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Having a long life is one thing, but a long life with good health and
happinessis the holy grail. Belle Taylor reports a new study has
confirmed that a good life beyond 100 is all about less not more.

Left Anna Mattu, 100, is
ane of the few Sardinian
centenarians living in a
retirement home. She
taught herself to read
and write when she was
in her 70s and rode a
horse until she was in
her 80s. She hasyear-old
admirer who likes to take
her for a stroll to the
local cafe and buy her a
chort black coffes,
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IN 1917 KING GEORGE V decided he would send out birthday cards to
all his subjects celebrating their 100th birthday. In that first year he sent
out 24 cards. In 2006 his descendant Queen Elizabeth II was licking the
stamps for 4623 birthday greetings.

Growing old is nothing new but it seems to be getting a lot more
popular. Centenarians, people who live to 100 years or more, are the
world’s fastest-growing demographic and by 2050 demographers predict
more than three million baby boomers worldwide will have reached 100.

In the Bronze Age people lived to the average age of 18. In central
Europe in the Middle Ages, 33 was considered a good innings, and il you
lived in England in the 18405 you could expect to live to the ripe old age
of 40. By 1900 this had risen to 56.5, and 100 years later to 79.8.

But the baby boomers, the generation that grew up with the maxim:;
Live fast, die young and leave a good-looking corpse, are starting to
rethink the rhetoric. As the generation that broughr us sex, drugs and
rock'n’roll, (not to mention yoga classes, group therapy and self-help
books) starts pushing 70, the quest for a healthy and happy, not to
mention long, life is intensifying.

“I'm sort of knocking on a bit, [ hit 66 last Thursday and all us baby
boomers are very interested in this subject of longevity,” Ben Hills
admits down the phone from Sydney.

Hills is a journalist of more than 30 years standing, who spent many
years as a foreign correspondent and as a producer on current affairs
show 60 Minutes. Until a few years ago when he thought of the Italian
island of Sardinia, if he thought of it at all, he saw it as “just another
Mediterranean holiday destination; all boats, beaches and package
tourists broiling in the summer sun”. That was until he read a magazine
article about the island’s treasured centenarians, and realised there
were old people there. Really old people.

In certain areas of Sardinia the population is two or three times
more likely than any other people on earth to reach 100. It is one
of a handful of places in the world where an unusual proportion of
the population reaches 100; the others are tropical Japancse island
Okinawa, a Seventh-Day Adventist community in California and a
handful of fishing villages on Canada's Atlantic coast.

Fascinated by the idea that Sardinia held some sort of Holy Grail
tor a long and healthy old age, Hills spent two months travelling the
island with his wife, photographer Mayu Kanamori, interviewing 24
of the island’s centenarians, and wrote a book about it, The Island of
the Ancients.

“I hadn't done any specific work or writing on old age, except [ had
done a lot of exposes on all these quack products you read aboutr —
glacier milk and goji berries and all this codswallop, so I approached
it from quite a sceptical point of view, Hill says. “I was prepared to find

that the whole thing was going to be a hoax, but it turned out to be
quite genuine.”

In Sardinia the centenarians, or “anziani” as they are called in the
local tongue, are celebrated members of the community. Towns sell
postcards featuring their local anzianis’ portraits, and any birthday after
100 is an occasion for the whole town to celebrate.

So what is it about Sardinia? Oily fish? Home-made red wine?
Something in the water? If we eat organic tomatoes everyday will
we live to 1107

Hills is reluctant to be pinned down.

“I am really sceptical about these so-called health gurus who come
on TV, who hover around the internet, and they are really snake-oil
salesmen,” he says. “There’s a different product every day of the week,
whether you're talking about some sort of herbal tea or exotic fruit.”

“Normally you'd say, ‘well that’s harmless, what's it matter if you
cat a few apricot kernels’? Thing is, by holding out the promise of some
sort of silver bullet what they are doing is discouraging us from looking
at the obvious things, things like diet, watching how much you eat and
watching how much you exercise.”

