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‘Don’t let aging get you down. It’s too hard to get back up.’
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Why Did I Update
Thriving Beyond Fifty?

When I first wrote Thriving Beyond Fifty, I never imagined the impact that it would have. Published in 2020, the first edition went on to become a bestseller in two separate categories on Amazon, selling tens of thousands of copies worldwide in its first three years of publication. Initially dreamed up as not much more than a method of establishing credibility with potential clients for my physio business, Thriving Beyond Fifty went on to reach a worldwide audience, in no small part due to the rapid and stratospheric rise of our YouTube channel (www.youtube.com/@HT-Physio).

But with great reach comes great responsibility. With each passing week, I couldn’t help but feel that the initial publication of Thriving Beyond Fifty was not the best possible work I could produce. While the book largely received positive feedback, I felt some sections of it were lacking in detail and clarity on certain important issues. In hindsight, there were parts of the book I left light on information, and others in which I gave advice that I no longer follow in my own clinic.

A lot has changed since the first edition of this book went to print. There is new evidence on the optimal human diet for a start, which is a key area I look to address in this updated edition. My own understanding has changed greatly, too. I feel I am now able to synthesize my experience more succinctly into strategies that actually work for a huge number of conditions. I have tried to deliver more of these strategies in this new edition.

Some people mentioned how my pictures could have been clearer in the past editions of Thriving Beyond Fifty. This is something else that I have updated in the book you are holding, with every picture retaken to improve clarity.

I have tried to tackle almost all the conditions with which I am qualified to help people in this book. That is why the word count runs to 30 per cent more than the previous edition, despite extensive editing for brevity. This has culminated in 25 additional chapters. I am proud of these new chapters and am certain they will help a great many people.

I once read that it takes 20 times the effort to write a 9-out-of-10 book as it does to write a 7-out-of-10 book. The effort required is non-linear, yet the impact the 9-out-of-10 book can have is disproportionately high. It is not my place to say whether or not this book has achieved that status. However, I can confidently say that the pages you are about to read are my very best effort to do so.

To encourage you to start your journey I’ve created a free downloadable guide: The Top 5 Exercises for Over-50s Who Want to Remain Strong, Mobile & Active. It is a roadmap to achieving strength, mobility and health and just requires a little effort on your part. Visit my site (www.ht-physio.co.uk/guide) to download this valuable guide for free. If you are serious about improving your strength, mobility and independence, you can also join my Lifelong MobilityTM programme. Inside this special members’ area you’ll find my best exercise routines and other specially created content to help you improve your health that can’t be found anywhere else. Find out more at www.willharlow.com/lifelong.

I hope you enjoy Thriving Beyond Fifty, and I ask of you one final favour if you do: share the book with someone else who you think might benefit from it. Thank you for trusting me with the investment of time it takes to read this book and I hope I can return your investment tenfold in the benefits it has on your health, now and for years to come.

Will Harlow




Introduction

First things first, I want to say well done for picking up this book. By reaching for it, then reading and applying the information within it, you’ll be taking a significant step towards improving your health, both in body and mind.

As the author of Thriving Beyond Fifty, my promise to you is that, even if you only apply one suggestion or piece of advice from the following pages, you’ll discover noticeable health benefits that will stand you in better stead for facing the next 10, 20 or 30 years ahead. Though this book is not designed to be the sole solution for any specific health problem or to provide you with any kind of diagnosis, the information within it can help you to stay healthy and happy, while avoiding the most common problems I see people suffering with every day.

If we don’t know one another, I am the clinic owner and lead physiotherapist at my practice in Surrey, UK, called HT Physio. I set up the practice to help people over fifty years of age to overcome painful problems, avoid unnecessary surgeries and get back to living their active lives. You can read more about my practice and what I do by visiting www.ht-physio.co.uk.

I wrote this book for people who know there is still so much living to do after the fifty-year mark. I like to think of fifty as the halfway point in life; living to 100 years old may seem far-fetched, but getting there is becoming more realistic with each passing decade. The problem, though, is this: many people may live to a wonderful age in numerical terms, yet their later years are plagued by suffering and pain. This can turn the final decades of your life from being potentially the most rewarding to the most cruel and painful. I believe we should be exploring the world and enjoying each day after retirement; yet many of us end up slowing down, forced into a sedentary life through poor health.

In my eyes, living with daily pain is no way to exist and certainly shouldn’t be seen as inevitable as we get older.

Of course, I’m not suggesting that it’s possible to grow old without suffering any pain whatsoever; our biology is working against us in some respects. However, many of the problems I see every day and help people recover from are genuinely both preventable and treatable.

The sad truth is that many people I meet have suffered for far too long with a painful problem, simply because they accepted that this is the way it must be. If I achieve nothing else with this book than to encourage a belief in you that it is possible to improve the outlook of any long-standing painful problem you may be currently experiencing, then I will be content.

