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THE MARLOWE DIABETES LIBRARY



Good control is in your hands.


Since 1999, Marlowe & Company has established itself as the nation’s leading independent publisher of books on diabetes. 

Now, the Marlowe Diabetes Library, launched in 2007, comprises an ever-expanding list of books on how to thrive while living with diabetes or prediabetes. Authors include world-renowned authorities on diabetes and the glycemic index, medical doctors and research scientists, certified diabetes educators, registered dietitians and other professional clinicians, as well as individuals living and thriving with prediabetes, type 1 diabetes, or type 2 diabetes. See page 293 for the complete list of Marlowe Diabetes Library titles.
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Praise for 50 Secrets of the Longest Living People with Diabetes




“Inspirational—and practical. A must read that can make a 
difference in your life.” 
—Richard N. Podell, M.D., clinical professor,
 UMDNJ–Robert Wood Johnson Medical School




“50 Secrets of the Longest Living People with Diabetes has our 
hearty recommendation for the inspiration it brings to everyone 
who desires a long and healthy life.”
 —John Walsh, P.A., C.D.E., and Ruth Roberts, M.A.,


authors of Pumping Insulin (4th edition), other diabetes books, 
and www.diabetesnet.com




“The advice that Sheri Colberg and Steven Edelman offer is
 excellent and will help everyone living with diabetes to live a
 better, healthier, and longer life . . . Much of their guidance 
would be well heeded by everyone, not just people with
 diabetes.”
 —Jeff Hitchcock, Children with Diabetes




“Information about the inspiring individuals with diabetes 
was woven in with the fifty great secrets in a very entertaining 
and educational way. I endorse 50 Secrets of the Longest Living 
People with Diabetes to teach, train, and coach those of us
 with diabetes. ”
—Paula Harper, R.N., C.D.E., founder and president,
 Diabetes Exercise & Sports Association 

“Most books tell you what the authors think you should be doing 
about your diabetes. 50 Secrets of the World’s Longest Living People
 with Diabetes tells you what long-lived people with diabetes 
actually are doing about their diabetes . . . Their stories are 
inspiring as well as instructive.”
—Gretchen Becker, author, 
The First Year®—Type 2 Diabetes and Prediabetes




“While at the University of Michigan we developed the notion 
of ‘patient empowerment’ and ‘taking control,’ which Sheri 
Colberg and Steven Edeman have captured in a most elegant
 manner with case histories of people who have thrived for many 
years despite having diabetes. There is no greater eloquence
 than that expressed by patients themselves. ”
—Aaron Vinik, M.D., Ph.D., director,
 Strelitz Diabetes Research Center




“Camaraderie is truly what soothes the diabetic breast. As I’m 
reading read through this book, my neck is getting tired from 
the constant nodding and saying ‘Yes! Yes! This is what it’s all
 about!’ Who knows more about living successfully with diabetes 
than the people who have done it for so many years. After I’ve 
soaked up every word, I might be willing to share it with my 
patients. ”
—Gary Scheiner, C.D.E., author, Think Like a Pancreas and 
The Ultimate Guide to Accurate Carb Counting




“50 Secrets of the Longest Living People with Diabetes is full of
 inspiring examples. Sheri Colberg’s early belief that she would 
suffer ‘inevitable’ consequences of her diabetes struck a
 particularly strong chord with me . . . Indeed, diabetes is treatable and
 is more and more treatable all the time, while many other
 chronic diseases are not. This is another of the excellent and
 positive points that these two authors make throughout this
 important book. ”
—David Mendosa, coauthor, The New Glucose Revolution 
What Makes My Blood Glucose Go Up . . . and Down? , 
and author, Losing Weight with Your Diabetes Medication




“Encouraging, informative, and easy to read . . . this is my kind 
of diabetes book! If nothing else, you’ll be delighted to discover 
how many of the secrets you’ve already mastered. ”
—Amy Tenderich, journalist/blogger, www.diabetesmine.com, 
and coauthor, Know Your Numbers, Outlive Your Diabetes




“50 Secrets of the Longest Living People with Diabetes is the 
Can-Do-est diabetes book you’ll ever read. 
Whatever your age, whatever your current physical and mental health, these vivid 
experiences of others who’ve successfully climbed the Diabetes 
Mountain will inspire you to get on top of the world yourself. ”


—June Biermann and Barbara Toohey, authors, 
The Diabetic’s Total Health and Happiness Book
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INTRODUCTION







FACING THE GHOSTS OF DIABETES PAST, PRESENT, AND FUTURE


Thank goodness that some things are in the past. For instance, one of us (Dr. Sheri Colberg) clearly remembers believing as a preteen that she was doomed to suffer a premature death from diabetic complications before finishing her high school years, at which point she would have already had type 1 diabetes for well over a decade (since the young age of 4). Now, over three decades later and a quarter century past her high school years, she is living well with diabetes, has given birth to three perfectly healthy sons, and has suffered only minor, treatable diabetes complications to date, despite living almost all of her life with the disease.


We consider ourselves the diabetic version of the ghosts of Christmas past, present, and future in Charles Dickens’s classic tale, A Christmas Carol. As was done for Ebenezer Scrooge, we and many other long-time diabetes survivors are going to help you understand your past, present, and possible future with diabetes—before it’s too late to change your personal story and choose a different, healthier ending.






