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INTRODUCTION

The quest for longevity has been going for hundreds of years, since at least the Middle Ages. Back then, alchemists believed that if they could only find the Philosopher’s Stone – a mythical substance – they could use it to produce the elixir of life.

Today, not much has changed. The world’s most brilliant scientists have been hired by the world’s richest billionaires, from Amazon’s Jeff Bezos (Altos Labs) to Google’s Larry Page (California Life Company – Calico) to Paypal co-founder Peter Thiel (Methuselah Foundation), to find out if not actually how to live for ever, at least how to live healthily for a very long time indeed.

Not forgetting, of course, the redoubtable – and in my view, admirable – billionaire Bryan Johnson, who is putting vast amounts of his money into cutting-edge longevity research using his own body (and with astonishing results so far).

Meanwhile, longevity clinics are opening in the world’s richest capital cities. London alone boasts several at the time of writing, from the Hooke in Mayfair, where the top-tier membership is currently £54,000 per year – entirely affordable by the financiers who live and work there – to the (slightly) more accessible Solice around the corner, where annual membership comes in at just under £10,000.

The average age of Hooke’s clientele is 49. A top-tier membership gives you twice-yearly medical, cognitive, nutritional, fitness and wellbeing reviews as well as a host of other appraisals, including blood tests, sleep assessments and your biological age score, plus personalised supplements.

For those wanting maximum access to longevity expertise while on holiday, there are premium retreats in some of the world’s most luxurious destinations. In 2024, Kate Moss was among the gilded few who flew to Thailand for a five-day retreat at RAKxa with Deepak Chopra – ‘For optimal wellness… where ancient wisdom combines with cutting edge medicine’.

For £17,000, guests enjoyed six treatments a day in addition to longevity talks from Chopra.(I should say here that I am a huge fan of Deepak Chopra. Asked by someone at that same retreat to give his tips for a better life, he replied: ‘There’s only one. Take it easy… disengage from the drama.’ You could argue there’s invaluable wisdom in that reply, because letting go is one of the most important longevity practices there is. If you can do that, you will massively reduce your anxiety and stress – one of the greatest obstacles to living a long and healthy life.)

Nevertheless, you would be forgiven for thinking that when it comes to longevity it’s a rich man’s (or woman’s) world.

Well, I have cheering news. It doesn’t matter if you can’t afford any of the above. Because the great thing about scientists is that most of them publish their research, and make it available, if not for free then for not much more than US$30 per paper.

And I am here to tell you that all of us can adopt their methods and their advice for very little money. Sure, it is great to do the tests. But you can achieve the same results for an awful lot less.

The alchemists of the Middle Ages speculated that if they ever did manage to identify that elusive Philosopher’s Stone, it would be a common substance, found everywhere but unappreciated.

Seven centuries on, it turns out that in that respect at least they may have been right. Because, while the elixir of youth has yet to materialise, what science is discovering in the meantime is that the human body has an almost infinite capacity to heal itself.

The secret to living a longer, healthier life is actually within each and every one of us. All we have to do is allow the body to do its work. And that’s where this book comes in.

Try following my Age Less reset plan for just three weeks, and watch a miracle begin.

* * *

Imagine being 100 and feeling like a lithe, energetic 60-year-old. Or turning 80 and being in the same shape as a fit 50-year-old.

Some of the world’s most brilliant and respected longevity scientists believe this is entirely achievable – not in some utopian future, but right now.

I happen to believe the scientists are right.

What’s more, achieving it doesn’t involve weird injections or expensive equipment, merely changing some simple habits.

How do I know this? Because after several years of changing my own habits, I took one of the most accurate tests available to find out my biological age.

My actual chronological age was 60. My biological age was 20.

That’s right. I was 60 on the outside and 20 on the inside.

The secret of how I got to be four decades younger isn’t really a secret at all. It’s just the result of having read dozens of books and papers from the world’s leading longevity scientists over the years and adopting the best of their suggestions.

