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To Sara, luminous and illuminating

 

You Are Old, Father William

“You are old, Father William,” the young man said,

“And your hair has become very white;

And yet you incessantly stand on your head—

Do you think, at your age, it is right?”

“In my youth,” Father William replied to his son,

“I feared it might injure the brain;

But now that I’m perfectly sure I have none,

Why, I do it again and again.”

“You are old,” said the youth, “as I mentioned before,

And have grown most uncommonly fat;

Yet you turned a back-somersault in at the door—

Pray, what is the reason of that?”

“In my youth,” said the sage, as he shook his grey locks,

“I kept all my limbs very supple

By the use of this ointment—one shilling the box—

Allow me to sell you a couple?”

“You are old,” said the youth, “and your jaws are too weak

For anything tougher than suet;

Yet you finished the goose, with the bones and the beak—

Pray, how did you manage to do it?”

“In my youth,” said his father, “I took to the law,

And argued each case with my wife;

And the muscular strength, which it gave to my jaw,

Has lasted the rest of my life.”

“You are old,” said the youth, “one would hardly suppose

That your eye was as steady as ever;

Yet you balanced an eel on the end of your nose—

What made you so awfully clever?”

“I have answered three questions, and that is enough,”

Said his father, “don’t give yourself airs!

Do you think I can listen all day to such stuff?

Be off, or I’ll kick you down stairs!”

—Lewis Carroll, from Alice in Wonderland
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SHOCK OF GRAY





INTRODUCTION
GRAY NEW WORLD

NOW IN HER EIGHTIES, MY MOTHER STILL DANCES AT HER GRANDSONS’ Led Zeppelin tribute concerts, swims Lake Michigan when the water is brisk, hikes among penguins in Patagonia, and dons cross-country skis as soon as the snow is deep enough. My late father, in contrast, was at the peak of his professional and creative success in his early sixties, but a barrage of ailments hit him hard at sixty-three. He began a cruel fifteen-year decline that left him blind, immobile, slow of speech, and utterly dependent. That he never lost his wit or kindness or his ability to hold on to the joys of life was, to me, heroic.

My parents’ different experiences neatly represent what is happening to millions of Americans and to vast portions of the globe’s population. The world is going gray. Getting not just older but old. Sometime after sixty, it seems to happen to everyone: life-altering events cascade one after another. In some combination, family nests are emptied; jobs end or change; spouses, friends, and kin grow gravely ill or die; bodies and minds decline; one’s status and power in the family and in social circles inverts; money draws down; and, as remaining years grow fewer, relationships with time and eternity shift.

And yet new worlds can open up, too. Time can expand, social circles grow bigger, new passions take root. Freed from the relentless demands of family and work, older people may experience a sweet rejuvenation. People whom one might expect to be decrepit and infirm are, well, dancing at Led Zeppelin tribute concerts. Or even performing in them.

Meanwhile, although the world well understands how young people shape social life and business, it is just now beginning to see how the arrival of a historically enormous older population will affect all of us. Many old people, like my mother, will be healthy and vibrant, but many others, like my father, will need extraordinary resources to make it from one day to the next. The aging of the globe is having profound economic, political, cultural, and familial effects that are only going to intensify. Some of these changes will be welcome and others will not. Certain people will benefit and others will be harmed. Money and power are at stake, of course, as well as the well-being of millions of older people who have worked and loved and given themselves to all that life offers. But the well-being of the globe’s young is also at stake, because it is they who need resources also required by the old, and because in the end, it is largely the young who, as family members, friends, and citizens traveling the continuum of an aging world, will eventually care for the old. And in time their older selves.

The signs of the shift, large and small, are everywhere, if we only will see them. Consider:


	In a room full of telephones and flat-panel displays, where staff is on hand twenty-four hours a day, calls begin to pick up around 9:00 a.m. That’s when the more than 6 million elderly customers of Philips Lifeline tend to begin their daily routines. The service allows its clients to alert the company if anything threatens them. The morning is rife with dangers. The average age of a customer is eighty-two, but thousands of centenarians use the service, too. The large majority are women, a predictable reality in an older group. The mornings see millions of Lifeline clients head to the showers, step out on slippery tiles, and then make their way to the kitchen, where fire, knives, tall cabinets, area rugs, and wood flooring are mortal threats. If customers slip and fall, or a sleeve catches fire, or if they are overcome with anxiety and fear as the day begins, devices around their necks or on their wrists let them send signals, sometimes automatically, to the Lifeline call center. By mid-morning on a beautiful fall day, Lifeline has handled nearly seven hundred thousand calls. A ticker on the wall keeps count. As often happens, some of the callers have died while on the line. An operator takes a call from a Mrs. Jones in Columbia, Missouri. “You fell? How far? Were you standing or in bed? So you’re not hurt, but you need help getting up? I’ll work on that right away.” A few years ago, a Lifeline operator named Lisa had a flash of fame on the evening news after an eighty-year-old woman named Ana tumbled in her bathroom, broke the glass shower door, and lay on the floor beneath a potential guillotine of glass suspended precariously above her. Ana pressed the button on her pendant; it signaled a neighbor and Lifeline and an emergency team arrived to pull her to safety. But just as battle coverage does not tell much about a protracted war, news clips from the aging world do not give the whole picture. The busy command center with telephones and big LCD displays at Lifeline gives a broader view.
Like a situation room for elder angst, in its command center in Framingham, Massachusetts, Lifeline tracks the minute-by-minute flow of incidents and concerns through the day. News stations and the Weather Channel fill the walls. When alarm spreads on the screens with news of storms, blackouts, local shootings, and terrorist attacks, the phones at Lifeline start flashing madly in a widespread plea for help and comfort. Lifeline’s employees are schooled in how to listen and decipher the cryptic messages of clients who are too distressed, too polite, or too proud to give clear indications about what has actually happened to them. They can discern whether there is a pattern of falling, a slur of speech that betrays a missed dose of a needed medicine, or a stroke. Callers who dial in more than usual signal the grave dangers of despair and loneliness. Operators reassure clients that all is fine or help is on the way, somehow managing to wrap calm, efficiency, good cheer, and solemn concern into one tone of voice. No one wants to cut a client short, or discourage one from calling again, but this is a business. Lifeline pays above the market rate for its operators, and time, which is plentiful to clients, is money to the company. And, after all, the operators may have other people to contact. They might have to call for paramedics to send them to a house, and perhaps pass on where the client hides the key and pass that information on, too. They have some clients they must call to remind to take their pills. The right number and the right color. And then, they have birthday calls to make. Every client gets one, and that’s important. The company gives bonuses to operators based on the number of calls they handle and on the care they deliver. “It’s a tricky balance,” says Ron Feinstein, Philips Lifeline’s longtime CEO, “but our people figure it out.”

The business of Lifeline, according to Feinstein, is combating the hazards of isolation. The world, he believes, is largely in denial of the risks facing seniors in their stages of independence. Feinstein, who cares for people all over the country, seems to have every city map in his head. He talks about an eighty-five-year-old woman who lives on the forty-fifth floor of a high-rise on Chicago’s Lake Shore Drive that is now filled almost entirely with elderly residents. He mentions another woman in Des Moines who lives alone in a house, and French Canadians in Montreal and Greeks in Toronto. He says the company must be sensitive to the different ways they all are likely to regard life alone in their eighties and nineties. Lifeline, however, prospers from the fact that all the clients crave their independence. One reason families are ill-prepared when crises overtake an old loved one, Feinstein says, is that “our society has an embedded ‘gerontophobia,’ in which people think they are younger than they are.” This carries on throughout life, he believes, because society stigmatizes aging and leads the elderly to deny they are old. All the young-looking beautiful people on the covers of magazines for seniors, he complains, are part of a pervasive marketing mentality, not the real world in which quality of life declines and people struggle to live on their own and maintain their independence despite their fragility. “Mom will deny she’s vulnerable, until there’s an incident, then all hell breaks loose,” he says. “Kids worry that Mom can’t live alone if she’ll break a hip or if the house nearly burns down, or if someone breaks in, or if a house cleaner notices that there is an unhygienic stain on the carpet and says she can only clean it so many times.” For the price of a low-end cable television package, a family can sign onto Lifeline and buy a little more independence. “We’re at the point where the children of our clients just hand over their credit cards.”