In The Island of the Ancients, Hills
; theorises there are a number of factors
Heal 2bo 1 which have given the Sardinians these
i amazing life spans. Being relatively
isolated and often marrying within
el | IT1 15 the same families, any genetic twist of

fate was compounded over time. But
ultimately lifestyle factors were the main
contributors to their longevity, namely
D . | diet and exercise, and for this, says Hills,
ALY the Sardinians can thank their relative
FTEITIEL poverty over the past 100 years.
1 +1 : a2 “It’s not 50 much they (the Sardinians)
Y alc knew anything about healthy diet, the
& 1] K reason they eat organic food is pretty
: = simple; they couldn’t afford fertiliser and
=ALE SRt 2 pesticides,” he says.
| 1255 = “The reason they didn't eat much is
T not because they recognised that over-
' eating was dangerous to your health, it
L ICT A i [ was just because they were so poor they
[ |y didn't have enough to eat; the reason they
did a lot of exercise was because lot of
T o them didn’t have a lot of education, a lot
Ben Hills of them can't read or write even today and
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a lot of the work available to them was solid physical work. If you were
women it was raising babies and running a house, if you were a man it
was trudging up and down these mountains everyday chasing half a
dozen daggy-looking sheep.”

Hills says it's the small meal portions, and even periods of their
life where food was very scarce, which can be partly to thank for the
Sardinian longevity. Modern medicine played a part (oo,

Sardinia’s current centenarians were lucky enough to be born in an
era when the benefits of the modern world, such as penicillin, started to
be widely available, but the negative side; rampant consumerism, fast
food, pollution, was still yet to reach their part of the world.

“There was a laboratory study on rats (that showed) if vou reduce
their calorific intake, if you cut the calories that the rats are injecting
down by about a third, you're going to get a whole generation of super-
rats that are all living until they are the human equivalent of 120 to 130
years of age,” Hills says of the importance of eating small meal portions.

“That is not a deal you can sell on the internet and it is not a deal
you can make money out of if you are a manufacturer of health foods, so
you don't see that health message pushed very much at all.”

Hills expresses doubt at the idea of so-called “super foods™. The
Sardinian diet is full of white bread, cheese and pasta, he points out,
and when the anziani were asked what they ate the common answer
was “anything”.

But what if you are not Sardinian and haven't spent your life
running up mountains and growing your dinner in the backyard, are
you destined to fall off the perch barely out of middle age?

Not necessarily. More Australians than ever before are beginning
to reach 100 and many more are expected to reach the milestone in the
next 50 years.

“It’s like a longevity revolution,” John McCormack, a senior
lecturer in Health Science at La Trobe University says. “It's a sort of
global phenomenon really because these people are redefining old age.
We used to think of old age as 55, well hang on now, maybe old age is
more like 85 and up.”

McCormack is something of the Australian expert on centenarians,
and has interviewed more than 100 people aged 100 or older for his
Australian Centenarian study. He says the big issue with the ageing
population isn't so much can we stay alive to 100, but what will our
quality of life be like when we get there?

“It’s a bit like automabiles, these days with modern medicine we can
keep putting new parts in and that'’s the way you can keep an older car
going, and we seem to be getting much better at doing things like that,
but it's just that key question: Are we just adding years to life or are we
adding life to those years?”

McCormack says the vast majority of centenarians he has spoken
to have a relatively high quality of life, and in Australia, as in Sardinia,
many of them have able to keep their independence well into old age,
and many may have had similar lifestyles to the Sardinians.

“These people currently who are that old, when they grew up they
didn’t have as much to eat as we do now, but also their jobs were quite
different, they were much more physically demanding jobs, they weren’t
sitting behind computers like we do now and not exercising, so life was
generally more manual. You don't find too many centenarians who are
obese or overweight because all their life they've been very active.

