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Liz Earle MBE is one of the UK’s most trusted authorities on wellbeing. An award-winning author of over 30 books on nutrition, diet, beauty, gut health, hormone health and natural wellness, she co-founded the highly successful Liz Earle Beauty Co. in 1995 before moving back to writing and broadcasting. She hosts the popular Liz Earle Wellbeing Show and is a regular commentator on TV and radio.
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My Story


Some of you may have followed my more public journey over the decades, through pregnancies, brand-building, family health issues, divorce, hormone health and more. Others may be connecting with me here for the first time, so I’ll give you a bit of background for context.


To begin at the beginning, I started work as a junior beauty writer in 1983 at a time when the world of wellbeing was really only just starting to open up. One of my early inspirations was the late, great Leslie Kenton, the groundbreaking health and beauty editor on the magazine Harpers & Queen (now called Harper’s Bazaar). I remember seeing her at many press events and being in awe of this extraordinarily dynamic middle-aged woman, dressed in flowing white clothing, who exuded an esoteric glow as she extolled the benefits of juicing, raw foods and newly reawakened complementary therapies such as crystal vibrations, magnetic energy waters and reiki – the original Goop goddess. She was a visionary, a fearless pioneer, undaunted by being thought of as a bit of a quack and she heralded a new era of wellness journalism. Later, one of the highlights of my TV career was when she appeared as a guest on my own TV show, Liz Earle’s Lifestyle, in the nineties. Back at the start of my career, doyennes such as Leslie and other editorial gurus were generous in their sharing of knowledge and skills with a lowly junior writer, like me. There were many press trips that took me to far-flung places – argan oil extraction in Morocco, Hollywood beauty secrets in Los Angeles, longevity studies at Harvard Medical School, rose oil harvests in Turkey, the Oriental spas of Bangkok and beyond, as well as behind the scenes in Swiss research labs, French perfumeries, Eastern European thermal therapies and more. It was from those early assignments for both ITV and the BBC that I found my true passion for discovering ways to live well.


In the early eighties, there was a small but growing band of seemingly weird and wonderful practitioners popping up on the UK alternative health scene – naturopaths, functional medicine specialists, nutritionists, acupuncturists, aromatherapists, detox advocates, juicers, qigong masters, herbalists, sound healers, energy workers . . . many of whom had obviously been around forever, but who began to gather more mainstream interest as ‘alternative’ or ‘complementary’ therapies became more talked about. It felt exciting and dynamic to be at the start of this New Age revolution in healthcare, a time when we, the public, were empowered to take a closer look at how the way we live affects our health and wellness.


I wasn’t easily convinced at the beginning though. The first time I interviewed a naturopath who told me that my chronic eczema could be cured by changing my diet, I thought she was mad. Surely my skin would only respond to topical applications of ointments and unguents (in my case, years of prescription steroids). How could what I ate possibly have an external impact on my skin? Such was the perceived wisdom at the time – that conventional medication was the only way to fix dis-ease. Doctors were told to treat symptoms, not discover the cause (unfortunately, still often true today). In my case, the naturopath advised me to increase certain fats in my diet, cut out gluten, dairy and tomatoes (at least for a while), take evening primrose oil and specific vitamin supplements and drink a whole lot more water. Sceptical, I did as I was told and lo – my skin cleared, and has remained clear to this day (even though I do now occasionally eat some gluten and a lot of dairy, which happens to suit me).


My own experience of how we have the power to make such a dramatic difference to how we look and feel was a light bulb moment. The light flicked on. The penny dropped. We can indeed improve our bodies, brains (and beauty) by changing what we eat – and how we live. For me, the starting point was fats and oils. Back in the early eighties, TV diet gurus were urging us to strip all fats and oils out of our diets. These dietary macros were viewed as the very devil when it came to healthcare, intrinsically linked to weight gain and serious illnesses such as coronary heart disease (CHD) and stroke. Or so we were told. But my own experience told me otherwise. When I started to eat the right kinds of fats and oils (extra-virgin olive oil, essential fatty acids such as the gamma-linolenic acid (GLA) from evening primrose oil, real butter instead of hydrogenated synthetic margarine and other trans fats) not only did my eczema clear and my skin glow, but I also lost weight and felt more energised in the process. This led me to write my first book, Vital Oils, which was counter-culture at the time, as mainstream medics and professional dieticians were urging low-fat eating (alas, many still do). I’ll come back to this later, when I discuss diets and the foods we should be focusing on in more detail.


Instead of following the popular narrative, I wrote about the dangers of low-fat as being damaging to our brains and bodies. I urged a switch back to real, whole foods such as grass-fed meat, sustainable fish and organic dairy. Loving the research, I moved from penning short-form magazine articles to writing books, where I discovered a genuine passion for unravelling complex academic research, distilling it into a more accessible form so that I can also better understand before communicating it to others. I’ve had some inspirational teachers and love few things more than connecting with great medical minds, often hidden away in the halls of academia and research labs, where so many mind-blowing health and wellbeing discoveries are made, not necessarily the media medics with their colourful Instagram accounts, PR agents and chat show circuits (although I do respect a select few). I’m referring to those clinicians and researchers quietly working away at the cutting edge of their specialisations, not out to sell us anything or launch some new product range – these are the unsung heroes of wellness. Their work often leads to some of the greatest discoveries, free from corporate agendas and commercial funding that can colour how information is presented. The internet can be a powerful and positive resource, but it’s important not to rely on the University of Google and search-engineered ‘science’, finding instead independent voices, free from vested interests, whom we can trust. Hopefully, I can be one of these for you.


