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Introduction






In the summer of 2015, I was in Chicago taping an appearance on NPR’s comedy quiz show Wait Wait… Don’t Tell Me! By that point I’d been a regular panelist on the show for over a decade, so I was used to all sorts of big-name special guests coming on to gab with us. I mean, who could top Dick Van Dyke when he actually sang the little-known lyrics to The Dick Van Dyke Show theme for us? We’d had presidents, Supreme Court justices, and tech titans on to answer completely absurd questions. (When Microsoft’s then-CEO Steve Ballmer appeared, host Peter Sagal quizzed him on—you guessed it—lip balm.)

But this appearance was different. Instead of recording in the basement auditorium where we’d been doing the show for years, this episode was taping outdoors, in Millennium Park’s Pritzker Pavilion, in front of thousands of fans—thousands of young fans, since the special guest was twenty-two-year-old hip-hop superstar Chance the Rapper. People were screaming. A few were trying to climb onto the stage. Much as I love our NPR audience, they don’t typically show this kind of enthusiasm. Okay, for Neil deGrasse Tyson or Ina Garten they come close. But this was a whole other level of energy.

Chance the Rapper was charming, telling us about impersonating Michael Jackson at his kindergarten graduation. Pretty much every comment he made elicited a shriek, even when he talked about his grandmother and copped to being a “nice boy rapper.” I did my best to play the role of the middle-aged dorky white guy who grew up on show tunes, a role that comes naturally to me. (When we talked about his writing process, I cited my own favorite rhyme of all time, from the musical Funny Girl: “Kid, my heart ain’t made of marble / But your rhythm’s really horrible.”) Chance played ball and the audience seemed to enjoy it.

And then I asked Chance a question that I didn’t intend seriously, at least not consciously: “Would you please give it to me straight? I’m forty-six. Is it too late for me to become a rapper?” The question itself got a laugh.

“No, I don’t think so,” Chance answered with a straight face. “Some people might say it’s too soon for you to become a rapper.” There was another big laugh, and the conversation moved on. Peter Sagal would go on to quiz Chance on “Saran the Wrapper.”

But I was stopped dead by Chance’s comment. In that moment, I realized that I had already begun thinking of my life as one of progressively fewer opportunities, of doors closing. I had accepted the conventional wisdom that the older I was getting, the fewer avenues would be open to me; that aging was a process solely of gradually diminishing capacities. Basically, though I wouldn’t have admitted it even to myself, I saw myself as over the hill. Mind you, I was forty-six!

But Chance had flipped the script on me. Why was I too old to be a rapper? Okay, you’re laughing. And the truth is, my beatboxing is really not where it should be. On the other hand, getting older was only going to increase the likelihood that I’d gain the life experience and wisdom and skillz (FYI, that’s how the kids spell it) necessary for meaningful creative expression.

I wouldn’t be able to write this if I’d been born fifty years earlier. Men born in the United States in 1919 lived on average to fifty-three. Considering I’m fifty-five right now, I wouldn’t be able to write anything at all. But in 2024, if you’re in your forties, fifties, or sixties and reasonably healthy, then—to quote one of my favorite lyrics from Bye Bye Birdie—there’s such a lot of livin’ to do. (Incidentally, Bye Bye Birdie starred the aforementioned Dick Van Dyke, who as of this writing is ninety-eight and still singing in a barbershop quartet.)

Don’t take my word for it. According to renowned geriatrician Louise Aronson, author of Elderhood: Redefining Aging, Transforming Medicine, Reimagining Life, “We’ve added a couple of decades, essentially an entire generation, onto our lives, and we haven’t kind of socio-culturally figured out how to handle that.” Today turning one hundred is no big deal. The big question is what to do with all that extra time.

Fortunately, there are plenty of models from yesterday—and more and more each day—who came into their own at the stage of life when society would have had them packing it in. My coauthor, Jonathan Greenberg, and I call these individuals Roctogenarians.

Some of the people in this book were unknown before they broke through. Laura Ingalls Wilder published her first Little House book at sixty-five. A near-broke Harland David Sanders was just a year older when he hit the road with a bucket of the seasoning that would help make Colonel Sanders the face of a Kentucky-fried empire. Both were mere chicks compared to abstract expressionist artist Carmen Herrera. She was 101 when she had her first solo exhibition at a major museum. It took that long for the critics to catch up to her.

Some broke through early in life and kept getting noticed, peaking in their final chapters—a late-in-life capstone to a monumental life. Fittingly, architects are well represented in this group. Frank Lloyd Wright submitting his design for the Guggenheim at eighty-four is the ultimate mic drop. Rita Moreno is also in this category. One of Hollywood’s first EGOTs, she’s still got it in her nineties.

Others had unfinished business that needed settling. Brian May was an aspiring astrophysicist when his musical talent sent him shooting in an entirely different direction—and he became the superstar lead guitarist for Queen. But he never forgot his first love and at sixty went back to school to earn his PhD in astrophysics. Swimmer Diana Nyad managed to put her own dream aside for thirty years. But who was she kidding? She had to complete that swim from Cuba to Florida—and she did so at sixty-four.

One thing everyone in this book has in common: a belief that late life is no time to surrender. Perhaps no one epitomizes that like Mary Church Terrell, who was born just nine months after the Emancipation Proclamation to parents who had been enslaved. As a young woman, Terrell was a leader in the fight against the barbaric practice of lynching. In her middle age, she cofounded the NAACP. And at the age of eighty-six—when she had more than earned her rest—this veteran led sit-ins at a Washington, DC, lunch counter. The ensuing lawsuit resulted in the legal desegregation of the nation’s capital.

Terrell was fighting not for herself but for the future. So was Samuel Whittemore. The seventy-eight-year-old patriot took up arms on the very first day of the American Revolutionary War, had his face blown off by a redcoat… and kept on fighting. No retirement for him. Or for Mr. Pickles the tortoise, who at ninety became a first-time father. Seriously, if you have kids at ninety, you cannot afford to retire. Mr. Pickles isn’t the only one to find love late in life. Hello, Carol Channing. The woman famous for playing matchmaker Dolly Levi reconnected with a junior high school crush and, happy at last, married at eighty-two.

We’re not trying to sugarcoat things here. There are inevitable challenges that come with aging, especially physical ones. How those challenges are handled makes the key—and inspiring—difference. Henri Matisse was in his seventies when the ravages of cancer made painting too difficult. But he didn’t stop creating. Instead, he traded his paintbrush for a pair of scissors and began making his celebrated series of paper cut-outs. Describing one of his most exuberant paper creations, The Parakeet and the Mermaid, Matisse wrote, “As I am obliged to remain in bed because of my health, I made a little garden around me where I can walk. There are leaves, fruit, a bird. I am the parakeet. And I have found myself in the work.”

May you, the reader, the future Roctogenarian, find yourself in these pages.





Fast-Food Legends Colonel Sanders & Clara Peller







Think of this book as a banquet. A sumptuous feast of stories for every taste. Most of them sweet (think Carol Channing’s late-in-life marriage), some of them bitter (think Carol Channing’s previous marriage). There’s plenty of salty (think all that ocean water Diana Nyad swallowed swimming from Cuba to Key West) and even some sour (think the dismal childhoods of author Frank McCourt or pianist Ruth Slencszynska).

Do we need to include umami? Isn’t that like the Pluto of tastes?

Well, in the world of fast food, we’ve come upon two different stories of late-life success, each remarkable in its own way. And so like any respectable caterers, we’ve decided to offer you a choice—chicken or beef (with apologies to our vegetarian readers).


Chicken: Harland David Sanders

began his KFC empire at sixty-six

His name and image have made him a figure of American legend, almost of folklore. At some point late in his life, Kentucky Fried Chicken’s Colonel Sanders, a white-haired, white-goateed southern gentleman in a white linen suit, became more than just a spokesman for deep-fried take-out chicken and entered a kind of pop-culture pantheon, keeping company with figures like Paul Bunyan, Betty Crocker, and Mickey Mouse, characters who have cut loose from their original contexts and taken up residence in the collective American imagination. Except that Harland Sanders was a real person—and a fairly ordinary one at that.

For most of his working life, Sanders was the owner of a single roadside restaurant in the small town of Corbin, Kentucky. It was not until he was sixty-six that, faced with a collapsing business, he actively undertook the venture that would cause customers across the continent to greedily lick their greasy, well-seasoned fingers in a desperate effort to prolong a thoroughly satisfying chicken dinner. At what was retirement age for many people, Sanders, with only his $105 monthly Social Security check for income, built a business empire that would forever alter the restaurant industry—and would make the Colonel himself an American icon and a millionaire many times over.

