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Introduction

I once came across a quote that said something like: ‘The poorest of the poor wouldn’t swap their health for all the money in the world, but the richest of the rich would gladly give up their piles of cash to be healthy again.’ I think that’s pretty much spot on. It goes to show that our health is a gift of immeasurable value. It is, to pinch a nice line attributed to Edme-Pierre Chauvot de Beauchêne (physician to Charles X) ‘the most precious of treasures, the easiest to lose and, paradoxically, the least well protected’.

No one escapes their genetic heritage. No one escapes their upbringing either. But we are all responsible for what we decide to do about them. And although I can’t quite promise you eternity, I can promise you that it doesn’t take much to go from a life impaired by bad habits to a life enhanced by good ones.

Because the body loves habits. And it will always be satisfied by the ones you give it. Give it good ones, it will happily adopt them. Give it bad ones, it will bend to them just as compliantly. The body is a bit like a child. If you treat it well, it will reward you a hundredfold, but if you treat it badly you will pay for it later. In matters of health, as in life, in the end you reap what you sow.

I would be embarrassed to trot out such banalities but for the fact that, since taking the Hippocratic Oath more than three decades ago, I have been privileged to observe, on a daily basis, what feeble custodians of our health most of us are.

We tend to think that health is something we are owed, something we have acquired for eternity. That is the Care Bear version of life. In reality, health is capital that should be turned to profit, or at least – let’s be realistic – that we should cherish so we don’t lose it. Not too quickly anyway . . . Because this capital has a habit of eroding sneakily, one day at a time. If we don’t respect it, it silently takes its revenge.

I’m like you. I like loafing on my sofa and giving in to the comfort of doing sod all. I put off until tomorrow the exercise I had planned to do today. Yes, I’m like you: I’m not averse to sugary things and I love a glass of something. Like you, I know that I’d be better off munching on some fruit than putting away a slice of toast and Nutella. Can I swear never to have succumbed to tasty temptations? Of course not. Like you, I understand that a raw vegetable will always be better for me than a handful of peanuts. And yet, like you, with pre-dinner drinks or at a party, with alcohol lending a hand, I reach for a slice of salami here, a pistachio there . . . Because I have got into the habit of associating these things with conviviality and good times. And my body doesn’t argue.

One day, a child asked me a question: Why are tasty things bad for you? At the sight of the moronic expression that came over me, he ran a mile, I seem to remember. But the incident forced me to think and to ask some questions of my own: What are we to do? How can we be careful and still enjoy life?

I shook off my moronic expression and decided to come up with a response. That is the purpose of this book. I haven’t written it to awaken the paranoid in you, rather to reacquaint you with a few virtuous principles. It takes the form of shortish passages grouped together in four chapters:

–  The first chapter is about healthy foods that are sometimes overlooked. I won’t just recommend them, I’ll tell you why you should eat them and how they are useful to your body. I won’t just say: ‘Eat clementines!’, I’ll explain why doing so hugely benefits your physical and mental fitness. And I bet when you next see a clementine on a market stall or in a fruit bowl, you’ll think about what you’ve read and give in to temptation. Safe in the knowledge that you are doing yourself good. And doing ourselves good is always pleasurable, and therefore always rewarding. The same with vegetables. My wish list is subjective, not exhaustive. It could be different. It conveys my preferences, my priorities, my discoveries, and includes nothing but goodness.

–  The second chapter focuses on those little habits that either harm or enhance our well-being. Sometimes there is so little separating the two. Not eating rubbish when you’re hungover. Not falling into the trap of buying overpriced moisturizers. Or just knowing how to sit properly: it’s silly, but if your posture is wrong, you think you’re relaxing when in fact you’re exerting constant effort that your back won’t forget in a hurry. Ah, backache. It wreaks havoc. It should be classified as a road-safety issue. Say two people travel 500km in a car, one sitting badly, one sitting properly. Barring accident, they will both arrive at the same destination, at the same time. But not in the same state. For days, the person whose posture was poor won’t feel right. Spasms, backache . . . It could be severe. Or mild. In which case, this person won’t pay much attention. So they will do the same again: 500km in the other direction with the same poor posture. In the end, things will deteriorate. And all because, for a few hours, they got into the habit of doing something badly. Doing something well costs nothing, if you can be bothered. You can count on me to tell you how to sit properly at the wheel. And in a chair. And how to stay standing without wrecking your spine. And plenty more besides. Often you will say to yourself: Well, yes, that’s obvious! In which case, I have sounded the alarm and fulfilled my brief. Just registering good and bad patterns of behaviour, just thinking about them, counts as taking action.

–  The third chapter is aimed at the fit person who is snoozing somewhere inside all of us: it will make you want to move more than you do currently. Studies about people’s attitudes to exercise are often contradictory but rarely encouraging . . . If I were to recall just one, it would be that of the Eurobarometer (the European Union does like to have its say), which concluded that less than half of the population exercises at least once a week (2014). That is not enough! You don’t have to call yourself sporty to do the minimum amount of exercise our bodies require. You will learn that it’s possible to be active without even realizing it. I’ll point you to forms of exercise you won’t have considered, but which are proving more and more popular. I will enliven the conversation about fitness with a host of recommendations that also apply to those of you who exercise regularly. I will quash some common misconceptions (yes, you do avoid coffee before a sports session; no, you do not buy a pair of trainers without due thought) and I will answer questions I know you ask yourself (about nutrition, effort, recovery), as well as questions you don’t ask but will soon realize you should be asking . . .

–  The fourth and final chapter groups together several useful bits of advice for keeping in shape. What I call ‘the small stuff that does you long-term good’, things we need only devote a few minutes to each day, that we can sometimes do while going about our daily business, but that, taken together, will make you feel good and love life. And make it last longer. You will learn how to look after your memory, take care of your heart, prevent constipation, discover that it’s okay to sleep at the office and understand once and for all how tobacco and alcohol can take possession of your brain if you let them. Among other things . . .

Our health has a tendency to get knocked off course by draconian diets, restrictive attitudes, endless prescriptions and pharmacies spewing out medicine, when all it needs is a bit of common sense. That’s why this book, which has been a long time in the making, is made up of short sections – sometimes very short – that are always accurate and always useful. You might read it in one go but, thereafter, you’re bound to dip in and out because it’s brimming with practical advice that can be followed straight away. I have deliberately written it in a relaxed style. This shouldn’t detract in any way from the seriousness and pertinence of the content. And as I’m convinced that a smile and a laugh are sources of energy and happiness, unlike counterproductive overdramatizing, I couldn’t stop myself adding a dash of humour here and there. Sorry, that’s the way I am and I shan’t change, particularly as my compatriots have been kind enough to tell me, on more than one occasion, that my jokes are just about tolerable.

I prefer to convince people rather than preach to them, charm rather than threaten, inform rather than frighten. I believe there is no right age to start. No right age to take charge. No right age to do yourself good. No right age to take control of your health, or take back control. No right age to say: You know what? This goose isn’t cooked!
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