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        To live is the rarest thing in the world.

        Most people exist, that is all.

        — Oscar Wilde

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      Growing old is for so many a scary journey into the unknown. I understand this from my previous experience in owning a rest home and seeing the bewildered looks as new residents crossed our worthy threshold for the first time.

      Many of these people were old before their time and suffering from one chronic illness or another as early as their late sixties and early seventies. They hated leaving the comfort of their own homes and familiar surroundings and were forced into it by their now despised lack of ability to live independently.

      Those five poignant years have stayed with me. So often, if you didn’t laugh, you’d cry. It was often heartbreaking seeing former high-functioning adults reduced to shadows of their former selves. Despite our fabulous staff’s best efforts to provide great care, it was still a sad way for our residents to see out their days.

      It was also sad to think that many of these people, if they had had the know-how and had made a few key lifestyle changes, could have easily got a decade or more of good health.

      What a great reason for me to write a book which will help its readers to do exactly this, by showing them how to wind back their biological clocks.

      In New Zealand, with an average life expectancy of eighty-two, the average time someone suffers a chronic illness is in their mid-sixties.

      There is a lot at stake here. I feel I have to get this right. I’m reasonably well qualified to do this. I have a background in physical education teaching, life and business coaching, and have helped thousands of people with weight and diabetes issues. I have been a co-author of two popular Eat For Keeps books (manuals for people with weight and diabetes issues) and have contributed many newspaper columns.

      SOME MOTIVATIONS

      Apart from owning the rest home, there are other experiences that I have had in recent years which have motivated me to write this book.

      Body Worlds

      Gunther von Hagens’ exhibition was one of these.

      The skin was stripped away from cadavers to show what’s underneath, and the bodies were displayed in many different, sometimes very athletic, poses. There were also cross sections of brains and all of our other organs, either in situ or suspended on their own.

      I found the exhibition absolutely jaw dropping, and it made me instantly aware of this gift of life, these trillions of cells which include bones, muscles, tendons, hormones, nerves, and more. Most of us are given the near-perfect model, which allows us to breathe, move, smell, think, see, touch and feel.

      Do you ever stop to think and be grateful to have been given this gift of life? I for one would have to admit that, more often than not, I don’t.

      Death denial

      Another lightbulb moment was an enlightening conversation I had with my daughter-in-law Susan. She told me that most people go through their lives in a state of death denial.

      They fail to acknowledge their inevitable demise and instead exist in a state where they feel immortal. This mental habit often results in them missing some of the key, subtle little changes that are happening in their bodies.

      Death denial is definitely real, and I cover this subject in some detail.

      Simple changes

      Another defining experience happened during the years I was coaching people around weight and diabetes problems. What fascinated me was how quickly key medical markers improved when clients made a few simple lifestyle changes.

      I recall many type 2 diabetics being able to stop injecting insulin and even reversing their condition after a few weeks of reducing their intake of simple and starchy carbohydrates.

      This meant that some of the cellular damage to millions of cells in their circulatory system, liver, pancreas and other organs had been reversed. (Your biological age is actually assessed by the amount of damage done to your cells.)

      This means that by making a few permanent lifestyle changes you can become biologically younger. How exciting is that?

      The final chapter of my book is called The Don’t Act Your Age Challenge. It is a step-by-step guide to help you to increase your number of years of good health.

      I write this book in the hope that I can help as many people as possible to become more aware of this gift of life. Also to help you realise that it is a once-only opportunity and that you can quite easily find ways to gain more years of good health.

      WHAT DON’T ACT YOUR AGE IS ALL ABOUT

      I believe that I have benefited immensely from taking a personal negative health situation a few years ago and turning it into a positive lifetime challenge.

      I hated the idea of growing old and have turned this negative thought to my own advantage. In doing this I had to first delve into my own experiences and research all the available science I could find to help me to live younger.

