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				“Part of a body of new research showing that a life well lived… may protect against… life-threatening illness.” —US News and World Report

			

			
				“A wonderfully warm and illuminating account… a rare book for the way it combines cutting-edge science with an inside view of how that knowledge is being created.” —The Guardian (UK)

			

			
				“The Nun Study represents an absolutely unique American treasure and resource for all of us. The gems that Dr. Snowdon and his colleagues have unearthed will not only change the way you look at yourself and the aging people around you, they'll serve as catalysts for aging research for many years to come.”

				—Ronald Petersen, Ph.D., M.D., director of the Alzheimer's Disease Research Center, Mayo Clinic

			

			
				“There are lessons for all of us in this moving account of the School Sisters of Notre Dame and their commitment to help us find the causes of Alzheimer's disease. I came away with a new respect for the power of faith as well as the beauty and complexity of the human brain.”

				—Virginia M. Bell, M.S.W., co-author of The Best Friends Approach to Alzheimer's Care

			

			
				“David Snowdon leads us through the enthralling scientific, but also very personal, journey that he has been taking with the School Sisters of Notre Dame. The revelations along the way show us there is so much we can all do to alter for the better how we age, and ultimately how long we live. It is a journey not to be missed!”

				—Thomas Perls, M.D., M.P.H., Professor of Medicine, Harvard Medical School

			

			
				“A beautiful story. Families will find hope and support through the commitment of the sisters who have dedicated their lives to helping others enjoy the gift of life as long as possible.”

				—Sigmund Tomkalski, Executive Director, Southeastern Wisconsin Chapter, Alzheimer Association
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			The School Sisters of Notre Dame who participate in the Nun Study have opened their lives and personal histories to us in an extraordinary way trusting that we will use this information wisely in our quest to understand Alzheimer's disease. I am deeply grateful to them, and also deeply aware of my responsibility to protect their privacy. In this book a sister is identified by her real name (including her family name) only when she has given us permission to do so. For a number of reasons, other sisters are identified by a first name or religious name only. These names have all been changed, and other identifying characteristics of these sisters' lives have been changed as well. The scientific details, however, remain accurate for all sisters in the study.

		

	
		
			Prologue
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			Other Worlds





			I recall a bright Saturday afternoon on a highway outside Redlands, California, my hometown. I'm five years old. My mother pilots our light green Ford Ranch wagon south toward San Diego. She is secretary to our parish priest, Father Henry Keane, and on this day she is chauffeuring five nuns who teach at Sacred Heart, the school where I will enroll the following year.

			It's 1957, and none of the sisters has a driver's license, much less a car. Two sisters sit up front with my mother and three sit in the backseat, lined up like fence posts in their full black-and-white wool serge habits. That leaves me, the little boy with the butch haircut, crammed into the rear luggage compartment, the space usually reserved for our fox terrier, Spot. Broiling heat from the Santa Ana winds cooks the car's interior, but the five overdressed sisters remain stoic, their pale faces framed by the perfect ovals of their white wimples. Keeping vigil over all of us is St. Christopher, a small, cream-colored statue anchored to the dashboard.

			From my perch in the back, I peer out at the people in passing cars. Most of them are tanned and clothed in the diverse colors of southern California. They turn with startled expressions to stare into our old green boat, packed to the gunnels with nuns. It is then that I realize that these brides of Christ, who have taken vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience, are as mysterious to most outsiders as they are to me. It is as though they were inhabitants of a different world.
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			Nearly four decades later, investigating that world would become my life's work. From the boy who dreamed of being a gymnast and a farmer, I have morphed into a medical detective, an epidemiologist looking for clues to the mysteries of aging. Now I want to know what secrets I can learn from these religious women about one of the most puzzling other worlds that science has ever probed: Alzheimer's disease.

			Religious groups, with their carefully regulated lives and copious records, are ideal subjects for epidemiologists. Why, the Nun Study asks, do some of the sisters age gracefully, continuing to teach and serve, retaining their mental faculties into their eighties and nineties, even past one hundred? Why do others—who have lived such similar lives—appear to lose themselves, forgetting their closest friends and relatives and, in the end, becoming almost wholly disconnected from the world around them?