Writing about skin, researching natural ingredients, plant-based remedies and the like led me to co-found the Liz Earle Beauty Co., with my great friend Kim Buckland. Started as a sideline (it was actually Kim’s idea, based on her industry experience), it quickly took off and I spent increasing amounts of time travelling the world, selling skincare. It was an exciting time to be brand-building and Kim and I built our business from a team of two across a kitchen table into a multinational, global brand – one of the largest independent beauty companies in the UK, in fact. But I was being pulled further and further away from my passion and purpose – writing and researching ways to live well. It reached a point when Kim and I (along with several other stakeholders) decided to sell the beauty brand, back in 2010, a date that worked especially well for me as it coincided with the birth of my last child. Once free from the constraints of the beauty company that still carries my name, I was keen to return to my first and foremost passion, so proceeded to write Skin, a six-week inside-out plan for radiant skin; The Good Gut Guide, one of the first consumer books on the microbiome; and The Good Menopause Guide, also one of the very first books of its kind. I also launched my website, several social media channels, The Liz Earle Wellbeing Show podcast and bi-monthly magazine, Liz Earle Wellbeing.


It was this immersion back into the world of wellness, many decades after the start of my career there, that got me back in shape both physically and mentally. Through writing and researching for my platforms, I realised how far I had fallen in terms of my own personal wellness. I learnt about the gut–brain axis, the effects of perimenopause, nutrigenomics, high-intensity weight training, low-carb diets, nootropics, cryotherapy, bio-hacking and more. I began to apply what I was learning to myself, using my own mind and body as a testing lab and sharing my results online. My shape changed. I lost weight, toned up, became physically stronger, emotionally more resilient, mentally happier and more purposeful. My skin changed, becoming plumper, more toned and less saggy than before. My hair grew back thicker and fuller, I had to start cutting my nails with scissors and they no longer flaked or developed the ridges of ageing. My cellulite pretty much disappeared and my sleep dramatically improved. I began to feel as though I was finally pulling myself out of a dulled state of disarray, up and out into the light; back into a world of optimism and hope, where I felt so much better able to cope with the challenges and the tough times all of us face all around us.


 


As I celebrated my sixtieth birthday in 2023, I became even more aware of the passing of time and its impact on my physique and psyche. I asked myself two fundamental questions:


 



	1.
	What do I need to do for myself now to live and age well?





	2.
	How best to share what works to help others do the same?




 


This book is the answer to those two simple questions.


 


I want to dispel the notion that we’re all washed-up by midlife and that it’s downhill after we hit 40, 50, 60 – or way beyond. There are so many positives to celebrate by the time we reach midlife – a gift denied to many. We know our own minds and we’ve accumulated many decades of wisdom and valuable life experience.


I genuinely believe that what is yet to come can and should be better than before, but we have to break the current narrative in order to let that happen. The process of ageing does not have to be downhill. I was stronger, fitter and more capable in my fifties than I was in my forties, so why can’t I be even more so in my sixties, seventies and beyond? Who’s to say we can’t, or shouldn’t, change the way we age? My wellbeing community consists of many thousands of midlife women (and many millions more through my social media, magazine and podcasts) and we share countless conversations on growing older. A common thread among those of us considered ‘more mature’ by society (frankly, a euphemism for being past it) is of losing our identities, of becoming invisible, feeling useless and worthless, a sense of redundancy – no longer needed by growing children, perhaps overtaken on the career ladder or abandoned by spouses trading us in for younger models. It enrages me to see midlife women so often cast aside, considered unattractive, unworthy or unproductive as their conventional beauty fades and declining hormones mean they are no longer usefully procreative, but also disadvantaged by weakened brains, bodies and bones.


It’s tragic that at a time when we’ve given so much of our lives to others and finally have more time for ourselves, our bodies decide to take a downward turn and start letting us down. But there are many things we can do about this, as you’ll read. Of course, men have their own issues with ageing too, but nowhere near the extent and detriment of those faced by women. And this book is unapologetically written for the Sisterhood.


 


Liz x


London, 2024










Introduction


Does growing older scare the pants off you? Are you fearful of losing your mojo – not to mention your mind? Have the hormonal changes during perimenopause, menopause or post-menopause left you feeling flattened? Is the creep of midlife weight gain a concern, yet you feel confused by conflicting dietary advice? Are your stress scores high, your sleep quality low and anxiety scaling off the charts? Perhaps you’re dissatisfied with the way you feel or despairing of who is looking back at you in the mirror. Well, this book brings you solutions and will encourage, empower and equip you to live more fearlessly.


My purpose in this book is to help us all find the energy, resilience, enthusiasm, physical fitness and emotional strength to thrive through our second half of life. I want all of us to be the very best versions of ourselves, me included, no matter what our starting point is.


Much of what I’m sharing here has been learnt over 35 years of researching and writing within the world of wellbeing.


