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Disclaimer

If you have any medical conditions or are not used to taking exercise, before undertaking any of the exercises in this book or changing your exercise regime, please discuss this with your GP or other medical practitioner. The information in the book is not intended to replace or conflict with the advice given to you by your GP or other health professionals. The author and publisher disclaim any liability directly or indirectly from the use of the material in this book by any person.


Prologue

Out of the Blocks

In the final moments before a sprint event, there’s no such thing as silence. As I wait in my lane, considering the starting blocks and the two hundred metres oval I’m facing here, every cough and whisper is amplified. The same can be said for my heartbeat. Just then, as the race official draws breath to begin the start procedure, it feels to me like everyone can hear it thumping rapidly inside my chest.

‘On your marks …’

The adrenalin rush is intense. It leaves me feeling like a stranger in my own body as much as in this environment. For this is my first visit to an indoor athletics track. Not only that, just to add to the pressure I’m racing in the British Masters Championship. I make no bones about the fact that I’m a complete amateur. While my fellow competitors wear sleek, lightweight spikes, I’ve shown up in a pair of old trail shoes. I know nothing beyond self-taught technique. What I bring with me, however, is determination, enthusiasm and the will to win.

‘Get set …’

At the start line, I simply plant one foot after the other and hope it looks like I know what I’m doing. Then I brace myself for the gun. By now, despite the cavernous space and the spectators filling the stands, I’m in a world of my own. The banked turns are my main concern. Earlier, I had one chance to walk the track. While the artificial surface felt quite alien to me, what surprised me most was the steepness of each curve. I simply have no idea of the technique required to enter and exit at full tilt. All I can do is hope it doesn’t trip me up in every sense. Drawing each breath like it might be my last, I recognise that I’m in the hands of fate now.

The brutal crack of the starter’s gun changes everything. In my mind, as I rise into the race, I’m transformed from a lamb into a lion and then a gazelle. With my legs and arms pumping, I’m up and running with as much power as I can muster. I gather momentum and velocity, and just hope my glasses stay in place. It’s not enough to stop the two runners in the outside lanes from effortlessly cruising ahead of me, but I’m not racing them. They’re in a different age category. Even so, the fact that we’re the only three on track speaks volumes.

From the age of fifty upwards, you would expect the field to dwindle. Remarkably, the two guys stretching away are in the 85–89 group. As for me, the sole entrant in the 95-plus club at ninety-six, I am literally in a class of my own.

The banked curve comes at me in a desperate blur. I keep my chin up, but thirty metres deep into this race my legs are beginning to complain. My mind receives the message and immediately translates it into failure. I’ve come out too fast, I think to myself. I’ve blown it before I’ve barely begun. As I clear the bank successfully and level on to the back straight, I should feel only relief. Instead, all of a sudden the track feels like it might go on for ever. Already the younger guys are approaching the second bank. I can’t help but feel left behind and lonely. My heart is hammering so hard it feels like it might give out on me. I have a sudden urge to slow to a walk, a downshift in ambition as much as speed. I’ve come a long way to be here, in more ways than one, but with every breath it just feels like too little and far too late.

And then I pick up on something beyond the focus of my attention. It’s taken me this far to realise that with the starter’s pistol the crowd also came alive, but now I detect a name in the resonant cacophony of cheers, whoops and clapping, and that name belongs to me.

‘Run, Eugster! You can do it! Go, Charles, go!’

If my legs have had enough by now, I realise I have to find what it takes in my spirit. It’s all I have left. My style might have taken a turn for the worse, and I know for a fact that I’m not a gazelle but an old man close to his centenary year, but as the din from the spectators continues to build I feel their goodwill begin to carry me.

I will cross the finish line in the best time possible, I tell myself, even if it’s the last thing that I do …

Now, there’s a good chance that you consider the standout feature of this athletic venture to be my advanced age. Personally, I find it absurd that the video footage of my race you can find online has been viewed nearly one million times for the simple reason that I am old and healthy. In my view, it shouldn’t be this way. I am not unique. I have simply made the most of what I have left, and I intend to share everything I’ve learned along the way so that you might follow in my footsteps – and even overtake me!

This is not a book devoted to running, I should say. That’s just one of several recent passions that enable me to celebrate life. We often lose sight of this in our later decades, which is frankly both a shame and a waste. So in a sense this book is about you and your future. Even if it feels as if the sun is on the downswing, I’m here to demonstrate how it’s possible to look forward to nothing but dazzling opportunities ahead.

