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To Ann, my crossword companion and comrade
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Prologue


 


Tiptoeing or blundering, I have moved into Oldenland, the country of old age. I pause to reflect on my travels from callow youth to old man. I look around: the land seems familiar, territory I have studied over a lifetime as student and researcher. Yet I realise that where once I had been a scientist, seeking to understand the formation of a distant land, now I am a farmer who walks the field. I have become an insider, recognising the truth of all those who say with anger or despair, ‘They’ll know what it’s like when they’re old.’ I tread the highways and byways of Oldenland, the realm where I reside.


This book has aged alongside me over nearly a third of my lifetime. I look back at files on my computer and, to my own surprise, discover that it is in the year 2000, nigh on twenty-five years ago, when I wrote words that set me on this journey.


 


As I approach sixty, I tease at the fabric of my life. And I tease also at ageing, the inevitable process of becoming older, the cloth of much of my work life: What is ageing? What makes for a good life? What sense do I now have of getting old?


To describe myself as on the brink of old age may seem artificially constructed to lead into this book. Certainly, I find it hard to take in the significance of the statement because I do not feel like my own perception of ‘old’. Yet my reason will not let go of the fact I am moving into the territory of being old.


What do I want as I look ahead to life at sixty, seventy, eighty? Dreams, hopes, constraints. Writing today I can consider what I want for my own old age: good health, continued ability both to do things for myself and to manage my life, good housing and adequate money. Alongside these I would hope that I maintain the sorts of relationship with family and friends that I value. As well, some way down the list in terms of importance, I would like to win a game of tennis. Yet, however much I may plan, my ability to achieve what I want is constrained.


But there are questions of a different sort: What do I want from my life? What do I want to do with my life? Do I know what will make me satisfied with my life at a time when paid work will cease? How do we contemplate this life stage?


 


Much has changed in the twenty-five years of this book’s gestation, and in one draft after another I amend the figure in the sentence that starts, ‘As I approach sixty’ to sixty-two, sixty-five, sixty-eight and now finally, to eighty-two, I still tease at the fabric of my life. I look at me, myself as the subject of my own investigation.


Aged sixty I was deliberately using the date line to lead me into a reflection of ageing. I knew a lot about the experiences of others, but I had not lived the days of old age.


The reality is that the state of being old, long-livedness, is not static. A sixty-year-old me has a sense of an impending change of setting, a future when I will retire: an ending to be sure, but along with uncertainties as to how I will cope and what I will want, there is a picture of opportunities, of being free from constraints.


We set forth on our life in Oldenland, adapting to new circumstances. We learn about our new abode. However good the information in the travel brochures, nothing can convey the impact of the slow-gathering alterations to body and mind, the astonishment at sudden changes in health, nor the realisation that our journey is coming to an end. Life in our new home must be reimagined, and an attempt to unpack this mystery is the investigation at the heart of this book.


Year on year, we note the sometimes gradual, sometimes fast-moving changes to our bodies, our expectations, our ability to manage and manoeuvre, to our very selves. We observe our compatriots, fellow citizens of Oldenland who share the features of a long life. However, it is abundantly clear to us, if not to outsiders, that we are not all alike. What is not so apparent, even to ourselves, is that as we accustom ourselves to our individual lives in Oldenland, we develop new ways to interpret our experiences. ‘I am an eighty-year-old’, I say to myself, and ponder on what that means, on what I can still do, and whether a struggle to manage this or that is sensible or necessary. This eighty-year-old has a different body and a different hold on life to the me of twenty years ago: the same me, but less confident, increasingly aware of the mundanities of bladder and bowels, and the lurking vulnerability of my health.


As so often when I sit tapping words on a keyboard, I pause and look outside – a dull October day, a sky heavy with gunmetal-grey clouds, the trees swaying gently in the light wind as they shed yet more of their leaves, the vibrant colours masked in an early morning dullness, the forecast promising rain. In the field seven horses seem forlorn, almost motionless around a container of hay. They have been rescued from whatever their plight would have been and so, like me, are in their final years.


I walk the tracks of the Derbyshire Dales where I live, understanding a little more of the contentment and solace I have always found in the shape and colour of hills and moors, trees and flowers, the ever-changing clouds, the feel of our world.


I walk as I have always done for the pleasure of moving limbs, but I walk now in the knowledge of the importance of walking to nurture the performance of an ageing frame. Inescapably, I am walking towards the end of a lifetime journey. I search not only to understand more of Oldenland but to meditate on the life I have lived, and the living of today and tomorrow.