I’ve been fortunate to connect with literally hundreds of experts over the years, genuine specialists in their own areas of expertise and knowledge. I’ve done all the research into how to have a better second half so you don’t have to and, throughout this book, I’ll be offering the headlines and highlights on everything from hormone health and menopause matters to brain health, physical fitness, ageing, dermatology, diet, nutrition, sleep, stress management, weight loss, relationships, functional medicine, bio-hacking and so much more.


I’m enormously grateful to have had access to such a dynamic database; a strong and super-informed wellness community which has shaped me.


Now it’s time to give back and pass on much of what I’ve learnt, experienced and found to be true.


 


Take care of your body and your self – it is the only place you have to live.


 


This is the book I want all women to read. It’s my midlife manifesto. I want my daughters to read it – and your daughters, and your friends and the women you work with. In fact, any woman who matters to you needs to read this book.


Life is difficult; that much we know. And midlife women are often hit the hardest of all. Trust me, I’ve been there and it’s not been easy to find ways through the fog and into the light. I don’t mind admitting that I’ve come to realise much of what makes a difference relatively late in life (better late than never). I struggled through my forties with fluctuating hormones during perimenopause; felt the toll on my body of having my last of five children late in life, aged 47; battled through the stress of selling a global beauty business – not to mention the loss of confidence and car crash of emotional wreckage when my second marriage broke down over many years before finally ending. Coming through all this and more besides, I can hand-on-heart say that, today, I have never felt happier, fitter, stronger, wiser, more joyful and positive about myself and the future than I do right now. And I want to share this wonderful place. A place where we’re more than content to be in the skin we’re in. A place filled with glee at the gloriousness of life and all it has to offer (OK, so I don’t feel gleeful every moment of every day, but I do feel far better than I used to and there are definitely more than glimpses of glee most days now). The ongoing goal for myself, as well as for all of you reading this book, is to share safe, simple and effective ways to be better than before, to enjoy and embrace this mid-stage of life. Ultimately, to age well.


The Indian–American guru investor and philanthropist Naval Ravikant said, ‘to write a great book you must first become the book’. I am this book. Everything I write here has helped shape me into who I am now, feeling fitter, happier and more ‘sorted’ with each passing year.


Regardless of your age or stage of life right now, whatever life has chucked your way, whatever disasters have befallen you or bad times you’ve had to put up with for too many years, you, too, can take back control, make a genuine difference to your health and wellbeing, and, above all, make life so much better. This book is about reconnecting with the stuff that actually matters – and is my tried-and-tested take on how to get the best out of this gift called life. Ultimately, it’s about how to have a better second half; how to thrive and not just survive. I’ll be covering much of the big stuff – physical health, emotional wellbeing and resilience – as well as some of the more superficial niceties, such as how we look. Call me shallow, but I do actually care about my skin, my hair, my nails. And, like for many, my weight and appearance have been a bit of a lifelong preoccupation, driven more by how I wanted to present myself to the world and not necessarily for reasons of better health. In some ways, the years of being highly visible on television, in magazines and on social media were an unhelpful motivator, making me place too much emphasis on how I look and not enough on how I feel. So along with finding the best ways to look good, I’ll also spend some time exploring how to better support your midlife brain health and emotional wellbeing too. As is my passion, I’ll be covering the day-to-day stuff that crucially supports these pillars, such as how to eat well, move well, sleep well and, ultimately, live well.


This book is also about future-proofing your wellbeing. It’s about how you can live a better and, by default, more fulfilled, lighter (and, dare I say it, more playful) life. It isn’t about living forever (although longevity definitely plays a part), it’s about living your very ‘best life’, before the opportunity passes you by. It will equip you with the knowledge and tools you need right now.


I only wish I’d learnt a lot of this sooner. It would have saved me a great deal of personal angst, anxiety and heartache.


Now Is Our Time to Shine


Personally, I can’t wait for the next stage of life. With more knowledge about myself, greater confidence in my abilities and more free time as my children fly the nest, I’m better able to nurture the things that matter to me personally and the close circle of friends I’ve grown to know, love and trust over the years. For those at a similar age and stage of life, this should be the moment when we feel our fittest and strongest (physically and emotionally), ready to reap the rewards of many years of putting others before ourselves, whether bringing up children, supporting spouses, caring for elderly relatives and/or investing enormous energies into our work lives and careers. Maybe you’ve done some or all of these and more. Well, now it’s your time.


Perhaps secretly you feel it’s too late, you’ve gone too far down the wrong path to make a difference or maybe you think the things I’m going to share with you won’t work. Well, let me tell you straight: no matter who or where you are, or what stage of life you’re at, you’re plain wrong.


 


It’s never too late to make a positive change for the better and to be the best version of yourself.


 


I don’t say that lightly. Of course, I’ve made mistakes, as I’ll share. I’ve messed up through a lack of awareness and taken a fair few unhelpful paths in life. Frankly, who hasn’t? But I’ve also worked through these to get back on track, stronger and fitter than ever. Whatever you’re going through right now, you can effect positive change. Don’t lose sight of that.


Having the right mental attitude and approach to ageing is vital for success – believing you can take some control and make those first few steps towards a goal is the single most important part of your journey. I want you to truly believe that it’s never too late, that you can and you will make a difference to how you look and feel in your later years. This positive mindset is going to be critical to your success and sustain you through the inevitable setbacks and potential pitfalls encountered along life’s path. We all fall over or have bad days, but ageing well is too important to let this diminish your motivation.


