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	Advanced Praise for 
Awesome After Forty

 

With decades of experience in strength, fitness, and nutrition, Cliff and Daz focus less on looks or competition and more on building lasting resilience and function. They cover the essentials: smart training that prioritises strength and quality movement, real food nutrition that adapts to your lifestyle, and the often-overlooked pillars of sleep and stress. With down-to-earth advice on injury prevention, chronic pain, and easy self-checks, this book gives everyone the tools to keep performing well and enjoying life for decades to come.

Dr Mikki Williden

Nutritionist/Researcher

 

I’ve known Daz for nearly 20 years, and what has always stood out to me is the heart and integrity he brings to everything he does. His experience and expertise in programming, movement, and nutrition advice had a huge impact on me. Under his guidance, I became fitter, stronger, and mentally tougher than at any other point in my athletic career, even as an ageing athlete. But what makes Daz special is helping people see the value of strength and movement in everyday life and giving them confidence to carry that into everything they do. 

This book gives you a glimpse of the guy we’ve all been lucky to learn from, and why his influence sticks with you.

Jenny May Clarkson

Silver Fern/TV Presenter

 

Cliff and Darren’s book is an inspiring and genuinely helpful guide for anyone wanting to stay fit, healthy, and energised beyond forty. Their insights are practical, grounded in real experience and science, and delivered with honesty and warmth. I have known Cliff for many years, and he is living proof of his own message — he truly walks the walk as well as talks the talk — and this authenticity shines through. It’s a refreshing take on what it means to age well, not just physically, but with purpose and vitality.  

I’m inspired to lift my game!

Scott Gooding

Personal Trainer/Chef

 

Cliff and Darren have pooled years of knowledge and experience to create a brilliant handbook for anyone wanting to achieve optimal health as they age. Full of practical health info and instruction that is informed by the most current science. 
Such a great book. 

Art Green

Personal Trainer/TV Presenter
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Foreword

By Dr Eric Helms

As I write this, I’m one week out from stepping on a World Natural Bodybuilding Federation (WNBF) pro stage. At forty-two years old, with twenty-one years of lifting—half my life—under my belt, I am in the best shape of my life. This isn’t an exaggeration; it’s the objective reality. 

Next week, I will compete against the best natural bodybuilders on the planet, a privilege I fought for throughout my twenties but only achieved in 2023, the year I turned forty. Today, I stand at the peak of my athletic career, a living testament to a simple truth: your forties are not an epilogue to your youth; they can be the beginning of your prime. The principles that made this possible are encapsulated in the book you are about to read.

I can think of no two individuals better equipped to guide you on this journey than Dr Cliff Harvey and Darren Ellis. I have had the pleasure of calling these men my friends and colleagues for the thirteen years since I moved to New Zealand. I’ve shared stages with Cliff at presentations around the world, worked alongside them both at the Holistic Performance Institute, and spent countless hours talking shop about lifting and life. Cliff and I even navigated our doctoral studies together at AUT. Before that, back in 2012, when I was a master’s student on a tight budget, it was Cliff who generously provided the protein powder that made my research financially feasible. 

You couldn’t find two gentlemen more pragmatic, kind, and generous, whose decades of practical, in-the-trenches experience are perfectly balanced by their scientific training and academic backgrounds. They don’t just talk the talk; they have walked it, and they have helped thousands of others do the same.

The power of this book lies in its focus on the “big rocks”—the foundational pillars that create real, lasting change. Cliff and Daz correctly emphasise training coordinated movement patterns over simply training muscles. While my current focus is bodybuilding—this year marks my 20th show—it’s a specialisation I’ve only undertaken in the last four years, born from an acceptance that I’m more competitive at looking strong than being strong. This focus, however, is built on a broad foundation. 

From 2006 to 2021, I was a multi-sport athlete, competing in 20 powerlifting meets, five weightlifting meets, two strongman competitions, and a highland games competition. This background embodies the timeless ideal of physical culture, where strength, health, and aesthetics go hand in hand, as exemplified by the champions of the past like John Grimek and Tommy Kono. My “Why” is rooted in this identity as a lifelong lifter. It’s why I will likely return to the powerlifting platform in the future, swapping my posing trunks for a lifting singlet, with a very realistic goal of being at my strongest ever, even in my mid-to-late forties. By adopting this long-term, holistic view, there is no “on” or “off” switch. Adherence is not a matter of willpower; it’s a matter of being the person I envision myself to be and aligning my actions with my values.

