met him he was in the last stages of his battle with cancer. Sadly, he came to the end of his journey but, fifteen years on, Ethel is still going strong.

Aged 100, she walks the half-mile to surgery to see me. She lives in a warden-controlled apartment adjoining a nursing home. She has no help, does her own food shopping, cooks her own meals and cleans her own home – which, by the way, is always immaculate on the odd occasion she requests a home visit. She regularly plays the rather magnificent grand piano that has pride of place in her living room, and she sings. Ethel was an amateur opera singer in her youth and despite her age still holds a note beautifully.

She has one son, who lives in Australia. With no family nearby, Christmas can be a difficult time for her, and as I have got to know her I always ask her about her plans for Christmas. Last year she replied simply, ‘I have agreed to sing for the old folk next door.’ I smiled inside – partly because I knew what a treat the ‘old folk’ were in for, but mainly because some of those ‘old folk’ would be twenty years her junior! Yet again I was reminded of the sometimes cavernous difference between chronological and biological age.

So what has enabled Ethel to live an active life into her second century? Is it down to luck and good genes, or can we really alter our life expectancy by what we eat, where we live, what we earn, or how we look at life?

I believe we can. I can’t guarantee that by following the advice in this book you will live until you’re 101, but I know that by making some changes today you should be able to live a happier, more fulfilled life tomorrow and beyond.

Think of it as a pension policy. The earlier you start paying in, the more you stand to gain. If you start paying into a pension scheme in your twenties, your pension pot will be bigger by the time you decide to retire, allowing you a much better standard of living. If you wait until middle age before you start thinking about pensions, you will have less to enjoy – and if you have no policy and leave everything to luck, you could find yourself in trouble.

It’s the same with health. The earlier you start to invest in your own longevity, the more likely you are not just to live longer but to live your later years in good health and enjoying a better quality of life.

As an NHS GP, I am often asked to visit patients in nursing homes. I can think of two homes less than a mile apart. Whenever I visit one, I can’t help feeling overwhelming sadness. It is as if time has stopped and the residents are simply ‘waiting for God’. Just up the hill is the other home, where there are almost as many pets as there are residents – dogs, cats, rabbits and even a tortoise! There are regular exercise classes: granted, some residents enjoy these from a chair, but they are joyous occasions – as are the music evenings, the bingo and the regular outings. The residents in the second home seem so much more fulfilled, and many are still enjoying life well into their nineties.

You can either accept your decline – or celebrate your later years. The second nursing home I mentioned above feels like a club – one that I would like for myself, or for members of my family, when the time comes.

We know that life expectancy has risen for generations, but I’m not as interested in how long we live, as in how well we live.

In my GP practice we have a Christmas party in the village hall for the over-75s. Each year we invite all our patients aged over 75 to the party and they come along to enjoy sandwiches, cakes, a cup of tea and a tot of sherry. It’s usually something of a riot, but we have had to have serious discussions in the practice about whether we need to increase the entry age to 85, since more and more people are living beyond 75 and we could get to the stage where we just can’t accommodate all of those who are eligible.

There is another side to this, though. Sadly, not all our over-75s can attend the party. Some are too incapacitated to join us. They may be living a long time, but the quality of those extra years is poor. I doubt any of us want to live years – or, heaven forbid, decades – in chronic pain or without the mental capacity to enjoy that longevity. I want to be able to go dancing in the village hall at Christmas and I want the same for my friends, my family and for you. So, whether you are picking this book up for yourself, for your parents, or even for your children, I want to show you how you can increase your chances of living into a vibrant old age.

In this book, I will also introduce you to some wonderful centenarians for whom age really is just a number, and let them tell you what they think is the secret to their thriving old age. I will take you step by step through all the things that can influence how well we live in our later decades, and give you my top tips on how to achieve this for yourself and for your family.

Along the way I will try to answer these questions:


	Is your lifespan simply predetermined by your genes?


	Can a healthy lifestyle dramatically improve your chances of reaching a very old age?


	Is longevity affected by where you live, the car you drive, your choice of pet, or your level of sexual activity?


	Can you pay your way to living longer with private healthcare or expensive medical scans?




I want to assess the major factors that determine how long we live and give some practical advice on the measures we can all take to beat the odds and live significantly longer.

However, this isn’t just about long life – it’s about having a great life and drawing on the wisdom of those who are living the latter stages of their life with joy, health and happiness.

I will also be reporting on the latest scientific research into ways that people all over the world are achieving not just a longer life, but a better quality of life, as they reach their second century. I want to show how you can plan ahead – not just for longevity, but for a happy, healthy and active long life.