An additional aim with this book is to challenge the way we think about what our bodies can do as we get older. We automatically assume that a 25-year-old should be able to lift a suitcase or pick up a small child – but why do we accept the fact that only a handful of eighty-year-olds should be able to do the same? Of course, there’s no denying the fact that muscles atrophy and lose strength as we age, and some of our joints will inevitably show signs of wear and tear, but these problems alone don’t automatically determine whether or not we will be capable of performing physical tasks when we’re older. In my opinion, we can strive to stay fit, healthy and strong as we get to eighty years old and beyond… but we must start now. This is backed by a growing body of research that swells year on year.

In the first section of this book, I discuss the fundamentals of strength, mobility and ageing, and show you how to challenge the ‘inevitable’ process of age-related deterioration that occurs in many… but not in all. My challenge for you is to strive to be in that smaller group, the group that defies the ageing process, remaining fit and capable through their advancing years, despite the so-called odds being stacked against them.




How to Read This Book

If you’re like me and you believe we should take care of our health as if it’s our most valuable asset, then I know you’ll enjoy the contents of this book and find the information useful. Because health is such a wide-ranging topic, I’ve written Thriving Beyond Fifty in a way that will be digestible for the reader who wishes to read it straight through, cover to cover. I have split it into several sections – separating the body into its respective parts – to help you navigate your way through the pages and pick the parts of the book that are most relevant to you, if you so wish. If you prefer to flick from section to section, I strongly recommend keeping a finger on the table of contents, using this as a reference point if you want to read the parts relevant to you. I would, however, suggest reading this book in its entirety if you have the time. You may find some nuggets of wisdom and information you can apply to your life right away, even in the chapters that you didn’t expect to be applicable to you.

Within each chapter, I’ve attempted to unpick the reasons behind, as well as the solutions for, the most common health problems people face that are either preventable or treatable. You’ll learn how to prevent and treat more than one type of shoulder pain. You’ll read how arthritis may not necessarily be inevitable and how all hope is not lost if you’ve got the early signs already. You’ll learn how not to fall (so you minimize the chance of lengthy hospital stays). I’ll even show you some compelling evidence for techniques to mitigate the risk of dementia and depression, a feat once thought impossible.

I’ve attempted to back up all the information provided with scientific evidence wherever possible; you will find a reference list at the end of this book if you wish to peruse further or check my facts. I also wanted to include a free, yet incredibly valuable, resource for the readers of this book. You can learn more about that later or, if you simply cannot wait, turn to page 413 to find out more.

The first of my two requests of you, dear reader, is that you approach the information in these pages with an open mind. You may read some things that surprise you, or that challenge the beliefs you currently hold. That is OK; I’m not asking you to change your opinions or blindly believe my writing, just that you weigh up the evidence and the information I present, and then make up your own mind. My second request is that, if the information I present in this book sits well with you and you’ve got the ‘all clear’ from your doctor, you apply it to your own life.

However, before applying any of the information in these pages, it is important that you seek advice from your doctor. As it is unlikely that we know each other, you must always get approval from your doctor before implementing anything you read in this book. There is a clearly labelled disclaimer in the following section which I advise you to read before continuing with the book.

Your health is your greatest asset. We only get one chance at living a long, healthy, comfortable life. My objective with this book is to give you some tools to improve yours.




Important Information

Throughout this book, you’ll read about information, techniques and exercises (henceforth referred to as ‘strategies’) I’ve used with my clients to help them improve certain aspects of their health or fitness. These strategies should not be taken as medical advice and should never be used as a substitute for individual medical advice from your doctor or the healthcare professionals involved in your care.

You shouldn’t put into action any of the strategies from this book without first consulting your doctor about whether or not the strategies are suitable for your personal circumstances. Therefore, please check with your doctor before you put any of the strategies into action.

If you do choose to follow any of the strategies in this book, you do so at your own risk. While I have made every effort to ensure the strategies I recommend are safe, there will always be people who will not benefit from certain strategies given here. Therefore, use your own sense and judgement when deciding whether the strategies presented here are suitable for you. Not every strategy in this book will be suitable for every person.

Making changes to your health or exercise regime carries risks, including, but not limited to, worsening of your condition, sustaining injury or failing to achieve the results you set out to achieve. Please, therefore, weigh up all pros and cons with your own doctor before putting any strategies into action.