This message has never been more important or timely. Men over forty are constantly bombarded with narratives of frailty and decline. We’re told we’ve “lost a step,” and that the only solution is to recapture our youth with testosterone replacement therapy or other quick fixes that have us looking backwards. This book provides a powerful counter-narrative, one grounded in reality. The data and real-world evidence show that men in their forties and fifties can still be in their physical prime. Much of what we associate with ageing is simply the cumulative effect of inactivity, unintentional eating, and, most critically, letting the busyness of adult life disconnect us from our values and our “Why.”

Cliff and Daz have created more than a training manual; they’ve written a charter for thriving in what can and should be the most awesome chapter of your life. I wholeheartedly endorse this book. Read it, apply its principles, and get ready to redefine what’s possible.

Dr Eric Helms 

Senior Research Fellow, AUT/WNBF Professional Bodybuilder

 




Introduction

Why We Wrote This Book

Cliff: I pulled 360 kg (836 lb) from the rack. It wasn’t easy and it wasn’t hard, but there wasn’t any more room left on the bar to stack on more weights. It also wasn’t particularly ‘pretty’ as lifts go, but hey, it got up there (and that’s all that matters, right?) …

Stepping out of the rack, I felt a sharp pain in my back, and my knees instantaneously gave way. I hit the floor, but strangely, when I got up, the pain, while still ‘there’, was just a dull ache around my lower back and left hip. Little did I know that this seminal event in my early 30s would set me on a decade-long journey into injury, debility, and eventually recovery…

You’re probably reading this because you are either a former athlete trying to recover or maintain your condition as you age, someone who’s never trained before (but knows that you need to do ‘something’ to live better and longer), or you’re an ‘old dog’ athlete still grinding away trying to maintain performance and health for the long term. 

Unfortunately, we accept that as we age, we will inevitably experience degeneration. We make excuses for ourselves by saying “I’m not what I used to be” or “I’m just getting old.” I’ve wondered, though, many times through the years, just how much degeneration should we accept? While some degree of peak performance will be lost as we age (that’s why we don’t see 80-year-old running backs in the NFL), does that mean that we need to accept becoming weak, sick, and tired? And what’s the deal with 40? 

While in previous generations, 40 might have marked a more significant turning point in one’s life, nowadays, it seems arbitrary to accept that we’ll become markedly less functional once we’re ‘over the hill’ at 40. 

My goal with this book is to introduce you to sustainable and effective strategies and tactics for achieving strength, health, and a life well-lived. Thankfully, I have as my co-author a legend in the fields of functional fitness, strength, and nutrition, my good buddy Darren ‘Daz’ Ellis. 

Daz: While a large part of my fitness journey involved the same vulnerability of injury Cliff experienced, I wanted to mention some other aspects of the ‘fitness-industrial complex’ I encountered over the years.

In 2015, I was the fittest 40-year-old in Australasia, qualifying as the second fittest worldwide to compete at The CrossFit Games. I worked my butt off daily to get stronger, to be faster, to go for longer. Yet I didn’t really feel fit in the way I personally defined it. Despite the ‘constant variance’ of CrossFit, I missed the ocean swimming, paddleboarding and mountain biking I used to do, I missed the play – tumbling, climbing, balancing, etc….it’s funny how so many people talk about CrossFit being dangerous, because when I was approaching a competition, I would avoid going out on my bike for fear of hurting myself!

It was becoming difficult for me to enjoy training because the whole reason I started was to use that training to get outside, express my fitness and explore the natural world. Instead, I was effectively working out to get better at working out… 

Don’t get me wrong, that was an acceptable sacrifice at the time, but what really hit home was realising how many of my clients wanted to pursue this same sacrifice. I felt so torn, wanting to support their dreams, when deep down I knew that the majority (who had stressful jobs, families, and long injury histories) would be so much better off eliminating joint pain, getting more sleep, increasing functional strength, and losing some body fat.  

More importantly, while the pursuit of increased performance is important for significant progress, to do so at the exclusion of all things (social, recreational, travel, etc.) results in an unbalanced and potentially unhealthy way to get fit.

For the past few years, when talking to gym owners, coaches, and athletes, the same issues have been coming up for them. But when I talked about what I was doing, their eyes would glaze over… The ‘cool’ elements of fitness are very entrenched – the intensity, the big weights, gruelling workouts, embracing ‘the grind’...   

Exercise has become ‘exertainment’ instead of a place for purpose and growth. I knew that it was going to be a relearning process for many and that it would be difficult, but I also knew that sustainable programming and training practices are the solution to poor movement, injuries, and lack of progress. Just lately, the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic have led to an increased awareness of, and readiness to embrace a less-is-more approach.

