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Introduction

For all of us, aging is an inevitable part of life. However, the thought of us aging shouldn’t make us cringe. If we take a proactive approach to developing an anti-aging regimen grounded in nutrition, exercise, and healthful living, we can embrace our later years as some of the best years of our lives. We don’t have to wait fur future science to slow the aging process—there’s plenty we can do right now to hedge our bet against Father Time.

How well we age, and ultimately, how long we live have as much, if not more, to do with the many lifestyle choices we make every day as with our genetic background, risk of chronic illness, or any number of uncontrollable factors. Bottom line: It really is possible to age well if you’re willing to work at it.





Chapter 1

Starting Out Right

Benjamin Franklin noted that
the only certainties in life are
death and taxes. Most doctors
would probably agree that
old Ben was wrong; a third
certainty faces us all—and that
is aging. Indeed, aging is an
inescapable part of being alive.
From conception to death,
the aging process slowly,
perniciously affects our bodies
and our minds. You can fight it
but you can’t stop it.

 

The Quest for Immortality

For most of us, the realization that we’re growing older doesn’t really sink in until the first sign of gray hair and wrinkles. Only then do thoughts of our own mortality become increasingly common.

Age plays a vital role in the development of disease. Though infection and a handful of childhood disorders are more common in young people, most degenerative diseases afflict people over forty. This includes Alzheimer’s disease, most forms of cancer, osteoporosis, heart disease, non-insulin-dependent diabetes, stroke, and osteoarthritis. These and many other diseases are triggered by advancing age—which is one of the most important reasons for researchers to strive to better understand the aging process.

Until very recently, there wasn’t much we could do to hold at bay the aging process aside from exercise and a healthy diet. Over the past two decades, however, researchers have made astounding advances in their understanding of aging and what can be done to slow it down. Researchers know more now than ever before about the importance of proper nutrition; replacement body parts are being successfully grown in the laboratory; and the international Human Genome Project promises to help eliminate or cure a wide variety of conditions that in the past cut life short, or made growing older a painful burden.


Prehistoric people were lucky if they lived to be twenty; however, children born today, researchers say, can expect to live well into their seventies, eighties, and beyond in relatively good health.



And what will the future hold? The prospects are unbelievable. Some futurists believe that if science continues its current pace, man will one day live 130, 140, even 150 years. At the moment, 120 years is considered the absolute limit of human longevity. It’s impossible, scientists say, for the human machine to function longer than that, no matter how healthful our lifestyle. But in the minds of many age specialists, a 120-year lifespan is a barrier that can and will be broken.

Current and future breakthroughs in the science of aging promise to raise some moral and ethical questions. Would we want to live to 150? What quality of life could people expect? What burdens would this place on society in regard to health care, population, and so forth? What are the emotional and psychological implications of extreme longevity? Where do we draw the line? In theory, nutrition supplementation, gene therapy, laboratory organ growth/natural regeneration, and approaches that are now only in the conceptual stage could one day give us humans capable of living not decades but centuries.

We know that there is no Fountain of Youth, no elixir or pill that will erase the signs and symptoms of age. However, there are many ways to slow the aging process and, in some situations, to reverse it. For example, many of us can extend our life span by making a few lifestyle changes, such as eating less red meat and more vegetables, exercising, and not smoking.

It’s important that anti-aging not be approached in a haphazard manner. To age well and stay young, it’s necessary to formulate an anti-aging regimen that improves every aspect of your physical and mental well-being every day. Tips for such a regimen can be found throughout this book.

It’s important that you work with your doctor in formulating and maintaining your anti-aging regimen. No one knows more about your health than your personal physician, and his or her input can go a long way toward creating the game plan that addresses your specific needs and goals.

Throughout this book, we’ll examine how and why the body ages, what factors influence our rate and degree of aging, and what we can do to stay as young as possible for as long as possible. Always remember, however: No matter how long you live, life is still short. Enjoy it while you can.

Working with Your Doctor

Selecting a doctor is one of the most important decisions you can make when it comes to your health. When choosing a doctor, it’s important that you do your homework and ask questions before making your decision.

Finding Common Ground

One of the most important considerations is how attuned your physician is to you, your needs, and your goals. In addition to your primary health care, it’s essential that your doctor understand how important it is to you to live as many good years as you possibly can. Many so-called “old-school” doctors disagree with the holistic approach to medicine and don’t value the desire to incorporate health, nutrition, and breaking advances in science and medicine to help you live longer. These physicians prefer instead to treat your problem and send you on your way.


