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Introduction


The Warm Up


 

My wake-up call came in the form of a medical
check-up that I had in my mid-thirties when I complained to my
doctor about lower back pain, acid reflux, and a few other small
ailments. As he responded to me half-jokingly that I was “on
schedule,” I started to realize that maybe I needed to take better
care of myself. It turned out, that with a little physical therapy
and a tweak to my diet, I felt better. In fact, by the time I hit
40, I felt better than I had since my late twenties. 

 

The value of that medical exam was that,
clearly, whatever exercise and health care measures had worked in
my twenties would not carry me through my forties and beyond. I
needed to employ new strategies if I was going to continue to
maintain excellent health. 

 

When I met Brian Schwartz, who created the company 50
Interviews, Inc., I found a way to uncover these strategies.
Brian’s concept is that authors select a topic that they are
passionate about and interview 50 people who are successful in that
area. By surrounding myself with individuals over age 50 that I
admired, I could build a network of people who were adept at
sustaining strength and wellness throughout the years. This would
ensure my own success. The ideas found in this book represent
information and lessons gathered from my interviews with 50
athletes over 50 years old. Their experiences and insights are
useful for people of all ages.

 

I knew there must be some way to keep enjoying
good health through physical activity in the important later years
of my life. What mindset or approaches did I need to use? Even a
casual look at athletes in their forties, fifties, sixties and
beyond, made me believe that we can continue to make progress with
our exercise, and in some cases yield big returns from sports, well
after what would be considered over the hill. Could it be that we
expect too little of ourselves?

 

Initially, my goal in writing this book was to
understand the challenges facing older athletes who tend to train
less, which results in a drop in their performance. I hoped to
uncover some insights into how some of them keep at it and perform
at high levels. However, I soon realized that this book would
become much more than that. My subjects taught me lessons that
shifted my focus from athletic performance, to something else that
allows us to live a strong and healthy life as we age.

 

Having developed a list of interview questions,
I began my search for 50 athletes over 50. I first posted to a
forum on Geezerjock.com, asking for volunteers who were willing to
be interviewed. Ken Stone of Mastertrack.com noticed the post, and
when he wrote about it in his blog, I received many inquiries. At
the same time, I found a few athlete profiles on Geezerjock.com
that looked hopeful, so I sent messages to Sandy Scott, Carl
Bamforth, Terry Peterson, and Linda Quirk. Before I knew it, I had
a dance card full of interviews and my job was to keep up with my
new schedule. 

 

Unfortunately, due to limited space, I was not
able to include detailed interviews of all the over-50 athletes.
Their stories are also very valuable to the discussion about
sustaining a healthy life, and you can find their full interviews
at www.50athletesover50.com. 

 

One of the things that I learned was that when
we pass our twenties, those of us who were involved in sports face
a major challenge. It becomes harder to access organized teams,
workout facilities, and coaches, which is what we depend on for
optimal training. And the importance of optimal training is, of
course, what allows us to be highly competitive. We are then at a
loss, since when we were young, being competitive was our
orientation.

 

After doing only 15 interviews, I realized that
these older athletes share a common set of characteristics that
carry them through their later years. The critical piece that came
to light over and over again was that to continue to reap the
benefits of an active life as we age, we must transition from
having a performance focus to a lifestyle focus. What does this
mean? Unlike younger athletes, older athletes are not usually as
interested in performance and competition, but have a much broader
perspective. 

 

Their most important goal typically changes
from performance, to wanting to be active for a long time. There
are other common characteristics as well. Most say that they want
to have good health, enjoy their sport, and have fun with their
athletic friends! They also work at being injury free, since as we
get older, recovery from injuries is slower. 

 

To support these new priorities, they envision
exercise or a sport, to which they are committed. Some may have the
ability to envision goals that seem out of the ordinary. If so,
they firmly, carefully and consistently, integrate that activity
into their lifestyle. With a high level of passion that comes from
practicing their exercise, they see their physical activity as
play, rather than work. 