I walk as I have always done to absorb the world, a world as old as the hills, seemingly solid and permanent, yet changing so rapidly in our lifetime. I look at the oldness of trees; at rivers that have worn their way over centuries; at the form of rocks, alive with their history. As the psalmist wrote, ‘I will lift up mine eyes unto the hills, from whence cometh my help.’


I remember as a teenager the delight of walking and running on the hills of Snowdonia and realise the extent to which from childhood walking has been an important way in which I have mapped the world. So it is today – negotiating hazards, manoeuvring my body, looking around, making my way: joy at the unexpected sight of deer amongst the trees, tired at the end of a walk accompanied by the anticipation of coming home.


Old habits die hard and as I walk the lanes of Oldenland, I find myself studying once more, attempting to describe the landscape, to reflect on the stories we tell one another and those, no doubt, that are told about us. I take my body downhill more guardedly than in the past and pause more frequently to look at the view. I look back and think about the roads I have trod, and memories flood back. ‘How did I get here?’ is a pervasive, lingering question, confronting me not just with what happened on my travels but with how it is I have become the older person I am.


I see new vistas ahead. Children wonder what they will be when they grow up. It is every bit as pertinent now to ask how we learn to be old and to establish our role in later life. I want to study the way I have built my constructions of ageing so that I can reflect on where they come from and how they influence the way that I live. And then to think about how to plan my life in the time that is left.


Writing today with a life, a body, experiences so different from when I tapped out the phrase in those earlier sentences, much remains the same as I ponder what makes for a good old age. It would be wonderful to know the best path to take in these last years, to have definitive answers. To accomplish that, I would need to know both the destination and the route that will give me greatest satisfaction.


Much of what we seek in our living differs not a whit from what we have always wanted: health, happiness for us and those we love, sufficient money to cope. Our individual hopes accompanied by the managing of our individual fears. I am not looking for an anti-ageing formula, a cream to transform the wrinkles, doubts and discomforts of getting older. What I want to know is how to thrive in old age: on the one hand, advice on the practicalities of daily life – diet, exercise, adaptations – and, on the other, guidance as to how to obtain a balance between busyness and relaxation, reflection and the setting in order of my house.


I think of guides I have used on walks in the Lake District, with the detailed maps and drawings of Alfred Wainwright that take you step by step up 214 fells. I search online for information about the books and find a comment that is germane to my travelling in Oldenland:


 


When Wainwright approached the hamlet of Loweswater for the last time in the early autumn of 1965, I wondered if he felt both relieved and saddened, knowing his thirteen-year guidebook odyssey would soon be passing to an end. Perhaps he lingered on the final fell, Starling Dodd, longer than he intended, with the realisation that he may never return to these parts again.1


 


Handbooks like these offer not only advice about the equipment needed and the management of complicated routes, but the writer’s perspective on the landscape, the richness of its history and the impact of quarrying and farming. They may alert me to a spectacular view that is off the beaten track or to the folklore that suggests that the Bronze Age Nine Ladies stone circle near where I now live was formed when some women who had the audacity to dance on the sabbath were turned to stone. I dip in and out, take snippets, and chart my own route.


I look again at the words that I have tapped out on the computer, reworked, refashioned, rethought. What use will I make of them? What will they offer to those who read them?


Old age has been at the heart of my working life from the time when I applied for the post of lecturer on a newly established qualification course for senior staff working in residential homes for children and young people, and homes for younger and older adults. I had been working as a teacher and housemaster in approved schools for older boys, establishments that set out to provide a residential home for young people who had committed crimes or were judged to be in need of care and protection. I wanted to build on what I had learnt about residential living and share my understanding with others. I immersed myself in trying to understand processes and systems, practice and theory, and, above all, to develop my knowledge and experience of getting older. My ageing odyssey had begun, a voyage that has lasted fifty years and more. I look back and wonder how that twenty-eight-year-old stripling at Bristol Polytechnic had the audacity or wherewithal to learn and teach. Some of those students, so much older than me, would no doubt have had similar questions.


I have had sixty years to reflect on the ways people respond to their ageing and to the systems that have been established to support them in their living. I recall so vividly the nine months I spent studying the lives of residents and staff at The Pines, a residential home in Somerset. Mr Jepson, whom I remember fondly, had been married and desperately missed his former life. He looked back to his marriage and past happy times, and wondered whether he would have been protected from a move into the home if he had remarried. He struggled to find peace. Over time he became weaker on his legs, fearful as to whether he would be able to stay at the home, and increasingly disoriented – one night keeping people awake as he shouted that Old Nick was coming to get him with a knife. I visited him in hospital and he died not long after.