Please be aware that no strategy is 100 per cent successful with everyone. I cannot guarantee your success if you choose to follow the strategies within this book. Please also be aware that there exists no provider–patient relationship established between the reader and the author as you work through this book, as this is only possible when the advice is tailored towards the patient, which this book is definitely not. Never disregard any advice from your doctor or healthcare professional because of something you read in this book. Do not use the information in this book as a substitute for diagnosis or treatment of any medical condition.
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Common Terms

Before we dive into this book, I want to provide you with a short summary of the common terms I use in the text. I’ve tried not to let the ‘curse of knowledge’ from my years of practice as a physiotherapist make my writing confusing. However, if you come across a term or phrase that you are unsure about, please rest assured that is my fault and not yours. Where possible, I have tried to explain terms and phrases as we go through the book, but this section may help you further. Think of it as a point of reference if you ever find yourself unclear.

Arthritis: Arthritis, or osteoarthritis, is a process characterized by the loss of cartilage in a joint, thickening of the underlying bone, the formation of tiny cysts in the bones and general deterioration of a moveable joint in the body. Despite common belief, pain from arthritis is NOT an inevitable part of ageing. Many people have arthritis yet experience no pain whatsoever. It isn’t clear why some people suffer so badly while others do not, but strength and mobility are crucial factors.

Bone: The strong structures that make up your skeleton, primarily made of collagen (a protein that provides a soft framework) and calcium (a mineral that hardens and strengthens the bone).

Cardiovascular training: A type of exercise with the goal of improving endurance as well as lung and heart health. Cardiovascular training doesn’t make your muscles strong, but it does make your heart strong, with you becoming fitter as a result.

Cartilage: The cushioning and lubricating material that sits within every joint, between our bones. Cartilage allows normal, pain-free movement of our joints.

Cervical: In the context of this book, the term cervical means ‘to do with the neck’. You have seven bones in your neck, called the cervical vertebrae.

Core: When we mention the term ‘core’, we are referring to the muscle group in our abdomen that acts like a corset to keep our mid-section stable when we walk, sit and move. Without a core, you’d be a floppy disaster. We all have a core, but the core strength of two people might vary greatly (usually due to training, or a lack thereof).

Disc: The intervertebral discs sit between every vertebra in the spine. They comprise an outer sac that holds a jelly-like liquid in the interior. A disc prolapse (colloquially known as a ‘slipped disc’) is a type of injury where the jelly-like substance pushes out of the disc and can irritate a nerve.

Endurance: The ‘staying power’ you have in your heart, lungs and muscles during physical exercise. The better your endurance, the longer you can go on. Endurance is a comparable measure to the fuel economy in your car.

Exercise: Any activity you carry out with the express goal of getting fitter, stronger or more mobile.

Flexibility: Describes how flexible a muscle or joint is. Flexibility is subtly different to mobility in that it describes how much movement there is about a joint, regardless of control. I meet some patients who have tremendous flexibility (for example, they can bend forwards and put their hands flat on the floor) but terrible control over that movement, rendering it unsafe. It is possible to have good flexibility but poor mobility.

General activity: The amount of movement you carry out in any given day as part of your normal, daily routine.

Inflammation: A natural process that occurs within the human body whereby certain chemicals are released by the blood vessels, causing swelling and pain. Inflammation isn’t always bad; it is a natural response to injury and adaptation. However, it can be problematic when it runs amok (more on this in Part Seven).

Joint: An area where a bone meets another bone. A joint is formed when ligaments attach two bones together and the two or more bones articulate with one another. In a healthy situation, the bones that make up a joint are lined with cartilage, which is a cushion that prevents bones from rubbing together. Joints allow movement; muscles either side of the joint pull on a bone to produce motion. We have a variety of different joints in our body, including hinge joints (such as the knee) and ball-and-socket joints (such as the shoulder).

Ligament: A ligament is a fibrous band that joins bone to bone. Ligaments are strong bands of collagen and are much simpler in their composition compared to a tendon. You can think of ligaments as the parcel tape that keeps a box in shape. We have ligaments securing every joint in our body.

Lumbar: This refers to your lower back. In your lumbar region, you have five vertebrae. They are the biggest vertebrae in the spine. There should be a natural curve in the lumbar spine called a lordosis, which is the opposite of a kyphosis. If this curve becomes too great, it can cause problems.

Mobility: Discussed in two contexts. First, mobility can refer to how well you can generally get about on your feet, or up and down from a chair. This can be called ‘general mobility’. Second, mobility can refer to the movement capacity and control of a specific joint. This can be called ‘movement-specific mobility’. Think of the term ‘mobility’ in both senses to describe how well one can move.

Mobility training: A type of exercise with the goal of improving the capacity for movement and control around a joint or area of the body. This could include certain types of stretching, but gaining control of these new ranges of motion is the most important part of mobility exercises.

Muscle: The fleshy parts of our body that contract to produce movement. Muscles contract and, when they do, they pull on a bony attachment. This pulls one bone towards another, thus producing movement. One important fact: muscles cannot push, only pull.

