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INTRODUCTION:
Experience, perspective, resilience

What is longevity? The dictionary has it as living to a great age, but there’s another meaning – if something has longevity, it has constancy and persistence, for as much as long life itself is great, it’s not as useful a goal as a good, abundant and durable life. This book is about what we can do to live better for longer; it’s about expanding our ‘health span’ and enhancing wellbeing with each year that passes.

This is not an anti-ageing book. Ageing defines the human condition – we are all ageing all the time, however old we are. Ageing also defines the universal condition. For more than half its 13-something billion years the universe has been ageing, its energy output waning on all frequencies and in all galaxies, the rate at which new stars are made slowing and the temperature of everything cooling. We are connected to time whether we like it or not. To deny that, to strive to be something we’re not, somehow ashamed about being or looking our age, to define ‘successful’ ageing by the characteristics of youth is not good for our mental health or wellbeing.

This book is kinder than that. It encourages us to be more generous and authentic. It celebrates all the good of ageing – the wisdom, experience and confidence extra years bring – and offers life-affirming ways to maintain equilibrium and lust for life at any age.

Good ageing is about being increasingly resilient to the stuff life throws at us – change, loss, adversity – so we are able to process it in a way that keeps life feeling meaningful and satisfying, and we remain motivated to bounce back and try new things. What makes us resilient? An active life with a good diet and enough sleep, a sense of life-satisfaction and self-esteem, positive brain stimulation, satisfying human interaction and spiritual sustenance. That’s what this book is about. The good news is that resilience doesn’t decline with age – older people are at least as resilient as younger adults, studies suggest. It doesn’t seem to be affected by where we live, be that in a rural, urban or suburban environment, and it may be even greater if we have a mental illness.


At its best, ageing is a time of liberation and exploration that allows us to make the most of every day.



I’ve included a lot of yoga because I see the benefits in my fellow older yogis and especially our teachers. Yoga is brilliant for physical health as we age (improving bone and muscle strength, coordination, flexibility, breathing and circulation), it keeps the brain active, the mind conscious, promotes relaxation and sleep, and encourages hormonal balance and a positive outlook. It makes us more responsive to changes in body and emotions and raises sensory awareness. It’s also reputed to tune us in to spiritual powers – wisdom, intuition, clarity of vision – that liberate us from the negativity associated with ageing, disease, even death.

We’re looking in on other insightful takes on ageing, especially from Ayurveda, the traditional Indian healthcare system, and Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM), and at archetypal stories and fables that help us come to terms with some of the darker sides of ageing. Tales of going into the underworld or setting out on a quest for eternal life express our deepest fears and hopes, while symbols of ageing done well, such as the tortoise, pine and winter), can feel incredibly resonant.


‘If at every stage of your life you do the right thing, your actions will bring remarkable dividends when you have lived a long time and achieved a great deal. This is not only because you will never have to second-guess your actions, not even at the supreme moment, at the very end of life, but because of the great pleasure that comes from looking back on a long life well-spent and on many deeds well done.’

CICERO



This is a book full of hope and possibilities that bears testament to our potential for lifelong learning and dynamic transformation.


In the beauty of winter we can contemplate the best qualities of older age: a stillness and deep rest that nourish creative energy.



NON-NEGOTIABLES WE NEED TO AGE WELL


• Plenty of exercise

• Nourishing food

• Good rest

• Better breathing

• Calm and focused mind

• Brain food

• Kind community

• Friends of all ages

• Joyful spirit

• Strength to withstand storms






The state of age we’re in

Over the past one hundred years life expectancy has been growing steadily and continually; the World Health Organization (WHO) calls it one of the 20th century’s greatest achievements.


Life expectancy has increased with each generation – and in every country throughout the world – over the past 200 years.



That’s thanks to improvements in our environment – water, diet, air quality – and because we vaccinate children against infectious diseases. Better nourishment and exposure to fewer diseases in childhood mean many more of us survive and thrive.