			For nearly fifteen years now, the Nun Study has led me deeper and deeper into the world of aging and Alzheimer's, the questions becoming ever more layered and intriguing, the possible answers more meaningful to all of us. What my coworkers and I have learned so far has challenged some of the basic scientific tenets about Alzheimer's disease, which afflicts up to 45 percent of Americans over eighty-five years of age. Aging may be inevitable, but as our research shows, Alzheimer's disease may not be—and we have uncovered promising clues about how to avoid it.

			Along the way I have developed a strong attachment to the School Sisters of Notre Dame, a remarkable group of women—678 of whom have selflessly given themselves to this project. Many of the sisters at the seven main Notre Dame convents in the United States have become part of my extended family, and my visits more closely resemble a drop-in from a nephew—or, more precisely, a great-nephew—than those of a detached, objective scientist venturing into the field to collect data. Which means that on each visit to a convent, I risk discovering that I am losing a friend.
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			I met Sister Maria in 1991 at Elm Grove, a convent built over a century ago in a suburb of Milwaukee, Wisconsin. She was then seventy-eight years old and recently retired from her work as a seamstress for the community. I was immediately drawn to her. Sister Maria was not a “modern” nun—she wore the traditional full habit every day—but she had a wry sense of humor and a wonderful, ready smile. And there was something special about being in her presence. As her nephew—himself a priest—once said, “Maria already lived partly in heaven.”

			Sister Maria also took a liking to me, and whenever I came to stay at the convent, she would look after me—asking about my life, telling me about her childhood in Germany, making sure I knew the meal and Mass schedule, and stocking the refrigerator in my convent room with beer.

			Maria was among the first group of Milwaukee sisters to join the Nun Study. She took her initial mental examination when she was seventy-nine years old. This hourlong battery of tests assesses memory, concentration, language, visual-spatial abilities, and orientation to time and place. The tests remain the same from year to year, because we want to capture the unique “fingerprint,” or pattern of change, in each woman.

			Another sister, a member of our research team, administered the Delayed Word Recall test, the most sensitive indicator of forgetfulness. Sister Marlene Manney, the examiner, showed Sister Maria ten index cards, each with a different word printed on it, and asked Maria to say each word as she flipped the cards.

			This was done three times. The words were:*

			
				Leg
Cheese
Tent
Motor
Flower
Stamp
Cup
King
Forest
Menu

			

			After this “learning phase,” Sister Marlene ran Sister Maria through other tests for five minutes to distract her. She then asked Sister Maria to recall as many of the ten words as she could. Her response was recorded on videotape.

			“A few minutes ago I asked you to learn a list of ten words, which you read one at a time from cards,” Sister Marlene said. “Now I want you to recall as many of those ten words as you can.”

			“Most are gone with the wind,” Sister Maria replied softly, swatting the air with both hands, as if dismissing the possibility that she could do it. Her voice still carried the German accent of her childhood.

			“Leg.” She paused for five seconds.

			“King.” Twenty seconds of silence passed.

			“Motor.” After another long pause, in which she turned her head back and forth to search her memory, she finally said, “Stamp.”

			Sister Maria's recall of only four of the ten words barely met the criteria for normal short-term memory.

			One year later, when she was eighty, Sister Maria took a second, identical exam.

			“Tell me as many of those ten words as you can remember.”

			“I don't think I remember that….” Sister Maria's sentence trailed off as she gravely looked at the examiner.

			“You read them when I flipped the cards. You read them over three times.”

			“Did I?”

			“Can you remember any of those, Sister?” Sister Marlene was gentle in her prompts.

			Sister Maria's smile came through even on the grainy videotape. “I don't think so…. Leg.”

			“That's right, Sister, those are the ones.”

			“Stamp” Sister Maria said, studying the ceiling in search of the other words. “What else? What else?” she said to herself, shaking her head. “They're gone.”

			Now Sister Maria's response was typical of someone in the early stages of Alzheimer's disease.

			When she was eighty-two years old, Sister Maria took the exam for the last time. By then she had moved from the Elm Grove convent to nearby Marian Catholic, a nursing home.