“A lot of the people I've spoken to didn't go into a nursing home
until they reached 100 or 102," McCormack says. “They've been
pretty healthy their whole lives, some of them have never been into a
hospital, born at home and never been into a hospital, not many but a
few of them, and so they've been very healthy, probably led a relatively
moderate lifestyle not done high-risk things like drive fast cars and
drink excessively.”

Sure, but they lived in more moderate times. What about this line
we keep hearing that today’s children are going to be the first generation
to die hefore their parents? With obesity, binge drinking and desk jobs
are we doomed to cark it before we're barely out of our 60s?

“1 don't think so, just because of the medical and pharmaceutical
innovations we have,” McCormack says.
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John McCormack

Above Efisic Piras, 101,
and Silvia, 98, married in
1922. They enjoy eating
ravioll, potatoes, lasagne
and minestrone. Efisio
likes a glass of wine with
lunch and dinner. Silvia
doesn't drink. They put
their longevity secrets
down to "golden genes”,
a hardworking country
lifestyle, a meagre diet
and a loving relationship.
Picture: Mayu Kanamaori
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But what about our quality of life? There aren’t too many of us
who haven't seen the inside of a hospital.

“That’s where it gets more complicated,” he concedes.

McCormack and Hills say we need to stop obsessing about what we
put in our mouths — we need to stop looking for the silver bullet —and
concentrate on leading a more balanced, moderate lifestyle if we want to
live to 100, but most importantly, we need to learn to chill out.

“I've found that people I've talked to seem to be very good at
handling stress,” McCormack says. “And coping with loss because they've
lost many many people. Partners, often their own children, they've often
outlived them, but they seem o have an attitude where they seem to
focus, to keep on going, they're fairly stoic and try not to complain, they
focus on what they can do, not worry so much about what they can't do.”

Hills agrees. He says there are many factors contributing to
longevity which are difficult to plot on a graph. In Sardinia, most of
the centenarians he met lived with their families, and were celebrated
members of their communities.

“It just seems to me that there is a sort of slippery, sociological thing
here,” he says. “It makes sense to our hearts, but our heads can't find the
right scientific evidence for it, but it seems that if people are being cared
for and respected and being looked after by their family and if they have
a happy lifestyle rather than just being cast aside and ghettoised, then it
does (contribute to longevity).

“I'm sure that it does, nobody has done a study on this, a scientific
study. I don't even know how you actually design a scientific study to
measure a concept as slippery as this, but 1 am absolutely certain that it
is one of the factors.”

Talking to McCormack and Hills, life at 100 seems a breeze,
because if you get that far, they reason, chances are you are happy,
healthy and with a zest for life. The West Weekend was sceptical. Can
life at 100 really be worth it? Aren't you just shuffled between nursing
homes and hospitals? Having outlived your friends and most of your
immediate family, surely being 100 there is an element of your life that
is waiting to dic?

It was time to meet some centenarians. And where better to find
them than Mandurah.

Arthur Hartley, 102, and his girlfriend, Dorothy Devenish-Meares,
82, are sitting in one of the lounge rooms at the Brightwater Cove care
facility where they both live. It's also where they met.

“I was on the seat here looking at the television and this wonderful
vision came into my view,” Hartley says of the first time he laid eyes on
Devenish-Meares. “Shall I touch that beautiful hand 1 see there? Oh, I
better not.” Hartley leans over and touches her hand. “Fizz,” he exclaims
and falls back in his seat in mock ecstasy. “And [ was gone.”

Hartley gives a grin. He is enjoying life.

He was born on May 5, 1906, in London, near Putney, one of 10
children. His mother died before she reached her 40s in the influenza
epidemic of 1918. His father, a motor mechanic, reached his 80s and the
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tour first-born children all made it past 90, which Hartley puts down
to, “some quality of the Hartley strain”,

The food he ate growing up in the UK to the age of 19, was: “Very
scrappy, bit of bread and butter, some porridge, maybe a bit of meat
once a week and anything | could get, bread and cheese, the very basic
foods.” Hartley describes his physique as a teenager as “very spare, 1
think I weighed about seven stone (44kg)."