In 2006, Philips, the giant Dutch technology company, paid $750 million for Lifeline. The purchase is part of the company’s big bet on health-care services for the growing population of elderly. It is hardly the only company tying its future to an aging world. Home care alone is a $140 billion business that is growing ever larger. Philips Lifeline cannot grow the way mainstream businesses do, however. Nurturing long-term relationships with customers is challenging, Feinstein notes, when a large percentage of your clients die every year. But the potential population of clients, and the need for the service, is rising as the older populations of the United States and the world grow. Lifeline expects to thrive.



	Two motorcyclists pull up to the old-fashioned Fullerton Inn Bed and Breakfast in Chester, Vermont. They are covered neck to toe in riding leathers. One helmet comes off to reveal a red-faced man with white mustache and white hair pulled back into a greasy ponytail. The other rider is a woman with abundant white hair that she shakes out and ties back with an outlaw bandanna. They climb heavily off their bikes, and the leather around their midsections reveals the ample girth beneath. Soon they are followed by ten or twelve other bikers rumbling into the parking lot. Off come the helmets. Every Easy Rider is gray or balding or both and, since the movie Wild Hogs, a Hollywood cliché. All appear to have invested their retirement savings in Harley-Davidson motorcycles. And on their rebel looks as well.
Harley-Davidson motorcycles are the centerpiece of a loose gang of retirees who find the bikes let them embrace a safe counterculture and conspicuously consume at the same time. What is surprising is how late-life riders purchase remarkably similar rebel personae. Indeed, Harley-Davidson’s vast popularity creates a problem for the company. Motorcycles were once a youth product, but now they signify a rite of passage transpiring well beyond middle age. The median age of a Harley rider in 2009 was seven years older than it was in 2004. The big Harleys do not sell well to twenty- and thirtysomethings because younger riders think the big, heavy bikes are for old fogies. As its riders get older, Harley is selling fewer bikes, and is searching for an effective strategy to lure the younger riders it will need to thrive in the future. In 2009 the company cut production, closed two plants, and exacted concessions on pay and benefits from its workers. The company also urged older employees to take early retirement. For those that succumbed, the prospect of spending free time and scarce money on a Harley “retirement vehicle” may be bittersweet.



	A pretty woman sits in a convention center in Orlando, Florida, the site of a large annual event for companies and charities that build and run multiunit housing specially designed for older people. On her lap sits a toy baby seal. Its name is “Paro,” and it has snow-white synthetic fur over its sleek body, two coal black eyes, a black nose, and a fixed wee smile. The woman, modeling the animal in an exhibit set up to look like a room in a nursing home, is stroking the fur lethargically while smiling blankly. Her job is to simulate a potential user of the toy seal, which is actually an interactive robot designed to calm the nerves of aging dementia sufferers in institutional settings. When petted, Paro emits sounds of a real baby seal. Studies show that dementia patients get attached to the fuzzy little robot, which was designed and manufactured in Japan. The seal has become a star not just at senior housing conventions, but at marketing events around the world where consultants teach others “how to turn silver into gold,” and capture the market demands of an aging population. An administrator from a nursing home offers a testimonial, saying that residents get quite emotionally attached to the robot seals and are thrilled by their cute sounds.

	The German state of North Rhine–Westphalia offers a program that turns local sex workers into nursing home caregivers. In a report on the effort, the British Medical Journal cites concerns in Germany over that aging country’s thousands of unfilled caregiver jobs, despite high general unemployment. One nursing home official is quoted as saying that the retraining of prostitutes is “an obvious move [since prostitutes possess] good people skills, aren’t easily disgusted, and have zero fear of physical contact.” One former prostitute already employed as a caregiver reflects, “Prostitution taught me to listen and to convey a feeling of safety. . . . Isn’t that exactly what’s missing so much in care for elderly people?”

	The year is 2006. An industrial engineer at a surgical instruments company shows off the pristine shop floor in his company’s fifty-year-old factory building. The company has manufacturing facilities in Germany and the United States. He’s proud of the company’s skilled workforce, which makes intricate, custom-designed tools that its customers demand be the world’s very best. He picks up a scalpel, balancing it on his finger tips. “The weight and feel is one of the hallmarks of our tools,” he says proudly. “Surgeons train with them when they are in medical school and use them throughout their own careers.” He says that the company’s workers are the most prized part of the production process. Many have been there for years and have tens of thousands of hours in experience that cannot be replaced. In this setting, older workers are extremely valuable. Recently, though, the company has been experimenting with lower-cost lines for the market emerging in Asia, particularly China. “We would never sell what we make there to our premium clients at home,” he says, “but there are customers there who can’t afford our best, so we’re making a different line for them.”
In 2007, the same engineer shows off his company’s nascent effort outside Shenzhen, China. There are a handful of newly hired workers, all young women in their early twenties, turning out surgical tools that look just like the company’s products made in Germany and the United States but that glisten a little less brightly. The company has moved a couple of its expensive tool-making machines from Switzerland to the Chinese site to try them out with the new employees. A sixty-year-old Swiss engineer who helps run the U.S. operations has moved to China to help get things up and running. “It’s a small operation for the local market,” says the first engineer. “We’re keeping all the production for Europe and the U.S. going. It would be too expensive to move everything here, to buy new machines like these, and we have the best workforce in the world in our other plants.”

It is 2008. The Chinese factory is filled with more than a hundred new hires, most of them young women and all working at brand-new machines. When asked how the company re-created the workplace and highly skilled workforce so quickly, the engineer says, “Remember those Swiss machines you saw back home? We took them to some smart young engineers at a company in China and they built copies for us, at one-fifth the price. We’re now thinking of moving nearly all our production here.” What goes unsaid is that the once-invaluable older American and German workers are destined to lose their jobs.



	One hundred and twenty bright young students enroll in Stanford University’s new undergraduate class “Longevity.” The semester-long interdisciplinary class explores what longer lives mean for society and the students themselves. Topics include death and dying, aging and engineering (Stanford is in the heart of Silicon Valley), and the economic implications of health care. It is team-taught by a psychologist and neurologist and features guest lectures by activists and experts on financial markets, families, and labor economics, and by the former CEO of one of the world’s largest insurance companies. The key lesson: longer life spans touch nearly everything humans do. The students, who are among America’s very best and brightest, are thrilled by the class, not only because the material is fascinating but because unlike most people their age, they see the gray new world that is coming.

