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‘Seventy-four celebrities, all wrinkly and proud of it, give their view of what life is like once you’ve passed the 50-year milestone. The mood is upbeat and often tongue-in-cheek as the authors write about the things that keep them young … a wonderfully reassuring charity book’

– The Good Book Guide

         



‘An absolutely delightful miscellany – always good to shoot a paean for age and from such distinguished guns, too’

– Mavis Cheek



‘Excellent … what a beautifully produced book!’

– Martyn Goff
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A BIG thank you to Arcadia for donating part of the profits from this book to the Book Trade Benevolent Society: the book trade charity. The BTBS and I are proud to be part of this inspirational volume, celebrating the joys of being over fifty.

         

The BTBS is actually even more mature than that; we’re more than one hundred and fifty and proud of it. Proud of being the only welfare charity working within the British book trade – and perhaps in the world.

         

Publishing is a very sociable business, but it’s one that now works within an unforgiving marketplace and a very harsh working environment. Companies large and small (publishers, booksellers, wholesalers, agencies) sometimes shed staff, and their pension schemes often fail to provide the expected cushion against redundancy. In a trade with a shrinking workforce, it can be daunting to try to restart a career. The BTBS can help in a number of ways.

We run a help-line to provide confidential information on any trade-related issue: redundancy, retraining, pensions shortfall. The Retreat in Kings Langley, Hertfordshire, provides subsidized housing in an attractive garden environment to people, mostly over fifty but not necessarily so, who want to live in a community of book-loving people.

We have a grants programme that can react quickly to urgent need, to carers or those with health or disability problems, as well as giving assistance with financial difficulties, essential travel costs, computers – even carpets and domestic equipment. We can provide one-off or regular grants and are very proud of the fact that we have never refused a legitimate request, whatever the state of our cash flow at the time.

         

We’re proud to help so many people who might otherwise have nowhere else to turn, proud of running The Retreat and proud to be able to provide so many opportunities for people in publishing to fundraise in a way that is fun too.

I think we could a coin a word: ‘funraise’. Take a look at our website to see pictures from ‘The Walkies’: our summer walk around London, which sees five or six hundred members of the book trade, many of them dressed on a theme taken from books or authors, lurch from bookshop to publishing house, sponsored for every step and drink on the way. It can be highly alarming for ‘civilians’ caught in the path of our charity walk!

We hold sales of donated books, we organize London Marathon places for people willing to raise sponsorship by running for us; we raise money from people who bet on the length of speeches at trade conferences. And a lot of people who should know better put on a cabaret every few years making fun of the book trade and its personalities. All the proceeds go to the BTBS, and those of us who have been in it spend a lot of time afterwards trying to live it down. No plan is too big or too silly if we think we can raise funds for the charity.

We receive very little regular financial support from the big corporations, so initiatives from projects like this are a real bonus.

Personally, I approve wholeheartedly of what this book celebrates. I’m very post-fifty, and my life took a definite upturn as I was reaching the big ‘five-oh’. I haven’t regretted a single moment since. Life as a grown-up is so much more fun than being young and anxious!



Carole Blake

Chairman of the Book Trade Benevolent Society




        


    







        

            


         


INTRODUCTION: KEEP RUNNING

            

SUSANNA JOHNSTON
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MOST of us have a deep-rooted fear of extinction, no matter what the circumstances or even how old we may be. A frail gentleman said not long ago: ‘Nobody wants to live to be ninety – unless they’re eighty-nine’. He then mentioned that he was eighty-nine.

         

I know one thing. I am not as old as I feel. I’m infinitely older. Through good fortune, escapism, mytho-mania or what you will, I am blessed with the assumption that everything is temporary. Wrinkles will vanish, stiffness will evaporate, and memory will return. All this discomfort and misery constitutes no more than a bad patch: to do with the weather, maybe. It could fit in with my mania for throwing things away prematurely. I’m crazy about it: three-quarter squeezed toothpaste tubes, half-empty date packets, slivers of soap, or what you will. It offers a chance for a fresh purchase and a new start – friskier than coming to the end of things. I have only recently discovered that I share this passion with many older people. My brother John tells me that he will merrily gulp down half a bottle of vodka in order to throw away the empty.

