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Introduction

The Myth of Aging


Every day, no matter what our age or current health status, we have a very clear choice: We can grow older or we can grow younger.

I mean this quite literally.

Some people might not see aging as a choice—they see it as something they have no control over, just like the passage of time. But with the information I share in this book, I hope to convince you that you absolutely do have a choice in the age of your bones, your muscles, your internal organs, and your skin. You can decide if you want to spend your days feeling vital, energetic, and healthy, and joyfully use your body to exercise, travel, and play with your children (or grandchildren)—or if you want to be confined to a life of joint and back pain, limited mobility, and a lack of physical strength that keep you sitting on a bench and watching others do the things you once did.

The difference between these two extremes is a matter of 30 minutes a day—that’s all. You already possess the power to determine your body’s true age. The choice is yours: Passively allow the aging process to take over, or actively counter the aging process in a mere half hour a day.

Me, I like that kind of deal. I plan on staying young forever (or as close to it as I can manage!). And I hope you do, too. I can show you how.

THE MYTH OF AGING

Until very recently, medical researchers believed that many of the negative effects of aging were inevitable. As we grow old, conventional wisdom has told us, our skin sags, our muscles waste away, we gain weight, and we eventually develop a chronic disease, such as heart disease or cancer, which will kill us. (Is it any wonder we are such a youth-obsessed culture?)

But in the past few years, scientists have made tremendous discoveries that offer a different picture of what it looks like to get older. Consider these common myths about aging that have recently been disproved:

Myth: Our brains grow only until we’re in our twenties—and then they start to die.

Truth: Neuroscientists have proved that, as long as we stay mentally active, our brains can actually keep growing and adding brain cells well into our twilight years, through the miracle of “brain plasticity.” (And the most powerful booster of brain plasticity? Exercise.)

Myth: Our metabolism slows down when we hit 40.

Truth: If we do absolutely no exercise, yes, our metabolism will start to take a hit at 40. But study after study over the last 25 years has proved that people who consistently exercise three times a week can completely avoid age-related metabolic slowdown and actually retain the same metabolism as people almost 40 years younger.1–3

Myth: Our skin will inevitably age and wrinkle—our only defense is good genes.

Truth: We know now that many, many factors have an impact on the health of our skin. And, luckily, the amount of sun exposure can be countered with sunscreen. The amount of free radical activity can be countered with a fruit- and vegetable-rich diet packed with free radical–fighting antioxidants. The impact of gravity on the skin’s elasticity and firmness can be lessened with plenty of fresh water, enough deep sleep, and—you guessed it—exercise. (Recent research found just 3 months of exercising twice a week can restore the skin of 60-year-old sedentary folks to the same state as that of a 20- to 40-year-old!)4

Myth: Our muscles inevitably fade away with each passing decade.

Truth: If we don’t use it, we will lose it. But if we do use it—meaning, if we engage our muscles—we don’t need to lose a single ounce of muscle. One University of Pittsburgh study looked at a cross section of 40 recreational athletes aged 40 to 81 who exercised four or five times a week. They underwent MRI scans, body composition testing, and quadriceps strength testing; the researchers measured their muscle mass and the amount of fat under their skin and between their muscles. The researchers found that, with exercise, the athletes could retain exactly the same levels of lean muscle mass from their forties into their eighties—in fact, some of the older exercisers had even more lean muscle tissue than the younger athletes.5

Myth: Our joints are destined to fail.

Truth: Our joints fail not from age but from mismanagement. If we learn how to protect our body from intense impact (by learning to walk gently), pay attention to range of motion in our training, and learn the proper ways to support our joints with flexible muscles, our original joints—the ones we are born with!—should remain healthy until our very last days.

Myth: Everyone gets cancer/diabetes/heart disease eventually.