Of course, in our modern world there is the less-than-attractive end game that we’ve been primed to expect, and that may well become a reality if you allow it to. I’m talking about an old age defined by frailty. Typically, such a day might begin with your carer opening the curtains and talking to you in loud, breezy but simplistic terms. They help you to sit up, oversee a trip to the bathroom, dress and then feed you before settling you in the sunny spot in the common room. Nobody talks very much. By and large your fellow care-home residents seem to inhabit their own memories. Still, you can always look forward to lunch. As long as it’s mashed to a pulp you shouldn’t have any difficulties. There’s also visiting time in the afternoon. If you’re lucky, a relative might pop in to see you, but they have busy lives to lead so they won’t stay long. After that, you can expect a light supper and then bed, before this daily routine repeats until those curtains close for good.

I’m sure you’ll agree, this isn’t exactly a wonderful life scenario, and yet we’ve been conditioned to head towards this broken, dispiriting outcome as if we have no option.

I am here as living proof that it doesn’t have to be this way. In fact, I’d like to show you how to make the rest of your life the best years you’ve ever had.

What you’re about to read is designed to inspire as much as entertain, and ultimately encourage you to make a change for the better. If you’re prepared to embrace the challenge then I can promise you great personal rewards. By taking one step at a time, and reviewing key aspects of your existence, you might start to see physical improvements at a stage when you thought everything could only go south. Perhaps more importantly, you’ll find you’re on the path to feeling good about yourself as you learn to live every day to the fullest.

Today, in my late nineties, I consider anyone in their sixties upwards to be teenagers in the world of old age. As we all know from experience, adolescence is about testing boundaries and working out what makes us tick. In my view, as we approach the autumn of our years we go through that phase all over again. The only difference is that we have the maturity, confidence and wisdom to make informed decisions. From experience, I can tell you that the potential to transform yourself for the better is mind-blowing. I can sum it up by asking three simple questions:


	Do you think that it’s possible to be old without having any diseases or disability whatsoever, or even a cold?

	Is it too late to retrain or re-educate yourself, at a time when others are retiring, and go on to find gainful employment or even run a successful business?

	Can you imagine being fit enough at over ninety to be successful in international sporting competitions or even boast a beach-ready body?



Are these just dreams of the future?

No, the future is now, and I am living proof. I’m in fine health, and both hungry and able to take on new challenges. I take no medication, actively pursue all opportunities in work as well as sport, and feel more engaged with the world around me than ever before. I haven’t always been in such good shape, however. This isn’t about having unique genes or a lifelong commitment to a purist existence. In fact, there have been episodes in my life that could have led me to an early grave. In short, I’m just an old boy who refused to shuffle into decrepitude. At a time when I might have faced what I consider to be the horror of old age, I chose to reinvent myself. Now I’m here to light up that path for you.

I should say that along the way I’ve made plenty of mistakes. I’ve also been determined to pick myself up each time and learn lessons, which is the surest way that any of us grow wiser and more complete. In many ways I’m proud to account for those moments when I tripped over. It’s all part of my journey, and helped to deliver me here so I might share my story as well as my strategies for making the most of later life. So, this is where we begin, as I revel in the wonder, the joy – and, yes – the glory of very old age.


Part One

First Life


1

A Weedy Boy Prone to Headaches

My mother overfed me as a child. In doing so, I believe she saved my life. From a very early age, before I could walk and talk, I suffered a string of debilitating illnesses. From scarlet fever to whooping cough, mumps, chicken pox, measles, tonsillitis and German measles, it felt like I had them all. If it hadn’t been for those excess fat reserves, insulating me at times of great weakness, I’m quite sure that I wouldn’t have survived. In comparison to how I am today, I barely recognise that febrile little boy. I no longer even suffer a common cold, and yet in the beginning that kind of thing nearly finished me off.

I was born in London in the summer of 1919. The country was just emerging from the shadow of the First World War. If I do the sums, it’s likely that I was conceived during the jubilant days that marked the armistice of the previous year. My father, Carl, who in his youth was a prominent football player, came from a Swiss family who had made their fortune in textiles. It was my grandmother who had urged him to settle in the English capital. She had been dispatched there herself as a younger lady in 1875. Taking residence in fashionable Holland Park, she spent a year attending dances and balls in the embrace of high society.

Carl arrived in the wake of a foray into cocoa production in West Africa, which collapsed due to outbreak of the First World War. Barely into his forties, and financially solvent, he decided on a change of pace to mark his new life in England. Accompanied by a strikingly beautiful Swiss lady of Polish descent named Josepha Antonia, who would become his wife and my mother, he took what we know today as ‘early retirement’. This allowed him to pursue a passion for betting on the horses, though he never did so recklessly. He paid forensic attention to form and course, placing only small amounts of money on each-way bets and always covering his costs. Ironically for a gambler, he liked to minimise risk. I admired his sense of control.

