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Perspective


I climbed the biggest hill I could find

each step evacuating

my over cluttered mind

breath falling into rhythm

lungs billowed full sized

like sails at full mast

to ride with the tide

and with each step

and with each breath

I scaled further away

from my life and its worry

until perspective shifted

and cropped out the hurry

until this life looked very small

and I could see

the only thing which needs

to be moved, is me

everything I truly need

grows amidst the leafy trees

and ebbs and flows

in carefree breeze.

by Donna Ashworth






[image: One-line drawing of a heart]
Introduction
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My name is Julia and I’m dying.

So are you, dear reader.

There’s nothing we can do about that. But the human body is a marvel of biological engineering, constantly renewing itself by killing off old cells and generating new ones. This continuous cycle of cell death and regeneration is crucial for maintaining our health and function, and it’s something we can influence.

I’ve had cancer, I’m a mother to three young children and I couldn’t be more invested in staying alive and living my healthiest life. That’s why I’ve set out to improve my healthspan, which, I think, is subtly different from longevity.

According to the Oxford Dictionary, longevity means ‘long life’ or ‘the ability to last for a long time’. (The word comes from the Latin longaevitās.) But I don’t just want to endure, I want to be able to run around after my children for decades to come and, if I’m lucky, after my grandchildren too. I want to be able to lift and carry things and continue to leap up the stairs two at a time. I want to get better at tennis, not worse, and be strong enough so that if I stumble or fall, I can steady myself or get up relatively unscathed.

That’s healthspan, not lifespan: being strong enough to handle life’s knockbacks with resilience, hopefully well into older age (or the wisdom years, as I like to call them).

Running to my publishers recently (late again!), I tripped on the voluminous legs of my floaty silk trousers in Regent Street in central London. I slammed down onto the pavement, sliding forwards on my stomach in an ungainly kind of football dive, but I managed to put out an arm to save myself – and my teeth – from serious damage. I was bruised and embarrassed but able to get up and gallop on. My shins were turning blue with new bruises but I wasn’t seriously hurt.

If that happens when I’m 80, I want the same outcome. I don’t want to end up in hospital with a broken hip, destined to become an old-age statistic: someone who never fully recovers and dies within a year. The charity Age Concern says that falls are the most common cause of injury-related deaths in people over 75 in the UK. The government estimates the cost to the country of fractures from falls at £4.4 billion annually, with a quarter of that spent on the social care people need afterwards. In human terms, it’s the end of your independence – but enough scaremongering.

Here in Hack Yourself Healthy I’m putting myself up as a ‘crash test mummy’ to trial lifestyle changes that promise to extend healthspan. I’ll be taking you through them with experts who, I promise, have an excellent bedside manner. Most are things that you can try at home, in the gym, or outside in your garden or local green space. There will be tests you can have on the NHS, plenty of stuff that’s free and, yes, some bits and pieces that you might want to invest in, but which don’t cost the earth. (Actually, some of them do cost the earth, because they’re niche and pioneering. I’ll be telling you about those too, because they’re the future of this kind of preventative medicine.)

In Chapter 6 I talk to Professor Satchin Panda, a world-renowned expert on circadian rhythms and sleep, and in Chapter 3 you can find age-defying Dr Kara Fitzgerald telling us what we should be eating to turn back our biological clocks.

I’ve travelled to the Himalayas to find a sanctuary called Ananda and learn more about Ayurveda, the oldest medical system in the world (practised for the last 10,000 years), to ask what it can offer the West. Read about that in Chapter 11. Here in the UK, I have sat on a machine I nicknamed the ‘orgasmatron’ to strengthen my pelvic floor (and, no, it doesn’t do anything more exciting), gone naked (apart from a hat and gloves) in Europe’s coldest cryotherapy chamber (-140ºC, since you ask), and exercised to my body’s fail point, wearing a mask that makes me look like Mrs Hannibal Lecter, to test my VO2 max. VO2 max is one of the best predictors of longevity we have, and you can learn how I got on at London’s pioneering personalised health clinic, Hooke, in Chapter 1.

Lots of me have been examined and analysed, from my brainwaves to my breasts: I have been poked, prodded and stuck with needles; I have given plenty of blood (I’m blood type A RhD positive, which is not rare) and I’ve shared my poo; a saliva test enabled specialists to decode my DNA – not to trace my ancestry, but to work out what diseases I’m susceptible to; and even my emotional health and psychological resilience – both surprisingly significant in human healthspan – have been picked apart. There really has been nowhere to hide.

As always, I’ve been heartened to reaffirm how important it is to have nature in our lives, every day. It has a tangible impact on our well-being that must not be overlooked. Feeling the sunlight on your face, breathing in fresh air, hugging trees, walking, looking at the colour green: these all create proven physiological change for the better in our bodies.