Muscle imbalance: We always have more than one muscle at work around any given joint in the body. Usually, muscles work as a team; one muscle might stabilize the joint, while the other contracts to produce movement. However, this process can sometimes go wrong and cause a problem with motion, often leading to pain. This is referred to as a ‘muscle imbalance’. They can often go unnoticed for many years before seeming ‘suddenly’ to lead to a painful problem. Muscle imbalances can cause pain through an accumulation of stress on the joints, even without any obvious injury.

Nerve: The two-way channels that carry messages from our brain to our limbs and muscles (or vice versa), telling them to move after the brain initiates the message. Nerves also transmit the signals that cause us to experience pain.

Power: A function of strength and speed. Power is calculated by multiplying the strength of a muscle contraction by how quickly that contraction can be produced. An example of a powerful movement would be a jump, requiring a rapid and considerable contraction of the leg muscles.

Resistance training: A type of exercise with the goal of strengthening a group of muscles in the body. This could include weightlifting or body-weight exercises like push-ups.

Spine: The bony part of your back and neck. We have 24 moveable bones in the spine (called vertebrae), plus a sacrum and a coccyx (the two bones that make up your bottom and ‘tail’ area).

Strength: The ability to generate force using the muscles. In general, having greater strength is almost always a positive thing. This is why I speak about the importance of getting strong many times in this book. You can find a free gift to help you with this goal in the Resources section.

Tendon: A rope-like structure that joins a muscle to a bone. While these structures may look like a simple piece of rope to the untrained eye, they are very complex, composed of many different types of cells (their complexity is one reason why they can become problematic).

Thoracic: This term refers to your mid back. You have 12 thoracic vertebrae. There should be a natural curve in the thoracic spine, called a kyphosis. If the curve becomes too extreme, it can cause problems, like a hunched back.




The Process of Ageing

All plants and animals age with each passing year. Humans are no different. While we all have a good idea what ageing looks like for many people, why do these physical changes occur? And why do some people look and feel far older than others, despite being the same age?

The visible and internal effects of ageing occur due to the process that the cells in our body undergo with each passing year. The cells in our body multiply to replace old cells at different rates; some replicate very frequently (such as skin cells) while others are hardly replaced at all (such as brain cells). Each cell has a finite number of times that it can replicate to produce a brand new cell. Once it reaches this limit, the cell dies and is reabsorbed by the body. As these cells are lost or damaged, the process of ageing starts to show.

Our skin starts to become thinner and show wrinkles as a result of a steady loss of skin cells. The surface of our skin becomes visibly drier as we produce less sweat and oil as we age. Under the skin, our bones become more pronounced as we store less fat in these visible areas. The rate of bone loss accelerates to outweigh the rate of bone growth occurring in our bodies. Our muscles lose mass and strength, meaning we can’t run, jump or lift as easily as we once could.

But it’s not all doom and gloom! With age comes wisdom, different perspectives and a wealth of experience. What’s more, some ageing processes can be mitigated – and some can be reversed. With effort and the right regime, it is possible for older individuals to reverse the rate of muscle loss within their body and actually become stronger. I have seen it with my own eyes on many occasions. The first and biggest step is accepting that it is possible and that a slow, ageing decline is not inevitable.

One of the reasons ageing happens seemingly so quickly for many people is that they succumb to the temptation to make life easier by design as they grow older. Gradually decreasing their activity levels with each passing year, as family members constantly remind them to ‘take it easy’, they lose vital steps each day. If you choose to become more sedentary over time, you’ll gradually lose the ability to carry out the key fundamental human movements without even realizing it. Once you lose the ability to perform these fundamental movements, there will likely be situations where you’ll need the assistance of others. You’ll live with a higher risk of injury and your mobility and independence could even be threatened in advancing years.

I don’t wish this loss of mobility and independence on anyone. This is why I’ve laid out the movements I believe to be key for over-fifties (the ‘Nine at Ninety’) to protect and maintain vitality as the years advance. With some awareness, persistence and discipline, it’s possible to practise and regain these movements should you find that you struggle to perform them as well as you’d like. You can find these fundamental movements.

The other part of us that can be affected by ageing is the brain. It is a common misconception that problems such as dementia and Alzheimer’s disease (AD) are directly caused by the ageing process. Dementia and AD are not normal human processes and we shouldn’t just expect and accept that they are a fact of life. In this book, we’ll talk about strategies for keeping the brain, and the mind it contains, young and nimble.

Research carried out over the last 50 years has unearthed the fact that our fate is not entirely dictated by a predetermined destiny. Major causes of death and disability, such as AD, once considered part of the genetic lottery, have been exposed as, to some extent, a result of the way we live our lives. This growing body of research is monumentally exciting; it puts our destinies back into our hands. For example, one of the key mitigating factors against AD isn’t a pill or medication, but exercise. We will talk about the positive effects of exercise, which are simply too compelling to ignore.