Compatibility is essential in fostering a good relationship with your physician. Hopefully, you will be working closely not only in maintaining your health but also in designing the anti-aging regimen that is best for you.



Your doctor should be well versed in the importance of nutrition, exercise, lifestyle, and science in adding years to your life and life to your years. Ideally, the two of you will share responsibility for a common goal: helping you live as long as you possibly can.

One would think that all doctors would share this vision, but such is not the case. Many doctors are lucky if they get to spend ten minutes with each patient. Under such constraints, it’s all they can do to evaluate and treat whatever it is that brought you to their office that day, check your vitals, and usher you out. A discussion regarding the best anti-aging supplements for you doesn’t figure into their schedule. This is the kind of doctor you want to avoid, if at all possible.

Know Your Needs

People who get their health care through a managed care plan may feel they are stuck with whichever doctor they first see, but this usually isn’t the case. While there are restrictions, most managed care plans offer a selection of physicians from which to choose. Before you pick up the phone, ask yourself the following:



• How important is the gender of your physician?

• How aggressively do you want your health treated?

• Would you feel more comfortable with an advanced practice nurse, such as a nurse practitioner or physician’s assistant, as your primary care provider? Studies have shown that advanced practice nurses are more holistic in their approach to health care and are usually able to spend more time with their patients.

Things to Consider

Communication is the key to success in choosing a physician. When evaluating prospective physicians, consider the following questions:



• Will this doctor take the time to talk and listen to me?

• Will this doctor answer my questions and provide me with sufficient information to make decisions?

• Will this doctor be willing to thoroughly discuss my concerns?

• Is this doctor available by telephone? How about by e-mail?

• Can I have faith and place my trust in him or her?

Other items to consider when choosing a doctor include his ability or willingness to do the following:



• Plan ahead to prevent problems.

• Review your total health program regularly.

• Prescribe medication carefully and only when needed.

• Emphasize preventative care and maintenance of good health. (This means helping you lose weight or stop smoking if you ask him or her to.)

Consider Your Options

If you are a member of a managed care plan, you were probably given a list of doctors in your area and asked to choose one as your primary care physician. But if you are not a member of a managed care program or are new to an area, things can be a little more difficult. The one thing you should NOT do is select your doctor from the Yellow Pages. Instead, ask friends and relatives for recommendations or call the county or state medical society for a referral list. Avoid commercial hospital or physician referral services because they often have a bias toward members, some of whom may have paid for the privilege of being listed.

Once you have narrowed your list, call to see whether the physician is accepting new patients and, if so, whether you can make an appointment for a brief patient interview. Some doctors will say yes, and some won’t. If you do receive an appointment, expect to be charged. Consider it money well spent if it helps you find the perfect doctor for you.

What to Ask

Questions to ask during your interview include the following:



• What are his or her office hours?

• Who is the on-call doctor when his or her office is closed?

• How long does it usually take to get an appointment for a routine visit?

• How much time is allowed for initial and routine visits?

• How are medical emergencies handled?

• Will the doctor discuss medical concerns over the phone?

• Does the doctor make house calls?

• Does the doctor have hospital privileges? Where?

• What are the payment policies?

• What kinds of insurance does he or she accept?

Describe your needs and expectations and ask to what degree you will be allowed to share in your medical decision-making. Ideally, the relationship will be fifty-fifty; avoid a doctor who scorns patient input or seems to have a God complex. It’s during your interview or initial visit that you should bring up the issue of anti-aging and how important it is to you. Avoid doctors who scoff at the notion or don’t want to be bothered.

Lifetime Checkups

Preventing illness means staying on top of your health through regular exams and checkups. As each stage in life presents new challenges, knowing what to watch for can be paramount to prevention and treatment. Here is a loose schedule of what you should keep an eye on through the various stages of your life.

Twenties and Thirties

You should be tested for HIV and hepatitis if you engage in unprotected sex. Blood pressure should be checked at least every two years, skin every three years, and cholesterol every five years. You should also conduct a skin self-exam every month and receive a tetanus booster at least once every ten years. Women should receive a pelvic exam annually, a Pap test every one to two years, and a clinical breast exam every year, and they should perform a breast self-exam every month. Men should perform a testicular self-exam monthly.

Forties

Blood pressure should be tested at least every two years, cholesterol every five years, and skin every three years. You should also have an eye exam every three years. And you should receive a fasting plasma glucose test every three years after age forty-five. Women should receive a pelvic exam every year, a Pap test every one to two years, a mammogram every one to two years (depending on risk factors), and a clinical breast exam every year, and they should perform a breast self-exam monthly. As women approach menopause, it’s also a good idea to get a bone mineral density test. Men should receive an annual digital rectal exam if there is a strong family history of prostate cancer or if they are African-American, and a prostate specific antigen (PSA) test every year if they are at high risk. Men should also perform a testicular self-exam every month.

