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Chapter 1

Prioritise You

Welcome to a new way of thinking about your health. If you follow my lead, you will discern a difference in the way you look and feel. You’ve already taken the most important and fundamental step, to be curious enough to examine what it takes to age well. Now my job is to persuade you that you actually want to do it. Deciding you’re worth a little bit more time and effort is the first and most important part of the process. Even the longest and most challenging journey has to start with the first single footstep. So let’s walk side by side, on a journey through the rest of our lives that is long, happy, fruitful and fulfilled.

Too many of us midlifers are plagued by weariness and fatigue, suffer unexplained symptoms, pop vast numbers of prescription pills or endure lengthy waiting lists for treatment. We’re at an age when plenty can go wrong and lots will change in our bodies. It’s easy to feel disheartened by it all. Perhaps things are not quite what you imagined they might be when you were in your ‘invincible’ twenties. Unforeseen life events, whether affecting us or those we’re close to, will often bring us down. And once down, it can be hard to find the way back up again. We need to be mentally and physically robust enough to deal with the s**t that invariably hits us in some form – and not be defeated by it. It’s not just ourselves either. Our children may have grown up and largely gone, but even as they leave us, they still return with their own problems that draw us in, inevitably affecting us too. We may be simply exhausted from caring for a spouse, partner, elderly parents or sick or dying relatives. This is part of the stage of life we’ll often find ourselves at right now and it’s understandable to feel overwhelmed by it all. Our best weapons of defence are physical strength and mental resilience. It’s about being mentally and physically robust enough to deal with life’s many challenges without either crumpling into a heap or internalising the stress, which can manifest later as our own chronic illness.

It’s so easy to get to a stage where gaining good health can seem out of reach. Yet so much of what will make us feel better is actually very simple and well within our grasp for the taking. We can’t control the things that happen to us, but we can control the way we respond to them. That alone is empowering. Better wellbeing is neither expensive nor complicated. In fact, the savings (and benefits) are huge when we know what to do, when and how. How best to start this journey through our second half? At the beginning.

Maybe the very thought of looking and feeling better than ever seems beyond you, and you feel almost defeated before you begin. If so, I’d like to offer some personal encouragement and share with you how my own health journey began.

I have not always looked and felt this well. By the time I reached my late forties I was seriously floundering in my work, my relationships and the way I looked and felt about myself. Physically, I was at my heaviest (nudging 12 stone) post-pregnancy and my least fit. I was struggling with work pressures and extreme overload, co-running the phenomenally successful Liz Earle Beauty Company and witnessing my second marriage disintegrate along with the looks and vitality of my youth. I did not know it at the time, but I was in the midst of perimenopause, with crashing hormone levels causing anxiety, sleepless nights, lack of energy, low mood and weight gain. There’s much talk about perimenopause and menopause now, which is such a good thing, but back then, it was all very hush-hush. Despite being a health and wellness writer for many decades, I hadn’t even heard of the term perimenopause, let alone realised it was happening to me.

I’d been writing and researching health, beauty and wellbeing since my first job in magazine journalism in 1986, so you would have thought that I would have been better equipped and prepared for the great chasm of midlife angst that I found opening up in front of me. But it took a while for the penny to drop. I hope this book will help you to avoid this pit of despair and that I can fast-track you to a much better midlife – and far beyond. If you feel you’re already descending downwards, allow me to pull you up and out.

Why Self-Care Matters

Life is precious. It is a priceless gift to be treasured. Our minds and bodies are things of wonderment. Our attitude to the way we take care of our most important personal assets is paramount. Do we actually appreciate what we have? Do we even bother enough about our brains and bodies to fuel them with nourishing food and drink? Or do we fill them with ultra-processed, commercial c**p because, deep down, we don’t really care too much? Or perhaps we don’t feel worthy of self-care? Well, forgive me for being blunt, but it’s time we did care.

Let’s be under no illusions here – midlife is hard. I know. During my middle years, I was someone else’s wife, mother, daughter, sister, boss, colleague and friend. I gave my time to others but not to myself. Which in some ways is right and proper in a functioning society. Of course, we need to recognise our responsibilities and live up to them in the fullest way we can. But somehow along the way, our responsibility to ourselves can get overlooked. It’s important to recognise the needs of others, but the many pulls on our time can become a bad habit, or at best a convenient excuse. We’re just too busy looking after the kids, finishing that piece of work, spending time looking after other people . . . often unwitting excuses for not getting out for some fresh air, not eating too well, short-changing our sleep or drinking more Chardonnay than we know we really should (guilty). If you feel a bit like this too, it’s time to refund yourself some self-care. I’m not saying that it should suddenly be all about ME – but there’s likely to be a need for a better balance, a recalibration of the way too many of us live our lives in order to thrive during what should be the very best years of our lives.

Today’s generation are a lot savvier. I have two daughters, Brella in her early twenties and Lily in her early thirties, and they both talk about carving out ‘me time’ and the value of ‘self-love’. But it’s not too late for those of us who are older and more attuned to a different mindset.

 

Self-love is not self-ish.

 

I can say this now, but it’s taken me years to appreciate the true value of my mind and body. I’m 61 years old (at the time of writing), have five fabulous children of whom I’m immensely proud and grateful for, successful businesses that bear my name and a thriving online community of incredible women curious for ways to live well, just like you. But until not that long ago, I was self-sabotaging my looks and energy levels by not taking enough personal care. Sure, I wanted to look and feel better, but I was suffering from that dreaded word – drift; just drifting along, making excuses as to why I didn’t feel my best: I was stressed, tired, overworked, anxious, just didn’t have the opportunity, the time, the resources . . . But, ultimately, for things to shift and be successful you have to really want it. That means investing your time, your energy and your enthusiasm. Above all, it means commitment.