It may be no surprise to learn that Harland Sanders came from humble beginnings. He grew up on an Indiana farm; his father died when he was small. He began helping the family by cooking for his younger siblings when he was only seven. Harland quit school in the seventh grade and worked at all kinds of odd jobs throughout his youth, including part-time midwife. He was already thirty-nine years old when he opened a Shell station in Corbin and began serving chicken and biscuits to travelers as a way of generating extra income. It was at this Corbin gas station-turned-eatery that he perfected the recipe later marketed as eleven herbs and spices and developed the rapid pressure-frying technique that millions would come to love. The chicken was good, the word spread, and Sanders soon earned a mention in a travel guide by Duncan Hines (also a real person, by the way). After years of struggling to make ends meet, Sanders found himself the owner of a successful business.

Sanders Court and Café, as it was called, was still merely a single restaurant when its owner’s famous “Colonel” persona was born. What happened was that the restaurant’s popularity led the governor, the wonderfully named Ruby Laffoon, to bestow on Sanders the honorary title of Kentucky Colonel. (No, it was not awarded for military service; there was no Great Poultry War in which Sanders, wielding a blood-soaked cleaver, distinguished himself for uncommon valor.) The title of “Kentucky Colonel” actually derives from the state militia that served in the War of 1812. But in the nineteenth century, the designation evolved from a military rank into a purely ceremonial one. In the 1920s, a society of Kentucky Colonels was formed, and Governor Laffoon, who had a taste for public relations, began to bestow the title upon movie stars like Bing Crosby, Fred Astaire, and Shirley Temple as a way of drawing national attention and tourism to the state. (Subsequent honorees included Winston Churchill, Pope John Paul II, and Phyllis Diller.)

According to John Ed Pearce, one of Sanders’s biographers, one day Harland’s barber, while trimming his customer’s mustache and goatee, suggested that the chicken virtuoso embrace his ceremonial title by dressing the part, with a tailored linen suit and a black string tie made from grosgrain ribbon. Sanders, around sixty at this point, liked the idea, and the character of Colonel Sanders was born. As Pearce rhapsodizes:


Before, he had been just Harland Sanders. Now, he began to think of himself as Colonel Sanders. And Colonel Sanders would be, in subtle and then major ways, a person different from Harland. He would be able to do things Harland had wanted to do but had never done, be things Harland had never been. In time, Harland would become submerged in the identity of the Colonel.



As James Gatz of North Dakota became the Great Gatsby, as Bruce Wayne became Batman, as Garth Brooks became Chris Gaines, so Harland was reborn as Colonel Sanders. But it wasn’t long after this self-reinvention that his thriving business found itself in trouble. In the early 1950s, a new highway was built through southern Kentucky, diverting the steady stream of traffic that was the lifeblood for Sanders’s roadside eatery. Sales plummeted, and by 1956, the entire operation was in danger. At sixty-six, the Colonel needed to find a brand-new way to earn a living. (A similar thing happened to Norman Bates and his motel, but Sanders responded much more constructively.)

A few years before, Sanders had already experimented with franchising, providing his secret recipe and technique to a Salt Lake City–area restaurant owner in exchange for a regular fee. It was actually this initial franchisee, Pete Harman, who first used the name “Kentucky Fried Chicken”—a phrase invented by his sign painter, who thought it conjured warm feelings of southern hospitality. The chicken proved to be as finger-lickin’ tasty in Utah as it was in Kentucky, and a few other restaurants also began to license the recipe, paying Sanders four cents for every chicken they sold.


[image: Image]
Colonel Sanders steering his way to a fried chicken empire. Courtesy of KFC



The Colonel gambled that franchising on a wider scale could sustain him and his wife financially. He closed his restaurant, selling it at auction for a loss, and began to drive around Kentucky with two pressure cookers and buckets of seasonings in the back of his car. (In the biopic, this would be a montage.) He would size up any restaurant he passed, and if it seemed a potential customer, he’d offer to make a meal for the staff, gambling on the quality of his own product. If, after the meal, the employees were still sucking the schmaltz off their fingers, he’d stay on as guest chef for a few days to win over the customers. Then he’d negotiate a deal to license the recipe and the technique. This itinerant lifestyle meant that Sanders was driving hours on end and often sleeping in his car—not easy for anyone, let alone a man in his late sixties who was by now suffering from arthritis. And despite all these efforts, after two years working as essentially a traveling chicken salesman, Sanders had acquired only five franchises.

But then suddenly, the gamble paid off. Sanders started gaining more customers. Soon the restaurant owners were coming to him asking to license his recipe. He and his wife were able to run their business from their home in Shelbyville, Kentucky, where they would mix, pack, and ship the blend of spices that they still kept secret, lest a competitor get hold of it. At the time, the fast-food market was dominated by the hamburger—notably McDonald’s—but it turned out there was room for an avian alternative. By the Colonel’s seventieth birthday, Kentucky Fried Chicken had four hundred outlets, and by his seventy-fourth, the number was somewhere around nine hundred, which included restaurants in Canada, Jamaica, England, Mexico, and the United Kingdom. By then he had patented the pressure-frying method that was essential to his success, and trademarked the slogan “finger lickin’ good.”

With the stunning success of the franchising strategy, Sanders was able to sell Kentucky Fried Chicken to the businessman (and later governor) John Y. Brown Jr. for $2 million in 1964. He stayed on as a consultant and member of the board, earning a yearly salary well above his Social Security allowance. The new owners saw the value of his Kentucky Colonel persona, and featured him in commercials and TV spots. Harland Sanders now enjoyed his seventies and eighties playing the character, Colonel Sanders, that he’d created. (According to another of his biographers, Josh Ozersky, for the last twenty years of his life Sanders never wore anything other than his white suit in public.)

A New Yorker profile in 1970 noted that the newfound wealth seemed unimportant to Sanders: “He and his wife, Claudia, live comfortably but modestly—by millionaires’ standards, at least—in a two-story, ten-room house in Shelbyville, Kentucky, a small town thirty miles east of Louisville.”

Sanders also spent these years protecting the reputation of the brand he’d created, suing franchises when the original recipe was not being followed and publicly decrying the poor quality of the “crispy” chicken marketed in 1978. He also became a spokesman for the value of working late in life, rejecting the very idea of retirement. In 1971, when he testified before a congressional subcommittee on the aged, he cited biblical precedent for his own work habits: “I told them that in the Garden of Eden God didn’t tell Adam that he should work just to retirement age. He said in Genesis 3:19 a man should work ‘till thou return unto the ground.’ ”

Not surprisingly, he cited diet as a factor in his longevity; surprisingly, that diet didn’t center on chicken. In 1976, he told the New York Times he was on a “no-aging diet” that included a can of sardines every morning. In that same interview, he explained why he didn’t drink wine: “Wine tastes like gasoline, and now that I read about all the arsenic in California wines, I’m glad I don’t drink it. I have 14 more years to go to finish the century and I want to take care of myself so I make it.” Apparently he had not read about fellow Roctogenarian and vintner Mark Grgich’s triumph only months before, which you’ll read about in the next chapter.

Sadly, Sanders lived only another four years, dying at ninety, on December 16, 1980. But before his burial, his body, dressed in his white linen double-breasted suit, lay in state in the Kentucky State Capitol in Frankfort so that satisfied customers from across the nation could pay their finger-lickin’ respects.




Peanut: The World’s Oldest Living Chicken

lived to 225 in chicken years

It was on Christmas morning 2023 that twenty-one-year-old Peanut the chicken died at home in Chelsea, Michigan, in the loving arms of her owner. “I realize she had a phenomenally long life for a chicken. I’m heartbroken nonetheless,” Marsi Parker Darwin wrote.

“Phenomenally long” is no exaggeration. Chickens typically live five to ten years. According to one chicken-to-human years conversion calculator, Peanut’s age in human years at death was an astonishing 225. (I’m suddenly picturing a production of The Gin Game not with Jessica Tandy and Hume Cronyn but starring Peanut the chicken and Mr. Pickles the tortoise, whom you’ll read about later.)

That Peanut would break records was hardly preordained. Back in the spring of 2002, after her siblings had hatched, her egg remained in the nest. After a couple of days, Darwin decided to chuck the cold-to-the-touch egg into the pond behind her house. But just as she was about to release it, she heard a cheep. She peeled the shell back herself and discovered inside a “sad, wet waddled up mess,” tiny and brown. Darwin named her Peanut.

Peanut’s own biological mother rejected her, so Darwin raised Peanut as a “house chicken” for the first few years. “The [other] chickens didn’t particularly care for her. They would peck at her.” Darwin fed her a special diet of blueberries and yogurt.

A spokeswoman for the Michigan Allied Poultry Industries attributed Peanut’s longevity to the attention given her by the Darwin family. “It is clear that she has received great housing, considerable attention and decreased stress, which has likely contributed to her life span. Peanut is an inspiration to us all.”

Still, Peanut’s final year was a turbulent one. After the Guinness Book of World Records had certified Peanut as a record holder, she suffered two losses. On Halloween, Millie, her fifteen-year-old daughter, died. And then on December 7, Benny, Peanut’s boyfriend, believed to be somewhere between twelve and fifteen, died. (Yes, Peanut the chicken was a cougar.)