I pondered then, as I ponder now, how I would cope if I were faced with the circumstances others find themselves in towards the end of their lives.


A while ago I came upon a guide to fishing entitled The Fisherman’s Vade Mecum: A Compendium of Precepts, Counsel, Knowledge and Experience in Most Matters Pertaining to Fishing for Trout, Sea Trout, Salmon and Pike. Never having been a fisher, it is not a book I have read, but I like the cluster of nouns that describe what the author has to offer. Vade mecum, a Latin phrase meaning ‘go with me’, describes a ready reference that is small enough to fit in the pocket. Similarly, in this book, I will describe the waymarks that mark my route: the concepts that have helped me to understand my tramping, trekking, travelling in Oldenland. These are personal, the outcrops from my journey, the thoughts that come to me on my walks. They do not provide the certainties that may be found in articles or theories that tell us how to sort our lives. But, in the same way that reading about someone else’s walk on the Pennine Way may allow us to consider our own preparation for the trek, these musings may help in understanding the roads people take in their old age.


Every day, of course, is not the same. It is June 2023. I walk outside to discover that the incessant cold and rain of early summer have at last given way to sunshine. Inevitably there are times when I wonder about the dullness of my days, and I turn back to these waymarks to see whether they offer any guidance.


This book is a traveller’s tale, a dispatch from the front line as I try to record the ‘counsel, knowledge and experience’ that helps me negotiate my way in this country. I think of others who have written about expeditions and adventure, discovery and mishap, of authors that have set out to explore lands, real and imagined, that were foreign to them. They take us into their worlds: the vertiginous mountain top, the seemingly limitless ocean, the impenetrable rain forest, telling us both about their own experiences and the lands they encounter.


Indeed, as I have tracked back over my life, I realise the importance of such travellers’ tales for making sense of the world. It is not so much that I read and think, ‘So that’s what it’s like to be old’, rather that the act of reading stimulates deeper contemplation – about my life, my future, and perhaps a discovery of a feature of my living that I have known but not brought to the surface.


This is a book constructed from my biography – what I have seen, what I have learnt, what I have lived, what I will encounter today. I am not attempting to capture the diversity of old age in the UK in the twenty-first century: I know too well the harshness and daily struggle of many people’s existence. Current discussions are replete with the miseries heaped on people because of the paucity of funding for social care, the increasing dissatisfaction with an underfunded health service, the failure to understand the wants and needs of people from non-white ethnic groups, and the way that policies are driven by assumptions of heterosexuality.


My experiences are framed by middle-classness, not wealth – as a Methodist minister my father was not paid well – but I have been privileged by education and work so that today I have relative financial security. I live with my wife Ann, and in this respect am like nearly 70 per cent of men in the eighty to eighty-four age group. By way of contrast, only 37 per cent of women in this age group live with a partner.2 Ann and I see friends whose partners have died, and we muse on how either of us would manage if, or rather when, one of us is on our own. Ann recounts with admiration how some people have found new interests after their husbands have died, and I have to presume that she is not rehearsing a possible future with excitement. The reality is that we have no conception of what lies in store for us, how we will cope if one of us finds ourself living with dementia, of how we will manage if we had to face the costs of a move to a residential home.


While I write from the point of view of studying the lives of others and from the experience of my own ageing, there are limitations. As no doubt wife and maybe grandchildren would remind me, as a man I have not had to confront the discrimination of sexism. Although I have body and health problems, I do not live with a long-standing disability.


My body is ageing, but at present I am able to live relatively independently alongside Ann. We are surprised to find that it has become more difficult to make decisions and that we look to our children more often for advice. But we are not yet dependent on their support. We reflect on a friend, living on his own, who after a stroke or a fall appears to have an endless supply of daughters to move in for days to provide help. We know of adult children with daily responsibility for a parent, fearful for their well-being. We ask ourselves what we will want or expect if we need such help. Children must lead their own lives, but there may be a future where we cannot manage. For us there is an unknown world ahead; for our children, there are roads as yet untrodden: do they ponder what we will be like as we get older, imagining scenarios of what is to come?


As for so many others, they will ponder how to understand the experience of their parents’ ageing. I would hope this book may offer some clues.


I am writing this in June 2024 and a general election is only ten days away. The Labour and Conservative manifestos have avoided a serious examination of the state of social care. Report after report highlights what is well recognised: the social care system is failing. Why Can’t I Get Care? is the plaintive title of a report that states that 2.6 million people over fifty ‘have an unmet need for care’, and, not surprisingly, as people age, the greater the likelihood that they will not get the support that they should have. The stark figures tell us that 37,300 people died in 2020/2021 without receiving the care that they were waiting for.3 In 2023, apparently 85,000 people had been waiting for a social care assessment for over six months.4 Whilst the numbers of the public satisfied with the NHS are shockingly low at 24 per cent, the startling truth is that satisfaction with social care stands at only 13 per cent.5


The appalling state of this provision is not the focus of this book. However, it provides the background to the daily lives of Oldenlanders and should be of concern to all of us.