My physical and mental responses to ‘vitamin N’ have been measured in a series of experiments specially conducted for Hack Yourself Healthy by Ben Wheeler, a professor at the European Centre for Environment and Human Health at the University of Exeter. You’ll be staggered by the amount of money I save the NHS because of the time I spend in nature – and you could too. In a London park, I managed to uplift my HRV levels (heart rate variability) to Jedi status, leveraging the power of birdsong. And in North Yorkshire, on the 2,500-acre estate of Broughton Sanctuary, I learned more about the spiritual connection we all have to nature, and how it’s possible for land and people to be rewilded together, nourishing the body, mind and soul.

All the how-tos and the why-tos are laid out in this book so that you can join me on this quest to ‘make the best of the rest’. I hope my experiments and enquiries will serve as a blueprint for you as you think about what healthspan means in terms of your own life.

In terms of my own, it has produced a stunning revelation: I have a cyst deep in tiger country: smack bang in the centre of my brain.
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Head case

OK, so I wasn’t expecting that.

My decision to become the ‘crash test mummy’ and have myself examined all over, inside and out, including a state-of-the-art body and brain MRI scan, revealed a cyst smack bang in the centre of my brain. It was ironic really, because they were focusing on my breast region, given my cancer diagnosis in 2021.

It’s a pineal cyst located in what the neurosurgeon, Kevin O’Neill, described as ‘tiger country’, after looking at my scan.

These cysts are rare but usually benign guests in the pineal gland. The epiphysis cerebri, as it’s also known, is connected to our eye function and plays a role in the production of melatonin, the hormone that regulates our sleep–wake cycle. Mine has a lump in it, approximately 6mm (millimetres) by 10mm, and the shape of a ‘half-sucked Murray mint’, apparently.

I was every bit as terrified as you might expect to discover this, but in the two years that it’s taken me to write Hack Yourself Healthy, there’s nothing – nothing – that has come closer to proving to me that preventative medicine is the way forward. There isn’t a better path to building a longer, healthier life than getting to know your own body.

For me, that means having a second MRI scan in six months’ time to ensure that there has been no change in my cyst’s size or characteristics. (It’s currently a smooth and well-defined lozenge.) If that’s the case, I can relax and accept that it’s stable and symptomless, and there’s every chance that I can live safely with a cough sweet inside my head.

Apparently, 1 per cent of us do – it’s just that we don’t know until and unless they start to cause trouble.

If you think of your brain as a 3-D dartboard, the pineal gland is situated at the bullseye. ‘This central location means that it’s near a lot of critical neurological structures, so you don’t want to do anything to it unless you really, really have to,’ says Kevin, who is best known as the hero surgeon who operated on the brain tumour of my friend and fellow TV presenter, Davina McCall.

If my cyst grows, it could potentially:


• Block my cerebrospinal fluid pathways.

• Create pressure on my surrounding brain structures.

• Cause me headaches or neurological symptoms.





Surgery to remove it risks leaving me with movement-control issues, visual disturbances, deficits to my motor skills (and we all know I’m already so clumsy that I can trip over my own trousers) and, in very rare cases, neurological damage.

Kevin, however, stresses that there is zero need to panic or intervene, because, for me, this is a natural part of my anatomy: I was born with it. When I have my follow-up, he will check for any tiny changes that might ring an alarm bell and ensure that there’s baseline data for future comparisons.

He doesn’t prescribe any lifestyle modifications – but he does warn me to take the best care I can of my brain. That means prioritising good-quality sleep, taking regular exercise, maintaining a balanced diet and taking targeted supplements. (In my case omega-3s and vitamin D3 with K2.) Lots of exercise, a good diet and supplements are part of my life already; the first one, sleep, I’m working on.

If anything is going to make me redouble my efforts, however, it’s finding out that I have a hard-to-reach cyst in my brain.

Kevin is a huge believer in preventative medicine. ‘Ignoring your health is like leaving unopened bills on the kitchen counter,’ he says. The problems don’t disappear, they just grow larger and more complicated. Just as those unopened envelopes accumulate interest and penalty charges, unaddressed health issues can silently escalate, transforming minor concerns into major medical challenges.

So, er, yes, I have a cyst in my brain, but I know that I have the measure of it, literally: I can monitor it, optimise my health to protect my grey matter and take action in the future if I need to.

Thanks to my neighbour, Lizzie, for suggesting the scan. No, really. I don’t know about you, but I’m definitely in the ‘What you know empowers you’ camp, not the ‘I don’t wanna know’ faction. As Benjamin Franklin once said, ‘An ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure.’

