



[image: ]






[image: Illustration]












“Vanity – definitely my favourite sin.”


Al Pacino, The Devil’s Advocate
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Part One


By Jeremy Langmead





Introduction


“SOMEDAY I WILL BE A BEAUTIFUL butterfly and everything will be better,” announces Heimlich, the chubby German caterpillar, in A Bug’s Life. This charming Pixar movie echoes sentiments not uncommon among humans, too. If only I had less fat, more money, a smaller nose, a bigger house, then everything would be okay, we tell ourselves. Sometimes this dissatisfaction with our lot drives us to success; at other times to utter despair.


Ultimately, most of us are aware that those outward signs of our internal struggles are not the key to change. A new nose (rhinoplasty is one of the top three cosmetic surgeries men request) is not going to transform your life but, perhaps, it will make you feel a little bit better about yourself. And if so, that’s not necessarily a bad thing. As Dr Howard Murad, one of the world’s leading skin and healthcare specialists, says: “If having fewer wrinkles or a little more hair is going to make you feel better, then that can add to your health.”


Until recently, male motivation for looking good or strong was often born from an inherent desire for us to feel and appear more successful, competitive, virile and powerful; what some now refer to as toxic masculinity. But that’s changing. There’s a new generation that wants to feel comfortable with who they are; internally and externally: that might mean a simple haircut, or some dermal filler to firm up a jawline or, for others, something more intrinsic, such as a change of gender identity. And, as a society, we’ve become less judgmental and more accepting of those that feel differently to us.


At a recent supper with my 27-year-old son, his girlfriend and some friends of ours, the subject of trans people, gender expression and the debate over bathrooms came up. My son can’t even believe it’s a subject being discussed; he’s puzzled as to why people still care about the sexuality or gender of others. While informed debate is important, later that night I reflected on how we must welcome the fact that a generation has grown up to believe as he does. I can remember picking him and his brother up from a party in London – they must have been 10 and 13 years old at the time – when one of their school friends came out of the front door wearing a dress. “Why was Ben wearing a dress?” I asked Oscar, a bit bemused, during the drive home. “Oh he always likes wearing dresses when he’s not at school,” he shrugged. And that was that. Admittedly, that was in north London. It’s not the same experience for everyone. But the loosening of the rules for how men can, and want to, behave and look is gaining more momentum than ever before.


At my goddaughter’s 16th birthday party recently, two of the boys from her school were wearing foundation, eyeshadow and tinted lip balm. For them, wearing make-up wasn’t about being gay, or non-binary; it was about emulating their favourite K-pop groups. The stars of those South Korean boy bands have no qualms about wearing make-up – they use it to hide blemishes, even out skin tones, and as a fashion statement. And their legions of fans across the world are happily following suit. Many young South Koreans find it puzzling that their counterparts in the West are still a little more reticent; especially when you think that back in the 1980s it was British pop stars such as Adam Ant, Boy George and Duran Duran who pioneered the look in the first place. In fact, the latter’s keyboard player, Nick Rhodes, 58, still does.


But what about the rest of us? After all, our politicians have relied on a little dab or two in this area for some time (Emmanuel Macron reportedly spent £22,000 on make-up in his first three months of office; while Trump relied on an unidentified smudgy orange substance which one hopes costs considerably less). And in order to obey social distancing rules, middle-aged, male television presenters and newscasters had online tutorials to teach them to apply their own make-up before appearing in front of the cameras.


Esquire magazine recently published a piece about men’s make-up, renaming the products and treatments as “guyliner”, “menscara” or “menicures” to make them sound a little bit more palatable for some of its readers. Look around the high streets of the country’s major cities and you’ll notice how many men in their early twenties are choosing to wear make-up; hopping on and off buses and tubes without batting a fake eyelash. Equally visible are the lusty lads appearing on reality TV shows, comfortable being filmed indulging in ab-friendly gym sessions before applying tinted moisturisers, plucked-eyebrow gels and lashings of fake tan. And less visible, but on the increase, are the “regular guys” who just want to look a little bit better. For example, retailers such as John Lewis and Mr Porter stock a men’s cosmetic brand called War Paint For Men, founded by a 34-year-old father of two, Danny Gray; its sales have exceeded expectations.