      Having twenty years’ experience helping thousands of people with their weight and diabetes issues gave me a good head start. The Eat For Keeps programme had a high success rate of about 50 per cent and also meant I rubbed shoulders and learned a great deal from GPs, medical specialists and other health professionals.

      This book is all about what I have learned, and it includes the superb and eye-opening contributions from a number of vibrant, optimistic and inspirational super-agers. They seem to have a glint in their eye, and they certainly do not act their age.

      The ultimate formula for having the best chance of a lengthy, happy, fulfilling and healthy life is compelling and simple.

      You can live longer by ‘living younger’.

      This book is full of simple, practical exercises and action steps. It also contains a number of brief life stories of people in their nineties and beyond. They are almost like case studies as these super-agers exhibit common characteristics which have helped them to live long and healthy lives.

      I have found these people to be very inspiring and loved the notion that they all thought that I was quite a young fellow.

      You can obviously read this book from cover to cover. If you want to be more selective, each chapter begins with a summary of some key points to help you decide whether the chapter contains topics of interest to you.
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            THE MIND GAME

          

        

      

    

    
      KEY POINTS

      
        
          	
        ‘Mind over matter’ is the situation where someone can get control of most physical conditions, situations or problems by using the mind.
      

      	
        We subconsciously develop strategies to fend off the awareness of inevitable death and escape into the feeling that we are immortal.
      

      	
        The key to getting your mind around how to get the best out of the rest of your life is to be absolutely clear how the rest of your life could look, and to make a plan of attack.
      

      	
        Although your chronological age reflects certain expectations of your physical and mental health, your biological age can confound these expectations.
      

      	
        Mental capability involves such basic things as the ability to read, write, understand basic concepts, have functioning long and short-term memory, and do basic day-to-day activities like cooking, shopping and household chores.
      

      	
        If you have higher levels of ability across this whole range than your chronological age expectation, your biological age will be correspondingly lower. If you have lower levels of ability, your biological age will be higher.
      

      	
        ‘Healthspan’ is the total number of years you spend in good health, free from any chronic disease and disabilities associated with ageing.
      

      	
        From age thirty your body starts to incrementally deteriorate. If you are prepared to make small positive changes to your lifestyle, you will slow down this slide.
      

      	
        Are a few more years of good health, or perhaps even a decade or two, of this once-only chance you get on this planet worthwhile?
      

      

      

      MIND OVER MATTER

      ‘Getting your mind round it’ and ‘mind over matter’ are common sayings. I believe that the mind lies at the heart of all things in your life and rightly takes pride of place as my first chapter.

      ‘Mind over matter’ is the situation where someone can get control of most physical conditions, situations or problems by using the mind.

      Although genetics and fate play their part, your brain will otherwise totally dominate the entire landscape of your life. It will determine your ultimate successes or failures, happiness or sadness.

      The Denial of Death is the title of Ernest Becker’s best-known book, which won the Pulitzer Prize in 1974. He believes that we subconsciously develop strategies to fend off awareness of our inevitable death and escape into the feeling that we’re immortal.

      This is a classic case of our minds being programmed over time to conveniently believe this. And I believe Becker has identified an incredibly common state of mind. This inability to face the reality of your inevitable demise provides a major stumbling block and ultimately often prevents you taking responsibility for your physical health.

      This ‘she’ll be right’ mentality sometimes blocks the necessity for you to take positive action to prevent impending health issues.

      GETTING CLARITY

      The key to getting your mind around how to get the best out of the rest of your life is to get absolute clarity on how the rest of your life could look, and to make a plan of attack.

      In 2021 Kate and I moved into a new retirement village in Devonport. I was seventy-seven at the time and had to get my mind around the idea that this was 99 per cent likely to be our final home. After many shifts to different towns and cities over my lifetime, this finality took a while to sink in.