As you read through Hack Yourself Healthy I’ll be describing all the different ways that we can build healthspan, as introduced above, and each chapter ends with some simple ways that you can help yourself: my Happy Hacks.

I hope you’ll enjoy the journey with me.

Julia
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Chapter 1

Hooke, Line and Thinker: Time to Rethink our Health
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The mask is clamped, airtight, over my nose and mouth. Beneath it I’m sucking in air as hard as I can and exhaling great gales of CO2. My lungs are burning and so are my thighs as my legs pound the treadmill. I’d started at a brisk walk, now I’m sprinting. The gradient has been increasing. I am nearing my fail state (when you exercise to failure).

Do I have another minute in me? Another 30 seconds? Am I going to throw up or give up first? In my head I picture my chicks: my three little ones. I’m not running in a gym, masked and wired to a machine, I’m racing along a sunny beach with them happy and free. It buys me a bit more time, and I can see the clock tick over the 12-minute mark. ‘Keep pushing, Julia,’ instructs trainer, Aaron Parsley. ‘Push! Come on …’ He can see I’m fading. ‘Do an emergency stop if you need to, drop your feet off the sides.’ And then … I’m done.

There is no official end to this test, no finish line, no tape to break. Just the certainty that my mind and body have reached their limit. My heart is pounding at 169bpm (beats per minute). I wobble off the treadmill, my arms too numb to unclip the Velcro straps of the mask, shaking with fatigue. I need some water, a sit down and a towel to mop the sweat running down my face, which is now the same colour as my pink top. I know why people wee themselves when they do marathons. I don’t have a lot of control left.

Whatever my score, I’m proud of myself.

I gave it everything I’ve got. And now we’ll see what it says about my longevity.

I’m at a pioneering personalised health clinic called Hooke in London’s Mayfair, and I’m doing a VO2 max test, my first ever. It’s a way of measuring maximum aerobic capacity (how efficiently our body uses oxygen during high-intensity exercise) and it is, without a doubt, the gold-standard marker for health and fitness. People with higher VO2 max levels live longer. It’s that simple.

I have been both looking forward to this and dreading it. Running ‘to failure’ is not fun. But now I have done it, I am delighted: my score is 47.7ml of oxygen consumed in a minute, per kilo of bodyweight (ml/kg/min), well above the average for someone in their fifties, which is 30–33 ml/kg/min. This puts me in the ‘excellent’ category; better still, I’m in the 99th percentile for my age. Later, I learn that this is probably because of all the steady-state cardiovascular exercise I do every day, notably walking (I told you it was good for you!) and rebounding. This kind of continuous exercise at a moderate intensity has long been shown to help the body use its oxygen well.

My self-care self portrait

It’s been quite the day here at Hooke, where I’ve given a lot of blood, urine and saliva, and I’ve been examined inside and out, from my brainwaves to my breasts, from the strength of my puff to the health of my gut. The outcome is a 76-page report, the Hooke Bioportrait, on the machine that is me. This bioportrait will be the foundation of my work with the clinic over the coming months, a baseline from which any improvements (or deteriorations) can be measured as I try to improve my own healthspan.

I have found a 3cm (centimetre) pelvic cyst that I didn’t know I had, and a bony lump on my left collarbone. I will have to have a trans-vaginal ultrasound to check out the cyst, and I’ll keep an eye on the nobbly bit on my clavicle. (Note: this is a really important area to check when you’re doing your monthly breast checks and under the armpits.) Also, I now know that I have an unwelcome guest in my stomach called Helicobacter pylori, which comes with an increased risk of peptic ulcers and stomach cancer. That’ll have to be eradicated. Plus, I have a bothersome issue relating to my iron levels, which I’ll share with you later.

There are other things of note as well: my balance is bad when I have to do it in controlled circumstances rather than leaping onto a tree stump in some woods (I think I had stage fright in the gym). Being able to balance is crucial to your spatial orientation and stability, and it improves the plasticity of your brain, so it’s pretty important. At my age (54 at the time of writing), I should be able to do 41 seconds with eyes open and 8 seconds with my eyes closed. I managed 11 seconds on both my left and right legs, with my eyes closed, which places me in the 81st percentile. My balance is something I work on every day, and I’ve never considered it a strength.

My olive-toned skin, courtesy of my Greek heritage, is technically known as Fitzpatrick skin-type III, which means that my skin burns moderately and tans gradually to light brown. The Fitzpatrick skin type classification scale is described by some as outdated and subjective, but it can be used alongside personal history and other information to assess skin cancer risk and whether certain skin procedures such as laser therapy might be suitable. My beneficial omega-3 levels at the time of testing were a bit low, my omega-6 levels, on the other hand, were a bit high – it should be the other way around. (After supplementing for four months with omega-3s, I corrected this.) One of my cholesterol markers was slightly elevated, but because other markers are well within range and I’m physically fit and not overweight it’s not deemed to be an issue.