Fifty years ago the personal support services to people in their own homes that we now term social care would have been known as home helps. Provided predominantly by local authorities, the service expanded from provision of support to 58,000 people in 1948 to 743,000 by 1980. There were demands that the skills of staff should be recognised – too often they were dismissed as no more than the domestic skills innate to ‘women’s work’ in their own homes – and that staff should be trained, and that the status of the work be raised. Home helps were to be called home carers to recognise the vital ingredient of the personal relationships established when workers were alongside people in their daily lives.6 Today with services in such poor shape, with a lack of adequate recognition for care staff shown in low status and wages, we should ask what has happened to all this energy.


It is commonplace for retired older people to bemoan a drop in the quality of the enterprise they have left behind. A friend in his seventies was reading about developments in social policy. ‘Doesn’t anyone realise that I wrote all this thirty years ago?’ he said to me. I replied: ‘You have to trust that your ideas get taken up and live on in the life and work of students and those who have read your publications.’ Wise words, words that I believe in, but not ones I find quite so easy to live with as I read so often about the dire quality of the lives of children and adults in many residential homes, and about the appalling state of social care.


In this book, I write about ‘older people’ but need to define who we are. I observe those who journey with me in the Derbyshire Dales where I live. Approximately 650 are aged eighty as I am, a little over half being women. By the time people reach their nineties, women outnumber men by more than two to one. This is similar to the national picture, where women make up 55 per cent of the total eighty-year-old population, but comprise nearly 70 per cent of those in their nineties.


In 2019 there were 12.4 million of us aged over sixty-five living in the UK, comprising nearly one fifth of the total population, a number that is predicted to increase by more than 40 per cent in the next twenty years. It is the very old who have grown fastest of all, with the over eighty-fives currently totalling 1.6 million, a figure which is expected to double by 2041 and treble by 2066 to 5.1 million. By 2050 one in four people in the UK is expected to be sixty-five or older.


Age demographics within ethnic groups in the UK show marked differences: 25 per cent of people from white ethnic groups are aged over sixty, compared to just over 8 per cent from Asian or Black ethnic groups, a divergence that will diminish as Black and minority ethnic populations age.


There are debates as to how best to compare old age today with that of our parents’ or grandparents’ generations. One suggestion is to look at prospective ageing: the age at which people have a future life expectancy of fifteen years. In 1911, women aged sixty and men of fifty-seven could expect to live for a further fifteen years. Today, just over 100 years later, these base ages have changed to seventy-two and seventy. For 100 years up to 2011, life expectancy in the UK rose so steadily that women and men can expect to live twenty-eight years longer than those born in the early twentieth century. However, worryingly, life expectancy has started to fall over recent years.


Of course, residents of Oldenland naturally question whether a longer life will be accompanied by long years of ill health or disability. Women and men at age sixty-five are expected to live more than half their remaining lives in good health: twelve years of good health and eight and a half years of ‘not good health’ for women; ten and a half years of good health and seven years of ‘not good health’ for men.


Where you live has a large impact on how long you live: those in the most deprived areas are likely to live nearly ten years less than those in the least deprived areas. However, the gap between rich and poor is far greater when healthy life expectancy is examined. Those living in the most deprived areas spend nearly a third of their lives in poor health, compared with only about a sixth for those in the least deprived areas. Not only do people living in the most deprived areas have the shortest life spans, they also live more years in poor health.


I know these figures well but am shocked anew at the harshness and meanness of a society that allows for such massive discrepancies in resources accumulated throughout life. They become the differences in the quality of housing, of levels of savings and pension, and have dramatic consequences for health and daily life in old age.


One in five older people live in poverty. In 2021 nearly 9,000 people in England and Wales died because their homes were too cold. Perhaps we should not be surprised, though we should be shamed, at the numbers of older people who died after contracting coronavirus when they were moved without safeguards to residential homes.


In 2017 almost three-quarters of people aged sixty-five years and over in England owned their own homes. However, people in their thirties, forties and fifties are less likely to be homeowners than in the past and the numbers of older people who rent accommodation is set to increase. This has important consequences. Most older homeowners will have paid off their mortgage, though with the increase in housing costs over recent years, it is predicted that one in six of people over sixty-five will still have mortgages. These changes will impact the incomes and the health of older people. Those over seventy-five who rent their homes spend nearly half their income on rent, and it is calculated that a quarter of all privately rented properties fail to meet the government’s standard of a decent home.