“I spent the night of the 23rd holding Peanut, and on Christmas Eve, exhausted, I took her to bed with me, wrapped in a soft blanket, and held her close to my chest,” Darwin wrote. “I could feel her little head resting on my shoulder as she had done for years, and around 5 a.m. her neck relaxed into mine, and I knew she had died peacefully in her sleep, her final gift to me.”





Beef: Clara Peller

became wildly famous for a TV commercial at eighty-one

In the 1980s, an innovative Chicago-based advertising man named Joe Sedelmaier began reinventing the TV commercial. After three decades, Americans had built up a strong immunity to ads, going into a kind of sleep mode during commercial breaks. Sedelmaier wanted to break through this stupor so that we, and our children, and our children’s children, would once again become eager consumers willing to accept whatever ludicrous claims large corporations made on behalf of their products.

To do this, Sedelmaier replaced slick professional actors with inexperienced and slightly oddball real people. Then he filmed them in an off-kilter style that borrowed from the cinematic vocabularies of Buster Keaton and German expressionism. These commercials, such as the “Fast Talking Man” ads he did for FedEx, got viewers to pay attention again, and often became more memorable than the bland family-hour fare they interrupted. The most famous of Sedelmaier’s ads was the 1984 spot for Wendy’s that featured the famous slogan “Where’s the beef?” The woman who spoke this line was one of Sedelmaier’s ordinary people, probably his greatest discovery—an eighty-one-year-old newcomer to the acting profession named Clara Peller. The thirty-second spot made her, for a short time, ubiquitous.

We actually don’t know exactly how old Clara Peller was when she achieved late-life fame, because we don’t know exactly when she was born. Her children report that she was born in tsarist Russia on August 4, probably in 1902, but she never obtained a birth certificate. (I personally love that Wikipedia lists her birthplace as “Imperial Russia.”) She came to the U.S. as a child, the youngest of eight in her family, and grew up in Chicago. When a marriage to a jeweler ended in divorce, she supported herself and her children for thirty-five years as a manicurist and beautician. And it was as a manicurist that she got her first break as an actor: Sedelmaier wanted a nail stylist for a bit part in another commercial, and when Clara was sent in to meet him, he was delighted by the rough, throaty voice that came from the gentle four-foot-ten Jewish woman standing before him. (1984 was a good year for breakout stars under five feet tall. One of my other favorites was Olympic gold medalist Mary Lou Retton, who was an inch shorter than Peller.) Sedelmaier cast Clara in a few commercials in the early 1980s and then put her in the landmark Wendy’s spot that would almost overnight become a minor classic of Reagan-era pop culture. At the time she was—again, best estimate—eighty-one years old.
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Eighty-one-year-old Clara Peller went searching for beef… and made a whole lotta bread for Wendy’s. Advertising Archive/courtesy of Everett Collection



The ad features three diminutive, slightly deaf old ladies staring dubiously at a tiny fast-food cheeseburger that is dwarfed by an enormous fluffy sesame seed bun. They make various comments about the size of the bun before Peller barks out her signature query. A polite voice-over then informs us, “Wendy’s Single has more beef than the Whopper or Big Mac.”

It’s hard to know exactly why this moment captured the country’s fancy. Of course there was the surprise of this voice—really a snarl—coming out of this woman. (One reporter wrote of Peller that she “looks like ‘Whistler’s Mother’ but talks like ‘Tugboat Annie.’ ”) The slightly skewed framing of the shot pulled you in. And the line itself captured the public’s unhappiness with the bland and unsatisfying nature of the fast-food burgers they were paying for. Even more, it spoke to a general dissatisfaction with products that didn’t live up to their billing, with false promises and continued disappointments. Clara’s authentic growl was the perfect voice for this discontent.

The performance won her a Clio Award—those are the Oscars for commercials—for Female Performance in a Television Commercial. What’s more, she was not only the star of the show but also, at least in part, the writer of the legendary line. Originally, the script called for Peller to ask, “Where’s all the beef?” But she suffered from emphysema, and struggled to get the line out in one breath. So she shortened it to the three-word catchphrase that people across America would soon be happily mimicking around watercoolers and dinner tables.

Sidenote: I’ve oftentimes wondered how the other two women in the commercial, Mildred Lane and Elizabeth Shaw, felt about Clara’s breakout. When they first showed up to shoot the ad, did they assume this was an ensemble project, maybe even that one of them could end up claiming the Clio or at least getting nominated? How did this white octogenarian Destiny’s Child react when their Beyoncé became a solo superstar? And yes, I know that Destiny’s Child wasn’t formed until six years later.

Wendy’s was thrilled with the ad. It was such a success that the company’s annual revenue soared by 31 percent—approximately $620 million—prompting Vice President Denny Lynch to quip, “With Clara we accomplished as much in five weeks as we did in fourteen and a half years.” It secured their place as a strong number three in the nation’s fast-food hamburger stakes, behind, well, the Big Mac and the Whopper. Peller herself earned only what is called “scale,” an actor’s contractual minimum, for her work. In 1984, that was $317.40 per day. She did, however, make a follow-up commercial that presumably gave her a beefy raise. As Peller herself put it, “I made some money, which is nice for an older person, but Wendy’s made millions because of me.” The money she earned, Clara later said, would go to braces and college tuition for her grandchildren.

The hit commercial not only garnered Clara additional commercial work and bit parts in feature films, it put her on the talk-show circuit with Bryant Gumbel and on late-night TV. The Philadelphia Inquirer reported the sudden appearance of “Clara Peller fan clubs, look-alike and sound-alike contests, and Clara Peller T-shirts.” She appeared on Saturday Night Live. She served as official timekeeper for the Battle Royal at Wrestlemania 2 (won by André the Giant, of course). She recorded a “Where’s the Beef” single with a Nashville DJ named Coyote McCloud. There was even a Where’s the Beef? board game that involved four spitfire seniors racing around a restaurant looking for hidden beef… and at this point, it’s starting to make me feel really uncomfortable.

Maybe most famously, Democratic presidential candidate Walter Mondale helped himself to secure the party’s nomination when he quoted Clara’s line in a primary debate with the handsome Gary Hart, whom voters evidently suspected of being something of an empty bun.

Peller’s honeymoon with Wendy’s came to an end after she upset her corporate overlord by doing a commercial for Prego Plus spaghetti sauce. In it, she enthusiastically declares, “I found it… I finally found it.” (You can watch all of these old commercials on YouTube, but you have to watch a different commercial first. Such is our world today.) Prego was of course riffing on the Wendy’s ad, suggesting that the missing beef had turned up in their sauce. Naturally Wendy’s objected. A spokesman quoted in the Los Angeles Times sniffed, “Clara can only find the beef at one place: Wendy’s. If she is finding the beef at Wendy’s and in the spaghetti sauce and somewhere else, it gets very confusing.” Dropping Clara turned out to be a bad decision for the burger giant, which saw their sales decline when Clara’s ad campaign went off the air. (Wendy’s really did overreact. The Prego ad was a dud. It was inartfully shot. And the very words “I found it”—limp, with no r sounds—didn’t allow Clara to growl. No wonder it got ignored at the Clios.)

The breakup with Wendy’s didn’t faze Clara, who became an icon for late bloomers everywhere. Indeed, her late-life burst of celebrity seemed to augur a new willingness among the public to enjoy senior citizen stars. Suddenly, gray-haired goddesses were everywhere: Angela Lansbury’s debut in Murder, She Wrote, the surprise hit movie Cocoon, the appearance of Bette Davis, then seventy-seven, on the cover of People. As America reelected the oldest president ever to hold the office (sorry, Mondale), elderly was in. And while a few senior advocacy groups found the “Where’s the beef?” ad to be offensive, calling it a caricature of the aged, Clara found their objections to be more bun than beef. “They should be happy that people are working,” she said.

Up until the end of her life, Clara seemed to think that her late-life stardom was no big deal. “What difference is it how old you are?” she said. “Age is just a number. And if you’re well enough, you can do things in your older age. And if you’re not, you probably weren’t any good when you were young.” Age wasn’t even a number when Clara eventually passed away, in 1987, since she had no birth certificate. But she was old, and unapologetically so. As the advertising executive Joe Sedelmaier intended, her authenticity as an old woman is what allowed her to connect so strongly with viewers. Marlene, her daughter, put it this way: “The remarkable thing about her really was that she was an old person. She acted generally like an older person—except when she hit the work.”







OLD MONEY: Warren Buffett

Ninety-three-year-old Warren Buffett may be the greatest investor of all time, with a net worth of $106 billion as of 2023. He may also be the planet’s happiest billionaire.

Nicknamed the Oracle of Omaha, he got his start in business at age six, selling chewing gum in his Nebraska neighborhood. At seven, his grandfather, who owned a grocery store, sold him six Cokes for a quarter. He sold them to kids in the neighborhood for a nickel each, for a cool 20 percent profit. He had a pinball machine business, a car polishing business, a loyalty program stamp business. “I was just having fun doing these businesses,” he told Jane Pauley in 2017, “and buying stocks with the money I earned.”