We’ve been growing older slower, due to more people having given up smoking, improvements in the treatment of heart disease and cancer, and increased child survival and HIV treatment in Africa. The average life span has increased dramatically in the 21st century: between 2000 and 2015 average life expectancy around the globe increased by five years, the fastest since the 1960s, says the WHO, fastest of all in Africa. Global life expectancy is now at 73.8 years for women and 69.1 for men, set to rise to 85.3 and 78.1 by 2030. Japan is the world leader, at more than 83 years, but everywhere is seeing an improvement in life expectancy for the over-80s. Regardless of changes in life span, the gender gap stays the same: according to data from the United Nations, women live around 4.5 years longer than men.

In Australia, as elsewhere, the baby-boomer generation has been getting older, meaning the number of people at retirement age has been increasing rapidly. In the US, the number of people aged over 85 is set to more than triple by 2060. And in the UK, The Office of National Statistics predicts that around 22 per cent of the population will be 65-plus by 2031 (outnumbering under-25s). However, there’s been an unanticipated stalling of late in England and Wales – mortality improvement is flattening off and we don’t know why. Some say we’ve reaped the benefits of quitting smoking and the more effective treatment of heart disease; others say this is a result of the austerity cuts following the economic crash of 2008.

In key places around the world, known as Blue Zones, longevity is particularly marked, and astoundingly high numbers of centenarians are living active, happy lives into their second century. On the Mediterranean islands of Sardinia and Icaria, the Japanese islands of Okinawa, on the Costa Rican Nicoya Peninsula and in the Seventh Day Adventist community of Loma Linda in California, common lifestyle factors give clues to what makes for a long and fulfilling old age largely free from the conditions of ageing, such as heart disease and cataracts. They are really quite obvious and simple things – lifelong physical activity, a diet rich in plant foods, a clean environment, a purposeful role and a supportive community that makes room for rest and values its elders as custodians of tradition.

We’ve mythologized these places, likening them to the mythical Greek isle of Hyperborea, a distant land ‘beyond the north wind’ where there is perpetual spring and the inhabitants live for a thousand years, free of disease, old age and war. When they wish to end their lives, they leap into a lake and are transformed into white swans. The people of the Blue Zone Shangri-Las prove that our biological age doesn’t have to match our chronological age.


TIP: Find out how old your body actually is by searching for a ‘What’s My Biological Age?’ online quiz.






How we age

Physiologically, the body deteriorates with the wear and tear of time. Even if they stay healthy, our body systems are affected by age. In evolutionary terms, we’re primed to pass on our genes in the reproductive decades and then head into decline.

The ageing process speeds after our fertile years. Heart rate, output and volume of blood all decrease while the arteries harden and blood pressure increases; the lungs don’t exchange gas as effectively and drop in capacity. Heart disease, stroke and pulmonary disease claim most lives around the globe, accounting for around a third of all deaths. Heart disease is the leading cause of mortality as we hit 65.

Since most of us stop being so active as we age, muscle cells atrophy and bone and lean body mass reduce; we lose muscle power and endurance and our range of movement and flexibility declines. Joints degenerate. The gastrointestinal system slows along with our metabolism. Hormone production ebbs, immunity reduces, inflammation becomes more likely.

The brain shrinks physically and becomes slower at processing and problem-solving; the memory falters and senses fade. Alzheimer’s, the most common form of dementia, is one of the leading causes of death globally. Cases almost double every five years after the age of 65 – while fewer than 3 per cent of people in their late 60s have it, almost 30 per cent of the over-85s do.

Past generations tended to die from infectious and parasitic diseases – smallpox, polio, measles – associated with poor diet and environment. Now the leading causes of death are non-communicable and chronic conditions, such as heart disease, cancer and diabetes. According to the WHO, these represent 87 per cent of disease in people over 60. However, there’s tremendous individual variability in both the onset of ageing and the age at which we contract these diseases.

Why we age

Research into the genetic make-up of long-lived people has identified which genes are involved and where they mutate to affect our life span (the age-1 gene). Sibling and geographical studies have looked at the balance of environment to genetic heritage in the ageing process. It seems that 20–30 per cent of the variation in how we age is due to genetics, and that this is more important in men than women; the older you get, the more the genetic factor kicks in.