PERSONAL GHOSTS OF DIABETES PAST


Luckily for Dr. Sheri, her early beliefs were no more than a Dickens-spawned ghost of diabetes past. Her false assumption of a predestined early demise had arisen from reading on her own about all of the “inevitable” consequences of diabetes, which were admittedly a more common reality before the availability of modern-day management tools, better medications, and a greater understanding of the actual causes of diabetes-related health problems. By finding her way to optimal diabetes control using whatever management tools were available to her at any given point in time, she prevented this possible bad ending from becoming her diabetes present or even a likely future.


“For me, the worst part of getting diabetes when I was 4 was being forced to give up eating Froot Loops!” Dr. Sheri recalls.

“Back in 1968 when I was diagnosed with type 1 diabetes (just a month after I had the mumps), the standard diabetes diet required cutting out all sugar. I loved that cereal, and to this day—almost 40 years later—I still remember the cabinet in the kitchen where we used to store the box even though we moved the next year. Getting shots didn’t bother me nearly as much as losing my favorite cereal.


“Now, with modern-day insulin analogs and a blood glucose meter, I could eat Froot Loops if I really wanted to and still manage my blood sugars, but to tell you the truth, I tried them once a few years ago and thought they tasted horrible! I don’t let my kids eat them either, even though they don’t have diabetes, because I know that they make anyone’s blood sugar spike rapidly, and no one needs that.”


Dr. Steve Edelman’s past is a little different from Dr. Sheri’s. He didn’t develop diabetes until he was already 15 years old. “In junior high school, I would run to the restroom to urinate between classes, relieve my distended bladder, and then slurp up as much water as possible at the drinking fountain,” he recalls. “I could not quench my thirst, and all of the kids in line behind me yelled at me because I took so long. Then, halfway through my next class, I would have to urinate again and almost desperately seek out the nearest drinking fountain.” He had the classic symptoms of type 1 diabetes. When he finally realized something was really wrong with him, he asked his mother to take him to the doctor, where he was immediately diagnosed.


The ghosts of diabetes past have been more real for Dr. Steve because of his lack of good control in his early years of diabetes.

“Every three months I would see my doctor, who would look at my urine and blood glucose results and say the same thing every time. ‘Steve, you are doing fine. I will see you next time.’ He said the same thing even after I’d had five doughnuts (two glazed, two chocolate cake, and one maple bar) one time before going in for my appointment when I knew my blood sugar was sky-high. In addition, I never went to a camp for diabetic kids or spent any time in support groups or classes for young people with diabetes. I was never educated on how to take an active role in my own diabetes care, and as a result, my control started to slip.” Since that time, though, he has sought out the best diabetes care and the knowledge he needs to both control the problems he has (some eye, kidney, and nerve problems) and prevent others from happening, and he regularly shares everything he knows with others.


In retrospect, even Dr. Sheri would agree that giving up eating her favorite sugary cereal, no matter how much it traumatized her at a young age, was well worth the better health she is likely experiencing now by going without eating it. By making other alterations in your diet and lifestyle that are just as simple to implement, you also have the power to change the course of your life and your experience with diabetes. You can  control your blood glucose levels to prevent diabetes-related health complications from happening to you (or better control any you already have), and in the rest of this book, you’ll learn exactly how other long-time diabetes survivors have successfully done it and how you can, too.






IS THE GHOST OF DIABETES PAST IN THE PAST FOR EVERYONE?


Unfortunately, the diabetes past is still all too frequently a part of the present for many people. Poorly controlled diabetes can have a tremendously negative impact on your health. Almost everyone agrees that experiencing good health is truly the most important aspect of living well—with or without diabetes. In fact, without good health, a longer life is not really worth living.

If you’re unsure, just ask someone with shooting neuropathy pains (due to nerve damage in the feet from diabetes) what he or she would wish for: a longer life or a pain-free one. While it’s perfectly understandable to wish for both a long and a healthy life (most of us desire both), if forced to make a choice between living long and living well, almost all of us would choose having good health for the rest of our lives, with living longer as our secondary goal.


When diabetes enters the picture, though, you could lose out on both counts. Diabetes has the potential to rob you, on average, of more than twelve years of your life. What’s more, it can also dramatically reduce your quality of life for more than twenty of those years by negatively impacting your health while you are still alive. Your quality of life can be reduced by many physical ailments, but diabetes often causes disability through partial limb amputations, chronic pain, loss of mobility, blindness, chronic dialysis, and/or heart disease. In fact, experts recently estimated that for the 38.5 percent of average females born in the year 2000 or later predicted to develop diabetes, the disease will shorten their lives by over 14 years (if diagnosed by the age of 40) and make their lives a lot less worth living during the last 22. As diabetes survivors ourselves, we can’t think of anything less desirable than living a shorter, disease-limited life.