Internet shopping has helped the more cautious of us feel a tad braver – with both the clothes we buy and the grooming products we try. You can order and experiment with what you’ve bought in the privacy of your own home without feeling judged. War Paint’s website features video tutorials with silver-haired sixty-somethings demonstrating how to apply under-eye concealer or anti-shine ointments. The men’s personal-care market, as it’s known in the business (understandably everyone’s trying to avoid using the word “grooming” these days), has been predicted by Allied Market Research to be worth $166b by 2022. In China, male beauty and skincare is one of the country’s fastest-growing consumer product segments. “Chinese men are more open to experimentation,” said the AMR report.


Now that more of us see our puzzled faces appearing on video conferences, and are all too aware of what we look like today, perhaps we too will become a little braver with our beauty regimes. Although, of course, some will resist. The TV presenter and columnist Jeremy Clarkson wrote in his Sunday Times column that he had hoped the Covid-19 pandemic would have put an end to us all caring about our looks; months of lockdown, he argued, had made us all feel that we could do away with haircuts, treatments and cosmetics. He’s particularly against men having hair transplants: “A hair transplant is not like a penis-enlargement operation. You can’t hide it away in your trousers and only reveal it to people who’ve never seen it before. It’s on your head. So, one minute you have see-through hair, and the next it’s as though the Forestry Commission has been round. We are going to notice that, and when we do, we are going to laugh.”


Clarkson’s funny because he creates a scenario based on extremes, but he’s wrong about the fact that if you get a hair transplant everyone will laugh at you. It’s no longer a taboo subject. In the same week that Clarkson wrote that column, the comedian Jimmy Carr appeared on television sporting a new hairline. When the chat show host asked him about it, Carr replied that he had enough hair, it was just in the wrong place. “My hair was socially distancing from my forehead and I’d had enough of it,” he added.


Surely it’s what’s on the inside that really counts though, you ask. And increasingly we are aware that, yes, it is: not just in spirit but in substance. We’ve been educated to believe that nutrition, exercise and mental wellbeing affect how we look as well as how we feel. And we’ve learned that the way we behave and treat others, and the paths we choose to take, have more consequences than perhaps ever before. But, does that really mean we can’t play around with the outside, too? If who we are is the person inside, and our bodies are just the casing we come in, what’s the harm in a teeny-tiny bit of embellishment? Who doesn’t sometimes want to polish or place a couple of stickers on their suitcase? When we move into a new house – especially if it’s a period one – we’ll peer around and acknowledge that we mustn’t meddle with the original ceiling mouldings and architraves, but we don’t hesitate to discuss updating the walls with a new lick of paint or change of wallpaper.


Charles Baudelaire, the 19th-century French poet and essayist – I know, he’s a bit of a student thesis filler, but he’s on my side – wrote an essay called “In Praise of Artifice” in which he argued that: “Everything beautiful and noble is the result of reason and calculation. Crime, of which the human animal has learned the taste in his mother’s womb, is natural by origin. Virtue, on the other hand, is artificial… Good is always the product of some art. All that I am saying about Nature as a bad counsellor in moral matters, and about Reason as true redeemer and reformer, can be applied to the realm of Beauty. I am thus led to regard external finery as one of the signs of the primitive nobility of the human soul.” I think he makes a good point. And he wasn’t a vain or flippant man. Look at his profile pictures...


Beauty may be skin deep, but how we feel about the way we look often dives so much deeper. And an interest in how one looks, or a play with gender fluidity, does not have to be at odds with what one thinks or achieves. Look at the genius of Eddie Izzard, or Grayson Perry and his female alter ego Claire. Or think back to the 17th century and Louis XIV’s brother, the Duke of Orléans, known as Monsieur, who enjoyed the company of men, as well as that of his two wives, and would often turn up to balls in full female attire. And yet on the battlefield he was both courageous and skilled, leading the French army to numerous victories. The only criticism of his soldiering skills was that he was often a little late to battle since it took him rather a long time to get dressed.