By age eleven, he’d started his lifetime of investing, making his first stock purchase (three shares of Cities Service at $38 apiece). After that, he was off and earning, with a net worth of $1 million by the time he was thirty. But Buffett has generated over 90 percent of his wealth since he turned sixty-five. It’s thanks to something he’s referred to as the Methuselah Technique—a combination of a long life and a stable and successful investment return. The longer he lives, the more those smart investments compound, creating more money. As one book put it, “His skill is investing, but his secret is time.”

Another inexplicable secret to his longevity? His diet. The man loves McDonald’s and drinks at least five sodas a day. His rationale: “I checked the actuarial tables, and the lowest death rate is among six-year-olds. So I decided to eat like a six-year-old. It’s the safest course I can take.”

His advice to young people on investing also sounds like a pretty good recipe for a life of contentment: “You need emotional stability. You need to be able to detach yourself from fear or greed. You’ve got to be able to come to your own opinions. But you don’t need a lot of brains.”









Like Fine Wine Mike Grgich









Mike Grgich

an immigrant who made great wine till 100

I first learned that wine needs to be aged when I was a kid, and I learned it from Orson Welles. Welles used to do commercials for Paul Masson wine in the late 1970s, famously concluding each spot with a stentorian tagline from the great vintner M. Masson himself: “We will sell no wine before its time.” Even then it bothered me that “wine” and “time” don’t exactly rhyme. (“Riunite on ice, that’s nice!” That was an ad that rhymed.) This was, incidentally, also my first introduction to Welles. Years later I was surprised to learn that the paunchy pitchman for cheap hooch was also one of the most accomplished theater, radio, and film directors in American history. But Citizen Kane, The War of the Worlds, and Welles’s storied 1936 all-Black production of Macbeth didn’t matter to me then; at that point, those Paul Masson commercials were more than enough to secure Welles a star on the Hollywood Walk of Fame. “We will sell no wine before its time” was second only to “Calgon, take me away!” as the great commercial mantra of my preadolescence. (Exactly why commercials for down-market jug wines were airing during reruns of Gilligan’s Island and Bewitched is a mystery I still haven’t properly reckoned with.) For now, the main point is that it was through Welles’s resonant baritone that I learned that wine is our most durable cultural symbol of things that get better with age.

If you ask a vintner exactly why wine gets better with age, you’re going to get a long answer that involves oxidation and tannins. Simply put, as wines age, the primary flavors from the grapes start to mellow and recede, allowing you to taste a more complex range of flavors underneath the fruit notes that dominate the taste of a younger wine. As a child I may have loved to drink Welch’s grape juice from a wine glass, but even I couldn’t convince myself that I detected “tertiary” notes.

In wine expert Anne Krebiehl’s account, the chemical transformation sounds practically religious:


Once age allows fruit flavors to subside, a magical new world of flavor opens up. Cabernet Sauvignon and Merlot become suggestive of dried tobacco leaf and cigar box. Syrah develops smoky, visceral notes of cured meat and violets. Nebbiolo and Sangiovese become heady with lifted notes of sour cherry and rose. Riesling and Chenin Blancs can seem like chamomile tincture, while Pinot Noir attains an aura of fallen leaves, earth and undergrowth.



Well, just as some wines mellow and deepen as they get older, so do some winemakers. Mike Grgich was an immigrant who fled communism during the Cold War with his life savings sewn into the sole of his shoe. He was also instrumental in putting American wine on the world map. When he died, in December 2023, at age one hundred, he was celebrated for helping establish Napa Valley as one of the planet’s premier wine regions.

Miljenko Grgich was born in 1923 in a village on the coast of Croatia, which was then part of the new nation of Yugoslavia. He was the youngest of eleven children born to poor farmers. The family produced its own wine, and Mike claimed to have transitioned directly from drinking breast milk to drinking wine at the age of two. (This was a matter of necessity. According to his New York Times obituary, “The local water supply was not considered safe to drink, so the custom was to blend it with wine for wine’s antiseptic properties.”) As a boy, one of Mike’s chores was to crush the grapes for the family wine with his feet like a medieval monk. So, yes, he literally grew up steeped in wine. When Yugoslavia came under communist rule at the end of World War II, Mike realized that his future was limited, and although he studied business in college in Zagreb, a career as a bookkeeper promised little excitement. But then he discovered that the University of Zagreb had a program in viticulture (grape growing) and enology (wine making). Vistas began to open.

One of Grgich’s professors (we’re not sure whether he was a viticulturist or an enologist) had just returned from a sabbatical studying wine in Napa Valley, California, and the students were eager to hear about his trip. But this was communist Yugoslavia, where any student could be an informant, and praising anything Western could get you in trouble with the government, so the professor initially kept silent. Finally, however, the students prevailed on him to speak. He leaned in, as if confiding a secret, and whispered two words: “California… Paradise.” With that piece of wisdom, Mike resolved that he would, one way or another, cross the Iron Curtain and build a career as a winemaker in America.


[image: Image]
A perfectly aged eighty-three-year-old Mike Grgich at his winery in Napa in 2006. Jorgen Gulliksen/Napa Valley Register/ZUMA Press



Leaving the Soviet sphere of influence for a career in the West was not a simple thing in 1954. For Grgich, the escape route involved an advanced program studying plant genetics in West Germany. After intentionally overstaying his student visa, he found a way to emigrate to Vancouver, where he worked various odd jobs. His next break came when a nephew in the United States, a Catholic priest, secured a connection to the Chateau Souverain winery in California. (Back then, it was essential to have a French name if you wanted to be taken seriously in the wine world; as you’ll see, that’s part of this story.) Souverain provided the letter of employment Grgich needed for entry to the United States. In 1958, four years after leaving Yugoslavia, and with $32 to his name and the most rudimentary English skills, Grgich arrived on a Greyhound bus in the promised land of Napa Valley.

Grgich credits his next step forward to a meeting with the Russian-born André Tchelistcheff, called “America’s most influential post-Prohibition winemaker” by Wikipedia. Tchelistcheff was a diminutive man who had been left for dead on a battlefield in Crimea during the Russian Civil War—his family actually held a funeral for him—but eventually made it to France, where he acquired the wine-making skills that he brought to California’s Beaulieu Vineyard in 1938. (Again, everything was French.) Twenty years later, he was the leading figure in American wine making.

When the young immigrant Grgich showed up for their meeting, Tchelistcheff shocked him by speaking “perfect Croatian.” He soon hired Grgich as a wine chemist at BV. Grgich credited his true education in enology to the nine years he spent working under Tchelistcheff. (Among Grgich’s innovations at BV was the introduction of special filters to reduce the risk of spoilage.) But Grgich was ambitious, and wanted eventually to own his own winery, and so he moved on, first to Robert Mondavi, then to Chateau Montelena, whose owner, Jim Barrett, offered Grgich a stake in the business he was starting up.

Then came an episode that is quite possibly the most important event in the history of the American wine industry: a 1976 wine-tasting contest, now known to wine historians as the Judgment of Paris, that pitted America against France. The event was organized by Steven Spurrier, a British wine vendor based in Paris, who wanted to leverage the hype around the American bicentennial. His idea was a friendly competition between French and California wines. The tasting would be blind, much like the vaunted “Pepsi Challenge” of the same era—what I wouldn’t have given to be asked to take a televised taste test!—except Spurrier chose the most esteemed oenophiles in France to evaluate the very best wine from two continents. So taken for granted was the superiority of French wine culture that no one thought it strange or unfair that all nine judges—winemakers, critics, restaurateurs—were French.

The tasting was held on May 24 at the InterContinental Hotel in Paris. There were two tastings, one for red wines, one for whites. First came the whites, which were exclusively Chardonnays—the six American wines from California, the four French from Burgundy. The nine judges tasted each wine and scored it on a 20-point scale. When the tasting was complete, and the results tallied, the entire wine universe, from Adelaide Hills, Australia, to the banks of the river Rhine, let out a collective shriek. Or maybe it was a collective gasp. Or it could have been a bitter, sardonic, existential laugh. In any case, they were surprised.

The panel of French wine experts had placed three American Chardonnays among their four highest-rated wines. Even more astoundingly, the winner, with a score of 132, was Mike Grgich’s 1973 Chateau Montelena. The French 1973 Meursault Charmes Roulot was a fairly distant second, with 126.5 points. The results of the red wine tasting that followed were just as stunning, as the 1973 Cabernet Sauvignon from California’s Stag’s Leap Wine Cellars triumphed over the vaunted 1970 Bordeaux from Château Mouton Rothschild. Paul Masson, if you’re wondering, was not among the wines chosen for the tasting.

The American victory was big news. If they had been tasting whiskey, we could call it “the shot heard round the world.” If they had been tasting beer, we’d have called it “surprise draft picks.” And if wine drinking were an Olympic sport—and, for the record, I think we should give that idea some real consideration—this would rival the Miracle on Ice of 1980 in the annals of our greatest upsets. Brash, young upstart America had claimed its place on the world stage—thanks in large part to a fifty-three-year-old immigrant from a tiny village in Croatia.