			“Tell me as many of those ten words as you can remember.”

			“I cannot use these?” She pointed to the stack of index cards in front of her that held the words. “Then I could do it!” Sister Maria and Sister Marlene both laughed.

			Becoming more serious, Sister Maria folded her hands in front of her, tapping the table with her fingers, and repeated, “Ten words.” Again the frustration on her face set in as she searched her memory.

			“Leg.” Sister Maria shook her head. “Isn't that something? I thought it's done, and then I forget it.”

			She waved her hand over the stack of cards like a magician and smiled. Had any of the other sisters remembered all ten words? she asked. When Sister Marlene told her that some of them had, Sister Maria seemed puzzled. Her smile disappeared.

			“Many things in life are not worth remembering,” she said, staring down at her hands. “Now I wish I could remember.”

			That day Sister Maria also took a standard test called the Mini-Mental State Exam.

			“What is the year?”

			“Nineteen hundred and… and… I can't even think of the year. Isn't that something? I should be able to say that in my sleep.”

			“That's all right. What is the season of the year?”

			“It's going to be… I can't say.”

			“What month is it?” Sister Marlene recorded in her notes that it was May.

			“March? I feel ashamed that I don't remember that.”

			“That's all right, Sister. You're doing okay. Without looking at your watch or a clock, about what time is it now?”

			“It's morning.”

			“What time is it?”

			“It's very early in the morning. Maybe around eight o'clock.” Sister Marlene recorded in her notes that it was actually 2:28 P.M.

			“What state are we in?”

			Sister Maria paused. “Isn't that something? I don't know.”

			“What city or town are we in?”

			“Mequon? Are we in Mequon? I don't know.” Sister Maria had lived in a convent in Mequon, a town in Wisconsin, for many years earlier in her life. For the past twelve years, however, she had lived in Milwaukee. Later in the test, when Sister Marlene asked her to compose a sentence, she wrote, “I love to be here.” But where was here?
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			I visited Sister Maria at the Marian Catholic Nursing Home in March 1995, shortly after her last exam. Walking down the sixth-floor hallway, I passed a few of the aged residents sitting in their wheelchairs staring blankly into space. Most of them were laypeople who shared the same floor as the sisters. One of them, a man who looked to be in his eighties, called out to me in Polish, as if asking for help. I smiled and touched his shoulder as I walked by.

			When I reached Sister Maria's room, I found her lying on her bed, still as a corpse, fully clothed in her black-and-white habit, with her hands placed symmetrically on her stomach. Her fingers clutched sky-blue rosary beads, and her eyes were closed under her thick glasses. If I had not known better, I would have thought she had gone to meet her Lord. But Sister Maria had developed a habit of “playing dead” and praying to God to retrieve her from this world.

			Sister Maria had become alarmingly frail since I'd seen her last. Lying there on the bed, she looked so peaceful that I hesitated to wake her. But I was leaving Milwaukee in a few hours, and I knew it would be at least six months before I returned.

			My hands applied the lightest pressure on her fragile shoulders.

			“Sister Maria,” I whispered. “It's Dr. Snowdon, Sister. I'm leaving soon, and I just want to say goodbye.”

			Her eyes opened. She greeted me with her familiar smile, nodding silently.

			As a boy I grew up somewhat shy and uncomfortable around others. Yet around Sister Maria, I'd always felt at ease with myself and the world. I could sit with her for long periods without saying a word, completely comfortable in the silence. Now I wanted to tell her how grateful I was for her friendship and how much I had learned from her, but I did not want to embarrass her. I thought for a minute and decided to let her in on a secret.

			“You know, Sister Maria,” I said, “I really like you. You're one of my favorite sisters.”

			Sister Maria adjusted her eyeglasses and slowly sat up, her rosary rocking back and forth in her hand like a metronome, marking the moments it took to right herself. Finally she smiled at me again, her face glowing.

			“I love you, too,” she said softly.

			She then shifted uncomfortably and leaned toward me to examine my face. Her eyes narrowed into thin creases; her eyebrows bunched together as if my face were a puzzle she could not solve.