Truth: Up to 34 percent of cancer risk is directly attributable to lifestyle choices.6 Every kilogram of weight loss lowers your risk of type 2 diabetes by 16 percent—so losing just 10 pounds could reduce your diabetes risk by over 60 percent.7 A study in the New England Journal of Medicine estimated that 82 percent of heart disease and heart attacks in women can be attributed to factors such as smoking, not exercising, being overweight, or eating a high-glycemic-index diet.8

If these truths seem hard to believe, I’m not surprised. The dogma has long held that we are powerless against the march of time. After all, research had long found that, between the ages of 40 and 50, adults lose up to 8 percent of our muscle mass, with the loss accelerating to over 15 percent per decade after we hit 75.9 The assumption has always been that this muscle loss was simply an inevitable consequence of aging.

But just in the last five years, the field of aging research has exploded with new clinical findings. Those scientists from the University of Pittsburgh and other well-respected medical centers have been proving just how wrong the assumption that age equals muscle loss has been. They’ve found that aging is far more a consequence of lifestyle choices than of calendar years. In fact, many of the symptoms we associate with aging are actually the result of not just the wear and tear on our bodies from years of use but also the negative effects of disuse. In our muscles are the keys to our longevity—the mystical wellspring of youth, called the mitochondria—the powerhouses of the cells. If we can keep these mitochondrial fires burning, our muscles—not to mention our bones, hearts, lungs, skin—can all enjoy the vitality and energy of youth, right up until our final days.

The secret to keeping these powerhouses well fed and burning strong may surprise you. You don’t have to run marathons. (Unless you want to.) You don’t have to spend hours grunting in the gym. (Unless you’re into that kind of thing.) All you have to do is something that takes just a few minutes every day and makes your body feel lighter, leaner, smoother, more graceful, and relaxed. All you need to do is stretch.

LOSE 10 POUNDS AND 10 YEARS IN 10 MINUTES

Now, I’m not talking about the kind of stretching you do as you get out of bed and yawn in the morning. When I say stretching, I’m referring to a very specific kind of stretching, the ESSENTRICS model of toning and strengthening, which I will share with you in this book. Throughout my 30+ years of creating, developing, and teaching this approach, I have seen how it helps people instantly improve their appearance and very quickly improve many aspects of their health and fitness. I’ve been amazed at how the ESSENTRICS model can radically change the lives of busy people who thought their fittest years were behind them. And I love to see the looks on people’s faces when they realize how quickly good posture can radically change their appearance. (As I like to say, by using the ESSENTRICS model, you can “lose 10 pounds and 10 years in 10 minutes”—simply by changing the way you carry your body, you will look a decade younger.)

In working with thousands of people on every continent in the world, I have seen how the ESSENTRICS model:


	improves core strength

	lengthens and tones all muscles (for a “dancer’s body”)

	increases energy, balance, and flexibility

	speeds lymphatic drainage and circulation

	improves circulation and cardiovascular tone

	decreases the need for prescription drugs

	relieves back, knee, shoulder, hip, and foot pain

	rebalances joints; alleviates and reverses arthritis and osteoporosis

	heals acute and chronic injuries

	decreases falls, sprains, and other injuries that can lead to inactivity and lack of mobility



and, most delightfully for many,


	helps speed weight loss—without extra effort



All of these remarkable benefits can be yours for just the slightest investment of time every day. If one drug could offer all of these benefits, we’d be beating down our doctors’ doors for prescriptions, and the pharmaceutical companies would be rich beyond their dreams. We all have access to these benefits—and many more—every day. Give yourself just 30 minutes, and very soon, you will be leading a better, richer, longer, healthier, and happier life. Not a bad trade!

I have taught this method to Olympic athletes, arthritic retirees, busy working parents, aspiring actors and dancers—and even professional hockey players. All these diverse groups of people have been surprised by how pleasurable, simple, and quick exercises can make such a profound difference in their lives. This simple approach has been a life-changer for thousands of people—but the very first life it changed was my own.

THE DANCE OF LIFE

The idea of the ESSENTRICS model was born when I was just a girl, studying at the National Ballet School of Canada, and then in my work as a professional ballerina with the National Ballet Company. There I developed a combination of discipline and creativity (not to mention an intimate knowledge of form and physique) that sparked my imagination for research and exploration, but I wouldn’t develop the techniques until much later. I had to understand the need first.

