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Praise for Elizabeth Marshall Thomas:

“The reader is instantly charmed by Thomas’s warm humanity on the one hand, and the lyrical quality of her writing on the other.”

James Wellard, author of The Search for Lost Worlds

“We are lucky to have shared some time on Earth with Elizabeth Marshall Thomas. Like a shaman of words, she connects us as if by magic with other worlds hidden on our own planet.”

Carl Safina, author of Beyond Words: What Animals Think and Feel

“Elizabeth Marshall Thomas is a meticulous observer of human diversity, responding with empathy and reminding us to look with wonder.”

Mary Catherine Bateson, author of Composing a Further Life

“Thomas is an anthropologist who leaps over the parochial limits to the proper study of mankind.”

The New York Times
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INTRODUCTION

Why write a book about old age? Nobody wants it. Nobody likes it. When I told a friend what I was doing, she said sarcastically, “That sounds like fun,” because except for senior discounts we see nothing good about it. When it comes, we try to hide it while our minds and bodies crumble, and death is our only escape.

But this view is needlessly negative. Death is the price we pay for life. Only plants, animals, fungi, and single-cell organisms have it, and all of us pay for it sooner or later. Like most of us, I see the price as extra high, something like getting a six-figure credit-card bill. Would it be nice to avoid it?

I live in rural New Hampshire, and when I looked around for a debt-free entity, I saw just grasses and trees. That didn’t help—all of them will pay the price just like I will. Then I saw a stone in my field.

Three hundred million years ago, about ten miles below the earth’s surface, this stone was formed. Somehow it got squeezed up and out, and in 10,000 BC a glacier brought it to the place where I saw it. By then it was 29 million years old. What’s that like? You see what it’s like if you imagine time as distance and picture the time between now and 10,000 BC as one foot on a very long ruler; the rock was formed five miles away on that ruler.

In 1935 my father brought me to the same place. I was four years old and since then I’ve seen some changes. The trees are taller, a pond appeared when my dad made a dam in a stream, and the town paved the dirt road that went by our house. All that was quite something, especially the road, because soon after it was paved, the town gave it a different name. This took emotional adjustment on our part.

But consider the stone. Assuming it popped from the earth in a good place and had consciousness, it could have watched evolution transform a single-cell organism into a Tyrannosaurus rex and later watched another dinosaur transform into a bird. With life and consciousness, the stone could have known what influenced these transformations—the climate changes, the great extinctions, and the great recoveries. Just in my area it would have seen the glacier melting, the frozen earth recovering, plants starting to grow, and wildlife starting to flourish.

Mammoths and cave lions passed by this stone. Penacook and Abenaki people camped near it. European settlers arrived, built a house and a barn, and cut down hundreds of trees to make the field.

This last is but a nanosecond in the stone’s long existence. Even the scientists will never know what the stone could have known if it had life and consciousness. But as far as the stone is concerned, nothing has happened. It doesn’t even know when it rains.

If you can imagine existing for three hundred million years without knowing that you did so, I think you might agree that life with a price seems better than eternal existence for free. Our kind, the living organisms, have existed as such for as long as the stone, but unlike the stone we don’t keep the same forms. We improve our species by reproducing ourselves, often without replicating ourselves exactly, and the little changes give natural selection unlimited opportunities to fix us. Thus, like the stone, we life-forms are still on earth after three billion years, but our journey was more exciting. Every one of our lives was a little window to the world with all its activity and attraction.

To be alive is to experience, and throughout our lives we gain experience, beginning with birth, which if we’re humans is when we slide from a tight, wet, warm environment into a vast, almost empty, chilly environment with air, light, scent, and sound all around us and big scary creatures looming over us. As for information, at this time in our lives we’re just a tad more aware than the stone.

The end of our journey appears as we age, having collected a mixture of facts, friends, relatives, mistakes, triumphs, tragedies, and possessions. Thus old age is a predeath transition, and how we perceive it can depend on how far life has brought us.