In the same vein, so to speak, was the British couturier and dandy Bunny Roger. He fought bravely in Italy and north Africa in the Rifle Brigade during the Second World War, returning home commended for his courage in rescuing a fellow officer from a burning building. Roger was modest about his achievements and admitted that he’d sit in the trenches reading a copy of Vogue magazine until it was time to lead a charge on the enemy.


So don’t let anyone make you change the way you look, but neither let them stop you changing aspects of yourself you don’t like if you’re sure it’s safe and right for you. If clothes, cosmetics, beauty regimes or treatments make you happy, enjoy them.


In this great big bonkers world we find ourselves living in, with so much more beyond our control than ever before, does it matter if a man spends a long time looking in the mirror when he’s washing his hands? Is it a crime to spend some of your funds on moving follicles from the back to the front of your head, where a map of Ireland has begun to emerge? Is it shameful to crave a dab of Botox to stop your forehead looking furious? Nobody bats an eyelid (that might be the Botox) if you take an ibuprofen pill to ease a headache, Imodium to calm a stomach, or an Instagram filter to get more Likes. So why can’t we use lotions, potions and clothes to feel better, too?


Being insecure about the way you look, or just feeling it could be improved upon, is exhausting enough without being made to feel bad about it. Critics of those who fight the ageing process – actually “fight” is too harsh a word, let’s say bicker with it – point out that we should accept that our faces and bodies change as we get older. And they’re right. We do have to accept that. And in fact there are many reasons to embrace some of those changes and the positives they bring with them. But some of age’s comrades are a little less welcome. Ear hair isn’t especially pleasing. Eating a Toblerone and shortly afterwards seeing it poking out above your waistline is a tad frustrating. Your eyelids deciding to take it easy and casually hang over your eyeballs is uncalled for. And my nose didn’t need to get any bigger, but, yep, there it grows.


It should not be frowned upon if we try to make that journey to decay a little more comfortable. If we have the desire and can be arsed, why shouldn’t we get the train, rather than a plane, into old age? Hop aboard the Belmond Orient Express rather than Easyjet. Ease ourselves into looking older rather than bungee-jump into it.


Many men now see it as business critical to look fit for purpose for as long as possible. More of us live longer, more of us rejoin the dating scene later in life, more of us want our earning power to last well beyond our early sixties.


And even though we are now more open-minded, better educated and considered about the lifestyle choices we make – whether it’s eating less meat, drinking fewer beers, ensuring we exercise regularly or slapping on a bit of moisturiser in the morning – there’s still so much more we’re not quite sure about. Just look at the shelves laden with vitamins and food supplements in your local pharmacy, the rise of the vitamin drip clinic, the plethora of non-surgical cosmetic procedures on offer on the high street, the in-depth analysis you now get from a BUPA check-up… it’s made it all a little overwhelming. And, as with health, Google isn’t always helpful when you search for beauty advice. Search the symptoms of man flu and you’ll find you’ve probably got Covid or typhoid. Tap in how to get rid of eye bags and you’ll see a picture of a man wearing more bandages than Lazarus.


The trick with all the potions, tweaks and treatments available today is to know what works best for you, and to know when to say no. If you get it right, you’ll look like you’ve had a good night’s sleep or a relaxing holiday; if you get it wrong someone will ask you what you’ve had done. Often it’s just a good haircut, an eyebrow tidy and a nicely tailored jacket that will do the trick; sometimes it’s a bit of cosmetic work on your teeth and a jab of Botox, and for those feeling braver there’s the possibility of fat freezing to help slim the waistline or a syringe of dermal filler to give your face a bit of volume.


Since I was a teenager, I have paid more attention than is perhaps healthy to my appearance. I have even made a career out of keeping up appearances – launching the Sunday Times Style supplement, editing magazines like Esquire and Wallpaper, being one of the founders of the men’s e-commerce business Mr Porter and writing a grooming column for The Times’s LUXX magazine. In that time I’ve learned that there are a lot of clinics and practitioners out there who will promise you all sorts of solutions that I’m afraid are too good to be true; and others who will recommend fixing elements of your face or body that are already picture perfect. You need to find someone you can trust and who champions a natural approach to aesthetic and anti-ageing treatments. A good rule is to only trust someone who has been personally recommended to you; someone whose own face doesn’t look tampered with; someone whose other clients don’t look like startled aliens. Dr David Jack is one of those doctors. A member of the Royal College of Surgeons of Edinburgh, David studied medicine, anatomy and embryology before working for the NHS for many years, where he trained in specialist posts including burns, microsurgery, internal medicine, hand surgery, surgical dermatology and skin cancer. He is now established as one of London’s leading aesthetic doctors, operating from his own Harley Street clinic.