So, while ageing was once regarded as simply the inevitable process of moving closer and closer to the grave, we can now view it in a different, modern, more informed and hopeful way. It is important to realize that we have a choice as to how we live through the ageing process. We truly can control ageing when it comes to our health, fitness and mobility, and the ageing process of our brains is largely within our control too. This mindset may be one of the most important shifts you’ll need to make to get the most out of this book.

Once you have internalized the fact that you do have a choice when it comes to how growing old feels, looks and plays out for you, you’ll feel empowered to start making positive changes. And maybe you’ll stop rolling your eyes and saying, ‘I guess I’m just getting old’, whenever you get a new ache or pain!




What Is Mobility?

Mobility is the term given to two different aspects of your physical health. One definition of mobility is simply how well you can move about. Having good mobility means you can get out of a low chair, climb stairs, and even adjust your feet quickly to react to a trip more easily than someone with poor mobility.

The second definition of mobility is body-area specific. This type of mobility refers to how well you can control the movement of a particular joint throughout its complete range of motion. For example, you may be able to raise your arms over your head, but how stable are you when you get there? Do you have enough control to perform an intricate task, like changing a light bulb? Having control throughout a range of motion is one of the most important parts of injury prevention and something we will talk about a lot throughout the course of this book.

Both types of mobility are crucial to leading a long, happy, healthy life. Of course, they both feed into one another. Maintaining the ability to get about is only possible when you have good control through the joints in your lower limbs. Maintaining this good range of motion is only possible when you remain active and regularly use the movement capabilities available to you. We’re going to call the first type of mobility ‘general mobility’ – the ability to get about easily. The second type of mobility is ‘movement-specific mobility’ – the ability to control the movement of a specific part of your body.

How do you know whether you have good general mobility?

The answer to this question really lies in what you’d like to be able to do in terms of movement each day. Good mobility for someone who works an active job and likes to take long walks at the weekend might look different to good mobility for an 86-year-old who just wants to be able to collect their paper from the shop every morning.

If you want to assess or improve your mobility, the first thing you should do is to write down what you’d like to achieve each day without pain, feeling tired or feeling the need to stop when you’re out and about. For example, you might decide that you want to be able to take the dog out for a 20-minute walk each morning, get into the gym three times each week, and be able to go for a two-hour walk every weekend without having to crash on Sunday because you’re so worn out. Start by writing down the activities you’d like to be able to achieve each week. Be specific with distance and duration.

Once you have your list, I want you to write down what you’re currently doing each week in terms of general activity. Look at the two lists and compare. You may currently be doing 70 per cent of what you’d like to be able to do. This is fine; simply make a resolution for yourself, starting right now, that each week you’re going to add 5 per cent to your total activity level, until you reach your general mobility goal.

You may already be at 100 per cent of your general mobility goal. This is also fine; make a resolution to continue with this level of general mobility, and when you feel it slipping, you’ll know to take action early, as opposed to being oblivious to your mobility levels as they slip away. As you’ll now be more aware of your activity levels, you’ll be able to tot up a total of your weekly activity and compare it to your goals. If you miss a dog walk one morning, you’ll know you’re only at 95 per cent for your general mobility quota that week, so you might add another 20 minutes onto your long walk on the weekend. There are endless ways to make up the general mobility quota you set for yourself; it just takes a little planning and preparation to do so.

How do you know whether you have good movement-specific mobility?

It’s possible to assess the movement-specific mobility of every single joint in the body, and this is something I do regularly with my clients in my clinic. However, for the purpose of this section of the book, we will focus on testing your shoulder, hip, knee and ankle mobility. If you feel that you lack mobility in these or in other areas of the body, you will be able to find some guidance on how to improve these sticky areas elsewhere in this book.


	For the shoulder, you should be able to lift your arms high above your head without pain and without arching your back. You should also be able to reach up behind your back as far as your shoulder blade, as if to reach for a bra strap. Going in the other direction, you should be able to touch the back of your head with ease while letting your elbow roll out. If any of these movements are tricky for you, you may lack shoulder mobility.

	For the hip, you should have no trouble putting your shoes and socks on. Getting in and out of a car should be easy without having to turn your body and ‘reverse’ back into the seat. If you have difficulty getting in and out of cars (especially low ones), or need to use a shoehorn to put on your shoes, your hip mobility may be poor. A bit of effort to improve it would help to safeguard this area of your body from future problems.

	For your knees, you should be able to squat down and pick something up from the floor by bending your knees, without having to rely on bending at the waist. When sat on a sofa with your legs up on the seat stretched out in front of you, you should be able to lock your knees out so that they are fully straight. If there’s a slight bend in the knee when you do try to lock the knee out, you may lack full extension of the knee joint. This can lead to problems with walking.

	Finally, for your ankles, you should be able to squat so your thighs are parallel to the floor without your heels lifting up from the ground. If you can’t do this because your ankles or calves are stiff and tight, it can change the entire mechanics of this very common movement and put undue stress through various parts of the body, including the knees and spine.