Do It for You

You are your number one priority. This is a bold statement, but we can’t be either fulfilled for ourselves or most useful to others unless we’ve first looked after ourselves. This is wellbeing in the broadest sense. Be encouraged in this. The starting point has to be taking ownership of your health, even if you’re battling something big.

Perhaps secretly you feel it’s too late? Maybe your inner critic is telling you that you’re just too far down the wrong path to be able to make a difference. Or maybe you think that the things I’m going to share with you are all well and good for me, but won’t really work for you. Well, let me tell you straight – no matter who or where you are, or what stage of life you’re at, it is never too late to make changes for the better.

There are always ways you can help equip your body for the very best chance for success, whatever that might look like for you. As I said earlier, health is wealth and this is absolutely true – never more so realised than during the Covid-19 pandemic years, when our own mortality was put sharply into perspective on a global scale. Even the richest people on the planet have not been able to get around the fact that health is a non-negotiable asset. Regardless of our financial status or global superpowers, when it comes to priorities, how we care for the whole body – from brain to bones and beyond – is the most fundamental starting point.

I didn’t start this journey until my mid-fifties. I wish I’d started sooner and I almost envy those of you in your thirties and forties who are picking up this book now. But it’s not too late to make a difference at any age. How far you go with it is up to you. I’m not going to sit here and say that it’s always going to be easy (although there are many helpful hacks and shortcuts), but believe me when I say it’s worth it. Why? Because you’re worth it (to borrow a line from another beauty giant)!

Reset Your Mindset

So much of who we are and what we do is governed by what’s in our heads, not by our bodies. So this book is partly about unlocking and expanding your vision and daily mindset so you can be the absolute best version of yourself. For starters, stop comparing yourself to others. I’ve come to accept that there will always be someone cleverer, richer, prettier, younger (obviously!), slimmer, stronger, wittier, wiser and more capable than me. What matters is that I respect myself enough to be the best version of me. How? By taking the time and actually carving out some space in life to make this happen.

It’s time to be yourself – everyone else is taken.

 

Start by taking a moment to think about what’s stopping you or holding you back. It’s common to feel overwhelmed and powerless, but is that really the case? We can’t always control what is happening, but we can control our response. That alone is empowering. Are we going to let a situation – or someone – define us? Or are we going to stop for a moment and consider our options? The starting point is to realise what is happening and to calmly consider what choices we have.

Take stock

Let’s start by reassessing some priorities. The entry point for a better second half is to take stock of where we are here and now. What is your number-one priority right now? Is it you or are you somewhere at the back of the queue waiting for it to be your turn to be called? How do you feel about yourself and where you are in life? Are you happy and fulfilled, or feeling that something is lacking? Do you look forward to older age with gleeful anticipation or a certain dread? Let’s recognise and address regrets and failings, forgive ourselves for when we went wrong, let go of the grudges (real or perceived) and acknowledge what we could be doing better. The past is gone and largely irrelevant. It’s time to live in this moment and to realise that NOW is the time to act.

Let’s be honest with ourselves about what we’d like to be doing better, before even more time passes by. The longer we leave looking after ourselves, the harder it gets to make a meaningful impact. Start by making a list of the things you do well in life and those you could do better. Then take a hard look at those you feel you could improve – how many of these things really matter? If they’re truly important, leave them on the list as room for improvement. If they’re not fundamental to your future life, scrub them off and leave them for later (if ever). Of the things you do well, are they in the right order of priority? When I wrote my list, number one was work – my family came further down, followed by myself. It made me realise I was making the wrong decisions with my time – and I moved my family to the top. No one ever died wishing they’d spent more time on their emails.

Taking stock of life in our middle years is cathartic. As I get older, I think about how I could have reframed things in my life differently. I needed to rid myself of quite a lot of ‘stuff’ that wasn’t doing me any good. I needed to exit a working environment that wasn’t positive, leave a marriage that wasn’t working and start to pay a lot more attention to getting both my physical and mental wellbeing in order. Looking back, it took me too many years to realise all of these things – precious time that was wasted for me, but perhaps helpful for you to think about now. Could I have spread the load a bit more, asked for help a bit more often, relied on others to help sort things out for me for a change?

Other people are not mind readers and often the simple act of telling someone what’s troubling you will start the process of a better outcome. Don’t be afraid to ask for help, be this from a family member, friend, colleague or even a healthcare practitioner. A problem shared is a problem halved.

It’s time to take back some time for yourself and reclaim your personal power and autonomy. Share how you feel with those closest to you, start a journal if you feel hesitant – sharing thoughts and feelings with a pen and paper can be a useful first step. Get things off your chest and out of your head, even if that simply means writing them down where no one else will read them as a starting point. These are all things I wish I’d done sooner in life. I’m much better now at being more open about how I feel and reaching out for help, or asking friends if they’d mind if I simply had a rant and let off some steam. When all else fails, find a quiet space alone and have a good old shout at the universe – it’s really very cathartic!

Before delving further into the pages of this book, take a moment to think about where to draw the line with what you’re prepared to accept from those around you and what you yourself might need to receive from others. Do we have to do it all, all of the time? When is benign neglect of family members, household chores, the gardening acceptable, a good thing even? In the garden, I now accept that weeds are just plants growing in the ‘wrong’ place that can be left a while (wildflower meadows are essentially weed plots loved by pollinators), so my obsession with weeding is over. Can my older kids be left to sort out their own lunchboxes, shop for their own supper, do their own ironing (or wear crumpled clothes)? Yes? Excellent. My view is that if it’s mostly OK, most of the time, then that’s a good result. No blood and nothing broken? Good, so let’s get on then.

How to Start the Day . . .

This chapter is entitled ‘Prioritise You’ and starting the day well has become my number-one wellbeing priority.