And so, here we are…

You don’t need to be stronger than a powerlifter, you just need to be stronger than the other dads…

Play on a quote from Pavel 

What Makes You Awesome After 40? 

Cliff: My take on how to be awesome after 40 is quite simple: it’s to maintain generally the same capacity you had in your 20s and 30s (assuming you were in good health and fitness!) and be able to engage in a wide variety of movements and activities. It also means having a clear mind and a happy mood, being pain-free, and most importantly, being functional and able to perform well in all your daily activities. 

Functional though is an overused and typically misapplied word. Many in the fitness industry have adopted the term “functional” to describe training that relies on balance devices, such as Bosu balls and stability balls, or odd objects, or hyper-specific training for sports or daily-life movements. While some of these concepts have their place (especially odd-object lifting), they are not ‘functional’ per se. Functional in physical health and fitness relates to the primary and tertiary definitions of the word – useful and performing a particular function or operation. So, when we talk about functional, we’re really describing transferability, which is a more apt term. 

Transferability refers to the benefits that your training provides for both your daily life and your athletic performance. Given that we all have limited time and energy, the efficacy of transferability denotes what is most functional. That might all sound a little complex, but an analogy from the fitness industry of the late 90s and 2000s describes this well. 

In the 90s and through the first decade of the 2000s, trainers became enamoured with the use of stability balls, Bosu balls, and other instability devices. It was claimed that they were more ‘functional’ because by providing instability, they recruited more ‘stabilising’ (typically tonic) muscles and muscle patterns and therefore had a greater crossover to general life, sports performance, and long-term health.

However, it was found that benefits to stability, postural control, and core activation were gained equally effectively from standard, compound strength movements, such as squats, deadlifts, lunges, presses, cleans, and snatches (the ‘meat and potatoes’ of strength training), when performed on a stable surface. These movements also provided the added benefit of increased strength, speed, and power compared to instability training, due to the lower loads that can be lifted on an unstable surface. So, while instability was touted as being more functional (and it does have its uses, albeit limited), it was, in fact, less transferable and less effective than traditional strength training —and thus, less functional. 

Living with the same (or as close to) functional capacity as your 20–30-year-old self requires attention to not just exercise, but also to sleep, stress management, mindfulness, media exposure, and nutrition. So, a holistic approach, backed by evidence, and considering the shifting demands of life as an over-40 athlete, is required. 

Daz: I have always looked at this similarly to Cliff, reaching the pinnacle of my physical performance at the age of 40 (competing at the CrossFit Games). It was there, in black and white, proof that I had more going on than my 30-year-old self, and even my 20-year-old self. But once that lofty goal was attained, I immediately wondered, ‘Could I be fitter at 50 than 40?’

Possibly…

What about 60? 

At some point, everyone can see that this is not linear progress. Human life (and thus performance) is finite, so at some point, the peak will be reached. 

The Latin phrase, ‘Memento mori, ’ reminds us to ‘remember, you will die.’ Unfortunately, I see far too many people taking an approach to their fitness that indicates they believe in immortality!

The first step to being awesome after 40 is acceptance of where you are. 

That does NOT mean you have to be satisfied. The beauty of fitness is that there are so many ways to practice and explore it. If you have maxed out your deadlift one-repetition maximum (1RM – the absolute most you can lift), that doesn’t mean you can’t keep making progress on the Romanian, Jefferson or single-leg deadlift.

If you can’t match your marathon time from 10 years ago, what about trail runs? Adventure races? What about a 5-day Great Walk with loved ones? 

We are all apprentices in a craft, in which no one becomes a master

Ernest Hemingway

 





01 Start With Your ‘WHY’?


Why do you want to be healthy?

This might seem like a stupid question because everyone wants to be healthy, right? You might be tempted to skip past this section to the meaty stuff… but hold on, big fella… 

Understanding your ‘why’ is a critical part of setting the right goals — not just any old goal — and finding the best path toward them. We often recognise that something in our lives isn’t quite right (a ‘pain-point’), or we feel that we lack direction and purpose. Therefore, we strive to find a solution to our problem and establish goals and objectives to enhance our lives. All of this is very laudable, but simply having a solution doesn’t make it the right solution, and merely having goals doesn’t make them the right goals; ones that are congruent with our ultimate, ‘best-case’ life of passion and purpose (one that meshes with our deepest ethos and values). 

Now, if that all seems a little ‘woo,’ consider that we are far more likely to stick with health habits if we can emotionally connect to them and they align with our ethos and values. 

In short, if you want to get the most out of your life and live in the best state of health, it’s critical to start with your WHY?

With clients, I use a ‘3 Whys Exercise’. 