			“Who are you?”

			You are never prepared for the devastation Alzheimer's brings. I wanted to say something—I needed to say something—but I was afraid that anything I said would make things worse. I took her hand and squeezed it gently. She looked down at my hand, and her question seemed to slip away as easily as it had come. Slowly she looked up at me with another serene smile.

			It was all I could do to smile back.
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			Ihope I die before I get old,” sang The Who in “My Generation.” I am part of the very generation they were singing to, and many of us who grew up with that anthem have learned, as we ourselves have aged, how naive a conceit that is. The School Sisters of Notre Dame have shown me that old age is not something to fear and revile. It can be a time of promise and renewal, of watching with a knowing eye, of accepting the lessons that life has taught and, if possible, passing them on to the generations that will follow. What I have learned from the sisters—many of whom remain mentally robust after a century of life—is that The Who had it exactly backward. I hope I get old before I die.

			Yet I also hope that on the day before I leave this earth, I will still have a mind that can communicate with my limbs, allow me to feel elation or regret, and properly process a sunrise's brilliance, a freshly mowed lawn's aroma, the chill of a fall night, and the love of family and friends. I want to feel that I have completed my mission in life, that I have made some small difference in this world. And I want to remember all that I can for as long as I can.

			Near the end of her life, Sister Maria confided to me her greatest fear. “I am ready to go,” she said, “I want to go. I have waited all my life for this. But now I worry God has forgotten me.” God did not forget Sister Maria. She died peacefully nine months after our last visit, and for that I am relieved. What makes me angry and sad is that Alzheimer's disease robbed her of so many of the pleasures and rewards of growing old.

			What makes me hopeful, however, is that we are learning from studying Maria and hundreds of other sisters how to achieve the promise of old age—or, as our Nun Study motto expresses it: “That You May Have Life to the Full.”

		

		
			*To maintain the integrity of the test, I have substituted different but similar words.
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		The Road to Good Counsel Hill

		
			They will open up to you, but only if you give of yourself first.

			—Sister Carmen Burg

		

		On a spring morning in 1986, when the midwestern snowpack finally had begun to melt and the change of seasons encouraged new ideas to sprout, I sat nervously in the reception room of a convent in St. Paul, Minnesota, with a new idea of my own. I had come here to meet Sister Carmen Burg, who would either help my idea take root or wish me luck and send me on my way. I feared that she had bad news for me.

		As an assistant professor of epidemiology at the University of Minnesota, I was struggling mightily to find my niche. In the competitive world of scientific research, especially at a large institution, I knew I had little time to establish my value to the department. All too frequently I remembered my chairman's words: “It's nice to be independent, but you must be funded.”

		Sister Carmen was an elected leader of one of Minnesota's largest groups of Catholic nuns, the School Sisters of Notre Dame. Nearly two hundred sisters lived at the Good Counsel Hill convent in Mankato, ninety miles southwest of St. Paul. I had contacted Sister Carmen to propose a research project involving the nuns. Now I worried that she had offered to meet me here—before I ever got to Mankato—so that it would be less awkward to turn me down. Underscoring my anxiety were images that had been seared into my memory at Sacred Heart elementary school. Most of the sisters had been serious, take-no-prisoners disciplinarians.

		I had learned what I knew about the School Sisters of Notre Dame from Nora Keenan, a graduate student in our department. Nora had an unusual background for an epidemiologist: She had previously been one of the Notre Dames and had lived at the Mankato convent. She explained to me that her former congregation had originated in Bavaria in 1833, at a time of great political and social upheaval. The founder was a teacher at a parochial school, Caroline Ger-hardinger, who later took the religious name Mary Teresa of Jesus. Mother Teresa, as she was known, believed that society could be transformed through the family, and that her call was to provide education and spiritual formation for girls— particularly poor girls in rural areas. Shortly after the congregation was established, millions of Germans—driven by crop failure and revolution—began to emigrate to the United States, and the American bishops asked Mother Teresa to consider a new frontier for her mission. Together with four other sisters, she arrived at a forest settlement in Pennsylvania in 1847. From there, the congregation had moved west and south with the immigrants, founding schools and convents throughout North America. By 1986, the congregation (now based in Rome) had more than seven thousand sisters in nearly thirty countries. The Mankato convent—one of seven provincial motherhouses in this country—had been established in 1912.