I passionately believe that it is possible to age not just gracefully but with increased vitality and zest for life. Entering my 60s I feel more alive than I ever have, fizzing with enthusiasm and energy.

According to David Sinclair, professor of genetics at Harvard Medical School and one of the world’s leading experts on ageing, only 20 per cent of our longevity is down to our genes. The rest – a whopping 80 per cent – is down to our environment and our behaviour.

In other words, your future health is largely in your own hands.

As we age, most of us eventually come to a fork in the road. Something happens – an injury, a chronic disease or perhaps just a slow slippage into general frailty and fatigue – and we have to make a choice. We can either slide into gradual decline and ill health, in the fatalistic but misguided belief that this is the inevitable consequence of getting older. Or we can decide to take charge of our life, our health and our future and do something about it.

MY STORY

Until the age of 43 I smoked and did no exercise. I wasn’t overweight but my diet was poor – lots of ready meals, a chocolate bar a day. I drank a glass or two of wine most nights to unwind.

A mother of two young children, I also worked full-time in a very stressful job that involved lots of pressure. I slept badly, had crippling migraines and shoulders like rocks.

In short, I felt rubbish. And I remained in this state for a very long time – years. Not surprisingly, I was permanently exhausted.

If you’d said to me then that just by changing how I ate, moved and rested I could maintain the same workload while feeling incredible, I would have laughed in disbelief and said you were crazy.

I had absolutely no time or desire to think about changing any of those things – it was taking all my energy just to keep going.

If that’s how you feel now, take heart. Believe me, you can make those changes and you will feel so much better. You just have to have faith, and take it one step at a time.

Looking back, in my case it all began with an injury – one that could so easily have ended with my becoming immobile and even more unhealthy than I already was.

My sister-in-law had been talking about running, which she loved, and said it might be a good stress reliever for me. I told her I didn’t think I could run even to the end of the road. She suggested I try a short jog to the church and back, just to see. The total distance couldn’t have been more than half a mile. It turned out that even that was too much for me. I was gasping for breath after just a minute or two and had to stop. But I have a stubborn streak and tend to be competitive with myself, so I carried on for a few weeks, three mornings a week at 6.30am, until one morning I managed to get there and back again without collapsing.

And that’s when it happened. A deep, deep pain in my lower back. By the time I drove the children to school 90 minutes later I was in agony. On the Tube to work I realised very quickly that this was not going to wear off; not only could I not sit down because of the pain, but I couldn’t stand, either. It was a 45-minute journey which I endured by alternating between standing and sitting. The pain was so intense that occasionally – to the bemusement of other passengers who stared but, this being London public transport, said not a word – I couldn’t help groaning out loud.

By around 4pm, the pain had spread all over my back and down the whole of my right leg. A kind colleague drove me to her osteopath, who told me my entire back had gone into spasm to protect itself from whatever it was that had happened. The pain was extreme, far exceeding anything I’d experienced in childbirth (and I say that as someone who gave birth the second time with no pain relief at all).

I have had many reasons over the years to be beyond thankful I am married to a doctor. I phoned him to tell him what was happening and that evening he came home with some extremely strong medication. For the first time in 14 hours, the agony faded away. It felt like a miracle.

But when I didn’t take the medication, the pain remained excruciating. My leg stayed numb for a week; I struggled to walk at anything faster than a snail’s pace. An MRI scan showed a curvature, or scoliosis, on my spine that unbeknownst to me had been there since birth (meaning that without good core strength my back was simply an accident waiting to happen) and a severe prolapsed disc.

Several doctors advised an operation. I didn’t like the idea and my husband’s view was to avoid surgery if possible. So I began my long, slow recovery by following the advice of Sara Key1 – a brilliant osteopath who also happens to have helped both King Charles and Queen Camilla – to rock gently on my back with my knees hugged into my chest, and then to progress to gently extending it by lying on a yoga block.