Some Oldenlanders live in communities designated for older people. Around 450,000 older people, just over 3 per cent of the total older population in the UK, live in old-age homes and nursing homes. (‘Old-age home’ is the terminology I used in a 1981 book for the residential homes that are referred to as ‘care homes’. I wanted to emphasise that there is more to life than being cared for.) There has been a slight fall in numbers over the last ten years. However, there has been an increase in the numbers of over sixty-fives who live in a cluster of accommodation types that may be categorised as ‘retirement housing’. These buildings are available for ownership or tenancy to those over fifty-five and are designed to support people living with the frailties of old age by having wheelchair access, walk-in showers, lifts and a call system. As yet there is no consistent terminology for types of retirement housing – there are differences in the amount of staff support available on site, and the range of facilities. The number of people living in this sort of accommodation is thought to lie between 500,000 and 700,000.


Too often housing for Oldenlanders is not fit for purpose. The Centre for Ageing Better estimated that ‘there are over two million households headed by someone aged fifty-five and over which do not meet basic standards’ in that they are too cold, too damp or have trip hazards.7 The problem of inadequate housing is compounded as not enough houses are being built to accessible standards, which could leave many of us living in unsuitable housing or having to move into residential care because we cannot remain at home.


While I have learnt much from study, research and observation of the lives of older people, another strand of my learning has come from my father’s ageing. Time and again I have mused on his life, and I have deliberated on why my mother is much less involved in this tale. In many ways she was the dominant person in our family household: strong in values, determined, resilient. She had a sense of adventure and a determination to offer opportunities to us children, planning holidays camping and walking. We swam, learnt to surf flat down on wooden boards, cooked on Primus stoves, ate campfire bread made of dough wrapped around a stick held over the fire. I remember that these were called dampers, a relic of her Girl Guide days. When I walk or swim, or know the names of wild flowers, I know how much I have inherited from her. I know that too when I think of how deeply embedded are my perspectives on what matters in life. When she died my parents’ lives had not changed significantly: they were living together, thinking about their next caravan holiday, maintaining the house and garden. Father lived fourteen years after her death, and I shared his ageing in a way that I did not with my mother. It is that experience, the mulling over what his life was like, that has enriched my understanding of oldness.


I look out again at the horses in the field. One of them spends hours looking over a hedge, perhaps dreaming of what lies ahead or remembering days gone by. He lives out his time, and I live out mine, no longer questioning my status as an old man. The clues come unbidden. One incident after another alerts me to the reality of my current state.


I remember from my childhood the opening lines of a Walter de la Mare poem about a donkey, ‘Nicholas Nye’. As ever with poems, I am haunted by the words of the opening lines: ‘Thistle and darnell and dock grew there / And a bush, in the corner, of may’. Nicholas Nye is ‘lean and gray / Lame of leg and old / More than a score of donkey’s years / He had been since he was foaled.’ He was ‘Bony and ownerless, widowed and worn / Knobble-kneed, lonely and gray’. Sometimes he would stoop and sigh, ‘Poor Nicholas Nye’.


 


But a wonderful gumption was under his skin,


And a clean calm light in his eye,


And once in a while; he’d smile:


Would Nicholas Nye.


 


Nicholas Nye reminds me of the horses I watch. I do not know the circumstances of their past lives but looking at them, ‘widowed and worn . . . lonely and gray’, leads me to muse on where I have come from and where I am going. Will I find a way not to lose myself in old age?


This book and I have aged together and, weathered by the climate of old-age land, I am faced with a different piece of writing and a different me to when I began this enterprise. I set out with an aim of recording what I had learnt about Oldenland: now I ponder on what I am, on how I am.


I think of a walk that my wife Ann and I have done so often on Scout Scar, a ridge above Kendal. There is a shelter with seats that allow views in any direction, and around the roof is a toposcope – a board circling the inside of the building which shows the direction of various landmarks: the Old Man of Coniston, Scafell Pike and many more. I imagine this book as a toposcope setting out the landmarks of Oldenland.


The chapters that follow are an account of my walk in Oldenland. This has not been like an attempt to follow a well-trodden route. There are all the tracks trodden for so long that now legs move without instructions, yet there are paths that lie ahead where I have never walked, and cannot tell where they will lead. A decision made and I start out, only to find along the way that a path is closed following a landslide, that I have lost my way or am unable to continue after a fall on a slippery rock. I do not expect to find definitive answers to the questions I pose to myself. But I walk on in the hope that I will gain greater understanding.