Let’s shed the things that we’ve been too scared to try or have held us back, and unlock the secrets to living life successfully, in the fullest sense. Not just financially or how we’re judged by the world around us, but delve deeper into what really matters to us and discover how we can move on with the self-care, bodily respect and self-love we deserve.




A life in balance


My years working in wellbeing have taught me that it’s about living life in a daily, achievable balance. The one thing that counts above all else? Consistency. It doesn’t have to be much and it doesn’t have to be hard, but it does have to be consistent.


Throughout this book I’ll be encouraging you to adopt some simple health habits that become the norm for your life; a workable routine that fits into the way you live. The key is to get the right routine and then to stick with it. We all have bad days and fall off the wagon from time to time. I have many days when I make mistakes, do no exercise, lie-in late, miss deadlines, eat too much cake and drink too much tequila . . . but I tend to live by the 80:20 rule, doing the best I can 80 per cent of the time and allowing 20 per cent for cheats.





I hope you find the practical information in these pages helpful for your own life journey, as you navigate yourself into the future.


 


This is OUR TIME! Let’s shine.


Ten Things I Wish I’d Known in My First Half


Before we begin, these are the ten things I wish I’d known to be true earlier on in my life. It’s taken me some time to realise the enormous value of each one of these – and just how fundamental they are to live our best lives. Enjoy the shortcut.


1. Prioritise YOU


Attitude is ALL. Prioritise you for a change and start putting yourself first. It’s like they say on the plane – put on your own mask before you help others so you’re better able to assist them. Mindset matters from the outset. Set yourself up for success. You have to want to do this, for you. Take it one step at a time. Small wins add up to big gains. The better version of you that you become, the better able you are to make a difference to those around you. Self-care is not self-ish and healthcare matters as we age, especially when it comes to how well we physically and mentally age, improving our resilience, happiness and overall longevity.


2. Health and hormones cannot be ignored


Health is wealth and so much of our overall health comes from how we live. Our daily health habits make a difference. Genetics and family history play a part for sure, but the emerging science of epigenetics (how behaviour and environment can influence the expression of our genes) reveals we have much more authority over our genetic traits than we might assume. This is good news! Hormones are also the fundamental drivers of female wellness. They control our physical, mental and emotional health. Hormones heal us, in particular, oestrogen (often given the US spelling ‘estrogen’ online or in medical journals), alongside progesterone and testosterone – the three feminine fuels that help us age well.


3. What goes into our mouths makes a difference


What we eat (and drink) is the biggest health choice we have control over. Forget genes, personal circumstances and financial status, every day we alone decide what we’re going to put into our systems for sustenance. I find that hugely empowering (given the right knowledge).


4. Gut health matters


The microbiome has been described as the most newly discovered organ in the body. We have millions more microbes than cells in our bodies and they affect every single aspect of us. They are the ultimate multitaskers, controlling just about everything you can think of – our brains, bones, skin, digestion, mood, sleep, weight loss, immune system, stress; you name it, the microbial to-do list is endless. Look after your gut bugs and they will look after you.


5. Brain health matters


The brain not only controls how we think, but also runs our physical selves too. We know the gut–brain axis governs mood and emotion, sleep, stress and immune response. Cognitive decline is terrifying. Rates of Alzheimer’s disease and dementia (especially among women) are on the rise. But there are so many helpful ways we can bolster our brains with simple health hacks, newly discovered nootropics (also known as ‘smart drugs’ or cognitive enhancers), meditation and more.


6. Movement matters


Our bodies are designed to move, and getting older is no time to slump on the sofa with a pack of Pringles. Sitting is the new smoking – it’s a killer. That’s especially true for women. The only way to retain strong, well-toned muscles and bone strength is by exercise. It doesn’t have to be for long, but it does have to be intense (like lifting weights or resistance exercise) and regular (two to three times a week, every week). For fitness, strength and shape, when it comes to our bodies, it’s a case of use it or lose it.


7. Sleep is our silent superpower


We ignore getting good rest at our peril and prioritising sleep is top of my longevity wellness list. Getting a good sleep routine sorted is one of the fastest ways to transform our mental and physical wellbeing, from lowering stress and anxiety to speeding weight loss and supporting greater gut health. Rest is also rejuvenating and taking time for it needs to be a priority, not a pastime.


8. Relationships rule the world


This means our relationship with ourselves as well as those around us. Humans are social beings, designed to love and have family and friends. Broadening our social connections is crucial when it comes to ageing well. Now is the time to expand our horizons, by developing new skills and widening the circle of those we share them with. Now is not the time to shrink from our surroundings; it’s a time for greater sociability and togetherness – and never forget that loneliness is a killer.


9. Consistent healthy habits are key


How to sum up good health in one word? Consistency. As I said, consistency is key, especially when it comes to the small stuff. Getting into good habits, from drinking more water, embracing the outdoors first thing in the morning, taking a cold shower and getting to bed earlier are all small steps, but added together they make a massive difference. Setting up a positive routine of non-negotiables has never been more important than in our second half of life.