As the weeks turned into months, I gradually regained more and more function, although the outside edge of my right foot remained stubbornly numb and it was six or seven years before I recovered full movement in all my toes.

About six months after that agonising injury, I started Pilates, to strengthen my core. I found I enjoyed it. And a few months after that I finally gave up smoking.

I should say here that I didn’t give up smoking in order to feel better. In fact, I LOVED smoking. I smoked for almost 30 years! It was the one thing that gave me a tiny bit of ‘me time’ – a little treat, just a few minutes to myself.

But the British government was about to introduce a new law making it illegal to smoke indoors. I didn’t want to sit in a café or bar knowing I couldn’t have a longed-for cigarette with my coffee or glass of wine. And for years I’d felt guilty about the terrible example I was setting my children, who at the time were five and 10.

Then, through my job, the opportunity came up to meet Paul McKenna, who offered to help me stop. You can call it fate, or the universe sending help, or simple serendipity.

Either way, even though I found the idea of giving up terrifying, and in any case didn’t believe I could properly stop (I’d quit each time I was pregnant – easily, thanks to acute morning sickness – but each time started again several months after the birth), I decided to try. And no one was more surprised than me to discover when I left the session with Paul McKenna that I simply didn’t want a cigarette. I’d imagined I would want one straight away, or at least with my next coffee. Instead, I felt amazing – joyously alive – with no desire to smoke at all.

Although I didn’t realise it at the time, I was now firmly on the path of transformation.

I continued with Pilates, and eventually gained enough confidence to start running again. I also took up yoga. After just a few years, I found I was exercising almost every day and feeling astonishingly good on it. From there it was just a short step to time-restricted eating and a myriad other changes, including becoming fanatical about sleep and learning how to give myself deep rest and relaxation whenever I need it.

We are all different, so for you that first step on the path to transformation could be something else. It could be weaning yourself off your morning croissant, or getting off the train or bus a stop or two early to walk, or learning to play padel or eating more vegetables every day or starting yoga… it doesn’t really matter what it is, to be honest. What matters is that you start the process of change, in whatever way you can manage.

Had I not decided to start taking responsibility for my own health by doing everything I could to heal my back injury, I could easily have ended up with permanent crippling pain. I might well have become dependent on medication. I wouldn’t have felt able to walk much, let alone started to experience the fantastic benefits that regular exercise brings. I could have given up, but instead I decided to bite the bullet. Or, to use another expression that I find helpful, I chose my hard.

And I encourage you to choose your hard too. Yes, it’s hard to make a change – whether that’s to quit smoking or to stop eating crisps and biscuits or to start going to the gym.

But the alternative is also hard. In fact, it’s harder.

It’s hard to be unfit. It’s hard to be overweight. It’s hard to have crippling migraines. It’s hard to have shoulders that ache. It’s hard to wake up every morning feeling you can barely lift your head off the pillow, let alone summon the energy to climb out of bed.

It’s hard feeling tired all the time.

So – choose your hard. Because you’ll find that choosing the hard that makes you fitter, leaner, stronger, younger is the hard that, over time, becomes the easy.

OK, maybe not easy. But easier. A lot, lot easier.

And that’s how it came about that a few years ago, still working long hours in a full-time stressful office job, and with an elderly widowed father to look after to boot, I opened the email with the result of the test for my biological age.

Good news, Sandra, it read. Your biological age is 20.

Just to remind you, my actual – chronological – age was 60.

And if I can do it, you can too. I’m going to show you how.

THE RESET PLAN

As I said before, a longer, healthier life comes down to changing simple habits that will keep you younger.

None of the three changes I list below require complicated calculations or planning. The very opposite. Rather, they are about doing what comes naturally to us – returning to behaviours that humans have evolved over thousands of years.