The good bits: if you want me to jump from standing still, I have 24.4cm of spring, which is well above average, in the 89th percentile for people my age doing this particular test; as for my grip, I can manage 39kg with my right hand and 37.6kg with my left, which also puts me into the ‘excellent’ category. (The clinicians were looking for better than 30kg.) Press ups? I can bang out 25, which is again ‘excellent’, although I suspect I would get no points for elegance. I’m in the top 10 per cent of the population for fitness in terms of my age and sex, and very well ‘fat adapted’, which means my body has a high capacity for using fat as fuel instead of glucose (sugar). This is a win in terms of age-related decline, as it lowers my risk of the chronic diseases that will shorten my lifespan.

I’m certain I’m looking at the future of healthcare. It’s data-driven, completely personalised and about being proactive, not reactive. In short, Hooke believes in optimising good health rather than waiting until someone is sick and then trying to fix them.

Shouldn’t this be national policy rather than something a bit niche? People hate it when I say so, but around 40 per cent of cancers are preventable.

Your body’s SOS

In the UK, it’s estimated that around one in four adults may have metabolic syndrome, which can increase the risk of heart disease, stroke and even dementia. (See the box below for a detailed look at metabolic health.) In the USA some estimates suggest that more than 87 per cent of the population is metabolically unhealthy. Contributing factors include high blood pressure, high blood sugars, unhealthy cholesterol levels and a larger waist circumference.

In England, 64 per cent of adults are either overweight or obese; in the USA that figure is closer to 71 per cent. The reason for these worrying statistics? In many instances it’s lifestyle, which is something you can hack, starting right now, for free.

How bad food, poor sleep and stress impact your metabolism

You’re going to hear a lot more about metabolic health in this book (there’s even an annual International Metabolic Health Day on 10th October), so I asked Dr Nasha Winters, who’s a pioneer in the field of integrative and metabolic oncology, and who helped guide me through my breast-cancer diagnosis in 2021, to explain it for us.


The silent saboteurs – my conversation with Dr Nasha Winters

What is metabolic health, and why should we be concerned about it?

Nasha: Metabolic health isn’t just the absence of disease; it’s a state where our body’s energy systems function optimally, supporting every cell, tissue and organ. When we speak of metabolic health, we are referring to our body’s ability to efficiently process nutrients, maintain balanced blood sugar levels, regulate cholesterol, and manage blood pressure – all while minimising inflammation and oxidative stress (when energy production produces unstable molecules that damage cells – more about this on page 147). Achieving metabolic health is a cornerstone of disease prevention and longevity, and it forms the basis of resilience against chronic illnesses, including cancer.

Why do metabolic markers matter?

Nasha: Several key metabolic markers serve as our ‘vital signs’ for metabolic health. These include blood pressure, blood glucose levels, waist circumference, triglyceride levels, and HDL cholesterol. Each one tells us a story about the body’s current state, with deviations often hinting at underlying imbalances that could increase the risk of chronic diseases.
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Metabolic markers

1 Blood pressure High blood pressure indicates that the heart is working harder than it should, often due to imbalances in electrolytes (essential minerals), stress or dietary factors. Elevated blood pressure can damage the blood vessels over time, leading to heart disease, kidney issues, and even certain cancers. Simple lifestyle changes – such as reducing sodium (salt), practising stress-management techniques such as deep breathing or meditation, and engaging in regular physical activity – can have a significant impact.

2 Blood glucose levels When our blood sugar levels remain consistently high, the risk of insulin resistance increases, meaning that your muscles, fat and liver don’t respond correctly to the hormone insulin, thereby setting the stage for diabetes, cardiovascular disease and cancer. By managing our carbohydrate intake (a major source of sugar in the blood), focusing on nutrient-dense foods (such as meat, seafood and vegetables), and incorporating regular physical activity, we can support better control of our blood sugar.

3 Waist circumference Fat around the waistline, especially visceral fat (the fat that is wrapped around your internal organs), indicates metabolic imbalance and inflammation, which can disrupt hormonal function and increase the risk of disease. Monitoring your waist circumference, staying active and focusing on anti-inflammatory foods, rich in fibre, can make a difference.

4 Triglyceride levels Elevated triglycerides in the blood reflect an imbalance in how our body processes fat, and they are often linked to a high sugar intake, refined carbohydrates and/or excessive alcohol. Incorporating healthy fats such as those found in nuts, seeds and fatty fish (such as mackerel) can help to reduce triglyceride levels.