		Nora's account immediately sparked my interest. As I told her one day over lunch, I had built my career so far around studying unique populations of religious groups. For my Ph.D. thesis at Minnesota, I had joined an ongoing study of the Lutheran Brotherhood and investigated whether cancer and heart disease had any links to alcohol use. I then worked at California's Loma Linda Medical College, investigating the impact of diet on the health of Seventh-day Adventists. Now that I was back at Minnesota, I wanted to study aging and health, and I suspected that nuns or priests—I did not really have a preference—would offer unique clues. It was then that Nora had offered an introduction to Sister Carmen.

		My nervous wait ended when a short, smiling woman came into the reception room and held out her hand. Sister Carmen was dressed in a simple white blouse, camel-colored cardigan, and long plaid skirt. Only a small pin over her heart signaled her membership in the School Sisters of Notre Dame. I had forgotten that since my days at Sacred Heart school, the reforms of the Second Vatican Council (or Vatican II) had made the black-and-white habit an option. Now in her early sixties, Sister Carmen wore large glasses, and behind them I could see the intelligent, patient eyes of a woman who had taught thousands of children. After we had chatted for a few minutes, she got right to the point.

		“You know, Dr. Snowdon,” she said in her distinct midwest-ern accent, “I love being a nun. Sisters are as human as the next person. But my question is, why on earth do you want to study nuns?”

		She listened attentively as I described my past work with Lutherans and Adventists. I explained to Sister Carmen that these religious groups kept extensive membership lists and historical records that made them ideal subjects for epidemiological studies. And the members often had similar lifestyles, which enabled researchers to make powerful comparisons of factors connected to illness or health. Nuns had even more similar histories. They do not smoke. They are celibate. They have similar jobs and income, and they receive similar health care for most of their lives. All of these factors reduce the confounding variables—such as poverty and lack of health care—that can cloud the meaning of data. Outside a laboratory, it would be hard to find as pure an environment for research.

		In fact, I went on, nuns had already played a crucial role in expanding our understanding of two devastating diseases that afflict women: breast cancer and cervical cancer. In the 1950s scientists observed that nuns had an unusually high risk for breast cancer. This led researchers to examine overall breast cancer rates more closely, comparing single to married women. It emerged that single women, like nuns, also had a high risk of breast cancer. The variable turned out to be pregnancy and the hormonal changes it causes. Much of today's understanding of how hormones affect breast health had its origin in this research.

		Several famous studies, on the other hand, have reported cervical cancer to be rare in nuns and common in prostitutes, I offered, immediately realizing how odd this must have sounded to Sister Carmen. In this case, it was a sexually transmitted virus that ultimately emerged as the link to cancer. “Again, it isn't difficult to make the connection,” I added.

		“No, it isn't,” she agreed.

		I gladly changed the subject to aging and the purpose of my visit. “I'm hoping the study of the School Sisters of Notre Dame will lead to some major clues about aging and disease,” I said. “Ultimately, I want to increase our knowledge and help people live longer, better lives.”

		Sister Carmen brightened when she heard this. If she was bothered by the vagueness—or vastness—of what I was proposing, she didn't let on. She sat quietly for a minute.

		“Let me tell you, Dr. Snowdon,” she began. “We have always believed in the power of knowledge and ideas. A large part of our mission has always been teaching. Over ninety percent of our sisters have been teachers at one time. Some of our older sisters taught in towns that had no schools before they arrived.

		“Our sisters have spent their entire adult lives trying to help other people in the community. Even in their retirement, they have a deep passion and drive to help others. I think they would see your study as a way to continue their lifelong mission of helping others, of educating others.”

		“Yes, I hope so,” I said.

		Sister Carmen paused again and then let out a big, contented sigh. “Okay,” she said, as only a Minnesotan can.