YOUNG AT HEART

It’s a phenomenon remarked on through the ages that very old people commonly report that they don’t feel old inside, and don’t identify as old, whatever the age they reach. This seems to correlate in the English Longitudinal Study of Ageing with increased life expectancy. The essentials that make us feel vital are age-irrelevant – a stable and supple body, peaceful focused mind and harmonious spirit. As German writer and philosopher Goethe noted, ‘Age takes hold of us by surprise.’

The world’s oldest person ever certainly didn’t feel her age. This supercentenarian, Jeanne Calment from Arles in France, lived to 122 years 164 days, finally leaving us in 1997. She remembered meeting Van Gogh in her home town and seeing the Eiffel Tower being built. Jeanne took up fencing at 85 and practised both gymnastics and piano until she was 109. Her record is as much a testament to the quality of French record-keeping and population registration as it is to her youthful spirit and good health.



DNA AND TELOMERES

We don’t yet understand all the body processes that contribute to ageing, but we do know it’s important to keep the DNA in cells protected from harm, because we age when our DNA is damaged. All cells have a life span – they can divide only so many times, and the number of divisions declines as we age. Newborn cells divide 80–90 times when cultured in labs; those from a 70-year-old around 20–30 times. When cells stop being able to divide, they function less efficiently, then die. That may contribute to the slowing in wound-healing as the decades pass and to reduced immunity and the build-up of atherosclerosis in damaged blood-vessel walls.

[image: A graphic of a DNA helix within a chromosome]
The DNA inside the chromosome is protected at its end by the telomere.

The number of healthy divisions may be determined by the protective casing at the end of genes, telomeres. These are ‘repetitive’ lengths of DNA and proteins that stabilize the ends of chromosomes. Every time a cell divides the telomere shortens because the cell can’t replicate DNA well at the ends of a strand, so older organisms tend to have shorter telomeres. When the telomere gets too short, the cell can’t divide any more and dies (cell ‘senescence’). An enzyme called telomerase counters this shortening by repairing and replenishing the length of the telomeres, but our supply decreases with age and chronic stress, especially stress connected with adverse life circumstances and depression.

There’s an association between shortened telomeres and some of the key health conditions of ageing – osteoporosis, heart disease, diabetes – as well as worsened functioning of the organs and atrophying tissue. Longer telomeres are associated with decreased development of age-related disease. However, conflicting research studies show that mice with healthily long telomeres don’t live longer, and that cancer cells activate telomerase, which in turn strengthens the telomeres, with the result that the cancerous cells become immortal. Furthermore, cells can divide many more times than required for a human life span. Something else must be at work in the ageing process.

MITOCHONDRIA

Each of our cells contains mitochondria, power-generators that absorb and break down nutrients and release around 90 per cent of the chemical energy a cell needs to stay active and alive. Muscle cells, such as brain and heart cells, in particular, need lots of energy so contain many thousands of mitochondria. These power-packed ‘organelles’ also play a role in breaking down and recycling waste, and in triggering cell death. With age, performance of the mitochondrial network declines, as free-radical damage (see here) and mutation impair its function. This is linked to a weakening in muscle, brain and heart cells in particular, and can play a role in common diseases of ageing.

Researchers at institutions including the École Polytechnique Fédérale de Lausanne, Switzerland, and University of California, Berkley have found that reducing the output of mitochondria early in life – by exposing them to mild stress – can lead to an increase in efficiency of the mitochondria in mice and nematode worms throughout life, boosting the metabolism and life span of these creatures. Investigations at Harvard Chan School of Public Health found that restricting the diet of nematode worms seemed to keep the mitochondrial networks youthful. The next stage is to carry out tests on mammals. In the meantime, we can keep the body stimulated to delay mitochondrial ageing and trigger the creation of new mitochondria (‘biogenesis’) with regular exercise, good sleep and eating a diet rich in healthy fats and vegetables.