‘If I bet just a little bit more,’ he would say, often drawing reflectively on a cigarette, ‘then it won’t work.’

My mother and father led a seemingly idyllic life, but it was one that had been marked by tragedy. Some years before my arrival, their first-born son succumbed to cot death. Inevitably, it influenced the way my parents regarded me when I came into the world. I was shown great love, but treated with some protectiveness and indulgence – not least when it came to food!

In between meals, and in the care of a nanny, I was pushed out in one of those high prams that were so popular at the time. Mine sported a yellow silk awning with fringes. We would go to Kensington Gardens, a popular haunt for nannies dressed in lovely uniforms with starched wide belts and long ribbons flowing from their caps. Their presence would often draw the attention of the guardsmen from the Palace. Impressive in their red uniforms and swagger sticks, and always working in pairs, they would flirt outrageously with these young women. Under the curious eyes of the infants in their care, the young ladies would laugh and chatter, while the guardsmen made the most of their time away from the parade ground. I remember those days with great fondness. I might not have learned to talk at the time, but it encouraged me to appreciate a pretty lady.

Throughout those early years my mother knitted all my clothes. She was a wonderful seamstress, and very creative. As well as my sailor’s outfit, she dressed me in knee-high leather gaiters fastened with a long row of ball-shaped buttons. She even gave me a pageboy hairstyle. I have always thought such attention formed the basis for my vanity. In later life, my focus on appearance would become a positive force by underpinning my commitment to staying in the best shape possible. At the time, however, I hated what she’d done with my hair. I felt it made me look like a girl.

We lived in a large flat with four rooms. It had hot and cold running water in the bathroom, which was considered a luxury, and two coal fires, as well as linoleum floor covering and a gas stove (which looked like a strange insect on four legs). I was as well housed as I was well fed, and considered my parents to be quite wonderful. It was the constant bouts of illness that took the shine off my upbringing. When I think about why my immune system might have been so fragile, I do wonder whether my father’s Herculean smoking habit was a contributory factor to my poor health. I suspect it might well have been linked to the premature death of my older brother, as well as a miscarriage my mother went on to suffer when I was still young before they stopped trying for another child. With some effort, my father could wait until after lunch before his first cigarette. After that, he would light the next one with the stub of the last and continue in this way throughout the rest of the day as if he was dependent on the smokes for oxygen. He bought his cigarettes in bulk, lived with nicotine-stained fingers and existed in a pungent fug. We had no idea that it could be such a harmful habit; not just in terms of the damage to his health but, through secondary smoke, to that of his loved ones. He would never have dreamed of hurting anyone. My father was the kindest person I have ever known, equal only to my mother, and I loved them both immensely.

Slowly, through those early years, I began to suffer less from illness and infection. I can only think my string of health battles had given me some immunity. Even so, I was left with a tendency to suffer intense and prolonged migraines. At times, it made my life a misery. If I could go just for half a day without a headache it would seem like heaven to me. I am also quite sure the experience stunted my growth. I went from being a podgy baby to a weedy boy prone to headaches. My best friend, who had always been much smaller than me, suddenly shot up and left me behind. I was desperate to feel better and be like everyone else. That’s when I began to wonder whether it would help if I took up a sport.

Aware of my desire to be more active, my parents entrusted my early education to the Froebel Educational Institute. This was a peculiar little school in West London that encouraged children to be individuals, as set out in the teaching principles established by its founder, the German pedagogue and inventor of the Kindergarten, Friedrich Froebel. When they first suggested this to me, six months before my schooling became compulsory at five, I kicked up such a fuss that the idea was quickly abandoned. As an only child, I had quickly learned the impact I could have by putting my foot down. It also proved my undoing when I finally attended the school, for I discovered that I had some catching up to do with classmates who had been there for half a year and could perform apparent miracles like look at a wall clock and tell the time correctly. Naturally, I blamed my parents for allowing me to overrule them in the first place.

As well as physical activity, the school encouraged music. This was something my mother and father dearly wished me to pursue. Unfortunately, a boy I befriended rather put me off by saying that music lessons were ‘hell on earth’. Taking him at his word, I did my level best to avoid picking up an instrument, and this has always been a source of regret. Why? Because I believe music can have a profoundly beneficial effect on the brain throughout our lives. I am even inclined to believe the theory that it can enhance mathematical abilities as well as emotional wellbeing, but at the time even that wouldn’t have persuaded me. I was just a little boy with bad migraines who hoped that being active would help him to escape such a curse. Music, at that moment and to my great regret, did nothing for me.

