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“Inspirational… delightful.”


Victoria Brittain




 





In The Year I Turn… Angela Neustatter writes humorously about age. Whether it is wearing leopardskin tights or finally having time to spare, she has found that growing older is a chance to do just that grow. Drawing upon medical research and information from experts, Angela shows what is possible when we finally have the time to do what we have always put off: become more active, eat more healthily, read that novel, learn to dance, find a new hobby, be kinder, enjoy ourselves, and most of all, keep changing.


 


Angela Neustatter is a journalist who has written over many years for the Guardian, where she was a fashion editor, Independent, Telegraph, Sunday Times, You, Psychologies and other publications. She lives in Islington, London, with her husband as well as her son's young family.
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FOREWORD





This year I turn…


I don’t believe it either… But there’s no arguing with the birth certificate. It tells me I have reached an age I’ve always preferred not to contemplate. The sixties have been fine, but the seventies have always struck me as the time when the law of diminishing returns kicks in.


Yet as I look at my life I see many virtues, a way of living learned that would have made my younger years so much more comfortable, an ability to shrug what-the-heck style at so many things which would once have had me fretting, fighting, feeling resentful and angry. And there are unexpected new pleasures and interests forever knocking on the door.


There’s relief at knowing earlier hopes, desires, goals are almost certainly history; I can grasp a more Zen way of being, enjoying the here and now and casting new dreams for a new age. It brings a harmoniousness of the spirit I had not expected.


I may be slipping into that zone when one cannot avoid the tag oldie, but I have the fortune to belong to a generation that did not believe in going quietly or gently, so all being as it is now I am optimistic about what there is to do and be. Perhaps every one of us notching up the years should have the bon mot of Virginia Woolf pinned on their fridge: ‘I don’t believe in ageing. I believe in forever altering one’s aspect to the sun.’


I hope my thoughts here will resonate with others. I think of the poet May Sarton who wrote on her eightieth birthday: ‘I am more myself than ever’.



















APPEARANCE





I have anguished over my ageing appearance with the best of them – the wrinkles, the way the body seems to subsume an erstwhile waist and allow the flesh to subside to the law of gravity. I’ve been there with Nora Ephron when, ‘stuck in front of a mirror; I gently pull the skin of my neck back and stare wistfully at a younger version of myself.’


While I may brush up well enough for an outing, my day-to-day look is neither strikingly young nor glamorous. On the other hand, ironically, I am happier than in earlier times with my appearance, my face and features, which have lived with me through so much and become like reliable old mates.


I like the unguarded honesty in the words of erstwhile Blondie lead singer and actor Debbie Harry, on the cusp of seventy, who acknowledges how significant a part of life her appearance has been. ‘In many ways I’ve survived by being a good-looking woman. And I am vain about my looks.’ So there is trepidation how it will feel when her still gorgeous appearance is overtaken by the later stages of ageing. But, also, maturity has given her a philosophical take on how loss of youthful appearance can be seen as having a pay-off. ‘As I get older I wonder how people will respond to me. When I’m an old prune maybe I’ll get sad. But I can always look back at my pictures and say: ‘God I was cute! I’ve had a good run really and age and experience make you a better judge of character.’


Fear is instilled in us all at the idea that we become more and more of an insult to collective eyes as our appearances age. Dr Nicola Rumsey, a psychologist on the meaning of appearance and how we deal with the looks that ‘don’t fit’, writes: ‘Even those who are relatively fit and healthy in later years struggled with the idea that they no longer conformed to a youthful ideal’.


It’s odd isn’t it? If we, who have lived through a long stretch of time and are still intact, were vases or jewellery or pictures our age might well make us more not less desirable. But that’s not how it plays.


If there was ever a generation of ageing people who have learned how unacceptable prejudice is, it is us. I loathe the idea put about that fifty is the new thirty, seventy the new thirty etc. because we all apparently look younger than our chronological age suggests. What I see is that we have a wealth of ideas, tastes, likes and dislikes about how we want to look and be regarded. Many of us are still living lives involved with the world around, meeting new people, expressing well founded ideas, nurturing our intellects and creativity.


Whether we look like the new forty, fifty or one hundred, whether we use artful make-up to disguise wrinkles and rumples or decorate our eyes wildly and slosh on the blusher is not the point. The point is that we are worth looking at as examples of an ageing generation that thinks how we look says something worth hearing about who we are, and no apologies.



















ATTITUDE





How I longed to have ‘attitude’ during my youthful decades, to belong to that branch of the species with a style, persona, chutzpah, that topped any virtue, even if it was, in truth, just a feigned shuck and jive job. Oh how I wanted to glimmer like a fluorescent pen sketch, but it is a tragedy of youth that many of us have a self-image writ large in mouse grey.


So how refreshing to reach an age where you care less and dare more. These days I have a style I wear defiantly, opinions I voice emphatically, eccentricities that kick aside the years of living cautiously.


I feel rather as Yip Harburg in his wry reflection in ‘Gerontology or Springtime for Senility’: 


 


‘I can’t give up the ghost because


I still have all my follies’.



















BODY





Rule one when you reach my life-stage is to tear up every article you come across reminding how the body atrophies as we age, and look instead at all those who are as supple as sin and enjoying their bodies.