It’s worth taking the time to test the mobility of each of these joints in turn, being careful as you do so. If you find any pain, stiffness or tightness, don’t worry – none of us is perfect – but you should certainly make a commitment to put in the work to improve the movement-specific mobility of this area of your body. Your body is one of your greatest assets and you need to make sure you look after it; after all, you only get one!




What Is Strength?

Throughout this book, one of the attributes we’re going to talk about, possibly more than any other, is strength. By strength, I’m referring to the capability of a group of muscles within your body to produce force and therefore movement. Without strength, movement is impossible.

Strength is key, especially for the over-fifties. Being strong protects you from injury, as your joints will be far better supported against the effects of gravity. You’ll be less likely to experience pain with arthritis. You’ll be far less likely to fall or to suffer a life-changing injury as a result. You’ll feel safer when you’re out of the house and your confidence will grow as a result. You’ll be able to do more around the home without worrying about paying for it the next day.

There really are no downsides to being strong, and one of the greatest gifts I can give to my clients is when I help them get strong enough to cope with the demands of their active lives.

So, how much strength do you really need to be healthy, fit and to remain active past the age of fifty? There are individual factors, including your daily routine, hobbies and goals, which determine the answer to this question. However, everyone needs a base level of strength to cope with the daily demands of life, unless you plan on becoming a couch potato until you pass away!

Being able to lift a small suitcase over your head is a great indicator of upper-body strength for over-fifties. If you can carry out this task without undue stress or strain – necessary when you board the plane bound for your next holiday, of course – it’s likely that you’ve got good strength in your arms and shoulders.

Being able to go from standing to sitting in a low chair very slowly, without using your hands or letting yourself ‘drop’ the last 7cm (3in) into the chair, is a fantastic indicator of lower-body strength. Although most of us get up and down from chairs every single day, it’s incredible how much we use our upper body without realizing in order to help us, sparing our legs… and causing them to become weaker as a result. We are also inclined to drop quickly into chairs, relinquishing control to gravity, which causes us to quickly lose control.

You should also have no problem walking on your tiptoes if asked to do so. This action proves lower-body strength and demonstrates strong and capable feet and ankles.

These movements are some of the key indicators I use to test the strength of my clients. If they struggle to carry out these common, everyday actions when aged fifty-five, how hard is life going to be at eighty?

But if you can’t complete these actions without stress and strain on your body, it’s not too late to do something about it. While muscle mass may continue to be lost with each advancing year, strength can be gained and maintained through practice and commitment. My aim is to show you how to do exactly that in this book. You can also find some fantastic additional resources to help you build strength in the Resources section of this book.




What Is Endurance?

Endurance is your staying power. Having substantial endurance is a prerequisite for being able to participate in daily life. If you have poor endurance, it’s impossible to walk, run or cycle as far as you’d like. Endurance is determined by how efficient your lungs and heart are, as well as how much capacity for repetitive work exists within your muscles.

But why is endurance important?

Well, for a start, it determines how far you’re able to walk with friends and family. It dictates how much of the housework you can get done in any given period. It also determines how likely you are to suffer an injury (to a certain extent) and can even be used to predict the cardiovascular health of an individual and the consequential likelihood of a heart attack.

While endurance usually refers to cardiovascular activity (the type of exercise that gets the heart pumping and the lungs working hard), we can also apply it to daily tasks, such as building a new piece of furniture or even cleaning your house.

A key point to consider about endurance is that it is very task-specific. For example, if you were to take a marathon runner, who is incredibly fit and has excellent running endurance, and put them on a bike, you might be surprised at how poorly they perform. The same is true for us and our daily tasks. We become very efficient at the things we do often – but not quite so good at new tasks that we don’t know well, even if those tasks look simple at first glance.

How much endurance is enough to live a healthy life? The answer to this question is determined by your daily routine and the way you choose to live your life. Someone who runs three times per week will need more endurance than someone who just wants to maintain their garden. However, it is important to ensure that you maintain a baseline level of fitness that is sufficient for you to cope with the stresses and strains of daily life.

One way to improve your endurance is simply to add a little more activity onto the end of what you normally do, each time you do it. Endurance is built progressively and very slowly, just like building strength by working a specific muscle over and over again. If you want to be fitter so you can walk further or get more done each day, you need first to work out how much you can already do within your current capacity. How much activity does it take until you feel like you have to stop, or until you’re out of breath? This is your current endurance capacity.

If you want to improve your endurance capacity, the most sensible protocol goes something like this: next time you’re out walking or doing jobs around the home, add five minutes onto the end of what you’d normally do before stopping. When you feel the call of a sit-down on the sofa and a cup of tea, spur yourself on to do just five more minutes. If you’re walking, take a slightly longer route than you normally would, but one that adds no more than five minutes onto your total walking time. Alternatively, you could try to walk roughly 5 per cent more quickly than the speed at which you usually do.