After dancing in one too many Nutcracker performances, I left the company and started my own company, then was lured into the corporate world. I enjoyed the glamorous but grueling travel schedule, which had me leaving my 5-year-old daughter with relatives two weeks a month. Leaving that job was the best decision I ever made, though at the time it seemed like the most irresponsible. I had no job, and had no inkling as to how I was going to support my little Sahra as a single mom.

I started teaching fitness classes at a local church to make ends meet. With strong word of mouth, my aerobics classes rapidly gained popularity, and before I knew it, I was teaching almost five classes a day in the basement of a church. I was outgrowing the space, and decided to dream big and open my own fitness center. As I began to discuss my work with more and more people both within and outside the fitness community, I came to realize that most people really didn’t love to exercise. The members of my studio enjoyed my classes, sure—but I gradually became aware of this huge number of people who weren’t walking in my door and didn’t do any exercise, at any time.

This fascinated me—why did they not enjoy something that gave me so much pleasure and satisfaction? I surveyed many non-exercisers to find out, and what was revealed to me was the fact that people actually did want to exercise—they just didn’t like what was being offered. While aerobics had taken the fitness world by storm, we heard plenty of complaints about it, too. For many, the loud pounding music, high-impact movements, and copious sweating, and the bulky muscle tone they seemed to develop, were all strong deterrents. I kept hearing from my members, especially the women: I would like a workout with smooth movements that stretches me out instead of bulking me up. I want to have a long, lean, slender body. In other words, a dancer’s body.

Well, I could certainly help with that! I set out to create an “anti-aerobic” workout. With thorough research and the invaluable mentorship of the director of Oncology and Surgery at Montreal’s Royal Victoria Hospital, Dr. Shibata, and a retired sports physiotherapist, Fiona Gilmore, I dived deep into the subjects of anatomy, physiology, and basic kinesiology. As the owner of the center, I had the ability to offer trial classes to a select group of students who guided me into designing a program that was fun, was healing, and, most important, slimmed them down and toned their bodies in the ways that they hoped exercise would.

What came out of these classes was the foundation of the ESSENTRICS approach, a method I called the Esmonde Technique, which forms the basis for this book and for all the other fitness programs I have ever developed. All of these classes were aimed at keeping participants young and healthy, from cradle to grave.

I named my first class Classical Stretch because the workouts stretched the muscles with long, simple, elegant lines that reminded me of classical architecture. When I opened Classical Stretch classes to the public at my fitness center, they were an instant hit. They became so popular that, to fill the demand, I had to train new instructors to teach my technique.

Having to train others forced me to get my method out of my head and onto paper, to make it teachable to others. I had to dissect the technique and figure out what it was before I could train anyone else. I spent much of that time with my nose in any medical, anatomical, and physiological manuals I could get my hands on. This marked the beginning of a 10-year process of writing my own manuals, testing them, and starting again. I went through that process three times before completing a series of four manuals, levels one to four, which are the basis of our teacher-training program.

After experiencing surprisingly huge growth in the program, in 1999, I worked up my courage and approached PBS with the faint hope that it might be interested in airing my fitness program on its network. Well, the rest is history. Fifteen years later, Classical Stretch is still viewable daily in millions of U.S. households. Thousands of Americans wake up to do the program daily.

Over the years, we’ve worked to create better descriptions for this powerful method, so we can do a better job of training people. Many have said they think of ESSENTRICS as a flexibility program, with a bit of tai chi, some elements of physiotherapy stretching, and a lengthening of the muscles similar to that of ballet. When we named our program Classical Stretch, we were confident that it was a flexibility program, since everyone who did it gained flexibility.