I’ve included this section here in detail because questions about my own personal routine are among the commonest I get asked:

  
Time for a reality check

Reading this, you’re statistically likely to have family responsibilities and obligations, and our genetic female default is to care, nurture, aid and assist when we’re asked to. But have we made this just a bit too easy for others? We’ve a tendency to ‘helicopter’, which is great for giving us a sense of self-worth but not so good for encouraging their independence. A better habit to adopt is to be open to anyone who has a problem to come to you, not only with the issue, but with at least a couple of ways in which they think it could be sorted out. Maybe we’ve got into the habit of being just that bit too available, of being the easy answer to those around us. Of course, being asked to sort something out also makes us feel needed and valued, so I do see that it’s a fine line between being there for those who need us, whilst also encouraging a little more respect and self-sufficiency from those around us too. Just being a bit more aware of this can be very helpful.



‘So what do you actually do?’ ‘How do you fit it all in?’ ‘What are the most important things I should be doing each day?’ ‘What supplements do you really take, how much, with what and when?’ . . . the list goes on. I should start by saying that this is what I have found works for me, as your average, relatively healthy, middle-aged, Western-world woman. If this sounds more or less like you, then the chances are that this (or a slightly modified version of it) will work for you too. If not, there are still many helpful life lessons here, from dietary advice to guide us all, at whatever stage of life, to health hacks and habits we can all benefit from, whoever and wherever we are.

The first half an hour (and the last couple of hours) of the day are the most important. The first 30 to 60 minutes after waking is the time that sets us up for the day ahead. Depending on how we use this time, it will empower us to feel stronger, calmer and more capable of facing whatever life is waiting to throw at us. Even though I’m not naturally a morning person, I’ve come to realise that getting the day off to a good start is not just helpful, it’s absolutely fundamental. If you are a morning person, lucky you – the morning really is the best time. Some talk about ‘the power hour’, but if I’m honest, I don’t often have a full hour to spare (except perhaps on a Sunday morning or when on holiday) and I like my sleep far too much to get up before dawn, although that’s something I’m working on . . . But I can grab 30 minutes, even on those days when the school run or an early train get me out of bed while it’s still dark.

So this is my 30–60-minute morning routine that starts my day. Every day.

The first ten minutes

On waking, after a quick stretch in bed and a positive thought of gratitude (whatever I am facing that day, good or bad, I always thank God/the Universe for waking up safe and well), I head to the bathroom to weigh myself (without clothes). This is the lightest moment of the day – hurrah! Some people are against daily weighing, but I find it a helpful tool to keep track of where I am and how my body has responded to the day before. I’m not so bothered by how much I weigh (muscle is denser than fat, so the fitter we become, the heavier but leaner we'll be), but I like to track change. Super-slim, super-fit athletes weigh much more than they’re ‘supposed’ to, according to body mass index (BMI) tables (a highly unreliable measure – see page 182 for more on this), so we really shouldn’t pay too much attention to these standard height/weight tables if we’re getting stronger and converting fat to muscle. No, I’m more interested to see patterns of change and take early steps to shift a few excess pounds as they creep on, before they become permanent. The quicker we shift any extra pounds, the easier it is. That’s why I weigh myself each and every morning. Some may find this obsessive; I find it works for me, but the choice is yours.

I’ll then rinse out my mouth with water as my mouth can feel very dry on waking, dislodging the build-up of bad bacteria that cause our early-morning ‘dragon breath’. I follow this with a quick bit of tongue scraping using a simple copper tongue scraper (find these online or in a health-food store). This is an ancient Ayurvedic technique of literally scraping away the layer of white fuzz that builds up on our tongues overnight. It’s a very gentle and effective way to feel fresher and also provides an instant snapshot of our toxic load. I notice that when I fast (more on that later) my tongue is often covered with white fuzz as my body unloads its internal debris and waste cell matter (aka toxins). If you’re run-down or have been drinking too much alcohol, you’ll also notice this early warning sign on your tongue. It’s a highly reliable indicator of what’s going on, unseen, inside us. I follow tongue scraping with another good sloosh around with water and spit this out before brushing my teeth (once dead cell debris has been dislodged, it makes sense not to swallow it).

I follow this with a glass of water to refresh and rehydrate. Drinking plenty of hydrating fluids first thing should take priority before anything else. It’s also a good way to get our water requirements in early on, in case we forget later on (which I tend to do, no matter how hard I try to remember). I drink filtered water, as filtering takes out much of the nitrates, chlorine and other chemicals that may be in the water supply, depending on your regional area.

To clean my teeth, I (perhaps controversially) prefer a fluoride-free toothpaste, as there are some concerns about the potentially negative health effects of fluoride. Although excellent at helping prevent tooth decay, in excess, fluoride can interfere with thyroid function. This is because fluoride mimics iodine, an essential nutrient for thyroid hormone production. Studies have also shown that the pineal gland – which helps regulate our circadian rhythm – can accumulate fluoride at higher concentrations than other soft tissues in the body. This, in turn, may interfere with the gland’s ability to produce melatonin, crucial for sleep and other brain and immune functions. I now look for toothpastes containing hydroxyapatite instead, a mineral naturally found in our teeth, shown to remineralise and strengthen tooth enamel, combat tooth sensitivity and prevent cavities, as well as protect against plaque build-up and bad oral bacteria.

I use an electric toothbrush, shown to help with gum health, which is especially important as we age and our gums recede. I also ‘floss’ with a Waterpik, or water flosser, most mornings, again to improve gum health. Regular flossing between the teeth helps remove harmful oral bacteria that have been linked with some serious diseases, including colon cancer and inflammatory bowel disease (IBD), where oral bacteria have been found deep in the depths of our intestines. This is due to the gum–gut axis transferring a build-up of bad bacteria in our gums to our digestive systems where they can cause harm. But it’s important to go gently here, and using dental floss may not be as good for us as using a water flossing gadget, which delivers a pressured jet of water to clean between the teeth. Studies show a water flosser to be twice as effective as using dental floss, removing virtually all harmful dental plaque. Water flossers are also kinder on the gums and are unlikely to make them bleed, damage that creates a direct pathway for bad bacteria to enter the bloodstream. Water flossers also give a bit of gentle gum stimulation and I find them easier for accessing those hard-to-reach rear molars. Another good option is inter-dental sticks and here, I would choose the simple wooden variety over the un-eco plastic kind. Whichever form of cavity cleaning you choose, go gently and swoosh out your mouth with plenty of water afterwards so as not to swallow any of the bacterial build-up you’ve just dislodged.