By adding five extra minutes or 5 per cent more effort to your current level of activity, you can slowly and incrementally build your staying power so that it’s there to call on in the future, when you may absolutely need it. Having a solid level of endurance might be the difference between catching that flight and missing it altogether if you happen to be caught in awful traffic on the way to the airport. It might be the difference between getting across the road safely and stumbling as you reach the other side. It might be the difference between a happy, tail-wagging pup and a sulking so-and-so after you tell the poor dog you can’t take him out for a walk tonight because you’re just too tired.

Building endurance takes time and a concerted effort, but once you start to reap the rewards, you’ll feel such a difference. Imagine being able to climb that hill without getting out of breath; getting to the top of a long flight of stairs without feeling like your heart is going to burst out of your chest; or getting to the end of the day and feeling tired – but far from exhausted. These are the pay-offs for your hard work.

You’ll also find benefits that aren’t necessarily detectable by you, but which will make a huge difference to your health. An improvement in heart health can lead to a dramatic decrease in the likelihood of suffering a fatal heart attack. It can prevent build-up of plaque in your arteries that could lead to a catastrophic event like a stroke. Improving your endurance is like taking out an insurance policy on your overall health. Being fitter is directly correlated with a reduced risk not just of cardiovascular problems, but of certain types of cancer and even brain disorders such as dementia.1,2

So, the next time you’re out for that weekend walk, try pushing yourself a little bit harder. Your heart, lungs and indeed the rest of your entire body will thank you for it.




Key Fundamental Movements (the Nine at Ninety!)

When you consider the things we have to do every day, there are a handful of common, yet highly challenging, movements we need to perform on a regular basis. After careful deliberation, I’ve compiled a list of the nine movements that I feel everyone should still be able to perform at age ninety.

If you have the ability to do every one of these activities without pain or restriction, it’ll be unlikely that you’ll be faced with anything in day-to-day life that you cannot handle. So, in no particular order, here are the nine key fundamental human movements – the Nine at Ninety – which, if maintained throughout your life, will give you the best chance of a healthy body and incredible longevity, and make no physical challenge insurmountable.

1. The Chair Squat (with Load)

This is an action we perform every single day, multiple times, yet most of us find incredibly imaginative ways to cheat. This causes us to miss out on the benefits of performing the action properly, and we lose the ability to perform it easily when required, as a result. What movement am I talking about? Getting in and out of a chair, of course!

Common cheating patterns usually appear in two ways:


	Using our hands as leverage on well-placed chair arms

	Dropping into the chair on the way down



So, as the first fundamental movement, my challenge to you is to be able to sit down and stand up from a low chair, one that puts your knees at a 90-degree angle when sitting, without the use of your hands. To make things harder but more effective, you’re going to do so while holding something in front of your body. The reason you’ll be holding something (preferably with a load of around 10 per cent of your body weight) in front of your body is to add resistance – as well as to busy your hands and prevent you from reaching for those chair arms!

[image: ]

1. Begin by holding a small weight in front of your body, close to your chest. Stand with the backs of your legs in contact with the seat of the chair.

[image: ]

2. Bending at the hips and the knees but keeping a straight spine, slowly (to the count of four seconds) lower yourself onto the chair. Be sure to avoid ‘dropping’ down onto the chair at the final moment!

Why this movement is key

Being able to sit down and stand up with good control throughout this motion, without using your hands, shows excellent control of your thigh muscles – one of the key muscle groups for many tasks we perform every day. I use this movement as my number one quick screening tool when I have a client with a lower-limb problem, to check how well they’re moving before we get to work.

2. The Suitcase Lift

Going on holiday can be wonderful and something we look forward to for many months prior to the trip. But holidaying can bring about a host of challenges that we don’t often face at other times of the year. One such challenge is lugging about a heavy suitcase, especially if you’re going away for a period longer than one week.

We are forced to manoeuvre our suitcases in various ways around the airport and into transfer vehicles, which can be made easier by readily available assistance. However, one task that many of my clients hate relinquishing to others is the job of depositing the carry-on luggage into the overhead storage compartment on an aeroplane. Passing the task of lifting your wife’s suitcase to the young buck in the seat behind, in front of a plane full of people, can feel embarrassing.

By building enough strength to ensure you can complete this action, you’re not only able to maintain your own independence in these matters but also help others less fortunate with their physical capabilities than you are. Suddenly, you’ll transform into the one eagerly offering help to the cabin around you and not paying for it the next day.

[image: ]

1. Lift a suitcase from the floor, using your legs as opposed to your back. Rest the suitcase against the front of your legs.
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2. Use the strength in your arms and shoulders to bring the suitcase to chest height.