      Simultaneously, and in lieu of this finality, I started to think about my own mortality for the first time. I had three years to go until reaching the average life expectancy age of eighty for New Zealand men. Wow, I thought, if I’m average, I have already lived over 95 per cent of my life. Well, okay, I am pretty fit and healthy, so if I were to get to ninety, this reduces to 86 per cent. I thought that even reaching the age of 100 only leaves me with 23 per cent of my life left.

      My eldest son is fifty-eight. If he were to live until he is ninety, he will already have lived 65 per cent of his life. Quite scarily, he’s already lived 72 per cent to reach the average life expectancy.

      This numerical reality certainly puts your life into perspective and makes a dent in any death-denial tendencies you may have.

      BIOLOGICAL AGE

      The next step in this rewiring process is to understand the term biological age.

      Although your chronological age informs certain expectations of your physical and mental health, your biological age can confound these expectations. Estimations of biological age find that these can vary from between being many years younger to being years older than your chronological age.

      Biological age indicates how rapidly or slowly a person is ageing. Some of the factors involved in assessing biological age include:

      
        
          	
        Physical state – This includes key factors like strength, flexibility, cardiovascular fitness, balance, agility, walking speed (time taken to walk a specified distance) and weight.
      

      	
        Mental capability – Ability to read, write, understand basic concepts, have functioning long and short-term memory and be able to perform basic day-to-day activities like cooking, shopping and household chores; these are some of the basics.
      

      	
        Biological health – This is the overall health of the cells of your body including in the circulatory system, nervous system, organs and all of the other structures.
      

      

      

      If you have higher levels of function across this whole range than your chronological age expectation, your cellular health will reflect this, and your biological age will be correspondingly lower. If you have poorer levels of cellular health, your biological age will be higher.

      The advantages of having a biological age lower than your chronological age are obvious.

      This chapter is about getting your mind around how the rest of your life could play out to your best advantage. The rest of this book is about helping you to have the best opportunity of having a biological age lower than your chronological age. Believe me, this is a goal worth pursuing.

      HEALTHSPAN

      This leads us on to one final and highly related concept called healthspan. This is the total number of years you spend in good health, free from any chronic disease and disabilities associated with ageing.

      If you can have a biological age which is significantly lower than your chronological age, your healthspan years will correspondingly increase.

      In the years when my age was pushing up towards seventy, I can distinctly remember thinking to myself that I was not going to have a bar of all this ageing business.

      We were living in Mount Maunganui, which is both a scenic and lively North Island coastal resort town. It is a brilliant place to not act your age – and we didn’t. We had a very active group of friends and regular interests included golf, tennis, kayaking, biking, swimming and walking.”

      At the same time during this period, some health scares came my way, and I needed a bowel resection to get rid of a potentially cancerous lesion. I also had other minor ops including for skin lesions, knee arthroscopy, and an inguinal hernia. More latterly, a huge scare for me was a melanoma, which was removed from my head.

      I have been so lucky to date to have emerged from all these with a fairly clean slate, although who knows what is around the corner? All of this will be familiar territory for any readers who are aged north of sixty.

      I think that my bowel op was a defining moment for me. I began to realise that I was not immortal after all, and this sentiment was reinforced by the loss of three of our close friends in their early seventies to either cancer or heart disease. These untimely deaths hit our tight-knit group of friends hard.

      MY PERSONAL CHALLENGE

      The result of this defining moment was to make a conscious decision to add another challenge to the list of the many sports and pastimes I have participated in over my lifetime.

      I challenged myself to become the best I could reasonably be for the rest of my life. ‘Reasonably’ being the objective word. I had always been a social drinker, and this was not about to change.

      And so, I had got my mind around it. I was no longer in death denial. Instead, I had a specific and measurable challenge ahead, which would always acknowledge my eventual demise.

      The challenge was to be able to wring as many years of good health out of myself as possible. My key mantra became, ‘I am going to live my life like someone who is twenty years younger than me, and with a biological age to match.’

      Parts of the rest of this book are about how I have gone about this, what I have learned and where I have got up to. I hope you too can reap some benefits from these many and varied experiences.