	Jurga, a woman in her sixties, once taught Russian literature in a Lithuanian high school before the fall of the Soviet bloc. She lived and breathed the Russian classics. “The literature is so beautiful, so rich,” she says. “You could escape from life into Russian literature.” Life under the Soviets was good to her. She traveled frequently to Russia on state-sponsored vacations and seminars where she met others steeped in Pushkin, Tolstoy, and Dostoyevsky. When Russian Soviet dignitaries came to Vilnius, she was their tour guide. The collapse of the Soviet Union ended that. Lithuanians lost all interest in Russian culture as they both reasserted their own and turned to English as their global tongue.
“Young Lithuanians all wanted to leave the country and get better jobs in Germany, England, and the U.S.,” Jurga says. “The schools all dropped Russian language studies.” Unemployable in her own country, Jurga found her way to America in the late 1990s at age fifty-five, on a tourist’s visa. Her only work since arriving has been caring for single Alzheimer’s patients in their homes. She moves in, offers them care and home-cooked Lithuanian meals, and over time watches them decline and die. Now she takes care of a man whose only other family is an aged sister. Jurga works ninety-one hours a week. The days are mostly silent, except for the baby talk she exchanges with her charges. She keeps her favorite books nearby, but finds that reruns of Seinfeld and old movie comedies and musicals soothe her agitated patients. “We get up and dance and laugh and try to be happy,” she says. With her current charge, Jurga has watched Tony Curtis, Jack Lemmon, and Marilyn Monroe frolic and vamp through Some Like It Hot more than fifty times.



	In the town square of a small village in Wales, near ancient stone churches, a table of Polish workers sip coffee and read the latest sports news in Dziennik Polski, the daily paper from London that serves Great Britain’s half-million Polish immigrants. A local high school history teacher at the next table leans over to the closest Pole to inquire how long the men have been in Wales. “More than two years,” one answers. “We are all in construction. I am the boss. Today we are sightseeing from Llanelli, to see something new.” Since the European Union allowed Poles free immigration to Britain, the Welsh city of Llanelli has attracted a community of forty thousand Poles. Though some have returned home as jobs have grown scarce, most see dimmer prospects in Poland and try to stay. Wages in Poland can be one-tenth the comparable wages in the United Kingdom, so even a couple of months of work abroad pay off. The teacher asks the man if he will stay in Wales. “No. I buy property in my country to fix and rent. But now there is no one in Poland to work on it. All the plumbers, electricians, and carpenters are in Western Europe or America. There are no more young people left anywhere. In Poland you must hire persons from Belarus or Ukraine. And if you go to Kiev in Ukraine, you cannot find Ukraine people. They are in Poland. You must hire workers from Kazakhstan or Georgia.”

	Sitting in the audience at Tokyo’s Kabuki-za, the large theater that is the center of Japan’s most famous dramatic art, a young American conductor, Will C. White, watches a 220-year-old routine called The Girl Returning from School (Tenaraiko). The girl is played by a small actor with a bright, expressive face, who is dressed in a long kimono in colors and symbols that signify her youth, and wears a traditional black wig adorned with flowers.
“The girl,” explains White, “is on her way home from school. She has her papers and an umbrella and is walking along, carefree, until she is distracted by butterflies. She begins to chase them, caught up in the delight of the moment. Then she writes love poems on scraps of paper that she lets float in the breeze, and she dances. The girl is a playful child but utterly balanced and graceful at the same time. You know in the back of your head that all the Kabuki actors are men, but this guy was the perfect preteen girl, and, my God, so completely convincing.”

White’s Japanese companion leans over to him midway through the performance and whispers, “That’s an eighty-one-year-old man.” The role is being played by a living Japanese national treasure, Nakamura Shikan VII, one of a long line of legendary Kabuki performers. He began on the Kabuki stage in 1933 at age five.



	In March 2010, Ida Ruth Hayes Greene, of New Jersey, earned her high school diploma, one month shy of her ninety-ninth birthday, making her the oldest citizen of the state ever to complete the degree. Jay Leno noted Greene’s achievement on his nighttime talk show, adding, “On the advice of her guidance counselor, she will attend a two-year college.”



Hey, Where Are the Kids?

These are just a few examples of the many ways the world is changing as a result of mankind’s greatest gift to itself, the engineering of longer lives. But the other part of the dynamic is that people are having smaller families. The evidence goes mostly unseen, hidden in plain sight. For people who live in North America, east Asia, and nearly all of Europe, the most immediate evidence is probably sitting right at the dinner table. Take a count. If you have a large, extended family, you might wait until a big group of you gather. Look first at the oldest generation at the table. Maybe they are the grandparents, or the great-grandparents, or some great-aunts and great-uncles. Chances are they have lived a good while longer than their parents did. Count how many children belong to each adult; the numbers almost inevitably grow smaller with each successive generation.

If you are a working adult, then your immediate family is almost certainly smaller than the family you were raised in, particularly if you spent a number of years working your way toward an advanced degree. If your immediate family is half as large as the one you grew up in, you are in the mainstream of families over much of the planet. Survey your friends. Their story is bound to be similar.

I took a poll of my family, then polled friends, too. The stories were mostly the same. My father was one of five children, my mother one of two. They meant to have three children, but had four because my brother and I are twins. I grew up with sixteen cousins. My wife and I have a son and daughter, and just one niece and one nephew on my side. Our big, loud family gatherings over birthdays and holidays once required carloads of borrowed folding chairs and multiple tables. Now we’re down to one table, and my middle-aged and elderly relatives outnumber the kids. Talk about doctors and money, once hush-hush so the kids wouldn’t hear, is all in the open.

As a white, middle-aged American, I am one of a big group of Americans whose families are shrinking. My family’s story is well-told in the pages of the national census. I do not yet know how long I will live. I am told my great-grandfather died at 104, but his son, my paternal grandfather, lived to sixty-two. I do know that between my wife and me there is a good chance one of us will survive past ninety. Actuarially, if we make it to sixty-three together, there’s a fifty-fifty chance one of us, probably my wife, will last another thirty years. Women are sturdier late in life.

As it happens, my wife would turn ninety-one in 2050. That’s a big year in demographics. Predictions made today often aim to describe the world at midcentury. The U.S. National Institute on Aging is one group peering into the future. In 2010, America’s population of people between the ages of seventy-five and eighty-five hit 17 million, but it will reach 30 million in 2050. While American centenarians are a statistical blip today, the institute predicts there will be 2.5 million people over one hundred in 2050. Every age group over sixty-five will grow much faster than the general population, but the numbers of the oldest-old, people over eighty-five, will proportionately grow most.1

The same is true the world over. In rapidly aging Japan, the population as a whole will count 25 million fewer people in 2050 than today, but the elderly population will grow so rapidly that it will make up nearly 40 percent of Japan’s population by then. Europe, too, while still growing in size today, will likely have begun to shrink by 2050. In any case, the proportion of elderly—pick any group over sixty-five—will rise faster than the young or middle aged. Nearly three in ten Europeans will be over sixty-five, one in six over seventy-five, and one in ten over eighty, which is more than triple the current proportion.2

What about the developing world? The UN estimates that between 2005 and 2050, the population of the developing world will have grown by 2.3 billion, but that the percentage of children under fifteen will drop. The group of people ages fifteen to fifty-nine will grow by 1.2 billion, and the group over sixty by 1.1 billion. In Latin America, the proportion of people over sixty-five will rise to 18.5 percent, three times higher than today. Brazil, Chile, and Mexico may have older populations than the United States by then. Today, half of Latin America is under fifteen years old. In 2050 half will be over forty years old.

Want to see how fast developing countries are becoming aging developed ones? East Asia leads the way, showing industrialized Europe and America what is in store in the near future and showing poorer countries full of striving youth how fast they will grow old.

The numbers are pretty shocking. Fewer kids, more old people—nearly everywhere in the world.

Two Hundred Billion More Years in a Single Generation

The Romans are said to have had a life expectancy of about twenty-five years. By 1900, the average life expectancy across the globe had improved only to thirty. The number was so low mostly because infant and childhood mortality were high. For people who made it past those dangerous periods, reaching middle age was common. Still, for most of human history, a life that passed age forty-five beat the odds.3 Today life expectancy at birth worldwide averages about sixty-four years.