In 1926, aged 19, he boarded a migrant ship bound for WA in order
to get something to eat. “The times were very harsh in England for the
working people, a little bit like it is now, a big boom, but there was a
section where they didn't do so well,” he says.

“Ilanded in Albany. It was the day before the train ran (o Perth) so
I had a walk around Albany and I walked up Mt Clarence, looked out at
all that arid country and thought, ‘I'm going to make my fortune here’,
50 here I am, my fortune made.”

And Hartley found something to eat, too.

“When I first got here | was astounded at the quality of the food, the
bread,” he says. “Oh, such lovely bread they had here, don't have it now.
The butter, the north coast butter we used to get here, much better than
the butter we get at the table here now,

“Fish. [ was a vegetarian when I first came here, [ thought of the
horror of killing animals and eating them. It's quite a big community
of vegetarians in England, there's even a vegetarian cycling cluband |
belonged to it. When 1 got here I still kept it going for a while, but when I
got married I decided that these extravagances were not worth while.”
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Arthur Hartley

Left Mandurah resident
Arthur Hartley, 102, has
been a keen cyclist for
many years. He stopped
riding at 101 after a fall,
He has lived a healthy
[ifestyle; rarely drinking,
never smoking and doing

lots of exercise.

Picture: Astrid Volzke he says.

After a few odd jobs working for a farmer and in a bike shop, he
landed a position at Claremont teachers college and spent his working
life first as a teacher, then as a principal. He married and had four
children, all boys.

Hartley didn't herd sheep up mountains, but he did plenty of
exercise as a keen cyclist. As a teenager in England he belonged to a
cycling club which would do midnight rides from Hyde Park in London
to reach Stonehenge by dawn,

When he arrived in Australia, weekends were spent on the bike, and
he only stopped riding at 101, after a fall which saw him start to use a
walking frame to get around, then a stick. Now he’s beginning to walk
independently again.

“They all tell me I'm making a rapid recovery and a lot of people 1
see are still hopping around on frames and [ suppose it’s a disposition on
my part to heal rather quickly,” he says.

Hartley has never taken more than a few puffsona
cigarette, Did he ever drink? “Very very mildly, since 1

o came in here (Brightwater Cove) [ began to drink some of

the lager and a little bit of wine, but since Dorothy and 1
got together L decided 1o give itup,” he says. “I've seen so
1=y much in and around London and the great damage that
'/ had been done to people through drinking.”
S5 IO Hartley is typical of many of the centenarians
s Hills and McCormack describe. Remarkably healthy
= (he moved to Brightwater only 20 months ago) and with

Lo a continuing interest in people, literature and music,

s it’s obvious he possesses what McCormack calls the
“zest for life”,

A keen intellect, Hartley recites poetry from memory,
VO] plays the recorder and is shocked to hear his young

| " interviewer has never read Bernard Shaw, He asks: “How
N I ||

can you write destinies of people without the knowledge
of one of the great sociologists? He's wonderful, he writes
plays, vou know."

Upon retiring from education in 1972 he and his
late wife, who had also been a teacher, went back to
university, Hartley to do degree in music education, his
wife studying drama.

Does he ever stress?

“I'm not troubled with stress, if I get stress | usually
give stress o other people, see | was a headmaster,” he
says with a twinkle in his eye.

So yvou are someone who takes life as it comes?

“No,” he exclaims. “I am certainly not, no I try to plan
it. As headmaster of a school | had six weeks’ holiday,
but the last two weeks [ spent in the school planning
and organising and getting courses ready and allotting
children to classes, so when the bell rang at nine o'clock
on the first day they were all in the classroom and
working by playtime.”

So, the secret
to being 100, happy
and healthy?

“Always do
what you want to do,”

And if that leaves
you happy, healthy and
in love at 102, that's
not a bad piece of
advice. @0

The Island of the

Ancients by Ben Hills.
Pier 9, $34.95
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