Initially, the French media tried to downplay the result, but it was covered by a journalist for Time, George Taber, who later wrote a book about the contest, and the word was out. As a publicity stunt, it backfired on the promoter Spurrier, at least in the short term; he was suspended from France’s major wine-tasting tour for a year as punishment for bringing shame upon the nation’s greatest wineries. (Seems appropriate that during the American bicentennial year, a Brit should get his comeuppance.)

But for American wines, it changed everything. No longer would California be thought of mainly as a maker of inexpensive wines. Warren Winiarski of Stag’s Leap Wine Cellars, who produced the winning red wine, recalled how dramatically his business changed in the wake of the judgment. All of a sudden, he said, “Here we had a visible endorsement from [French wine] authorities. People were willing to listen who wouldn’t listen before. We had people calling us to ask where they could get our wines, both from the trade and among consumers.” California wine could now compete—and win—on the world stage.

Before the Judgment of Paris, Grgich pointed out, the United States was “a whiskey and beer country.” After the Judgment, in the 1980s, the number of California wineries tripled. Today the U.S. is a wine country. “For years, everybody in the world believed that only French soils could produce great wines,” Grgich said in recalling the famous Judgment. (The qualities imparted to a wine by soil and climate are called “terroir.”) “We shattered that myth. That was probably the most significant result of the Paris tasting. Our victory pumped new energy into the California wine industry, particularly in the Napa Valley.” The age of domestic terroir-ism had arrived.

The victory not only slingshotted American wineries into the stratosphere but also emboldened other countries and regions to develop their own industries. As Grgich noted, “More wine is being consumed here and all around the world. Since the Paris tasting people have been planting grapes in Chile, Argentina, Australia, all around the world. That echo did spread around.” (South American wines really are terrific. I’ve long thought someone should open a Chilean wine bar called Pinot Chez.)

Just as that fateful tasting in 1976 changed the direction of the global wine industry, so it also altered the arc of Grgich’s career. He had produced the world’s best Chardonnay, and it was time for him to strike out on his own. The very next year he founded a winery bankrolled, interestingly, by coffee money. His backer was Austin Hills, of Hills Bros. coffee.

At Grgich Hills Cellars—today known as Grgich Hills Estate—Mike continued to develop his craft, becoming known for more than just Chardonnay. One particular interest was Zinfandel, a fuller-bodied red wine, and over the years Grgich Hills Zinfandels have won many prizes. But Zinfandel captured Mike’s interest for another reason.

For decades, the origins of the Zinfandel grape had been a mystery to wine historians and enthusiasts. Most wine grapes are known to originate in a particular country, even a particular region. But the Zinfandel, which had been widely grown in California since the gold rush, could not be traced beyond its first appearance in Long Island and New England in the 1820s. (Some speculation traced it to the Austro-Hungarian imperial court; the name, we now know, comes from the Hungarian tzinifándli.) In the 1960s, however, Austin Goheen, a professor of viticulture at the University of California, Davis, recognized the similarities between Zinfandel and the Italian grape called Primitivo. People began to think that the origins were Italian. But then, in the 1980s, a major wine historian named Leon Adams put forth the hypothesis that both Zinfandel and Primitivo came from a Croatian grape called Plavac Mali.

As Mike Grgich became interested in the question, he was, for obvious reasons, partial to the theory of a Croatian origin. “It’s the wine that when I came to America, first day I noticed it,” he said. “I felt when I saw those grapes, I know. Those grapes must have been from Croatia.” With other Zinfandel producers, Grgich began to advocate for research into the question. Soon Carole Meredith, a plant geneticist also at UC–Davis, undertook to settle the mystery of Zinfandel’s origins once and for all.

By then Grgich was well known among wine people as the world’s most famous Croatian-born vintner. Naturally, he knew his homeland better than Meredith did, and when she and her team traveled to Croatia to gather samples, he offered critical suggestions as to where to find different Croatian grapes. When Meredith and her team completed their research and tested the DNA of all their samples, it turned out that the origins of Zinfandel/Primitivo were indeed Croatian. (It wasn’t the exact grape that Leon Adams had hypothesized, but it was a Croatian relative.)

Grgich took great pride in helping Meredith to discover that the Zinfandel grape—like Grgich himself—was a Croatian immigrant. The hunt for Zinfandel’s origin was a way of bringing his wine business back home.

In fact, Grgich brought his business back home in an even more fundamental way. After the violent breakup of Yugoslavia in the early 1990s, Croatia achieved independence, but was suffering terribly from the human and economic toll of the war. By this point, Grgich was an elder statesman of Napa Valley, and his professional success had made him a leading figure in the Croatian diaspora. On a trip home to visit family, he secured an audience with Franjo Tudjman, the first president of the Republic of Croatia. Tudjman encouraged the winemaker to bring his skills back to Croatia, and Grgich, with his daughter, Violet Grgich, and nephew Ivo Jeramaz, established Grgić Vina, a winery on the Dalmatian coast. The winery is located in the town of Trstenik on the Pelješac peninsula, overlooking the Mediterranean Sea, about an hour’s drive from Grgich’s hometown of Desne. According to Jeramaz, their winery has lifted the quality of Croatian wine across the nation. “We went there to show them how the best wine can be made,” he said. “Before… the wine quality was terrible. People used to drink wine made from sugar and water and old skins. Their bottles of wine were a dollar. Mike set his bottle at three dollars.” Initially, even this price seemed steep, and Grgić Vina was exporting much of what they made. But as Croatia has moved forward—economically and oenophilically—it has caught up with Grgich. Today Grgić Vina can’t meet the demand for its product.

Under Grgich’s leadership, and into his tenth decade, his business continued to grow and change with the times. The winery went biodynamic in 2003 and shifted to solar power in 2006. Mike was elected to the Vintners Hall of Fame at the California campus of the Culinary Institute of America in 2008. In 2016, on his ninety-third birthday, he received a hand-signed letter from the Obamas. Two years later, he won the James Beard Award. Only in 2018, when he was ninety-five, did he turn the reins over to his daughter and nephew.

But in terms of honors, it’s hard to beat this one: in 2013 the Smithsonian Institution included a bottle of that world-shaking 1973 Chateau Montelena Chardonnay in their exhibition of “101 Objects That Made America.” There it kept company with such artifacts of American history as Thomas Jefferson’s Bible, Abraham Lincoln’s top hat, Marian Anderson’s mink coat, Dorothy’s red slippers, and Neil Armstrong’s space suit.

His was a spectacular journey, from stomping grapes for lack of clean drinking water… to the pinnacle of the wine world. As Mike Grgich wrote in his own memoir, “In my life, I have had real miracles. They were between God and me, and when I was offered one, I accepted it with all of my heart and soul, with gratitude. Be on the watch for miracles in your own life.”



Mike Grgich isn’t the only winemaker to live a good long life. Robert Mondavi, who also helped bring worldwide attention to Napa’s wines, lived until ninety-four. And Warren Winiarski, who produced the winning red wine at the Judgment of Paris, is, as of this writing, alive at ninety-five. I asked my friend Scott Ehrlich, whose family has been growing grapes in Napa Valley for twenty-five years, if there was a relationship between wine growing and life span. Here’s what he told me:


I think there is a connection. Wine growing regions tend to have milder climates, without harsh winters or humid summers that can take a mental and physical toll. And they tend to also be areas where other fruits and vegetables thrive—leading to a healthy, balanced diet.

But I think there’s another reason that winemakers tend to live a long time. Their lives revolve around nature and the cycle of seasons. You realize you cannot control nature, you can only adapt. Nor can you rush things. You have to let Mother Nature run her course, and then do the best with what she’s given you. You can do things in the vineyard and in the cellar to influence the end result, but ultimately you are at her mercy. When you come to peace with this, it’s not only humbling, but also freeing.









… And Other Things In Your Kitchen … That Have No Expiration Date


Cheese Old Enough to Vote Like wine, cheese undergoes chemical changes as it ages, losing moisture and intensifying in flavor. While some cheeses, like burrata or chèvre, are best served as fresh as possible, others need to age to develop their flavors. Firmer cheeses like cheddar, Gruyère, and Manchego can be aged in a cave or cellar for several years. But the Methuselah of cheese is a little-known Italian number called Storico Ribelle, which can be aged up to eighteen years.