If one adds up all the extra years of human life that result from this great expansion of life spans and multiplies it by the current world population, the magnitude of the miracle becomes apparent. Today’s 6.7 billion people will enjoy more than 250 billion extra years of life on earth over what would have transpired had we been born a century ago. Today’s world population will live more than 280 billion extra years than if we all had been born under the Caesars.

The future of baby boomers in the United States shows some of what is to come. Beginning around 2026, when boomers begin to hit their eighties and nineties, they will constitute the largest group of the oldest-old in the country’s history. This group will reach its size not just because there are so many boomers but because they live so much longer than their parents and ancestors. In the United States, in the year 1900, average life expectancy at birth was forty-nine years and three months, but in the year 2000 life expectancy was seventy-six years and ten months. Over the twentieth century, life expectancy lengthened between 1.5 and 2.7 years per decade. The drop in infant mortality accounts for much, but not all of the gain. Take just about any age in a normal life span, and the chance of a person living longer into the future from that age has also gone up. Today’s twenty-year-olds and eighty-year-olds can both expect to live longer than twenty-year-olds and eighty-year-olds ever have before.

The U.S. government tabulates not just overall life expectancy, but also life expectancy at different ages. The results show the amazing progress made in extending life. In 1880, only about one in sixteen people then sixty-five would make it to eighty-five in 1900. Fast forward to 1980. Of Americans who turned sixty-five that year, more than one in three survived to see age eighty-five in the year 2000. The chances of living from sixty-five to eighty-five years old have gone up more than fivefold.

When the world’s population passes 9.1 billion in 2050, people will likely be living even longer. If life expectancy grows at the same rate in this century as the last, the world’s population at midcentury will have lived about 500 billion more years than they would have had they been born in 1900. Our collective human experience, having already changed, will change again.

The future will refine the math. But even if these counts are off by half, there will still be hundreds of billions of added years for people on the planet in the coming century or two. That bears repeating: an aging world adds hundreds of billions of years of collective human life to the burdens of the planet.

And while we will likely engineer ever-longer lives, can we figure out how to fill the extra years with vitality and joy? Will we learn how to keep older people active, not idle? Rework the world so that older people can act longer as participants, and less as dependents? Who will pay for the care of the old? Who will perform it? Billions of extra human-years would seem to virtually require a second planet.

Global Aging Accelerates Globalization

The faster that countries age, the more strident the demand that goods, jobs, and people move seamlessly across borders. Younger countries that are rich in youth but short in funds reshape themselves to suit the needs of older countries rich in funds and short on youth. Older nations have, and will, spread their wealth, lifting hundreds of millions of young people in faraway places out of poverty, productively investing in the young people and their nations.

The demands of a society where an older population grows more rapidly than any other group will give rise to a society that extracts the powers of youth where they abound. And in a seeming contradiction, aging societies that press employees to pay today for the welfare of workers tomorrow will find their young workers passed over in the job market, as businesses shop for youth elsewhere in the world where the public expense of an aging society is not wrapped up in a current paycheck. The health and welfare of the young and old will be bound together in ways that push far beyond our current fiscal, social, and ethical boundaries. Our world, which until recently was a place where young people died in far greater numbers than old people, has changed into a world where far greater numbers of older people will need the financial, emotional, intellectual, and physical support of younger people. At the same time, younger people will vie for the treasure controlled by their elders: money, power, status, even land. Will a world that is increasingly old be one ever more driven by family loyalty? By adaptive commerce? Or, by governmental control? The answers will depend on the decisions we make in our families, workplaces, and communities. Nobody knows yet.

A Book of Stories

The best way to see how global aging will inform life in the future is through the insights of people engaged in that change today. What follows draws on my conversations with hundreds of people around the world who are thinking about and struggling with demographic change. Few of us lead lives untouched by global aging, but some of the most important ways we are affected by it are often hidden in plain sight. Today, we are in the first ten minutes of a demographic dénouement that is centuries in the making but is already altering nearly every important relationship we have, from the family table to the workplace, from our neighborhoods and cities, to the domains of national politics, international trade, and geopolitics.

The aging world is diverse, complex, and often paradoxical. But once we look for it, we see it, because it involves people. And so the pages that follow do not examine the minutia of government budget deficits or offer lists of policy recommendations. (References to many excellent more specifically policy-oriented treatises can be found in the book and its notes.) Neither do I lay out a tightly prescriptive universal set of “solutions” for individuals, as desirable as that might be. Why? Because the goal of this book is to see individuals and connect their lives to the dynamics of our changing world. Only in that way will we figure out, at the top of our intelligence, how to make the most of an inevitably older world. I hope I have captured the desires and aversions, the courage and fear, the creativity and despair of everyday people concerned for themselves, their children, and their parents—which is to say that I hope we all see ourselves in these pages. Population aging is personal, it is local and it is global, and we all must adapt in ways that are also personal, local, and global. As the light shines from womb to tomb and around the world, here are some of the themes that emerge:


	Global aging is the result of mankind’s greatest triumphs, and we are unlikely to make the trade-offs that would reverse it.

	Our successes force us to reconsider how to maintain every benefit that delivered us to an aging world.

	One’s own aging is a surprisingly global affair.

	
The spheres of active, healthy, engaged older adults will grow. Nevertheless, employers and customers in the marketplace will ruthlessly winnow out economically valuable older people from those who are merely able.

	An aging world is an increasingly dependent world. It will demand that a growing portion of the population devote their lives to the growing share of the people who need care.

	Global aging dramatically transforms the relationships between men and women, and visa versa.

	Age discrimination pays and the world is ingenious at figuring out ways to marginalize and exploit older people.

	The aging world moves people around the globe, and their movement propels global aging.

	Young people today will live in a far older world tomorrow, and it is the present that, for better or worse, will prepare them.



The American writer Kathleen Thompson Norris once observed that “in spite of the high cost of living, it’s still popular.” And in an aging world, it’s more popular than ever. Let us see.



CHAPTER 1
GREETINGS FROM FLORIDA, GOD’S WAITING ROOM

Estimated number of Americans over age 65 in the year 2025: 66 million

Percentage of Americans who currently live in Florida: 6

Percentage of Americans aged 75 to 84 who currently live in Florida: 8.3

Percentage of residents of Sarasota, Florida, over age 65: 33

Average age of residents of Pines of Sarasota, a nursing home: 87

Expected length of stay: 3 years

THE FUTURE OF THE UNITED STATES, AND INDEED, MUCH OF THE developed world, has already arrived in Florida. You can see that future in many places, and one of them is a huge mobile-home community south of Tampa, where three thousand “manufactured homes” sit side by side on quiet narrow lanes. The homes are solidly built, not the long, flimsy trailers that still provide down-market housing in older trailer parks. The ones here are true houses, with front porches and architectural details that suggest suburban living. Everyone knows purchasing a mobile home in a retirement community is a lousy investment, but it is nonetheless a low-cost way to buy the Florida retiree lifestyle, which is to say a life of sun, ease, and maybe even a longer life.

So the people come, every day from all over the United States and even Canada. In the Florida trailer park, three busy, happy, often boozy, clubhouses with swimming pools and spas begin filling up with men and women when the midday sun abates and happy hour begins. The men and women come in every version of old—skinny-sickly, fat but fit, tanned, sunburned, stooped, wheezing, strutting, low-energy, and enthusiastic. Many still smoke. Some of the men have scars from heart operations or skin cancers that have been removed. The hats come in great variety and the footwear is all about comfort. The shuffleboard deck, anathema in Florida’s posher “adult” communities, but still highly popular in middle-class retirement enclaves, pulls in a good crowd. There’s liquor on deck, too, which helps the newcomers meet the long-timers.