5 HDL cholesterol Often called ‘good’ cholesterol, HDL helps to clear other forms of cholesterol from the bloodstream. Low levels are associated with a higher risk of heart disease. Increasing HDL involves embracing a balanced diet with healthy fats as mentioned above and taking regular exercise.



The pioneers of preventative medicine

No. 86 Brook Street in London’s Mayfair is a vast white stuccoed house, which looks so glamorous that it could be a set in the Netflix Regency drama Bridgerton. But look harder, turn your gaze skywards to the decorations above the portico, and you’ll see a serpent, the globally known symbol of medicine. (Snakes have represented doctors and healing since the time of the Ancient Greeks, representing life and renewal in the same way that a snake sheds its skin.)

The house itself has been there since 1725, but it was taken over by medics in 1922 as consulting rooms for a group of distinguished doctors who arranged it to suit their needs. A large ‘muniment room’ for patients’ notes was built in the basement, with waiting rooms and consulting rooms on the ground and first floors. The decoration was smart and fresh throughout: blue for the sky, yellow for the sun, and another room left with its treated plaster showing to resemble green and lapis marbling – ocean colours, I guess.

Today it looks rather different, more like a gorgeous boutique hotel, but it’s still a place of healing and medical inquiry. And that’s why I found myself walking up those elegant steps one day in early spring 2024 to meet founder, Lev Mikheev, and his daughter Kate Woolhouse, the CEO.

From Moscow to Mayfair

Lev was brought up in Moscow. He was a theoretical physicist who became a hedge funder and lived a high-octane kind of life until he developed prostate cancer at the age of 49. (He is 62 at the time of writing.) He had a radical prostatectomy which, like my mastectomy in 2021, was a wake-up call. Lev started to read up on longevity, and then, stubborn as a mule in the face of a potentially deadly disease, turned himself into an endurance athlete.

Next, he created Hooke to share what he had learned.

The clinic brings a multi-disciplinary team under one roof: doctors, health and fitness experts and a scientific advisory board. It’s the epitome of personalised medicine with cognitive-function testing and emotional analysis built in as standard. There’s even psychometric profiling. As Lev points out, ‘You need to know people’s weak points if you are to help them achieve their healthspan and longevity goals.’

Hooke is small and exclusive, but it’s determined to shift the perception that this kind of preventative healthcare will always be inaccessible to the majority. Their mission is to educate people about what can be done by themselves, for themselves. You will see at the end of this chapter that they have created a guide they’re calling ‘Hooke at Home’ outlining tests you can ask for on the NHS and others you can reasonably source yourself.


Lev Mikheev and Kate Woolhouse on prevention not cure

‘In the health-care sector, the only area that looks to maximise health – rather than fix you when you are broken – is professional sports medicine,’ Lev tells me as I sit with him in Hooke’s sunny meeting room. ‘It’s not the content but the method; a multi-disciplinary team: a doctor with a nutritionist, a fitness person with a psychologist. They don’t wait until bad things happen. They test periodically, collect data, and try to improve things, to achieve your maximum potential based on objective observation. Why not work with this model instead of accepting that decline is inevitable from your forties onwards?

‘It’s about optimisation. Positive health care, not negative. At this point, we do it for the wealthy because that’s where you have to start, the same as it was with the car industry and jet travel. It is expensive initially, but you go on to create a prototype which can be made more widely available and effective.’

Future proof

‘On a big ethical level,’ Lev goes on, ‘I think humanity needs a new model for healthcare, and I don’t think it needs to take that long; for example, the NHS is not efficient with the data it could be collecting, and what it does with that data. There are some basic inefficiencies in the system. If they run a blood sample, for example, they could be getting more blood markers from that same sample. There’s no extra time involved. There’s not even any extra blood that needs to be taken. Think how much more they could learn about a patient, and how that snapshot would help.’

The father–daughter team at Hooke is also curious about what putting an onus on employers and education establishments might achieve in future. ‘Schools are criticised if pupils don’t learn to read and write,’ says Lev, ‘but don’t they also need to learn to move? I would throw in physical education as a much more substantive chunk of the school curriculum, not least because children learn better when they’re not at their desk sitting down for six or seven hours a day.’

‘I think you have to look at policy making and regulation: what are we doing about ultra-processed food, what is our urban planning like?’ adds Kate. ‘I’m a big fan of Japan, where the employers measure their employees’ waistlines. In China they go on cross-country runs before they start work in the morning. I love stuff like that, but as a society in this country we are too squeamish about discussing it.’