 

Additionally, many of the athletes that I spoke
with are examples of the growing awareness that with the right
focus, our bodies are capable of more than we think. Based on my
interviews, it appears that athletes like Dara Torres, who competes
at world class levels beyond the age of 40, are not just a
curiosity. They are examples that aging can be influenced by the
active lifestyle we choose. 

 

As I discovered the fascinating stories of my
subjects and the parallels between them, I couldn’t wait for my
alarm clock to go off each morning so that I could meet more
athletes over-50. This was truly a life-changing experience,
because I was immersing myself in a widening pool of knowledge
developed by resilient, older athletes, who demonstrate their
fitness every single day. 

 

What I learned from the over-50 athletes is
invaluable to me, as it will certainly help me to secure an active
lifestyle in the future. I believe that the knowledge that they
shared is a great asset to anyone who wants to sustain a healthy,
active life. 

 

 












Part 1

A Strong Healthy Life








 

A compilation of striking stories of 50
athletes over 50 years old, this book is designed to help us
understand how exercise and sports can continue to help us lead
strong, healthy lives as we age. In the larger context of
exercising throughout life, the athletes that I interviewed prove
that while staying fit as we age differs from when we were younger,
it is critical and can yield astounding results. 

 

In this work, I will refer interchangeably to
athletes as people who exercise, or as people who participate in a
sport. Although some may think of athletes as masters of a sport or
game, a truer definition is a “person who is trained or skilled in
exercises, sports or games requiring physical strength, agility or
stamina.” Many of the athletes I interviewed participate in sports,
but not all. Some engage in non-competitive physical activities
that yield the same benefits. The key is to have an activity that
you love; one that engages your muscles and gets your heart and
lungs pumping.

 

So, what is a strong, healthy life? Good health
underscores a strong life, and to be strong is to be powerful,
vigorous, courageous, and stable. A strong life is one of
confidence and capabilities; one in which challenges and adventures
are taken on without undue fear and anxiety. A strong life is full
of fun and adventure and when done fully, is
spectacular. 

 

Physical activity not only strengthens the
body, but when coupled with goals, creates a powerful brew that
strengthens the will and our overall ability to accomplish what we
set out to do. I am excited to share with you many older athletes
who are living strong, and yes, spectacular lives. You will meet
Linda Quirk, who ran seven marathons on seven continents and plans
to run across four of the world’s biggest deserts. Linda does these
feats not for herself, but to raise money for a good cause. You
will read about Sandy Scott, an astounding cyclist with a
remarkable “comeback” history. You will read about Myrna Haag, a
talented triathlete with a mission to change people’s lives in her
community by helping them break their food addictions.

 

If you are exercising, maybe this book will
challenge you to more vigorous activity. If you have quit
exercising, I hope this book encourages you to begin again. If you
aren’t exercising, maybe you will be inspired to start. As we’ll
see, it truly is never too late for exercise to make a serious
difference in our lives, and the benefits for older adults are more
dramatic than you may have imagined.

 

Health Benefits of an Active
Life

Health benefits of an active life are not just
nice to have – they often make the difference between just getting
by and living a life of high quality and independence. The leading
cause of death in America is cardiovascular disease, and studies
show that age is the major risk factor. And according to John Raty,
MD, author of the book Spark: The Revolutionary New Science of
Exercise and the Brain, cancer and stroke follow heart disease as
leading causes of death in those over 65. He adds that this trio
represents 61 percent of deaths in that age group. 

 

Nonetheless, we have at our fingertips, an
enormously powerful weapon against these and many other diseases.
The following facts and statements barely scratch the surface of
this topic, but show the heartening impact that regular exercise
has on many different diseases.

 

According to the American Heart Association,
physical inactivity is the primary cause of heart
disease. 