But here’s the thing: We kept receiving testimonials from viewers of the TV show and from our own clients telling us about the dramatic changes in their strength, weight, and body shape. If they stuck with it, people found ESSENTRICS would elongate their legs, hips, and stomach, not to mention their arms, neck, and shoulders; improve their posture; slenderize their shoulders; lengthen the pectorals and upper back; open the chest and elongate the neckline; reduce love handles; and eliminate underarm flab. After a few weeks of intense ESSENTRICS, they weren’t the only ones noticing these changes—they found a measuring tape and a camera helped them see startling changes in the length and shape of their muscles. Many lost a pants size, or more.

We were baffled. We didn’t think it made sense that stretching was causing these changes in strength, weight, and body shape. Even though we knew that people were losing weight while doing the program, we couldn’t figure out why. In our search to identify what Classical Stretch was, we ended up finding the answer in the science of movement and muscle anatomy. We had our epiphany.

According to sports science, you can strengthen your muscles in one of two ways: eccentrically or concentrically. Concentric exercises strengthen the muscle by shortening it; eccentric exercise strengthens the muscle by lengthening it.

Most other fitness programs focus on concentric strengthening. You see concentric strengthening every day in the gym, when people tense up and shorten their quadriceps muscles as they attempt to straighten a leg on the leg extension machine, for example, or pull a hand weight toward a shoulder in a biceps curl, or “crunch” their abdominal muscles during a sit-up. That concentric motion is typically where we focus all of our workout attention—we don’t give as much attention to lengthening our muscles.

But by ignoring this, we’re giving short shrift to a very critical aspect of the development of healthy, strong muscles—eccentric exercise. Eccentric exercise simultaneously lengthens and strengthens, and is just as critical as concentric exercise, but is often overlooked as “wasted” time. In fact, your body is actually doing eccentric exercises as you reach into a high cupboard or get out of a car: You bend a knee and stretch out your quadriceps while these are still bearing the full weight of your body as you stand up. You are strengthening while lengthening.

Just as in the physics maxim, “The longer the lever, the heavier the load,” eccentric exercise allows your “lever” (muscle) to easily bear more resistance while in its lengthened position. The result: simultaneously lengthened and strengthened muscles.

Once we realized eccentric exercise was the principle at work in Classical Stretch, suddenly we understood why people were losing weight while following our program. Muscle cells burn more calories, so when you increase the difficulty of the load on the longer muscle, you increase the mass of your muscle, you increase your body’s metabolic rate, you burn more calories, and you lose weight. At this point, we didn’t realize something even more amazing about eccentric exercise—something that wouldn’t be revealed for years, something that helped us to understand what it is about ESSENTRICS that makes it such a powerful antiaging program. As the scientific community began to shed new light on how our DNA ages, we learned that eccentric exercise specifically, directly, and powerfully communicates with our cells to reduce oxidative stress on a cellular level—in other words, to directly combat aging.10 And this powerful weight loss and antiaging component, eccentric exercise, was in virtually every minute of every Classical Stretch routine.

Even after we solved the mystery, our ideas took a while to catch on. Instructors had never come across a workout based on eccentric strengthening, and the results people were finding in our program flew in the face of many theories they had been taught to believe. In fitness circles, the idea that flexibility could increase strength and help in weight loss seemed absurd. But as skeptical as our colleagues in the fitness industry were, we continued to receive an overwhelming number of weight loss testimonials from viewers and students around the world. Classical Stretch—now known as ESSENTRICS—was clearly a very powerful technique for both weight loss and strengthening.

In addition to fitness-seekers’ stunning weight loss, we have continued to see good results in many other groups of people as well, everyone from new mothers to baby boomers to retirees, giving us endless proof that the ESSENTRICS method increases flexibility; rebalances joints; relieves back, knee, shoulder, hip, and foot pain; and does much more for a wide spectrum of people. We see it heal injuries and alleviate and reverse arthritis and osteoporosis. We see it straighten out severely rounded backs and give participants wonderful posture. We are thrilled when it helps athletes win Olympic medals and championships. All along this journey, we have seen countless people following Classical Stretch or doing ESSENTRICS who easily lost weight and shed inches in their so-called problem areas, making their body shape longer and leaner—all of this from a method that can be done in as little as 30 minutes a day. This is the kind of full-body transformation that I would like to share with you.