Just by having diabetes, you already have twice the risk of dying young as someone who is diabetes-free. If you’re a younger type 2 diabetic person (between 25 and 44 years old), your risk is almost four times as high. Diabetes is the sixth leading cause of death, but it should actually have a higher ranking. For instance, if you die from a heart attack or stroke, your death certificate may not even mention diabetes as a cause or contributing factor, even though we now know that poor blood sugar control accelerates the blockage of arteries around your body. The World Health Organization recently estimated that diabetes kills more people worldwide than previously thought, causing well more than 3.2 million deaths per year, or at least six deaths from diabetes every minute of each and every day.








THE RAPIDLY GROWING DIABETES PRESENT


We’re not dwelling on the darker side of diabetes to upset you.

Rather, our goal is to give you hope for a brighter future by increasing your awareness of what’s possible and how to prevent problems. Without better education and a concerted effort, all the diabetes management tools in the world aren’t going to make a difference or keep the diabetes past out of our collective present and future lives. The world is currently experiencing the fastest rise in cases of diabetes ever, resulting in an epidemic all around the globe. In fact, American children born in the new millennium have a one in three chance of developing diabetes in their lifetime, and for many minorities like Hispanics and African-Americans, the risk is closer to one in two. Likely more than 21 million people in the United States already have diabetes (7 percent of the entire population), although a third of them still have no idea that they do, and every twenty-one seconds someone is diagnosed with it. A recent conservative prediction of the number of diabetic Americans in the year 2030 is that there will be over 30 million, but with the way things are currently going, it’s likely to be much higher.


More than 90 percent of people are developing type 2 diabetes, which is largely due to an interaction of genetics and lifestyle habits that result in insulin resistance. In their bodies, the glucose-lowering hormone insulin is unable to effectively manage blood sugars, and they usually end up losing too many pancreatic beta cells to make enough insulin, so they will often have to take insulin injections to make up the difference.

Another 5 to 10 percent have type 1 diabetes, which results from an abnormal immune system response (and possibly altered sensory nerves) that wipes out their bodies’ own beta cells, leaving them dependent on external insulin for the rest of their lives.

Like type 2s, though, people with type 1 diabetes can also develop an insulin-resistant state as a result of lifestyle choices, which only makes their diabetes harder to control. So, when it comes right down to it, no matter what type of diabetes you have, the secrets to controlling it, living well, and preventing diabetes-related health complications are remarkably similar, as you are soon going to find out.






A SWIFTLY CHANGING GHOST OF DIABETES FUTURE?


Despite current remaining obstacles to diabetes prevention and control, the future of diabetes is still looking brighter and brighter all the time. The message we want to convey to you is that you can take control of your diabetes, even if you already have complications. It is never too late to feel in control, both mentally and physically. Reaching this future starts with learning from the lessons offered by survivors of past years with diabetes.

Many long-time diabetic survivors have been officially identified and awarded by the Joslin Diabetes Center, Lilly Pharmaceuticals, and others. The Joslin facility was started as a private practice in 1898 by Elliott P. Joslin, MD, who believed that the key to managing diabetes is patient involvement, education, and empowerment. This philosophy closely parallels the one that Dr.

Steve has adopted for his educational, not-for-profit organization, Taking Control of Your Diabetes (TCOYD), which puts on conferences and health fairs around the country as part of his mission (www.tcoyd.org).


Some time ago, researchers began to track long-living people with diabetes to find out their secrets of longevity. For example, in 1970, the Joslin Diabetes Center established the 50-Year Medal, an award given to anyone using insulin to treat diabetes for a half century (to correspond with 50 years of insulin availability starting in 1921), and they are also studying these individuals to find out their longevity secrets. As of 2005, more than 2,200 people worldwide had received this medal. On the seventy-fifth anniversary of the discovery of insulin in 1996, they also awarded the first medal for living 75 years with diabetes, and as of 2005, over sixteen people had been recognized for achieving this remarkable feat. Lilly Pharmaceuticals, the original manufacturer of insulin for diabetic use (but now just one of several companies that make it), also established 25-, 50, and 75-year awards (for insulin users) as part of its LillyforLife program in 1974, and since the program’s inception, this company has presented more than 1,500 of its own 50-Year Insulin Awards. While the majority of the recognized individuals have type 1 diabetes, anyone with type 2 diabetes who has been using insulin for at least a quarter of a century also qualifies for these awards.


What makes these long-living individuals’ accomplishments so remarkable is that blood glucose meters have only been widely available since the early 1980s, so these survivors have lived a large part of their diabetic lives without the benefit of knowing their exact blood glucose readings (or being able to fully control them). Furthermore, the average life span for most individuals, with diabetes or without, is only around 74 years for men and 78 years for women in the United States, so living for 75 years with the disease means that they have outlived many people living without it.


Through his contact with thousands of conference attendees yearly throughout the United States, Dr. Steve has also met many other motivated individuals who have lived long and well despite having diabetes. Most of them have type 1 diabetes, formerly known as juvenile diabetes because its onset is most common in children and adolescents. However, many of them are also long-living people with type 2 diabetes. The lessons learned from both are similar and apply to everyone, their key secret being that strict control of your blood sugars can help prevent diabetic complications, regardless of the type of diabetes you have.