A classic study on the improvement in longevity
through regular lifetime physical activity, showed that physical
fitness and exercise can reduce the risk of diseases such as heart
disease, non-insulin-dependent diabetes mellitus, some cancers,
osteoarthritis, osteoporosis and obesity.1

 

An American Cancer Society study on breast
cancer found that although any physical activity appeared to have
some benefit, a 30 percent reduction in breast cancer rate occurred
in women whose exercise was the equivalent of swimming, running, or
jogging at least six hours a week.2

 

The University of Utah and Kaiser Permanente in
Oakland, California, found that men and women lowered their risk of
colorectal cancer with exercise, and that vigorous exercise
provided the greatest benefit. Men and women who exercised the
equivalent of jogging five or more hours a week, lowered their risk
40 to 50 percent. 

 

A follow-up to a Harvard study found that the
women of a group with diabetes who exercised at least four hours a
week, were 40 percent less likely to develop heart disease.3 Other
studies have found similar trends for men.

 

In support of these statements, it became
obvious early on in my interview process that exercise and training
routines of those I interviewed were having an enormous effect on
their health. While more than 60 percent of U.S. adults over the
age of 20 are overweight or obese, there are only one or two
athletes in my group that are overweight – and none are
obese.

 

According to the Center for Disease Control
(CDC), the average American goes to the doctor’s office three times
per year, and 18 percent of their visits are for prevention. The
over-50 athletes reported about the same number of offices visits,
but nearly 60 percent of them were preventative in nature. The CDC
notes that the most common conditions seen in office visits are
hypertension (high blood pressure) at 28 percent, arthritis at 17.5
percent and diabetes at 12 percent. The occurrence of these
conditions in my group of athletes was much lower; hypertension
four percent, arthritis four percent and diabetes two
percent.

Other research shows that emotional well-being
and a higher quality of life are other important byproducts of
physical activity. It is common knowledge that exercise releases
endorphins in the brain, which makes us feel good. In addition,
there’s great value in being strong and healthy as a means of
living independently and more constructively as we age. Consider
these statements:

 

Dr. Lakatta, MD, senior investigative chief,
Laboratory of Cardiovascular Science at the National Institute on
Aging says, “Emerging scientific evidence suggests that people who
exercise regularly not only live longer, they live better. Studies
also show that exercise can promote psychological well-being and
reduce feelings of anxiety and depression.” 

 

In his book Spark: The Revolutionary New
Science of Exercise and the Brain, Dr. Raty tells us that exercise
is the best defense against mood disorders and Alzheimer’s
disease.

 

Director of the National Institute on Aging,
Richard J. Hodes, MD says, “Cardiovascular disease is also a major
cause of disability, limiting the activity and eroding the quality
of life of millions of older people each year.” 

 

Still, there is even good news for those who
aren’t currently active. Exercise can boost cardiac fitness in
out-of-shape older people as well as conditioned older people.
According to Dr. Lakatta, who was the principal investigator of a
1996 study on aerobic exercise for sedentary, older people, “…
aerobic exercise conditioning can offset normal aging of the heart
by making it a better pump, even for those who begin later in life,
at age 60 or 70…a novel aspect of this study found that the
relative benefits were the same regardless of how fit they were
when they started exercising.” 

 

That’s encouraging for any of us who are
out-of-shape, but there is another challenge to address; how do we
handle the significant, undisputed effects of chronological aging
on our bodies? The changes that occur in all of our body’s systems
affect our ability to participate in sports and other vigorous
physical activities. Effects seen in typical healthy adults can be
quite dramatic, and include loss of muscle mass and tone, loss of
aerobic endurance, loss of muscular power, increase in body fat,
and an overall decrease in functional capacity to do physical
work.

 

We need to keep in mind as we review these
changes, that although they can sound daunting, they can be
managed. With the exception of decreased maximum heart rate,
studies have found that almost all physiological changes in older
people can be counteracted by athletic training.