  
The flaw of flossing

I definitely wouldn’t use any kind of floss that has a non-stick ‘glide’ surface, coated in PFHxS chemicals (perfluorohexane sulfonic acid, to be precise), which have been linked with increased rates of heart disease and cancer. Harvard School of Public Health researchers found that women who flossed with these types of dental floss had higher levels of this chemical in their blood, probably due to the chemicals seeping into the gums (especially vulnerable when these bleed).



Never one to miss the chance to multitask, I practise improving my balance while brushing my teeth by standing alternately on one leg (30 seconds each side). Try this with your eyes shut to make it even harder! Balance is a really good indicator of how our bodies are ageing – the longer we can stand on one leg (preferably with our eyes shut), the younger our biological age. Or you may prefer to use this time to fit in a few squats or pelvic floor squeezes – anything that becomes a simple, healthy habit that makes good use of tedious toothbrushing time.

Rehydration

As I mentioned, first thing in the morning is the best time to rehydrate, and adding a glass of homemade electrolyte water (see page 205) gives the body an extra boost of energy. It’s important to drink this after you’ve cleaned your teeth as it’s quite acidic, especially if you make your own (as I often do) with fresh lemon or lime juice, which softens tooth enamel, so you don’t want to be scrubbing your teeth just after drinking it. You can drink this through a straw if you prefer, to protect your teeth, or just rinse out your mouth with plain water afterwards. There’s increasing talk in the wellness world about topping up our fluid intake with electrolyte drinks and it’s something I’ve found to be a fast, cheap and easy way to give me a quick pick-me-up first thing, especially before exercise. It makes me feel instantly brighter and more alert. It’s a simple early-morning health habit that works.

Journaling

I used to be a bit dismissive when it came to journaling. It’s something my daughters are very keen on and I’ve interviewed a number of therapists over the years who are big fans, but somehow it never really resonated with me. I’m happy to report that I have changed my mind! I don’t write lots of words, but do find that jotting down a few sentences and thoughts on how I feel first thing in the morning (and last thing at night) sets me up in a better way for the day ahead. I keep a pretty fabric-covered notebook beside my bed with a nice sharp pencil and, before my working day starts or I turn on my phone, this is what I write first thing:

 

•What I am grateful for and what would make the day look good for me.
•A few positive words of affirmation – the way I’m feeling about myself or how I’d like to be empowered to feel.
•A note of my weight and any other key metrics, such as pulse and blood pressure, I’m measuring out of interest. I especially do this when trialling new health hacks or ideas, to keep track of how my body is responding. I might add blood glucose levels or any other stats or vitals that some new app or gadget is suggesting I record.
 

I then leave space to make a note at the end of the day for the positive things that have happened, as well as anything that’s circling around in my mind, troubling me like some bothersome fly, before bedtime.

These simple journal notes are a quick and easy health habit that take just a few moments but are surprisingly profound. I went away for a week’s holiday and forgot my journal – and was struck by how much I missed it. Making notes on my phone was just not the same!

This is what my daily page looks like if you’d like to recreate your own notebook journal (or head to Useful Resources to find details of The Five Minute Journal):

 

Date         

 

Morning

 

Vital stats         

 

Today, I am especially grateful for         

 

Affirmations: today I am         

 

Evening

 

These good things happened today         

 

These things are concerning me         

 

Today I have learnt         

The next ten minutes

Mind matters

Once I’ve put down my pencil and closed my notebook, I’ll stretch out my back, arms and shoulders. Unless I’m in a tearing rush, I devote the next five to ten minutes to setting up my mind for the day ahead. Giving the brain a chance to cleanse itself is as important as taking a shower is for the rest of the body. It’s such an important part of gathering in some calm mental clarity and resilience for the day ahead. For me, taking time out for a few minutes of meditation feels a bit like rinsing my brain under the tap. It’s a vital bit of mental prep work for what lies ahead that day. And, as the saying goes, fail to prepare, prepare to fail.

I find a quiet space, such as sitting up on my bed or a corner of solitude downstairs, and use apps like Calm and Mindvalley, among others. It also helps to set your intentions at this time, to literally tell your mind what it’s going to need to be doing for the rest of the day. Affirmations are helpful – phrases like ‘I am strong, capable and calm’ work well, or you may need some self-soothing, along the lines of ‘I am OK, I can handle the difficulties I face, I am loved by God/the Universe/others’, etc. You may have already written a few of these down in your journal. If you prefer, you can write them down again, or study the words in your notebook. Take a moment to focus on them, speaking these powerfully affirming words and phrases out loud or silently in your head. Either way, your mind will be listening.

I’m also newly into Vedic meditation, an offshoot of Transcendental Meditation, or TM (see page 254).

Do please try one of these meditative techniques before the day crowds in and you get distracted away from your innate, inner sense of peace. I find that if I don’t do this simple routine first thing, I don’t do it at all, which is a loss.