AGE BACKWARDS, STARTING TODAY

I know you are busy, juggling a full schedule of competing responsibilities in your work and in your life. The ESSENTRICS method helps you maximize your exercise time investment by helping you achieve all of your strength, flexibility, balance, agility, and weight loss goals simultaneously. In this book, I will explain exactly how and why the ESSENTRICS approach is so powerful and how you can use it to slow down and reverse your own aging process.

In Part I, “How and Why We Age,” we’ll talk about the startling physical changes that can pop up around our forties, some of which can suddenly make us feel “old,” and how we can respond to fight them. I’ll reveal how mitochondria of our cells hold the keys to many facets of our health, and how dozens of recent studies suggest we need to change the way we look at aging. In Part II, “How We Stay Young and Healthy,” I’ll discuss all the benefits of the ESSENTRICS approach and how it works to keep us young, limber, and disease-free. In Part III, “The Eight Age-Reversing Workouts,” I’ll share easy-to-follow 30-minute workouts for specific conditions and goals, including losing weight, relieving pain, increasing balance, and reversing osteoporosis and arthritis. In each of the workouts, you’ll see me; my daughter, Sahra; and James Gadon, an ESSENTRICS instructor, in step-by-step photos with clear descriptions that explain the finer points of each exercise. I will explain how the ESSENTRICS technique not only reconnects you with your body’s innate strength and grace on a daily basis but also reconnects you with the joyful pleasure of movement in every aspect of your life, increasing your energy, smoothing and firming your skin, and bringing a sparkle back into your eyes.

I’m in my sixties—over forty years have passed since I danced Swan Lake—but I still feel great! I am pain-free, energetic, and strong. I have a spring in my step and I look forward to every new day with happy enthusiasm. When I get sick, I recover rapidly. I really value being full of energy and leading a pain-free life. I know how I have achieved this gift, and I want to share how you, too, can easily achieve it.

Whether you are a 40-year-old working parent needing a quick home-based workout, a 50-year-old executive who needs to de-stress and rebalance between meetings, or a 65-year-old who is looking for new ways to stay fit and vital, I hope that Aging Backwards provides you with the inspiration and understanding to feel and look stronger, healthier, and happier—for many years to come.

Enjoy!

Miranda





Part I

How and Why We Age






Chapter 1

What is Aging?


Your body wants to move.

Your body was designed to stay strong, vital, and pain-free for the full duration of your life, no matter how old you get.

Your body was programmed with the ability to continually repair itself after damage. Whether your living machine is mending broken bones, torn muscles, cuts, and burns, or fighting off invading forces with its immunity soldier cells, its primary objective is to heal. And the more you move, the more you fuel this amazing cellular regeneration and these positive, adaptive responses to challenges.

Yes, your body was created with complex systems that are capable of keeping you active and vibrant well into your senior years. And the sharpest, most powerful, most versatile tool for retaining this radiant ageless youth is not your heart, or your brain, or your lungs—it is your muscles.

Your muscles have an innate ability to remain strong and flexible well into old age—a function that not only helps you feel and move better but also helps every single body system function better. When your muscles are strong, you


	feel less pain

	have better circulation

	lower your blood sugar

	increase your energy

	enjoy better focus, stronger memory, and sharper thinking

	grow significantly more brain cells

	bring more oxygen into your body

	lower your cholesterol

	improve your cardiovascular health

	slash your risk of diabetes, cancer, Alzheimer’s disease, high blood pressure, and other chronic diseases

	become more flexible, limber, and mobile

	easily maintain a healthy weight and a toned physique



Muscles can do all that for you, and more. Even when people come to exercise late in life, and even if they have previously been completely sedentary, miraculous turnarounds are possible. I have watched in awe as people in their forties, fifties, sixties, and even seventies who do just a bit of exercise every day enjoy their ability to run a road race, hike mountain trails, go for (and get!) a challenging new promotion at work, or even just twirl their children or grandchildren around in the air.