[image: ]

3. Keeping your buttocks squeezed tightly to protect your back, extend your arms and lift the suitcase overhead.

Why this movement is key

Being able to lift your luggage over your head and deposit it safely and securely, then retrieve it upon landing, is a feat that requires considerable upper-body strength and stability. The shoulders, arms and ‘core’ muscles are all highly active when we lift and shift above our heads, and excellent shoulder mobility is also required when it comes to reaching for your case. If you can lift a heavy case overhead in a tightly packed aeroplane and stow it away safely, there probably aren’t many overhead tasks in daily life that will cause you a great deal of trouble.

3. The Stair Climb (with Load)

For most people, stairs are a daily obstacle that we are forced to navigate. This is a good thing: stairs keep our legs strong and our joints mobile. I always fear for my clients when they downgrade from a house to a bungalow, as they’ll lose the 10-plus trips up the stairs each day and miss out on clocking up valuable minutes of strengthening exercise as a result.

However, being able to climb the stairs is only half the battle. It’s important to be able to climb the stairs without the use of the handrail when one isn’t available. It’s also important to be able to transport a heavy load in each hand up and down the staircase when required. A great example of a load that we have to transfer regularly up and down stairs are bags of heavy shopping. We might buy a new lamp or want to decorate the bedroom, for example, or we might even have an upstairs kitchen. Either way, carrying a load upstairs independently is an important job we regularly have to do.

Why this movement is key

If you think about the way we climb stairs, we must put all of our weight on one leg when we transfer from one step to another. This requires balance and single-leg stability, which is vital for many of our other daily tasks. We also need to use our thigh muscles to their maximum capability to control our descent down a flight of stairs, more so than when we walk on the flat. Climbing the stairs with a bag of shopping in each hand is a great acid test for your leg strength and overall stability. If you can do this task, it should bring you confidence across the board.

4. The Floor Get-Up

One of the things I am most proud of when it comes to the treatment I offer in my clinic is that I regularly help my clients to avoid the terrifying prospect of a fall. Falling can be catastrophic for anyone, but especially for people over the age of seventy. In the UK, falls cost the National Health Service over £2 billion per year, purely due to the extent of the physical damage that can occur from the impact. Coupled with the fact that fallers are more likely to have fragile bones than the general population, the perils of suffering a fall are enormous and should be prevented at all costs where possible.

However, most of us will fall at some stage in our lives. Luckily, for many people falls don’t damage anything more than their confidence, but having fallen there is another problem you must face. That problem is how to get up from the floor, especially when no one else is around.

The NHS guidelines, taught to us in my hospital placement days, recommended the use of a chair to pull on to go from lying to kneeling, then the use of that same chair to push up onto to go from kneeling to standing. However, what happens when there are no chairs or other suitable pieces of furniture within reach? I’ve met more than one older person who has fallen in their home, and despite not being injured, has had to wait for paramedics to arrive before they have been able to get back onto their feet. This has been a particularly distressing event for each of these people, and I wouldn’t wish it on anyone.

That is why I believe being able to get up from the floor, without the use of a chair or any other piece of furniture to help, is one of the essential and fundamental movements that make up my Nine at Ninety. It is also the movement that may be considered the hardest of the nine movements, involving literally the entire body and a series of complex and coordinated actions.
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1. Begin by lying flat on the floor.
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2. Bend your right knee so that your right foot is flat on the floor, then swing your right leg over your left leg, using the momentum to turn onto your left side.
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3. Using your arms for stability, continue turning your body, bending your left knee as you do so, until you are in a kneeling position.

[image: ]

4. Continue to bring the leg through and place the foot on the floor, then rise to a kneeling position.

[image: ]

5. Move your right leg forwards and place your right foot on the floor, then push back with your hands to slowly straighten into a standing position.

Why this movement is key

We’ve discussed why being able to get up from the floor is so critical, but what does it actually take to be able to get up and down from the floor? For a start, you need impressive ‘core’ strength: the capability of your midriff to stabilize your body as you move through the steps from lying to kneeling and then standing. Once in a kneeling position, it takes a fair amount of leg strength to push up to standing without toppling over.

All in all, this is the ultimate movement – once you can achieve the floor get-up, you’ll have impressive confidence and should find the other fundamental movements on this list a piece of cake in comparison.

One last word about practising this movement: I would suggest you start on a soft carpeted floor with someone supervising and plenty of furniture within reach for use in helping you to stand up if you get stuck.

5. The Hole Dig

Is there any task in the garden more physical than digging a great big hole? Digging holes can be an incredibly satisfying activity and one that I always used to love on the rare occasions that I


Why this movement is key


6. The Five-Mile Walk
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7. The Gardening Crouch
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8. The Box Lift
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9. The Wood Chop
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What to Do With the Nine at Ninety
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