“I wish my doctor during my teenage years had given me better advice on the benefits of controlling my blood sugars. I have my diabetes under control now, but all of those early years of being in less than good control have taken a toll on my body,”

Dr. Steve remarks. “If I had only known then what I know now, I probably wouldn’t be having any problems with my health after almost 38 years with diabetes.” He currently takes medications to protect his kidney function, and so far he’s doing well despite having been diagnosed with kidney disease almost 20 years ago. “I know that my better blood sugars are also a key factor in keeping my body in good shape now and for the next 40 years . . . or more.”


The really good news is that although having any type of diabetes requires you to follow a rigorous set of daily tasks and choices to control it effectively, doing so has become vastly easier in the last quarter century due to the wide availability of new management tools and cutting-edge diabetic medications and technologies, including rapid-acting insulin analogs, new medications for the treatment of both type 1 and type 2 diabetes, a plethora of blood glucose monitors, and even continuous glucose-monitoring devices as of 2006. As a result, millions of people now have access to everything they need to manage their diabetes successfully and to live long and complication-free lives. The best suggestion is to follow the advice of Rabbi Hirsch Meisels of Spring Valley, New York, who says, “Focus on the present and the future, and don’t dwell on the past.” It’s good to realize how far we’ve come, but it’s more important to take charge of your diabetes now, with the hope of even better treatments and tools or a cure in the not-too-distant future.






A SHORT TALE ABOUT TWO LONG DIABETIC LIVES


Few people so far have managed as well or as long as the Cleveland brothers of Syracuse, New York, who have over 157 years of living with diabetes between them. Robert “Bob”

Cleveland, reaching his 87th birthday in March of 2007, has lived longer with diabetes than almost anyone else so far—82 years—since the age of 5, just a few years after the discovery of insulin in 1921. Even more remarkable, though, is the fact that he is not the sole member of his family who has survived a remarkably long time with diabetes. His older brother, Gerald, who turned 91 years old in January, has also had type 1 diabetes since childhood—only slightly less long at 75 years, since the age of 16. Experts say that they know of no other person who has lived to be as old as Gerald after having had type 1 diabetes most of his life.


While inheriting a good set of family genes undoubtedly has something to do with the extended longevity of these brothers, there is far more to it than just that. Scientists tracking the brothers and other long-living diabetes survivors say that while these remarkable individuals almost certainly have some genetic advantages, what has helped them just as much are their underlying behaviors in controlling their disease: vigilance, hard work, self-sacrifice, and determination. Both brothers have meticulously kept track of their blood glucose readings, insulin doses, diet, and exercise on a daily basis for most of their diabetic years.

In their early lives with diabetes, times were quite different, and all they could really do at that time was to be vigilant and hope for the best. The Clevelands have actually lived most of their lives in what we often refer to as the “dark ages” of diabetes care (including decades of even “darker” years than both of us have lived through). Before the early 1980s, almost no one had access to the modern tools of diabetes care, like home blood glucose monitors and synthetic human insulins, to help optimize control of blood sugars. The expected outcomes of diabetes back then included amputations, blindness, kidney failure, and heart disease, not to mention a severely shortened life span.


The Cleveland brothers were lucky to develop diabetes just late enough to have insulin commercially available and be able to survive those early years and many, many more. At the time that they were born (1916 and 1920), type 1 diabetes was still a death sentence within weeks or months in most cases (even on a “starvation” diet with limited carbohydrate and food intake) because insulin was not discovered until 1921, and it was not widely available commercially until 1922 to 1923, mostly in the larger suburban areas. Likewise, although type 2 diabetes could often be controlled with diet and exercise, it also usually led to years of debilitating illness and a shortened life expectancy. Just a few years after the brothers’ arrival into the world, however, scientists at the University of Toronto isolated insulin in a form that was effective and safe enough for human use (although far from optimal), and then Eli Lilly & Company began to mass-produce it for the first time by 1922.

Although insulin’s discovery kept the 5-year-old Gerald from dying soon after his diagnosis in 1925, it didn’t change the fact that he had a difficult road with diabetes ahead of him.

Admittedly, controlling diabetes was hard and painful work back in the early decades of insulin therapy, and the good control of today was simply not possible to achieve like it is nowadays.


In the early years, insulin was made from pancreases of pigs and cows and was so impure that the doses needed were many times larger than typical ones today. What’s more, the insulin’s strength was often inconsistent. Even when the product became purer and more predictable, some people suffered serious adverse reactions to it. The insulins were also only short-acting ones that had to be given frequently to cover both meals and basal insulin needs. Moreover, people using these insulins did not have any way to measure their actual blood glucose levels, and as a result, they often suffered from a roller-coaster ride of damaging blood sugar highs and dangerous lows. Until the development in 1936 of a longer-acting insulin (PZI) that stabilized insulin levels throughout the day and night, doctors advised patients to interrupt their sleep to inject themselves rather than let their sugar levels climb through the night from lack of insulin. Human synthetic insulins were not available until Lilly got FDA approval for the first one (Humulin) in 1982.


Even up until about twenty-five years ago (almost six decades into Bob Cleveland’s time with diabetes), the only tool people had to use at home to get some feedback on their blood sugar levels was an antiquated method of testing urine for glucose, which was notoriously inaccurate. For decades, the Clevelands and millions of other people with diabetes (including both Dr.