      SLOWING THE SLIDE

      From age thirty your body starts to incrementally deteriorate. If you are prepared to make small positive changes to your lifestyle, you will slow this downward slide.

      This means that you are highly likely to lower your biological age and increase the number of your healthspan years. Are a few more years of good health, or perhaps even a decade or two, worthwhile?

      Some of the inspiring personal stories you will read will certainly give you a good idea of what’s possible.

      It’s all just a matter of getting your mind around it!
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            WHERE DO YOU STAND?

          

        

      

    

    
      KEY POINTS

      
        
          	
        Accepting that your life does have a final deadline and consigning ‘death denial’ to the scrap heap is a crucial step forward in getting the best out of the rest of your life. This will allow you to appreciate the value of increasing your healthspan years.
      

      	
        Once you recognise and accept that ‘shit happens’, and that you just have to deal with it, it can make life easier. Also recognise that some things are out of your control and therefore not worth worrying about.
      

      	
        If you are keen to start making a few changes, take a realistic attitude and recognise and accept that you probably will suffer some setbacks along the way.
      

      	
        Also be wary of the old trap of starting off with massive enthusiasm and gradually slackening off as all of life’s other challenges get in the way. Be staunch and stick to your guns.
      

      	
        Another important idea is to be grateful for this gift of life. How could you possibly just take it for granted or, worse still, neglect it?
      

      	
        Your challenge can take any shape you like and will of course reflect your various strengths and weaknesses.
      

      

      

      Having just read that first chapter, you will no doubt be having some thoughts on how to get the best out of the rest of your life.

      ACCEPTING FINALITY

      Accepting that your life does have a final deadline, and consigning ‘death denial’ to the scrap heap, is a crucial step forward.

      This will allow you to appreciate the value of increasing your healthspan years. It will also give you the opportunity to slow down and sometimes reverse the incremental decline you will naturally experience after age thirty.

      As a result, you will lower your biological age and ‘add life to your years and very likely years to your life’. Even though this is a hackneyed phrase, it is oh so true.

      I hope you are intrigued and a bit excited about how you could positively reinvent yourself. The rest of the chapter is about helping you to make a start and figure out how you are going to go about it.

      TAKE A SNAPSHOT

      A great place to start and a compelling reality check is to take a snapshot of where you are up to with your life. Let’s look at how you can do this in a physical sense and hopefully still retain your sense of humour. I’ll start this off with a personal evaluation which you can follow yourself.

      After a shower, I’m having a good look in the full-length mirror. I see a fairly full head of grey hair, although I know that there is a growing patch of baldness at the back. At 65 kilograms and about 1.77 metres tall, I’m a little on the thin side, although in quite good shape courtesy of my daily exercise regime.

      No double chins, although plenty of wrinkles, bags under my eyes, jowls forming either side of my chin and sundry spots on my face. Continuing on down, wrinkles continue, a reasonable chest, no big gut to speak of, and skinny, muscular legs and arms. A light tan completes the picture.

      Summing up, genetics gifted me this slim body, and despite far too many beers and cigarettes over my earlier years, I am lucky, despite a few aches and pains, to be still healthy and able to live an active life.

      Physically, that’s it. Am I happy and fulfilled? Well, yes, Kate and I have a great life together, we have lots of connections to friends and family, and I still enjoy a stimulating, although now more relaxed, business life.

      Now despite all this positivity, there are still dark moments; for example, you regularly lose people close to you as you grow older. You miss seeing them and hearing the sound of their voice. We are all going to have dark thoughts; it’s how we deal with them that is the key.

      Now take your own mental snapshot next time you take a shower. So what are you seeing in the mirror?

      
        
          	
        Not bad for your age, or too soft and squishy, and room for improvement?
      

      	
        What’s your posture like? Upright and shoulders back or a bit stooped and listing to one side?
      