The 3 ‘whys’ exercise

Step 1. Brainstorm


	
● Get a big piece of paper and brainstorm all the reasons why you want to be ‘healthy’


	
● Refine these ideas into a shortlist before moving on to Step 2.


	
● Make sure that the items on your shortlist are: Personal, Positive, and Personally compelling to you.




Step 2. Find your WHYs

On a piece of paper or in a document or sheet, put five columns and go through the following steps:


		In the first column, put your list of whys

		Go through the list one by one. Ask yourself why you want to achieve that why

		Write your answer down in column 2

		Now ask yourself why you want to achieve that why…

		Write your answer in column 3

		Repeat so that you have asked yourself ‘why’ at least 3 times

		Now repeat these steps for each ‘why’



By repeatedly asking ourselves why, we begin to delve deeper into our true reasons for doing something. Instead of just finding a why (or in other words, a reason) for doing things and being how we are, we can explore further and find the true reasons why we want to be healthy, not just the surface-level ones. 

Step 3. Define key terms, concepts, and learnings

After completing the ‘3 levels of why’ exercise, list some of the key learnings, terms, or concepts from each ‘why’. 

Note: these may not always be exactly related to the more ‘concrete’ things you have written in columns 1-4. Columns 1-4 serve as thought-starters, and by the time you have spent some time thinking, you will produce ideas that hint at your deeper ethos and values. 

Step 4. Identify your personal health ethos

From column 5, pick 3-5 key concepts that define the most important outcomes for your life. These are your personal health ethos, a guiding set of principles that describe your ultimate why. 

Ethos
A Greek word meaning “character” that is used to describe the guiding beliefs or ideals that characterise an ideology. 

You may be surprised by what comes up, and it might significantly impact how you train, eat, and manage your life. For example, suppose you had an inkling that you might achieve your health goals by running a marathon and yet through this exercise, you identified that you wanted to spend a LOT more time with your family and also wanted to be a heck of a lot stronger. In that case, that goal may not be the correct one for you, and you might instead benefit from a health regimen centred around strength and minimum effective dose training (more on that later).

 





02 Assessment


Where are you now?

Having assessed your ‘why,’ you should have a better idea of what your optimal state of health, function, and fitness is, and most importantly, what it means to your life, and what tactics and strategies you need to apply for health. 

This may have even drastically shifted your expectation of where you want to ‘be’ in life and health. So, you should have a good idea about whether your primary goal is to be bigger, leaner, stronger, ‘fitter,’ have more energy, or some combination of these or other health outcomes. 

What do you need to do & be?

Knowing your why and where you want to be doesn’t always define what you should do right now! There are critical components of overall ‘fitness’ that allow for not just the best outcomes for quality and length of life but also serve as the foundation to achieve your health and fitness goals, whatever they are. 

Understanding where you’re at right now will help define what you need to focus on to achieve your ultimate health. Unfortunately, however, many assessment protocols for health and fitness are overly complicated or require extensive time and financial investment. Thankfully, they are also unnecessary. 

A few practical and straightforward assessments that you can carry out at home can identify which areas of health and fitness you should focus on. 

The key physical assessments we’ll be focusing on are:
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Additional ‘health-span’/lifestyle measures 


		Monthly (per day) step average: 7000+

		Monthly sleep average: 7+hrs



How ‘healthy’ are you? 

Basic Tests of Cardiometabolic Health

What is cardiometabolic health?

You’ve heard of cardiovascular health…heck, you may even know what it means – the health of the heart and circulatory system and vessels. Cardiometabolic takes this concept one step further and refers to not just the health of the heart and blood vessels but also to your overall metabolic health, especially blood sugar and insulin regulation, adiposity (body fat and body composition), and inflammatory and oxidative status, all of which affect overall health, risk of disease, and long-term mortality risk. 

Testing for health is often overcomplicated. While extensive testing can be useful, far more accessible and, in most cases, more useful are a few simple tests that you can do at home. 

Resting Heart Rate

Resting heart rate (RHR) is how many times your heart beats per minute at rest. Higher resting heart rates indicate lower cardiovascular fitness and a greater risk of cardiac dysfunction, atherosclerosis, and other conditions. It’s not so much that a higher heart rate causes health problems, but more so that it is an excellent indicator that your diet, exercise, and lifestyle aren’t ‘on point’ to preserve your cardiovascular and total health. 