I first met David when interviewing him for a piece for The Times newspaper. His gentle manner, less-is-more approach to his craft and deep understanding of the physiology of the face put me at ease when I had my first Botox treatment with him. David is a firm believer that injectables should be used to replace volume that has been lost and only ever relax muscles, not to create anatomically unnatural structures or paralyse muscles in the face. His is a holistic approach: he is as interested in skin health (he has his own range of skincare products and supplements) as he is in cosmetic treatments. On occasion I have been to visit him at his clinic and he has sent me away again saying that nothing needed doing. A waste of a cab fare, but the sign of a good doctor.


In this book I will walk you through the insecurities, pressures and processes that shape how we men dress, look and see ourselves; plus offer some tips and tricks, for both inside and out, that will address the bits and bobs that tend to bother us. Dr David Jack, meanwhile, will act as your own private consultant. He will expertly explain what happens to your face and body as you age and the treatments you can realistically have that will take the edge off ageing without making you look “done”. He will provide the answers to questions you may have felt uncomfortable about asking others.


What we are not going to do is tell you how to brush your hair, cut your nails, iron a shirt or apply a moisturiser, because we’re going to assume you’re not 12 years old. The easiest way to describe our approach, perhaps, is to compare it to how you feel when you walk into your kitchen the morning after a dinner party. You look at the mess in front of you, try and recall whether the evening was worth it or not, and then gingerly begin to tidy up.


Towards the end of A Bug’s Life, Heimlich emerges from his chrysalis looking almost exactly the same. He has barely transformed into a butterfly at all. He’s still a chubby caterpillar but with tiny wings that don’t have a chance in hell of lifting him off the ground. But Heimlich is too excited to notice. “I’m finished. Finally I’m a beautiful butterfly!” he exclaims, flapping his useless wings. So that he doesn’t notice their ineffectiveness, Heimlich’s insect friends lift him off the ground so that he believes he’s truly flying. “Auf Wiedersehen!” he shouts joyfully to everyone below.


If you have friends like Heimlich, lucky you. If you don’t, read on.





Chapter 1


Face Ache


MY FIRST, UNINTENTIONAL, FORAY INTO THE world of skin rejuvenation was at the age of 42. Despite living in London, my job required me to travel each month to New York for a few days. It sounds inconvenient, but I loved the city and had a few friends who lived there. One weekend I arrived in Manhattan, a little jet-lagged, and my friend Andrew peered at me over dinner and said that he’d book me an appointment with his dermo (what New Yorkers call dermatologists). What a treat, I thought, a revitalising facial would be just what I needed to kickstart the week.


The following morning I arrived at the clinic, which looked disarmingly spartan for a spa, and waited for my appointment. The dermatologist called me into his office, made some polite small talk and started peering very closely at my face. He asked me to smile, and then to frown. I was expecting a hot towel to be wrapped around my face at this point but, hey, this was New York. He then took a marker pen and drew some black points on my forehead. This was clearly going to be a very precise facial. And then he picked up a small syringe. It was at this point that he saw how alarmed I looked. “Have you had Botox before?” he asked.


A normal person at this point would have said that there had been a terrible misunderstanding, apologised for the inconvenience and hailed a cab. Not me. British and polite, and not wanting to waste anyone’s time or money, I told him that I hadn’t had Botox before but to please go ahead as I didn’t want to hold him up any further.


Ouch ouch ouch. I felt it. Not lots, but there must have been about eight separate pricks with a tiny needle into my forehead and the space between my eyebrows. Mercifully, it was over quickly. The doctor then gave me some ice, wrapped in a thin cotton flannel, and told me to keep it pressed on my forehead for 10 minutes to help alleviate the swelling. It would, he said, take three to seven days for the Botox to start taking effect; and about two weeks before I saw the full effects. I tried not to look concerned, but then realised this might be one of the last times I could look sad for a few months and so decided to make the most of it.