There are, naturally, Americans from all over. But a respectable number of Brits and Germans have arrived to enjoy the laid-back American-ness of the place. Then there are the Canadians. Americans may send to Toronto for cheap prescription drugs, but Canadians descend on Florida for a drug they desperately need, but can’t get through the mail: the Florida sun. They soak it up like a long-craved vitamin, which it is. If global warming were only about heat and added sunshine, it would be a fine tonic for the aging world that Florida portends. (About nineteen out of twenty older people are deficient in vitamin D, which the sun amply provides. They are at high risk of diabetes, heart disease, and immune deficiency; people from cold climes are especially vulnerable.) Suffering longer winters, the Canadians arrive before everyone else and blend seamlessly into the state’s winter havens of resort homes, condos, and mobile-home communities.

One reason that Florida telegraphs the future is that it has the oldest population of the fifty states. More than 3.3 million people over age sixty-five—nine out of every fifty residents—lived in the Sunshine State in 2010. A University of Florida study estimates the number will climb by about 115,000 every year until at least 2030. And that’s not even including the nearly one million older “snowbirds” from the United States and Canada who travel to Florida for a few winter months, but are not counted as residents. In fact, about half of all North American snowbirds come to Florida.

Measured against the rest of North America, and nearly all the world, Florida’s population is older in almost every way, because it is pulling old people to itself. The arriving sun-worshipers drive their cars south down through Canada, the northern Plains states, the Midwest, and the Northeast, all homing in on Florida. They generally are leaving cities and towns that are themselves rapidly aging, but are still, on the whole, quite a bit younger than Florida.

The (C)old North Heading South

The ones coming from farthest away are the Canadians, who live to 80.4 years, more than two years longer than their southern neighbors.i Canada is also aging because Canadian women have been having, on average, fewer than two children since the 1970s. Their fertility rate today is about 1.5. The aging of Canada is treated in politics and the press as an urgent concern. In 2001, nearly one in eight Canadians was sixty-five or older, a portion that will almost double by 2026.

Leaving their country, Canadians pass through American communities that are aging much like Canada’s mostly white population. Florida-bound Canadians from Ontario or Nova Scotia might first pass through Maine, a state already nearly as old as Florida and even more alarmed at the prospect of aging. Small Maine towns share the fate of small towns nearly everywhere in aging North America, Europe, and east Asia. Once overwhelmingly young places are now quite old, because the big families of yesteryear are now big families of older relatives. The few young people growing up in the towns often leave and never return. In aging, depopulated Maine, just about any job is prized by older workers. Snowbirds pass homemade road signs that announce the many jobs that Mainers are willing to do. One at the end of a long driveway says “Used Books and Pool Cleaning”; another two miles down the road says “Hair Stylist and Firewood.” The old, large employers are mostly gone. Shoe factories and paper mills that once employed whole towns packed it in long ago. So Maine has become a place where older workers need two or more jobs to get by. More than one in twelve working-age Mainers hold more than one job, about 50 percent higher than the national average.1 As the state’s elderly population swells ever larger, the number of people over sixty-five will more than double from the year 2000 to 2030.

Far to the west, snowbirds traveling through North Dakota also see a state with a shrinking and rapidly aging population. Stop for coffee in a small-town restaurant or truck stop and one might wonder whether the locals have hidden all the children in cellars. Talk at the counter is likely to be about grade schools closing for lack of students, or the availability of jobs in the local, small nursing homes, which in North Dakota are often a community’s largest employer. The average age of a farmer in the wheat- and sugar-beet-growing state is about fifty-eight. And that’s just the average. The farmer in his or her seventies and eighties is a commonplace in North Dakota. The size of the state’s population of people age seventy-five to eighty-four has tripled since 1980 while the size of the state’s population has barely budged.

The Golden Years State

As odd as it seems, Canadians traveling south might even meet Californians on their way to Florida, where some communities have become attractive to refugees from the Golden State. California is warm, but not home to the tropical heat some retirees crave. California is also deeply, frighteningly in debt, in part because of pension obligations to a large and rapidly aging group of retired and nearly retired public sector employees who have helped create a $500 billion unfunded hole in the state’s finances. California is expected to grow by 172 percent by 2040. The biggest percentage boost will be among those eighty-five and older, whose numbers will triple by then. Because California has long had a strong pull on immigrants, both from abroad and from other states, the Golden State is relatively young. But Californians live about one year longer than the U.S. average.

Californians exiting the state also carry with them word of change that may not always sit well with an aging white population.ii California today has the diverse population that foreshadows change in the rest of the nation. The number of elderly Hispanics in California will grow 300 percent in the next twenty years. Contrast that to non-Hispanic white elderly whose number will grow by “only” 50 percent. Meanwhile, the number of nursing home residents in California will likely double to 170,000 by 2050. That’s a lot of new beds for a state that already struggles to pay what it owes to older citizens.

Continuing toward Florida, one sees a patchwork of demographic change. The Midwest is aging, and some southern states are bustling, but their older populations are growing rapidly, too. Kentucky, for example, is one of America’s most rapidly aging states. In 1995 Kentucky’s proportion of people over sixty ranked twenty-eighth among the fifty U.S. states; by 2025 it will rank twelfth.

Stretched Lives, Stretched States

Travelers to Florida who drive through state capitals and see the glistening domes and historic sites might pause to wonder whether an aging continent could even build glistening capitals today. To listen to the worried governors who work in those state capitals, the answer is an emphatic no. The high cost of pensions and services for an aging society would not allow for all that brick and mortar optimism. Because state governments are brilliant at creative accounting, no one really knows how much U.S. states owe to their aging populations, except that the debt burden is huge. Reputable estimates of the gap between money owed to state and local pension plans and the money on hand range as high as $3.23 trillion. That’s only for government pensions, not any of the other services an aging population needs.

The numbers on aging populations in U.S. states have been crunched in a frightening volume called Measuring the Years,2 published by the National Governors Association, the nonpartisan, collective voice of the state leaders. American states, like a man whom the gods grant eternal life but deny eternal youth, must somehow persevere as they are ever-weakened, blow by blow, by aging populations that sap resources from every other local government function: education, infrastructure, cultural programs, health care for younger groups, policing. Once the slide begins—as it most certainly has—the states fear it will accelerate their decline. Places that triage resources to serve older populations can lose their young or leave them ill-prepared for the wealth-creating jobs that require investment in children from early childhood through their university graduations.

One reason Florida is so attractive to retirees is that compared to other states, Florida underspends on services for its younger citizens.iii Some whole communities are designed so that they need not support local programs or schools for the young. Sun City Center in Florida is a large non-city of nearly twenty thousand retirees whose median age exceeds seventy-five. Children account for only four of every one thousand residents. The community’s small school requires relatively little public money.

The governors also know and worry about the fact that more resources in their states will be needed to manage and treat chronic disease. Currently, half of all people aged sixty-five and over have two chronic health conditions, and the proportion of those with chronic conditions is expected to rise.

These are just a few challenges facing state governments. The truth is that nearly every aspect of people’s lives will be affected by demographic changes, and that means rethinking how every state service and level of government operates.

Best to point the car to where sunshine is what matters, and where the old can be young again. Welcome to Florida!

The Dream Begins

Florida certainly faces the challenges the rest of aging America is struggling with, but it is facing them by design. The state may have done more than any other place in the world to attract older migrants. How did it get to be so old?

“Florida, like the rest of the world, was, until fairly recently, very young,” observes Gary Mormino, professor at the University of South Florida in Tampa and one of the leading historians of the state. “On the eve of World War II the median age of the population of Florida was younger than that of the United States as a whole. Florida was certainly not a good place for seniors to come. It was hot, humid and, above all, hard to get to. Still Florida had long been promoted as a place for cures. Ponce de León planted the idea, but even long after the Fountain of Youth was discredited, the state was full of places offering to cure whatever problems you had. The cure—hot springs, salt water, sunshine, and others depending on the site and the huckster—created a view of Florida as a place for rejuvenation.”