Sheri and Dr. Steve) caught their urine in cups and then added a chemical reactant to a certain amount of urine diluted with water that turned it various colors depending on the amount of sugar in it, running the gamut from dark blue (indicating sugar-free urine) to bright orange for the highest concentration of sugar that could be measured.


Of course, this method was still a more accurate technique for determining blood sugar levels than was available in even earlier times. In the second century AD, during Greek times, the name “diabetes,” meaning “siphon,” was adopted to describe patients with great thirst and excessive urination, and in the seventeenth century, the term “mellitus” (meaning “like honey”) was added to describe the sweet smell of their sugar-filled urine. Reportedly, physicians back in those days tasted urine for sugar content to diagnose the disease, but we’re sure that it wasn’t an accurate way to measure the actual quantity present!


Being aggressive about controlling diabetes back in the Cleveland brothers’ early years meant running a serious risk of taking too much insulin, which could easily have resulted in a hypoglycemic coma and early death. The alternative, though, was to let their blood glucose levels stay higher than normal, which over many years could lead to damage and the potential for many diabetic complications. We’re happy to report, however, that against these immense odds, both of the Cleveland brothers have had successful careers, long marriages, children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren—with truly a minimum of diabetes-related health problems. In fact, 91-year-old Gerald believes that he has lived as long as he has so he can help inspire others with the disease. “My main reason to stay alive is to prove to young people there’s a way to live with diabetes, to live well,” he says.


Now, as diabetes poses a rapidly rising threat to the health of so many Americans and others worldwide, the remarkable lives of these brothers offer the ultimate diabetic success story, giving all of us hope that living a long and healthy life with diabetes is a real possibility for everyone. Thankfully, long gone are the days when diabetic complications and a shortened life span were a foregone conclusion, a sentence that was handed down along with the diagnosis. The Clevelands have lived long and generally healthy lives in part through extraordinary discipline in diet, exercise, and monitoring of their diabetes, along with a very positive outlook on life.


The discipline involved in living well for so long has not always been easy. As Bob admits, “I never had any sweets as a child—never.” Even to this day, his older brother Gerald keeps meticulous logs of his insulin doses and blood sugar readings, tests his sugars seven or more times a day, avoids desserts and rapidly absorbed starches, exercises, and stays thin. Gerald is still a compulsive reader of food ingredient labels, so he knows exactly what is going into his body and how much insulin it’s going to take. Both brothers still recognize the importance of their diet and daily exercise in living well. At 87, Bob is still an avid cyclist, often biking twenty or more miles outdoors, while Gerald regularly attends exercise classes and does daily exercises with five-pound weights. Largely due to their extraordinary diligence, the brothers’ lives have been even longer than the average life span for most people and remarkably free of any serious diabetic complications.


Both of the Clevelands have developed some of the circulatory and nerve problems in the feet that are so common to people with diabetes, but just in recent years (after a very long time with diabetes and no access to blood glucose meters during most of their lives). Gerald has also undergone several operations for “trigger finger,” a condition most prevalent in people with diabetes that causes curved fingers that can’t be unbent without surgery. Nevertheless, these complications are relatively minor, and both continue to make a point of meeting with younger people with diabetes, giving them hope and encouragement. “It hasn’t been easy,” Gerald says, “but I’ve had a terrific life.”






WHAT THE FUTURE HOLDS FOR YOU


Likely, no one reading this book will have lived as long with diabetes as Bob and Gerald Cleveland (with the exception of Gladys Dull—more on her to come in the first profile), but it’s a goal that we can all aspire to reach. Initially, the idea for this book came about when the story of the Cleveland brothers’ long lives with diabetes was picked up by the media early in 2006 (specifically the New York Times), which brought a greater public awareness to the fact that people really can live a long time and in good health despite having diabetes. At some point in our lives since our diagnoses, we have all invariably turned to others with more diabetes experience like the Clevelands for advice and support. Maybe you have done the same not just for yourself, but on behalf of your diabetic child, significant other, or aging parent. Regardless of the circumstances under which diabetes has entered into your life, you can learn from other people living with diabetes, even if they have had it for a shorter time. The people interviewed for this book really have a handle on what works and what doesn’t. What’s more, they’re beyond willing to share what they know to help you also live a long and healthy life with diabetes.


With the intent of taking advantage of this wealth of experience, we conducted well over fifty interviews with people living with both type 1 and type 2 diabetes. They range in age from 34 to 93 years “young” and have experienced from 19 to more than 83 years of living with and managing the disease using any and all tools available at the time. Close to 40 percent have lived with diabetes for 50 or more years, and two-thirds have amassed at least four decades’ worth of diabetes experience. Most are insulin users (even the long-living type 2s), but even if you are not currently using insulin, 99 percent of the information in this book still directly applies to you and your diabetes control. In addition to sifting out the gems from these many interviews, we pulled supporting information from the latest, relevant research studies and educational articles, along with tapping into the knowledge of diabetes professionals like ourselves and others.


The result is a list of fifty of the most important and commonly given “secrets,” advice and suggestions that you can easily incorporate into your lifestyle to optimize your blood sugars and prevent diabetes complications. Admittedly, there are still others, but we had to exclude some to condense the book down to a more manageable size. For example, we were forced to cut out a few that came up less often and may not be relevant to everyone, such as, “Don’t vary your diet.” Eating a variety of foods has become more feasible nowadays with the advent of blood glucose meters, newer insulins, and other medications that more effectively control blood sugars before and after meals when you choose to include differing types and amounts of food. In other words, these secrets are as up-to-date and universally relevant to everyone with diabetes (even diabetes during pregnancy, or gestational) as possible.