The messages I give myself, the ideas I hold on to, are set out in the waymark stones at the end of each chapter. One definition I find of a waymark is ‘A map coordinate stored within a satellite navigation system’. My waymarks do not offer the clarity of knowing where I am or where I want to go. They are what I look to when, off route, I contemplate my next move, the talking to oneself that we all do as to how to manage the waywardness of life.


In front of me is an adventure with old age as my companion, my shadow and confederate, maybe even my friend. There will be hazards on slippery paths, the weather will change suddenly, and I will find myself ill-prepared, but there will be moments when the wonders of the world open before me and I find peace and contentment, a sense of becoming myself, of coming home.










1


The Land of Old Age


 


Another June day, and I set off after breakfast to walk up to The Toothbrush, a local name for a line of trees that tops a ridge above Darley Dale. There’s been no rain for a fortnight, but the day is full of cloud and a breeze springs up as I round a corner. I feel the cold more than I used to, so I have donned a jacket, but suspect it will be an unnecessary accoutrement before long.


The first steps are along a grass path, baked hard with desert-like cracks in the clay, edged with red clover that is starting to fade from its prime. I have tasks to complete en route – a birthday card to post, plastic bags to drop off for recycling in the local shop – but am soon on my way, realising as I go that having remembered the card and the bags, I have forgotten to bring any water.


I walk up a hill from Darley Bridge on a familiar route of fields and open grassland. Somewhat incongruous, a Ukrainian flag flutters from a tall pole in the middle of the countryside.


From here the path rises steeply and I push myself to keep going until I get to the top of the first incline, watching on an app my ‘kilometre per hour’ speed, determined to better a recent average time as I am trying to get fit for an upcoming hike. I plan to walk the Three Peaks in Yorkshire with my son at the end of the summer, a trek that was postponed last year when I was awaiting the results of a heart scan and some monitoring tests. I hear myself say to Ann, ‘I don’t know whether I’ll be able to complete it, but I want to have a go. It’s probably the last time I’ll tackle it.’


Herein an aspect of my old age: wanting to keep going, to tread another time the paths that I have walked so often in the past; the enjoyment of stretching my limbs and my goals; trusting that, if the trek is beyond my capacity – another lifetime activity that has run its course – I will not berate myself as a failure.


Around me the trees are in full bloom and the world seems adorned in a blanket of snow, the grass covered with may blossom and what I learn from an app are small white caraway flowers. Blazing from the white carpet are buttercups with an intensity of yellow that I never remember seeing before. In front of me as I stride on is a pink hawthorn, the colour somehow shining out. It is one of my favourite trees, the one I would like planted on my woodland burial plot if family remember.


I know the route well, and stride on up the hill with vistas opening in front of me, as in the far distance Riber Castle stands out above Matlock. Blocking my path is a gathering of young bullocks, the nearest ones raising their heads to stare at me, edging closer. I am nervous of their intent.


I take evasive action, moving away from the path, and work a way round the edge of the field. I find a part of the wall that has broken down, though it has barbed wire along the top. Carefully, I climb on the stones to look down to the far side – there’s a drop into nettles but it’s not too great and I manoeuvre my right leg over. Nothing is as straightforward as in the past, however – my left leg just will not rise to the same height to clear the wire, and, whilst free of cattle, I am stuck. A lengthy process gets me to move the right leg inch by inch to a slightly higher spot and in time I find I can at last persuade my left leg to rise above the wall.


Once I recover my equilibrium, I make my way back towards the track, see more cattle ahead, and spend the next half-hour climbing rough ground to reach the summit. The sun has come out and not only have I no water, but I have forgotten to bring a hat. I have an Ordnance Survey mapping app that I use to locate where I am and where I want to go, but for a reason I don’t know it has failed to renew the annual subscription and won’t come live. I had not got round to sorting out the problem, confident that I was on ground I had covered many times before.


The view is glorious for miles and I have a general sense of where I am and where I want to go. Hidden amongst the grass is a bright blue flower – bugle, I learn – and a hare pauses in front of me before loping off.


There is more scrambling to find a path back home, and then on no fewer than three further occasions I find cattle seemingly enjoying the experience of chewing the cud on the very fields that are part of my route. I know, of course, that my anxiety is out of all proportion to the reality of the situation.


Walking has been a lifetime pleasure: as a child with family on Portsdown and the Sussex hills; as a teenager, often with solitary walks in Snowdonia. I love the movement, the exercise, the fatigue, the keeping going, the wonder of the world around me.