1. Eat 10 per cent less. That’s right, just 10 per cent. It doesn’t sound like much – because it isn’t. It’s the equivalent of a small portion of McDonald’s fries, or three small chocolate chip cookies. Believe it or not, science now shows that’s all it takes to set in train incredible health and longevity gains, from improving your cardiovascular health to decreasing your risk of type 2 diabetes and dementia, while also reducing your biological age and losing weight. I will show you two easy but powerfully effective ways of doing this.

2. Move more. This idea may make you groan, but it is crucial for your mental and cognitive health as well as your physical fitness. Exercise is as vital for your brain as it is for your heart. Plus it makes you feel GREAT. Honestly. Please try my plan and see for yourself. You don’t have to be remotely fit or sporty to start (as I’ve already explained, I certainly wasn’t) and anyone can do it.

3. Rest more deeply. This is mainly about achieving quality sleep, but it’s also about being able to get deep rest during the day when you need it. You may think you can’t. You may protest that you don’t have time, or that you’ve tried everything and nothing works. Trust me – you can rest more, and longer. You will not only sleep better, you will find it easier to get back to sleep too. And I will also show you an amazing and incredibly easy way to completely re-energise during the day whenever you need to, in as little as 15 minutes.



These three changes revolutionised my life, and they will revolutionise yours.

My simple, three-step plan takes just three weeks to complete. And it is easy to follow and can be done by anyone. It doesn’t matter how overweight you are, how unfit, how sleepless, how old. It is never too late – although, as with all new health regimes, I suggest that before you begin you check first with your doctor if you have any concerns.

Why three weeks? Because that’s all it takes to feel a hugely transformational effect – and that’s what will give you the incentive and the momentum to keep going. Three weeks is enough time to reset your body so that it starts to adapt to new ways of eating, moving and resting. It will then be much easier for you to continue on the path to a longer, healthier life. Your body will start to lose old cravings and begin to recognise that this new way feels better.

The changes may only be small at first, but they will be tangible. You will find that you want fewer sugary snacks. You will notice how good it feels to move more. And you will wake up feeling more rested.

And my bet is that, after completing the plan, you will feel so well and full of energy that you will want to continue. You may not stick to it utterly consistently, but you will have sown a seed of change that you will want to nurture.

Remember, the results are cumulative: a bit like compound interest on savings, if you consistently make small lifestyle adjustments day after day, you will see improvements every week and month, amounting to a huge change after a year. You will have more vitality, you will move with more ease and flexibility, feel and look better – firmer, leaner, stronger. And afterwards, even if you decide to follow the plan for just one week every month, you will still see extraordinary changes and improvements to your health and wellbeing.

Of course, there will be days when, despite your best intentions, things go wrong. Maybe you skip a workout, or you eat rubbish food, or have a really bad night’s sleep. Maybe all three. Don’t worry. It doesn’t mean you’ve failed. It’s what happens from time to time: a blip. And it’s not just you, either: we all have them.

What matters is not the blip, but how you choose to react to it. You can decide that the blip is proof that this was all a terrible idea, that you don’t want to live longer and be healthier anyway. Or you can tell yourself that it’s just a temporary setback, nothing to panic about – and get right back to the plan wherever you left off.

Just keep going. In a few weeks you will not only start to see and feel improvements in yourself, but most importantly of all, you will have more confidence and self-belief. You can do this – one step at a time.

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

First, I will introduce you to the world’s leading longevity scientists, whose groundbreaking research, dogged hard work and brilliant thinking has informed and underpinned every change I have made.

Then we will get straight on with the plan. Each step starts with a brief questionnaire, designed to help you see where you are now. Being clear about exactly what you’re eating, how you’re moving and what kind of sleep you are currently having is important if you are to change and get better. There are no right or wrong answers – but the more honest you are with yourself, the easier it will be for you to chart your progress and see some real improvements in every aspect of your life, not just physically but mentally and emotionally too.