In the coming chapters, you will additionally read many stories about these diabetes survivors, along with their personal secrets of longevity and advice that can help you to live a longer, healthier, more fulfilling life with diabetes, too. Even if you adopt only some of the key suggestions given in this book, your future with diabetes has the potential to be even brighter than it has been for many of the interviewees, especially given all the amazing advances in diabetes care that are now available to you. In addition, nine in-depth profiles of some amazing long-living individuals with diabetes are sure to inspire you, starting with the following story of Gladys Dull, who has remarkably lived long and well with diabetes since 1924. Read on to take your future into your own hands once and for all.






GLADYS C. LESTER DULL, AGE 90, 
LIVING WITH TYPE 1 DIABETES FOR 83 YEARS


Although the Cleveland brothers’ joint longevity is impressive, a woman equally deserving of admiration is Gladys Dull, a Walla Walla, Washington resident since 1938 who has been on insulin injections just slightly longer than Bob Cleveland has—since November of 1924, a couple of months before she turned 7 years old.

To our knowledge, she is the longest-living person with diabetes to date.




Born in North Dakota, she lost her birth parents during a flu epidemic in 1920 when she was only 3 years old. Fortunately, she and one of her sisters were soon adopted and raised by some neighbors who were part of the farming community there. She remembers feeling sick before her diagnosis and needing to urinate all the time. After traveling the nine miles from where they lived in the country to the nearest doctor, she was diagnosed with diabetes, but the small-town doctor didn’t know how to treat it. He suggested that her adoptive parents take her to the Mayo Clinic in Rochester, Minnesota, which they consented to do.

Gladys remembers the long train trip from her home to the clinic, where she was immediately admitted to the hospital for treatment with the newly available, Lilly-made insulin.


“I remember the first shot I got and being scared of it,” Gladys recalls more than eight decades later. “The needles back then were a lot more painful than they are now—and a lot more expensive.” Her mother had to go to classes at the Mayo Clinic to learn what to do for her, including weighing wax figures of food that were a certain number of grams. “My mother weighed everything out for me after that,” she says. “She’d let me have one gram more than what I was supposed to have.” Since she wasn’t allowed to eat candy anymore, her grandfather used to buy her a newspaper to read (for the comics) instead, which almost made up for the one piece of candy a week she used to get on a trip into town.


Gladys has enjoyed the support of family and friends for all of her life with diabetes, including her husband, George Dull, with whom she enjoyed a 59-year marriage that ended in 2002 with his passing. Married in 1943 during WWII, she and her husband (who was born in 1915) were separated for two and a half years while he was stationed overseas with his Army unit. Later, after his return, they moved to Walla Walla, where she has lived ever since and worked part-time in a portrait studio for 30 years. At the age of 30, she gave birth to her only child, Norm Dull, who lives in a nearby town in Washington State. Amazingly, she has outlived all four of her brothers and sisters, two of whom were older, the other two younger, and all diabetes-free. Her last sister recently died from Alzheimer’s disease (of which Gladys has absolutely no signs, even though the risk is possibly higher in people with diabetes). “After seeing what my sister went through, I would much rather be diabetic than have Alzheimer’s,” Gladys says.


This spunky 90-year-old with diabetes attributes most of her success to being active most of her life and to sticking to her diet. “When I was younger, I did everything—horseback riding, cycling, snowmobiling, motorcycle riding—I always stayed active.” In addition, because of her early training, to this day Gladys can still tell approximately how much a serving of any food weighs, and she still watches her portions strictly. “I give my mother credit for that,” she says. “She was strict with me, and I thank her for it now.” Her son also credits Gladys with raising him on her diet, saying, “I still eat lots of veggies, thanks to Mom.” Her diet doesn’t vary much, and neither do her insulin requirements.


In all likelihood, another of her secrets is the fact that she has religiously taken her insulin shots since they first saved her life back in 1924. “I have never missed a shot in all these years,” she affirms. “To date, I’ve had over 60,000 of them.” Taking injections is just a small price to pay for her longevity, though. May we all strive to live so long and do so well with diabetes!
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Live First and Be Diabetic Second



A key secret to being successful with diabetes is to first and foremost live a normal life. “Being diabetic is as much a psychological and spiritual experience as it is a physical condition,” says Don Gifford of Columbia, Maryland, who has lived with diabetes for 52 years already (since the age of 2). Judy Tripathi of Bryn Mawr, Pennsylvania, who works as a diabetes educator at Integrated Diabetes Services in Wynnewood, agrees with Don (as do most other long-living survivors) that diabetes is as much or more about your philosophy as it is about medicine. 

“Live first, and be a diabetic second,” she advises. Judy has been living with diabetes for 43 years since the age of 12 and says that one of her biggest secrets has been to find a healthy balance between giving enough attention to her diabetes control without becoming obsessive about it. Certainly, “living first” doesn’t mean that diabetes should be ignored; it simply means that having diabetes should not be the overwhelming focus of your life.