Supplementary benefits

Meditation done, I take my first supplements of the day. The first thing I take is an NMN, or nicotinamide mononucleotide, in the form of a white powder under the tongue. This gives energy levels a genuine boost (among other cellular protective and pro-ageing benefits). I feel a tangible lift after taking NMN and find it most useful to take early on. Some days I’ll add in L-ornithine, an amino acid that helps reduce fatty deposits around the midriff (see page 195). This is a fussy supplement though and only works if taken on a completely empty stomach, so either needs to be taken last thing at night – a couple of hours after eating or drinking anything other than water or herbal tea (so no late-night glass of wine, nightcap or hot chocolate, for example) – or, for those who mostly eat late, like me, you can take it first thing in the morning, as long as it’s before a brief bit of intense exercise (such as a minute or so of squats). The rest of my daily supplements I tend to take with food later in the day, to increase their absorption, and I’ll list these when we look at diet in more detail (Chapter 4).

Get out, look up!

Those who follow me on Instagram will know that I also like to get outside really early on, either to sit outdoors for my above meditation (if the weather allows) or shortly afterwards and LOOK UP! I’ll always face east towards the rising sun, to feel the fresh air and hopefully some sunshine on my face. I’ll most often take a cup of black tea with me for company (I drink organic Earl Grey or a homemade chai brew – see my website for an easy recipe: lizearlewellbeing.com/healthy-food/healthy-recipes/drinks/homemade-masala-chai-tea). I look towards the sunrise as early as possible and am a believer in using the sun’s energy to help set up our circadian rhythm for the day ahead (just as our ancestors did, long before the electric light bulb came along and changed our waking day forever).

Exposure to the sun’s unfiltered rays first thing is increasingly recognised as an important part of our daily wellbeing. This is because the sun emits different forms of radiation throughout the day. This may sound counter-intuitive coming from someone better known for talking about protecting skin and warding off wrinkles as we age, but some sun exposure is positively beneficial. Bio-hackers talk a lot about the benefits of both early-morning and early-evening sunlight for getting our hormone balance straight. This is because the sun emits more blue light in the early hours and near infrared (NIR), which activates our pituitary gland and wakes us up (which is why we should avoid blue light-emitting screens in the evening), and less of the skin-damaging ultraviolet radiation (the UVA and B rays that cause ageing and burning of the skin). Conversely, the sun emits more of the red light waves in the evening, which calm us down and encourage melatonin production before bed. Exposure to early-morning daylight (even when the sun isn’t shining) improves our moods and emotional wellbeing as well as giving us a better night’s sleep. Every cell in our bodies is influenced by the time of day as set by the sun, so not only are our circadian rhythms established for wake/sleep, but daylight also triggers hormone activity and has an effect on our trillions of gut microbes too, influencing everything from mental health to the immune system.

Interestingly, in-vitro (test tube) studies indicate that early-morning sun exposure may actually help better prepare the skin for the more damaging UV rays later in the day. This form of preconditioning the skin may even help protect it from burning later when exposed to stronger sunlight, with studies showing a reduction in erythema (redness) and post-inflammatory skin pigmentation. It’s also been known for many years that low-energy exposure to these early visible and NIR wavelengths speeds cellular healing processes. This low-level light therapy has been used to hasten wound healing and even reduce skin wrinkles, and has been compared to the form of plant photosynthesis that enhances energy production.

Personally, I feel my mood lift and am better set up for the day ahead if I can get outdoors early on and face the sun (even on a cloudy day), without using glasses, contact lenses – or sunscreen. Just don’t leave it until the sun rises too high and never look directly into the sun as this will seriously damage the eyes. And when it comes to the skin, I always use mineral-based sunscreen on my face, neck and the backs of my hands when outdoors in the middle of the day or when the sun is strong (but I don’t use it first thing).

Ten minutes on . . .

Get moving

Back indoors and it’s time to work out and move my body. On those mornings when I have more time I may head to the ‘gym’, a converted garage at home, where I have a running machine, a bench and a few weights. Or I might do an online exercise class, a yoga session or head out for a short run. Even when time is tight, I will always (without fail and wherever I am) do a simple fitness regime, usually in my bedroom, often still in my pyjamas. This involves 100 deep squats, some hamstring and calf stretches, 60 fast push-ups (yes, these are a challenge but I tell myself it’s just 60 seconds of your life, get over it), followed by 50 tricep dips and a few spine twists and shoulder rolls. No equipment required, so absolutely no excuses. See pages 263–7 for more detail on how and why to do these exercises. You’ll find my simple early-morning routine on YouTube here if you fancy joining in: lizearlewellbeing.com/bshlinks

  
The benefits of ‘grounding’

While getting outside to absorb those early-morning sunbeams, I also practise grounding. This is simply walking barefoot or lying skin-to-earth on the ground, preferably on grass. The premise is that the earth has an electromagnetic current that the body can tune into and benefit from. A convincing explanation is that connecting the body to the earth enables free electrons from its surface to transmit deep into the body, where they have an antioxidant and anti-inflammatory effect. If this all sounds a bit woo-woo, clinical studies show that grounding does improve wound healing, possibly due to the earth’s negative charge (ions) having a positive effect on cells around the damaged skin. These healing electrons may also more generally impact our immune systems and overall health. Grounding appears to improve sleep, regulate cortisol, reduce pain and reduce stress, as it shifts the autonomic nervous system (the fight-or-flight response) towards the parasympathetic (the quieter, rest-and-digest mode). Separated from the earth in everyday life by wearing synthetic-soled footwear, grounding may be one reason why we feel so much better on holiday, for example, when we’re more likely to go barefoot. Give grounding a go – it is easy and free to do.



Shower time

Lastly, I jump in the shower, finishing with a minimum 60-second blast of icy cold water. This is a brilliant (free!) habit to get into for giving the body just the right amount of ‘stress’ to produce a useful cortisol spike. Yes, activating the hormone cortisol with a micro-stressor helps set us up for the day and supports the immune system, as long as it’s first thing, not at night – and no more than a small stress spike.

*  *  *

And that’s the first 30 minutes of the day done. No fancy equipment needed, no gym membership, totally portable, and can be done wherever you are, so again, no excuses.