Once you’ve identified your current patterns of eating, moving and sleeping, you will be ready to start. There is a three-week reset plan for each step. You can do all the plans together, taking three weeks to change your eating, moving and sleeping all at the same time. Or you can start with just one step – for example, food – and do that reset plan, before moving on to the next. It’s completely up to you – just choose what feels right for you.

Scattered throughout the reset plan are ‘lifelines’ – quick hits designed to give you a boost when you’re struggling and need an easy win. Towards the end of the book, there are some short but useful chapters on how to combat stress, how to make a habit stick, and tweaks you can make to optimise your health according to your particular needs, whether that’s with vitamins, minerals or other supplements, including hormones (such as HRT). Of course, you can also choose to do without any of those things.




1

WHY WE AGE

Warning to those who hated science at school: some science-y bits coming up. Feel free to skip this chapter, if that sort of stuff bores you. The short version is: our lifestyle makes us age. It is the underlying cause of many of the diseases we associate with ‘old age’: type 2 diabetes, stroke, heart attack, dementia, to name just four. Our bodies are perfectly capable of keeping us healthier for much longer. But poor diet, lack of exercise and insufficient sleep and rest switch off or impair many of our inbuilt repair mechanisms. Change our lifestyle and we can slow down ageing, hugely reduce our chances of those diseases and live longer, healthier, fuller lives.

THE ‘INFORMATION THEORY OF AGEING’

To understand why we age, we need first to have a short lesson in epigenetics.

We each have about 20,000 genes – these being segments of our DNA, the strings of molecules needed for our cells to function. And the information within our genes needs to be read in order for our cells to be able to use it properly. This ‘reading’ of gene information is the function of the epigenome. And it is changes within the epigenome that, according to a new theory conceived by David Sinclair, the Australian-American biologist and professor of genetics I mentioned in the introduction, are the real reason we age.

Basically, as we go through life, some of our genes begin to change their structure because of epigenetic disruption – change or damage at a cellular level, caused by things like a poor diet, excessive stress or environmental pollution.

Epigenetic changes, just to be clear, are down to us. They are changes that happen not because our DNA itself has changed, but because outside factors in our environment – such as how we eat, sleep and move – have disrupted the way our genes work. Effectively, the gene information that our cells receive and depend on becomes confused. Professor Sinclair calls it the ‘Information Theory of Ageing’.

As I stated before, how long we live is determined only partly by our genes – they are responsible for as little as one-fifth of our longevity. The rest is up to us: the way we live determines how well our genes function, which in turn determines how well our cells perform.

Imagine for a moment that your body is a car. Now imagine that the electrical system of the car has started to go wrong and that the windscreen wipers come on even when it’s not raining. A fault has occurred, and you can’t turn them off. So they are constantly going back and forth across a dry windscreen.

Eventually, the rubber starts to erode, so that when it does actually rain, the wipers are no longer effective at wiping the water away, which means you can no longer drive the car safely.

Epigenetic changes effect similar disruptions in your body. The wrong genes come on at the wrong time and in the wrong place. Cells begin to age and die. This is what causes ageing on every level: weaker muscles, wrinkly skin, arthritis, dementia and chronic diseases from heart failure to cancer. And on it goes – until eventually we die.

And then there is inflammation, which plays another key role.

WHY INFLAMMATION MATTERS

When we have an acute infection, or injury, our body reacts fast. It sends cortisol to the area, and increases production of white blood cells in an attempt to fight off the infection.

This response is crucial for our health and survival and results in ‘good’ inflammation. For example, when we cut ourselves or have a bad bump, the injured area becomes red and sore – inflamed. It means the white blood cells and cortisol are fighting to prevent infection or injury spreading.

Then, once the repairs are underway, the inflammation gradually lessens and eventually disappears.

But when acute injuries or infections pile up repeatedly, the inflammation doesn’t disappear. Instead, it can become chronic, constantly ‘on’, weakening our immune system and reducing our ability to fight disease.