What unites all these people is an understanding that if you use your muscles, you’ll never have to lose your muscles—you can retain all the vigor, energy, strength, and vitality of youth indefinitely. And you can get the bulk of these benefits with just a little bit of exercise—only 30 minutes—per day.

Working with the ESSENTRICS system, I’ve helped thousands of people learn an approach to exercise that’s exactly the opposite of the unproductive, dangerous “no pain, no gain” philosophy of yore. In fact, in contrast, I’d say ESSENTRICS is the “no pain, all pleasure” school of fitness. Using my program, you can strengthen your muscles, protect your body against chronic disease, gain tremendous energy, and get to enjoy a long and lean “dancer’s body” to boot—all in the time it takes you to watch one episode of a television show.

And let’s not forget the ultimate reward: You’ll live longer.

A recent longitudinal study analyzed data from more than 650,000 people whose medical information had been recorded for 10 years. Among the astonishing findings the researchers reported was the fact that for every minute you exercise, you lengthen your life by 7 minutes. These effects were found among people who started exercising at 45 years old for just 150 minutes a week—the same as doing the ESSENTRICS program five times a week. And that was just the start; those who exercised more often had even greater results.11

A guaranteed 1-to-7 return on your investment—that’s an astounding ratio. You can’t beat that kind of return in any stock market. Isn’t that amazing? You don’t have to be an athlete or a professional dancer and you don’t have to win the genetic lottery to reap these kinds of health rewards. You just need to stretch—following a very specific, scientifically validated approach—for about a half hour a day. But before we learn about the program itself, let’s dig a little deeper to find out why the muscles are so important in protecting and optimizing the health of everyone’s system, and how we can capitalize on their versatile powers right away.

YOUR GENES ARE NOT YOUR DESTINY

Before I started exploring the subject of aging, I believed that loss of muscle mass and decrease in energy were controlled by chronological years. I always thought it was a matter of good luck or good genes that enabled some people to stay youthful and active as they aged while others did not. In fact, genes have very little to do with it. Research suggests that only 25 percent of our longevity is determined by our genes—the rest, 75 percent, is due to lifestyle and environmental factors.12 And one of the most impactful of these factors is—no surprise here—exercise, adding as much as 8 extra years to our lives. Our bones, our cardiovascular system, even our skin—every one of our body systems can stay strong and vital for the duration of our lives, simply through the miracle of a daily dose of modest stretching exercise.

We haven’t always known this elementary fact. Many of us have had a brush with death at some time in our lives, because of either an illness such as cancer or heart disease, or, in some cases, a serious accident. We saw the brittle bones, the stoop, the shuffling walk as simply being part of growing old. Yes, it could be argued that those symptoms were “normal” and “natural”; what we were seeing was the body’s natural process of deconditioning and muscle deterioration. But the fact that a process is natural doesn’t necessarily mean it is inevitable.

Consider the options open to any gardener: If she tends to her garden, diligently watering her plants and ensuring they get the right amounts of sun, nutrients, and water, her plants will flourish and grow. If, however, she neglects her garden, it will soon become overgrown with weeds and, without nutrition or water, the plants will die.

Both of these outcomes are equally “natural.” These are two choices with two different consequences, both following the laws of nature. But no one would argue that they are equally desirable. Many people used to allow their bodies to age prematurely simply because they did not know any better. Do you remember how surprising it used to be, about twenty years ago, to see an elderly person with good posture and vitality, a senior who lived without chronic pain or any health problems? In the not-so-distant past, those people were seen as unusual and extraordinary.

Now, we see many people who are examples of radiant health at 60, 70, even 80 and 90 years old. We see 93-year-old yoga teachers, academics making scientific discoveries into their eighties, heads of state governing until their late eighties. We see Betty White, still cracking people up and delighting audiences at 92. We are finally starting to understand that we hold most of the power of healthy aging in our own hands.