I returned to the reception area where, while holding an ice pack to my punctured forehead, I sat down and pretended everything was normal. After a few minutes, I built up the courage to peer into the mirror on the wall behind me. I had eight little lumps on my forehead, like bee stings; a couple of them sporting tiny particles of dried blood. I couldn’t head into the outside world looking like this and so sat back down and googled.


According to the American Board of Cosmetic Surgery, over seven million people in the US each year receive Botox injections. Why, you may wonder, do so many of us inject the botulinum toxin into our faces? At first glance, it sounds less than ideal: botulinum toxin-type A is one of the strongest poisons around. The clinical syndrome of botulism, which is often lethal, typically occurs following either a wound infection or eating undercooked or improperly stored food.


It was a Belgian microbiology professor, Emile Van Emerngem, who first identified the pathogen in 1895. A piece of cured ham had poisoned 34 people at a wedding, three of whom had died. He gave the toxin its name, C botulinum, from the Latin word for sausage (sausage poisoning was common in Germany at the time).


It took almost another century for it to become what we now know as Botox. And its journey to cosmetic nirvana was an accidental one, brought about by a number of different doctors harnessing the toxin’s ability – in microscopic doses – to effectively block the signals from nerves to muscles. This prevents the targeted muscles from contracting, which can ease certain muscular conditions.


The San Francisco-based ophthalmologist, Alan Scott, for example, discovered it could be used to treat patients suffering from crossed eyes or double vision. And Jean and Alistair Carruthers, a married opthalmologist and dermatologist couple from Canada, chanced upon the fact that patients being treated for involuntary closure of the eyelids with injections between the eyes and in the upper halves of their faces, had less prominent frown lines post-treatment. They soon realised how this could be used for pure cosmetic enhancements, too.


Scott initially managed to source the toxin from Ed Schantz, a military biochemist who had worked for the US biological weapons programme and was then based at the University of Wisconsin. Taking into consideration that the botulinum toxin is on the US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention’s list of heavily regulated substances that could “pose a severe threat to public, animal or plant health”, we’re lucky that Scott and Schantz were careful; especially as Schantz would send the crystallised toxin to Scott in a metal tube through the post.


In 1991, after reports about its cosmetic uses were published in various medical journals in the late 1980s, the pharmaceutical company Allergan bought the rights from Scott to develop Botox, then called Oculinum, for cosmetic and therapeutic treatment.


A year later, the US Food and Drug Administration (FDA) approved Botox Cosmetic, botulinum A toxin, to temporarily improve the appearance of moderate-to-severe glabellar (frown) lines. Botox was born.


Today, Botox is manufactured at a high-security plant in the small town of Westport, county Mayo, in Ireland. The “source drug” is kept at a secret location in the States and so the small amount of the purified toxin needed to make the world’s supply of Botox for an entire year – the size of an aspirin – is flown to Ireland on a private plane, with bodyguards. Minuscule quantities of the drug are then combined with a saline solution and distilled into 80 million vials, which are then shipped around the world each year.


It’s big business. When Allergan first bought Botox, they thought they could do $10m in sales a year; in 2020 they had actually grown to around $4b. In May 2020, Allergan was bought by AbbVie, a US biopharmaceutical company, for $63b. AbbVie’s CEO justified the price by stating that: “It’s highly unlikely that we would see a biosimilar against Botox for a long, long time, if ever.” Although the competitors were already circling, with lower-cost and longer-lasting alternative toxins reportedly almost syringe-ready.


The length of time a Botox treatment lasts (usually three to four months) and the amount it costs (around $300/£250 per area at a top clinic) are the drawbacks. Wrinkle erasing doesn’t come cheap. And if it does, to be honest, you should make sure you’ve seen the work on other people first. Whoever administers your Botox should be a medical practitioner and on a recognised register to show that they’ve met the correct standards in training, skills and insurance.