If you’ve just read this and think, ‘no way do I have time for all this!’ set your alarm for half an hour earlier and give it a go. Invest the first 30 minutes of each and every new day in YOU. What you set in place during the first half hour of every day has the power to carry you through the following 23.5 hours (and the rest of your life). Or not. The choice is yours. My advice is simple, if you do nothing else, prioritise this. Set yourself up for success. It works.

The Gender Divide

There’s a growing awareness that many of our most common medicines such as painkillers (important, as more women than men take painkillers), statins (mostly tested on men), antibiotics and even cancer treatments may be inadequate for women because they’ve been primarily tested on men. This is especially true of some of the older drugs, such as paracetamol. Adverse reactions to drugs are the fourth biggest cause of death among older women, according to research presented to the EuroScience Open Forum back in 2010.

We know that women respond to medication differently because our stomachs may absorb medicines faster and our body fat distribution is different. Crucially, our female genes also play a significant role in how we respond to treatments, and new gender-specific cancer drugs are being developed to help address this disparity. This is an important point to make in the gender-changing debate, as we may decide to self-identify as a different gender, but we can’t fundamentally change our chromosomes or alter the way some medications will affect our cells. To this day, there are still far too many licensed medicines routinely prescribed to women day in, day out, with little or no data to support their risks or benefits to womankind. What a scandal!

Along with a lack of evidence for the way medicines work in women, there’s also a devastatingly long delay for diagnosis and help with many of the commonest conditions affecting us. Take endometriosis as an example, a disease affecting one in ten women in the UK. One survey found that 50 per cent of all women with endometriosis waited an astonishing six years before finally reaching a diagnosis of this chronic and dreadfully painful gynaecological disorder. Many women reported that they were not satisfied with their practitioner’s ability to listen to concerns and felt that their treatment recommendations did not meet their needs.

The gender health gap is real and, although women tend to live longer than men, there are some disturbing trends. For females aged 65 in England, life expectancy increased one year every six years compared to one year every five years for men in the period 2000–2015. Additionally, from 2010 to 2015 life expectancy at age 65 slowed to a one-year increase every 16 years for women and every 9 years for men. Women’s healthcare outcomes as we age are trending downwards – and getting worse. Since 2002, the rates of dementia and Alzheimer’s among women aged 85 and over have been rising. In particular, from 2002 to 2015 there was a staggering increase of around 175 per cent in dementia as the cause of death in women aged 85, and evidence suggests that women with dementia have fewer visits to the GP, receive less health monitoring and take more potentially harmful medication than men with dementia. Women have also been found to be at particular risk of staying on antipsychotic or sedative medication for longer, probably due to the lower number of appointments where their treatment can be reviewed.

Herein lies one of the fundamental issues we have with our healthcare systems: women are brought up not to complain, to accept that pain – from periods to childbirth and beyond – is part and parcel of being born female. Culturally, we’re brought up not to ‘waste the doctor’s time’ with what some might dismiss as worrisome niggles, which our male counterparts might accept far less willingly. Women’s health also tends not to be prioritised at a local level, i.e. with your GP. Women respond to pain differently from men – unfortunately, we tend to have more of it, thanks to differences in our nervous systems, sex hormones such as oestrogen and the way our brains behave. Uniquely female problems, such as endometriosis, polycystic ovary syndrome (PCOS), premenstrual syndrome (PMS), vaginal infections, recurrent urinary tract infections (UTIs) and menopause, are too often dismissed as ‘just part of being a woman’. Can you imagine men being told that their chronic and debilitating pain condition or scrotum so sore that they can’t sit down is ‘just part of being a man, so man up, mate’?

  
How not to fail

Life coaches often say that the reason most new year’s resolutions fail is that we set the bar way too high – that annual mantra of ‘I’m going to give up sugar/alcohol/coffee’, ‘I’m going to stop biting my nails’, ‘I’m going to shrink by two dress sizes’ and so on, all in one go – then we wonder why we fail, feel bad, give up and sink back into our long-established patterns of comfort-zone behaviour (our comfort zone being a very dangerous place to dwell). A more positive outcome happens when we make small habitual changes along the way, incremental benefits that add up over time to long-lasting and game-changing progress.

When you do have a down day, as of course you will, the key is to get back up again. Shake off the negativity dust and congratulate yourself that you’re still here, willing and able to get back on track. Talk kindly to yourself, just as you would speak to a friend going through the same process. Acknowledge that you’re doing your best in difficult circumstances and pat yourself on the back a bit. No one lives the ‘perfect’ life. This isn’t Instagram; this is reality. The important part is progress, however slow, not perfection. The sole goal is to re-establish the most important relationship you’ll ever have in your life – the one you have with yourself.



Stand Up for Your Health

When looking at our own health, both now and going forward, it’s important to remember that we’re not supposed to have aches and pains. These are early warning signs of something not being right, of things going awry that need fixing before they develop into something more severe. Daily, debilitating symptoms need sorting out, before they escalate. Don’t be afraid or hesitant to visit your doctor to discuss health concerns. The sooner they are addressed, the more quickly, easily and cheaply they can be resolved. Educate yourself before making an appointment with your GP, gen up with all the information you can find online and find trusted experts (use reliable sources – you’ll find some of the ones I most regularly go to at the back of this book). Write a list of what’s happening to you, keep a diary of the changes you’ve experienced and don’t be fobbed off with a prescription for antidepressants or a clinical diagnosis of ‘it’s just your age’. That’s lazy doctoring and you deserve better than that.