Over the years of the pandemic I became increasingly hungry for the outside world, the feel of the air embracing me – cold, biting, warm, wet; thirsty for the trees in the winter and spring over the last few months, silhouettes stark against the changing backdrop of the clouds, the astonishing intricacy of the patterns woven by their branches, the solidity and wisdom of their age, the colour and texture of the moss; yearning now for the sun, the smell of mown grass in the fields that transports me back to childhood, for the grasses left to grow purple-tall alongside the paths.


I walk the hills and dales of Oldenland, planting my feet, making an imprint on the land. A part of my lifetime journey.


I have a picture of life as an odyssey. We can envisage a walk with a start and end, markers on the route, many of which have been passed. But I have not trodden all the way ahead: I am no longer certain as to where I am, not sure of how far it is to the end, unable to assess whether the path is smooth or stony. Most of the hard graft has been completed; perhaps there is time in hand and it is warm enough to stop and look around. I remind myself that this is a path I have not been on before. There are different routes that I could take and I am not sure what I want: the challenge of another peak? Sitting and reading for half an hour? Ambling along the river? There is the risk I might sit basking in the sun only to discover as I set off that the weather has changed and I have lost my bearings.


Sometimes planned, often ill-prepared, my travels have confronted me with the unexpected. Our perception of how we view our lives impacts the way that we construct and manage our time in Oldenland. I look at myself as a wayfarer in this world and think about the period of life that we call old age and how it fits into our picture of the whole of a life; what I call a lifescape.


Each of us embarks on our own odyssey. We travel, take steps, sometimes confident of where we are headed, sometimes taking a route into the unknown. At times purposeful and striving, at others drifting and wandering with no end in sight.


The old-age land in which I find myself has familiar landmarks of paths, buildings, people. Yet I am taken aback to discover that I cannot navigate as I expected and that the terrain no longer looks the same. There are changes, seemingly day by day, in the basics such as how to pay for goods by card that you tap on top of a machine, or purchase with your phone. At the checkout I catch myself compensating for my uncertainty by saying once more that I need a grandchild to help me understand what to do. I remember talking to my father fifteen years ago as he stood with a similar bewilderment in front of a newfangled type of hand dryer. It is not only that the environment has changed: I have changed too, no longer able to do this, no longer wanting to do that.


Life in Oldenland can be disorientating. I have walked these tracks so many times, but I find that I now need to traverse the territory in a new way. The systems I have relied on do not always work and, not surprisingly, I become anxious. I remember past times, all that has changed. I live with increased, indeed increasing, frailty and must find ways to manage everyday events that once required no thought.


Back in 2009, aged sixty-seven, I wrote:


 


A new day. I wake to see an unusual white light on the ceiling. The promised snow has arrived. I shall get up to look. Pause. Temporarily we have a mattress on the floor while we wait for a new bedstead. I have devised a means of moving from prone to upright by rolling out of bed on to my stomach, crouching and pulling myself up using a chest of drawers. It is a mundane activity of no great moment but captures the new awareness that I give to my body – in this case to ensure that the niggle that I am aware of at the base of my spine does not turn into the back problem that sometimes I encounter. Upright, I head downstairs to get coffee and muesli. Then, like a lizard wanting to warm itself in the heat of the sun before setting out for the day, I play the hot water of a shower on my back, my elbow and my more recently stiff knuckles. Starting the day without this seems to leave me at a disadvantage. Then I remember that I have not put in my hearing aids. Stop. Get them out. I find the cleaning implements and ensure that there is no wax blocking the ends. This is a fiddly process that involves poking a thin plastic wire through the tube of the aids. I need my glasses and wonder about the difficulty of this operation if my hands become less steady.


I am fit and well; yet my life is made up of numerous similar episodes. My body plays a bigger part in my conscious world than ever before. An enlarged prostate that does not have to be treated yet but creates a sudden bladder urgency. Slightly uneasy stomach and bowels, defined as diverticulitis: the formation of pouches on the lining of the intestine that become inflamed; there seems little action to be taken; best seen as something to live with, though this too creates an urgency that at times takes me by surprise.


 


‘Fit and well with an enlarged prostate that does not have to be treated’, I had written. Fast forward to 2019. I look at my patient records between February and May – the blood sample, the abnormal results, a referral to a urologist, followed by the blunt words ‘malignant tumour of the prostate’. Hormone treatment began in July and radiotherapy in September. As one friend said to me, I am one of the lucky ones in that the cancer has not spread outside the prostate: close to the prostate wall, expected to respond to treatment. But there is a sudden change in health category and the way I look at myself.