To be politically and psychologically correct, you really shouldn’t ever be called a “diabetic” (used as a noun), but rather a “person with diabetes” to change the focus away from identifying your whole persona with having a chronic disease. Luckily for Patty Chambers Schaeffer, a resident of Virginia Beach, Virginia, who has lived with diabetes for 70 of her 73 years, her parents didn’t make a big deal about her diabetes. “I had blue eyes, brown hair, and diabetes,” she recounts. “It was just a part of my life.”

Vena Petrotta, a 71-year-old, almost 60 year veteran of diabetes who lives in Hampton, Virginia, agrees. “You have to live a normal life.” Also living with diabetes for 60 years since the age of 12, Peter Gariti of Williamsburg, Virginia, echoes a similar thought. “Diabetes is constantly with you. You have to be aware of it, but don’t dwell on it and get depressed,” he advises. “You can live a long time and a good life with diabetes.” A resident of San Diego, California, Grant McArthur also says one of his secrets of living well with diabetes for 42 of his 63 years is that he has “lived a pretty good life.” Diabetes has certainly been an acknowledged part of it, but not his primary focus.


For Marialice Kern, who lives in Concord, California (in the San Francisco Bay area), learning not to take diabetes so seriously that it changed her life was important. “You have to go about what you normally do,” she advises after living with diabetes for 32 of her 50 years. A Portland, Oregon, resident, Chuck Eichten has felt that one of his barriers has just been balancing a “normal life” with the real constraints of having diabetes for 31 years, since the age of 14. He has always strived to live first, be diabetic second, but he found in college it was difficult. “I remember everyone else in college having random eating habits—like the occasional pizza at 2:00 AM—and sleeping until noon, but I just couldn’t do it. At the time, he was still only on one shot of insulin a day, and that regimen wasn’t very flexible. (If he could attend college over again with today’s blood glucose meters, insulin pumps, and newer insulins, he may well be able to fully live first and worry about having diabetes more as an afterthought.)


Paul McGuigan, a 50-year-old resident of South Euclid, Ohio, living with diabetes for the second half of his life, says that you can’t let diabetes get to you. “It’s a chronic illness,” he says, “so you have to treat it chronically. Treat it, and then go on with your life.” He prefers positive statements like “let’s just do it” and “move forward” to negative ones like “poor me.”
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Keep a Positive Attitude



Speaking of positive statements, many long-living people with diabetes are adamant that having a positive attitude is one of the key secrets to living well with diabetes, avoiding depression, and feeling happy overall, and research supports their assertion. In support of their belief, a recent 40-year study following students initially studied at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill in the mid-1960s found that pessimists had a 42 percent higher death rate from all causes compared with optimists. Individuals with the sunnier outlooks were less likely to suffer from depression, and the link between this mental condition and a lesser physical well-being is well established. 




A more positive outlook can result from many influences, including good support from family and friends, a conscious choice to look for the silver lining in every situation, and for some, a strong faith. “Be grateful for the whole package,” say Don Gifford, by way of example, “and realize that you are extraordinarily fortunate for what you have.” Many chronic diseases are not treatable, but diabetes is, and the treatments available today are better than ever and advancing at a rapid rate. “My perspective now produces a feeling of everyday good fortune,” Don states. “I thank God I’m alive and healthy.” Chuck Eichten echoes Don’s sentiments, saying, “Unlike with a lot of other chronic diseases, you at least have some control over diabetes.

I always felt empowered and never developed a negative attitude about it. It’s not like being diagnosed with brain cancer.” Even after having had diabetes since 1924, Gladys Dull still would choose it over other diseases. “I lost my last sister to Alzheimer’s disease in September 2006. She had gotten so bad that she slept all day and then got up and wandered outside at night. I would much rather be a diabetic. I just hope I’ll be able to keep doing what I do now.”


When Karen Poenisch of Avon, Indiana, found out she had diabetes at the age of 8 almost 43 years ago, she knew nothing about it, which is not uncommon. She remembers that when the doctors at the hospital in Phoenix (where she lived growing up) initially told her she had the disease, she thought she was going to die. When they explained to her that she wasn’t going to die, but would have to take a shot every day for the rest of her life, she said, “Well, it’s better than dying.” To this day, she believes that keeping a positive attitude is vital to living well with diabetes.

“You have to accept having diabetes and find out what you need to know to keep it under control,” she states. “I’ve been open to trying a lot of things in my life that can help. You can’t ignore diabetes, or it kills you.” As a diabetes educator, she has seen many people who have had it for years and who were not doing well.

On the whole, though, the people she saw who tried hard to accept and control their diabetes did much better.


Encinitas, California, resident Larry Verity had a similar response to developing diabetes at the age of 23, over 30 years ago. “My diagnosis was a total shock,” he said. “I was working on my master’s degree at the University of Virginia at the time. But I remember thinking that I could have a lot worse things than diabetes.” Similarly, a 66-year-old resident of San Diego, California, Will Speer, Sr., has been living with diabetes for the past 39 years, but he doesn’t remember ever feeling depressed about it.