Although we are told that the over-fifties are neglected and ignored – particularly by advertising agencies – the topic of lost youth has always peppered pages. Booklets celebrating milestone birthdays sell like hotcakes in gift-shops: ‘Now We Are Sixty’, ‘Midlife Crisis’ and ‘Never Too Late’. These products are jammed with chestnuts and dense with jokes about old age: ‘A man is as young as the woman he feels’ ‘It doesn’t matter unless you’re a cheese’ ‘If the young only knew; if the old only could’.

         

Many references are made to Old Father William standing on his head, together with quips from Bette Davis: ‘Old age is not for sissies.’ The authors of these collections are hell-bent upon cheering us on our way. But do we really need to be cheered? Is it all that dreadful? Many over-fifties say that they enjoy things more than they used to and mind things less.

Some actually revel in being old. Sir Steven Runciman, the great Byzantine historian, claimed to have loved it. Perhaps he was helped by setting himself goals that were not always easy to achieve. He hoped, before he died, to have related romantically to at least one of those whose first names tallied with each letter in the alphabet. Even in his nineties he was thwarted by a missing letter. It is believed that it was the bearer of the letter ‘Q’ who gave him the slip.

Nigel Nicolson also proved himself to be a philosophical octogenarian. In 1997, on his eightieth birthday, he wrote for the Sunday Telegraph: ‘If one hears less well, one can talk more; sleep less, read more; eat less, stay slim. Failing eyesight is restored by handsome spectacles; teeth by infinitely more convenient dentures; energy by idleness.’

         

Then there are those who loathe getting old, who either fight it tooth and nail or simply sit groaning. ‘Fighting’ often takes the form of a physical battle: maintenance and renewal of the body, physical jerks and facelifts. Groaning can be preferable to bright denial. Facelifts look quite marvellous in the evenings but eerie in daylight. It is possibly the bright deniers who claim that it is important to ‘put by’ for ‘old age’. Take the lyrics of the song:


Men grow cold

As girls grow old

And we all lose our charms in the end

But square-cut or pear-shape

These rocks don’t lose their shape…





It is a great help to have a cheerful disposition, and practically proven that an ageing brain shrinks if the owner of it is unhappy. It can become one fifth smaller than a happy old brain. Mercifully this situation can be reversed with the agitation of new interests. James Spooner, one of my contributors would, however, disapprove of this theory.

         

My elderly uncle was feeling a little down-in-the-mouth until he bought a computer and surfed the Internet. He was in need of adventure. After a certain amount of surfing, he found romance in Thailand and spent a euphoric Christmas on a golf condominium near Bangkok. All these observations and many more have provided inspiration for the compiling of this anthology.

Recently I read somewhere or other that ageing isn’t always easy – even for a cockroach. In their twilight years, apparently, they become decidedly doddery. Their joints seize up, causing them to slow down, and they have trouble walking up hills. When researchers put them on a treadmill, the adults that had reached the ripe old age of sixty weeks took around half as many steps as cockroaches in their prime. They also developed a stumbling gait, as their front foot got caught on their second leg. Curiously, however, after being decapitated the old timers developed a new lease of life – albeit brief – and were able to outrun the youngsters. In the following pages I have been offered many tips on the ageing process – although nobody has suggested decapitation.

It has been a gripping book to compile. One of the aspects of getting it together that I have enjoyed in a self-centred way is that this collection is, by necessity, somewhat personal to me. There could never be a comprehensive or complete collection of dynamic humans of over fifty years of age from around the world. That would have been no easier to assemble than a complete collection of pebbles, strands of hair, worms, trees or whatever. There are, quite simply, billions of us. The contributors to Late Youth are friends or relations of mine or friends or relations of friends. My brother, John Chancellor, submitted two pieces and urged me to choose between them. I couldn’t – so have included them both. The same applies to my great friends Arabella Boxer, David Plante and Nigel Ryan. No point in agonizing over a decision in any of these cases.

         

I reached the age of sixty-nine the other day. My children and grandchildren reminded me by sending flowers, cards and marshmallows (favourites of mine). It was a mild shock to find myself entering my seventieth year, not that it made any difference to my daily life – it just sounded grisly.