I am a different old person, upbeat one day, downcast another. I work out strategies to manage the uncertainty that lies ahead. I review the options I am offered. Life feels like filling in time until the treatment is over. Courses of radiotherapy and hormone therapy for the prostate cancer affect my already weakened bladder control with sudden urge and lack of signals. I recall a film where people are swimming in a pool, the water changes colour and everybody must get out. Someone had leaked urine into the pool. I play with pictures of my future, musing how I picture myself, and how others will picture me.


Recently, I came across a message on a website from someone seeking advice about problems with her campervan. She was uncertain whether she was being taken seriously by the garage because, in her words, she was ‘a woman of a certain age’. As older people, we live within the framework of societal expectations. Not only do these impose external constraints on the way we are treated but, more insidiously, they circumscribe our beliefs of what we are able to do and how we should behave. Like stone steps in an old castle worn with hollows from countless footfalls, these ideas take shape and take hold. We become attuned to what to expect from our bodies and to the prospects for our lives. We place ourselves in the category of ‘old’, a process of ‘self-identification’ that influences what we think we are capable of. Our task is to find a way to shape our own objectives, to work out what is valuable in the way we write and tell our story.


The imperative in Oldenland is that we each carve out the way we want to live.


There is a hymn I remember from Sunday school that has the refrain ‘Tell me the old, old story.’ It asks for the story to be told ‘slowly, that I may take it in’ and ‘softly, with earnest tones and grave’. Our understanding of oldness draws on an old, old story, long established, deeply embedded, a narrative with tendrils going back thousands of years. Old age portrayed as blessing or blight? Who has told and written this old, old story? Whose interests are served? Which account should we trust?


The way in which this story takes shape is illustrated by the word ‘senile’ which, in its original usage in the seventeenth century, meant ‘pertaining to old age’. Today, if used at all, it refers exclusively to mental infirmity. It is not easy to change the use of ‘old’ as a term, but there have been attempts to bypass the word by talking about ‘senior citizens’. ‘Later life’ may be preferred to ‘old age’. Some prefer ‘being retired’ to ‘pensioner’ because retirement asserts that the individual had at one time been someone who had a role as a worker, though it is interesting that the dictionary includes a definition of pension as a regular payment made ‘in consideration of past services’. The past services aspect is easily forgotten, and ‘pension’ becomes a term of contempt, with the result that an alternative to ‘superannuated’ in a thesaurus is pensioned off, placed alongside ‘obsolete’, ‘senile’, ‘retired’, ‘aged’, ‘decrepit’, ‘moribund’, ‘antiquated’, ‘past it’ and ‘put out to grass’.


For thousands of years in Western societies, people have chronicled the indignities and problems of ageing lives. Social scientist Chris Gilleard entitles his article about old age in ancient Greece ‘Narratives of Desire, Narratives of Disgust’ to depict two recurring themes: the longing for what has been, and a sadness, a repulsion, at the actuality of old age. Two and a half thousand years ago the playwright Sophocles presented Oedipus as a once powerful man, now ‘blind and impoverished’ who begs the citizens of Athens to ‘have pity on this poor relic, this shadow no more the man of Oedipus’. The chorus chants that ‘the simple playtime of our youth is behind us’ and ‘unloved, unkind, unfriended age, worst ill of all, at last consumes our strength’. Old women ‘appear in one of two guises . . . either as supportive matronly figures such as an old nurse or servant, well-intentioned but powerless, or as figures of ridicule’, mocked for their attempts to be seen as potential lovers.1 If not pitiful, older people were often depicted in comic portrayals as people trying, but failing, to demonstrate that they were keeping abreast of the latest fashions.


Nevertheless, there are some references to the wisdom and experience of older people, and indeed to old age, as a good time of life. In Sparta from around 700 BCE the Gerousia, a council of thirty elders, was established as a key legislative body and was the only court with the power to determine sentences of exile or death – a rare example in Western society of authority ascribed to older people. They were expected also to recognise their civic duty and play their part in the life of the state.


In the first century BCE Cicero wrote a long essay in defence of old age. He explained that in writing his treatise not only had he rid himself of the vexations of old age, but had come to see that ageing can be easy and joyful, with wisdom as one of the most precious outcomes of longer life: ‘Nothing is dearer to a man than wisdom, and though age takes away all else, it undoubtedly brings us that.’2 He paints a picture of old men, influencing others by a quiet approach, surrounded by young disciples. Indeed, he contends that many of those who rail against the woes of ageing are people who had found no satisfactory way to live with problems when younger.


However, it does not take us long to realise that those older women or men like Cicero, who wrote about the glory of old age, were people who had both wealth and power.
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