Mormino recounts how it wasn’t until the 1920s and the construction of the first highways into the state that travelers from the northern states started coming in large numbers. For the next thirty years, until the outbreak of World War II, the state catered to “Tin Can Tourists,” motorists who traveled through the state in jaunty cars strapped with gas cans, tents, and canned foods. Soon they pulled trailers, too. Cities cleared fields for trailer parks, some of them vast expanses for hundreds of vehicles, where the Tin Can Tourists could stay in their traveling accommodations. Trailer parks for travelers morphed into residential trailer parks and trailer courts for people who used mobile homes as low-cost housing in what Mormino calls “The Florida Dream.”

The Long Gray Line

“Greetings from Florida, God’s waiting room,” reads a popular T-shirt. It’s a riff on an old Bob Hope line. There is lots of waiting to do in the communities where the elderly congregate in Florida. At a grocery store that has a progressive policy for hiring older workers, you wait out a traffic jam in the condiment aisle. A delay has resulted from a dropped jar of sweet gherkins, and an efficient seventy-one-year-old lanky shop boy with a mop striding purposefully—not hurriedly—toward the spill, worried that the tremulous woman who dropped the jar might tumble into the slipslop of glass and vinegar. No rush. He’ll get there. An aisle over, there’s a backup behind an overtanned woman whose pudgy, blue-veined legs burst out of knee-length pastel yellow shorts. She’s studying the numbers for sodium, fiber, and fat content on the labels of every brand of baked beans like a forensic accountant, shaking her head crossly at the first few she picks up—Campbell’s Pork and Beans, Van Camp’s Original. The etiquette of the store is to wait, freezing time until she’s done. Just as at the cash register one waits while the purchasers ahead methodically count out their money and just as methodically count their change, and when they get muddled, begin again.

The younger immigrants—students and Rust Belt refugees who work the cash registers—learn not to roll their eyes when the older customers pinch pennies and dimes from their coin purses, adjust their glasses to read the long, faintly printed receipts, and count the items listed against those in the bag, or complain, usually needlessly, that a sale price was overlooked.

One must learn patience, too, at the lurching sound of cars in the parking lot and the sight of them nearly missing other cars pulling in and out. Everyone knows older drivers can be time bombs; stories about fatalities involving older drivers over seventy are frequent front-page news in Florida.iv There is the story about the eighty-seven-year-old who drove his car into Madeira Beach near St. Petersburg, which calls to mind the demented ninety-three-year-old who killed a pedestrian nearby and then continued on the highway with the corpse on the windshield. The accident rate of elderly drivers is similar to that of teenagers, but the older ones are far more likely to end up dead.

And then there is the waiting that goes on in the state’s many waiting rooms attached to the doctors’ offices, clinics, and hospitals that fill long boulevards on the edges of the cities the elderly prefer. Eventually, there’s the waiting that’s visible all around: resigned and heroic, terrifying and welcomed, denied and embraced—the wait for death. In Florida’s more elderly confines, reminders of this wait are everywhere, seen in the gait of men who walk with nurses to catch their falls, in the clusters of card-playing widows and near-widows who are scrupulous in their bridge game but have already cheated at the actuarial tables. Hands and heads shake and wobble, and talk obeys the essential rule that keeps complaints about cancer, joint problems, and husbands dead or in decline to a minimum. In God’s Waiting Room, the message is clear: don’t wait at all. Instead, rush toward life, embrace it, make the most of the time left. An hour lived, they tell you, is one less hour to live, so fill the remaining time richly. This is the miracle of Florida’s impressive elderly. What they wait for urges them to wait as little as possible for life’s pleasures—some selfish, some giving. And amid the waiting everywhere there occurs a flurry of activity embracing ever-shortening life.

One place to see such hurry is Sarasota, the former circus town.

Here Come the Sunbirds

Sarasota is but one of a long stretch of retirement destinations that run along the midsection of Florida’s western edge on the Gulf of Mexico. Islands, keys, bays, coves, inlets, and white sand beaches stretch for hundreds of miles along the twisting watercolor coast.

Sarasota proper has some 53,000 residents, but the greater Sarasota area is home to 800,000 people. Among communities with a quarter of a million people or more, greater Sarasota, where the median age is variously calculated, depending on how one maps the area, between forty-one and fifty-five, is credibly labeled the oldest in the United States. Nearly a third of the population in Sarasota County is over sixty-five years old, and one household in two is home to someone over sixty-five.3

Sarasota at its best may be the finest place in the world for older people to make new homes. The community encourages physical activity and social life, pushes people outdoors, and, despite its smallish size, stands as a capital of culture. That Sarasota attracts the well-educated and the rich informs the quality of life, too.

“People who move to Sarasota are the cream of the older crop,” says Dr. Bruce Robinson, chief of geriatrics at Sarasota Memorial Hospital. “They have resources, mobility, and a good perspective.” Robinson, who grew up in the Missouri Ozarks, contrasts the Sarasota retirees to the people over fifty he knew in his hometown. “People like my grandparents stayed there because they were poor and could not think of being anywhere else. They had family and kinship, so communities took care of people. That’s not the case in Sarasota. If you come here to retire, you’d better have money when you get into trouble because you’re far from your family and you’ll need to pay to be taken care of.”

For the northerners who settle today in Sarasota, verdant trees, lapping waves, and warm skies, flush with birds, affirm life. Birds are in fact one of the area’s spectacular draws. The Gulf Coast has around 240 species. Eagles and hawks glide in the thermals over woodsy flatlands. Brown pelicans, silhouetted before the orange, vaporous sun, hang low over the tranquil waters, eye the deep, dive to scoop fish into their gullets, and then heave themselves back into the air. Pert speckled and snowy plovers, needle-nosed sandpipers, curious terns, and black skimmers patrol the salty shores or tuck into their beach nests. Sarasota has perhaps the most resplendent bird life of any metropolis in the United States. Yet somehow, despite decades of breakneck construction on the waterfront and wetlands, spilled Gulf oil, the dense profusion of hotels, upscale retirement homes, and gargantuan concrete condo complexes, plus the spread of immaculately groomed golf courses and sprawling malls, Sarasota remains so lush and clear that millions of birds still color the landscape and sky.

The bird life adds more than beauty to the landscape. It engages the residents in the natural environment. Research at Cornell University shows how much more personally and mentally engaging a life amid beautiful flora and fauna can be. People walk more, bend more, study the changes around them with happy interest, and feel more connected. That’s all healthy.

Migrants who come to Sarasota in the second half of life, or its final third, quarter, or tenth, do not come to grow old and fade. They come for rejuvenation. They come to spread their wings.

“Eighty-five here is not the same as in an aging town in the Midwest. The eighty-five-year-olds here look sixty-five in comparison. The expectations that go with chronological age are so different here. A lot of it has to do with the opportunities here and also the presence of the sun,” says Pam Baron, who moved to Sarasota from Denver and is now director of senior services at Jewish Family & Children’s Service of Sarasota-Manatee. Baron is one of the leading voices in the community for senior services and helped steer an initiative to catalog the resources in Sarasota that are important to its older residents and the businesses and organizations that serve them. Older migrants often report that they chose the community for the level of activity it offers over others.v Eighty-three percent of the older migrants to Florida say they moved to the state for the sunshine and warm weather, and for what they can do under the sun.

The Beat Generation

“In the North you don’t see the sun and you’re susceptible to SAD, seasonal affective disorder,” Baron says.vi “People here wear pink and lime green clothes. The women go out dressed in coral, bright pink, and powder blue. The older guys are in wild shirts they’d never wear at home in Rockford, Illinois. Put all that stuff together and it does extend life.”