10. A sense of purpose is what drives you


Why are we here? What’s the point? Is the world a better place for us being in it? What will our legacy be and who would miss us if we were gone tomorrow? These questions are the daily drivers that determine our future happiness. Find your passion and your purpose before it’s too late. End of.










Chapter 1


Prioritise You


Welcome to a new way of thinking about your health. If you follow my lead, you will discern a difference in the way you look and feel. You’ve already taken the most important and fundamental step, to be curious enough to examine what it takes to age well. Now my job is to persuade you that you actually want to do it. Deciding you’re worth a little bit more time and effort is the first and most important part of the process. Even the longest and most challenging journey has to start with the first single footstep. So let’s walk side by side, on a journey through the rest of our lives that is long, happy, fruitful and fulfilled.


Too many of us midlifers are plagued by weariness and fatigue, suffer unexplained symptoms, pop vast numbers of prescription pills or endure lengthy waiting lists for treatment. We’re at an age when plenty can go wrong and lots will change in our bodies. It’s easy to feel disheartened by it all. Perhaps things are not quite what you imagined they might be when you were in your ‘invincible’ twenties. Unforeseen life events, whether affecting us or those we’re close to, will often bring us down. And once down, it can be hard to find the way back up again. We need to be mentally and physically robust enough to deal with the s**t that invariably hits us in some form – and not be defeated by it. It’s not just ourselves either. Our children may have grown up and largely gone, but even as they leave us, they still return with their own problems that draw us in, inevitably affecting us too. We may be simply exhausted from caring for a spouse, partner, elderly parents or sick or dying relatives. This is part of the stage of life we’ll often find ourselves at right now and it’s understandable to feel overwhelmed by it all. Our best weapons of defence are physical strength and mental resilience. It’s about being mentally and physically robust enough to deal with life’s many challenges without either crumpling into a heap or internalising the stress, which can manifest later as our own chronic illness.


It’s so easy to get to a stage where gaining good health can seem out of reach. Yet so much of what will make us feel better is actually very simple and well within our grasp for the taking. We can’t control the things that happen to us, but we can control the way we respond to them. That alone is empowering. Better wellbeing is neither expensive nor complicated. In fact, the savings (and benefits) are huge when we know what to do, when and how. How best to start this journey through our second half? At the beginning.


Maybe the very thought of looking and feeling better than ever seems beyond you, and you feel almost defeated before you begin. If so, I’d like to offer some personal encouragement and share with you how my own health journey began.


I have not always looked and felt this well. By the time I reached my late forties I was seriously floundering in my work, my relationships and the way I looked and felt about myself. Physically, I was at my heaviest (nudging 12 stone) post-pregnancy and my least fit. I was struggling with work pressures and extreme overload, co-running the phenomenally successful Liz Earle Beauty Company and witnessing my second marriage disintegrate along with the looks and vitality of my youth. I did not know it at the time, but I was in the midst of perimenopause, with crashing hormone levels causing anxiety, sleepless nights, lack of energy, low mood and weight gain. There’s much talk about perimenopause and menopause now, which is such a good thing, but back then, it was all very hush-hush. Despite being a health and wellness writer for many decades, I hadn’t even heard of the term perimenopause, let alone realised it was happening to me.


I’d been writing and researching health, beauty and wellbeing since my first job in magazine journalism in 1986, so you would have thought that I would have been better equipped and prepared for the great chasm of midlife angst that I found opening up in front of me. But it took a while for the penny to drop. I hope this book will help you to avoid this pit of despair and that I can fast-track you to a much better midlife – and far beyond. If you feel you’re already descending downwards, allow me to pull you up and out.


Why Self-Care Matters


Life is precious. It is a priceless gift to be treasured. Our minds and bodies are things of wonderment. Our attitude to the way we take care of our most important personal assets is paramount. Do we actually appreciate what we have? Do we even bother enough about our brains and bodies to fuel them with nourishing food and drink? Or do we fill them with ultra-processed, commercial c**p because, deep down, we don’t really care too much? Or perhaps we don’t feel worthy of self-care? Well, forgive me for being blunt, but it’s time we did care.


Let’s be under no illusions here – midlife is hard. I know. During my middle years, I was someone else’s wife, mother, daughter, sister, boss, colleague and friend. I gave my time to others but not to myself. Which in some ways is right and proper in a functioning society. Of course, we need to recognise our responsibilities and live up to them in the fullest way we can. But somehow along the way, our responsibility to ourselves can get overlooked. It’s important to recognise the needs of others, but the many pulls on our time can become a bad habit, or at best a convenient excuse. We’re just too busy looking after the kids, finishing that piece of work, spending time looking after other people . . . often unwitting excuses for not getting out for some fresh air, not eating too well, short-changing our sleep or drinking more Chardonnay than we know we really should (guilty). If you feel a bit like this too, it’s time to refund yourself some self-care. I’m not saying that it should suddenly be all about ME – but there’s likely to be a need for a better balance, a recalibration of the way too many of us live our lives in order to thrive during, what should be, the very best years of our lives.


Today’s generation are a lot savvier. I have two daughters, Brella in her early twenties and Lily in her early thirties, and they both talk about carving out ‘me time’ and the value of ‘self-love’. But it’s not too late for those of us who are older and more attuned to a different mindset.