When we’re young, death and those approaching it seem to have little to do with us. Old people don’t look or act like us—they might almost be a different species. As for death, we don’t want it of course, but why worry about it? It seldom happens to young people. We can freely do dangerous things.

These illusions are beneficial. Why get preoccupied with old age and death before you’re forced to face them? I’m already old, but if I live as long as my mother lived, to just shy of 104, what would my life have been like if I’d started to worry when I was twenty?

By middle age we’ve learned more. We may be only in our fifties, but we know about aging and we’re saying we’re not as young as we used to be. We’re paying more attention to what we eat and how we exercise.

Twenty-five years later, we realize we were spring chickens while having such thoughts, because by then we’re approaching the old-age transition. Gosh, this is different. Do we feel the transition? We can’t run fast and we’re careful climbing stairs, but we’re still living, so we’re lucky. But maybe we’re starting to feel unlucky. Living like this? You call this lucky? We’re prejudiced against old age.

Hopefully, this book will help with the prejudice. It mentions the rough parts of aging, but only to tell the whole story. So it’s totally truthful, and it points out the good parts too. Some of these may come as surprises, because we may not realize what they are or see them as good. If we retire from a job we liked, for instance, we may fail to see our new freedom as an opportunity to do some of the things we never had time to do when we were working. Of course we must adjust as best we can, but knowing what’s coming can help us prepare and understand.

Plenty of books have been written about aging, but most are by practicing doctors who observed their geriatric patients, analyzing the medical, social, and behavioral factors, usually with suggestions for making the process go smoothly. Many of these books are well worth reading— Being Mortal by Atul Gawande is outstanding—but these books were written by authors whom I’d consider young. They saw what aging could do, but they couldn’t have known what it’s like.

They remind me of a good friend who, when in her twenties, wrote a health column for a newspaper. “Health” included aging, and her readers didn’t like bad news, so she wrote about ninety-year-olds who hiked the Appalachian Trail and had wonderful sexual experiences. She never mentioned the eighty-year-olds who fell down flights of stairs, maybe breaking their bones or wetting their pants as they tumbled. To some extent, the above-mentioned books resemble my friend’s column. They try to counter our anti-aging prejudice and tend to present aging as pleasant if you do the right things.

This book is different. I’m not a physician with a degree in geriatrics; I’m a widowed great-grandmother, eighty-seven years old, who knows what aging feels like and how we elderly are viewed. For instance, it wouldn’t surprise me to learn that you, the reader, got a little flash of aversion when you saw the words “widowed great-grandmother” and “eighty-seven years old.”

It’s a common reaction. Many younger people don’t really like old people, but this isn’t a popularity contest. I’m presenting a first-hand non-fiction account, some of it from my own experience. Few if any other books are like it, and considering what’s in this one, that’s no surprise.

But please don’t assume that it’s all bad news—old age has certain advantages. What about senior discounts? I got one when licensing two dogs. The licenses cost $6.50 per dog, so I would have paid $13.00, but seniors get a $4.50 discount for one dog, so I paid just $8.50. And because I’ve been buying things all my life and now have everything I need plus piles of things I no longer use, I don’t need to buy much else.

In addition to senior discounts and owning lots of possessions, you also have more time to yourself. I’ve had more time to enjoy my grandchildren. When I was younger, I didn’t even have grandchildren. And you might enjoy experiences that may once have seemed routine. These days my favorite experience is going to bed. The two little dogs and my three cats want to come with me. We walk down a hall to the bedroom together, the dogs first, me next, the cats following. The dogs sleep close to me under the covers and the cats sleep on top of us. The bed is a single-bed cot so it gets crowded, but we like being close together.

The old-age transition has downsides too, such as loss of memory and crumbling bones. On this I’m well informed and will offer examples, such as losing my car key permanently or falling and breaking my hip.

Certain problems bring us to hospitals or to companies that provide home care for elders, so for information about these I enlisted the help of three nurses. They care for the elderly and they’re good friends, so at my request they described certain hospitals and care-providing companies, pointing out the benefits but also the unwelcome events and conditions. These women could be fired if the managers knew everything they told me, so here I don’t use their names. All facts are important, not just good facts. I tell the whole story when I can.