You’re not going to find this stuff at the supermarket next to the string cheese. To get it, you need to trek into the Bergamo Alps in the north of Italy, by the banks of the Bitto River. There twelve producers make this cheese, and they follow precise specifications and techniques that have been in place since the days of Galileo and Titian. The milk used must have a balance of 80 percent cow and 20 percent goat. All the animals must graze on the grass of the valley called the Valtellina, and the goats must belong to a native breed called Orobica. During the summer, the cheesemakers set up shop on the mountainside in stone huts called calèccs. They milk the animals right in the fields so that the milk they use is as fresh as possible; they mix it in copper cauldrons heated by wood fires on-site. Rennet, a set of enzymes derived from the stomach of an unweaned calf, is added to curdle the milk, and then the curds are broken up with special tools until they’re the size of a grain of rice. This is poured into a mold, pressurized, salted, and moved to a special hut for aging. Seventy days is the minimum, with temperature and humidity strictly regulated, but most of the cheese is aged much longer. Restaurants open their wheels at ten years, and a fifteen-year-old wheel sold in China for $6,400. Production is limited to three thousand wheels per year.

With a recipe this specific, of course, it’s never easy, and when Bitto Storico was granted DOP status, trouble began. DOP stands for denominazione di origine protetta (“protected designation of origin”), and it’s a certification granted by the government meant to guarantee high quality by ensuring that ingredients and production are local and follow strict guidelines. But what happened was that the government then broadened the permissible region of production, loosened the restrictions on the all-natural diet of the cows, and—throwing caution to the wind—eliminated the requirement of 20 percent goat’s milk. The twelve original producers had a cow. A major cheese war erupted, which culminated in the original producers renaming their product Storico Ribelle (Historic Rebel), leaving the name Bitto Storico for the newcomers.

Meanwhile, there’s a lot to be said for the convenience of individually wrapped processed string cheese. That stuff lasts forever.

50-Year-Old Noodle Soup In the Ekkamai neighborhood of Bangkok, beloved of hipsters, foodies, and expats, you can find, nestled among the funky cafes and vintage clothing shops, a piping hot bowl of Thai beef noodle soup that might be older than you are. At a casual noodle shop called Wattana Panich, the owner, Nattapong Kaweeantawong, serves customers from the same enormous pot of soup that has been on the fire since his grandfather owned the place in the 1970s. (A 2019 National Public Radio story pegged the soup’s age at forty-five, so at the time of this writing it’s pushing fifty.) Unlike the cheesemakers of northern Italy, Kaweeantawong doesn’t follow a precise recipe, mixing generous amounts of beef with various Chinese herbs, garlic, cinnamon, cilantro, and black pepper. But the key to the process is that every night he takes what’s remaining, removes it from the enormous pot he uses, and, after cleaning the pot (phew), simmers the day’s remainder overnight so that it will form the stock for the next day’s batch of soup. Technically speaking, then, this same pot of soup has been cooking continuously since Sanford and Son battled All in the Family for the top spot in the Nielsen ratings. The fermentation, which is common in Asian food, adds a distinctive tang, and the marrow and fat give a rich flavor to the broth. If you can’t get to Bangkok soon, don’t worry; odds are the same soup will still be simmering at Wattana Panich for a long time to come.

“Bee Upchuck” Aged honey doesn’t develop more subtle and complex flavors the way that wines and cheeses can. But the amazing thing about honey is that it can last forever. It keeps indefinitely. That’s right: like sugar, salt, and your Uncle Carl’s political opinions, honey never changes. This is because honey is hygroscopic. That means that it contains very little moisture, and since bacteria and other contaminants can’t thrive without water, they can’t breed in honey. On top of this, honey also has a very high acid content, which kills off any microorganisms that do survive. And finally, the honeybees who make the honey do it by regurgitating nectar, collected from flowers, into their honeycombs, in the process adding a special enzyme that breaks down the sugars from the nectar into simpler molecules. This process creates hydrogen peroxide, which some chemists believe helps kill off the bacteria. In other words, what makes honey not only delicious but long-lasting is the fact that it’s been through the digestive tract of an insect. (Beekeeper readers will notice that we refrained from calling honey “bee vomit,” since the regurgitated nectar comes from the bee’s crop, its “second stomach,” rather than the primary stomach where food goes. So it’s technically not vomit. But “upchuck” seems sufficiently generic and too good a word not to use.)

A safety note: even though honey can, in theory, last for centuries, you still need to keep it clean. If other substances get into your honey, they can spoil it. So store your honey in an airtight container and don’t use the same knife that you use for your butter!

Tabasco Sauce Named for the variety of pepper native to the Mexican state of Tabasco, Tabasco sauce actually hails from Avery Island, Louisiana, where in 1868 a man named Edmund McIlhenny began to produce it commercially from mashed chili peppers, salt, and cane vinegar. The peppers were grown, and the salt was mined, on Avery Island, in the Gulf of Mexico. However, a number of journalists investigating the question believe that McIlhenny actually got the recipe, or at least the seeds and the peppers, from plantation owner Maunsel White, who was already producing his own hot sauce in 1850. If you’re asking yourself if that means what you think it means, yes: White enslaved over two hundred people. The debate whether White or McIlhenny created the sauce is, for many, a bit too hot to handle. You’ll find it vigorously contested by the McIlhenny descendants, who, incidentally, still own the company that produces the hot sauce—although today the peppers are grown mainly in Central America. In any case, back in the 1870s, Edmund McIlhenny would age his sauce in stone containers for thirty days before bottling it, but as the business passed down through the family, they discovered that this sauce fared better with a little more time on the shelf. Today the hot red stuff is aged for three years in decommissioned white oak bourbon barrels, which, like wine barrels, impart additional notes of flavor during the fermentation process.

Pro tip: if you’re ever stuck at a bar drinking a tasteless commercial light beer, ask the bartender to hand you the Tabasco. One dash spices up your watery brew, giving you a kind of downmarket Bloody Mary at no extra cost.

Cast-Iron Skillet It’s not only food that can grow better with age, it’s also the equipment you use for preparing it. Although nonstick surfaces like Teflon became popular in the 1960s, hardcore foodies will be sure to tell you that a good cast-iron skillet will give you the same benefits and a whole lot more. Cast iron, which is an iron alloy made with at least 2 percent carbon, has been used in woks and other cookware in China since the Han dynasty. But the casting method invented by British ironmaster Abraham Darby in 1707 led to its popularity in the nineteenth century, where it had the added benefit of serving as an impromptu weapon when wielded by an aproned matron in a saloon fight. When you use a cast-iron pan, the fats and oils used in cooking will create a patina on the surface of the skillet that prevents other foods from sticking to it. Some serious home cooks claim that this patina gets glossier with every use. When helping said cooks to clean up after dinner, be careful not to scrub away the patina with soap or steel wool. That’s a crime tantamount to erasing a fresco from a medieval church wall. Also dry the pan well so that it doesn’t rust. (We want you to be invited back for dinner.) Your skillet should last a lifetime—and it will be on hand in case an old western-style melee breaks out in your kitchen.

Yixing Teapot In the city of Yixing, about a two-and-a-half-hour drive west of Shanghai, you will find a teapot that gets better with age. This Chinese city of one and a quarter million people is filled with artisans who make gorgeous teapots of a burnished cinnabar color. (Think spicy red-orange.) These vessels are unglazed and unpainted, and their porous clay is reputed to absorb the flavor of the tea, deepening it with every use. The teapots are expensive, but aficionados will buy more than one, reserving each for a single variety—black, green, oolong, or pu’er, the fermented tea from the southwest province of Yunnan. Tea drinkers caution against washing these teapots with soap, advising that you simply rinse them out.

The magic of these Yixing teapots comes from the special clay they are made from, zisha, which contains kaolin, quartz, and mica, along with a high level of iron oxide. It needs to be mined from deep in the earth, dried in the sun, and pulverized into a powder before being mixed again with water in precise proportions. The sandy clay, when fired, has a stony texture. The art of crafting the teapots developed over a period of more than five hundred years, reaching its peak in the early Ming dynasty, when the Yixing teapots became essential items for upper-class families. To make them, artisans do not use a potter’s wheel but instead meticulously pound and shape each piece by hand. It’s a lot of pressure making one, after which you’ll be ready to break out the Celestial Seasonings Sleepytime and curl up for a nap.











OLD COUNTRY: Willie Nelson

It might be hard to believe, but Willie Nelson didn’t always look like Willie Nelson. Back when he was still trying to make it in Nashville as a singer-songwriter, he sported short hair and wore a suit and tie. (Watching 1962 Willie is as trippy as watching clean-cut George Carlin and Richard Pryor do stand-up around the same time.) He had a big early success when his song “Crazy” was recorded by Patsy Cline.

But Willie wasn’t happy with the music he was making. He wanted to get on the road (again) and return to his home state of Texas. And that was where he became the real Willie Nelson. He grew out his red hair and braided it, donned a bandanna, and indulged in a bit of marijuana. He started making the music that, as he would explain it, brought hippies and rednecks together, a sound that would be called outlaw country. (RIP fellow outlaw Waylon Jennings, who died way too young, at sixty-four.)

When Willie released his hit album Red Headed Stranger in 1975, at age forty-one, the music critic for Texas Monthly deemed it so remarkable as to have redefined country music: “What Nelson has done is simply unclassifiable; it is the only record I have ever heard that strikes me as otherworldly.… The world that Nelson has created is so seductive that you want to linger there indefinitely.”