Be aware that some GPs may not be fully up to speed on nutritional deficiencies or the safety of modern hormone replacement therapy (HRT), to name a couple of helpful midlife strategies. This is not to shame our medical practitioners, but it’s a fact that many are simply not taught about these things at medical school and have so much to cover in their daily practice that they may not be as current in their knowledge as we might hope. Ultimately, who knows more about an illness? The patient who has lived with it for many years, read every book and medical research paper on it, or a medic who attended a single lecture on the subject many years ago? Don’t forget that when you have these discussions – you are the best person to know what it feels like to live inside your body, even if you don’t know why something is happening. That’s not to say be confrontational or difficult (most women aren’t, despite a tendency or fear of being labelled as such).

Before making a doctor’s appointment, ask to see a GP who specialises in women’s health. That’s a good start and all UK surgeries should have at least one on their books. Go into your appointment feeling calm and confident, armed with factual, evidence-based information, and ask for dialogue. Take someone with you if you feel nervous and do take copies of reports and studies if these are helpful to leave for when the doctor has a bit more time to study (and I don’t mean a cutting from a tabloid newspaper, justifiably likely to trigger a medical eye roll). Make a list of your symptoms, times, dates and any patterns. Keep in mind the concepts of informed consent and shared decision-making. Here in the UK, the National Institute for Health and Care Excellence (NICE) has published guidelines for all GPs on this. Entitled ‘Shared Decision Making’, it states that, ‘shared decision making for treatment is a joint process in which a healthcare professional works together with a person to reach a decision about care . . . based both on evidence and on the person’s individual preferences, beliefs and values’. It’s your body; it should be your choice as to how it is treated.

If things don’t go as well as you would have hoped, don’t be afraid to get a second opinion from another doctor at the same surgery. Doctors are human too and opinions, clinical practice and expertise vary. It’s always worth reading up on the NICE guidelines for the treatment of any condition too, to check on what is considered to be standard treatment and care.

It’s truly never too late to change and make a difference to how you look and feel. Remember, self-care is not self-ish, and it’s time now to put yourself at the head of the queue.

Watch out for signs of fluctuating hormones as these impact mood, energy levels, sleep and more. If you’re seeing signs of change, ask to see a GP at your surgery specifically trained in women’s health (especially menopause care).

This book encourages you to adopt some simple health habits, such as tapping into your circadian rhythm with early-morning sunshine and walking barefoot on the grass whenever you can. These simple, small bio-hacks will make a big difference.

  
Healthy hacks

•Prioritise YOU! Move your health and wellbeing up your daily to-do list.
•Build in some daily downtime, even if only a few minutes, to take stock of how you’re feeling and what simple health hacks you can add in to make yourself feel better.
•Remember that it’s not a race – slow and steady wins the day. Consistency is key and even small wins in the day add up to positive progress!

    





Chapter 10

Ways to Rest and Recharge

It’s tempting to overlook how vital sleep is for our overall health and longevity. It’s just collapsing into bed and letting the body do the best it can, right? Wrong. Sleep is one of the most fundamentally active aspects of living and ageing well. We can spend a huge amount of time (and money) to eat well, go to the gym, swallow pricey supplements and all the rest, but without a good night’s sleep (which is free!) much of that effort will be worthless. We spend around a third of our lives asleep, so let’s do it well and reap the longevity benefits.

The Importance of Sleep

Sleep is a continuous cycle of four different stages, each lasting 70–120 minutes, repeating 4–5 times during a 7–9-hour night’s sleep. The first three stages are non-REM (rapid eye movement) sleep and the fourth is deep REM sleep.

 

Stage 1: the initial dropping-off phase as we fall lightly asleep and our brainwaves and heartbeat slow down. This lasts around seven minutes.

Stage 2: moderately light sleep, as our muscles relax throughout the body, heart rate further falls, brainwaves briefly rise then slow back down to a gentle rhythm and body temperature lowers. We spend most of the night in this stage of sleep.

 

Stage 3: the start of deep sleep. Eyes and muscles stop moving or twitching, brainwaves slow even further and the body sets about its practical repair work, renewing cells, proteins, muscle fibres and more.

 

Stage 4: REM sleep, the deepest stage. We arrive here after around 90 minutes of non-REM sleep. At this point, our eyes dart from side to side, brainwaves and heartbeat increase and we breathe more quickly. REM sleep is when we dream and it’s also the point when the brain processes information from the day, crucial for making memories and learning from experience. A healthy brain needs several cycles of deep REM sleep each night.

 

It’s also important to note that sleep follows these clearly defined cycles, which is why uninterrupted sleep is so important (not having to get up for a wee, to soothe a crying child or to let the dog out). REM cycles are especially important.

The process of sleep activates many unique and important biological processes. While the body is resting and the mind doesn’t have to focus on getting ‘stuff’ done, the brain uses this ‘downtime’ to clear out the trash, get rid of the toxic waste that gets built up around cells, re-organise neurological pathways, recharge gut microbes, repair damaged tissues, synthesise proteins and release important hormones. When it comes to ageing, one of the most important aspects of sleep is activating the brain’s glymphatic (waste disposal) system, which sweeps away toxic by-products produced by cellular activity in the brain, so we wake feeling more refreshed and well. A good night’s sleep also improves memory function, because during deep sleep our brains convert short-term memories of the day into long-term memories to recall in the future.

Several specific areas of our brains actually become more active after we’ve had the chance to sleep, including the amygdala (the area that regulates emotions and how we feel), the hippocampus (controlling memory) and the medial prefrontal cortex (which controls attention span and ability to think clearly). Our immune systems depend on a good night’s sleep too, as we make antibodies and immune cells while we sleep. If we don’t get enough sleep, insufficient antibodies may be made, making us more susceptible to viruses and disease.