Fifties and Older

You should receive an eye exam every two to four years (annually after sixty-five), a fasting plasma glucose test every three years, a thyroid-stimulating hormone test every three to five years if sixty or older, a cholesterol test every five years (every three years after sixty), a fecal occult blood test annually, a sigmoidoscopy at fifty, and a colonoscopy every ten years after that. You should also have your blood pressure checked at least once a year, preferably more often. Immunizations should include a pneumonia shot once after age sixty-five and a flu shot annually after sixty-five or if you are in a high-risk group. Women should receive a pelvic exam annually, a Pap test every one to two years, and a clinical breast exam and mammogram annually, and they should perform a breast self-examination every month. Men should receive a digital rectal exam and a PSA test annually and perform a testicular self-exam monthly.

Customizing Your Personal Anti-Aging Plan

Now that you’ve established that you’re going to take a proactive approach toward anti-aging and you’ve found the physician who’s right for you, it’s time to plan.


We all have different needs and goals, and these, rather than fads, should determine your individual program.



In an effort to help start you out, take a look at the following general outline designed to help you customize your personal anti-aging plan:



• Identify your goals. Obviously, your primary goal will be to add as many active years to your life as possible. What else do you hope to accomplish? A comprehensive but realistic list will help you achieve your goals.

• Develop a game plan. You need a workable plan—one you can live with. Be realistic in what you hope to accomplish and how.

• Do your homework. Stay informed about what’s currently available in anti-aging medicine and technology, as well as what the future will hold. Pay attention to breakthroughs in nutrition, because that’s where many researchers believe the key to longevity will be found. Talk with your physician about what you’ve read and solicit his or her advice on what else you can do to improve and maintain your health.

• Develop a healthy sense of skepticism. A lot of products, particularly in the areas of cosmeceuticals and dietary supplements, are touted for their anti-aging effects, but there is no magic bullet.

• Eliminate bad habits. If you smoke, quit. If you drink too much, stop or at least drink more moderately. If you aren’t getting enough exercise, join a gym. Make a concerted effort to add more fresh items to your daily diet. If you can’t remember the last time you saw a doctor, make an appointment for a checkup. Do what you must to make your lifestyle more healthful in every way.

• Know your genetic history. Awareness of the conditions or medical problems that have occurred in your family can often help you prevent them or, at the very least, prepare for their possibility. If you’re unsure how older family members died, ask those who knew them or check their death certificates. At the very least, you should have this information on members of your immediate family—your parents, grandparents, siblings, aunts, uncles, first cousins, and so forth.

• Enlist the aid of family and friends. Slowing the aging process isn’t something you have to do by yourself. Tell your family and friends of your plan and enlist their help in making it a reality. Perhaps they will quit smoking or exercise with you. Most importantly, don’t let anyone deride or ridicule your anti-aging regimen.





Chapter 2

The Lowdown
on Aging

Why do we age? Why does
time take such a toll on the
human body and mind? Why
don’t we mature to a certain
age, then stop? Scientists have
a fairly good understanding
of the physiology of aging but
there is still much debate within
medical circles as to WHY we
age. This chapter will take a
look at the lowdown on aging.

 

The Physiology of Aging

The aging process begins the moment we’re born and continues until we die. Its effects really start to become evident sometime between our twentieth and thirtieth birthdays and are increasingly obvious every year thereafter.

Around age thirty, various systems begin a gradual decline. The immune system becomes less efficient (putting us at greater risk of disease), and the muscular system begins to lose its tone (especially if we don’t exercise regularly). The ratio of muscle to fat starts to decline around age thirty, with deposits of fat peaking around age fifty.

Our metabolism begins to change (we gain weight easier and find it more difficult to lose), and our digestive tract becomes sluggish and more sensitive. A decrease in glucose tolerance increases the risk of developing diabetes (especially if we’re overweight), and increased blood pressure puts us at greater risk of heart disease (especially if our diet is high in salt).

The heart experiences important changes as we age. Once we pass our fortieth birthday, the heart may enlarge so it can pump more blood to compensate for clogged and hardening arteries. The covering sheath around the heart may thicken, resulting in a reduction in blood output. This decrease leads to a decline in the supply of oxygen to muscle tissue, resulting in a reduction in aerobic capacity. Even minimal exercise hits us harder and tires us more quickly.
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