 


Self-love is not self-ish.


 


I can say this now, but it’s taken me years to appreciate the true value of my mind and body. I’m 60 years old (at the time of writing), have five fabulous children of whom I’m immensely proud and grateful for, successful businesses that bear my name and a thriving online community of incredible women curious for ways to live well, just like you. But until not that long ago, I was self-sabotaging my looks and energy levels by not taking enough personal care. Sure, I wanted to look and feel better, but I was suffering from that dreaded word – drift; just drifting along, making excuses as to why I didn’t feel my best: I was stressed, tired, overworked, anxious, just didn’t have the opportunity, the time, the resources . . . But, ultimately, for things to shift and be successful you have to really want it. That means investing your time, your energy and your enthusiasm. Above all, it means commitment.


Do It for You


You are your number one priority. This is a bold statement, but we can’t be either fulfilled for ourselves or most useful to others unless we’ve first looked after ourselves. This is wellbeing in the broadest sense. Be encouraged in this. The starting point has to be taking ownership of your health, even if you’re battling something big.


Perhaps secretly you feel it’s too late? Maybe your inner critic is telling you that you’re just too far down the wrong path to be able to make a difference. Or maybe you think that the things I’m going to share with you are all well and good for me, but won’t really work for you. Well, let me tell you straight – no matter who or where you are, or what stage of life you’re at, it is never too late to make changes for the better.


There are always ways you can help equip your body for the very best chance for success, whatever that might look like for you. As I said earlier, health is wealth and this is absolutely true – never more so realised than during the Covid-19 pandemic years, when our own mortality was put sharply into perspective on a global scale. Even the richest people on the planet have not been able to get around the fact that health is a non-negotiable asset. Regardless of our financial status or global superpowers, when it comes to priorities, how we care for the whole body – from brain to bones and beyond – is the most fundamental starting point.


I didn’t start this journey until my mid-fifties. I wish I’d started sooner and I almost envy those of you in your thirties and forties who are picking up this book now. But it’s not too late to make a difference at any age. How far you go with it is up to you. I’m not going to sit here and say that it’s always going to be easy (although there are many helpful hacks and shortcuts), but believe me when I say it’s worth it. Why? Because you’re worth it (to borrow a line from another beauty giant)!


Reset Your Mindset


So much of who we are and what we do is governed by what’s in our heads, not by our bodies. So this book is partly about unlocking and expanding your vision and daily mindset so you can be the absolute best version of yourself. For starters, stop comparing yourself to others. I’ve come to accept that there will always be someone cleverer, richer, prettier, younger (obviously!), slimmer, stronger, wittier, wiser and more capable than me. What matters is that I respect myself enough to be the best version of me. How? By taking the time and actually carving out some space in life to make this happen.


It’s time to be yourself – everyone else is taken.


 


Start by taking a moment to think about what’s stopping you or holding you back. It’s common to feel overwhelmed and powerless, but is that really the case? We can’t always control what is happening, but we can control our response. That alone is empowering. Are we going to let a situation – or someone – define us? Or are we going to stop for a moment and consider our options? The starting point is to realise what is happening and to calmly consider what choices we have.


Take stock


Let’s start by reassessing some priorities. The entry point for a better second half is to take stock of where we are here and now. What is your number-one priority right now? Is it you or are you somewhere at the back of the queue waiting for it to be your turn to be called? How do you feel about yourself and where you are in life? Are you happy and fulfilled, or feel that something is lacking? Do you look forward to older age with gleeful anticipation or a certain dread? Let’s recognise and address regrets and failings, forgive ourselves for when we went wrong, let go of the grudges (real or perceived) and acknowledge what we could be doing better. The past is gone and largely irrelevant. It’s time to live in this moment and to realise that NOW is the time to act.


Let’s be honest with ourselves about what we’d like to be doing better, before even more time passes by. The longer we leave looking after ourselves, the harder it gets to make a meaningful impact. Start by making a list of the things you do well in life and those you could do better. Then take a hard look at those you feel you could improve – how many of these things really matter? If they’re truly important, leave them on the list as room for improvement. If they’re not fundamental to your future life, scrub them off and leave them for later (if ever). Of the things you do well, are they in the right order of priority? When I wrote my list, number one was work – my family came further down, followed by myself. It made me realise I was making the wrong decisions with my time – and I moved my family to the top. No one ever died wishing they’d spent more time on their emails.


Taking stock of life in our middle years is cathartic. As I get older, I think about how I could have reframed things in my life differently. I needed to rid myself of quite a lot of ‘stuff’ that wasn’t doing me any good. I needed to exit a working environment that wasn’t positive, leave a marriage that wasn’t working and start to pay a lot more attention to getting both my physical and mental wellbeing in order. Looking back, it took me too many years to realise all of these things – precious time that was wasted for me, but perhaps helpful for you to think about now. Could I have spread the load a bit more, asked for help a bit more often, relied on others to help sort things out for me for a change?


Other people are not mind readers and often the simple act of telling someone what’s troubling you will start the process of a better outcome. Don’t be afraid to ask for help, be this from a family member, friend, colleague or even a healthcare practitioner. A problem shared is a problem halved.