I’m not sure how that would go down here, but I certainly agree that employers should focus more on the health of their employees. You’ll see why in Chapter 10, where I do a productivity test based on the power of nature.

The Bradders bioportrait

I start by giving 14 vials of blood. (Tip: if you are giving blood, make sure you are fully hydrated, so drink plenty of water beforehand.) Tests will be done for, among other things, inflammation, the presence of metals, my various vitamin levels, my liver and kidney function and the strength of my immune system. They’ll be scouting for any cancer markers too. There will be lipid tests to give advance warning of heart conditions, a glucose test for signs of future diabetes, and another one checking the health of my joints.

Next, I hop onto some intelligent scales, which measure various bits of me using electrical impulses. I am 58.9kg (9 stone 3lb – and within the normal range for my height of 173cm/5ft 8in) with a skeletal muscle mass of 27.5kg (also normal); my body fat is 14.8 per cent, which is at the lower end (18–28 per cent is usual). My visceral fat (the internal fat stored around our organs) is comfortably within safe margins. They’re looking for a score beneath 100cm squared and I’m 41.6cm squared. My resting metabolic rate – the number of calories I need per day just to function without exercise or activity – is 1341, similar to other people of my height and weight.

Other tests done throughout the course of the day will show my pulse is 58 beats per minute and my blood pressure is a respectable 102/65. All the electrics in my heart are sparking properly and, as for my lungs, I take 17 breaths a minute and have a blood oxygen level (from room air) of 96 per cent, which is normal. My hip-to-waist ratio – a better health marker than body mass index (BMI) – is 0.85, also healthy.

Once we have established my baselines, it’s into the gym with Aaron. He’s a surfer and hiker, 40 at the time of writing. He looks outdoorsy – I can easily see him dragging his board out into the Atlantic swell on the west coast of France where he surfs with his brother. Squats, jumps, pulls, pushes, grips – all are analysed as he promises to make me strong enough to fulfil my fifty-something ambition of being able to do pull-ups. His attention is laser focused, and after each exercise he charts my performance on his laptop so that he can keep track of my progress in the months to come.
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Top fitness kit

I asked Aaron which two bits of kit would top his list for home use, if you had the budget. Here they are:


1 Intelligent scales (that measure body composition, muscle and bone mass as well as weight) so that you understand your own body composition and how to improve it.

2 A wearable fitness tracker to help you keep track of yourself 24 hours a day.





Food, but with homework

Next, it’s nutrition with Hooke’s in-house expert, Aaron Deere. He’s a tall, brawny Australian with a shaven head and neatly trimmed silver stubble, so big he fills the sofa opposite me.

One of the things Aaron will be addressing is the iron issue revealed by my blood tests. I have low transferrin saturation, which means the amount of iron that is bound to transferrin, the protein that transports it around the body. A normal range for this marker is between 20 per cent and 55 per cent, I have come in with just 18 per cent. Among other things, low transferrin can impact sleep patterns, as it’s involved in regulating our sleep–wake cycles. It makes me wonder if it’s been contributing to the insomnia I have been trying so hard to eradicate with bedtime rituals and breath work.

Aaron has written me a food prescription to up my iron (meat, more beans, peas, lentils, dark leafy greens like kale and watercress, wholegrains such as brown rice, and nuts and seeds). He also wants me to take on more calcium since I don’t drink dairy milk. (That means sardines, soya beans, figs, almonds, white beans and oranges.) I also need to improve my ratio of omega-6s to omega-3s. A perfect score would be between 1.5 and 3 (meaning that you should take in no more than three times more omega-6 than omega-3). Mine is 7.78. It’s a function of the modern Western diet and very common, but it increases our overall risk of inflammation, allergies and autoimmune reactions. He recommends a supplement to increase my omega-3 from its current low level and even out my ratio.

I have always thought that I ate a respectable amount of good-quality protein, but he’s also crunched those numbers and apparently it’s not enough to support my recovery from exercise and maintain my muscle mass. I’m going to need it if I want to do the pull-ups I’ve promised Aaron Parsley. That means bigger portions of beef and salmon, prawns, eggs, cottage cheese and my favourite Greek sheep’s milk yoghurt, Oraia. The recommended amount of protein to consume each day in a normal diet is 0.8–1g (gram) per kilogram of body weight.

Mind games

Next, it’s time for a bit of brainstorming with GP Dr Ummer Qadeer who’s overseeing something called the Weschler Adult Intelligence Scale, or WAIS for short. It’s the world’s leading test of intelligence for adults aged 16 to 90, designed to check my brain health and functioning power.