		“Okay?” I was confused. “You mean—”

		“Wait.” She raised her open hand and stopped me in mid-sentence. “I'll move forward with your request, but you need to listen carefully to what I am about to say. No matter what you do, I want you to remember who these women are. They are real people. Very dear to us. They are holy people, too. I don't want you to treat them as research subjects. Get to know them. Understand that many of the older sisters were the teachers or mentors of the younger sisters, and we treat them with the care and respect they deserve. We will expect nothing less from you.”

		I was a little stunned by Sister Carmen's statement. My prior research projects had included tens of thousands of participants, and I knew them only through their medical records and the questionnaires they had filled out. All researchers are taught that scientific objectivity depends on keeping one's distance from the people one studies. I had no idea how I could fulfill her request, so I simply nodded and said, “I'll do my best.”

		Sister Carmen gave me this parting advice: “They will open up to you,” she said, “but only if you give of yourself first.”
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		If Sister Carmen had asked me how I became an epidemiologist, I would have had to answer, “Chickens.”

		Puberty took away my lithe frame, ruining my imagined future as a gymnast, so I needed something new to do after school. Unlike my two older brothers, I had little interest in football or baseball. Being a teen also meant that I badly wanted to be different from my brothers—and everyone else. So I decided to take up a hobby my father had pursued when he was a child: raising chickens and selling their eggs. With his help, I built a couple of coops in our suburban backyard and bought some multicolored bantam chickens at a local farm.

		Bantams are the most petite breed of poultry, and they only occasionally lay eggs, which also are quite small. When I realized that these miniature chickens would produce only miniature profits, I began to do my homework. I became a student of chickens.

		I read every book in the library about chickens, requested every pamphlet on chicken farming available from the United States Department of Agriculture, and wrote every hatchery in the state asking for information on their chicks. I finally decided to breed Rhode Island Reds, which my father had raised, both because they had excellent egg production and because they had enough meat on their bones to make a decent meal. I bought a trio of Reds, two hens and a rooster, from a noted breeder in Illinois, who shipped them by train to my home in California.

		My chicken hobby became my passion. Business began to boom, and I made more money on my egg route than my friends made on their newspaper routes. I became “David the Eggman,” a nickname that riffed off Beatles lyrics and made me proud.

		My flock grew to nearly a hundred Rhode Island Reds, and I monitored my population closely. I weighed each bird weekly and charted individual egg production. I vaccinated every chick. Any bird that fell ill went into isolation so as not to infect others. I installed the best watering system I could afford, fed them high-quality feed, kept refining their housing conditions, and when necessary treated them with antibiotics. It was pure economics: The longer I could keep each bird alive, well, and productive, the more money I could make. I began systematically studying ways to maintain my flock's health and well-being, which led to several blue-ribbon birds that I showed at the San Bernardino County Fair.

		Although I did not know it at the time, my chickens taught me the fundamentals of epidemiology. Understanding the causes of a disease in a population can lead to prevention strategies—and it's far more effective to prevent disease than to treat it after it has occurred. To study the factors that cause disease, we need to compare individuals in a population, from the direly ill to the remarkably healthy as well as the ones in between. Disease is a process, and the conditions of early life—whether chosen or imposed—often cause or prevent later problems.

		Finally, my flock also introduced me to a central focus of gerontology: the importance of maintaining function and of understanding the key points along a continuum, from highly productive to completely disabled. For my chickens, the question was pretty simple: How often and long would they continue to lay eggs? Successful aging in a human being is more complicated, as maintaining both physical and mental function requires an intricate interplay of myriad factors. Nonetheless, the basic principles are similar to those I learned in my own backyard.
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		I've always enjoyed the two-hour drive down U.S. 169 from the Twin Cities to Mankato. I made the trip for the first time two weeks after my meeting with Sister Carmen Burg. The road keeps company with the Minnesota River much of the way and runs through rolling fields of soybeans and corn. Elm trees shade the white farmhouses, and silos sit next to red barns—the kind of comfortable midwestern landscape that might appear in a child's picture book. It was a six-day trek in 1852, the year Mankato was named with the Sioux word for “blue earth.” The bluish-tinted clay soil is still visible along the roadside as you approach the town. The French explorer Pierre LeSueur was so sure it contained copper that he shipped two tons of the stuff back to France in 1701—only to be given the disappointing news that it was worthless.