If not administered properly, there can be side effects. Botox injected into the wrong set of muscles, for example, can cause a temporary droopiness of the eyebrow or eyelids. This droopiness eventually corrects itself as the Botox dissipates, but for a few weeks can make you look as if you’re half asleep, or as if you’re winking at everyone (not ideal if you work in an office). And too much Botox will freeze all the muscles in your forehead and give you what’s become known as “plastic face” – an inability to show any expression. Someone could propose marriage to you and you would still only be able to stare back at them blankly. After Hollywood and reality stars were derided for overindulging on Botox, most practitioners have now learned to hold back on the doses, even if clients ask for more.


There are exceptions, however. I spoke to one Botox practitioner who told me about a male client who asked him to inject enough Botox to ensure his face didn’t move at all. As any good practitioner should, the doctor refused the request, saying it would look unnatural and he couldn’t do that to anyone. The client insisted that this was what he wanted. Eventually, the doctor agreed to give a little more Botox than he thought advisable, but not as much as the man wanted, with the caveat that when the Botox had kicked in properly, he still wasn’t happy he could come back for free. Two weeks later, the man returned for a top-up. Are you sure? implored the doctor, it looks fine as it is. It turned out that the patient was one of the country’s leading poker players; a face unable to show any expression was key to him winning. His (immobile) face was his fortune.


Fifteen minutes after my first, unexpected, Botox treatment, the bee sting swellings had disappeared, I had wiped the specks of blood from my face, and caught the subway home. Everything seemed normal once more. But the fact remained that in a few days’ time I would no longer have frown lines and I would no longer have a furrow of fury between my eyes. I would instead have a smoother forehead and a fresh-eyed expression. I didn’t know whether to be happy or sad. I didn’t know whether my face would be able to depict whichever of those two emotions I chose. I didn’t know whether I would regret that I’d erased a part of my face’s own history. I might have got one of those frown lines when I discovered that Take That had split up; the furrow between my eyes could have been the result of watching too many episodes of Lost. Both would soon be gone – memories erased by a toxin.


But the truth is many of us erase the bits of our lives we don’t like all the time; sometimes physically, other times psychologically. Sitting on the subway in New York, I realised that I had been editing things out nearly all my life. But, I like to think, sparingly, and with caution. I have a Botox top-up twice a year and, so far, nothing has gone wrong. It’s one of those easy, lunch-break tweaks; the cosmetic equivalent of a KitKat. No-one but me really notices when I’ve had it done. The injections I have, from someone I trust on London’s Harley Street, are subtle. My forehead still moves, but less so; the crow’s feet at each side of my eyes (my eye wrinkles are my “weak” point) are less pronounced; and the frown line is softer. If I do ever get a comment, it’s usually someone asking if I’ve had time off, or lots of sleep. The Botox makes me look more rested. I like that. Especially as I’m not.


Naturally, some men of my acquaintance are unsure about Botox. Not the aesthetics of it, necessarily, but the long-term effects of injecting a toxin into your face. They worry, understandably, that temporarily paralysing your facial muscles could eventually cause them to weaken and even collapse. There is no evidence that this can happen. And after a couple of decades of usage, you would expect to see some signs of this potentially being the case if it were true.


A study published in Pharmacology, an international journal that reviews the latest findings and concepts in drug development and therapy, ran a report on repeated injections of botulinum toxin for cosmetic use. It cited a retrospective study of 943 patients, each of whom had had at least three consecutive Botox injections for the treatment of lines on the upper face, and reported that there was no evidence of cumulative adverse effects. In one case, the journal noted, a patient who regularly received botulinum toxin-type A for frontal and glabellar lines for a period of 13 years had also had no adverse effects.


The only negative report I could find was a study published by the University of Zurich in which scientists measured electric signals inside the brain before and after a Botox treatment. If we wrinkle our foreheads or raise our eyebrows, we stimulate the brain via the many facial nerves. Therefore paralysing these muscles could, they argued, reduce brain reactions, including impulses coming from the hands. Allergan, unsurprisingly, responded that they hadn’t noticed any loss of sensitivity in people’s hand, after a Botox injection. The university’s research continues.


Apart from that, there seems little else to not to be able to frown about.
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