It’s time to take back some time for yourself and reclaim your personal power and autonomy. Share how you feel with those closest to you, start a journal if you feel hesitant – sharing thoughts and feelings with a pen and paper can be a useful first step. Get things off your chest and out of your head, even if that simply means writing them down where no one else will read them as a starting point. These are all things I wish I’d done sooner in life. I’m much better now at being more open about how I feel and reaching out for help, or asking friends if they’d mind if I simply had a rant and let off some steam. When all else fails, find a quiet space alone and have a good old shout at the universe – it’s really very cathartic!


Before delving further into the pages of this book, take a moment to think about where to draw the line with what you’re prepared to accept from those around you and what you yourself might need to receive from others. Do we have to do it all, all of the time? When is benign neglect of family members, household chores, the gardening acceptable, a good thing even? In the garden, I now accept that weeds are just plants growing in the ‘wrong’ place that can be left a while (wildflower meadows are essentially weed plots loved by pollinators), so my obsession with weeding is over. Can my older kids be left to sort out their own lunchboxes, shop for their own supper, do their own ironing (or wear crumpled clothes)? Yes? Excellent. My view is that if it’s mostly OK, most of the time, then that’s a good result. No blood and nothing broken? Good, so let’s get on then.


How to Start the Day . . .


This chapter is entitled ‘Prioritise You’ and starting the day well has become my number-one wellbeing priority.


I’ve included this section here in detail because questions about my own personal routine are among the commonest I get asked:




Time for a reality check


Reading this, you’re statistically likely to have family responsibilities and obligations, and our genetic female default is to care, nurture, aid and assist when we’re asked to. But have we made this just a bit too easy for others? We’ve a tendency to ‘helicopter’, which is great for giving us a sense of self-worth but not so good for encouraging their independence. A better habit to adopt is to be open to anyone who has a problem to come to you, not only with the issue, but with at least a couple of ways in which they think it could be sorted out. Maybe we’ve got into the habit of being just that bit too available, of being the easy answer to those around us. Of course, being asked to sort something out also makes us feel needed and valued, so I do see that it’s a fine line between being there for those who need us, whilst also encouraging a little more respect and self-sufficiency from those around us too. Just being a bit more aware of this can be very helpful.





‘So what do you actually do?’ ‘How do you fit it all in?’ ‘What are the most important things I should be doing each day?’ ‘What supplements do you really take, how much, with what and when?’ . . . the list goes on. I should start by saying that this is what I have found works for me, as your average, relatively healthy, middle-aged, Western-world woman. If this sounds more or less like you, then the chances are that this (or a slightly modified version of it) will work for you too. If not, there are still many helpful life lessons here, from dietary advice to guide us all, at whatever stage of life, to health hacks and habits we can all benefit from, whoever and wherever we are.


The first half an hour (and the last couple of hours) of the day are the most important. The first 30 to 60 minutes after waking is the time that sets us up for the day ahead. Depending on how we use this time, it will empower us to feel stronger, calmer and more capable of facing whatever life is waiting to throw at us. Even though I’m not naturally a morning person, I’ve come to realise that getting the day off to a good start is not just helpful, it’s absolutely fundamental. If you are a morning person, lucky you – the morning really is the best time. Some talk about ‘the power hour’, but if I’m honest, I don’t often have a full hour to spare (except perhaps on a Sunday morning or when on holiday) and I like my sleep far too much to get up before dawn, although that’s something I’m working on . . . But I can grab 30 minutes, even on those days when the school run or an early train get me out of bed while it’s still dark.


So this is my 30–60-minute morning routine that starts my day. Every day.


The first ten minutes


On waking, after a quick stretch in bed and a positive thought of gratitude (whatever I am facing that day, good or bad, I always thank God/the Universe for waking up safe and well), I head to the bathroom to weigh myself (without clothes). This is the lightest moment of the day – hurrah! Some people are against daily weighing, but I find it a helpful tool to keep track of where I am and how my body has responded to the day before. I’m not so bothered about how much I weigh (muscle weighs more than fat, so the fitter we become, the heavier we’re likely to be), but I’m very interested in tracking change. Super-slim, super-fit athletes weigh much more than they’re ‘supposed’ to, according to body mass index (BMI) tables (a highly unreliable measure – see Maintaining a Healthy Weight in Midlife for more on this), so we really shouldn’t pay too much attention to these standard height/weight tables if we’re getting stronger and converting fat to muscle. No, I’m more interested to see patterns of change and take early steps to shift a few excess pounds as they creep on, before they become permanent. The quicker we shift any extra pounds, the easier it is. That’s why I weigh myself each and every morning. Some may find this obsessive; I find it works for me, but the choice is yours.


I’ll then rinse out my mouth with water as my mouth can feel very dry on waking, dislodging the build-up of bad bacteria that cause our early-morning ‘dragon breath’. I follow this with a quick bit of tongue scraping using a simple copper tongue scraper (find these online or in a health-food store). This is an ancient Ayurvedic technique of literally scraping away the layer of white fuzz that builds up on our tongues overnight. It’s a very gentle and effective way to feel fresher and also provides an instant snapshot of our toxic load. I notice that when I fast (more on that later) my tongue is often covered with white fuzz as my body unloads its internal debris and waste cell matter (aka toxins). If you’re run-down or have been drinking too much alcohol, you’ll also notice this early warning sign on your tongue. It’s a highly reliable indicator of what’s going on, unseen, inside us. I follow tongue scraping with another good sloosh around with water and spit this out before brushing my teeth (once dead cell debris has been dislodged, it makes sense not to swallow it).