In fact, like Larry, he feels lucky that he only has diabetes, even though when he was diagnosed at the age of 27, the only advice he got from his doctor was to “go have a good time because you only have five years to live.” He says, “I go to the VA Hospital, and I see people with much worse problems. I also have two half-brothers with diabetes. One just lay around and complained about diabetes until he died from its complications, and the other one lives on candy bars and Pepsi. He’s still alive and in his 70s, but he has had heart attacks and other problems. I just try to do the best I can.”


Anna Maria Gould, who was born and raised (and still lives) in San Antonio, Texas, has maintained a positive attitude for the past 42 years since being diagnosed with diabetes at the age of 9. “I try to stay positive. I’m proactive, too, and I try to prevent problems with my diabetes and get back on track right away. I really think you’ve got to accept the disease and learn to live with it.” S. Fasten from Brooklyn, New York, was diagnosed at the age of 4 and has lived with diabetes for 37 years already. He also agrees that you have to have “a very healthy, happy attitude” to be successful with diabetes over the long haul. Rabbi Meisels, who has been living with diabetes for over 27 years (since the age of 5), agrees: “Stay positive! Talk positive about your diabetes and yourself.”


Dan Spinazzola, a resident of Solana Beach, California, who has been living with type 2 diabetes for almost the last 20 of his 68 years, recognizes the importance of being upbeat about diabetes as well. “I try to be positive about everything in my life. I’ll also try everything that might help,” he says, which means that he’s willing to follow his doctor’s (who just happens to be Dr. Steve) advice about new medications or regimens he should try to better control his diabetes. “I work hard at it,” he admits, but he doesn’t let it get him down. Matt Besley, a 24-year veteran of diabetes who lives in Carlsbad, California, says that staying positive for him means having a feeling that something better or a cure is out there—in the near future. He developed diabetes at the age of 10, so he has a lot of living with diabetes left to do.


If anyone has a reason not to feel that positive, it would be Patricia La France-Wolf from Temple City, California, who has been living with diabetes for 63 years since the tender age of 22 months. Instead of being negative, though, she says, “Diabetes doesn’t have to ruin your life. If you have a good attitude, everything in your diet, exercise, and medicine goes better.” She should know, especially since she has had to deal with being blind from diabetic eye complications for the past 30 years. She obviously practices what she preaches, given that her number one secret for diabetes longevity is to “have a good attitude.” Until just recently, she worked for the California State Department of Rehabilitation teaching newly blind people how to live well despite their disability. Even in retirement, she continues to volunteer and teach diabetes education classes for the blind. In 2006, in recognition of her remarkable life, she was the honored recipient of the Lillyfor-Life Achievement Award in the “Adult Achiever” category.


A resident of Goldsboro, North Carolina, Carol Sessions has lived with diabetes since 1960 (a total of 47 years) since she was only 3 years old. For her and many others, spiritual belief has been an important part of keeping a positive outlook and doing well with her diabetes. She also advises, “Don’t get too discouraged, and don’t give up!” Karen Poenisch agrees with her. “Having a strong faith in God has helped me,” she says. “When I was having trouble figuring out how to control my blood sugars before I became pregnant, I asked the Lord to show me how to do it. When I was in the shower, an explanation came forth, and I was able to do it and get pregnant.” Anna Maria Gould also feels that her faith has really pulled her through. “My mom was told when I was diagnosed at the age of 9 that I wouldn’t make it to 15,” she says. “Because of my early experiences, it’s now a mission in my life to try to help a lot of people with diabetes. I give thanks to God for being there for me.”


Along the same lines, when listing her secrets of living 41 of her 51 years well with diabetes, Jane Dohrmann, a resident of Norfolk, Virginia, listed faith and attitude as her top two. “There has to be faith in order to live with any chronic illness,” she says.

“I don’t think I could have made it this far without it.” As for her attitude, she adds, “I have always done my very best to keep my attitude a positive one.” In fact, there have been studies showing that your attitude has a lot to do with how you’ll heal after surgery or recover from a serious illness. As Gerald Cleveland says after 75 years of living with the disease and over 70 years of active involvement with his church, “I still look forward to the next day more than the last.” May we all be so positive the rest of our days!




Depression is a real problem for many people living with diabetes, though, and one that is best prevented or effectively treated.

In some cases, researchers believe that depression may lead to the onset of diabetes, rather than the other way around, which may be largely explainable by the effects of cortisol, a natural hormone that decreases the action of insulin in your body. People who are depressed generally have higher cortisol levels in their blood-streams throughout the day, and their coping skills may be minimal when they’re feeling that way, meaning that they’ll be less likely to take good care of their bodies. Depression can also make you more likely to seek comfort in foods or behaviors that can contribute to the onset of diabetes or worsen your control.


If you’re prone to feeling “blue,” you may want to make yourself become more optimistic instead by practicing strategies like anger management and meditation to boost positive emotions. In a study of Tibetan Buddhist monks, many who have spent over 10,000 hours of their lives in meditation, researchers found evidence that a positive state of mind is a skill that can be trained, much as the monks accomplish with hours of focused thought. It appears that the conscious act of thinking about your thoughts in a particular way can rearrange your brain. If nothing else, putting on a sunny face regardless of how you really feel can actually alter your mood for the better by affecting your thought patterns.
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