 

Scientific reports show that after our late
twenties or early thirties, we lose about 10 percent of our aerobic
capacity each decade, up to age 60 or 70, at which time it
decreases at a much faster rate.4 Studies of masters endurance
athletes indicate that peak performance can be maintained until 35
years of age, with a modest reduction in performance thereafter, up
to age 60 or 70. The main reason for the decline is a decrease in
maximal aerobic capacity (Vo2 max), somewhat related to a reduced
maximum heart rate. 

 

Additionally, the muscle mass that we lose as
we age causes a reduction in our ability to generate power. We also
lose muscle fibers, called fast twitch fibers, which enable
powerful movement. On a side note, loss of muscle mass contributes
significantly to the slowdown of metabolism, and also to the
commensurate increase in body fat that we have as we get older. Now
along with age-related changes, comes another potential
pitfall.

 

Staying Injury
Free

Athlete or not, as we age we all feel the
effects of slower recovery, either from injury or from overdoing
it. One of the major effects of aging is that our body becomes less
effective at repairing itself. I like to draw an analogy between
our life cycle and that of a building. During the first couple
decades, our building is being constructed. The frame, the
exterior, and wiring are all being installed and refined. A huge
amount of energy is expended, and many workers are involved in this
phase. 

 

Once the building is complete, the effects of
wear and tear begin to show. The maintenance crew takes over, and
begins to make repairs to the many things that begin to break down.
As the building ages, not only does the building develop problems,
but the repairmen also age. They don’t do quite as good of a job as
they did when they were younger. 

 

Unfortunately, it’s not as simple as firing the
repairmen and replacing them with ones that are more able. Physical
training does help the repairmen stay sharp, but it has two
opposing effects. On one hand, training improves our body’s ability
to repair itself by improving circulation and other body functions.
It is well known that a person who is fit will most likely recover
from surgery faster than someone who is unfit. On the other hand,
training puts more wear and tear on our bodies, and exposes us to
injury. 

 

The Main Reason for Age-Related
Decrease in Exercise

While staying injury free is obviously
important to sustained athletics, what is the main reason for a
decrease in exercise capability as we age? Looking at the broad
range of studies, it appears that it is due to socio-behavioral
changes.5 With age, we tend to train less frequently, consistently
or intensely. 

 

Typical reasons for training less are job and
family responsibilities. Such socio-behavioral reasons for training
less are prevalent, but they are not a given. We can see this with
the 50 athletes I interviewed who have managed to stay very active.
Most cherish balance as an important component to a successful
life. The result is that they keep their exercise schedules, as
well as their work and family relationships, intact. In the
chapters that follow we will see how the athletes accomplish
this.

 

Despite the effects of chronological aging,
greater susceptibility to injury and temptation to put other
aspects of life ahead of sports and exercise, the evidence is
overwhelming that running our engines hot protects us from the
onset of many illnesses and promotes a sense of well-being. Those
of us who have found this empirically may not know the statistics,
but we understand at some level, that being active is very
important for our welfare. 

 

It is possible to live a healthy life without
being strong, but not the converse. Exercise is a powerful
pill!

 

 








We hope you have enjoyed this free excerpt from '50 Athletes
over 50 Teach us to Live a Strong Healthy Life' by Don McGrath,
Ph.D.

 

Book
Synopsis:

What does it take to continue to participate in athletic
activities and sustained exercise later in life? How does it differ
from managing these activities when you are in your 20’s or 30’s?
Do you wonder if, or when, you have to give up your physical
activities? You will be intrigued and inspired by the answers to
these questions from Don McGrath’s book about 50 interviews of
athletic people over 50 years old. True stories from his
spectacular interviewees will inspire you like no others. Many of
McGrath’s subjects never imagined that they would be role models
for exercise and good health. Still, by applying a common set of
characteristics, they have broken remarkable mental and physical
barriers to succeed. Peek into the lives of Linda Quirk who ran
seven marathons on seven continents at age 55, and in 2010 plans to
run across four of the world’s largest deserts; Sandy Scott, 69,
who broke a vertebrae at age 65 and four years later won a state
cycling 20k championship; or 75-year-old veteran tap dance Gene
GeBauer. With U.S. health concerns at the forefront, the athlete’s
way of life helps us to understand how to take responsibility for
our well being. Lessons learned from these interviews can help us
avoid doctors’ offices, stave off diseases, and have more joy and
contentment. In his final summary, McGrath examines the behaviors
and attitudes necessary for all of us to have health and
satisfaction through an active life. If you want to know the
secrets of those who are still going strong in athletic activities
in their later years, then this is the book for you.