It was my idea of hell. ‘They’re going to get nasty aren’t they?’ I asked as a blur of arrows and dots and hexagons, in blue and red and yellow colour combinations, began flowing over a screen. I wasn’t wrong. Mercifully, the tests end themselves if you get enough wrong – take from that what you will.

These things are important because our working memory – how much you can hold in your mind – is very sensitive to ageing and the corresponding decline in brain function. Comfortingly, what matters is your overall trend. You might only be in the 25th percentile in the first place, but it’s the staying there that matters.

Here are my results:


1 Working memory, attention and ability to mentally manipulate information: 58th percentile, which was lower than I expected – do they know what it takes to do live TV?!

2 Processing speed, visual-motor co-ordination and attention to detail: 64th percentile.

3 Fluid intelligence (problem solving without relying on prior knowledge): 79th percentile.



Neuro nudges

After that, I took my poor, tired brain for a WAVi brain scan. I put on something that looked like a cycle helmet covered in electrodes, hooked myself up to a laptop and pretended I was in The Matrix for a series of reaction tests. (This was more for research than any diagnosis, by the way.)

The outcome was a colour map of activity in the brain – like a circular rainbow. Everyone’s is different, apparently, like a fingerprint. Mine proved to be boringly normal. (I suspect if you could translate the brainwaves into words they were probably saying, ‘This helmet is doing nothing for my hair.’) What did I learn? That my ratio of theta brainwaves to beta brainwaves shows that my mind wanders more than it focuses, and that my frontal brain symmetry is at the upper limit of normal, which could indicate decreased efficiency associated with stress.

Stress will be a recurring theme for me, you’ll notice.

Inside out

‘Right, we know what you look like on the outside, but what do you look like on the inside?’ asks Dr Pierre-Marc Bouloux as he prepares to give me a top-to-toe ultrasound. It’s fascinating to watch his screen as he talks me through this grand tour from my salivary glands and the carotid artery in my neck down to my pancreas and out to my kidneys, where the fat running through them shows up as a little white line. When my gall bladder pops into view, Dr Bouloux rightly tells me that it’s been a while since I ate. ‘It fills overnight and between meals, but as soon as you eat, especially fatty food, it contracts and expels the bile to break down the fat, like squirting fairy liquid onto your pots and pans,’ he says.

He was surprised by the discovery of a cyst in my ovary, which I’ve since had checked out with a vaginal ultrasound. Everything is OK – in fact, by the time I got to the follow up, there was nothing to see. It’s not uncommon for ovarian cysts to come and go, but they are less common if you’re post-menopausal, so it’s always worth getting them monitored.

And top to bottom

Finally, it’s time for the outside (mostly) of me to be scrutinised, and that’s the job of Clare Nieland, a GP who divides her time between her NHS practice in Maidenhead and her work as a Longevity doctor here at Hooke London.

She’s been practising lifestyle medicine for the last eight years. ‘Working in the NHS, you start to realise that a pill doesn’t cure every ill, and actually there is little point in giving medication if you’re not addressing the root cause. Type-2 diabetes was a light-bulb moment for me. It’s a chronic lifestyle-related illness, which is both reversible and preventable using a real-food, low-carb approach. I used to see one or two people a week with what we used to call “sugar diabetes”. Today, I see four or five a day at least, and there are a lot of people walking around with type-2 diabetes who don’t even know they’ve got it. If only we could empower people to look after themselves.’

Clare is a walking advert for her own health philosophy. When I met her, she was just about to head to the Lakes to celebrate her fiftieth birthday with a wild swim and a hill climb. But she could have passed for a decade younger with her dark blonde hair in a loose bun at the nape of her neck, a casual white T-shirt, white Vivo barefoot plimsolls and a tan belt around the trim waist of her navy suit trousers.

I’m telling you what she’s wearing because I’m feeling a little underdressed in comparison, sitting wrapped in a blanket on a medical bed wearing only my pants and a pair of sports socks. The socks are particularly grim since they’ve recently been subjected to Aaron’s VO2 max test.

Clare begins by mole mapping, and then there’s a breast exam and a smear test, an eye and an ENT (ear, nose and throat) test and some spirometry, which is a bit like blowing into a megaphone, and is a test of lung function. I come back as normal, normal, normal, but what’s brilliant about Hooke is that every element feeds into my bioportrait; this is the health of my whole self, body and mind, the bits I can see for myself and the things that would stay a secret, symptomless, until it was too late to course correct.

It’s the prevention model, rather than the cure, the one we need in order to build healthspan.

Clare is the author of the mini guide we’re calling ‘Hooke at Home’, which will help you to be proactive and take control too (see opposite). But before we get there …

Inside my mind

(A lovely scenic route with the occasional outburst of anger.)