In the decades since, he’s recorded thousands of songs and done about one hundred live shows a year, all the while championing causes and raising money for his organization Farm Aid.

Somehow, the older Willie Nelson gets, the more music he makes—he has produced over thirty-six albums since 2000, and not just country. He’s recorded gospel and bluegrass and jazz, plus the standards once performed by his favorite singer, Frank Sinatra. As he once said: “A song doesn’t get old. It doesn’t age. If it was good a hundred years ago, it’s still good today.”

As he sang on the single “Last Man Standing” (released on the eve of his eighty-fifth birthday), “I don’t wanna be the last man standing / On second thought maybe I do.”
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Estelle Getty: The Golden Girl

made her prime-time TV debut at sixty-two

“After fifty years in the business, I’m an overnight success.”

That was how Estelle Getty, with characteristic wit, described her sudden celebrity at age sixty-two. Getty was one of the stars of The Golden Girls, the popular Miami-set sitcom about the lives of four older single women—a series that incidentally introduced the word “lanai” to the general public. The show, which premiered in 1985 and ran for seven seasons, featured Getty in her debut TV role, playing the eighty-year-old widow Sophia Petrillo. As the relative newcomer to the screen, Getty shared top billing with established and beloved stars Bea Arthur, Rue McClanahan, and Betty White—and she more than held her own while trading one-liners with those other dynamos. At the time of life when most women in Hollywood are being pushed offscreen, Getty was stepping into the limelight for the first time.

The Golden Girls began as a comic sketch, a short parody of the popular but violent cop show Miami Vice. That sketch, part of a hastily produced special created to promote NBC’s upcoming slate of fall shows, was called Miami Nice, and it featured NBC stars Doris Roberts and Selma Diamond as two Florida retirees. (In the bit, the hilarious Diamond describes Miami as a paradise of “Coppertone and corned beef, mink coats, cha-cha lessons…”) It was intended to be forgotten as soon as the fall season launched. But the top brass at the network fell in love with the concept of a family-friendly Miami show to serve as a counterweight to their tough-guy police drama, and they brought in producer Susan Harris, the creator of the hit comedies Soap and Benson, to develop the premise.

Building a sitcom around an all-female, postmenopausal ensemble defied pretty much all the rules for prime-time programming. One would think that the only thing to get lower ratings would be a cinema verité documentary chronicling the psychoanalysis of French intellectuals in real time. Yet the show, in the words of writer Marc Cherry, became “the model for any female ensemble show” on television, from Designing Women to Sex and the City to Girls. (The show’s writers, for their part, went on to absurd levels of success in the early 2000s: Cherry created Desperate Housewives; Mitch Hurwitz created Arrested Development; Christopher Lloyd created Modern Family.) Golden Girls debuted in 1985 atop the Nielsen ratings and enjoyed an impressive run as the centerpiece of NBC’s popular Saturday night lineup.

The key to the show’s appeal was its portrayal of four distinctively drawn unmarried older women enjoying full lives, including sex lives. It focused mainly on their relationships with each other, not with men, although it was not shy about portraying the fact that they had relationships with men. Interviewed for a twentieth-anniversary oral history of the series, director Terry Hughes described the show as “like watching a bunch of naughty grannies. A whole generation recognized their own grandmothers on that screen.” To which producer Susan Harris added, “They especially loved Estelle. Here was a woman talking back to her daughter and giving her so much grief.”

With her salty humor and sharp delivery, Getty had a knack for stealing scenes. The character Sophia had suffered a minor stroke, with the effect of lowering her inhibitions; the premise gave Getty license to blurt out all kinds of off-color quips that seemed all the funnier coming from a character in her eighties. The role earned Estelle an Emmy and a Golden Globe. To win the Golden Globe in 1986, she had to beat out her three costars, all of whom were also nominees. The show had cornered the market on senior female talent.

But while the plain-speaking Sicilian grandma Sophia Petrillo may have seemed the role Estelle was born for, getting there had been a long and circuitous journey. Like thousands, maybe millions, of girls, Estelle had dreamed of being a movie star since she was little. Born on New York City’s Lower East Side in 1923 to Charles and Sarah Scher, Polish Jewish immigrants, Estelle was called “Etty” because that’s how her older sister originally pronounced her name. Charles owned a business repairing glass for cars and trucks; the family’s living quarters were in the same building as his shop. But his business was healthy enough that he could afford to take the family out on Fridays to movies or the theater. The joy of attending those performances is what gave birth to Estelle’s desire to take to the stage.


[image: Image]
Golden Girls star Estelle Getty, discovered in her sixties. DMI/The LIFE Picture Collection/Shutterstock



As she wrote in her memoir, “My father inadvertently introduced me to the arts. I was four years old when he took the family across town to the Academy of Music, where we saw a movie and five acts of vaudeville. I was stunned. I had found my world. My life changed that day.… That day, I realized I belonged with the people up on the stage.”

Like many immigrant parents—like many parents, period—the Schers didn’t love the idea of their daughter pursuing an acting career. They hadn’t labored and saved so that she could pursue the unattainable fantasy of becoming a Hollywood starlet. Estelle recalls her mother remarking dismissively, “You’re so beautiful you think you can be an actress?” And, with comments like that, it’s no wonder that the diminutive Estelle doubted her looks. So, believing she was not fit to achieve stardom as a gorgeous ingenue, she did what any other young actress would do—she turned to stand-up comedy. For two summers, she delivered cornball zingers at a Catskills resort, bussing and waiting tables the rest of the week. Alas, no big-time talent scout strolled into the dining room and made her a star.

But she persisted in her quest to see her name in lights. At age twenty-three, she married Arthur Gettleman—she later shortened Gettleman to Getty for the stage—and the young couple moved to Oakland Gardens in Queens, where they raised their two sons. Over the following decades, Estelle worked as a secretary to help support the family, but she also auditioned, sometimes landing small parts. And she continued going to the theater, attending as many shows as she could manage, simply because she loved the theater. She passed up promotions at work because she feared that too much responsibility would prevent her from slipping out of the office to audition. She sent her sons to sleepaway camp so she could be free to do summer stock.

“I acted wherever I could,” she recounted. “Regional theater, summer stock, dinner theater, experimental theater, Kabuki theater, children’s theater.” The venues were so tiny that she could only laugh about them. “I’ve worked houses where you couldn’t even go backstage—there was no backstage. If you had to exit a scene, and enter later on the other side of the stage, you had to leave the theater, walk around the block, and come back in through the other entrance.”

By 1976, Estelle’s sons were grown, and she was able to give her full attention to acting. She was in her fifties now, and unlikely to be cast in lead roles. So she found work playing mothers. As she wrote, she played “Irish mothers, Jewish mothers, Italian mothers, southern mothers, New England mothers, mothers in plays by Neil Simon and Arthur Miller and Tennessee Williams. I’ve played mother to everyone but Attila the Hun.” (For the record, we don’t know who Attila’s mother was, but it’s a safe bet she’s the one who called him “Hun.” How’s that for a cornball zinger?)

Estelle was now forty-five years into her acting career. And still there was no breakout role. Then, in 1978, she saw an unheralded small play called International Stud, written by, and starring, a young playwright named Harvey Fierstein. It was bold in its tender yet unapologetic depiction of gay themes. It was also produced on a shoestring budget, initially running for two weeks off-off-Broadway. (If another “off-” were possible, it would have added that one too.) The producers managed to secure an off-Broadway opening, where the play enjoyed a longer run of seventy-two performances. Estelle loved it. After the curtain, she made her way backstage to tell the playwright. She and Harvey became friends. Then she asked him to write a part for her.

Estelle claims that she made the request as a joke but that Fierstein took it seriously. When it came time to write Widows and Children First!, the final segment of the three-act Torch Song Trilogy, of which International Stud had been the first installment, he created the character of Mrs. Beckoff, the protagonist’s mother, with Getty expressly in mind. “I knew that if I put the right lines in her mouth she could rip their hearts out,” he later recounted. When the trilogy opened in 1981, Getty threw herself into the role. And she not only played a mother, she became something of a maternal presence for the other actors. “She was the only one in the cast that had a job… and could afford to buy dinner… and had a car… and a real life,” Fierstein recalled. Although Estelle lived a fairly vanilla, straight, middle-class life in Queens, she wasn’t fazed in the least by gay culture, and she relished her role as a surrogate mother to the cast and crew.

Torch Song Trilogy caught on. From off-Broadway it went to Broadway, opening at the Little Theatre on 44th Street. Then it became a sensation. Looking back, Fierstein believes that Estelle’s performance “changed a lot of lives.” By dramatizing the emotional struggles between young gay people and their parents with power and compassion, it opened a space for communication and understanding. Said Fierstein, “I know that there were gay people who came in with their parents to the theater barely able to look at each other and left with their arms around each other.”