So what does lifelong vitality look like? Many people wonder what their life would look like if they were to invest the time to do the ESSENTRICS program. I tell them this:

You can maintain perfect posture for life. Perfect posture is more natural than a slouched back, as the body is designed to have and to function with perfect posture. Slouching is caused by a disintegration of the musculature through lack of use. Slouching is the human equivalent of a plant being choked by surrounding weeds, causing the muscle cells to die before their time. But good posture is the most natural and healthy state for the spine. The muscles of the torso are created to be strong and mobile. If we take care of our spinal muscles, our posture will remain vertical, and the functioning of all of our internal organs will benefit.

You can continue to be limber and move with energy and vigor for life. Having a spring in our step is the way the body is designed to walk. The muscles of the feet, ankles, knees, and hips are created to be strong enough to easily power a light, relaxed walking gait. Neglect of those muscles causes them to shrink and weaken, but just a bit of gentle exercise will keep them strong and dynamic. If you do walk with this kind if lightness and agility, you will be less likely to suffer from any aches, pains, and stiffness, and you will feel young even as you get older. Most aches and pains are the result of stiff, atrophied muscles, and these problems, left untreated, will only worsen as we age. The truth is that there is absolutely no need for the majority of muscular-related chronic aches and pains to occur in the first place. If we exercise our muscles with an equal emphasis on strength and flexibility, they will give us a spring in our step that will last throughout our lives.

You can stay slim and toned for life. Uncontrollable weight gain may seem like a side effect of aging, but it’s entirely avoidable if we do the correct flexibility and strengthening exercises. Weak, inflexible muscles make us look soft and shapeless, and those unnecessary body changes rob us of our self-esteem and confidence. True, we might not be running down the beach in a bikini forever. But who really wants that? We can easily retain a trim waist and narrow hips, even build muscle definition, and radically reduce the dreaded “softening” in our midsections through regular gentle full-body stretching and strengthening exercises.

OK, I’ve made my point: The rapid decline of the human body is not an inevitability that must be accepted and endured—we now know it’s something that doesn’t have to happen at all. But the question for many of us is: How do we prevent that from happening? What do we do about it?

WHERE TO GO FROM HERE

You might have a regular exercise routine—but still struggle with chronic pain that derails your program regularly. Or you may be losing weight through diet, but you aren’t sure about what kind of exercise you should be doing. Or you may have gone all out on an ambitious exercise program—only to burn out, get discouraged, and fall into a habit of inactivity, waiting for the next thing that will inspire you into action.

Simply put, many people are stuck in neutral, not knowing where to begin. We may see the marathon runners or the spin class junkies, and we know that’s not for us—but how do we get started? Is it more important to focus on strength training or cardio? Should we work out for a long time at a low intensity, or for a short time at a high intensity? We might put off starting a program until a not-so-busy time. We may spend time debating which program would be better than another. We may wander around in the bookstore or fitness equipment aisle, and wonder, “Which one of these do I do?”

Anytime I hear people asking these questions, I can’t wait to share ESSENTRICS with them. Because I know that in this one program, they can fulfill so many of their health and fitness goals. No matter if you’re already in great shape, or if you’ve just getting back on the exercise horse, or if you’ve never been active a day in your life, the same program works for everyone. Here’s why:


	You can do it anywhere—at any location, inside or outside, where you have one body length of space, you have enough room.

	You need no equipment—you can exercise in your pajamas, and you don’t even need fancy shoes. (In fact, ESSENTRICS should be done barefoot!)

	You don’t need a lot of time—the entire program can be completed in 30 minutes or less.

	You don’t need to be super fit—the ESSENTRICS program is progressive, starting gently and becoming more challenging to your muscles as you go.

	You won’t ever feel “pain”—the ESSENTRICS program is relaxing and all about limbering up and stretching all of your muscles as you strengthen them.

	You can lose weight without sweating—one amazing feature of ESSENTRICS is how powerfully it can shape your physique, helping you develop stronger muscles that burn fat while you sleep.