I have one final session at Hooke to tell you about, with psychologist Professor Aneta Tunariu. Here is what I learned about my mind that day.


1 Well-being index: 35 per cent, showing that I am navigating challenge alongside anxiety.

2 Satisfaction index: with health, 60 per cent; feeling part of a community, 60 per cent; life achievements, 80 per cent.

3 Meaning index: a sense that life is broadly interesting and exciting, 71 per cent; a sense of meaning in daily activities, 42 per cent; giving me an average of 58 per cent.

4 Positive vision index: for the self, 51 per cent, suggesting confidence in my abilities and a good self-regard; for life, 55 per cent, indicating a positive world view and hope for the future.

5 Health and vitality index: only 34 per cent; subjective health, my sense of myself as a healthy person, just 17 per cent.

6 Stress scale: an above-average 74 per cent.

7 Positive use of time index: my work–life balance came out at 83 per cent, which suggests harmony in how I combine my daily activities with my life goals. I was surprised, but I’ll take the win.

8 Resilience index: 79 per cent, that’s my ability to thrive in the face of a challenge, of which there have been several in the last few years.



Could do better

And here’s the thing I was worst at:


• Using my imagination and being able to visualise things: 8 per cent.



Well, this blew my mind, and I want a re-do! I make up stories for my kids a lot, I draw and write. I’m abysmal at those horrible non-verbal reasoning tests where you have to imagine how an unravelled cube fits back together, but I visualise every day when I meditate too.


[image: ]

Hooke at Home, with Dr Clare Nieland

The following tests are all available on the NHS. (Do consult your own doctor if you have any immediate concerns.)

Dr Nieland writes:

Screening tests


• Cervical smear: people aged 25 to 49 receive invitations every three years. People aged 50 to 64 receive invitations every 5 years. Cervical screening is not recommended for anyone under 25 years old who has not been invited.

• Mammogram: the NHS Breast Screening Programme invites all women from the age of 50 to 70 registered with a GP for screening every 3 years.

• NHS health checks: for people who are aged 40 to 74 who do not have any significant pre-existing conditions. The check takes about 20–30 minutes and usually includes: height and weight; waist circumference, blood pressure, cholesterol test, and possibly a blood sugar level test. In addition, questions about health.

• Bowel cancer screening: home test kits (FIT test) for people aged 60–74 every 2 years, now being expanded to include those aged 50–59.

• Prostate cancer: no routine screening, but men over 50 can request a PSA blood test to detect prostate issues, including cancer.

• Sexual health screening: tests for STIs such as chlamydia, gonorrhoea and HIV are available free at sexual health clinics.



General tests:

Blood tests can be organised at your GP surgery on the NHS if you have concerns. Your doctor can organise tests such as Hba1c (this measures your average blood sugar levels over the past two to three months), lipids, full blood count, ferritin, folate and vitamin D.

If you have specific concerns, other investigations will be decided upon depending on your symptoms.

Other tests that are available include:


• Dexa scan: to assess your bone health, if you are in an at-risk group.

• Spirometry, for those with asthma/COPD or other respiratory concerns.

• ECG: to check the electrical activity of the heart.

• Brain health: the doctor can perform some tests on your memory, such as the GPCOG or MMSE if you have memory concerns.

• CGM (continual glucose monitor): available to buy or via Freestyle Libre Free trial for 2 weeks, to get an understanding of how certain foods affect your blood sugar (we use Dexcom here at Hooke). Wear it for a few weeks to get an understanding of which food affects your blood sugar control – you may be surprised!



Allied healthcare practitioners

The NHS now employs other practitioners who can help. Examples include:


• Health coaches: these work with individuals and in groups to help patients with behavioural change, working towards improving fitness, losing weight, addressing health issues through lifestyle measures and so on, group walking sessions, food and nutrition advice.

• Social prescribers: can help with falls prevention, gym referrals, exercise on prescription, social connection through local groups and clubs, and so on.

• Clinical pharmacists: they monitor blood pressure, advise on lipids and treatment, and some manage type-2 diabetes.

• Group consultations: some practices, such as the Cedars Surgery in Maidenhead where I work, run group sessions for those with certain conditions such as obesity and type-2 diabetes.

• Menopause and hormone health: some GP surgeries (again like mine) have doctors or specialist nurses, so ask to see what help is available.
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Happy hacks


• Speak to your GP about any tests you might be entitled to – they will help you to build your own equivalent of the Hooke bioportrait.

• Invest in some intelligent scales to learn more about your own body and its daily, weekly and monthly trends. (If you can’t access intelligent scales, you can use ordinary bathroom scales with skin calipers and a measuring tape for body circumference
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