Sleep is also linked to our digestion: the better our sleep, the broader the diversity of beneficial microbes in our guts. Researchers at the American Gut Project studying over 10,000 participants have also found that better sleep increases the ratio of a relatively newly discovered bacterium called Akkermansia, the so-called ‘anti-fat bug’ linked to a reduced risk of obesity. In studies, those with the highest levels of this bacterium correspondingly have the lowest levels of body fat. Sleep also influences weight control in other ways, regulating the hormones that influence when, and how much, we eat. These include ghrelin, which increases appetite, and leptin, which increases satiety or the feeling of fullness after eating. Lack of sleep causes ghrelin to rise, so we’re more likely to reach for that family-sized crisp packet, whereas good-quality sleep produces more leptin, quelling the urge to snack.

  
Sleep well

Unfortunately, it would seem that despite a growing awareness of its benefits, more of us are finding it harder to get good-quality sleep. A study by the healthcare charity Nuffield Health shows that soaring numbers of us are suffering with insomnia. In fact, this 2020 study showed that the majority of us are having a worse night’s sleep when compared to the previous year. Staggeringly, researchers found that out of the 8,000 adults surveyed, 1 in 10 people were getting only 2–4 hours’ sleep per night, with younger adults getting the least sleep overall. This is deeply worrying. Just one night’s poor sleep can affect mood, concentration and capabilities the following day, with long-term sleep disruptions triggering negative thinking, anxiety and depression. So if poor sleep is something you’ve grown to accept, it’s time to take some action.



Setting your circadian rhythm

We all have an unconscious internal body clock – our circadian clock – that regulates the daily cycle of sleep and wakefulness, hunger, hormones, digestion and more besides. The circadian clock is basically a clump of neurons called the suprachiasmatic nucleus (SCN), found in the hypothalamus at the base of the brain. When our eyes sense daylight, they activate signals that stimulate the SCN, telling the brain it’s time to wake up. The SCN then releases a series of hormones, including the stress hormone cortisol, to activate the body and get us mobilised for the day. Light is the most important factor here; even when our eyes are closed, they still sense the light and activate these wake-up signals. When the



  







































  








  


    


  


    





Acknowledgements

The concept of A Better Second Half came out of conversations I was having with my publishing team at Liz Earle Wellbeing, as I wanted to move the conversation on from simply talking about ‘wellbeing’ and be more specific. I wanted us to be able to offer more help for midlife women, too often let down by unresolved health issues, unhelped by declining hormones, circumstance and life changes. Having been through times of change myself – and found ways to renew and thrive – I said I was at last having a ‘better second half’ and wanted the same for all. At that moment, the concept of this book was born.

I am supremely grateful to my literary agent, the powerhouse that is Carly Cook, for not only running with my idea, but bringing it to the incredible team at Yellow Kite books. It’s been a privilege to work with such a talented group of professionals, from Carolyn Thorne, my inspirational publisher, to Julia Kellaway, my genius editor. I later discovered that Julia had edited one of my first books, New Vital Oils, so it seemed just right that we were now working together on this – much more advanced work – so many years later. I am grateful for the additional research undertaken by Freya Millis, always undaunted when I threw a new topic her way with a request to investigate. Between us, we discerned much of the woo-woo noise from the strategies that bear stricter scrutiny, however strange they might sound – such as cold showers and grounding!

I’m also indebted to my top team at Liz Earle Wellbeing, whose tireless enthusiasm and support for all we do in the wellness space never ceases to inspire and encourage me. In particular, Polly Beard, Sara Munds, Ellie Smith, Amy Moore, Rachel Andrews, Betty Beard, and Leni Syndica-Drummond (who took the book jacket photo of me and many more featured here).

Also, to the many specialists and experts who have so kindly guided me through the complex maze of medical matters and beyond, helping to ensure the information in this book is as accurate and reliable as it can be. These include Tom Baxter, Lucy Beresford, Emma Beswick, Prof Avrum Bluming, Nichola Conlon, James Earl, Dr Jason Fung, Michael Garry, Zoë Harcombe, Ed van Harmelen, Jillian Lavender, Dr Aseem Malholtra, Dr Louise Newson and Megan Ramos.

To my five children, for their unstinting support and generosity in giving me the time to follow my purpose in writing this book, inevitably taking time away from them. I hope they find it a worthy legacy and blueprint for their own lives in the future. To CJ, the man who has supported me through so much of my later writing and been an inspiration for my own personal second half – making it not only better, but complete.

Last, but not least, I would like to thank the incredible Liz Earle Wellbeing community who join me daily across all forms of social media, generously sharing ideas, exchanging views and generally supporting the sisterhood. Together we are stronger and together we can be the change to ensure a ‘better second half’ for us all.



OPF/toc.xhtml


  A Better Second Half



  



  



			Cover



			Praise for A Better Second Half



			About the Author



			Also by Liz Earle



			Title Page



			Imprint Page



			How to Use this ebook



			Epigraph



			Contents



			My Story



			Introduction



			Chapter 1: Prioritise You



			Chapter 2: Reversing Ageing with Science



			Chapter 3: Hormone Hacking



			Chapter 4: Eating to Age Well



			Chapter 5: Maintaining a Healthy Weight in Midlife



			Chapter 6: You Are What You Drink



			Chapter 7: Healthy Ageing Lies in Your Gut Health



			Chapter 8: Protecting the Brain



			Chapter 9: Movement Matters



			Chapter 10: Ways to Rest and Recharge



			Chapter 11: The Power of Connection



			Chapter 12: Beauty Bio-Hacks



			Final Note



			Useful Resources



			References



			Acknowledgements



			Picture Acknowledgements



			Plate Section

	

				Image 2



				Image 3



				Image 4



				Image 5



				Image 6



				Image 7



				Image 8



				Image 9



				Image 10



				Image 11



				Image 12



				Image 13



				Image 14



				Image 15



				Image 16



				Image 17



				Image 18



				Image 19



				Image 20



	



	



			BookDrop











  



OPF/clip0022.png





OPF/cover.jpg
“A positve and empowering take on ageing’
Professor Tim Spector





OPF/twitter.gif