It did, however, make me think a bit. I cannot be expected to compete with Kitty Carlisle Hart, aged ninety-three and the widow of the successful Broadway producer, Moss Hart. She stands on her head every day to refresh her brain and dines out every night. But here are some less strenuous Top Tips for anyone in the same boat as myself:

Be in denial. Forget your birthday. Never celebrate. I had a great friend (John Fleming, the art historian) who always treated his birthday as any other day and, by the end of his long and fruitful life, had quite forgotten when it was.

Eat and drink as little as it takes to keep body and soul together. Overdo it after the age of, say, sixty-five, and you’ll wake up aching all over. That often happens to me. Abstain, and you’re a chick.

Peer as seldom as possible into the looking glass.

Jilly Cooper wrote, on one of her milestone birthdays, that ‘the menopause is nothing more than a pause between men’ and that she intended to grow old disgracefully.

My nephew suggested that ‘part of the answer is not having a pension or any other means of support. This forces one to live by one’s wits whereas most pensioners become like old Labradors.’

Some are born appreciative of their entire lives from start to finish. Some have appreciation thrust upon them. I do not suggest that it is desirable to encounter crisis in middle age but, if it happens, the effect can be astonishing. At the age of sixty-one I nearly expired in a car smash. The damage to my body was dreadful, but the effect on my outlook was miraculous. Having lost half my right hand, including two fingers, while the remaining digits were crushed, I also endured a punctured lung, broken ribs, head and face cuts, pain, operations and continual giddiness, which might have constituted a setback. Oddly, as I lay in the sweltering heat in an emergency ward between plastic surgery operations, came the thrill of a narrow escape. My nine-year-old grandson wrote proudly: ‘PS, I know a lady with THREE fingers missing’.

         

At that time it seemed to me that I might not have many months left. Quite probably, though, a good number of days. It was my duty and my need to enjoy, at least in part, each one of them. Many enjoy their later lives automatically but, with my idle nature, the urgent penny that was telling me to ‘go for it’ might not have dropped without a rip-roaring fright.

When my mother, a life-lover, reached the age of seventy-five, she began to fear that she was running out of time. Her solution was to rise at four a.m., read, write, garden by torchlight, play the piano, study the works of Erasmus, feed her pet sheep and still have a full day ahead of her. It didn’t actually work. By lunchtime she was tired and had to spend the rest of the day in bed.

Human bodies tell the time more ruthlessly than any clock; they know best about puberty, adolescence, wrinkles, deafness, blindness and the loss and greying of hair. Since there are so many millions of these timepieces, some do – as clocks can – go wrong from time to time. When they do, they bring about premature senility and untimely crumbling of bones. The better functioning ones, however, deal solely with the passing of time. Emotions, on the other hand, they cannot control. ‘The weariness, the fever and the fret’, hope, fear, pain, pleasure, highs, lows, ecstasy, euphoria, despair… The clock, while dictating that the time has come for reading glasses and hearing aids, does not get them fitted, does nothing to help.

I remember a certain time of life: that moment when the euphoria of youth had passed before the acceptance of old age arrived. Panic set in. A flutter felt like the manifestation of a heart attack.

Upright in the night.

         

‘If I’m ever going to lose weight, I’d better do it now – before it’s too late.’ The same applied to smoking, drinking, the improvement of behaviour. Deep down, after the age of, say, fifty, the brain is thinking to old age. Most people can be fairly sure of having passed the halfway mark. The clock, along with the wrinkles, is saying so. This should not be a problem. The world is still open. For women whose children have left home, there are many chances.

But where does the will to take these chances come from when the previous structure of life has been removed? For men in retirement, for women with no further need to ‘provide’?

I have been thinking back to what could have been a golden era when I was round the fifty-mark.

The youngest of my four daughters, the last to live at home, left for an A-level boarding college. Gone were her crowds of friends; over was the constant ferrying. Gone, for the most part, was the daily pleasure of her company, involvement in homework, her tuneful singing about the house. The older girls appeared with hosts of friends at weekends. It was often hard work, and life was not empty, but times had changed.