Most chronic diseases are underpinned by inflammation, from heart disease to type 2 diabetes to dementia, Alzheimer’s and some cancers.

This chronic inflammation can have many other causes too. Sleep deprivation and chronic stress are both factors, as is eating a diet high in processed foods and sugar and low in vegetables.

So far, so scary. However… as many leading longevity scientists are now demonstrating, ageing is not inevitable. It is simply a disease – one that science is discovering is treatable. More than that, it can be reversed. And one of the best ways to do that is by putting ourselves under stress – the right kind of stress, that is.


A surprising way to reduce inflammation (and reduce your chances of a heart attack or stroke)

If you want to live longer, it’s crucial that you brush your teeth regularly – and floss them too. Many studies show the link between poor oral health and the risk of heart disease, with chronic inflammation thought to be the cause. One study, by researchers at University College London in 2010,1 which defined good oral hygiene as brushing teeth twice a day, found that those who brushed once a day had a 30 per cent increased risk of cardiovascular disease, while those who brushed rarely had a 70 per cent increased risk. And a preliminary study presented by the American Heart Association at its annual conference in February 2025 found that teeth flossing was associated with a 22 per cent lower risk of ischemic stroke, 44 per cent lower risk of cardioembolic stroke (blood clots travelling from the heart) and 12 per cent lower risk of arterial fibrillation. To the researchers’ surprise, this lower risk was independent of regular brushing and routine dental visits or other oral hygiene behaviours.2



THE RIGHT KIND OF STRESS

The most important principle to accept when it comes to optimising your health – and with it, your longevity – is to be prepared to feel uncomfortable. Basically, you need to trick your body and brain into thinking they need to work harder to survive.

The scientific word for this adversity process is hormesis. When we put our bodies into adversity, our cells go into survival mode, conserving energy where possible, killing off cells that aren’t essential and shutting down reproduction. And then, when the stress ends, the cells crank into high gear, renewing, repairing, reproducing and rebooting our entire system in the process.

As humans, we are built to withstand stress to survive. The problem is that today we have none of those drivers that we were conditioned for thousands of years to accept.

Back in our hunter-gatherer days, we had to take food where we could find it. We needed to conserve our supplies, and our strength. We had to hunt. We had to walk or run long distances to find, kill or gather food, and to defend our supplies. We had to accept that sometimes, according to the weather or the time of year, there wouldn’t be enough to eat.

However, modern life in the Western world is designed to give us as much convenience and comfort as possible. Indeed, in the last hundred years or so, we have had such easy access to abundant food and security that we have distorted our evolutionary function. Within minutes of feeling hungry we can find food, ready-made and ready to eat. We don’t have to move much. We don’t have to fight for it.

Because this constant abundance is such a recent development in our history, our bodies have not evolved to deal with it. We are still conditioned to grab food whenever we can, the tastier and more calorie-rich the better.

So it’s no wonder we find ourselves automatically reaching for that burger or almond croissant – that’s the result of thousands of years of evolution, designed to help us survive. Except that now it is doing precisely the opposite.

Today there is so much fat-laden, sugary food, so easily available, that we have become obese and unfit, stuffing our bodies full of convenience foods and chemicals. We are killing ourselves.

If we are serious about living longer, we need to force our body, every day, into some sort of DIScomfort. This is what hormesis is all about. And the two most important ways to do this are to eat a little less and move a little more.

When we fast, for example, we start sending signals to our brain that perhaps food is not so abundant. The body prepares for possible scarcity by shutting down whichever parts of its system it temporarily doesn’t need, running on the least energy possible. It is tricked into thinking it has to go into starvation mode, and cells then start eating themselves to survive, as no energy is coming into the body from the outside. But the cells only eat the parts of themselves that no longer function well, leaving the functioning parts available to be recycled and reused once food enters the system again. The scientific word for this is autophagy. It comes from Greek: autos (self) and phagomai (to eat) – literally, self eating.

Then, when we eat again, the
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