I follow this with a glass of water to refresh and rehydrate. Drinking plenty of hydrating fluids first thing should take priority before anything else. It’s also a good way to get our water requirements in early on, in case we forget later on (which I tend to do, no matter how hard I try to remember). I drink filtered water, as filtering takes out much of the nitrates, chlorine and other chemicals that may be in the water supply, depending on your regional area.


To clean my teeth, I use a whitening formula toothpaste for sensitive teeth and an electric toothbrush, as this has been shown to help with gum health, which is especially important as we age and our gums recede. I also ‘floss’ with a Waterpik, or water flosser, most mornings, again to improve gum health. Regular flossing between the teeth helps remove harmful oral bacteria that have been linked with some serious diseases, including colon cancer and inflammatory bowel disease (IBD), where oral bacteria have been found deep in the depths of our intestines. This is due to the gum–gut axis transferring a build-up of bad bacteria in our gums to our digestive systems where they can cause harm. But it’s important to go gently here, and using dental floss may not be as good for us as using a water flossing gadget, which delivers a pressured jet of water to clean between the teeth. Studies show a water flosser to be twice as effective as using dental floss, removing virtually all harmful dental plaque. Water flossers are also kinder on the gums and are unlikely to make them bleed, damage that creates a direct pathway for bad bacteria to enter the bloodstream. Water flossers also give a bit of gentle gum stimulation and I find them easier to access those hard-to-reach rear molars. Another good option is inter-dental sticks and here, I would choose the simple wooden variety over the un-eco plastic kind. Whichever form of cavity cleaning you choose, go gently and swoosh out your mouth with plenty of water afterwards so as not to swallow any of the bacterial build-up you’ve just dislodged.




The flaw of flossing


I definitely wouldn’t use any kind of floss that has a non-stick ‘glide’ surface, coated in PFHxS chemicals (perfluorohexane sulfonic acid, to be precise), which have been linked with increased rates of heart disease and cancer. Harvard School of Public Health researchers found that women who flossed with these types of dental floss had higher levels of this chemical in their blood, probably due to the chemicals seeping into the gums (especially vulnerable when these bleed).





Never one to miss the chance to multitask, I practise improving my balance while brushing my teeth by standing alternately on one leg (30 seconds each side). Try this with your eyes shut to make it even harder! Balance is a really good indicator of how our bodies are ageing – the longer we can stand on one leg (preferably with our eyes shut), the younger our biological age. Or you may prefer to use this time to fit in a few squats or pelvic floor squeezes – anything that becomes a simple, healthy habit that makes good use of tedious toothbrushing time.


Rehydration


As I mentioned, first thing in the morning is the best time to rehydrate, and adding a glass of homemade electrolyte water (see How to make electrolyte water) gives the body an extra boost of energy. It’s important to drink this after you’ve cleaned your teeth as it’s quite acidic, especially if you make your own (as I often do) with fresh lemon or lime juice, which softens tooth enamel, so you don’t want to be scrubbing your teeth just after drinking it. You can drink this through a straw if you prefer to protect your teeth or just rinse out your mouth with plain water afterwards. There’s increasing talk in the wellness world about topping up our fluid intake with electrolyte drinks and it’s something I’ve found to be a fast, cheap and easy way to give me a quick pick-me-up first thing, especially before exercise. It makes me feel instantly brighter and more alert. It’s a simple early-morning health habit that works.


Journaling


I used to be a bit dismissive when it came to journaling. It’s something my daughters are very keen on and I’ve interviewed a number of therapists over the years who are big fans, but somehow it never really resonated with me. I’m happy to report that I have changed my mind! I don’t write lots of words, but do find that jotting down a few sentences and thoughts on how I feel first thing in the morning (and last thing at night) sets me up in a better way for the day ahead. I keep a pretty fabric-covered notebook beside my bed with a nice sharp pencil, and before my working day starts or I turn on my phone, this is what I write first thing:


 



	•
	What I am grateful for and what would make the day look good for me.





	•
	A few positive words of affirmation – the way I’m feeling about myself or how I’d like to be empowered to feel.





	•
	A note of my weight and any other key metrics, such as pulse and blood pressure, I’m measuring out of interest. I especially do this when trialling new health hacks or ideas, to keep track of how my body is responding. I might add blood glucose levels or any other stats or vitals that some new app or gadget is suggesting I record.




 


I then leave space to make a note at the end of the day for the positive things that have happened, as well as anything that’s circling around in my mind, troubling me like some bothersome fly, before bedtime.


These simple journal notes are a quick and easy health habit that take just a few moments but are surprisingly profound. I went away for a week’s holiday and forgot my journal – and was struck by how much I missed it. Making notes on my phone was just not the same!


This is what my daily page looks like if you’d like to recreate your own notebook journal (or head to Useful Resources to find details of The Five Minute Journal):


 


 


Date         


 


Morning


 


Vital stats         


 


Today, I am especially grateful for         


 


Affirmations: today I am         


 


Evening
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