Higher resting heart rates compared to lower ones are associated with around a 50% increase in heart disease and cancer risks. Each 10 beats per minute (BPM) increase is associated with ~15% greater risk of these conditions, and every 10  BPM increase is associated with a 17% increased risk of death.1

How to perform the test

If you have a smart watch, it will provide you with your resting heart rate. If you don’t have a smartwatch, you can manually test your RHR. You will need a watch, timer, or clock on your phone that counts seconds. 


	
● First thing upon rising, sit or lie down (sitting might increase RHR by up to 3 BPM)


	
● Find your pulse (see image below)


	
● Count the number of beats for 20 seconds


	
● Multiply this by 3 to find your RHR BPM




What the test means

Your RHR should be below 70 BPM, and ideally under 60 BPM. If your result is greater than 70, this is a good indication that you should take care of your cardiovascular system. While cardiovascular fitness (and RHR) will be improved by the exercise, nutrition, and lifestyle advice in this book, a result above 70 indicates that you may need to eventually also focus on baseline movement, breathing, and gentle conditioning in addition to strength work and body composition if that is a factor for you. This is especially true if you are already training regularly. A result of over 70 BPM in the regular trainer is a strong indication that your body composition (and hence, your nutrition and lifestyle) or your conditioning work needs improvement.
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Waist-height ratio

Various measurements are used as indicators of overall metabolic health and later health risk. Body fat percentage, as measured by reliable tools (such as DEXA), is the ‘gold standard,’ but other measures, especially body mass index (BMI), are commonly used in both clinical practice and research due to their ease of use. 

BMI, however, is subject to distortion due to variations in muscular body composition. For example, I am by no means ‘fat’ – being at the lower end of the healthy range for body fat levels, but due to being a strength athlete, my BMI (at just under 30) is ‘borderline obese’. 

A better measure is your waist-to-height ratio. It has been demonstrated that this measure is far more accurate than BMI for predicting health outcomes, especially for the most common health concerns, including cardiovascular disease, hypertension, and diabetes.2–5 The suggested goal is to ‘keep your waist circumference to less than half your height’ to protect against cardiovascular and other diseases.4

How to perform the test:


	
● Measure your height


	
● Measure your waist at the ‘thinnest’ point


	
● Divide your waist measure by your height




The result should be less than 0.5. 

What the test means

If your result is greater than 0.5 (i.e., your waist is more than half of your height), your health priority should be to achieve a healthy body composition and reduce body fat. If it is less than 0.5, that’s great! You may be better served by focusing on another goal (based on your initial assessments). 

What about blood tests?

Blood tests are an important part of evaluating one’s health picture, but since the tests are interrelated and can vary significantly, it is best to have them evaluated by a qualified and registered healthcare practitioner. 

However, some tests are important indicators of health that everyone should be aware of. Key among these are triglycerides (TG), cholesterol, low-density lipoprotein cholesterol (LDL), high-density lipoprotein cholesterol (HDL), and glycated haemoglobin (HbA1c). Again, if these results are not within normal reference ranges, you should consult first with your doctor and a qualified, registered nutrition practitioner to help you make diet and lifestyle changes tailored to your specific needs. 

Notwithstanding this, the information in this book will also help maintain health and, by extension, healthy blood markers for most people.

What are the blood tests?

Glycated haemoglobin

Glycated haemoglobin (HbA1c) is haemoglobin (the protein in red blood cells that carries oxygen) which has been ‘glycated’, which means that sugar in the blood has become ‘stuck’ to it. This provides an effective way to measure your average blood glucose and the effects of glucose (sugar) exposure in the body, as glycation is a damaging process. Think of it this way, proteins in the body that have been exposed to too much sugar get ‘gunked up’ and can’t do their job correctly. 

A higher HbA1c percentage indicates poorer blood sugar control.

Triglycerides

Triglycerides are fats (lipids) in the blood. When you eat, your body converts energy that it doesn’t need to use right away into triglycerides. These are then stored in your fat cells to be released for energy between meals.

While triglycerides are essential for health, elevated levels suggest over-fuelling and are mainly related to an excessive intake of carbohydrate. 

Elevated triglycerides can contribute to the hardening of arteries (atherosclerosis), which increases the risk of stroke, heart attack, and heart disease and is associated with obesity, type 2 diabetes, and metabolic syndrome. 

Triglycerides are one of the most important markers of health.

Cholesterol

Most people are aware that cholesterol is a key indicator of poor health, but few understand its purpose and benefits. It is a waxy, fat-like substance that provides the building blocks for cell membranes, hormones such as oestrogen and testosterone, and is vital for producing vitamin D and bile acids (which aid in digesting fat). While cholesterol is present in many foods and has been a target for restriction, the liver produces the cholesterol that the body requires, and dietary intake is not particularly meaningful to health.
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