When my songbird left home I bought a budgerigar and hung it in a glittering cage in the pantry. It didn’t do much to fill the gap, and later my daughter told me that she’d been insulted to hear that she might have been replaced by a budgerigar. Strangely, though, it was the bird that committed suicide. Not me. I found it dead – upturned in its tiny drinking trough. My husband worked hard, but I was out of a job. Coming as I do from a generation of women reared in wartime, I had never trained for employment. I was fidgety, not exactly bored, but restless. There were books to read, ageing parents to visit, a garden to weed, friends to telephone. All these things I did, but there was a sense that something was past and that the next thing had not begun. Lunches and dinners are fun, but when they’re over, they’re over. You’re back to your own devices.

The busy, busy years had passed.

         

I struggled along without much sense of purpose. Now, naturally, I wish I’d been warned and done better.

There were weddings, funerals and thrills. Sliding into a new era without much framework. I hand you these comments as a tip on how not to make the transition.

As we get older, the clock ticking, we can in many ways control a little more of what we are about.

A clever doctor friend of mine, now in his eighties, suggests that: ‘as you get older the past gets larger and larger. The future smaller. A way to deal with this is to plan and plan ahead. Thus, the future can become almost as large as the past. Loss of memory comes simply from the kindness of nature – reducing the number of years that stretch behind in the mind.’

When I look back on my (thankfully) few years of comparative depression, I recognize with some shock that I’d been spoiled rotten.

I used to be a little shocked when I heard the maxim: ‘thrifty ’til fifty then spend to the end.’ I couldn’t think why old people ever needed to spend a farthing. But so spoiled am I that there are still many things that I have failed to crack. I wish I could agree wholeheartedly that ‘the best things in life are free’, but as I sit on a comfortable sofa before a well-banked fire; listening to Englebert Humperdink sing ‘Please Release Me’ at full throttle, I know that I am happier than I would be, say, in a muddy field on this cold November day.

         

I am not, apparently, alone in my sybarism. Being an Oxford or a Cambridge don, I’m told, can add four years to your life. Oxford and Cambridge Universities epitomize a life of privilege; their Fellows dine off silver, live amid world-class architecture, enjoy fine wines from the college cellar and teach some of the nation’s best students.

These days I’m radiant with my laptop and my many grandchildren. Nor further identity crisis. I am an ancestor. The prospect of death has ceased to be creepy. I used to quake when I saw a hearse. Now I think the coffin, lying stately within it, looks comfortable and infinitely peaceful.

         

I do, however, still have to confess to a certain reluctance to accept that advice to oldsters is meant for me. Today, on the wireless, I heard a soothing voice urging the elderly to wrap up warm. An icy wind was predicted from the Cairngorms. For a second I held in my mind’s eye a compassionate image of tiny shrivelled figures wrapped in blankets before popping on my thermal underwear.

I read a wonderful novel by Muriel Spark some years ago. I think it was called A Far Cry from Kensington, and in it she included advice on how to lose weight. She said that she threw this counsel in ‘for the price of the book’. With my anthology I do the same. I give you details, including the telephone number, of Glin Castle: surely the most comfortable, exotic, historic and heavenly hotel in the world. I also give you details of Jonathan Guinness’s yoga classes. He looks terrifically fit. I urge you to visit Sudely Castle; David Tang’s glamorous shops and clubs; buy your antiquarian books from John Chancellor or David Batterham; get your library catalogued by Vanessa Williams Ellis, your garden designed by Roddy Llewellyn or Tim Leese; read the latest books by the thrilling authors who have contributed here, and so on throughout these enlightening pages.

         

One further thing about the book. There may seem to be an odd discrepancy between the many ‘potted biographies’. I have an explanation for this. Some contributors have sent succinct descriptions of themselves that they are happy to see in print. Others have been more bashful, and I have had to use my imagination and powers of description when concocting them. I would like to thank every old codger represented here for sharing their secrets, and I also thank Ellen Ann Hopkins for starting me off on the venture – for having had the original idea and for introducing me to Gary Pulsifer.

Finally, if I die and have not got around to mentioning this in my will, I would like a good organist to play ‘Wish Me Luck As You Wave Me Goodbye’ at my funeral and for my four daughters and nine grandchildren (or more if they come along) to sing it very, very loudly. I would like it even better if my husband Nicholas and I were to die simultaneously and that they sing ‘Wish us luck…’ instead of just ‘me’.