In short, I will tell you how to live well – not just today and tomorrow and next year, but all the way to 101!

Did you know the following facts?


	Women are more likely to die in the week after their birthday than at any other time of the year.


	In the UK, the richest 5% of men live an average of 34.2 years longer than the poorest 5%.


	Smoking still accounts for over 96,000 deaths in the UK every year.


	People who are slightly overweight live longer than people who are the ideal weight.


	The highest incidence of fatal heart attacks occurs on Christmas Day.


	Type 2 diabetes reduces your life expectancy by an average of ten years.


	The murder rate in Scotland is almost double that in England and Wales.


	Motorcyclists are 38 times more likely to die in a UK road accident than car drivers.




Here’s a quick guide to what you’ll find in each chapter of this book.

Chapter 1: Meet the centenarians 

I start by meeting some remarkable people who have already lived to 100 or more – people who have also managed to maintain an active and healthy lifestyle along the way. I also take a look at the latest research into ageing. Is it possible that future generations could live for hundreds of years?

Chapter 2: The luck of the dice?

Is your lifespan just a matter of having good or bad genes? Although genetic factors play a significant role, lifestyle factors are far more important in setting you on the path to a long life and long-term good health.

Chapter 3: Cigarettes and alcohol

Let’s start by addressing the obvious risk factors. Just how bad are your bad habits in the long term? How can you break free from dependence on smoking, drinking or drugs? And, if you do achieve a better lifestyle, can you undo the harm you’ve already done?

Chapter 4: Diabetes – a twenty-first-century epidemic

Type 2 diabetes is becoming an epidemic in the developed world. It is claiming lives prematurely and leaving many more people with a poor quality of life as a result of complications of the disease. In this chapter I will tell you how to reduce your risk of developing the disease. 

Chapter 5: Good diets, bad diets 

In this chapter I will show you exactly what we mean by a healthy, well balanced diet, what a portion really should look like, and how to look out for hidden fat, sugar and salt in the food we eat.

Chapter 6: Let’s get physical

Around 44% of adults in the UK do little or no regular exercise. This chapter discusses the various types of exercise available, whether you’re a gym bunny or a hiker. What type of exercise is most effective? This chapter shows you that even modest changes to your daily routine can make a big difference to your health.

Chapter 7: A healthy heart

Coronary heart disease is the leading cause of death in the UK and worldwide. How important are genetic factors? What are the risk factors associated with raised cholesterol, high blood pressure, angina, or an abnormal heart rhythm? And how can you change or adapt your lifestyle to prevent – or even reverse – heart disease? With an ageing population, dementia is on the rise. Do we just accept this as part of the ageing process, or can we reduce our risk factors and help to prevent dementia?

Chapter 8: The battle against cancer

Although the group of diseases collectively known as ‘cancer’ accounts for about 15% of all deaths, survival rates for many cancers are improving dramatically year by year. To what extent are the different cancers caused by inherited genetics or environmental factors? And how can you modify your lifestyle to reduce your risk?

Chapter 9: Your best shot 

There has been a lot of bad press around vaccination in the UK, but vaccination is probably one of the greatest medical developments in modern-day Britain. This chapter explains the vaccination schedule in the UK, and describes the diseases the vaccines protect against.

Chapter 10: Mind over matter

Since optimists seem to live longer than pessimists, how does your attitude affect your long-term health? Find out how the ‘will to live’ acts as both a conscious and an unconscious mechanism to help people overcome serious injury or disease. Also, discover how your relationships, friendships and sex life can play an important part in maintaining your health.

Chapter 11: A place to grow old

This chapter looks at Acciaroli in Italy, which is famous for the longevity of its residents. It also covers the risk factors that can (perhaps surprisingly) affect your health – where you live, the countries you visit, your hobbies and interests, the pets you keep, and the type of job you do.

Chapter 12: Money matters

There is a huge gap in life expectancy between the richest and poorest people in the UK. Why is this, and is there anything you can do about it? Is the answer to have constant medical supervision (as members of the Royal Family do)? How effective are CT and MRI scans at picking up early signs of life-threatening diseases? Does having access to private medicine give you a huge advantage?

Chapter 13: The elixir of life

This chapter assesses all the risk factors covered in this book and pulls together my top tips on how to achieve a long, healthy life.

Chapter 14: And finally . . . 

This chapter summarises some slightly less scientific theories about the factors that affect our longevity.
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