		Good Counsel Hill—or the Hill, as it is known in these parts—is in the northern section of town. As the road winds upward past the high school track and soccer field, the spire of the convent's chapel jumps into view. The aqua-colored water tower confirms that you are in the right place: Good Counsel, it says in bold block letters.

		Past a garden planted with azaleas, roses, and wildflowers, the convent's main entrance is guarded by two marble angels. I still miss the presence of Sister Timona, who was the unofficial night sentry during my early visits. Sister Timona maintained her post in full black-and-white habit, resting from time to time in one of the wheelchairs kept by the door. This was her only concession to her eighty-nine years of age. She would call out cheerfully to the nurses at shift change, and she soon greeted me just as warmly.

		The convent is made up of four no-frills red brick buildings, and the hallways can sometimes feel like a maze. But the feeling of orderliness and calm is palpable the minute you enter. To the left of the main entrance is the community room, lit by high windows and furnished with comfortable sofas and rockers. Brass lamps and green plants sit on the side tables, along with copies of Catholic Digest and Time and glass jars of peppermints.

		There's a large dining table at one end of the room, and next to it is a smaller table where a few sisters—the “night owls”—sometimes play cards late in the evening, which means eight-thirty or nine, except for Fridays, when the sisters stay up a little later for popcorn and pop. The sisters are big on games. Competition is stiff on everything from dominoes to Triple Yahtzee, bridge to Scrabble, Boggle to cribbage, and a dice game called Fill or Bust. I learned quickly that I'd have to pay full attention if I wanted to keep up with the play—and the scoring.

		For my first visit, I had planned a short presentation about the study I hoped to do. Sister Rita Schwalbe, one of the administrators at the convent, introduced me to the hundred or so sisters who had come to hear me. “He's here to observe us, and he's going to be here a lot,” Sister Rita said.

		My aim at first was modest and protean: I wanted to investigate aging, though I still had only sketchy ideas about what it was I hoped to learn. Some of the sisters had a fire in their eyes as they listened to me, absorbing every word. Others fell asleep in their wheelchairs. I felt off balance, still touched by my grade-school fear of nuns.

		After I spoke, many of the sisters gathered around, waiting patiently for their turn to welcome me to their home. “I was a college professor for forty-eight years and I missed only two days of classes!” one of them said proudly. “I'm seventy-five years old and I feel great,” proclaimed another.

		I was astounded to learn that one sister had taken the bus from Red Wing, a hundred miles away, to attend. I was even more astounded when she told me she was seventy-nine and still working as the official parish visitor for St. Joseph's Church; she walked everywhere in that hilly town, calling on the elderly and sick and delivering the Holy Eucharist to the homebound. She peppered me with questions about my work, and I took careful note of her name: Sister Nicolette Welter. Here was a sister who surely had much to teach me about successful aging. Her body had not failed her, and her mind was keenly alive to new ideas and possibilities.

		I knew that I would have to narrow down my thinking to come up with a manageable research topic, and I began making regular trips to Mankato, hoping to find a focus. I also wanted to honor my promise to Sister Carmen and get to know the sisters. My own grandparents had died when I was quite young, and like many members of my generation, I had grown up without any significant contact with old people. I simply did not know what to expect.

		I stationed myself in the community room, guessing that its central location and proximity to the chapel would make it easier for the sisters to approach me. My guest room was right across the hall, next to an alcove housing a statue of Mother Caroline Friess, the first leader of the School Sisters of Notre Dame in

		
		
			
		

		
			
		

		
			
		

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
	
		
			In gratitude for the participation and prayers

of the thousands of dedicated School Sisters of Notre Dame

in the seven provinces in the United States


			Baltimore, Maryland
Chicago, Illinois
Dallas, Texas
Mankato, Minnesota
Milwaukee, Wisconsin
St. Louis, Missouri
Wilton, Connecticut



			And for my parents

			Hank and Barbara Snowdon
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