         



         




        


    







        

            


         

ELIZABETH ASHCOMBE

            





        


    













THE FASCINATING MYSTERY OF EXISTENCE
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FOR me the most testing thing about growing older is the effort of keeping the body and wits in good working order. Yoga (for the over-fifties), sessions with the osteopath and costly expeditions between the nutritionist and my local organic emporium, stocking up on vitamins, supplements and gorgeous-looking (and tasting) vegetables take up a great part of my weekly visits to London. Otherwise, I am for the time being in harness at Sudeley, despite rumours of a takeover by my grown-up children, Henry and Mollie and their families.

         

Sudeley has fascinated, challenged, maddened and at times almost finished me off ever since I was first introduced to the family property some forty years ago by my then future husband Mark Brocklehurst. The castle and estate had been purchased in the early nineteenth century as a romantic and ghostly ruin by his enthusiastic forebears, the Dent brothers: wealthy glove-makers from Worcester who, having commenced an ambitious restoration effort, died. It has thereafter mystified and tested the stamina of the next four generations of owners as to how to cope with it. An impractical building to live in and aggravated by neglect during two world wars, resulting in the selling-off of most of its supporting land, it came to me on the sad and untimely death of Mark in 1972. In a sorry state of repair and producing little income, being made open to the public seemed the likely route to recovery. This was certainly helped by the castle’s special charm and the illustrious roll call of former residents and celebrity owners – such as Richard III, Henry VIII, Katherine Parr and others – to entice and entertain our visitors. Sudeley is a place where fantasies can come to life. Immersing myself in its intriguing thousand-year history and producing an ever-changing tableau of amusements to satisfy the annual ‘what’s new this season?’ requirements of the coach operators is a demanding but perpetually interesting task. Reclaiming and restoring the once regal gardens has been a dream project, particularly – not having the gift myself – working with some of the most talented and renowned garden gurus. One can’t complain about living and working in such magical surroundings with wonderful treasures. However, I’ve done my fair share of whingeing over it. Try as we may, I am stymied by the ever-demanding needs of the old place. Successful as the tourist trade would seem, it is fickle and creates new economic problems of wear and tear, bureaucratic interference and unsettling protests from the locals.

         

A few years ago I was diagnosed with chronic fatigue: a perplexing condition for many doctors who can’t see the point of it as it doesn’t respond to conventional drugs treatment. I subsequently headed down the alternative path, a long, winding road but nevertheless a major eye-opener and an introduction agency to new – or should I say rediscovered? – ideas of healing, living and seeing things in a different way. I discovered an eclectic world of good people, cranks and inspired, learned voices of wisdom and sanity. Now virtually recovered and happily redirected, I would love to have more time to support the work and visions of the leading thinkers in these fields of research and teaching. Unfortunately, Sudeley doesn’t allow much time for other causes, but we could always encourage the mountain to come to Muhammad. We have already gone organic in the garden and kitchen and have plans to convert more of the estate. If alternative methods could rejuvenate me, why couldn’t they do the same for crumbling stones? An injection of new and radical ideas is needed to help Sudeley adapt to a new age. Curiously, the castle has suffered the ravages of war and disgrace under its male proprietors and seemingly comes to life and grows peaceful when under the care of women. Perhaps the next generation will have the answer, as it will belong equally to Henry and Mollie. Or will it be time for the old Dents’ heirs to fold their tent and for new blood to take over? Sudeley has never been the exclusive seat of one noble family whose continuing support it could rely on. It has had to adapt in order to survive, and the ebb and flow of its fortunes have, to a large extent, mirrored those of the country at large. Whatever fate decrees, Sudeley will survive; and I will continue to support holistic health and the spiritual and ecological philosophies through which all is linked. The best part of getting older is that I enjoy the given things most: the beauty of nature, old friends and new friends, family and particularly the adorable grandchildren. For what it’s worth, my useful tips to those with age concerns are: eat health-giving and organic food, take long, lung-expanding walks, preferably with a dog, enjoy your nearest and dearest to the full and make space from the exhausting and questionable values of our materialistic culture to explore the fascinating mystery of existence.
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