One of the guiding principles of the institute was the connection between hand, mind and heart. At a time when education was taught by rote, and enforced by corporal punishment, this created an unusually happy, engaging and creative environment for children. As well as traditional subjects such as language and science, we had lessons in everything from pottery to maypole dancing, play acting, gardening, weaving, knitting, cricket, football, Morris dancing and gymnastics, which was overseen by an instructress who always wore a black pleated skirt and would not begin without a cup of warm water to stir her. It might sound shocking now, when talking about primary education, but we were also encouraged to lace up boxing gloves. It was considered ‘the noble art of self-defence’ at the time, and if a little boy knew how to defend himself under the gentleman’s rules of engagement then he would go far. Those gloves were so heavy it exhausted me just trying to swing a punch, but I enjoyed the physicality. Even if I didn’t feel much better, and no doubt it made my headaches worse at times, it was a chance for me to unleash my frustration at feeling held back by my health.

Towards the end of my time at the school, we were encouraged to dress up as knights and ladies for a day of fun and games with a historical theme. To finish, we were permitted to pair off for a dance. As well as being feeble, I was cripplingly shy around the opposite sex. It meant I missed out on the opportunity to approach anyone attractive. I just waited until the braver boys had made their moves, which left me facing a dour Irish girl who reminded me of porridge made with water and served with salt. No doubt she took a similarly dim view of me, but as a knight to her lady we managed to endure the event in each other’s company without saying much to one another. I never saw her again after we had left the school, but I’m always quick to tell the story of my early brief encounter with the great novelist Iris Murdoch, whose work I much admire.

Overall, I enjoyed being a pupil at this unconventional school. It broadened my horizons in many ways, but despite the emphasis on physical activity my headaches continued to bedevil me. They were such a constant distraction that my reports always stated that I could do better. I freely admit that during that time I perfected the art of doing only what was required in order to scrape an acceptable level of achievement. I’m sure I could have made more of an effort, but the migraines didn’t help. It reached a point where I wondered if I might spend my entire life in misery. The experience ground me down, and perhaps paved the way for a deterioration in my health on reaching adolescence.

On one occasion, however, it proved to be my saving grace.

At thirteen, feeling rotten again, I was diagnosed with a case of severe tonsillitis. It was deemed that I should have my tonsils removed at a charity-run hospital. The nurses there were God-fearing, unpaid volunteers whose primary qualification was the Christian devotion of their humble lives to helping the sick. Their duties went so far as administering anaesthetic to the patients and assuring them everything would be fine. I had no issue when they put me under. What I do have is a vague memory of struggling on the table as the surgeon went in; sedated but not quite out for the count.

Despite such a traumatic experience, the procedure led to a profound change in my life that took us all by surprise. With my tonsils gone, my headaches simply stopped. After a childhood menaced by migraines, this torture I felt that I had suffered completely vanished. Not only did I feel much better, my body seemed to transform itself rapidly, as if finally permitted to catch up with my peers. I never quite reached the average size and height for my age, and yet the surging physical change I underwent came as a revelation. Brimming with energy and a confidence that I had never previously experienced, I developed a tendency to become quite boisterous. Perhaps it was my background in boxing, but I was even quick to pick a fight.

Through my young eyes, free from the tyranny of illness and infection at last, I had become dynamite.


2

On Water

In a bid to protect their only child, my parents would often address difficult, private or challenging subjects in my company by speaking in Swiss German. Driven by curiosity, and without letting on, I learned to pick up the language over time until I could understand every word they said. At times I had to keep a straight face listening to their intimate conversations, and I learned more about them than they ever imagined.

My mother’s miscarriage, for example, followed a dark incident during a stay with her relations overseas. It involved an argument with her sister, so I learned, and a tumble down the stairs. I was never wise to whether she was pushed or fell, but it gravely affected her health. Prescribed morphine for pain relief, my mother quickly became dependent on her medication and effectively retreated from her former self. My father did his level best to take care of her, but life never regained the carefree air of my early years. At the same time, while life dimmed at home I found opportunities opening up for me elsewhere.

St Paul’s School was only down the road in Hammersmith, but a world away from my Froebel education. It was bigger in every sense, teeming with older boys, and ruled by the cane. Having overcome a childhood marked by illness, I was keen to make my presence known. I set about this by spoiling for fights, an approach which came to an abrupt end when an
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