 

Recent
reviews:

I know of no other book that speaks so well to those who want to
continue to ply their exercise as they age. Based on interviews
with 50 athletes over 50, this work offers valuable insights into
how older individuals successfully maintain regular exercise and
sports programs.  Spellbinding, inspirational stories of
consistency and accomplishment are the lynchpins of this book.
Their bold lives provide joy and satisfaction, and greater health
and stamina is their prize." – Banana George Blair, age 94,
World-famous barefoot water skier



"In 50 Athletes over 50, Don McGrath shines light on people who are
great examples of the power of active living, and inspires us to
tap our inner child’s passion for play."

– Dr. James Rouse, Founder of Optimum Wellness and Co-founder of
Mix 1



"Dream It, Live It, Love It is an excellent book of testimonials of
how people over 50 stay healthy, and like it! This book is filled
with passion and ideas from people who are 50 and older, yet not
limited to the over 50 crowd. The younger you are, the more
prepared you can be when reaching age 50 by reading this powerful
book that is packed with insight, staying alive!" – Ray Martinez,
Former Mayor of Fort Collins




The 50 Athletes
featured:

Barb Page, distance runner, hiker, Nordic skier

Bill Hansbury, runner, cyclist

Bill Purves, race walker

Bob Muleskey, shot put, discus, and javelin thrower

Bob Radocy, archer, weight lifter

Bret Williams, pole vaulter, handball player

Bruce Runnels, cyclist

Carl Bamforth, distance in-line speed skater

Carol Jean Vosburgh, triathlete

Cheryl Ragsdale, boxer and martial artist

Chris Scotto Divetta, runner

Dave Dyc, outrigger canoeist

Don Ardell, triathlete

Don Pratt, distance runner

Don Sherrill, power lifter

Ed Shaw, cyclist, runner

Gale Bernhardt, endurance athlete

Gary Grobman, distance runner

Gary Leigh, sprinter

Gene GeBauer, dancer

George and Louise Thornton, triathletes

George Hurley, rock climber

Gerard Moreno, Paralympic fencer, off-road wheelchair racer,
basketball player

Helen Geoffrion, triathlete

Jane Welzel, distance runner

Jean Aschenbrenner, rock climber

Jerry Smartt, distance runner

Jim Broun, hurdler

Jim Morton, runner

Katy Okuyama, surfer

Kim Williams, sprinter, high-jumper

Linda Quirk, distance runner

Loretta Claiborne, Special Olympic runner, golfer, tennis
player, skater, skier, bowler

Maria Riquet, bodybuilder

Myrna Haag, triathlete

R.S. and Melody Mitchell, martial artists

Rich Davis, triathlete

Richard Stiller, runner

Robbi Young, triathlete

Russ Clune, rock climber

Sandy Scott, cyclist

Scott Graham, distance runner, triathlete, snowshoe racer

Sid Howard, middle-distance runner

Stephen Black, triathlete

Susan Henderson, distance runner

Suzy Devers, in-line and ice skater

Terry Peterson, mountain unicyclist

Ward Smith, surfer

Weia Reinboud, high jumper, javelin thrower

 

If you would like to purchase a copy, please visit www.50athletesover50.com -
Thank you!

A Free Preview is also available for viewing here.
Please be patient, depending on the speed of your internet
connection, it could take a few minutes to load.
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