      	
        Do you like what you see or are you a bit shocked by your appearance? The great thing here is, if you know how, there is always room for improvement.
      

      	
        Get some inside info on your body to discover how incredible it is. Use your web browser to have a look at some of the Body World’s images. When you look at one of these images, try to picture that under your skin, your own body is a miraculous structure.
      

      

      

      
        
          [image: Photo of an overweight woman in gym gear looking at her profile in the mirror]
        

      

      IMAGINING THE CHANGES

      Your next step is to imagine how it would feel to be able to wind the clock back a few years and to regain some of the lost strength, agility and flexibility that you used to have. Also perhaps lose some weight and be able to fit into some of your old clothes. What would that be worth?

      Well, this is entirely possible. You can incrementally improve all these things by making some simple food and lifestyle changes.

      While I may have learned a lot about life and myself, and can write about all this, I am just like you or anybody else, and I also have ongoing struggles and self-doubt. Life isn't easy. I think once you recognise this, accept that ‘shit happens’ and that you just have to deal with it, it somehow makes things easier.

      Uncertain times like the Covid-19 pandemic are really unsettling. How is it that some people can seem to take most unsettling situations in their stride? Coming to mind is Virgin’s Richard Branson. Despite many setbacks along the way, he always seems to remain optimistic and is proactively looking for solutions to move forward. He accepts the situation, knows that he cannot control it and will always look for ways to learn and perhaps take advantage of it in some way.

      These are such important lessons too for us mere mortals.

      STICK TO YOUR GUNS

      Feeling positive about all this and keen to get started? It is important to note that, like Branson, there will be hiccups along the way. Despite your best efforts, you may suffer setbacks like an injury or unexpected illness. It is crucial to stick to your guns and get back to your new lifestyle as soon as possible.

      Be wary of the old trap of starting off with massive enthusiasm and gradually slackening off as all of life’s other challenges get in the way. Through thick and thin, you need to be staunch and stick to your guns.

      Right, it’s time now to get down to business. Are you ready to start putting together your new life’s challenge?

      Back to the overarching idea of all this, which is that you are only gifted this one opportunity at life, and just this one body. Be sure to make the most of it and look after your precious body and mind.

      So you’ve looked in the mirror, taken stock, and know there is work to do. The following is one simple idea you could try to help get you off to a good start.

      YOUR INCREDIBLE BODY

      Get some inside info on your body to discover how incredible it is. Have a look online at some of the ‘Body Worlds’ images. Seeing this exhibition was a defining moment for me and was the motivation I needed to take up my life’s challenge. This exhibition is quite incredible, as it literally lays bare all parts of our bodies. You can see all the bones, muscles, tendons, ligaments and internal organs. One exhibit even showed the nerves in the brain, seemingly suspended in mid-air with all the other parts of it stripped away.

      I formerly studied in the ‘bod’ room at medical school as part of my physical education training. (I can still remember the awful cloying smell of the formaldehyde.) The cadavers were inanimate objects, quite unlike the strikingly lifelike exhibits of the Body World. I can tell you, this exhibition changed the way I viewed my body, and now I fully appreciate what I’ve got. Sometimes I can even picture some of the actions of the muscles and tendons when I’m exercising. It is like ‘getting under your skin’ in the most positive way.

      When you look at one of these exhibits, try to picture that under your skin, your own body has this same miraculous structure. Likewise for any movement you might make. Standing up, for instance, requires an incredible coordination of your quadriceps, gluteals and other muscles and ligaments, along with a complicated set of manoeuvres required from your brain, central nervous system, inner ear and more.

      GRATITUDE

      Another important idea in taking on this challenge of getting the best out of the rest of your life is to be grateful for this gift. How could you possibly just take it for granted or, worse still, neglect it? You could say that you are embarking on the ultimate goal.

      Your challenge can take any shape you like and will of course reflect your various strengths and weaknesses.

      The rest of this book is about helping to motivate you to take up your challenge and providing insights and tools to help you succeed.
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