The Old Man and I, aware that we began most days with a grumble about which joint or muscle was playing up, started pilates twice a week, almost a decade ago. Recently we added on two yoga classes (so I was thrilled to read that 20 minutes of yoga a day can improve memory), along with a group of friends of roughly our age.


Within months of pilates I realised my body felt more comfortable, I walked with confident precision and even the idea of running was no longer beyond unthinkable. And this in the aftermath of a crashing fall on the pavement some months earlier which, I feared, had reduced me to a hobbling misery forever.


Not so. I am sure having exercised helped. As I roll my hips to the side and cross my knee over the leg on the floor, giving the back a wonderful stretch, I consider almost a decade of my exercise routine and realise that I, and my group, can all stretch our legs wide while sitting and grasp our toes, take our hips into a high bridge, slip into a warrior pose, a cobra back bend – none of which I could have done ten years ago.


More importantly it has made me like my body, enjoy its new found strength and suppleness. Oh and all those abdomen exercises actually corset a protruding tummy with which I have done battle for most of my adult life.


Increasingly the bus pass generation has grasped the medical research telling that with exercise we not only improve the look of our bodies, very probably, but we can do a great deal to offset the things that torment the ageing body – arthritis, aches and pains, lack of energy, digestive problems and so on.


And here’s an upside. If you’ve been a lifelong couch potato and late on take-up into action, you are primed to have the best results of all.


Others among my peers take their exercise dancing the Zumba and Salsa, hike up or ski down mountains, and generally refuse to accept that hideous admonition: you can’t do that.



















BRAIN





Watching TV’s Mastermind stars with envy I’ve often enough cursed my brain, like a hansom cab driver his horse, for not moving harder and faster. Following the work of Nobel prize-winner Roger W. Sperry, who researched epilepsy and discovered that the brain apparently gives us a different way of thinking on the right and left side, I’ve wished at times that my right brain (supposedly the creative and expressive bit) would dominate. Other times I’ve communed with the left brain (the one that allegedly is adept at logic, language and analytical thinking) begging it to surge to the fore.


But in these later years I have taken the pressure off. Partly because my brain has in fact enabled me to pursue a fairly left brain career while clicking into right brain when I took up stained glass work, and I can see that at this stage it’s a case of what has been has been. In brief, I count myself lucky to have got a good deal of pleasure, as well as times of too intense discomfort and emotional chaos, from the behaviour of my brain.


And what could be better than to be ageing in the time of neuroscience. A good deal of research is focused on what we may be able to do to give the ageing brain some respite from the process of atrophy. So welcome Norman Doidge, psychiatrist, researcher, and author of The Brain That Changes Itself:


‘The cliché that you can’t teach an old dog new tricks may soon be obsolete. The more we learn about the human brain, the more we understand the potential that it has to change, adapt and grow. Traditionally the brain was seen as being like a machine, its neural pathways set in stone from childhood. But new research shows that the brain can be trained to recover from strokes or paralysis, lifelong habits can be broken, and ageing brains rejuvenated.’


New experiences and brain exercises may alter the brain’s anatomy to improve cognition, perception, memory and intelligence. And Doidge, along with other researchers, stresses that we are talking about putting our brains into serious training, forcing them to sweat their stuff and keep on working however much it may feel at times like a time-worn engine cranking up. It is possible, even after retirement age, to create new neurons at the same time that we know others die away.


As we notch up the years, hormones and proteins that protect and repair brain cells and stimulate neural growth decline and we often experience decreased blood flow to the brain, which may impair memory and affect cognitive skills. So that makes sense of the fact that we are told, insistently, by those doing neuro work, that we need to keep exercising and boost the blood flow to our brains. Carl Cotman who studies ageing at the University of California, has shown that physical exercise produces a protein which can hold neurons off dying and at the same time spur the formation of new neural connections.


But boy, is it good after that important and demanding stuff, to be offered a treat. Dean Ornish, founder of the Preventive Medicine Research Institute in the US and a leading expert on using lifestyle-change to fight illness, tells us that feasting on dark chocolate, blueberries, red wine, in moderation can also boost the growth of new brain cells.


While other studies have suggested that the slowdown of nerve signalling affecting the brain in later years, can be limited if we eat strawberries and spinach which contain antioxidants. Vitamin E has also been seen as protective.


But there’s deprivation on the other side. Brains are inclined to shed cells if we embrace such well-known forbidden pleasures as saturated fat and sugar, nicotine. Hardly surprising as we are warned off them at a young age too, but given that our ageing brains need all the help they can get, we do well to take it more seriously than we may have done during careless youth.


Perhaps it is self-delusion, but my brain appears to be chugging on much as it always has and I am determined to keep it that way as long as possible.



















BUNKUM





Bunkum’s a word that shows my senescence, but I prefer the staccato way it dismisses nonsense to today’s expletives not deleted when something displeases.


As I’ve entered bus-pass-land, I find myself howling at the euphemisms pumped out now that we Senior Citizens (detestable phrase) are a demographic gang to be reckoned with. The worst is the cutesy way we are told that no matter chronological determinism, we are ageing magnificently… forty is the new twenty-five, sixty is the new forty etc.


No it’s not. Better by far the approach of Gloria Steinem who, told by an interviewer she didn’t look fifty, replied:


‘This is what fifty looks likes’.
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