All that is required to feel youthful and healthy is a little bit of help from doing this daily gentle full-body exercise. You may be surprised to know that something so gentle can be so beneficial, because we’ve been told that exercise must hurt—we have to go for the burn if we’re going to see any results. But many people dislike rigorous exercise. The truth is this: To remain strong and flexible, we do not have to push our bodies to their limits. Even modest exercise will grant an exponential return in value.

If you have always resisted the idea of exercising, you probably tried exercises that are uncomfortable, unnatural, and exhausting. The truth is that exercising should feel natural, and the ESSENTRICS program will show you how 30 minutes of exercise can be fun and pleasant. You’ll learn how to enjoy exercise again, and even look forward to your next session. If you’re already a practiced exerciser, you’ll be surprised and delighted to find a stretching, strengthening, lengthening, and toning method that leaves you feeling so relaxed and limber while it also gives you such amazing results in only 30 minutes a day. I believe that ESSENTRICS will completely change your perspective on exercise.

PROTECT YOUR LEGACY

Once you understand how your body ages, you will see that you absolutely do have a choice about how you live the rest of your life. One choice: Do nothing, and just allow yourself to slow down, get stiff, suffer chronic pain, and most likely lose your independence. Another choice: Stay young, vibrant, energetic, and independent. In this book, my goal is to share everything you need to make the choice to keep your body vital and engaged in the world for as long as you choose. By the end of this book, you will learn, beyond a doubt, that that choice is entirely in your hands.

Helping everyone, especially older adults, learn to love exercise isn’t just my profession—it’s my mission. From a societal perspective, I believe we too often dwell on what we lose as we age instead of focusing on what we gain. I firmly believe we should never conceal our age—as though having lived all of our exciting years is something that we should be ashamed of! What we need to do is realize that, every day, we can be walking, living, breathing examples of lives well lived. We need to safeguard our health with exercise not only for the sake of our vanity but also to share our knowledge and protect our legacy. After all, the beauty of aging is that by the time we’ve hit our “second half,” we have become wiser, better people with a wealth of maturity and life experience. We learn to tolerate others’ perspectives, values, and outlooks. We may even come to celebrate these differences! Perhaps most important, we learn to forgive, and come to understand what is truly worthy of our time and focus, and what is not. Just when we are emotionally ready to make the world a better place and help guide the younger generation, our aging bodies can sometimes get in the way.

What a shame it would be if all of your accumulated knowledge, gleaned from a lifetime of hard lessons learned, could be wasted because your body is not vital enough to stay in the game.

Let’s not let that happen. The world needs your wisdom.

You can make a different choice. You can choose to live a life full of vitality, strength, and joy. Whether you are a fitness lover or a casual walker, or even if you’ve never exercised a day in your life, you can make that happen—you just have to start now!

The first step toward realizing the importance of your choices is to understand why some bodies begin the steady decline of age—and how, instead, you can protect your lifestyle, your brain, and your gorgeous body by learning to Age Backwards.





Chapter 2

The Building Blocks of Life and Our Inner Fountain of Youth


A full understanding of successful aging must begin with the primary building blocks of your body: your cells.

You are the sum of trillions of cells. The health and vitality of your cells are reflected in every single tissue in your body. Whether you can run and jump, or feel compelled to sing or laugh, whether you enjoy a calm and peaceful afternoon with friends, or stand on the podium in a room full of your peers to deliver a speech, the health of your cells determines how your body will respond to each of these activities. If your cells are well nourished and stimulated, your body’s natural response will be energetic; you will manage stress well; your blood pressure and blood sugar will be balanced; and you’ll stay physically youthful and vibrant. If your cells are not well fed and not well stimulated, they begin to atrophy and die, and you can start to feel sluggish, depressed, and in pain.

With all of your trillions of cells, you might be tempted to brush off the significance of some cell loss—you’ve got more where those came from, right? But when it comes to Aging Backwards, every single cell counts—you don’t want to allow any harm to come to a single one of them.

Among your body’s brilliantly and intricately arranged cells, there are various types: brain cells, nerve cells, blood cells
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