OXIDATIVE DAMAGE

Cellular ageing may result from oxidative damage. Free radicals (the product of electrons combining with oxygen molecules), created as a by-product of cellular processes and in response to UV light and air pollution, damage the mitochondria in cells. Oxidative stress has been linked with ageing of the brain in particular and with cataracts and cancer.

The free-radical theory of ageing dates from the 1950s, based on the observation that oxidative damage increases with age, and that reducing oxidative damage extends the life span of fruit flies, mice and other lab-test species. (Antioxidants spare our cells from the effects of free radicals by becoming oxidized themselves.) But an increasing number of studies have found that increased antioxidant production can shorten life and that ageing happens even in anaerobic conditions (without oxygen).

MORE TO DISCOVER

Oxidative damage seems to be just one of many forms of damage from our many biological processes, all of which contribute to ageing. We can work out how to fix one form of damage, but because we are a mass of interconnected systems and parts, that can cause another part of the whole to misfire. We are biologically imperfect, say the researchers, and can’t predict outcomes – that may be the true cause of ageing in the end. That and random other factors we don’t yet understand.


AYURVEDA AND AGEING

The traditional Indian healthcare system considers itself a ‘science’ of long life. It regards everything in the universe, including our bodies, to be made up of the same basic elements: earth, water, fire, air and ether. When they are in equilibrium, we are strong and live long. We maintain balance by living according to the seasons and with ‘good conduct’, developing a healthy daily routine and eating a diet rich in rejuvenating foods and herbal preparations, and by cultivating a lifestyle sympathetic to our individual constitution.

Ayurveda sees the body as a mix of three doshas, or constitutional energies – vata, pitta and kapha. Vata is an airy energy, an active force that controls all movement, from breathing to blood flow, as well as nerves and electronic impulses. Pitta is the body’s inner fire, and oversees metabolism, the endocrine system and digestion. Kapha is the heavy grounding force that structures the body in space, manifesting in connective tissue and mucus. When one dosha becomes over-dominant, the health of the whole is affected – too much dry, airy vata might manifest as osteoporosis or arthritis; too much pitta heat as high blood pressure or flushes; too much cold, heavy kapha as constipation or oedema.

Different doshas come to the fore in various life stages, manifesting in the ailments of that era. Kapha predominates in childhood, gradually shifting to pitta in our 40s and 50s, shown in symptoms such as hot flushes. After about 55 we have more vata, seen in the disintegration of bones and memory. We are encouraged to adopt vata-reducing strategies (see here) in the later decades to combat the conditions associated with ageing.
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The three doshas that make up our Ayurvedic constitution are formed from the elements earth, water, fire, air and ether.


TRADITIONAL CHINESE MEDICINE AND AGEING

The Chinese system of ‘internal alchemy’ says the more we have of the Three Treasures, the more we ensure longevity, and urges us to work to keep them balanced. They are qi (life force), jing (vital essence) and shen (spiritual energy). We bring the three into balance by practising tai chi or qigong, which leads to vigour, stamina and strength as well as ease of movement in body and mind.

It’s said we are born with a finite amount of jing, the primal force responsible for the developmental process from birth through growth to decline and death. It protects us from the onslaught of the six key factors thought to cause disease: summer heat, dryness, damp, cold, heat (fire) and wind. Jing determines our strength and resilience, and the more we maintain a good store, the longer we live. It represents our genetic make-up and can’t be topped up (unlike qi).

Jing is stored in the kidneys (it’s also known as kidney essence) and powers us as we grow into adulthood, peaking around our early 20s and fueling the creation of new life. As we head past 40 the energy naturally depletes (from the upper body first). We weaken physically and become more prone to disease – all symptoms diminish jing, leaving us even more depleted and vulnerable. Chronic stress is especially depleting. Death results when there is no more jing.

In order to minimize the amount of jing we ‘leak’, we are recommended to adopt a healthy diet, relieve stress with sleep, exercise, relaxation and meditation, take tonic herbs (see here) and strengthen the kidney meridian through acupuncture and by practising tai chi or qigong.




Traditional Chinese Medicine advocates techniques that work on the meridians – subtle energy channels – to maintain health as we age.
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