That’s one reason I’m writing this book. And I have another reason. The books I wrote before I was old were mostly about the natural world or about humans with lifestyles more vigorous than ours. This often required risky or strenuous research, and I’m too old for that now.

I began researching in the 1950s when I was in my early twenties, living among the San (formerly known as Bushmen) in what is now Namibia. These people are known to be the first people and thus are our ancestors. Those we met were precontact hunter-gatherers in a vast “unexplored” area of southern Africa, about 120,000 square miles known to white people as “the end of the earth.” We stayed mostly within an area the San called Nyae Nyae—6,000 square miles in the southern part of that vast space.

I put quotes around “unexplored,” because that’s what white people called it, and white people overrate themselves. The residents knew every inch of it, as suggested by an archaeological study of one of their encampments showing continuous occupancy for eighty-five thousand years. I spent about three of those years among these wonderful people and wrote my first book about them. The title is my translation of Ju/’hoansi,* their name for themselves. Ju means “person,” /’hoan means “pure” or “safe,” and si makes it plural. I translated this as The Harmless People. When I was older I wrote another book about them, The Old Way: A Story of the First People, and because I was older and also much wiser, The Old Way is probably better.

For another project, I walked seventy-five miles across Baffin Island to visit a den of wolves. There, I spent the Arctic summer alone in a little cave as I watched them, and because wolves became dogs, I described these wolves when I wrote The Hidden Life of Dogs.

I also lived in northern Uganda among warlike pastoralists known as Dodoth. This resulted in a book called Warrior Herdsmen. The only encounter I’ve had with a celebrity took place there—I unexpectedly met Idi Amin, then an officer in the King’s African Rifles.

I was camped in the bushland near the escarpment that forms the border with Kenya, and one morning he arrived at my camp in a truck filled with soldiers. They marched down the escarpment into Kenya where, I later learned, they killed all the people in the nearest village, wrongly believing that the men of this village had stolen cattle in Uganda.

The soldiers returned with the burned corpse of one of their victims, which, for an unknown reason, Idi Amin wanted moved to a government post forty miles to the south. Understandably, he didn’t want to take it himself, so he came striding up to me and ordered me to take it.

My children were with me, ages three and four. Should I take them on a forty-mile ride with a corpse or leave them behind with Idi Amin? Cell phones weren’t available then, so no one could warn the Uganda officials. I wasn’t sure what they’d think if a foreign white woman who looked like a tourist drove up with the burned corpse of a man from Kenya in the trunk.

Playing the part of a weak little woman, chin low, eyes blinking, I told him my car wasn’t strong—not like his truck. And I wasn’t a good driver like him and his men. The road was just a track, I said. I wasn’t sure how to drive on it, and I was truly sorry. This made him angry, but he bought it. He and the soldiers went west in their truck. I sat down and breathed deeply.

Now my ability to do such things is gone. My mind doesn’t work as well as it did, and I’ve lost most of my strength. I’d get chest pains if asked to transport a burned corpse. I might even faint if I saw it. And I couldn’t walk across Baffin Island. Ever since I broke my hip, I sometimes take wobbly steps, so I might fall down and couldn’t get up. A polar bear might find me and eat me. The wolves I wanted to visit might eat me. I’d meet my death before I died of something else, or sooner than I expected.

So here I am, alone in my kitchen. Will anyone find this of interest? They won’t if I write about what I’m doing, like looking out the window to see if a deer is in my field. I’m doing that now in rural New Hampshire, and there isn’t a deer in the field. But I’ve had quite a life, all things considered. So far it’s been with me for thirty-one thousand days—and to review thirty-one thousand days of anyone’s life as it trudges toward the finish line might very well be of interest.

The aging process is an essential part of the human story, and it’s not for the faint-hearted. It’s as strange as it is captivating—a venture to the unknown.

 

__________

* The/indicates a click made with the tongue at the side of the mouth.
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