Along wide beaches that rim the local keys, drum circles gather to greet the sun, and to say thank you as the sun says good-bye. The groups at daybreak are small, but loud. The rituals at dusk can attract hundreds of people. White-haired, pink-domed guys in sarongs, or with beards down to their belly buttons beat drums and whoop and chant to the god they’ve come for. Some are lithe with impressive physiques; others let their bellies drape over their loincloths.

All ages come for these rituals, and the older guys hand tambourines to frat boys and grandkids and pretty girls and point to the sun. Relatively younger women in eensy-weensy bikinis or dresses of tasseled gossamer straight out of the Arabian Nights spin and wiggle in an approximate beat to the drums, while onlookers of all ages create an impromptu amphitheater. A group of three top-heavy ladies and one rail-thin, deeply tanned friend, all in their seventies and eighties, join them. The women, who have similarly teased white hair, dark glasses the size of training bras, and pastel shirts and shorts, push their way into the front ranks, to set up a bulwark of aluminum folding chairs and sit low in the sand. The four women, hailing from a small town in Ontario, shake in their chairs, snake their arms in the air, bobble their heads, roll their eyes, and smirk. A minute later they have choreographed an animated, in-sync, impromptu beach-chair Bollywood routine.

The drum circles that claim Sarasota beaches cast off pretense and embrace the elements of sun, sky, and air. They also offer therapy for free. Ask a drummer during a brief lull in the action what keeps him coming to the beach with his big zebra-skinned African djembe, and he extols the mind-clearing, joint-moving, social medicine the circle provides. “Read Oliver Sacks!” he shouts as he begins again to slap the top and sides of his drum.

Sacks, the well-known neurologist and bestselling author, writes in Musicophilia: Tales of Music and the Brain that music, in this case drumming, has the power “to reconfigure brain activity, and bring calm and focus to people who were sometimes distracted or preoccupied by incessant tics and impulses. . . .” Sacks also argues that the drum circle promotes “musical and social bonding with others.” What begins as a miscellany of isolated and self-conscious individuals, he says, almost instantly grows into a cohesive group. Drum circles, Sacks says, are also therapeutic for people with dementia, because drumming “calls upon very fundamental, subcortical levels of the brain.” In other words, drumming penetrates below conscious thought and inhibition, to the purely physical level: “Rhythm can restore our sense of embodiment and a primal sense of movement in life.”5

Once, at a Senate hearing, Sacks testified together with Grateful Dead drummer Mickey Hart on the virtues of music and rhythm for older people. Hart is also a widely published musicologist and director at the Institute for Music and Neurologic Function. He told the senators, “As modern technology takes us further from our natural rhythms, the use of percussion for healing has greater potential than ever. . . . It is a practice widely acknowledged to help focus attention and help people break free of the boredom and stress of daily life. When we speak of this type of drumming, we are speaking of a deeper realm in which there is no better or worse, no modern or primitive, no distinctions at all, but an almost organic compulsion to translate the emotional fact of being alive into . . . something you can dance to.” Drumming and dancing together allay loneliness and alienation, Hart said, and combat the tendency of older people to spend long hours in front of the television. It lets them have direct contact with young people, benefiting even those whose health may hinder them in other ways. “In a drum circle nonverbal communication is the means of relating.” It boosts self-esteem, makes people feel creative, and helps focus their minds.

What the Widow Knew

Sarasota has served as a portal for such passionate, highly personal reinvention for over a century. The city’s ties to the more staid northern Midwestern states date back to its beginnings as a resort. In 1910, Sarasota had fewer than nine hundred residents, but advertisements extolling its charms filled pages in Chicago newspapers. One ad caught the eye of Chicago’s most celebrated society woman, Bertha Palmer, widow of merchant, developer, and hotelier Potter Palmer, who died in 1902 and reportedly left a fortune worth $25 million (more than $1.5 billion in 2010 dollars). On seeing it, Mrs. Palmer saw a chance to get away.

Palmer made the trip in her own private railcar with her son and father. Over the next year she began to acquire land and in the end held ninety thousand acres, about six times the landmass of Manhattan.6 Soon after the Palmers arrived, they were followed to town by other magnates and their families. By the early 1920s, Sarasota’s first frenzied building boom was under way. Out of all the towns born during the early Florida land booms, says one early history of the city, Sarasota “was the only one founded upon an aesthetic ideal.”7

The city’s developers stuccoed-over wooden-frame houses, added Spanish and Moorish arches, and painted them salmon and white, all to create an aura of permanence in a state already getting a reputation for fly-by-night deal making.8 Americans in the 1920s had been steeped in Mediterranean schmaltz. Hollywood blockbusters with Rudolph Valentino and Douglas Fairbanks showed these heroes sword-fighting, swinging from balconies, and making love in arabesque tents and palaces. Architects were hired to create an Old World look that distinguished it from the New England and Midwestern styles that the likely new residents knew from home. A former set designer for D. W. Griffith was brought in to help the effort. In 1924, the Sarasota phone book listed fifteen real estate firms. By 1926 there were two hundred.

Another Midwesterner helped push the Mediterranean fantasy into overdrive: circus impresario John Ringling, who, in the mid-1920s, was one of the world’s richest men. By 1926, Ringling had acquired tens of thousands of acres in the growing city’s downtown and along the keys. He built two hotels, and carved out a thirty-seven-acre tract on Sarasota Bay for a Venetian-style mansion for himself and his wife. The grounds also housed a museum for Old World master paintings, including several large canvases by Rubens, and other European treasures. “It was the seat of [the Ringlings’] Sarasota empire,” writes former curator at the Ringling Museum Michael McDonough, “and one of the city’s greatest pieces of architectural propaganda.”9

Sarasota’s real estate boom crashed in 1926. Development stopped cold and when the Great Depression hit, the city went into deep freeze, reverting to its leaner agricultural economy. “The city looked almost exactly the same from 1926 until the next boom began in the 1950s, except that a lot of the infrastructure went to hell,” says Sarasota author and local historian Jeff LaHurd. Ringling struggled after the bust. To perk up the city, he made Sarasota the winter headquarters of his circus. Nevertheless, John Ringling died at age seventy, in financial ruin. His art holdings were the sum of his wealth in the end, and he left the museum and its collections to the State of Florida.

Memory’s Big Top

The Ringling estate remains one of the psychological anchors of Sarasota. It houses a small circus and circus museum. The galleries show off an enormous, intricately detailed model of the full Ringling Brothers Circus that took a volunteer fifty years to make. There is an ornate auditorium for concerts and shows, a café, and the neighboring art galleries. On any given day the Ringling complex is filled with grandparents with grandchildren in tow. But it is more than a tourist attraction. It is a near-perfect intergenerational bridge in a community where the retired transplants are often separated from their families at home.

Here is a place that gives an older generation a window through which they can travel with young visitors to their own youth—a borderless, multimedia, exotic, erotic, strange, and dangerous entertainment that existed before color television or the Internet. There are no camel dung sweepers on the Web, but Grandma saw them and smelled them, or can say she did. The circus museum allows older Sarasotans the chance to fill in their lives, and describe the characters they once were before they were retired grandmas and grandpas, back when they were immigrants, romantics, daredevils. A frail man with a walking cane painted in festive Mexican pink and green stands in front of a poster of a family of aerialists. He lifts his cane to the poster and tells two young girls with him about the Wallendas, the twentieth century’s most famous aerialists. “They are from near my hometown, close to Potsdam,” he says, “and they came to America just after the family. They came to Ohio a couple times. I wanted to be a Wallenda. I tied some rope between two trees about ten feet off the ground and tried to walk on it. I fell a lot. But so did the Wallendas.vii Some of them fell to their deaths.” At a portrait of Emmett Kelly, the famous tramp clown, grandparents offer lessons on clowns, hobos, and the Great Depression.