It wasn’t only Estelle’s acting that made a difference in people’s lives. She took up the fight against AIDS as a cause, becoming an early advocate for those suffering from the illness, and a beloved ally of the gay community. Her son Barry remarked, “A lot of creative people that she really knew and loved had suffered with this [disease], and it really broke her heart.” Among those she lost to AIDS were her Torch Song costar Court Miller and her nephew Steven Scher. Fierstein said that “Estelle became every gay person’s mother.” Later, when Estelle was a TV star, gay bars across the country would flip the channel over to Golden Girls on Saturday night so customers could cheer her on.

It was the success of Torch Song Trilogy—the Broadway run was followed by a four-year national tour—that put Getty in position to read for the role of Sophia Petrillo. She wasn’t much past sixty, and had to convince the producers, and eventually TV audiences, that she was the octogenarian mother of Bea Arthur’s Dorothy. To age her up by twenty years, Estelle’s agent gave her a baggy dress and old-fashioned kid gloves to wear, and insisted that she powder her hair white. The performance worked. Not only did she land the part, but to this day people still have trouble believing that Bea Arthur was actually older than Estelle. (If you’re keeping score at home, when the show premiered, Estelle was sixty-two, both Bea Arthur and Betty White were sixty-three, and Rue McClanahan was fifty-one.)

In the first episode of Golden Girls, more people saw Getty perform than had seen her in an entire lifetime’s worth of stage work. Suddenly, improbably, after years and years of mostly tiny parts in mostly small plays performed in front of thin crowds, she was one of the most beloved actresses in America.

The transition from stage to screen wasn’t without its difficulties. There were rivalries among the all-star cast of leading ladies, who often found themselves competing for awards and recognition. (All four eventually won Emmys.) And Estelle had to learn to calibrate her timing for the TV camera instead of the live audience. As she was learning, she developed a serious case of stage fright. She would forget her lines or flub them. She tried various tricks, including hypnosis, to calm her anxiety. Eventually the producers resorted to leaving prompts on different props, or even using cue cards. Yet audiences never seemed to notice. Sophia continued to score the laugh lines, and Estelle’s popularity kept climbing. At one point, her Q score (a measure of both recognizability and likability) was the highest ever recorded.

Getty said she always attempted to ground the comedy in Sophia’s character, and her interpretation of the character was rooted in empathy. As she told one interviewer, “I really like that lady. I play her with all the love I can.” The on-screen relationship with Bea Arthur added to the appeal. Audiences just couldn’t get enough of the pint-sized Sophia (four foot eleven) bossing around her towering daughter Dorothy (five ten). For Arthur, it was a comic pairing “absolutely made in heaven.”

And then there was the appeal of communal living. Golden Girls showed older women living happily as a quartet, serving as each other’s source of company and friendship. For Estelle, who had moved to Los Angeles to pursue film and TV roles and was living apart from her husband, Arthur, this kind of nontraditional family was radical in its own way. “I’ve always felt that loneliness, not age, is the real killer.… It all goes back to the Noah’s Ark syndrome… the notion that people have to go through life two by two.”

Finally, the show stood out for its willingness to tell the truth about older women’s lives. “I think The Golden Girls in this respect has been tremendously liberating for America’s elderly,” Getty wrote. “There they are on television, older women who aren’t afraid to admit they still want, like to talk about, and enjoy having sex. It let older women say, ‘Thank God I’m not the only one.’ ”

Playing Sophia Petrillo led to more high-profile roles for Getty. She now had as much acting work as she could handle—often still playing mothers. She played mother to Cher, to Sylvester Stallone, to Barry Manilow—and grandmother to Stuart Little. But by 2001, she had to retire. She was feeling the effects of Lewy body dementia, a progressive brain disease related to Alzheimer’s. The disease may have contributed to her forgetting lines on set, and it eventually took her life in 2008, at eighty-four.

Estelle Getty’s passing marked the end of a remarkable late-career renaissance. Many actors slog away at odd jobs, while they audition for every bit part or commercial, hoping for some opportunity just to get noticed. Some persist for years. A few persist for a decade. Eventually, most people move on. But Getty kept taking those unsung roles for nearly fifty years, never calling it quits. To quote once more her friend and collaborator Harvey Fierstein, “It’s not just that she believed in her dream and made it come true.… She had her marriage and raised her children, and then was able to take this dream that was sitting in the drawer—and it was finally time.”



PS: As a measure of how perceptions of age have changed just in the last forty years, consider that the fictional characters of the Sex and the City spin-off And Just Like That…—Carrie (fifty-five), Miranda (fifty-four), and Charlotte (fifty-four)—are actually older than The Golden Girls’ Rose (fifty-five), Dorothy (fifty-three), and Blanche (early fifties) were when each series began.



OEBPS/e9781668052525/images/f0015-01.jpg





OEBPS/e9781668052525/fonts/RobotoCondensed-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668052525/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668052525/fonts/RobotoCondensed-Italic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668052525/images/title.jpg
Mo Rocca

and Jonathan Greenberg

rotogenarians

Late in Life

Debuts, Comebacks, and Triumphs

SIMON & SCHUSTER

New York London Toronto Sydney New Delhi





OEBPS/e9781668052525/images/f0025-01.jpg
(I
’t
B

"’;






OEBPS/e9781668052525/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Introduction


		Fast-Food Legends: Colonel Sanders and Clara Peller


		Old Money: Warren Buffett


		Like Fine Wine: Mike Grgich (and Other Things in Your Kitchen That Have No Expiration Date)


		Old Country: Willie Nelson


		The Players: Estelle Getty, Rita Moreno, and Morgan Freeman


		Old Spice: Sophia Loren


		Playing for Herself: Ruth Slenczynska


		Old Chestnut: Rockin’ Around the Christmas Tree


		The Writers: Laura Ingalls Wilder, Frank McCourt, and Peter Mark Roget


		The Readers


		Old Testament: Methuselah


		The Changemaker: Mary Church Terrell (and Other Late-in-Life Activists)


		Old Navy: Jimmy Carter


		Old Soldiers Never Die, They Just Reenlist: Samuel Whittemore, John L. Burns, and Yoda


		Old Glory: “The Star-Spangled Banner”


		It Could Happen to You: Third-Act Personal Milestones

		Marriage: Carol Channing & Harry Kullijian, Suzanne Pleshette & Tom Poston


		Parenthood: Mr. Pickles the Tortoise and Sarah


		Coming Out: Kenneth Felts







		Old Yeller: Ethel Merman


		The Widows: Madame Clicquot, Mary Delany, and Myrlie Evers-Williams


		Old News: Mike Wallace


		Turning Loss into Gain: Henri Matisse, Jorge Luis Borges, and Sam & Betsey Farber


		Old English: Judi Dench


		Ageless Architects: Frank Lloyd Wright, I. M. Pei, and Yasmeen Lari


		Old Town: St. Augustine, Florida


		No Signs of Slowing Down: Ed Shadle


		Old Ironsides: Jack LaLanne


		A Trifecta of Horse Stories: Michael Blowen and Old Friends Retirement Home, Snowman the Show Jumper, and John Henry the Thoroughbred


		Old Faithful: Sister Jean


		Founding Fathers of Comedy: Carl Reiner, Mel Brooks, and Norman Lear (and the Norman Lear Players)


		Old Jokes: Eddy Goldfarb


		Unfinished Business: Diana Nyad and Brian May


		Old Smoky: Tootsie Tomanetz


		It’s About Time: Tyrus Wong, Carmen Herrera, and John Goodenough


		Old-Fashioned: Ann Roth


		Misspent Old Age: Rudy Giuliani, Phil Spector, John Tyler, and Ezra Pound


		Old Fogey: John Fogerty


		An Old Story: Ebenezer Scrooge


		An Appreciation: Maria Luisa Rocca


		Acknowledgments


		About the Authors


		Bibliography


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Simon & Schuster Front Sign-up Page


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Introduction


		Acknowledgments


		Book Recommendations


		About the Authors


		Simon & Schuster Back Sign-up Page


		Bibliography


		Copyright








		III


		V


		VI


		VII


		VIII


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		69


		70


		71


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		302


		304


		305


		306


		307


		308


		309


		310


		311


		312


		313


		314


		315


		316


		317


		318


		319


		320


		321


		322


		323


		324


		325


		326


		327


		328


		329


		330


		331


		332


		333


		334


		335


		336


		337


		338


		339


		340


		341


		342


		343


		344


		345


		346


		347


		348


		349


		350


		351


		352


		353


		354


		355


		356


		357


		358


		359


		360


		361


		362


		363


		364


		365


		366


		367


		368


		369


		370


		371


		372








OEBPS/e9781668052525/images/f0043-01.jpg





OEBPS/e9781668052525/images/f0010-01.jpg





OEBPS/e9781668052525/fonts/Allura-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668052525/images/9781668052525.jpg
Mo Rocca

and Jonathan Greenberg

"Z-octogenarians

Late in Life
Debuts, Comebacks,
and Triumphs






OEBPS/e9781668052525/fonts/Spectral-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668052525/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