Older volunteers, nearly 650 of them, fill roles everywhere in the complex. They mind the ticket booths and stores, naturally. But they also lead tours peppered with their own reminiscences. It takes up to two years of training to be a docent in the museums, less for the volunteers who maintain the extensive gardens or drive the trams. The volunteers include a cluster of veteran wood carvers. “It’s a highly skilled group. They get together every week and get out their tools,” says Hollie Corbitt, the volunteer coordinator at the museum complex. “I have to say that, given the age of some of them, it’s a little scary when they pull out the power tools.” The men carve replacement pieces for the gilded antique wagons. They also create new wooden circus animals. “There’s a dentist in the group. When they were carving a tiger, he wouldn’t let anyone else near the teeth,” says Corbitt.

While there are a small number of students and younger volunteers, it is older people who donate the vast bulk of the work. The average age of an older volunteer is seventy-two, says Corbitt. Together the hours put in by the 650 volunteers equals the work of thirty-one full-time employees. They save the institution millions. “The bulk of them are in pretty key positions,” says Corbitt, “and we could not open the doors without the volunteers.” The docents who guide the tours of the collections are most often former teachers and professors. A tram driver is a former army general. “Many of the volunteers might live in age-restricted communities and this is where they can see and meet people of all ages.”

Corbitt adds that once volunteers are accepted, they hold on to their jobs as long as they possibly can. The tenacity of the volunteers is causing some institutional anguish. “We are entering a phase,” says Corbitt, “where health is becoming a challenge for the staff, especially relating to some of our longtime volunteers who have been here maybe twenty years. They have deep relationships with the curators and all of us. This is their second home. But we’re at the point now where some of the volunteers need us more than we need them.”

Corbitt says that for the volunteers who have a hard time with their duties, the challenges are physical, not cognitive or behavioral. “Their limitations can be severe, perhaps requiring the services of a caregiver or nurse. It is a difficult problem because they are also important to us in other ways. They might be generous donors, for example. We need to find ways to help them transition out of their current role, but also find ways to keep them engaged. It is a difficult conversation to have, and we are not good at it yet.”

When a volunteer quits, moves away for health reasons, or dies, there is a strong sense of loss among the group. Corbitt makes it a policy to attend any memorial service she is invited to. “I’ve been going to a lot of them lately,” she says.

The Last Place to Be

Walking through Plymouth Harbor with Harry Hobson, the executive in charge of Sarasota’s oldest continuing care retirement community (CCRC), is a bit like hopping tables at a charity ball. During the high season, from January through April, the city’s civic organizations and philanthropies host about one hundred galas. Plymouth Harbor is one of more than two thousand CCRCs in the United States, which together are home to some six hundred thousand residents. Many are modest. Plymouth Harbor sits at the very top of the market. The Plymouth Harbor complex has a range of living arrangements that allows residents to move in when they are in good health and have their own apartments. As they grow frailer, they can stay at Plymouth Harbor, choosing care in their rooms, or a move to another apartment where they can get help with daily activities, such as bathing and eating. Should they need rehabilitation following a health setback or surgery, there is a section for full nursing care, too. For most residents, Plymouth Harbor, like other CCRCs, is the last place they will ever live. It is, in effect, a super-premium long-term care insurance policy in the physical shape of a luxury high-rise.

The average age of residents is the mideighties, and their average net worth is at the upper reaches of the wealth pyramid. Buying into the place is expensive and the monthly payments are high. Doctors, high-priced attorneys, Wall Streeters, patent holders, professors with lots of savings and good pensions, corporate chiefs, wealthy widows, people who sold expensive houses elsewhere, and other fortunates call it home. Casual conversation draws on the sum of thousands of years of collective memory stretching back over a century. Hobson is endearingly starstruck by his residents. He has a gift for eliciting their life stories and walks around the lobbies with an ear out for snippets of living history. He stops by the table of a tall, thin, regal-looking man in a wheelchair. The man is a former church official with a military past. A Chinese speaker, he served in the U.S. Army during the Second World War as part of the American officer corps dispatched by President Franklin D. Roosevelt to serve directly under Chiang Kai-shek. He is talking to a fellow resident about China today, and Hobson makes introductions. It comes out that the man was present when Mao Zedong and Chiang Kai-shek toasted each other once the Japanese withdrew from China. He tells how he watched them both lift their glasses, and saw them, soon to be at war against each other, stop short of sipping from their glasses. It’s an astonishing story and Hobson says that one hears amazing things all the time. The tall man in the wheelchair, Hobson lets on, is battling late-stage cancer and his presence will be deeply missed.

Farther on, Hobson comes to a former bigwig at one of the world’s largest consumer products companies, a couple of industrialists, former surgeons, and the aging parents of a top executive at a Fortune 500 company. They are, in short, a plum roster of the class of folks who cannot escape the fat envelopes that carry invitations to black-tie money raisers.

Plymouth Harbor is just one of many senior residences in the area. The Yellow Book of Senior Living Options has 178 pages jam-packed with ads for communities for active and not-so-active older adults nearby. Most have comfortably banal interchangeable pictures of smiling white-haired women dressed in crisp blouses, big earrings, and brooches. Most have interchangeable names, too. “Oak” this, “Pines” that, “Sunset” or “Palm” something or other. Many ads show rooms with comfortable chairs that are not so comfortable; but they defeat frail people trying to stand up. Flowers and white linens adorn the tabletops; Oriental carpets dress the floors; and fussy drapes and chandeliers complete the decorative style that senior housing architects call “Grandma’s Williamsburg.” Competition for residents is fierce in West Florida, and communities tend to get high marks from their clients, who are happy to be in the South, and are indispensable, unavoidable sources of information for potential customers shopping around.

The arrangements residents make to live in the different developments come in a dizzying variety depending on when the developments were built, the regulations and market forces in place at the time, and the age and needs of the customers they serve. Some operations are strictly for-profit, others are charitable organizations governed by boards and donors. Still others are ingeniously concocted hybrids of profit and charity. The senior housing industry has created vast fortunes for those who have puzzled out how to cobble together the profit and not-for-profit sector. One scheme, for example, might involve a developer who builds a senior residency and sells it to a not-for-profit philanthropy that he set up himself, and then, through still other business shells under his control, signs up the “charity” for exclusive service contracts that tie the residents to dining plans, health care, and other essentials from the developer’s own for-profit organization. Should anything go terribly wrong that urges residents to sue, they may find only empty corporate shells and no one legally responsible for anything. The legal boxes-within-boxes can grow so complex that residents themselves have a hard time penetrating them.

OEBPS/images/title.jpg
SHOCK
OF GRAY

THE AGING OF THE WORLD'S POPULATION
AND HOW IT PITS YOUNG AGAINST OLD,
CHILD AGAINST PARENT, WORKER AGAINST BOSS,
COMPANY AGAINST RIVAL
AND NATION AGAINST NATION

Ted C. Fishman

SCRIBNER

NowYork London Toronto. Sydney





OEBPS/images/logo1.jpg






OEBPS/images/9781439191132.jpg
SHOCK
OF GRAY

THE AGING OF THE WORLD'S POPULATION
AND HOW IT PITS YOUNG AGAINST OLD,
CHILD AGAINST PARENT, WORKER AGAINST BOSS,
COMPANY AGAINST RIVAL,

AND NATION AGAINST NATION

Ted C. Fishman

SCRIBNER

New York  London Toronto  Sydney









OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





